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Abstract 

Gender mainstreaming is introduced by the Council of Europe (1998) as an innovative and 

structural strategy to improve existing gender equality policies. However, theoretical and 

methodological knowledge about the implementation part of how policy makers could mobilise 

regular actors to become engaged and to contribute to gender equality is deficient and 

understudied. The aim of this research is to develop insights into how organisational actors can 

be mobilised to become engaged in the gender equality oriented change in order to contribute 

to the gender mainstreaming strategy. Action research enabled the researcher to actively 

intervene within the change process since the emphasis of the research design is on problem 

solving. The data analysis shows that the role of an expert, like a diversity professional, is 

indispensable in the beginning phase of gender mainstreaming. The following four features are 

important to mobilise actors that will encourage the gender equality oriented change: to explore 

the organisational context in order to characterise possible problem issues, to educate the actors 

in their knowledge about gender equality, to create room for discussion, and to activate the 

actors to take further actions. In this research, the gender mainstreaming strategy resulted in 

several IT managers involved in the research context and in a new diversity and inclusion team 

that, among others, strive to achieve gender equality.  

Keywords: gender mainstreaming, equality policy, gender equality, change agents, action 

research 
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1. Introduction  
 

1.1 A gender equality strategy 
To begin with, gender is socially constructed. This means that what is assigned to the biological 

sex of woman and/or man is constructed in a social design in terms of, for example, 

organisational functions or social roles (Council of Europe, 1998). Similarly, it is the definition 

of what is perceived as feminine and masculine with regard to certain cultural aspects. This 

social construction and reproduction of gender appears to happen both at an individual level 

and at a societal level (Council of Europe, 1998; Ely & Meyerson, 2000). In addition, Scott 

(1986) states that “gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power” (p. 1067) and 

expresses gender inequality as the problematic power relations in society dominated by the 

male norm (Verloo, 2005). This research concentrates on the construction of gender 

(in)equality at an organisational level. How gender equality will be understood depends on the 

perspective of equality an organisation adopts (Rees, 2005). However, the definition of the 

Council of Europe is broadly accepted and gives an appropriate idea of this concept:  

“Gender equality means an equal visibility, empowerment and participation of both 

sexes in all spheres of public and private life (…) and aims to promote the full 

participation of women and men in society” (1998, p.7).  

Different approaches to achieve gender equality have been developed. This research focuses 

on an approach that aims to improve other gender equality policies and focuses on engaging 

different kinds of actors, called: the strategy of gender mainstreaming. Gender mainstreaming 

is introduced by the Council of Europe (1998) as an innovative and structural strategy. Both 

parts of the strategy encourage the broadening of norms on competences and identities (Janssen 

& Zanoni, 2014). The innovative part is about stretching certain definitions to create 

opportunities and relevance for gender equality within the existing policies (Benschop & 

Verloo, 2011; Stratigaki, 2005; Verloo, 2005). The other part, the structural part, is about 

analysing and deconstructing existing policies which produce inequality (Acker, 2006). The 

underlying assumption of the strategy is that existing policies are gendered policies (Verloo, 

2001), and will therefore cause reorganisation of policy processes within an organisation. 

Gender equality should be the (new) norm within organisational policies processes and 

structures, which implies that gender equality is integrated before decisions are made 

(Woodward, 2003). The strategy can have different forms since it can be executed at both a 
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national (/political) level and organisational level, it can suit any form or scale of organisation 

(Booth & Bennet, 2002; Council of Europe, 1998). To sum up, gender mainstreaming strives 

to go beyond previous equality policies, it opens up a direction of policy change, it questions 

the liberal assumption of the neutrality of existing policies, and it challenges the status quo of 

organisations (Rees, 2005; Stratigaki, 2005; Verloo, 2001). By challenging the existing-

gendered norms and structures, this strategy is labelled as a transformative policy idea. It is a 

hopeful strategy which takes different organisational actors into account while analysing, re-

evaluating and deconstructing norms and organisational structures to eliminate gender biases.   

1.2 Problem formulation and research question 
Gender mainstreaming offers various possibilities to overcome gender inequality. The call for 

action is to engage different regular actors, a wider range of actors (Council of Europe, 1998), 

to be routinely involved in the policy making of gender mainstreaming (Verloo, 2001). 

However, literature refers to the deficient theoretical and methodical knowledge about the 

implementation part of this strategy (Booth & Bennet, 2002; Hafner-Burton & Pollack, 2002; 

Verloo, 2001, 2005). Knowledge is lacking of how policy makers could mobilise actors. 

Studies highlight that cooperation and commitment to gender equality are not self-evident 

(Benschop & Verloo, 2006; Verloo, 2001). The different existing attitudes to change and the 

political dimension when different actors are involved should not be ignored. In addition, it is 

argued that a gender equality policy is created in such a way that it is based on practices within 

the organisation (Benschop & Verloo, 2011). It needs to be clearer how gender mainstreaming 

could be organised per context. The gap within the gender mainstreaming research area points 

to how and in what way policy makers of the strategy can mobilise regular actors to become 

engaged and to contribute to gender equality. The implementation part of the strategy 

insufficiently researched and this is where my research comes in. 

 Gender mainstreaming needs different actors to be engaged to discover the meaning of 

gender equality, to (re-)construct this new norm in existing structures, to reveal and change the 

gendered processes, and ultimately to eliminate gender inequality with them. The aim of this 

research is to develop insights into how organisational actors can be mobilised to become 

engaged in the gender equality oriented change in order to contribute to the gender 

mainstreaming strategy. Therefore, the following research question is formulated: 

 How can organisational actors be mobilised within the gender mainstreaming strategy? 
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To answer the research question, this research will do gender mainstreaming. The research 

form of action research will enable me as a researcher to start implementing this strategy within 

an organisation by systematically collecting data and acting on the collected data in a dynamic 

and participatory way (Cox, 2012). This research will study an organisation within the railway 

sector. The organisation is working on a diversity and inclusion (d&i) programme which, 

among others, intends to achieve gender equality and searches for an appropriate way to engage 

employees in the programme. More specifically, the IT department is the focal point of 

attention since several employees of this department shared their concerns and ideas regarding 

gender (in)equality. A structural approach to collecting and using these ideas was missing 

which makes it a suitable case to discover how employees can be mobilised to systematically 

contribute to gender equality.  

