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Abstract 

Understanding differences between women and men’s career development and promoting 

equality is important in today’s society. “A growing body of evidence shows that utilizing 

the skills and talent of both men and women is beneficial for enterprises and for society 

in general” (Guy Ryder, Director General, International Labour Organization ILO, 2015, 

p.3). Women are under-represented in management level and measures that can be taken 

to advance women in business should be analyzed and taken into focus for the future. 

Especially interesting is banking industry, which is dominated by women in terms of 

employees but men are the majority in management level.  

The study offers a perspective from female middle managers point of view. The purpose 

is to contribute to the understanding of what causes women’s under-representation in 

management level in the banking industry. Moreover, the aim is to demonstrate women’s 

career path as well as factors that influence on women’s career development. The data 

was analyzed by using White’s (1995) age-linked stage model of women’s career 

development, Super’s (1963) self-concepts and Super’s (1980) life roles.  

The study shows that there has been much progress to reduce inequality between women 

and men, and special programs have been developed in order to increase the number of 

women in management level in banks. However, there are some negative factors 

influencing women’s career development that remain the same through the time. The 

findings emphasize that women still have to deal with a number of challenges and for 

instance fight against stereotypes. Thus, seven suggestions how to increase the number 

of women in management level in the banking industry are made.  
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1 Introduction 

In this section the relevance of the research topic is presented. Followed by the research 

problem, purpose and research questions. In addition, essential definitions are 

introduced along with the disposition of the study. 

During the past decades, women’s career development, the issues they have faced and 

their under-representation in management positions have been a fundamental concern in 

society (Metz, 2003; Lyness & Thompson, 2000). Today, equality issues between men 

and women at workplaces seem to be more central and visible. According to Statistics 

Sweden (2014), women and men should have economic equality: “They shall have the 

same opportunities and conditions with regard to education and paid work that provide 

them with the means to achieve lifelong economic independence” (Statistics Sweden, 

2014, p.3).  

Today, women constitute the largest amount of the labor force in Sweden, and their 

employment rate is one of the highest in EU (European Commission, 2013). In 2012, 

women held 34.4 percent of the senior and middle manager positions in Sweden (ILO, 

2015). Even though, Sweden seems to be constantly working on increasing the amount 

of women in management positions, the reason why women are less represented in 

management level remains unknown.  

Banking industry in Sweden, is one of the industries, which is seen as female dominated 

industry in terms of employees, but still men are dominating the management positions 

(Acker, 2006). In banking industry, women and men are hired with different capacities 

and to different hierarchical levels of the organization. Banks are gendered organizations 

and therefore the “Wages, tasks, hierarchical positions are all distributed differently to 

women and men” (Acker, 2006, p.117). Thus, the differences in career development 

between men and women in the banking industry seem to require further attention.  

There are differences in women and men’s career development patterns. Compared to 

men, women’s careers more likely involve job changes related to family roles and they 

negotiate between work and family in their career development (Lee, 1994; Moen 1985). 

Even though the equality in workplace has been increased focus of concern, it seems that 

there are still barriers to be overcome. Study by European Commission (2008) indicated 

that even in countries with relatively high representation of women in corporate boards, 

it is still extremely hard for women to get to the very top.  

1.1 Research Problem 

Recently the leadership barriers for women have received attention in social media as 

well as in scholarly articles worldwide. Age-old gender stereotypes, family 

responsibilities and male-dominated business cultures are some of the common issues 

women face. “Traditionally, management, running a business and decision-making in the 

public arena were viewed as the domains of men” (ILO, 2015, p. 15). Even though the 
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society and world of work has changed, the fact that women are under-represented in 

management level remains.  

The career progress of women is a key element in finding out the barriers women face 

while climbing the corporate ladder. Barriers create difficulties and limit women’s career 

progress making it more complicated than men’s career progress. (Broadbridge & 

Fielden, 2015). In addition women tend to have greater responsibility of children 

generating different employment patterns (MacMahon & Patton, 2006). Thus, focus 

should put on women’s career development and the existing challenges. 

Situation for women working in Sweden is better and according Catalyst Inc. survey 2014 

women held over 20 percent of the board seats, which is more than in most of the countries 

(ILO, 2015). In the banks in Sweden women represent majority in terms of employees 

and it is seen as a female dominated industry. However, men hold the majority in 

management level in the banking industry. There seems to be a gap in research on the 

factors that female middle managers face in Sweden, and which challenge their career 

progress. Thus, this study aims to narrow down this research gap. 

1.2 Purpose 

The study looks into women’s career development; more specifically it is an analysis of 

middle managers’ career paths in the banking industry. The intention here is to gather 

information about middle manager’s career progress, the factors that have had an 

influence on their career process, both negative and positive. In addition, the study aims 

to answer to the question why women are under-represented in management level within 

the banking industry. 

The intention is to find this out through analyzing: 

1. The overall career paths of female middle managers in banks in Jönköping, Sweden  

2. The existing theory and literature of the factors influencing women’s career 

development. 

Based on the findings the aim of this research is to draw conclusions about the common 

factors influencing women’s career development process. In addition, the study provides 

suggestions what could be done to increase the number of women within management 

level in the banking industry. Since the aim is to find out information about the current 

situation of women in the banking industry and to provide possible direction to women 

aiming for management level, the data collection method has both descriptive and 

explanatory purpose.  

1.3 Research Questions 

The investigation of the study is based on the following research questions: 
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RQ1. What factors influence female middle managers’ career development in the banking 

industry? 

RQ2. What are the female middle managers’ opinions on why women are under-

represented within management level of the banking industry and what are the possible 

suggestions to increase the amount of women? 

1.4 Definitions 

Banks 1, 2 & 3 - The research sample includes three banks in Sweden that are left to be 

anonymous. The banks are named as Bank 1, Bank 2, and Bank 3. The interviews are 

conducted with banks in Jönköping.  

Career - A career is defined as the sequential set of work-related experiences/occupations 

a person performs during one’s lifetime (Super, 1980; Greenhaus, Callahan, Godschalk, 

2000). 

Career boosting factor - Factors that improve women’s careers in some way (see 

Positive factors). 

Career development - Career development is defined as “An ongoing process by which 

individuals’ progress through a series of stages, each of which is characterized by a 

relatively unique set of issues, themes and tasks” (Greenhaus, et al. 2000, p.13). 

Gymnasium - In Sweden gymnasium refers to the upper secondary school that prepares 

students for higher education (e.g. university). 

Management level - By management level is meant both middle and top management 

level of the organization.  

Middle manager - A middle manager is “A manager in an organization at a level just 

below that of senior administrators” (New Oxford American Dictionary, 2010). She has 

the responsibility of a small department within an organization, but is not in charge of the 

whole organization. In comparison with top managers, middle managers are more in 

contact with their employees.  

Negative factors - Negative factors generate difficulties in women’s career development 

in some way.  

Positive factors - Positive factors have a supporting and/or advancing effect on women’s 

career development. 

1.5 Delimitations 

The aim was to conduct the research with female middle managers from banks in Sweden. 

Since people in Stockholm’s headquarters are more difficult to contact through email or 

cellphone the decision to use Jönköping was more convenient for the study. Some of the 
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participants also explained that in the headquarter there is more top managers than middle 

managers working since most of the middle managers are working in smaller cities. 

Therefore a suitable sample was banks in Jönköping.  

Prior to the interview process, there were difficulties finding direct contacts to HR 

departments in banks and getting answers from them. It took long time in their internal 

processing or no response was received from them. Another difficulty was finding women 

in banks’ middle management. For instance in one bank all the managers were men.  

1.6 Disposition 

The study is divided into seven different sections with headings and subheadings. The 

first section of Introduction, introduces the research topic, followed by the Frame of 

Reference. The second section begins by describing the current situation of women’s 

career development in the banking industry, followed by the literature review of the 

existing literature and theories. The study continues with the Method part, describing the 

chosen method, methodology and data collection for the study. Afterwards, the section of 

Empirical Findings presents the results of empirical data collection. Thereafter, follows a 

careful analysis of the findings of the research. In the next section, conclusions of the 

study are drawn and research questions are answered. Lastly, Discussion section consists 

of implications and suggestions for further research. 

 

Figure 1: 1.6 Disposition of the study 

2 Frame of Reference  

This section includes existing research literature and theories related to the research 

topic. The following literature and theories enable the reader to understand the topic of 

the research from different aspects. In addition, it helps to answer and analyze the 

research questions properly. Finally, the reviewed literature helps to comprehend the 

empirical data gathered and presented in the Empirical Findings section.  

Introduction

Frame of Reference

Method

Empirical Findings

Analysis

Conclusion

Discussion
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2.1 Women’s career development 

Over the past decades, theoretical and empirical work has been done to investigate 

women’s career behavior (Betz, 2005). Holland (1966) was the first to identify limitations 

in the explanatory work of studies of men, and hereafter developed a career theory closely 

related to women. Super (1990) acknowledged the need for a special theory for women 

examining their occupational issues and career patterns. One limitation of his work was 

that it was mostly descriptive and not explanatory.  

Women’s career progress is more complex of men’s, because of the barriers they face 

(Broadbridge & Fielden, 2015). These barriers include “Early-gender role orientation, 

employment inequalities, and family responsibilities” (Coogan & Chen, 2007, p.191) 

which all confuse and limit women’s career choices and furthermore their progression. 

However, Larwood and Gutek (1987) point out that even though there should be a 

separate study to women’s career development, this does not imply that the career issues 

women face are more important than those of men. Instead, it predicts that the career 

issues women face differs from those of men. Therefore, Gallos (1989) suggested that a 

research regarding women’s developmental needs, their choices and opportunities as well 

their opinions about the working environment should be implemented.  

Women’s careers have been strongly linked to household and family making. Women 

have followed their husband’s careers and have confronted prejudice from their male 

managers for decades now (Marshall, 1994). For instance, Zytowski (1969) described 

women’s career consisting of gender and occupational roles, marriage, motherhood and 

homemaking (cited in McMahon & Patton, 2006). The careers of women have mostly 

focused on completing a certain task rather than having long-term benefit from career 

oriented behavior (Marshall, 1994; Hennig & Jardim, 1978). 

According to Larwood and Gutek (1987), there are two issues that separate women and 

men’s careers. First, women feel they do not have the same career opportunities as men. 

For instance, women switch from working life to family making if their careers are 

stabilized early. Second, women face discrimination even though they have the same legal 

opportunities as men. Therefore, women with fewer career opportunities pursue other 

alternatives more easily (e.g. family). Larwood and Gutek (1987) suggest that women’s 

career development theories should focus on ‘age-linked stage theory’, since “It 

overcomes problems of incorporating timing and age” (cited in White, 1995, p.6). By 

using this kind of theory it is possible to identify certain time lags of career development.   

A radical change in the direction to develop career theories for women occurred when 

Astin (1984) established a model of career development for women and men. Her model 

clarified the work-related behavior of men and women retaining that “Work motivation 

is the same for men and women, but they make different choices because their early 

socialization experiences and their structural opportunities are different” (Astin, 1984, 

p.118). Therefore, careers should be regarded as the individual’s lifelong creations and 

not only as occupations or work, since each individual manage/build up their own careers. 
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Additionally, McMahon and Patton (2006) include Bimrose’s (2001) theory in their work 

and state that “Women’s vocational behavior is arguably more complex than men’s as it 

is frequently characterized by child-care responsibilities resulting in different 

employment patterns” (McMahon & Patton, 2006, p.116).  

In contrast, in their study of university-educated women’s perception toward the decision 

between work and family, Hallet and Gilbert (1997), found out that women felt they did 

not had to make a choice between work and family. Women were able to make a 

combination of both and some suggested that they could just integrate them differently. 

Two patterns were identified from their study: a conventional and a role-sharing pattern. 

The conventional pattern consists of one main task, taking care of home and parental 

duties. Whereas in the role-sharing pattern, both parties (men and women) shared their 

time to take care of the family responsibilities at the same time actively pursuing their 

careers.  

2.1.1 Why men and women’s career development theories should be 

separated? 

Large amount of career development theories exist, but most of them are measuring only 

men’s career paths (Brown, Brooks & Associates, 1996; McMahon & Patton, 2006; 

Gallos, 1989). What has not been taken into consideration in these studies is that women 

have different career progress than men. Compared to men, women search for different 

societal and work-related opportunities, have different career perspectives, choices, 

priorities and patterns, and they possess a separate class of social norms (Gallos, 1989). 

O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) suggest three varying factors why women should be studied 

separately from men. These are differing family responsibilities of men and women’s 

careers (Burke, 2002; Hochschild, 1989), women’s developmental psychology (Gilligan, 

1982; Miller 1975), and women’s under-representation in top management positions (Ely, 

1995; Kanter, 1977, cited in O’Neil and Bilimoria, 2005).  

While applying career development theories to women, women have faced different 

socially constructed barriers than men, and therefore their studies are dissimilar of those 

of ‘traditional’ (old) ones (Astin, 1984; Hackett & Betz, 1981). Career development does 

not only consist of occupations after another, but it is also a process of interaction and 

change over time comprising different stages individuals pass (McMahon & Patton, 

2006). Therefore, there is a need for a separate theory of examining women’s career 

development as a process. 

2.2 Career development theories 

In this section the concepts central for career development theories are presented. Then 

the theory of women’s career development process is divided into three main sections. 