 An essential element of this research is that I, as a researcher, am actively involved in 

the company being studied. My personal work experience as an employee has prompted this 

research and I will characterise myself as an initiator of the strategy who tries to stimulate the 

gender equality oriented change. Action research enables me to actively intervene within the 

change process through discussing with the employees and encouraging those concerned to 

take action, since the emphasis of the research design is on problem solving (Thomas, 2013). 

Action research is introduced by Kurt Lewin (1946) and is an appropriate research design for 

strategy because the aim is to move towards change (Thomas, 2013). 

1.3 Academic contribution 
In general, the gap within the literature on gender mainstreaming is concerned with the 

implementation part of the strategy. There is limited knowledge about the implementation part 

of ‘how’ to mobilise regular actors to join the mainstream strategy. This research aims to add 

knowledge to the literature gap of gender mainstreaming in both the theory and the 

methodology part. First, this research aims to add knowledge to the theoretical part by 

discovering what features will support the gender mainstreaming strategy in mobilising actors. 

Organisational studies still miss knowledge about how to manage the dynamic strategy of 

gender mainstreaming in a context-specific way (Verloo, 2001). There is little consensus about 

the approach which makes it hard to define the strategy, and therefore also hard to implement 

the strategy (Council of Europe, 1998; Rees, 2005). By discovering and identifying key 

features that mobilise the actors to contribute to gender equality, this research will be useful 

for the theory of gender mainstreaming. Second, the research also aims to add knowledge to 

the methodological part by conducting an action research. This research serves as a case of 
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how action research could be more or less valuable for the strategy of gender mainstreaming. 

As Parken and Ashworth (2019) argue, this form of research is nearly obligatory when studying 

gender mainstreaming because of the focus on engagement which requires the researcher to be 

part of the studied research context. By doing action research, it contributes to the 

methodological development of action research within the gender mainstreaming strategy.  

1.4 Societal relevance  
First of all, gender equality is a topical issue these days. For example, the United Nations 

integrated this goal in their Sustainability Development Goals programme which is “a global 

compass for challenges such as poverty, education and the climate crisis” (Stichting 

Sustainable Development Goals Charter, 2020). Also, different organisations encourage 

political parties to include gender equality in their election programmes for 2021, such as 

WomenInc (https://www.womeninc.nl/). These examples indicate that attention to, and 

research about, this subject is still relevant and needed to contribute to this goal. Second, this 

research is in the interest of diversity professionals since it provides practical knowledge about 

how to mobilise employees to contribute to gender equality within an organisational setting. 

Due to the active approach of doing research, by striving to improve the current situation in a 

dynamic way, the findings of this research are useful and applicable for actors in practice. This 

research is societally relevant because it contributes to the creation of managerial terms (Booth 

& Bennett, 2002) in the implementation part of the strategy through applying the strategy in 

practice. By providing insights into how employees can be mobilised to encourage the gender 

equality oriented change, implementation issues such as resistance are tried to overcome which 

will help the implementation stage to run smoothly.  

1.5 Research outline 
This research consists of five chapters. After this first chapter, the introduction, the theoretical 

framework follows with an elaboration on the goal of gender equality, the gender 

mainstreaming strategy and the role of employees within the strategy. The third chapter 

presents how the research is conducted in terms of the research design, clarifies research ethics, 

discusses the assessment and reflexivity of the research, and provides information about the 

studied case. The fourth chapter presents the analysis about the collected data.  

 

 

https://www.womeninc.nl/
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2.  Theoretical framework 
This chapter will start with an elaboration on the goal of gender equality and explains which 

underlying models cause different interpretations within the literature. The second section 

focuses on the strategy of gender mainstreaming and highlights both the added value and 

limitations of it. To understand this strategy in-depth, two key issues are discussed to 

understand the tensions, challenges and possibilities within the implementation part. The last 

section is about the actors in the strategy. It explains why the regular actors could be seen as 

change agents and elaborates on the stretched definition of this theoretical term.  

 
2.1 The goal of gender equality  
The emphasis within the gender equality definition of the Council of Europe (1998), as 

mentioned in the introduction, is on the participation of both sexes in society. This participation 

concerns equality of treatment, equality of opportunities, and/or equality in organisational 

structures (Benschop & Verloo, 2006; Kirton & Greene, 2016; Verloo, 2001). However, it 

differs per context how gender equality is constructed, and this influences which choices are 

made in the gender mainstreaming strategy. Before elaborating on how to achieve gender 

equality by implementing such a strategy, it is essential to analyse the different visions on the 

goal of gender equality. It is useful to have an idea of the different visions since these are not 

entirely excluded in gender mainstreaming. All visions have an influence on how gender 

equality can be perceived, it is argued that the three approaches are not mutually exclusive and 

are complementary to each other (Booth & Bennett, 2002; Verloo, 2001). 

 

2.1.1. Gender equality models 

Different visions on gender equality originate from the following three underlying models: 

Equal treatment, positive action and the mainstream approach. The first underlying model is 

labelled as ‘equal treatment’. It sees gender equality as equal treatment for all and seeks 

equality in opportunities (Verloo, 2001). It focuses on the individual’s, mainly women’s, rights 

(Rees, 2005) and has an individual inclusion approach (Benschop & Verloo, 2011). It adopts a 

liberal discourse which perceives it as problematic that women do not receive equal treatment 

and are excluded in legislation. Therefore, this agency-focused approach concentrates on 

women’s equality (Verloo, 2001), it concentrates on the inclusion of women. It could be seen 

as ‘tinkering’ the situation since the norm is still defined in male terms and this approach to 
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push women forward in this male dominated system (Rees, 2005). Also, Squires (2005) frames 

this approach as a feminist political strategy of inclusion which seeks for gender neutrality with 

help of bureaucratic policy tools. In short, this gender equality approach focuses on legally 

improving the individual rights, by striving for equal treatment.  

The second underlying model is labelled as ‘positive action’ (Rees, 2005). It sees gender 

equality as improving the shortcomings of current equality policies by including special 

measures to overcome certain group disadvantages. The persistent gender inequality does not 

make equal rights and opportunities available for everyone (Verloo, 2001), especially for 

women. The special measures are called positive actions and allow women to meet their 

specific needs. Rees (2005) refers to ‘tailoring’ the situation to the needs of women by re-

evaluating the current equality policies. This re-evaluation includes a reconfiguration of 

existing gender identities and seeks to construct a certain female gendered identity (Verloo, 

2005). Squires (2005) labels this as the strategy of reversal and is perceived as a radical feminist 

approach (Verloo, 2005) which seeks for equality in outcome (Verloo, 2001). In summary, this 

gender equality approach believes in positive action in favour of women, which is necessary to 

achieve the overarching goal and to overcome the shortcomings of existing equality policies. 

The last underlying model is ‘mainstreaming’ which focuses on the systems and 

structures that impose disadvantage on individuals and groups. Gender equality should be 

integrated in “systems, processes, policies and institutions” (Rees, 2005, p.558). The model 

uses insights from the previous models and moves beyond them by focusing on the cause of 

the perceived disadvantages. For example, gender equality is seen as treating women and men 

as the same in the mainstream model, whereas in the equal treatment approach women are 

treated equally to men (Rees, 2005). The new norm is applicable and meant for threating both 

women and men. This line of thinking should be integrated in the systems which currently 

cause the inequalities, the inequality regimes which keep certain gendered assumptions intact 

(Acker, 2006), and will cause possible deconstruction of these systems. Similarly, the strategy 

of displacement of Squires (2005) is about deconstructing discursive regimes via inclusive 

deliberation that will modify people’s perception of what society, the organisation, should do 

to improve the situation. In short, the mainstream approach to gender equality focuses on the 

problem of unequal systems and tries to integrate the gender equality norm while analysing 

and deconstructing these systems. 
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2.1.2. Variation in the visions of gender equality 

The three models have different visions on gender equality and how to achieve this. The 

underlying variety of the three models can be explained by two discussions within the equality 

policy literature. The first discussion is about a sameness or a difference approach. Briefly, the 

sameness approach explains that there are no essential differences between women and men, 

whereas the philosophy of the difference approach states that there is an essential difference 

between the sexes (Liff & Wajcman, 1996; Rees, 1998). The second discussion focuses on the 

origin of the perceived differences, the inequalities, and whether this is the outcome of 

individual actions or organisational structure (Kirton & Greene, 2016).  

The influence of the first discussion is noticed in the equal treatment and positive action 

approach which both try to balance sameness and difference ideas. On the one hand, these 

approaches believe that women are equal to men, and that women and men should be the same. 

On the other hand, these approaches respond to the fact that the existing norm is not equally 

formed, that there is a noticeable difference between the two sexes. Therefore, equal treatment 

and positive action strive for a better balance in these differences but each in a different way. 

However, it is still acknowledged that male norms are the standard which women need to 

comply with which is problematic according to the mainstream approach. The influence of the 

second discussion is also noticed in the first two models because they emphasise the individual 

actions as cause of the differences, whereas the third model highlights the structure as 

problematic. These two discussions explain how the problem of gender inequality is 

constructed and influences the visions on gender equality. 

More specifically to the approach of mainstreaming, it seeks to go beyond the 

sameness-differences principle (Benschop & Verloo, 2011). It emphasises the ideas of valuing 

differences in a way that gender equality means to value the individual as a whole person by 

leaving sex-stereotypical assumptions behind (Rees, 2005), and the fact that people have the 

right to be different (Council of Europe, 1998). The sexes will be treated equally and will be 

the same if the existing gendered structures are deconstructed.  

 

In summary, the three models explain how gender equality can be perceived. They illustrate 

different reasons why gender equality has not been achieved yet, and emphasise the necessary 

actions which need to be taken. The last vision on gender equality regarding the mainstreaming 

approach is translated in the gender mainstreaming strategy and is the focus of this research. 

However, all three visions on gender equality contribute to the conceptualisation of gender 

equality in gender mainstreaming. The added value of one vision, inspired the other which 
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makes them not mutually exclusive but complementary to each other which is important to take 

into consideration (Booth & Bennett, 2002). This research will elaborate on the latter vision 

and strategy because of the innovative and transformative aim. It is important to emphasise the 

new norm which will cause a change in existing structures by deconstructing these. Thereby, 

the focus is on engaging with actors, the managers of the IT department, in order to construct 

the news norms and structures. The next section will elaborate on the strategy of gender 

mainstreaming to achieve the mainstream vision of gender equality. 

 

2.2 Gender mainstreaming strategy 
Multiple strategies to achieve different kinds of gender equality have been studied, but this 

research focuses on the promising strategy of gender mainstreaming. This strategy was 

developed in the mid-1990s and was officially introduced by the Council of Europe. Although 

the strategy can be interpreted in different ways, this research will start with their definition: 

“Gender mainstreaming is the (re)organisation, improvement, development and 

evaluation of policy processes, so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated in 

all policies, at all levels and at all stages, by the actors normally involved in policy-

making” (Council of Europe, 1998, p. 15). 

To further analyse this strategy and its definition, this section will elaborate on the value of 

gender mainstreaming and present the main limitation of this approach. Afterwards, two key 

issues are addressed which are inspired by Walby’s work on productive tensions within gender 

mainstreaming (2005). The issues are about the relation between gender mainstreaming and 

gender equality, and about rethinking the participation part to include new (gender) relations. 

These insights make the explanation of gender mainstreaming more detailed and structured in 

order to understand this strategy which is crucial in ‘doing’ and evaluating gender 

mainstreaming in practice.  

 

2.2.1. The value and limitation of gender mainstreaming 

Gender mainstreaming is introduced as an approach to promote gender equality (Walby, 2005) 

and the emphasis lies on those processes that need to be changed (Verloo, 2001). The vision 

on gender equality in this strategy is in line with the mainstreaming vision on gender equality 

which points to problematic inequality structures. The current norm within these structures 

causes an unequal situation in organisational processes. The gender equality norm should be 

formed jointly and integrated in the organisation. The approach requires a process of stretching 
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certain definitions, work approaches and structures within organisations to overcome gender 

inequality (Benschop & Verloo, 2011). This stretching process entails to go beyond the idea of 

perceiving gender equality solely as improving the situation of women. The value of gender 

mainstreaming is that it is a promising transformative strategy which aims for a structural and 

innovative reconstruction of organisational processes, by eliminating gender biases to counter 

gender inequalities (Benschop, Holgersson, Van den Brink & Wahl, 2015; Benschop & Verloo, 

2006). 

Moreover, gender mainstreaming has a dual agenda, which is characterised by the 

commitment to business needs, which refers to the mainstream approach, but also by the 

commitment to gender equality (Walby, 2005). It focuses on the long-term equality objectives 

in which the targets are business success and gender equality (Benschop & Verloo, 2006; 

Meyerson & Kolb, 2000). A dual agenda makes gender mainstreaming more interesting, urgent 

and legitimate for different actors (Benschop & Van den Brink, 2014). It integrates gender 

equality into daily policies and work practices which implies the engagement of more and new 

actors. The advantage of engaging regular actors in policy making is that the gender equality 

norm will be supported by different actors through the organisation. This norm will be carried 

out in the organisational processes which will cause a change in existing structures, or new 

structures will be formed with a gender equality norm. This approach is aimed at deconstructing 

the ‘genderedness’ of existing organisational processes (Benschop & Verloo, 2006) by 

engaging regular actors. 