First age-linked stage model of women’s career development is presented, second life 

roles and third self-concept.  



 

 

 

7 

Super (1980) suggests that career is ”The combination and sequence of roles played by a 

person during the course of a lifetime” (p.282). Career development is a process 

consisting of different stages and the degree of engagement one has in various roles over 

a lifetime. Super’s (1990) theory has three significant constructs that can be applied to 

women’s career development experiences (Sharf, 2006). Self-concept, life roles and the 

‘recycling’ of career development stages of growth, exploration, establishment, 

maintenance, and decline cover the three constructs.  

Firstly, women’s self-concept consists of biological characteristics, social roles, and the 

assessment how others react to one’s behavior (Super, 1990). It develops through 

individual’s mental and physical growth, general and working experiences and 

environment, and the observations of work. Self-concept of an individual is implemented 

throughout one’s career and used as means of self-expression. Moreover, self-concept 

affects to one’s career/work choice (Super, 1990). Secondly, the theory identifies that 

women pursue various roles throughout their lives. These are child, student, leisurite, 

citizen, worker, spouse, homemaker, parent and pensioner (Super, 1990). When 

considering women’s career development it is important to recognize the overlapping 

roles that women might have, these including the homemaker, parent and worker (Super, 

1990). Lastly, Super (1990) proposes the recycling through different career development 

stages. In women’s career development there are various interruptions that may affect the 

employment, for instance family responsibilities and inequities in employment. The 

stages include growth, exploration, establishment, maintenance and decline (Super, 

1957). 

2.2.1 Age-linked stage model of women’s career development 

In order to measure the career development process of women, different stage models of 

career development should be used. Super (1957) was one of the first researchers to 

develop a stage model to measure career development as a process. Super’s (1957) first 

study focused on men’s careers and it had five stages. Super included the interaction 

between self and environment by dividing careers to age-linked career stages over one’s 

lifetime. In 1990 Super revised it to be applicable to women’s careers as well.  

After 1957, there have been several researchers that have revised Super’s (1957) model, 

and White (1995) modified it most recently. Age-linked stage model of women’s career 

development combines career decision-making with issues regarding work and family 

balance (White, 1995, Table 2.2.1). The model presents “The amount of identity in each 

life role over time and the extent of the interaction between these roles over the life span” 

(White, 1995, p.4). The model indicates that despite of women’s occupation, they went 

through different life stages within their careers. Eight stages constitute the model – early 

adult transition, entering the adult world, establishment, early-30s transition, settling 

down, late 30s transition, achievement and maintenance.  



 

 

 

8 

The first stage is the early adult transition with women in ages between 17 and 25. It is 

called as exploration stage, since here women develop a direction to their careers and 

commit to a certain occupation by testing possible jobs.  

The second stage, ‘entering the adult world’, consists of women in their mid-20s. It is 

referred as crystallization and implementation stage since here women develop their 

personal work and non-work identity. At this stage, women feel they need to choose 

between work and family or develop a way to combine both. Careers may therefore be 

delayed. Women who commit to their working lives early do not have a problem of 

combining multiple roles (family and work). For instance, women who commit late for 

an occupation have “Complex vocational identity” and experience problems when 

combining different roles (White, 1995, p.10). Women at this stage, seek for certain 

occupational opportunities.  

The third stage of establishment contains women in ages between 25 and 33. It is a stage 

where women learn and develop quickly while “…establishing a reputation as a high 

achiever” (White, 1995, p.10). At this stage, women typically decide their way of career 

development and occupation.  

Early-30s transition stage comprises women between ages 33 and 35. It is referred as the 

biological clock stage, since women make a decision whether to have children (White, 

1995). Common consideration of women is to first establish a career of their own and 

then begin planning of family and children.  

The settling down stage includes women in ages of 35. This stage is also referred to 

advancement stage, since here women make a decision of family and motherhood. Also 

a decision of minimum maternity leave is made. Women at this stage make every effort 

toward achieving their personal goals of their careers (White, 1995).  

Late-30s transition stage comprises women in ages between 38 and 40. At this stage 

women face family-career conflict and some might even regret the decision of not having 

children. Switching from one organization to another or becoming an entrepreneur 

resolves the family-career conflict women face. Additionally, at this stage women may 

experience ‘glass ceiling’ and feel the need to response to it. 

In the achievement stage women are in ages between 40 and 50. The stage is also referred 

as the rebalancing stage, since women resolve their family-career conflicts. Women 

without children rationalize their decision and realize they could not have achieved their 

personal career goals if they would have had children. This is explained by cognitive 

dissonance by Festinger (1962). It suggests that “people are motivated to reduce this 

inconsistency in cognitions, therefore, women begin to place greater importance on their 

career achievements” (cited in White, 1995, p. 11). These women feel they need to make 

a choice between work and family since these factors are mutually exclusive.  
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The maintenance stage is the final stage including women at the age of 50 and over. Here, 

women are closer to their retirement age and they start to consider their career growth and 

success. Some reduce their working hours and some continue to expand and consolidate 

their work (White, 1995). The reduction of the working hours can be referred as the 

beginning of the decline stage. Since the sample of the original model developed by White 

(1995) are women in different ages with challenging jobs and unconventional career 

patterns it is applicable to analyze the career paths of female middle managers in this 

study. 

Early adult transition: 17-25 

years (exploration) 

 Early commitment to an occupation 

 Testing of initial choices about preferences for living 

 Identify diffusion caused by role conflict 

Entering the adult world: 

mid-20s (crystallization and 

implementation) 

 Development of sense of personal identity in relation to 

work and non-work 

 Rejection of the housewife role/separation from partner, 

resulting in growth of career sub-2 among late starters 

 High career centrality among early starters (go-getters)  

 Seek opportunities to practice chosen occupation/profession 

Establishment: 25-33 years  Period of rapid learning and development  

 Establishing a reputation as a high achiever 

Early-30s transition: 33-35 

years 

 Raised awareness of biological clock – decision whether to 

have children  

Settling down: 35 years 

(advancement) 

 Decision about motherhood resolved  

 Minimum maternity leave  

 Strive towards the achievement of personal goals  

Late-30s transition: 38-40 

years 

 Regret lack of children  

 Family-career conflict  

 Move in response to glass ceiling 

Achievement: 40-50 years 

(rebalancing) 

 Resolution of career-family conflict 

 Rationalize decision not to have children 

 Realization of personal goals 

 Develop greater stability and consolidate achievements to 

date 

Maintenance: 50s onwards  Continued growth and success 

 Cycle of expansion and consolidation 

 

Table 1: 2.2.1 Age-linked stage model of women’s career development (White, 1995, 

p.10) 

2.2.2 Life roles 

As for the career development of women it is extremely important to take into 

consideration the changing roles of an individual over one’s lifetime. Life roles presented 

by Super (1980) include child (as son and daughter), student, leisurite, citizen, worker 

(including non-worker), spouse, homemaker, parent and pensioner. None of the roles are 

gender-related, for instance the homemaker is not unique for women and the worker role 

is not specified for men. The roles are in connection to each other either simultaneously 

or throughout the time.  
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For instance, the time used as a student further affects to the occupation later obtained. 

Multiple roles may as well interfere career development. Based on the life course some 

roles take more time than others while some require more emotional engagement. For 

instance, while climbing the corporate ladder the worker role demands more time and 

involvement. However, not all adapt every one of these roles in their lifetime. For 

instance, some never reach the role of pensioner if one dies before, or some never marry 

or get children.  

Richardson (1993) suggests that career development should be measured in the context 

of multiple life areas to get more realistic picture of one’s career, since then the roles of 

employee, homemaker and others would be measured simultaneously. In addition, in 

order to expand the career development research to women it is important to add the 

multiple-role perspective, since then the work career is connected to whole life course.  

Super (1980) identified a concept of life career, which means that multiple roles are 

implemented over one’s life course. Life career is divided into two aspects: (1) the amount 

and the content of specific roles that are passed during lifetime, and (2) the differing 

techniques how to connect these roles that are dependent on the timing, ordering and 

duration. According to Super (1980) individuals have varying preferences for different 

roles and make career choices based on their life stages and the structure of roles (multiple 

role perspective).  

2.2.3 Self-concept  

In 1953 Super developed a theory of career development as a process of implementing 

self-concept. First, Super (1957) presented the idea of self-concept as ”The process of 

vocational development is essentially that of developing and implementing a self-

concept: it is a compromise process in which self-concept is a product of interaction of 

inherited aptitudes, neural and endocrine make-up, opportunity to play various roles, and 

evaluations of the extent to which the results of role playing meet with the approval of 

superiors and fellows” (Super, 1957, p.189). Super later defined it as ”The constellation 

of self-attributes considered by the individual to be vocationally relevant” (Super, 1963, 

p.20).  

Vocational self-concept determines individual’s success and satisfaction at work. For 

instance, women with low self-concept affects to their ability to get the same working 

positions as men and therefore they may have fewer career possibilities (Hackett & Betz, 

1981). Self-concept is stabilized with age, but it can be affected by one’s experiences over 

a lifetime. When the self-concept becomes clearer, it enables to make the decision about 

occupational choice and behavior. Occupations that allow pursuing and developing the 

self-concept are more likely to be chosen. Since women’s self-concept develops 

throughout the whole life course, Super’s model is taken into consideration (Table 2.2.3). 

Participants’ childhood is not included in this study and therefore the growth stage (4-14) 

is excluded.  
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At the exploration stage (15-21) the main tasks are to develop a self-concept and 

occupational preference by exploring various occupations. Here, women modify their 

preferences to choices, and the decision of a study major and commitment to a first job is 

made. Recycling back and forth between sub stages of 15-21 is possible based on the 

decision to study and work. At the establishment stage (22-40) the main task is to find a 

secure occupation and advance in it. 

Between the ages from 25 to 30 is time for settling down and if the occupation at work is 

unsatisfying, changes are made in order to find a suitable solution. Individuals from 30 to 

40 years old secure a place within an organization. This is the stage in where one develops 

skills, advances to superior positions, gains more responsibility, and acquires respect by 

having manager skills. At the maintenance stage (40-60) the main tasks are to gain and 

develop non-work related roles and continue advancing within an organization. Here, 

competition from younger colleagues is confronted and there is a need to develop further. 

At the decline stage (60 onwards) career slows down and an agreement of retirement is 

made. At this point it is hard to find other satisfying factors than work. Even though 

retirement is a way of escaping from work it also diminishes the self-concept and further 

professional identity (Cron & Slocum, 1986). However, at this stage people start to 

develop a self-image and self-concept independent from work-related tasks 

(Giannantonio & Hurley-Hanson, 2006).  

The combination table of White (1995) and Super’s (1957; 1963) theories of career stages 

and self-concepts is made in order to clarify to the reader how they are related to each 

other. The table (2.2.3) is used in the analysis part of the study.  

Super’s stages (1957) and self-concept (1963) White’s (1995) stages  

Growth 4-14 

 Work orientation  

 Preferences, skills, abilities and a basis 

for career choices are identified 

 Vocationalizing self-concept. 

White’s model does not include the growth stage, 

since it is developed to exemplify women’s career 

progress. Super’s growth stage is irrelevant in the 

study since society has changed from 50s and 

children between ages 4-14 do not work.  

Exploration 15-21 

 Developing a self-concept 

 Exploring various occupations 

 Preferences to choices 

 Decision of a study major 

 Commitment to first occupation 

Early adult transition 17-25 

 Early commitment to an occupation by 

testing possible jobs 

 Testing of initial choices about preferences 

for living 

 Identify diffusion caused by role conflict 

 Exploration stage 

 Developing a direction to one’s career 

Entering the adult world mid-20s 

 Developing personal work and non-work 

identity 

 High career centrality among early starters 

 able to combine multiple roles (parent, 

worker) 

 Seeking opportunities to practice chosen 

occupation/profession 

 Crystallization and implementation stage 

 Balancing between work and family 
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 Occupational opportunities 

Establishment 22-40 

 Securing an occupation & advancing in 

it  

 Settling down (25-30) 

 Changing between occupations if a job 

is unsatisfying 

 Securing a place in an organization 

(30-40) 

 Developing skills 

 Advancing to superior positions, more 

responsibility and respect 

 Managerial skills 

Establishment 25-33 

 Period of rapid learning and development 

 Establishing a reputation as a high 

achiever  

 Decision of the way of career development 

and occupation 

Early 30s transition 33-35 

 Raised awareness of biological clock – 

whether to have children 

 Common consideration is to first establish 

a career and then begin planning a family  

 Minimum maternity leave 

Settling down 35 

 Decision about motherhood resolved  

 Minimum maternity leave  

 Strive towards achieving of personal goals 

 Advancement stage 

Late 30s transition 

 Regret lack of children  

 Family-career conflict 

 Move in response to glass ceiling 

Maintenance 40-60 

 Gaining and developing non-work 

related roles 

 Continued advancing within an 

organization 

 Competition from younger colleagues 

 Need to develop further 

Achievement 40-50 

 Resolution of career-family conflict 

 Rationalize decision not to have children 

 Realization of personal goals 

 Develop greater stability and consolidate 

achievements to date 

Maintenance 50 onwards 

 Continued growth and success 

 Cycle of expansion and consolidation 

Decline 60 onwards 

 Career slowing down 

 Agreement of retiring  

 Hard to find other satisfying factors 

than work 

 Diminishing of self-concept and 

professional identity  

White’s model does not include the decline stage, 

but in her final stage of maintenance the career 

growth is upwards and therefore is irrelevant to 

mention. Although, it is taken into consideration. 