 However, gender mainstreaming has been criticised multiple times by researchers for 

its poorly developed theoretical promises, and they call for further theoretical and 

methodological development (Benschop & Verloo, 2001; Kirton & Greene, 2016).  Due to the 

limitations found in the literature, uncertainty exists about the influence of the transformative 

strategy approach on achieving gender equality.   

 The main limitation within gender mainstreaming is concerned with the implementation 

part. The strategy suggests that not only the policy makers should carry out the strategy, but it 

requires the engagement and support of many actors (Stratigaki, 2005). However, multiple 

complications exist due to the obscure conceptualisation of the strategy and the lack of support 

in the implementation phase. As Teresa Rees (2005) phrases: “Gender mainstreaming is hard 

to define but harder to implement “(p.570). The members of the Council of Europe already 

mentioned in their conceptual framework in 1998, there is little consensus with regard to the 

definition, meaning and use of gender mainstreaming. This is due to the fact that: “the 

definition and the goal become one and the same, gender mainstreaming is becoming the goal, 
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it is seen as an end in itself” (Council of Europe, 1998, p.14). The lack of precision in the 

conceptualisation of the strategy inevitably influences the implementation phases. In addition, 

the note of support is concerned about the lack of support in political debates, which hinders 

the transformational success of gender mainstreaming (Benschop & Verloo, 2011). The 

commitment to gender equality within such debates is one of the contextual factors which is 

crucial, as Woodward (2003) argues. The implementation of gender mainstreaming results in 

(hidden) gender power relations (Liff & Wajcman, 1996; Verloo, 2001) during the political 

debates and in the decision-making moments in an organisational setting. Decision-making 

moments reveal how actors support the strategy and this influences the implementation of 

gender mainstreaming. Gender bias also plays a role. This is embedded in cultural values and 

policy frames and keeps inequality structures intact (Stratigaki, 2005). Therefore, gender 

mainstreaming becomes a political process itself because it expects multiple organisation levels 

to engage and debate (Verloo, 2001). This argument is complemented by Benschop et al. 

(2015) who express that the key to transformative change is a multidimensional power 

perspective. This perspective acknowledges the different power relations and takes the 

interconnection between structure and agency into account, which both influence each other. 

Without support of powerful or influential alliances in decision-making moments, it is difficult 

to achieve the transformative characteristic in the implementation part of gender mainstreaming 

to counter the existing structures.  

 

2.2.2. Key issue 1: Gender equality and the mainstream  

This section and the following one about rethinking participation elaborate on two key issues 

within gender mainstreaming that present critical discussions about some unclear concepts and 

tensions, but also present an explanation why these tensions are productive. It contributes to 

the understanding of why there is little consensus about this strategy (Council of Europe, 1998), 

therefore it is valuable to zoom in on the unclear concepts and tensions.  

The first issue to discuss is the relation between gender equality and ‘the mainstream’. 

Within the strategy of gender mainstreaming, two frameworks are interwoven: gender equality, 

the intended goal, and mainstreaming, the approach to achieve this goal. This relation is seen 

as self-evident, but it is useful to highlight both parts and to not see this relation as clear-cut in 

order to understand this strategy better. The explanation of the relation between gender equality 

and the mainstream approach includes different theoretical frameworks and is characterised as 

interconnected within a discursive field (Andersson, 2018). 
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 To begin with, gender equality in gender mainstreaming is conceptualised by the 

Council of Europe (1998) and argues for a new construction regarding the visibility, 

empowerment and participation of both sexes. The other notion of mainstreaming, as advocated 

by Rees (1998), implies the need for the transformational process an organisational culture 

needs to go through in order to make something ‘mainstream’, or to regard it as ‘normal’. There 

seems to be some tension because gender equality implies a new norm and mainstream wishes 

to integrate in the normal system. In other words, gender mainstreaming wants to achieve 

something new but overlooks the implementation issues since it assumes that this can be 

integrated into the systems normally. If gender equality is the new goal, it means that in some 

way the situation is not characterised as gender equal. A new norm implies that another norm 

should be changed, this means that the gender equality goal competes with existing goals and 

this makes it a contested process (Benschop & Verloo, 2006). The dual agenda of gender 

mainstreaming emphasises both goals, gender equality and business needs, but it is not 

necessarily a smooth process that leads to the alignment of these dual goals. Contesting a norm, 

as Elgström (2000) states, is characterised by competition and, therefore, negotiation instead 

of automatic integration into policies (Walby, 2005). It is valuable not to take the relation 

between gender equality and the mainstream approach for granted because it actually is a 

contested process which involves essential discussions.  

Despite the tensions between gender equality and mainstream, this combination is 

manageable because of strategical framing. Strategical framing means that new frames like 

gender mainstreaming need to fuse, or fit, in some way with the existing frames (Snow & 

Benford, 1992). Verloo (2001) states that strategical framing causes gender mainstreaming to 

be seen as a new approach since it bridges the gap between a new norm and making something 

mainstream. It has two methods, frame bridging and frame extension. In frame bridging the 

connection or link is made within an existing frame. Within frame extension the interpretation 

of norms is widened and adopts a broader definition (Benford & Snow, 2000; Verloo, 2001). 

This frame theory tries to engage organisational members at a discursive level and plays an 

important role in social movement theories (Walby, 2005).  

However, Andersson (2018) argues that it could also be beneficial to take the relation 

of gender equality and mainstream for granted. She calls it the ‘myth’ in her research about 

Sweden’s success of gender mainstreaming, the ‘myth’ of how gender equality and 

mainstreaming work along. It depends on success stories of gender mainstreaming how people 

will perceive this approach. For example, certain assumptions about a desired goal, such as 

gender equality, or the construction of a policy action could lie within a myth (Gibb, 2000). A 
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powerful discourse could trigger the reconstruction of gendered structures and drive the 

organisational change, it is about the used discourse in the gender mainstreaming debates. In 

addition, Ahmed (2006) argues that diversity work, such as the mainstream strategy, is 

sometimes ‘undoable’ due to the complexity of the context or because it takes place in different 

discourses. He argues that we must consider ‘doing’ diversity work and use the potential 

discourses available to us to face the challenges. The perceptions of gender mainstreaming 

within the used discourse have societal and political consequences on how this strategy will be 

received and carried out (Andersson, 2018). 

To conclude, the tension in the relation between gender equality and mainstreaming 

causes possible repositioning of these concepts at discursive level. Although the contested 

process of gender mainstreaming, strategical framing is a valuable tool within the essential 

discussions. In addition, the discourse used is also crucial for this process. The tensions will 

result in critical questions regarding the strategy, but this will contribute to conceptualising 

gender mainstreaming within the specific context by bridging or extending existing work 

frames. 

 

2.2.3. Key issue 2: Rethinking participation 

The second issue is concerned with rethinking participation. Gender mainstreaming aims for 

an impact in all policies, levels and stages as stated in the definition of the Council of Europe 

(1998). It reaches from the individual level to the organisational level, and implies that different 

actors should engage and discuss matters in a democratic way in order to make gender 

mainstreaming work. This is different than previous equality policies which underline the 

performance of experts to make the policy a worthwhile process because of their specific 

knowledge and tools within the (inequality) systems (Walby, 2005). It results in a discussion 

whether gender mainstreaming is characterised as a democratic or as an expert process.  

Firstly, gender mainstreaming is labelled as a democratic process since it expects actors 

to discuss different gender equality issues with each other. The critical questions about 

democracy are related to the nature of democracy and how inclusively it is constructed. 

Furthermore, questions arise about who are involved in democracy or what kind of mechanism 

is used to target which group in order to strive for better representation. Representation is 

concerned with the assumed or perceived gender (dis)balance in decision making (Rees, 2005). 

All questions around this topic have a political character. Gender mainstreaming is argued to 

be a political process (Verloo, 2001) because it requires the engagement with actors and the 
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discussion between different actors to reconstruct gender norms. This democratic process of 

political discussions to construct gender equality in an engaged way is paired with 

compromises (Benschop & Verloo, 2011; Verloo, 2001; Woodward, 2003). These 

compromises influence the essential impact of the taken actions. Since this research focuses on 

an organisational setting, democracy will be translated into the participation of different actors, 

employees, in different kinds of moments. Given the critical questions about democracy, the 

participation process within gender mainstreaming could benefit to reconstruct the idea of who 

may join gender mainstreaming moments to have a better gender balance.  

Secondly, gender mainstreaming can be marked as a technical process since it also 

emphasises on the importance of gender expertise to implement the strategy (Council of 

Europe, 1998). In addition, the use of the so called gender mainstreaming ‘tools’ are perceived 

as powerful devices and efficient, if the performing actors are trained and gender aware (Rees, 

2005). In other words, a certain level of knowledge about gender issues is expected which 

emphasises on actors that are familiar with such diversity topics like diversity professionals in 

an organisation are (Kirton & Greene, 2016). Nevertheless, the strategy strives for an impact 

on all levels and the accountability will reach beyond merely experts (Walby, 2005). The 

desired responsibility could broaden the definition of experts. Gender mainstreaming considers 

creating broader responsibility alliances which would circulate the expertise of gender 

mainstreaming to make it a less technical process (Walby, 2005).  

 In fact, the discussion about whether the strategy is a democratic or an expert process 

affects the repositioning of who should be involved. The discussion has a contested character 

since the technical argument prefers the focus to be on experts, and the democratic argument 

argues to reconstruct the participation process of who is able to be involved. Within an 

organisation it is relevant to be aware of who is able to be involved in which moments to rethink 

the participation. The involved actors should not only be experts since the responsibility also 

rests with other actors. Gender mainstreaming suggests the interrelationship between the 

participation of different actors and the role of the experts. It suggests that alliances need to be 

created (Walby, 2005) which includes new (gender) relations since this is necessary to 

overcome the limitations of gender mainstreaming. To sum up, rethinking the participation part 

of the strategy involves creating new alliances between experts and regular actors to learn from 

each other in (new) different kinds of moments.  

 

In summary, gender mainstreaming is an innovative and structural approach to achieve gender 

equality. The strategy is characterised as a contested and a political process. The reason is that 
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it requires the engagement with different kinds of actors beside the original policy makers. The 

regular actors should also be involved in the policy development, and the focal point of 

attention in the strategy is to reconstruct existing norms and structures with the engaged actors. 

By bridging and/or extending each other’s perceptions and ideas on gender equality, gender 

mainstreaming is seen as a valuable strategy. However, the main limitation regarding the 

implementation part highlights the unclear conceptualisation of the strategy and the lack of 

support in decision-making moments which both hinder the transformational and innovative 

impact. It is useful to develop more insights into the limitation of how to mobilise the actors to 

become engaged and supportive to the gender equality oriented change. This research attempts 

to add knowledge to this knowledge gap. The next section will focus on the involved actors.  

 

2.3 Regular actors as potential change agents 
Rethinking the participation part of who is able to be involved in policy making is an essential 

element of gender mainstreaming. The strategy suggests new alliances to establish between 

gender equality policy makers, like diversity professionals, and regular actors, who are not 

formally occupied with gender equality policies. The Council of Europe (1998) mentions 

different potential actors to be involved, however, ‘ordinary’ organisational actors are not 

precisely discussed. This is partly because of the focus on national policy level instead of 

organisational level in this conceptual framework. Also, within the traditional literature on 

equality policies a theoretical conceptualisation is missing for organisational actors because 

here only diversity professionals are discussed as actors that contribute to gender equality 

(Kirton & Greene, 2016). Therefore, since the gender mainstreaming strategy requires a 

broader group of actors to be involved in the change and aims for pro-active attitudes towards 

change of these actors, this research uses the theoretical term of ‘change agents’ (Tatli, 

Nicolopoulou, Ozbilgin, Karatas-Ozkan & Ozturk, 2015). This term is suitable since it typifies 

the regular actors as actors who encourage and support an organisational change like gender 

equality. First, it is useful to explain how diversity professionals and change agents are used in 

the literature. Followed by the interpretations of these terms in this research to be able to 

characterise the regular actors in the research context, the IT managers, as potential change 

agents.  
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2.3.1. Diversity professionals as change agents 

The literature on diversity professionals shows that these actors are located in a complex 

position in which they need to balance their intrinsic commitment to diversity issues with the 

‘obligation’ to fulfil business needs at the same time (Kirton, Greene & Dean, 2007; Lawrence, 

2000). Within traditional equality policies, diversity professionals have a function which 

includes diversity issues in a formal way (Kirton & Greene, 2016). It is assumed that they are 

the experts in diversity issues and will intend an organisational change related to diversity 

issues such as gender equality. In other words, diversity professionals are assumed to be change 

agents. To refer to the literature on change agents, change agents are people that make use of 

different resources that are available to them, or they make it available to themselves, in order 

to build partnerships to generate the desired change (Tatli et al., 2015). Their strategy is to build 

alliances which are necessary to overcome barriers to organisational change by pro-actively 

searching for- and using: “a combination of material, discursive, psychological and ethical 

resources ” (Tatli et al., 2015, p. 1245). Actually, almost every employee within an organisation 

could be a change agent if the employee strives to make change happening. However, research 

shows that organisational change processes require the expertise of HR professionals, partly 

because of their strategic and supportive role within an organisation. And since the position of 

diversity professional is often located at the HR department, the role of diversity professionals 

is translated in being the change agents within such organisational processes (Alfes, Truss and 

Gill, 2010). 