Table 2: 2.2.3. Combining White (1995) and Super’s (1957; 1963) theories of career 

stages and self-concept (by authors) 

 

2.3 Factors influencing women’s career development 

In this section both negative and positive factors influencing women’s career 

development are presented.  

2.3.1 Positive factors 

Positive factors have an improving effect on women’s career development. These so-

called ‘career boosting’ factors are tasks or responsibilities from supervisors, or a new 

job opportunity that have a boosting factor to women’s career direction. This factor can 

be for instance a high responsibility-demanding project in which an individual has 
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performed well, or some other work-related task. Moreover, women’s personalities, 

attitudes, desires and beliefs can create career boosts.  

Personal relationships that have positive factors on women’s career development are for 

instance spouse, children, parents and partner (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). Parental 

influence and supportive partners have an essential role. In addition, professional 

relationships as managers, role models/mentors and clients, have positive impact on 

women’s career and life choices (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005), for instance in the form of 

mentoring and networking. Positive managers and parents are said to have the greatest 

influence on women’s career and their life choices in early phase, when women are at 

ages 24-35 (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005).  

In later phases women define their success in terms of personal fulfillment and happiness. 

Thus, women’s behaviors and attitudes have a positive impact on their career (Brownell, 

1994). Hard work, a positive attitude and excellent communication skills are the three 

most important circumstances and behaviors that have beneficial influence (Brownell, 

1994). Women’s age as well being an important factor as it is associated with work 

experience (Tharenou, Latimer & Conroy, 1994). Other factors are problem solving 

ability, personal sacrifice, personality, job knowledge, mentoring, education and lucky 

breaks (Brownell, 1994). In addition, marital status has been linked to the ease with which 

individuals are able to pursue their careers (Chusmir, 1982; Lambert, 1990; Schwartz, 

1989, cited in Brownell, 1994). 

Betz (1994) suggest that supportive family background, strong educational qualifications, 

later marriage and/or single, few or no children, and the rejection of traditional attitudes 

towards women’s roles are factors that enhance women’s career development (cited in 

Bimrose, 2001). In addition, high self-esteem is seen as having a positive impact on career 

development, since then, for instance, women dare to apply for demanding positions 

(Betz, 1994).  

Moreover, Russel and Burgess (1998) identified five categories that enhance women’s 

career development – career goals and strategies (for instance, respond to feedback and 

dare to discuss with management about career possibilities and salary), outlining positive 

traits (for instance, the ability to accept challenges and work under pressure), taking 

opportunities (for instance, ability to move from another city), acquiring specific skills 

(for instance, ability to blend in, e.g. work in masculine corporate culture), and positive 

and productive interactions with others (for instance, style of interacting suitable for the 

organization) (p.371, cited in Bimrose, 2001). 

2.3.2 Negative factors 

Negative factors generate difficulties in women’s career development in some way. 

Women face barriers and challenges while climbing the corporate ladder. These barriers 

include societal norms, age-old gender roles, and differing economic roles (ILO, 2015). 

Challenges in women’s careers include the lack of role models, gender-biased career 
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counseling, traditional ‘roles’ of women, career-family conflict (Betz, 1994, p.23), 

stereotypes and assumptions, organizational culture and human relations practice, lack of 

career opportunities, skills, abilities and interests (Russel & Burgess, 1998, p.367), gender 

discrimination, sexual harassment, childcare responsibility, office politics and lack of 

career progress (Krumboltz & Coon, 1995, cited in Bimrose, 2001). Tharenou (1999) 

suggest that top management positions are stereotyped for men. In addition, it is argued 

that barriers for women’s advancement are also a lack of management training programs, 

lack of training and development opportunities, inflexibility of work solutions, lack of 

balancing work-life demands programs (Mattis, 1994).  

It is believed that women have different characteristics and qualities that can be seen as 

unsuitable for leaders to have. However, according to the study of Appelbaum, Audet and 

Miller (2003) women’s leadership styles are as effective as men’s, and in fact they are 

more effective “Within the context of team based, consensually-driven organizational 

structures that are more prevalent in today’s world” (p.49). Women also “Lack the 

collegial networks of their male colleagues, they are frequently shut out of informal 

networks of communication to which their male colleagues are privy” (Reinhold, 2005, 

p.47). In addition to these barriers, women indicated that the two main obstacles were old 

boy network and conflicts between family and work (Brownell, 1994).  

The ILO report (2015) identified and listed the following barriers for women’s career 

advancement. 

 Women have more family responsibilities than men  

 Roles assigned by society to men and women  

 Masculine corporate culture 

 Women with insufficient general or line management experience 

 Few role models for women 

 Men not encouraged to take leave for family responsibilities 

 Lack of company equality policy and programs 

 Stereotypes against women 

 Lack of leadership training for women 

 Lack of flexible work solutions 

 Lack of strategy for retention of skilled women 

 Inherent gender bias in recruitment and promotion 

 Management generally viewed as a man’s job 

 Gender equality policies in place but not implemented 

 Inadequate labor and non-discrimination laws (ILO, 2015, p.16).  

2.3.2.1 Glass ceiling 

In the literature one of the identified barriers is referred as glass ceiling. More specifically 

it is an invisible barrier, which prevents women from climbing the corporate ladder 

(Lyness & Thompson, 2000). Even though men and women are promoted equally, 
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women face more gender-based problems in their work. Possible reasons for women’s 

under-representation are family demands, the lack of experiences, and less suitable 

characteristics for management positions (Reinhold, 2005; Probert, 2005; Haslam & 

Ryan, 2008; & Acker, 2009). Furthermore, Goodman, Fields, and Blum (2000) propose 

that women seek for the lower management positions themselves and therefore the 

decision-makers have no effect on the actual progression of women. Nonetheless, 

women’s advancement to managerial positions remain slow. Additionally, the effect of 

glass ceiling is noticeable in the middle management levels of organizations rather than 

in the executive suite (Naff, 1994; Schneer & Reitman, 1995).  

2.4 Reasons for women’s under-representation within 

management level 

In this section reasons for women’s under-representation within management level are 

presented. The section ends with possible suggestions on how to increase the number of 

women in management positions. 

One of the barriers for advancement to top management positions for women is the lack 

of confidence. Women do not consider themselves as good candidates for a job as well 

as men do. They may feel discouraged by peers and colleagues, they do not have enough 

role models or they are not provided with mentors. Even though some women have the 

confidence and the needed qualities “They are not being recognized, not given 

opportunities and have to work harder than men to be promoted even when they are more 

qualified” (ILO, 2015, p. 29). Many successful businesswomen and managers have 

families and they are still able to make it no matter what because of different coping 

strategies they have adapted. It is critical for women to adapt different skills-sets. These 

skills-sets change over time, which is crucial for women’s reformation. Therefore, 

generalizing men and women may incur as gender stereotyping (ILO, 2015). “While 

trying to fill the upcoming gap between labor demand and labor supply, companies can 

benefit from improving their access to the full talent pool by ensuring equality” (European 

Commission, 2013, p.4). 

In Tharenou’s (1999) study three assumptions why women remain under-represented in 

the top management positions are presented. First, men and women invest different 

capacities of human capital, such as skill and knowledge. Men make more investments 

than women and therefore gain more (Becker, 1993) and are able to advance. Second, 

women’s advancement is prevented by “Stereotypes, lack of support and exclusion from 

networks” (Tharenou, 1999, p.113). This is referred as the social capital, which implies 

how individuals are placed in organizations. If women lack the social capital they have 

fewer opportunities to advance. Therefore the process of advancement differs between 

men and women. Thirdly, there exist a cross-level approach, in which according to Adler 

and Izraeli (1994) to middle management tasks education is considered as a selection 

method of individuals whereas to top management it is networking.  
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3 Method 

In the following section the chosen research methodology and method are presented 

and explained in detail. The data gathering process and the related elements to it are 

described. Finally, the trustworthiness for the chosen research design is illustrated.  

3.1 Methodology 

According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2007) the term methodology refers to the 

theory of how research should be undertaken. The authors explain that methodology 

includes theoretical and philosophical assumptions and their implications for the methods 

adopted. Methods then, refer to techniques and procedures that are used to analyze the 

gathered data.  

In order to combine research successfully into practice, it is essential to understand 

positivism and interpretivism, the two major traditions of research (Williamson, 2002). 

Positivism argues that only the phenomena that can be observed will lead to reliable data 

and searches for regularities and causal relationships (Saunders et al., 2007). The tradition 

of interpretivism assumes that meanings are created by individuals and groups and are 

dealt with beliefs, feelings and interpretations of participants (Williamson, 2002). Since 

understanding and interpretation of feelings and attitudes of individuals is vital for the 

study, an interpretivist methodology is adopted and is the main source of influence for 

the study.  

According to Williamson (2002) the two major traditions of research are connected with 

two types of reasoning, deductive and inductive. Deductive approach involves testing of 

a theoretical proposition with the help of the literature, while an inductive approach, as a 

result of the examination of empirical data, involves the development of a theory 

(Saunders et al. 2007). An inductive research has flexibility and this flexibility applies 

with research design, such as sample size and data collection (Crowther & Lancaster, 

2009). Since the present study aims to develop suggestions from the data gathered, an 

inductive approach to reasoning is chosen to meet the purpose of the study.  

An inductive research begins from description or observation moving towards 

explanation, and suits better to the use of qualitative data (Crowther & Lancaster, 2009). 

Correspondingly, qualitative research is applied for the present study. Qualitative 

research method is used in order to answer the research questions, thus qualitative 

methods enable to research the selected issues in-depth and detail and to study what 

people do, know, think and feel (Patton, 1990). Since the research questions are concerned 

with women manager’s perceptions on their careers and their opinions towards the under-

representation of women, qualitative method is appropriate choice for this research.  

3.2 Research method  

The term method in qualitative research means more than a practical technique and 

procedure gaining data (Mason, 2002). It involves activities that are intellectual, 
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analytical and interpretive (Mason, 2002). Saunders et al. (2007) outline the following 

characteristics of research: systematically collected and interpreted data, and a clear 

meaning to find out something. The word ‘systematic’ refers to research being based on 

a logical relationship and not just beliefs (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005, cited in Saunders 

et al. 2007, p.5). ‘To find out something’ can be clarified as a research is made to increase 

knowledge and answer to a question or questions (Saunders et al. 2007).  

As the research question can be both descriptive and explanatory, the study has more than 

one purpose (Saunders et al., 2007). To fulfill the purpose of the study, the research design 

should be selected in a way that it properly addresses the research questions and enables 

to find a solution to the research problem (Vogt, W. P., 2008). To help to form the research 

question/questions, the personal objectives of the study were tested with SMART-test 

(Maylor and Blackmon, 2005, cited in Saunders et al., 2009) 

 Specific 

 Measurable 

 Achievable 

 Realistic 

 Timely  

The study is a descriptive research since it aims “To portray an accurate profile of persons, 

events or situations” (Robson, 2002, p.59). The research strategy will enable the 

researcher to answer the research questions, but it is also guided by the amount of time, 

the extent of existing knowledge and other resources available (Saunders et al. 2007). 

Qualitative research was chosen instead of quantitative research because of its 

characteristics fit to the type of data is suitable for the researched topic. “The more 

ambiguous and elastic our concepts, the less possible it is to quantify our data in a 

meaningful way” (Dey, 1993:28, cited in Saunders et al. 2007, p. 472).  The strategy for 

the study was to conduct a case study because an in-depth understanding of the factors 

influencing women’s career development.  

The data was collected through qualitative interviews. Semi-structured interviews are 

used to identify general patterns in descriptive studies (Saunders et al. 2007). The aim 

was to get interviewees describe truthfully their career development and 

challenges/barriers they have faced and provide suggestions based on participants 

opinions. Therefore the study also has explanatory meaning.  

The data collection technique is qualitative, has small samples and interviews, thus 

interpretivist methodology is suitable for the study (Saunders et al., 2009). The study 

follows qualitative research criteria as stated by Mason (2002, p.7):  

 Systematically and rigorously conducted 

 Accountable 

 Strategically conducted, yet flexible and contextual 

 Involve active reflexivity 
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 Produce explanations or arguments 

 Generalizable 

 A moral practice. 

3.3 Data collection 

The data collection consisted of two stages. First, an in-depth research of secondary data 

was gathered. Second, the primary data was collected in the forms of interviews.  

3.3.1 Literature study 

In order to gain knowledge for the research, a comprehensive literature study was 

conducted. To find and collect the secondary data the University library in Jönköping and 

different online databases such as Google Scholar and Scopus were used. The central 

elements of information are meaningfulness, relevance, timeliness, accuracy and format 

(Crowther & Lancaster, 2009). Aim was to use the most relevant academic sources to 

gain trustworthy information and comprehensive perspective to the field of interest. Since 

researcher should resist the temptation to collect everything in sight (Crowther & 

Lancaster, 2009) the aim was to find the most appropriate sources for the present study. 

Thus, keywords and phrases were used in the search process. Moreover, to assure the 

relevance of the source, the number of citations sorted out the sources.  

 

Search Parameters  

Database and search engines Jönköping University’s library, Primo, Google Scholar, 

Scopus 

Search words Women in management, Female managers, Managerial 

women, Career development, Women’s career development, 

Women’s career, Glass-ceiling, Factors influencing career 

development, Family and career, Family and work, Career 

development theory, Successful women 

Literature types Academic books and articles, Global and Annual reports and 

Internet 

Publication period 1953-2015 

Languages of publication English 

Table 3: 3.3.1 Search Parameters 

3.3.2 Case study 

Case study was chosen as a research strategy. It is a research strategy, which includes an 

empirical investigation of a phenomenon in a real life context and using evidence from 

multiple sources (Saunders et al., 2009). Case study was conducted since an in-depth 

understanding of the factors influencing women’s career development was essential. In 

addition, the case study strategy also has the ability “To answer to questions ‘why’, ‘what’ 

and ‘how’ and is commonly used in explanatory research” (Saunders, et al., 2009, p.146). 

In a case study strategy, triangulation refers to the use of different data collection 

techniques within one study (Saunders et al., 2009). Before a semi-structured interview a 
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background information sheet as a questionnaire (Appendix A) was sent to interviewees. 

This was a valuable way of triangulating qualitative data (Saunders et al., 2009). 

3.3.2.1 Population and sampling 

Next, the population and sample were to be determined. “The full set of cases from which 

sample is taken is called population” (Saunders et al. 2007, p.205). The population of the 

study is women who work as middle managers in banks located in Sweden. According to 

ILO (2015), Sweden is one of the most gender equal countries in the world within the 

field of business and management.  

This study uses three Swedish banks in order to demonstrate aforementioned phenomena. 

In 2014, women’s representation of the bank 1’s employees was 54 percent and it had 45 

percent women as managers (Figure 3.3.2.1). Bank 2 had 58 percent female employees 

whereas the amount of female managers was 43 percent (Figure 3.3.2.1). Bank 3 had in 

total 64 percent female employees and 42 percent female managers (Figure 3.3.2.1).  

 

*The banks are kept anonymous and therefore no references are revealed. 

Figure 2: 3.3.2.1 Women’s representation in banks in Sweden, 2014 

 

To obtain the most realistic information about female middle managers’ career 

development in Sweden, chosen geographical area was a middle-sized city, Jönköping. 

Reasoning behind this is that the authors are currently located in Jönköping. Moreover, 

due to the scarce resources interviews were not able to arrange around Sweden, and 

Jönköping enabled face-to-face interviews in a more convenient way. In this way 

sampling saved time and the data collection was more manageable (Saunders et al., 2009).  
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Sampling is a principle to identify, choose and gain access to relevant data sources 

(Mason, 2002). Probability and non-probability sampling are two types of sampling 

techniques. Probability sampling is usually linked with survey and experimental research 

strategies since the chance of each case being selected from the population is known and 

most often equal (Saunders et al., 2009). In qualitative research, when non-probability 

sampling is used to conduct semi-structured interviews the sample is decided beforehand, 

thus no generalizations about the entire population can be made (Saunders et al., 2009). 

The aim of the study was not to draw generalizations, therefore non-probability sampling 

was chosen.  

In this study non-probability technique is used and sampling had a ‘self-selection process’ 

(Saunders et al., 2009), since the interviewees were accompanied by the banks chosen 

beforehand. In addition, ‘snowball’ effect was used, due to the fact that interviewees in 

two different banks asked their colleagues to participate as well (Saunders, et al., 2009). 

3.3.2.2 Pilot test 

Before conducting interviews, pilot test was run among three participants. The purpose 

of the pilot test was to edit the interview so that participants will have no difficulties in 

answering the questions and there will be no problems in recording data (Saunders et al. 

2007). After pilot test, the three participants were asked to give opinions and possible 

suggestions for improvements. This feedback from participants was an important aspect 

and enabled to improve the quality of the actual interviews and gave a good insight of the 

interviews estimated duration. 

3.3.2.3 Semi-structured interviews 

Data is gathered by non-standardized anonymous interviews and is a part of a case study 

strategy (Saunders et al. 2007). The interviews are conducted with five chosen female 

employees from X banks in Jönköping, Sweden. All of the interviewees hold the middle 

manager positions. By choosing interviewees that have the similar position within the 

different banks gave opportunity to compare results with each other and identify 

similarities and differences that women are facing in their career paths. 

Middle 

manager 

1 2 3 4 5 

Date* 17.03.2015 24.03.2015 24.03.2015 27.03.2015 24.04.2015 

Duration** 0:50:00 0:36:44 0:37:22 0:45:32 0:54:39 

Location Office Office Office Office Office 

* xx.xx.xxxx describes the date when interview was held (dd.mm.yyyy)  
**0:00:00 expresses the number of hours, minutes and seconds of how long the interview lasted (h:mm:ss) 
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Table 4: 3.3.2.3 Interviews with female middle managers 

 

The interviews were conducted as face-to-face meetings in Swedish banks. To avoid 

confusion, the chosen language was English, since neither of the authors are native 

Swedish speakers. However, in certain occasions to ease the pressure and make the 

interviewees feel more comfortable in the interview situation, Swedish was used as well. 

Since the interviews were held anonymously the interview situation was more 

comfortable, thus enabled the participants to discuss about sensitive matters and personal 

experiences. Questions focused around women’s background, their personal aims, 

experiences and challenges or possibilities they have faced on their way towards 

management positions.  

The interview was divided in two sections; the background information sheet (Appendix 

A), which was asked to fill in advance by the interviewees, and the actual interview sheet 

(Appendix B). The interview was mixed of open questions, list questions and quantity 

questions. The background section consisted of thirteen (13) questions about age, 

education, family etc., and was easily answered by the interviewee. Reason for the 

background information was to gain information about the interviewee before 

interviewing and to tailor the actual interview sheet suitable for each candidate. Some of 

the questions were in the actual interview were skipped when irrelevant for the person in 

question, e.g. questions about children for a woman who had no children. The actual 

interview consisted of thirty (30) questions in total and took from thirty to fifty minute’s 

time depending on the interviewee. The interviews were recorded on a cell phone, in order 

to ease the transcript process of the interviews. 

3.4 Data analysis 

First phase in the process of analyzing the qualitative data gathered, was to listen recorded 

interviews and write down everything to separate documents, transcripts. Next the 

transcripts were read through carefully, in order to recognize similarities and differences. 

To identify the important data and information from the transcripts of the interviews and 

to reveal the hidden messages that can be important, content analysis is used. Content 

analysis includes steps presented as follows (Hancock, 2002).  

1. Read through a transcript and make a note to the margin when interesting and 

when relevant information is found.  

2. Scan through margin notes and list different types of information.  

3. Categorize information in a way that describes the content. Several items might 

refer to the same topic, thus some categories can be used more than once. 

4. Link the categories with each other. The categories can be linked as major and 

minor categories.  

5. Compare and contrast the different categories. Switch places since the categories 

might fit better under another category and some information might fit within two 

categories.  
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6. Repeat the steps 1-5 with the rest of the transcripts. Relevant and interesting 

information can be accommodated in existing categories.  

7. Review all the categories and information once again to make sure that everything 

is in the right category. If two or more categories seem to fit together it is possible 

to form a major theme out of these in the research.  

8. Return to the original transcripts and the primary notes in the margins. Read 

through the text that did not appear relevant first time. Reconsider if previously 

excluded information is relevant and should be included under created themes, 

major categories or minor categories. 

In order for the findings to be trustworthy and precise reflection of the data, reviewing 

and revising the collected data is necessary, thus content analysis is used (Hancock, 

2002).  

The analysis is structured by using White’s (1995) age-linked stage model of career 

development. It is divided into twelve sections, first analyzing the empirical findings 

based on eight age-linked stages and second analyzing the four opinion questions from 

the empirical findings.  

3.5  Trustworthiness 

In order to measure the quality of the study, relevant factors should be considered. 

Meyrick (2006) did a significant contribution in the field of how to measure the quality 

of qualitative study by developing a ‘quality framework for qualitative research’. The 

model identifies two key concepts of proper qualitative research, namely transparency 

and systematicity. Transparency consists of issues such as aims/objectives and sampling 

whereas systematicity covers for instance triangulation and applicability of the study. In 

order to assure transparency of the study every step of the process of the research, from 

finding the subject to analyzing the data, is presented. As for systematicity, the data was 

analyzed in systematic way and several sources of information were used.  

Typically the quality of the study is measured by reliability and validity, but Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) suggest trustworthiness as an alternative (cited in Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2008). Trustworthiness contains four aspects: credibility, transferability, dependability 

and conformability (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). In order to measure credibility of the 

study, the collected data should be adequate with the provided suggestions and other 

researchers should be able to agree with them (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). This is 

also referred as validity of the study. To gain credibility for the study, throughout the 

research process attention was put on the purpose and research questions in order to 

present truthful findings (e.g. comparing the interview results to frame of reference). The 

findings of the study then remain applicable to other settings. However, since the non-

probability sampling was used the sample was biased, thus no generalizations of the study 

can be made.  
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Dependability is concerned with providing reliable information of the study by ensuring 

that the research process is applicable for other researchers to repeat and still provide 

similar results (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). This is closely related to reliability. By 

ensuring dependability the interview sheets (Appendix A) and transcribed documents 

(Empirical Findings) are provided in the study.   

Conformability links the findings and interpretations to the data in order for others to 

understand and confirm the results (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Conformability of the 

study is shown by comparing the transcribed empirical findings to the related literature 

in the analysis part, thus showing the connection between these two. In addition by 

presenting the results from the interviews in the empirical findings section, the findings 

are proved to be reliable.  

Transferability intends to show whether the study has similarities with existing research. 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Even though the study cannot be generalized to a larger 

sample or a whole population, it has commonalities with existing studies and it can be 

generalized to similar samples as used in this study.  

Everything was analyzed and discussed carefully to carry out the study systematically 

and rigorously. The participants’ feelings and ways of thinking as well as the factors that 

influence on their career development were investigated to get an understanding of how 

women perceive their situation as middle managers. The personal aspects that the study 

was concerned with have been combined and analyzed to create a whole picture.  

4 Empirical Findings 

This section covers the empirical findings of the primary research. Findings from the 

interviews are presented in text and figures. Since interviews were anonymous, in the 

following sections participants are called by FM1, FM2, FM3, FM4 and FM5. FM stands 

for Female Middle Manager. 

4.1 Background questionnaire 

Background questionnaire consisted of five sections. It was sent to participants and asked 

to fill in before the actual interview. The questionnaire provided basic information about 

participants’ age, children, educational background, career development and current 

position.  

The number of participants was five. The age of the participants was from 30 to over 50. 

FM1 had one child and FM2, FM4 and FM5 had two children. FM3 had no children. The 

participants had taken maternity leave according to the number of children. 

Educational background varied between the participants. Three of the participants (FM2, 

FM4 & FM5) had an education from university level studies. Two others (FM1 & FM3) 

did not have any university level education, rather it was working orientated schooling. 

All of the participants started working after gymnasium, at least on holiday times. 
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In the background questionnaire the participants were asked about the main stepping-

stone to management and whether they had a role model/mentor. Main stepping-stone 

was the first management task the participants had on their career. During their career 

paths, three of the participants (FM2, FM3 & FM5) had a role model/mentor.  

Current positions of the participants were Region Manager, Branch Manager, Deputy 

Branch Manager, Vice Branch Manager and Bank Manager. 

4.2 Children 

The first section of the interview consisted of questions regarding the information about 

children of the participants. The main idea to find out whether having children had an 

influence on the participants’ career development. Moreover, the aim was to find out what 

kind of influence they had on the participants’ career development. 

FM1 was working in a finance company and took maternity leave for one and a half year. 

FM2 was working in a small company as a manager director and when she took maternity 

leave, her company employed a new manager director. FM2 stayed at home for four years. 

FM3 did not have children and this section was skipped. FM4 took maternity leave two 

times and both times worked at a savings bank as a risk officer. FM5 took the maternity 

leave two times and was working both times in the same position as a client executive.  

FM1 and FM5 answered that taking maternity leave had no influence on the career 

development. Two of the participants (FM2 & FM4) agreed that taking maternity leave 

had an influence on their careers. FM2 said because those four years she stayed at home, 

the colleagues that have not taken maternity leave are now further with their careers, 

especially men. FM4 had lower salary after maternity leave and her boss reasoned it that 

she has not been there to meet the company’s common goals.  

FM1, FM4 and FM5 said they never had to make choice between family and work, nor 

sacrifice one or another. Although, FM5 was hesitating whether family had a minor 

influence on her decision not to take a job from another city. FM1 said she was not able 

to move when the child was young.  FM2 explained that she has now realized that she is 

maybe not as far ahead with her career as she could have been without maternity leave. 

According to all participants balancing between work and family was and is sometimes 

hard for instance when children are in young age or sick. FM2 said her manager at the 

time was very understanding and allowed her to take shorter days at work to be able to 

balance between work and family. FM5 said that having small children might have been 

a positive effect on the balance of work and family life. For instance, she had to be better 

in prioritizing between work and family, therefore the work days were shorter than today 

because she needed to pick children up from daycare and spend time with them.  
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4.3 Educational background 

The educational background consisted of questions from the early career until the current 

position. The focus was to gain an understanding of participants’ career path and how 

they have developed to the present position.  