More specifically, Kirton et al. (2007) distinguish three types of diversity professionals 

to conceptualise these actors as change agents with certain characteristics. The distinction 

between types of diversity professionals provides insights into how an organisational actor 

could create voice and increase urgency for change in different ways. The first type is labelled 

as the ‘liberal reformers’ which has an equal treatment approach. The second type is labelled 

as the ‘radicals’ which has a positive action approach. These two approaches are explained in 

section 2.1. The third type would balance the first two approaches and is labelled as the 

‘tempered radicals’. These actors have the conviction that social injustice such as gender 

inequality should be eliminated. They are labelled as radical because they want to change the 

organisation and want to challenge the status quo. The term tempered is used because they need 

to suppress their angered feelings to ‘survive’ in their organisation, it is assumed that they 

struggle in finding an appropriated professional way to cope with and define their struggles 

(Kirton et al., 2007; Meyerson & Scully, 1995). This is partly caused by the assumption that 

tempered radicals have limited access to the necessary resources and power relationships 
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(Kirton et al., 2007). However, if the position of such actors is acknowledged and supported 

by others, they feel backed and more involved in organisational change processes (Bowen and 

Blackmon, 2003) which is beneficial in mobilising the actors to the desired goal.   

 

2.3.2. Potential change agents  

Gender mainstreaming makes use of stretching certain definitions to create innovative 

possibilities for gender equality (Benschop & Verloo, 2011; Stratigaki, 2005; Verloo, 2005). 

Stretching the definition of who is able to be involved in the (re)construction of equality 

policies, rethinking the participation part, is beneficial for the strategy because more actors can 

be mobilised to share their concerns and be part of the policy making process. Therefore, this 

research wants to widen the definition of change agents since those who informally drive the 

gender equality oriented change are also essential actors in the strategy. By removing the 

condition, or expectation, for a change agent to be a formal diversity professional, this term 

will become applicable to a broader group of people that can be mobilised such as the 

participants of this research. 

Nevertheless, this research notes two important ‘conditions’ to be marked as a potential 

change agent. First, the position held by an actor within the organisation is important. This 

research looks into the eight key dimensions of Kirton and Greene’s (2016) of what an equality 

policy should cover, it is remarkable that these dimensions are related to a managerial or 

supervising position. The dimensions are: “Recruitment and induction, training and 

development, promotion, discipline and grievance, equal pay, bullying and harassment, 

adapting working practices, flexible working” (p. 215). These dimensions could be seen as 

valuable moments to construct gender equality in which managers have a crucial role in the 

decision-making part. If the definition of change agents is stretched by including regular actors 

that are concerned with policy making on daily basis, it refers to the position of managers. 

Therefore, to be a potential change agent in gender mainstreaming in this research, it is essential 

that the participant has a position within the organisation which deals with the above-mentioned 

dimensions in order to integrate gender equality in the organisational structure.  

 Second, it is important to take someone’s attitude towards the desired gender equality 

oriented change into account since the social context of an organisational change is often 

overlooked (Scully & Segal, 2002). The social context refers to the different attitudes of actors, 

including their concerns and language, that are important to highlight and to understand in 

order to mobilise these actors towards change. Change is conceptualised as an interruption of 

normal patterns and enacting new pattern (Ford, Ford & D’Amelio, 2008) which could cause 
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a feeling of injustice, or people could disagree with the change. In other words, they could 

experience unexpected negative aspects of change and, therefore, resistance is a common and 

logical reaction to change (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Although resistance could be seen as 

something negative, this research agrees with researchers that resistance could be considered 

as a resource for change and overcoming resistance will contribute to change (Courpasson, 

Dany and Clegg, 2012; Ford et al., 2008). The idea is that resistance will help to foster the 

organisational change if discussion takes place in which, for example, work frames could be 

bridged and actors can learn from each other. The actors will have different attitudes towards 

the gender equality oriented change which will result in having a meaningful and productive 

discussion. This discussion will help in discovering whether someone is pro-active in searching 

for resources to start, encourage and/or support the gender equality oriented change. It will be 

helpful to discover whether an actor could be characterised as change agents.  

 

In summary, the regular actors form an important element in the strategy since they will 

disseminate the strategy in their daily practices. This research implies the term of change agents 

as a more suitable term for the involved actors because of its more active approach towards the 

gender equality oriented change which suits the transformative and innovative aim. By 

stretching the definition of change agents, it will create opportunities for gender equality since 

more different actors are able to be engaged. It is valuable since new alliances between experts 

and the (new) change agents will establish (Walby, 2005). And by giving voice to regular actors 

that were excluded before in equality policies, referring to Walby’s (2005) argument of 

accountability to widen to scope of the policy arena, it will complement to the feeling of justice, 

fairness and equity (Rees, 2005). Both are linked to the motivation of actors to participate. The 

IT manager will be the focus group, because of their managerial position, to discover which 

participant is able to develop to the role of a change agent and to be mobilised to contribute to 

gender equality.  

 

To sum up the theoretical framework, gender mainstreaming is a promising strategy to achieve 

gender equality. The strategy requires more and other kinds of actors to be involved in the 

policy making, however, how to mobilise those different actors to become engaged and to 

contribute to gender equality is insufficiently researched. Nevertheless, the process of 

developing the gender mainstreaming strategy to achieve gender equality is characterised as a 

trial-and-process and also as a slow process. Nevertheless, slow at best as researchers suggest 

(Benschop & Verloo, 2011; Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Parken & Ashworth, 2019). 
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3.  Methodology  
This chapter includes the methodology section. First, the philosophical assumptions are 

discussed; how does this research perceive knowledge and its construction? Secondly, the 

research design is elaborated in different parts. The value of action research, how this research 

did its data collection and data analysis is explained. Finally, the research’s ethics, assessment 

and reflexivity are discussed. 