The participants had differing jobs while studying. Common with FM1 and FM3 is that 

neither had studied in university level after graduating from gymnasium. FM1 started 

working life straight away and worked from the area of finance and insurance while 

getting her education in the insurance company. Later FM1 got a job at the bank she 

currently works and further deepened her studies there. According to FM1, at that time it 

was the only option to get a job after graduating from gymnasium. FM3 instead, went to 

banking school and further got her first job in a bank where she currently works. FM2, 

FM4 and FM5 all studied at the university level and while studying, FM2 worked in a 

bank as cashier and in real-estate agency while FM4 and FM5 had jobs not relevant in the 

banking industry. 

After graduating from university FM2 got a job abroad and worked there for a year and 

later moved back to Sweden to work in a management consultancy company. According 

to FM2, the job was extremely demanding, since she had to work hard. However, she got 

a great experience and learned much.  FM4 got a job in finance company after graduating 

from university. FM4 thought it was demanding as well, and not only because it was a 

new job but also because she got lot of responsibility by being a project leader. Later FM4 

applied to work in the banking industry. After university FM5 got a summer job from a 

bank and has been working there ever since.  

None of the participants had a careful planning of their career development at early age. 

FM4 and FM5 planned at some level, since when starting university studies they chose 

the program based on the description. They never planned anything carefully but rather 

had luck when applying for possible jobs. FM1 also said she did not plan anything, rather 

took the opportunities given when she had the chance.  

FM1 is that kind of person who takes a job for four to five years and then looks for another 

opportunity or a challenge to fulfill. FM2 did not plan anything carefully. In addition, 

FM2 said that at that time it was not necessary to plan as much as today because jobs 

were always available. The only planning FM2 did was when choosing the study major 

in the university. 

4.4 Work experience  

In the work experience section, aim was to pinpoint when the participants had their first 

management tasks and get comprehensive explanations of their career development 

within the banks. Questions were about participants’ first management tasks, their current 

banks, their career development and whether they had any leadership 

developments/management education programs.  
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FM1 had her first management task ten years ago in the same bank she has her current 

position. In total she has worked for the same bank for fourteen years. She has had four 

to five management tasks within her current bank and has always proceeded upwards to 

higher positions.  

Couple years after graduation, FM2 had already been a manager to small groups. Her first 

actual manager position was five to six years after graduation as a manager director in 

another bank she currently works in. FM2 switched from the other bank to the bank she 

currently works in approximately eight years ago in order to get better career possibilities 

and also because then she could take those career steps in Jönköping where her family 

lives.  

FM3 has only worked for the bank she currently works in. She started there 32 years ago 

and first management job was head of the branch. After she has had several management 

positions in different cities in Sweden. 

FM4 got a challenging role as a project manager early in her career couple years after 

graduating from university. She got into an educational program for being project 

manager. When FM4 started in the savings bank six years ago she got more management 

experience. The savings bank worked closely with the bank she currently works in and 

therefore she applied for a job from there. One and a half years ago she started working 

in her current bank and has been a vice branch manager and the head of private 

department.  

FM5 started working in the bank she currently works in thirty years ago. Her first 

management task was 26 years ago when she was working as a deputy manager in another 

city. After that she had several different management positions in bank’s offices around 

Sweden. Then FM5 was the manager of the corporate department for seven years but later 

got bored of being a manager and wanted to do something else instead. She started 

working in a department that worked for almost the whole country helping different 

branches to make bigger corporate business. After that she became the manager of another 

city and after that she got her current job in Jönköping as a bank manager. 

All of the participants have been offered courses in management and/or leadership by the 

banks they work/ have worked. The banks have always paid for the courses. FM2 has 

taken many courses and takes a new course every other year. It is the bank’s policy to 

maintain a good management level. FM3 has taken part on management courses offered 

by bank, but also from a special organization, which arranges management development 

and mentoring programs for female leaders. FM4 has taken program for new managers 

where knowledge about the bank’s strategic goals, vision, and other components on how 

to lead businesses. FM5 has taken four leadership programs in her current bank and one 

outside the company.  
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4.5 Career development  

FM1, FM2, FM3, and FM4 did not plan their careers carefully but still had a desire to 

become a manager. FM1 has always been open for new challenges and wants to proceed 

higher within her career by taking more responsibility. FM2 has always known she wants 

to become a leader. After FM2 got her first manager job, she thought it suited her 

perfectly. She said being able to develop other people rather than being a specialist is 

something that fits better for her. FM3 wanted to always proceed upwards in her career 

and to be a leader. FM3 is retiring in two years and therefore she did not have any plans 

for future and is staying in her current position.  

FM4 worked in a savings bank and had the goal to proceed to more advanced level. 

Therefore, she applied to her current position to work as a manager in bank. FM4 has 

always applied for jobs with a new challenge in them, and the management position in 

her current bank fulfilled that aim but she still believes there is something more to 

achieve.  

All of the participants had a short-term plan, since they never planned anything carefully 

long time ahead. FM5 values fun, developing and challenging jobs. “It is more important 

to me than the title or the next step” (FM5, personal communication, 2015). FM5 never 

had planned that much, but from time to time she always had a plan since she has 

imagined herself in positions before getting them. When an opportunity came, she took 

it.  

All of the participants have achieved their goals, but FM1, FM2, FM4 and FM5 thought 

there is yet something to be achieved. FM1 has achieved her goal by getting her current 

job and said it was a huge achievement because not many women have this kind of branch 

to manage and not many women dare to apply for this kind of management jobs. Even 

though, FM1 is in a point when she has achieved everything, if someone gives her a 

challenge she cannot resist it. This is because FM1 does not want to regret anything when 

she retires. FM2 believed she would want to take one more step in her current bank to 

even higher management position.  

FM3 has achieved all of her goals and there is not anything to achieve, this due to the fact 

she is retiring in two years. FM4 thought she is not in the ‘safe place’ yet. Even though, 

FM4 has achieved her goals there is yet something to achieve. Currently, she is trying out 

things she has not tried before and therefore she believed she can proceed to higher 

positions. According to FM5 she still has 10-15 years working time and thought there is 

something to be achieved. She tries to get at least one or two jobs more before retiring.  

The participants had differing boosting factors in their careers. FM1 believed that by 

performing job well and working hard enables to gain more responsibility and later better 

positions. If FM1 had not done her job well earlier she had not gotten the current job. 

FM1 cannot name any specific project as a boosting factor, but hard work is needed in 
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order to get known in the company. With a good reputation you can get higher and better 

positions. For instance, even though FM1 had to apply for her current position through 

the normal job application system, someone had recommended her.   

FM2 said her career-boosting factor was when she worked abroad to a large car 

manufacturer. It worked as a boosting factor for her to get a job when she came back to 

Sweden. Also, FM2’s job in management consultancy company was very project-oriented 

and she managed to fulfill the job and to proceed higher. FM2 has always worked hard to 

achieve her goals, which has been the reason to proceed to higher positions. FM3 said 

that hardworking attitude boosts a career. FM4 worked as a project leader in the company 

she got after graduating. It worked as a boosting factor, because then FM4’s reputation 

grew and she was promoted to higher tasks.  

“I think it is good to want things to be willing to do things outside what is expected of 

you” (FM5, personal communication, 2015) 

FM5 has always taken a lot of responsibility. She is not a complaining type and sticks out 

with her positive attitude. FM5 likes the change and thought it as an excellent way of 

personal success. In addition, she thought that she had two good managers whose qualities 

she has adapted - business side and more generous side. As a boosting factor she described 

that she has started to work in the corporate business pretty early. And it is good to be a 

woman in corporate level of the business since you stick out and everyone wants your 

opinion.  

4.6 Current position 

FM1 got her current position by proceeding inside the bank. She was recommended to 

apply for the job. Also FM3 has developed herself through the same bank and said hard 

work was what got her the current position.  

As well as FM1, also FM4 and FM5 were recommended to apply for their current 

positions. Even some of the participants got recommendation about positions from inside 

the bank, every one of the positions were openly available externally and the participants 

had to apply the positions through a normal job application system. 

All of the participants were satisfied with their current positions and the level of 

responsibility. FM3 is retiring after two years and maintaining the same position until 

then. Rest of the participants aim to get more responsibilities or to get higher within the 

organization at least one step.  
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4.7 Challenges in women’s career development – Participants’ 

opinions 

The participants were asked to mark the barriers they thought exist in the banking 

industry. 11/15 of the barriers were marked. The table of the barriers is presented below 

(Table 4.7).  

Barriers Marked by middle managers (participants)* 

Women have more family responsibilities than 

men 

FM1, FM2, FM3 & FM4 

Roles assigned by society to men and women  FM1, FM3 & FM5 

Masculine corporate culture FM1, FM2 (only men apply for special, high-

demanding tasks) & FM4 (more men in the 

corporate department and more women in the 

private sector) 

Women with insufficient general or line 

management experience 

 

Few role models for women FM1, FM2 (enough in regional level but not in top 

management) & FM3 

Men not encouraged to take leave for family 

responsibilities 

 

Lack of company equality policy and programs FM3 

Stereotypes against women FM3 

Lack of leadership training for women  

Lack of flexible work solutions FM5 (people are not keen on being managers 

anymore, no one understands the flexibility in top 

management  work becomes the number one 

priority) 

Lack of strategy for retention of skilled women FM2 & FM4 

Inherent gender bias in recruitment and 

promotion 

FM2, FM3 & FM4 

Management generally viewed as a man’s job FM1, FM2 & FM4 

Gender equality policies in place but not 

implemented 

FM3 

Inadequate labor and non-discrimination laws  

* FM1 stands for Female Middle Manager 1, etc. 

Table 5: 4.7 List of the possible barriers marked by female middle managers (ILO, 2015, 

p.16) 

 

Participants pointed out additional barriers or challenges in their career development: 

 “Men in black suits”, “brotherhood” 

 Age 

 Hard to get same jobs and salary as men 

 Traditional roles for men and women 

 Not able to move after job opportunity because of children 

 Lack of encouragement 
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 ‘Women do not have the right background experience in working with corporate 

customers’ 

4.8 Glass ceiling – Participants’ opinions 

Participants were asked about perceptions of glass ceiling, personal and non-personal 

experiences.  

All of the participants were aware of the meaning of the glass ceiling but none of them 

had personal experience about it. Participants’ opinions why glass ceiling exists were: 

 Women create barriers for themselves  

 Some jobs are more masculine and designed for men 

 Women do not apply enough for the management positions 

 Men are prepared to work as hard as needed in top positions  

The participants agreed that glass ceiling exists, however it is only one of the challenges 

women might face. 

4.9 Reasons for women’s under-representation within 

management level in the banking industry – Participants’ opinions 

Participants were asked about their opinions why women are under-represented within 

management level in the banking industry. The reasons for women’s under-representation 

according to participants were: 

 Tradition/history of promoting only men to management 

 Lack of encouragement for women 

 Inflexibility to combine family and career 

 Inflexibility of working conditions 

 Employment process should be changed 

 Stereotypes within banks 

 Lack of needed qualities (confidence) 

 Maternity leave 

 Inappropriate job advertisements 

 Women lack to promote themselves 

 Women not applying to management enough 

4.10 Suggestions to increase the number of women within 

management level in the banking industry – Participants’ opinions 

In the last opinion question, the participants were asked solutions to increase the number 

of women within management level in the banking industry. The participants gave 

following suggestions: 

 Mentoring and role models for women 
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 Women should encourage and support each other 

 Women should have confident, driven attitude and apply for the positions 

 Banks should realize that combining women and men’s qualities enables 

organization to achieve more 

 More leader programs for women 

 Banks should take actions to promote women and provide help with balancing 

between family and work 

5 Analysis 

In this section empirical findings from the interviews are analyzed and explained in-depth 

with the use of literature and theories covered in the Frame of Reference.  

The careers of interviewed female managers were somewhat different. However, they all 

worked in the banking industry and have followed similar career progress to a certain 

extent, regardless of minor dissimilarities. The results from the interviews indicate that 

the participants passed through different life stages throughout their careers.  

White’s (1995) model of age-linked career development stages has been applied to 

analyze the empirical findings. This was used in order to pinpoint when in their careers 

the participants faced positive and negative factors. For instance, having children and 

taking maternity leave happens approximately at the age between 25-35, thus having an 

impact on women’s career development at that point but not at the age of fifty. Although, 

50-year-old women face different challenges due to the age. On the other hand age is 

connected to experience and can be seen as a positive factor as well. Therefore it is 

important to connect the age and career development of the women to thoroughly analyze 

the career paths.   

The participants’ careers are divided under different headings according to White’s 

(1995) age-linked stage model of career development and combined with Super’s (1980) 

life roles to see what roles the participants had through their career. When it comes to the 

life roles presented by Super (1980) only student, worker, parent, homemaker, spouse and 

pensioner applies here, since the other roles of child, citizen, and leisurite are not relevant. 

These three roles have no further influence on the career development of the participants. 

For instance, the role of leisurite does not apply since none of the participants have been 

unemployed at any point. Super’s (1963) self-concept factors are added to the analysis in 

order to find out how participants self-concept developed through stages.  