3.1 Philosophical assumptions  
The philosophical assumptions of ontology and epistemology have an impact on both the 

collection and the interpretation of the data and therefore also on conclusions that will be drawn 

(Langley & Abdullah, 2011). The first philosophical term is ontology, which refers to the 

nature of a phenomenon (Duberley, Johnson and Cassell, 2012) and questions the being of 

knowledge. It disputes whether the ‘out there’ also exists without people’s existence. The 

second philosophical term is epistemology and refers to ‘the knowledge about knowledge’. It 

questions research on whether we see something as a fact or not (Duberley et al., 2012). Are 

we able to construct facts, the reality, in an objective manner or are we tied to our subjective 

understandings? This research argues that there is no such thing as reality without people 

creating it. Knowledge is relative to people and will be socially constructed with them, such as 

the strategy of gender mainstreaming requires an active approach of the actors to construct 

knowledge about gender equality. Knowledge has a subjective character and is socially 

constructed. The observations about knowledge are influenced and biased by the persons who 

made them like I, as a researcher, am in this research. In addition, the role of the researcher can 

also be named as ‘contextual constructivist’ (Madill, Jordan & Shirley, 2000) which implies 

that the multiple interpretations of a phenomenon are influenced by the position and social 

context of the researcher and the research context (Brooks, McCluskey, Turley & King, 2015). 

Since I do research with my participants, my subjective perspectives about how to mobilise 

them are inevitably connected to their understandings about the social world (Moerkerken, 

2015).  

3.2 Research design 
3.2.1. Action research 

The academic research design of qualitative research is an umbrella concept of a variety of 

different non-statistical research methods (Bleijenbergh, 2013; Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & 
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Symon, 2006). Qualitative research tries to capture the socially constructed meanings and 

interpretations of people to make sense of their behaviour (Stringer, 2014). This research 

conducted a qualitative research called action research which is introduced by Kurt Lewin 

(1946) who states that the idea is to continually refine your line of thinking in the research 

process. This research design is about collecting data of an ongoing situation while actively 

intervening in the research field. In addition, it is a flexible but a systematic approach that is 

able to foster the direction of change in a participatory and democratic way (Cox, 2012). Action 

research enables me to do research, and create knowledge, with the participants instead of only 

doing research about them. It is an appropriate methodological approach for this research 

because it moves beyond definitions and explanations about gender equality of the participants 

and creates knowledge about change, and takes actions towards that change (Huang, 2010; 

Parken & Ashworth, 2019; Thomas, 2013). As an employee and researcher, I initiated the 

gender equality oriented change by implementing the gender mainstreaming strategy which 

resulted in an attitude that was driven to stimulate the change.  

Furthermore, the action research design requires being in an investigation cycle 

continually which is called the iterative cycle, or spiral, of action research of Lewin (1946). 

This cycle concerns the problem identification, diagnosis, planning, intervention and 

evaluation of the results. Or as Dickens and Watkins (1999) translate these steps more 

comprehensively: Problem identification, collect data around the problem, analyse data, 

generate possible solutions, make meaning of the data by acting on data, evaluate and 

reconceptualise the problem situation and so on. In the data collection step, the need for- and 

direction of change will be identified which the researcher can impact by acting on the data 

(Watkins, 1991). The learning aspect of the research cycle lies within the reconceptualization 

part, the research learns by reframing the problem on an individual and collective level 

(Dickens & Watkins, 1999). Besides, this research cycle enables me to integrate into the 

complex social dynamics of the research field, the IT department, by adopting continually. It 

will help me to build up knowledge about the dynamics of the research field (Stringer, 2014), 

it integrates the ideas and knowledge from the research field in order to set direction towards  

the gender equality oriented change. By ‘doing’ gender mainstreaming (Ahmed, 2006), it 

enables me as a researcher to discover the know-how of this strategy about how actors could 

be mobilised in a context-specific way. 
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3.2.2. Data collection 

The data collection part is not solely about collecting data of the studied phenomenon, but is 

also about how the ‘truth’ about the subject is constructed in the collected data (Symon & 

Cassell, 2012a). The focus within the data collection is to discover how organisational actors 

can be mobilised to contribute to gender equality in a participatory way. The research period 

lasted from November 2019 until October 2020. Due to the ongoing situation within the 

organisation, the data was collected during the whole research period through attending 

meetings and keeping contact with my colleagues. It is stored in the fieldnotes. The data 

collection regarding the interviews and observations took place from June until Augustus 2020. 

The main participants were the IT managers since they had the potential to become change 

agents, as explained in section 2.3, that could be mobilised to contribute to gender equality. 

However, in the beginning, understandings and suggestions of other employees were also 

involved in the fieldnotes which contributed to the focus and development of the research. 

Besides, since gender equality was not a familiar topic within the IT department and a structural 

approach to constructing this had never occurred before, existing HR documents were used to 

determine the first focus of the gender mainstreaming strategy. Action research enabled me to 

direct the research through the research period with help of interventions and by integrating 

knowledge of the ongoing dynamic situation. The language within all the data sources is Dutch 

since this is the spoken language in the organisation. Unfortunately, the current health situation 

within society did not allow me to have face-to-face interviews or do any form of physical 

observations after March 2020. Therefore, the data will consist of material artefacts (6), online 

individual semi-structured interviews (16), online (non-) participatory observations (2) and 

fieldnotes made during the entire research process.  

 The first data source is fieldnotes. These are personal notes that present relevant 

information according to the researcher, on the research topic which could be used later on 

(Walford, 2009). This research considers the fieldnotes as important background data since 

they provide non-recorded data about the development of the research, such as how I decided 

on my research focus and they show essential insights from informal (personal) meetings.  

The second source are material artefacts, these are text-based documents such as annual 

reports and webpages (Yanow, Ybema & van Hulst, 2012). In this research, the six material 

artefacts consist of two policy documents of the diversity & inclusion (d&i) programme and 

four HR Data documents about gender which present numerical data that is generated by an 

HR Data analyst. Both present the organisational perspective on gender equality in words and 

numbers. The policy documents present, among others, the definition and goal of the diversity 
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theme ‘gender’ and planned interventions in general by the programme manager. The numeric 

data are collected with help of a HR Data analyst who collects numeric data on a quarterly 

basis for the d&i programme and for this research she collected extra data on my request. The 

first three HR Data documents show the woman/man balance of the organisation specified to 

management layers and to different departments. The last one also shows extra data regarding 

gender and age which was created for the intervention, Observation 2 in Appendix 1.  