The combination table (Table 2.2.3) of White (1995) and Super’s (1957; 1963) theories 

of career stages and self-concepts is used in the analysis section together with the 

empirical findings.   
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5.1 Early adult transition (17-25) 

White’s (1995) first stage of early adult transition consists of making a commitment to an 

occupation, testing of initial living choices and identifying diffusion caused by role 

conflict. Super’s (1963) self-concept theory suggest that in this stage (exploration 15-21) 

self-concept is developed, preferences are modified to choices and the decision of a study 

major is decided. Possible life roles at this stage are student and worker (Super, 1980).  

The results show that all of the participants had early commitment to an occupation, 

although, they had minor differences. Early commitment is seen as a positive factor for 

women’s career development (White, 1995). The participants became students and 

workers early. This enabled them later to focus on the role of homemaker or parent, since 

they had already began their careers. Three of the participants (FM2, FM4 & FM5) 

studied at the university level and therefore were students. During studies two of the 

participants (FM2 & FM4) were also in the life role of worker since they worked during 

summer vacations.   

Two of the participants (FM1 & FM3) started to work after gymnasium. FM1 got her 

education at work, and thus was in the life role of both student and worker. FM3 instead 

went to banking school and worked during that time and therefore adapted roles of worker 

and student. All the participants were able to combine both working and studying 

somehow. By integrating multiple roles did not present problems for the participants, 

since they committed to their working lives early (White, 1995). Therefore, identifying 

the diffusion caused by role conflict does not apply to the participants (White, 1995). In 

addition, participants’ self-concept developed early since they were able to make a career 

choice or at least decide a direction after gymnasium.  

According to Super’s (1963) self-concept theory at this stage preferences are modified to 

choices and the decision of a study major is decided. All of the participants had some kind 

of direction of their working lives, for instance the three participants (FM2, FM4 & FM5) 

who studied at the university level made a decision of their career direction based on their 

study major. Their preferences of studying finance or economics were modified to choice 

of a study major. In addition, the two participants (FM1 & FM3) who went straight to 

working life started in the banking industry. Thus, educational background was a positive 

factor for the women’s career development, which was aligned with study of Brownell 

(1994). 

After university FM2, FM4 and FM5 were exploring various occupations to find the most 

suitable one. They all studied financing or economics and therefore their career directions 

were chosen beforehand. All participants got demanding positions by performing well in 

their previous tasks. FM2’s job abroad had a positive impact on her career since she got 

substantial experience and knowledge that she was able to exploit later in her working 

life. FM4 got a demanding job after graduating. She was given lot of responsibility by 

being a project leader. This later enabled her to advance to higher positions. FM5 started 

in her current bank after her summer trainee program. She secured a place in the 
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organization since she had performed well previously. These results are in line with the 

study of Super (1963). 

5.2 Entering the adult world (mid-20s) 

The second stage of entering the adult world includes developing of personal work and 

non-work identity, high career centrality among early starters (able to combine multiple 

roles), balancing between work and family and seeking of occupational opportunities 

(White, 1995). High-career centrality and the ability to combine multiple roles already 

occurred at the previous stage. At this stage, Super’s (1963) self-concept theory includes 

securing an occupation and advancing in it, settling down, changing between occupations 

if a job is unsatisfying, developing skills, advancing to superior positions, getting more 

responsibility and respect from colleagues and developing managerial skills. These self-

concept suggestions are designed to fit between ages 22-40, therefore they are applicable 

to the stages of establishment, early-30s transition, settling down and late-30s transition. 

Changing between occupations and developing skills are applicable at this stage. Possible 

life roles at this stage include only worker (Super, 1980).   

The participants had challenging jobs with logical order always proceeding upwards. All 

the participants were able to identify a career boosting factor but not any specific tasks or 

events that would work as a turning point in their careers. As Brownell (1994) concludes 

hard work is one of the most important factors that have a positive influence on women’s 

career development. This notion is in line with the results from the present study, since 

the participants identified that by working hard, taking responsibility, performing job 

flawlessly, and starting career early worked as boosters in their careers. Exception with a 

certain task that worked as a turning point on her career was FM4 who had a project leader 

task, which she managed to perform well.  

Russel and Burgess (1998) talk about the five categories that enhance women’s career 

development and one of them is setting career goals and strategies (for instance, respond 

to feedback and dare to discuss with management about career possibilities and salary). 

FM3 dared to negotiate the same salary as her male colleagues had. This kind of action 

could also be connected to two positive factors, problem solving ability and excellent 

communication skills, since it created a positive outcome for her career (Brownell, 1994). 

Another category is to acquire specific skills in which for instance one has the ability to 

blend in, such as work in a ‘masculine corporate culture’ (Russel & Burges, 1988). All 

the participants had the ability to do this and therefore were able to enhance their career 

development. The participants were able perform well and were given the opportunity to 

prove their abilities. By managing tasks well raises self-confident and further leads to 

seeking new challenges. According to White (1995) “as women acquire evidence of their 

competence they experience psychological success which leads to growth of the career 

sub-identity” (p.12).  

Having role models/mentors at early stage can be a boosting factor for women’s career. 

O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) propose that supportive managers and role models/mentors 
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have a positive impact on women’s career and life choices especially in early phase, when 

women are at ages 24-35. Thus, at this stage it is important for women to get guidance 

and to have someone to trust and look up to. FM2, FM3 and FM5 had a mentor/role model 

at early point in their careers and two of the role models/mentors were either participants’ 

managers or colleagues with higher position. In addition, the other way around the lack 

of role models is seen as a factor that has a negative impact on women’s careers (Betz, 

1994), and since FM4 did not have either role model or mentor it might have a negative 

influence on her career. FM1 and FM5 have been role models for younger women in the 

organization.  

The participants had developed personal work and non-work identities early in their 

careers, since their working life started right after education. They all were able to secure 

a place in their organizations and therefore practiced their chosen occupation early. 

Super’s (1963) suggestion of seeking opportunities to practice chosen 

occupation/profession is therefore applicable. At this stage none of the participants had 

to balance between work and family, since FM1, FM2, FM4 and FM5 all got their 

children on the next stage (25-33). This is seen as a positive factor since they were able 

to focus on their careers early.  

5.3 Establishment (25-33) 

White’s (1995) stage of establishment consists of the rapid learning and development 

period and establishing a reputation as a high achiever. At this stage women typically 

decide their way of career development and occupation. According to Super’s (1963) self-

concepts of the establishment includes securing an occupation and advancing in it. At this 

stage possible life roles are worker, spouse, homemaker and parent.  

Between ages 25 and 33 all the participants, except one (FM3), became parents as well 

as homemakers. It is assumed they became spouses before they became parents. For the 

time of maternity leave these participants were not workers. In the FM1, FM2 and FM4’s 

career, maternity leave was seen as a negative factor since it forced them to take a break 

from their careers and stay at home. Thus, taking a maternity is a career-family conflict 

as well as childcare responsibility (Betz, 1994; Bimrose, 2001). Therefore the participants 

were not on the same level than their male colleagues or female colleagues who did not 

have children. Additionally, today they are not as far with their career development as 

they could have been without the children. Thus, it seems that maternity leave does have 

a negative influence on women’s career development.  

Although the career break can be seen as a negative factor, the participants did not 

mention having problems continuing in the same positions or getting new jobs after their 

maternity leave. Exception was FM4 who had lower salary due to her maternity leave. 

According to Larwood and Gutek (1987), women feel they do not have the same career 

opportunities as men since they switch from working life to family making. But because 

the participants who had children had stabilized their careers early no major impact to 

their careers occurred. An exception was FM5 who said maternity leave had no negative 



 

 

 

35 

impact on her career and actually having small children had a positive side; shorter 

workdays. Although, FM5 said maternity leave had no negative impact it may have had 

a negative impact on her advancement since she then had to be absent from work. FM3 

was continuing her life role as a worker and did not have any interruptions in her career.  

When FM1, FM2, FM4 and FM5 got back to work, their roles were homemakers, parents 

and workers. Balancing between work and family was not easy for the participants but 

they managed well. This can be due to supportive partners of the participants (O’Neil & 

Bilimoria, 2005). On the other hand, childcare responsibility remains in women’s life 

(Bimrose, 2001) and placing children first is typical for mothers.  

“…when you have your first child … it’s like something happens and the career is not as 

important anymore. This is more common with women than men”. (FM1, personal 

communication, 2015). 

FM1 was not able to move after career opportunity. FM4 has young children and 

sometimes needs to be absent from work due to the sick of children. Thus, they place 

children before work. 

All the participants got more responsibilities and their first management task at this stage. 

Exception was FM1 who got her first management task at a later stage. This demonstrates 

establishment stage’s rapid learning and development process. Development at the work 

and first management task were positive factors for their careers. As Super’s (1963) self-

concepts, developing skills and managerial skills as well as advancing to superior 

positions was succeeded in the situation of all of the participants. 

5.4 Early-30s transition (33-35) 

In the early-30s transition stage, White (1995) has suggested women to be more aware of 

their biological clock and therefore the decision whether to have children is made. 

Since all the participants got their first, and FM4 and FM5 also their second children at 

the establishment stage, this stage in the way that White (1995) has analyzed, is not 

suitable for the study. Instead, every one of the participants continued being spouses, 

parents and workers, and most likely homemakers. One exception was FM4, whose 

husband was the homemaker. As for the roles of homemaking and worker, supportive 

partners play key roles role in enhancing the advancement of women (O’Neil & 

Bilimoria, 2005). Since FM4’s husband stayed at home, she was able to continue working 

and advancing in her career.  

Another exception was FM2, who had her second child at this stage, and stayed at home 

with both children, thus was not a worker for four years. It could be a negative factor 

since FM2 could be further ahead in her career without the four-year break. White’s 

(1995) suggestion of biological clock and decision-making about children can be 

therefore connected to FM4. As mentioned before, FM3 had no children, and was not 
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following this stage in the model. FM3 continued developing her career, thus was only a 

worker.  

To conclude all of the participants, except FM4, developed their skills through the worker 

role. Adapting multiple roles might be seen as a negative factor since it may complicate 

women’s career development as other roles require time and the focus is not solely on 

career. This did not seem to apply strictly to the participants because they committed to 

working life early, and were able to cope with multiple roles at the same time.   

5.5 Settling down (35) 

Fifth stage in White’s (1995) model is settling down and in other words described as 

‘advancement’. Until the age 35, women have made the decision about motherhood and 

taken at least minimum maternity leave. After the age of 35, according to White (1995), 

women strive towards their personal goals as achievement.  

The participants’ life roles at this stage were workers, spouses and parents. One exception 

was again FM3 who continued as a worker. As Super’s (1963) self-concept, to this stage 

was again clear that the participants developed their skills further as workers. It appears 

that all the participants were able to continue their career advancement at this point and 

were satisfied with their balance between work and personal life. Although at this stage, 

it can be assumed that the participants with small children (FM1, FM2, FM4 & FM5) had 

to prioritize children over work in some occasions.  

5.6 Late-30s transition (38-40) 

In the late-30s transition stage women can regret the lack of children, have a family-career 

conflict and move in response to glass ceiling (White, 1995). Based on Super’s (1963) 

self-concept theory this stage includes developing skills as well as managerial skills. At 

this stage the possible life roles include parent, homemaker, worker and spouse (Super, 

1980). This or any further stage is not applicable to FM4 since she is still at the previous 

stage being the youngest of the participants.   

At this stage it is common to have a family-career conflict. Betz (1994) suggests that a 

factor that may interrupt women’s careers is family-career conflict, but since the 

participants had their children early and were able to start their careers no major conflict 

occurred. Women who commit to their working lives early do not have a problem of 

combining multiple roles (White, 1995). According to White (1995), women can obtain 

multiple roles at the same time without interruptions to their careers but then more 

emotional engagement is required. According to White (1995) the family-career conflict 

is resolved by switching from organization to another or in special cases, becoming an 

entrepreneur. None of the participants with children switched an organization nor became 

an entrepreneur, but rather did fewer hours. At this stage all the participants developed 

their managerial skills in order to secure a place in an organization (Super, 1963). This 

had a positive impact on women’s careers since they were able to negotiate about a higher 

position with their managers. 
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Moreover, at this stage it is typical to regret the lack of children. But since all the other 

participants had their children in early stages and no regret having more children was 

revealed, this is irrelevant for the study. When it comes to FM3, whether she regretted the 

lack of children or not is unknown. According to White’s (1995) suggestions, ‘glass 

ceiling’ effect is visible at this stage. Based on the empirical findings of the interviews 

the participants had heard of the term glass ceiling and at some point had experiences 

about it but not personally. Glass ceiling is discussed in more detail in the participants’ 

opinions section (5.10) of the analysis.  

5.7 Achievement (40-50) 

According to White (1995) women resolve career-family conflict, rationalize decision not 

to have children, make the realization of personal goals, develop greater stability and 

consolidate achievements to date. Super’s (1963) self-concept theory at this stage 

includes the maintenance stage in which people are in ages forty to sixty; therefore it is 

applicable to the next stage as well. The self-concept suggestions include gaining and 

developing non-work related roles, continued advancing within an organization, 

competition from younger colleagues and the need to develop further. Possible life roles 

include only worker and spouse, since parenting is not in a major role and is assumed to 

end when children turn eighteen years (Super, 1980). FM4 is not in this stage since she is 

under forty years old. 

Family-career conflict is resolved at this stage, it seems that the participants’ children no 

longer interrupted or challenged their careers. All the participants were able to focus on 

their careers since their children were almost at the age of eighteen. Greater stability was 

developed and participants consolidated achievements to date by proceeding upwards and 

securing a place inside the organizations (White, 1995). In addition the participants got 

more responsibility. 

Age is often related to experience and can be a career boosting factor at this stage 

(Tharenou, et al., 1994). FM1 got her first management task and it was possible for her 

because she had performed well in her previous task. “Reputation speaks for itself” (FM1, 

personal communication, 2015). According to White’s (1995) suggestion of making the 

realization of personal goals FM1 was able to took new challenges and was able to 

achieve more. Instead, FM5 left the management for a while but returned after two years’ 

absence. FM5 stated that her job always had to be fun and therefore she could easily take 

a step back and perform non-management tasks. Therefore, based on White’s (1995) 

suggestion FM5 has for now achieved her personal goals by having fun at all times. 

Women without children rationalize their decision and realize they could not have 

achieved their personal career goals if they would have had children. It is explained by 

cognitive dissonance in which “people are motivated to reduce this inconsistency in 

cognitions, therefore, women begin to place greater importance on their career 

achievements” (Festinger, 1962, cited in White, 1995, p.11). This applies only entirely to 
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FM3’s career development since she did not have children. All the other participants had 

to make some kind of choices between family and work.  

5.8 Maintenance (50 onwards) 

According to White (1995) women continue the growth, expansion and consolidation at 

work, which further leads to success. Since Super’s (1963) self-concept at this stage 

consists of ages between forty and sixty, both maintenance and decline stages are 

applicable. Therefore suggestions such as slowing down of career, agreement of retiring, 

challenges to find other satisfying factors than work and the diminishing of self-concept 

and professional identity are relevant. Possible life roles are worker, spouse and pensioner 

(Super, 1980). All the participants except FM4 are currently on this stage.   

At this stage it is usual that women face competition from younger colleagues (Super, 

1963). According to FM2 even though she aims to proceed higher, it is difficult because 

of her age. Younger employees get positions since they are more appealing and beneficial 

to the organization. Opposite to the statement before, it seems that the older age can be 

also a negative factor for women’s career development. 

All the participants continued their career growth and expansion within their banks. Even 

though all the participants had achieved high positions their aim was to get even higher. 

Exception was FM3 who already had an agreement of retirement. Super (1963) suggests 

that women’s careers are slowing down and more emphasis is put on non-work related 

tasks. Some reduce their working hours and some continue to expand and consolidate 

their work (White, 1995). All the participants work same amount or even more than 

before, thus these assumptions are not in line with the participants’ situations. 

It seems that all the participants have high self-confidence and they strive higher in their 

careers. Betz (1994) proposes that women with high self-esteem perform better in their 

careers; for instance the participants dare to apply for demanding and challenging 

positions. By assuming that high self-confidence affects to good professional identity, all 

the participants have still high professional identity since they are not in the age of 

retirement or at least are not for thirteen to fifteen years. Exception was FM3 who is 

retiring in two years and therefore her professional identity may be diminishing. 

However, since FM3 appeared to have high self-confidence she can easily retire without 

diminishing her professional identity. After retiring FM3 can focus on non-work related 

tasks and other interests. 

FM1, FM2 and FM5 apply the roles of worker and spouse because they are all working 

and have husbands. The role of parent is not of importance anymore, since it does not 

affect their career development.FM3 includes the role of pensioner and worker, since her 

contract ends soon and she retires.  
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5.9 Challenges in women’s career development – Participants’ 

opinions 

During the interviews, the participants were asked to mark the barriers they thought still 

exist in the banking industry. Eleven out of the fifteen barriers were marked. The table of 

the barriers is presented in the Empirical Findings section (Table 4.7). These were - 

women have more family responsibilities than men, roles assigned by society to men and 

women, masculine corporate culture, few role models for women, lack of company 

equality policy and programs, stereotypes against women, lack of flexible work solutions, 

lack of strategy for retention of skilled women, inherent gender bias in recruitment and 

promotion, management generally viewed as a man’s job and gender equality policies in 

place but not implemented. 

“Men in black suits. Sometimes I’m tired of them and tired of the clients. This is a manly 

field, where men have their brotherhood. Couple of years ago, ten men and I had an 

education course together and after the course men said; “Now it is time for beers and 

sauna”. I could only say “Oh nice, see you later”.” (FM1, personal communication, 

2015) 

FM1 named her barrier with the term “men in black suits”. This applies to Brownell’s 

(1994) proposal of the existence of old boy networks. The management level of the 

banking industry has for long been a manly area, where men have their own 

“brotherhood”. This created a barrier for her because it was impossible to get inside the 

‘group’ as a woman. Reinhold (2005) proposes that women lack the collegial networks 

and they are shut out of communication networks that their male colleagues have. 

According to Tharenou (1999) one of the negative factors in women’s career development 

is that top management positions are stereotyped for men, thus complicating women’s 

advancement in the corporate ladder.  

FM2 mentioned age as a barrier. Women’s age associated with work experience is an 

important factor for career advancement (Tharenou, et al., 1994). FM2 did not notice it 

before but now when she is over the age of fifty her age might prevent to get higher 

positions. As mentioned before, FM3 had worked in the same bank her entire career. At 

one point the smaller bank she worked in, emerged with a larger bank. FM3 said it was 

hard to fight to get jobs from the bank if you were originally from the smaller bank. This 

problem existed despite employee’s gender. Another challenge was to get the same salary 

as men in same or similar positions.  

FM4 mentioned that she has not confronted any barriers from inside the bank but rather 

got negative comments from her friends. These comments FM4 got were about her 

situation, since she is working in a different city than where her family lives in, therefore 

her friends questioned her decision. This would most likely not be a response men would 

get in the same situation. Betz (1994) suggest that societal norms and traditional roles of 

women are negative factors in women’s career development, thus supporting FM4’s 

situation. 



 

 

 

40 

FM5 had no barriers in her current bank. Before the current bank, one barrier occurred 

when she did not want to move to another city for a better job opportunity because of 

distance and family reasons. The lack of encouragement for women was mentioned as a 

challenge for career development, but through networking with other female managers 

helps. FM5 pointed out an additional barrier: ‘Women do not have the right background 

experience in working with corporate customers’. It is typical for women in the banking 

not to have the right experience and competence. Women should have the experience and 

competence in order to make a career plan.  

Mattis (1994) suggests that barriers for women’s advancement are the lack of 

management training programs, lack of training and development opportunities and 

inflexibility of work solutions. But since all the participants pointed out that they have 

been provided with different training and leadership development programs this 

suggestion is not applicable. All the participants agreed that management training 

programs have been important.  However, since FM5 believed the barrier of inflexibility 

of work solutions exist, this suggestion is therefore partly supported.  

FM5 explained that people are not keen on being managers anymore and that no one 

understands the flexibility needed in top management positions is undervalued. “In top 

management the only priority of life is work and no time is left for any other activities, 

such as family” (FM5, personal communication, 2015). 

5.10 Glass ceiling – Participants’ opinions 

The participants were asked about perceptions of glass ceiling, personal and non-personal 

experiences.  

“Women create barriers for themselves” (FM1, personal communication, 2015). 

Three of the participants had heard about the term glass ceiling and two of them had never 

heard of the term. Although, after explaining the term all participants reacted to it but 

none of the participants had personal experience about it. FM1 suggested that women are 

the ones creating these barriers for their own advancement, thus women should promote 

themselves more. FM1 thought that the effect of glass ceiling is self-created. FM1 

mentioned that the generation moving to the working life now have more self-esteem and 

are more confident and therefore the glass ceiling phenomena is vanishing. FM1 

suggested that women should learn something from men if their characteristics are seen 

more suitable. In addition, glass ceiling is visible because social norms exist (women at 

home, men at work). Women should start their careers first and then consider pregnancy, 

in order to have working experience. FM1 mentioned that nowadays it is not common to 

see these barriers since men are more at home.  

“Men recruit men because it is easy” (FM2, personal communication, 2015). FM2 

thought it is more common in the top management level than in the region level. The bank 

FM2 currently works is concerned about the gender issues and has been working very 

hard to overcome them. Some jobs are more masculine and designed to men, thus women 
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do not apply for them. FM3 had heard the term and confirmed glass ceiling exists but did 

not comment it further.  

FM4 suggested that it all depends how people look at it. She had lot of female colleagues 

in top management at her current bank. In her bank equality program promoting positions 

for men and women exists. Even though, the bank has not achieved 50/50 situation the 

program is used to even it up. “If women do not apply for the same positions as men 

nothing can be done” (FM4, personal communication, 2015). FM4 pointed out that it is 

not fair if women get jobs only because they are women but rather based on their personal 

qualities. 

FM5 thought that the term could not be applied to her career. FM5 mentioned that in some 

companies there are a lot of female in middle manager positions but no women in the top 

management. “In top management you have to work extremely hard and usually only men 

are up for it” (FM5, personal communication, 2015). In addition, FM5 mentioned that 

work will never influence her family and therefore she is not going to apply for the top 

management.  

5.11 Reasons for women’s under-representation within 

management level in the banking industry – Participants’ opinions 

The participants were asked about their opinions why women are under-represented 

within management level in the banking industry. 

“Of course it is complicated” (FM2, personal communication, 2015).  

FM2 said it is partly due to the history when only men have been promoted to 

management positions and this trend is still prevailing. Women should be lot more 

encouraged all the way to get the positions. This takes time but it is getting even better. 

Also she added that it is not easy for women to combine career and family life.  

Similarly to FM2, FM3 said it is a tradition why men are chosen to management level 

instead of women. Additionally, FM3 blamed the employment process. There are certain 

types of women and men that organization is looking for when recruiting new employees 

and this prevents right ‘management’ type of women to enter the bank. The bank takes 

men and women to start from the same low positions and promotes them higher.  

“In some point there are no women to the management positions, because they do not 

have the needed qualities” (FM3, personal communication, 2015). 

FM3 claimed that nice and well-behaved young women and arrogant and self-confident 

young men are hired at the same time to their very first jobs in the banks such as customer 

servants. Women with ‘manly’ qualities are blocked to enter to organization as they are 

seen having qualities inappropriate for women. This creates different basis for women 

and men especially since traditional career advancement happens within the banks. Thus, 
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resulting only men having qualities to proceed to the top management level and women 

remain at lower level. 

FM4 pointed out maternity leave being one of the reasons for women’s under-

representation. Women are off the market and also after the maternity leave women tend 

to take more responsibility of children, for instance they stay at home when children are 

sick. Job advertisements also favor men since required qualities can be seen as ‘manly’. 

In addition to this, FM4 claimed women are not promoting themselves and applying to 

the management positions enough. Similarly, FM1 suggested that women should be more 

confident. But FM1 also mentioned that in the employment process, men are favored as 

long as there are more men than women in top level.  

“If the person in charge of recruiting is a man, he is more likely to choose a male 

candidate instead of female to the position since men ‘speak the same language’” (FM1, 

personal communication, 2015). 

FM5 thought it is because of working conditions, since fewer women are prepared to 

work many hours per week and under high pressure as required to management level, 

especially top management.  

5.12 Suggestions to increase the number of women within 

management level in the banking industry – Participants’ opinions 

In the last opinion question, the participants were asked solutions to increase the number 

of women in management level in the banking industry. 

“You have to jump and then you have to swim like hell sometimes.” (FM1, personal 

communication, 2015). 

FM1 explained that by mentoring she is able to give women the right guidance and 

encourage them to apply higher positions. FM1’s own boss taught her how to be a 

manager. It is important to have someone who understands, for instance for those women 

with maternity leaves and children. Women should stick together and encourage others 

in order to gain the needed self-esteem, because men have been doing this the whole time. 

FM1 said that feeling ready more ready is never going to happen and opportunities should 

be taken when there is a chance. In order to increase the number of women in management 

positions women should apply for these positions themselves and be confident. 

“We need to push women to take these corporate positions.” (FM2, personal 

communication, 2015). 

FM2 suggested that banks should take actions when they employ people. For instance, 

her current bank has the 50/50 system and sometimes they prefer women as applicants. 

FM2’s bank works with salary differences and as a manager they have a specific task to 

enhance gender equality. Also, when making the descriptions of work, managers should 



 

 

 

43 

consider both men and women. In addition, women should have role models they could 

follow.  

“Should you apply for the job? - No, I (woman) wait for a while.” (FM3, personal 

communication, 2015). 

Similarly to FM1, FM3 suggested that women should encourage each other and push 

themselves to get forward. Women should be more driven, they should not be scared and 

they should have enough courage. “Women should jump to great suits” (FM3, personal 

communications, 2015). FM3 said that women want higher positions but do not have the 

courage to go for them. “Women are too scared to say what they want, and they think 

more as ‘I’m not good enough, I’m not talented enough’” (FM3, personal communication, 

2015). FM3 claimed there is a significant difference between men and women. FM3 

encourages women to strive for higher positions and often tells them that it is very rare 

that someone fails.  

According to ILO (2015) by “Utilizing the skills and talent of both men and women is 

beneficial for enterprises and for society in general” (ILO, 2015, p.3). Related to this, 

FM4 suggested that banks should have both men and women with different qualities, thus 

putting men and women’s qualities together enables the organization to achieve more. 

Similarly, to FM2, FM4 suggest that banks should have 50/50 programs or possible future 

leader programs provided to women. In addition, women should encourage each other. 

FM4 and FM5 suggested that by having a role model, women could develop themselves 

more. FM5 proposed thinking outside the box as a solution, for instance, ask for help if 

you need it. Companies should provide help or different arrangements for women who 

need to balance between work and family. In addition, companies should be more flexible 

and actually want the equality themselves. Women have to be creative to make it easier. 

"Men and women start from the same positions in the organization, and still men go 

further than women. We should have another point of view, what is a talented woman. 

Maybe we think determined men are charming but we think similar women aren’t 

charming. We should make different choice already there." (FM3, personal 

communication, 2015). 

6 Conclusion 

In this section a brief summary of the results drawn from the analysis is presented and 

the answers to the research questions are outlined.  

In this study women’s career development was investigated. The authors aim to identify 

the factors that influence women’s career development process in the banking industry, 

both negative and positive. In addition, derived from the interviews the aim was to answer 

why women are under-represented in management level within the banking industry. In 

order to accomplish the purpose of the study, interviews with five female middle 

managers from three banks in Sweden were conducted and existing literature related to 
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the topic was reviewed. The primary data collection enabled to get a comprehensive 

picture of middle manager’s experiences, opinions and observations about their careers. 

Based on the findings, the authors were able to identify the common factors influencing 

women’s career development process. In addition, the study provides suggestions on how 

to increase the number of women within the management.  

Positive factors influencing women’s career development according to the participants 

were the willingness to proceed and achieve better positions, confidence, courageous, 

hardworking attitude and openness for challenges and opportunities. Role 

models/mentors and management programs were seen as an improving factor in career 

development. The participants who had children named supportive managers and partners 

as an important help to balance with family and career. Having children early in life did 

not cause major conflicts in the participants’ career development as much as it would 

have later in higher positions. Therefore it is partly a positive factor. 

Negative factors influencing women’s career development according to the participants 

were “men in black suits”, “brotherhood”, age, unequal salary and job opportunities 

between men and women, traditional roles for men and women, break due to maternity 

leave, children (when job opportunity is located in another city or when children are sick), 

lack of encouragement and lack of right background experience and competence to cope 

in a management job. In addition, the participants recognized eleven out of fifteen 

negative factors existing in the banking industry from the ILO (2015) report, which are 

presented in Table 4.7. 

The reasons for women’s under-representation according to the participants is partly due 

to the historical traditions when only men were promoted to management. Lack of 

encouragement, inability to balance between work and family, job advertisements with 

‘manly’ qualities, lack of proper management qualities (e.g. arrogance and self-

confidence), and being off the market by taking maternity leave were the possible reasons 

mentioned by the participants. In addition, women do not promote themselves enough to 

get the management positions or they do not dare to apply for the positions. 

First suggestion to increase the number of women in management level is to get banks to 

encourage women to take career opportunities and strive for higher positions. Second, 

women should have supportive personal network, especially in their early career and after 

maternity leave. Third, women should have role models/mentors to guide and help them 

in their career developments. Fourth, stereotypical roles between men and women should 

be changed and banks should start hiring women with ‘manly’ qualities, e.g. more 

arrogant and confident. Fifth, job advertisements should be designed to attract both men 

and women. Sixth, women should be provided with more leader programs. Finally, the 

seventh suggestion is that women themselves should change; be more confident about 

their skills and fearless to enter the male dominated world.  

Banks are working on to decrease the inequality between women and men and creating 

programs such as 50/50 to increase the number of women in management. Although, the 



 

 

 

45 

participants pointed out that they want to receive better positions with their personal 

qualities, rather than based on the fact they are women and under-represented. Maternity 

leave creates a break in women’s career and most women take, or would like to take it, at 

least once during their career. After coming back from maternity leave, women are behind 

in career development compared to colleagues that do not have children. Another negative 

factor mentioned previously is that women take more responsibility of the children. What 

should be done to this? The maternity leave could be equally divided between parents and 

men could be more encouraged to share the homemaking role with women. Should the 

society and banks intervene to families’ personal life in order to increase the number of 

women in management? 

7 Discussion 

In this section implications of the study and recommendations for further research are 

illustrated.  

7.1 Limitations 

Limitations of the study are small sample size, access to databases and literature and the 

lack of resources and time.  

The semi-structured interviews with five middle managers from the banks in Jönköping 

can be seen as a limitation to generalize the topic to the whole population. The participants 

were a sample from one city in Sweden, thus the results might not be applicable to all the 

banks in Sweden. Although, since the participants’ career development process included 

a wide range of other cities in Sweden and other banks as well, results are not strictly 

limited to the banks in Jönköping. Still more extensive sample size is recommended for 

further research of the topic.  

Non-probability sampling is used in this study and limits generalization, therefore further 

studies should be implemented with participants chosen through probability sampling. By 

using the probability sampling the results will be unbiased and the study could be used to 

present more reliable experiences, opinions and observations of female middle managers 

in the banking industry in Sweden.  

The limitations were taken into account during the research process and in order to gain 

credibility, attention was given to the purpose and research question of the study. The 

limitations work as a possibility to conduct a further research, which is discussed in the 

upcoming section. 

7.2 Implications 

This study provides implications for society, implications for the academic audience and 

implications for women aiming to work in the banking industry as well as women already 

working in the field. 
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7.2.1 Implications for the society 

The study aims to provide awareness to society about women’s representation in 

management level within the banking industry. Both negative and positive factors related 

to women’s career advancement are illustrated and the findings indicate that the study 

could be applicable to a larger audience if it is modified as an extensive research. The 

intention of the study is to notify society about the challenges women face and to increase 

the knowledge of women and management leading organizations to think about possible 

suggestions and solutions on how to increase women in the management level. The study 

can extend the recognition not only in the banking industry but also in other fields such 

as those with masculine corporate culture.  

7.2.2 Implications for the academic audience 

Additionally, this study contributes to the academic audience by pinpointing the factors 

that influence to women’s career development. By creating awareness about women’s 

under-representation in the management level encourages researchers for further 

investigation of women and management.  

7.2.3 Implications for women aiming to work in banking industry as well 

as women already working in the field 

Since the aim of the study is to provide awareness about women’s representation in 

management level in the banking industry it is applicable to women aiming to work in 

banks as well as to those women who already work there. Women aiming for the banking 

industry should acquire the preferred qualities, specific skills, appropriate behavior and 

knowledge that are needed to succeed in the field.  

For the women working in banks, this study provides insight what personal skills and 

behaviors the banks demand and how to develop them. As well these women should be 

aware of the traditional trends of banks. 

7.3 Further research 

Since the results of the study provide information about women’s representation in the 

banking industry it serves a foundation for a further research and may work as a pre-study 

for more extensive research about the same topic. The authors provide additional methods 

how the study should be conducted in order to get more extensive study as well as number 

of directions to point to further research.  

The study can be conducted by using different research methods. Instead of using case 

study and semi-structured interviews to study women’s career development both 

qualitative and quantitative method (triangulation) in the form of surveys and in-depth 

interviews or focus groups with larger samples can be used. For instance a sample 

including middle managers and top executives, or even both men and female managers 

can be applied. If the sample is extended to men, their opinions about female managers 
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and the under-representation of women in management level could be used to compare to 

women’s opinions. However, because of limited time and resources the method of both 

qualitative and quantitative data gathering was rejected.   

The study can be extended to worldwide, since by comparing the situation and the 

perceptions of different countries and cultures would provide global awareness about 

women’s under-representation. The comparison of different cultures can reveal additional 

information about women’s representation in management, for instance other European 

countries compared to Sweden may have different policies within their management 

when it comes to women.  

Suggestion for further research is to investigate the application process to management 

positions all the way from the type of job advertisement until the actual job interview. 

Although, since in banks employees proceed typically inside the organization, the 

applicant’s very first job and its application process in the bank should be taken into 

consideration. For instance, as FM3 claimed that nice and well-behaved young women 

and arrogant and self-confident young men are hired at the same time to their very first 

jobs in the banks such as customer servants. This creates different basis for women and 

men, and influences their career development within bank. Thus, resulting only men 

having qualities to proceed to the management level.  
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Appendix A 

Cover Letter 

Dear Ms. X, 

Thank you for participating to our research.  

We are two management students from the University of Jönköping. We are conducting 

a Bachelor thesis research from the area of Management with the topic of “Women’s 

Career Development: A Case Study of the Career Paths of Female Middle Managers at 

Banks in Sweden. 

The purpose of the study is to analyze female middle managers’ career paths as well as 

the existing literature regarding women’s career development from the area of banking. 

Based on the results we could draw conclusions of career paths and find out have there 

been any common boosting factors or possible barriers within women’s careers or have 

the women followed a similar roadmap of career development. This will help us to 

develop a guide for women seeking the same managerial positions within the field of 

banking.  

Since you fit our criteria – female middle manager from the banking industry in Sweden, 

we would be extremely interested to get your participation to this interview and further 

develop our research. The interview will consist of a separate answer sheet where the 

applicant fills in the background information before the interview. In the actual interview, 

we will ask some more specific questions about women’s career development. The 

interview will take approximately 30 to 45 minutes depending on the interviewee’s 

answers.  

All information will be handled confidentially and no names or any other forms will be 

made public. The data will be analyzed and all the relevant information will be attached 

to our thesis research. We will provide a copy of the research to you as soon as it is 

finished.  

Since our deadline is closing up we would kindly ask you to participate on the interview 

during March. The interviews can be held face-to-face, on the phone or via Skype. You 

can choose which one suits you the best. 

Thank you for participating to this research. The data is important for us and will provide 

useful insights on women’s career paths. Based on the research we will be able to provide 

a guide for women striving for the same managerial positions. If you have some questions 

or concerns don’t hesitate to contact us at one of the emails listed below.  

Sincerely, 

Mari Muoniovaara muma1292@student.hj.se +358407281550 

Sara Turunen tusa12st@student.hj.se +358505545172 

 

 

mailto:muma1292@student.hj.se
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Appendix B 

Background information 
 

1. Age 

 20-30 

 30-40 

 40-50 

 50+ 

2. Children 

 Children? (yes/no) 

 Number of children? 

 Have you taken maternity leave? (yes/no) 

o When? 

o Did it have an influence on your career development? (yes / no) 

3. Educational Background 

 How many years of studying between gymnasium and working life? 

 Education (fill in the name of the school, city/country) 

o University (Bachelor / Master / Major) 

o Yrkehögskolan 

o MBA 

o Other? 

 Work during studies? (yes / no) 

o What kind of work? 

4. Career Development Between Studies and Current Job 

 Main stepping-stone to management? 

 Did you have a mentor / a role model? (yes / no) 

5. Current Position 

 Current position in bank X? (middle management) 
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Appendix C 

Interview questions 
 

1. Children 

 What was your current task when taking maternity leave? 

 How did maternity leave affect your career development? 

 Have you had to make a choice to sacrifice a career opportunity because 

of your family/children?  

o Or the other way around? 

o If yes, why and what did you do? 

o (Is it hard to balance between work and family?) 

2. Educational Background 

 What kind of work did you do while studying? 

 What was your first job after graduating? 

o (Was it demanding?) 

 Did you plan your career development at the beginning/during your 

education? 

3. Work Experience 

 When was your first management task? 

 When did you start working in this bank? 

 Describe briefly your career path, for example do you have a career 

progress within this bank? 

 Have you taken any leadership developments/management education 

programs? 

o Provided by the company? 

4. Career Development  

 What are your personal goals? Did you have a short/long-term plan? 

 Have you achieved your goals? What is yet to be achieved? 

 Describe your main stepping-stone for management. 

 Any boosting factors on your career? (high-responsibility demanding 

tasks) 

5. Current Position 

 How did you get your current position? 

 Is your aim to get higher within the organization or remain at your 

current position? 

o If yes, what is the reason and then, what would be the ideal 

position? 

o If no, what is the reason? 

 Satisfied with the current work tasks 

 Do not want more responsibility 

 Unable to fit into the social environment  

 Prioritization of other work tasks 

 Prioritization of the family  
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 Prioritization of leisure time 

 Difficulties in combining work and family 

 Something else? (Specify) 

 Were there any barriers/challenges within your career path? (To middle 

management especially) 

o What were they? 

 How did you overcome these barriers? 

 Below is a list of possible barriers. Mark the ones you think exist in 

the banking industry 

o Women have more family responsibilities than men 

o Roles assigned by society to men and women  

o Masculine corporate culture 

o Women with insufficient general or line management experience 

o Few role models for women  

o Men not encouraged to take leave for family responsibilities 

o Lack of company equality policy and programs 

o Stereotypes against women  

o Lack of leadership training for women 

o Lack of flexible work solutions  

o Lack of strategy for retention of skilled women  

o Inherent gender bias in recruitment and promotion  

o Management generally viewed as a man’s job 

o Gender equality policies in place but not implemented 

o Inadequate labor and non-discrimination laws (ILO, 2015, p.16) 

6. Glass Ceiling 

 Are you aware of the term? 

 Do you have experiences about it? (Personal or Other) 

7. Opinions 

 Why do you think women are under-represented in the management 

level of banking industry? 

 What should be done to increase the number of women in management 

positions within banks? 

 