The third source is interview, interviews search for knowledge about different kinds of 

phenomena (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2012). Within this action research, the interviews need to 

be open enough to integrate, for example, new questions emerging from the first interviews 

and the interventions. The sixteen interviews were semi-structured to allow new insights to be 

part of the interview questions. A general interview guide was created in advance to have a 

structured focus in the beginning and to make sure that the main topics, based on the theoretical 

framework, would be discussed. The main topics were the topic of gender equality; the 

conceptualisation and the construction of it, the strategy of gender mainstreaming, and the 

identification of change agents. The interview guide (Appendix 2) consists of questions related 

to how managers would describe gender equality, who would be crucial to engage, which 

moments are important to discuss gender equality and which work practices would be essential 

to highlight or to adjust concerning this topic. However, every interview had its own focus and 

I tried to act on the previous interviews by adopting my questions. For this research, the 

interviews are also seen as an intervention since it brings about thoughts and possible actions 

by the participants, which is an element of mobilising in the gender mainstreaming strategy.   

In addition, regarding the interviews, two criteria are used for the selection of the 

participants. The first one is to have an equal division of women and men which is approached 

as a 50/50 division of the two sexes. This division makes sure that both voices are heard and 

that the representation of both sexes is equal in numbers. However, this does not mean that 

gender equality can only be achieved when this division is accomplished within an 

organisation. The second one is that the participants need to occupy a managerial or supervising 

position since these positions are crucial in decision-making moments, as discussed in 2.3. 

Those persons are labelled as potential change agents who are able to integrate gender equality 

into daily processes, into the organisational processes, or could impact the awareness about 

gender equality in these processes. In other words – they are important persons that could be 

mobilised to contribute to gender equality. The HR data analyst helped me in organising and 

recruiting my participants. Nevertheless, some employees were selected in advance since 
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specific employees informed me that they were willing to be a part of my research and also 

recommended some other employees to me. 

The fourth data source is observation. As a researcher you can adopt different roles in 

an observation. In Observation 1 (Appendix 1), I presented myself as both employee and 

researcher. The part in which I chaired the sub-meeting by presenting data and guiding the 

discussion is characterised as a ‘complete participation’. It is a form of participative 

observation which is an approach of collecting data and gaining knowledge by having direct 

contact with your participants (Brannan & Oultram, 2012). Observation 2 was the follow-up 

meeting and was guided by other employees, who also presented the first part of Observation 

1, and I adopted a passive role as complete observer by listening and making notes. Despite the 

passive role, these notes were used to develop the strategy in the research. 

 

3.2.3. Data analysis 

Action research is quite flexible in its research design because it is labelled as an iterative 

process that integrates knowledge from the ongoing and dynamic situation, and due to the 

emphasis on being reflexive. The data analysis method that suits this approach is template 

analysis, this method has a high degree of structure but also has the flexibility to adapt this 

structure at any time. Template analysis is a style of thematic analysis (King, 2012). It mainly 

differs from other thematic analysis because its commitment to a specific methodology or 

philosophical assumption is less strong, for example to the grounded theory. Also, it focuses 

more on the development of the coding structure and guides to further coding, rather than 

‘delineating techniques’ when the coding structure is finalised (Brooks et al., 2015). It allows 

the researcher to tailor the analysis structure to match with the researcher’s interpretations. 

Also, it has flexibility in the coding structure because there does not exist a fixed number of 

levels of coding hierarchy (King, 2012). Template analysis is often used in individual 

interviews, but it can be applied to any source of textual data (Brooks et al., 2015). For this 

research, template analysis is applied on the different data sources that are collected. The 

flexibility of template analysis is suitable for this action research since the dynamic and 

ongoing research context will cause different interpretations of the data and therefore flexible 

coding structure is essential. 

Template analysis has general procedural steps of how to apply it to your data, however, 

every researcher needs to figure out which order or application suits best to the specific research 

(Brooks et al., 2015). The data analysis of this research started with making an initial template 

that present an overview of the valuable concepts to start the analysis with (King, 2012) and 
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translated these into general codes. These ‘a priori’ themes were used more tentatively, than 

other research designs would do, in the development of the template (Brooks et al., 2015). The 

initial template is based on the analysed themes in made notes, made during the first interview, 

which created the following codes: Imaging, Gender equality definition by the managers and 

of the Council of Europe, the Problem, Competences, Current norm, Value of- or associations 

with- a woman, the first step, characteristics of IT, and informal moments to construct gender 

equality. This initial template was useful for me to start coding the remaining interviews, 

however, every interview impacted the template and meaningful self-created codes were 

continually made, clustered, revised and refined (Brooks et al., 2015). The codes are created 

by attaching a name or a label to a part of the collected data which shows the essence of that 

section. Moreover, template analysis lies between the bottom-up and top-down approach of 

thematic analysis (King, 2012). Some codes were identified beforehand, top-down, and the 

other codes emerged from the interviews, bottom-up. After continually adapting the template 

with codes, and after coding the entire data set, it was important to cluster different codes to 

identify possible interrelations. By clustering different codes, the collected data will make more 

sense to the research because more overarching themes and relations will be revealed that could 

be valuable. It was useful to keep a full record of how the template was developed for the 

overview of the research progress and to look back how certain themes or relations emerged 

from the data (King, 2012). The final step was to create a final template (Appendix 4) which 

could be applied to the entire data set. My final template consists of main codes with different 

sub-codes, the main codes are as followed: Definition of gender equality, Perceptions about 

women, Problem issues around gender equality, Constructing gender equality, Actions to 

construct gender equality. The assigned quotes of the main codes reflect the understanding of, 

and attitudes from, the participants about specific topics. By triangulating the different data 

sources with each other, different perspectives are integrated to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the different themes (Patton, 1999). Based on the quotes of the thematic 

codes, the analysis chapter of this research was made. 

  

3.3 Research ethics, assessment and reflexivity  
3.3.1. Research ethics  

Research ethics is “the thoughtful activity of negotiating the shifting sense of the good” (Holt, 

2012, p.90). Holt (2012) argues that there is not a concrete set of duties in which a researcher 

should precisely consider its practices as ethical. He argues the importance of questionability 
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within nine ethical virtues that will be addressed. These virtues question the dependence of the 

researcher’s reasoning within the research and try to make a distinction between the subjective-

individual motivation and the ‘obligations’ of the research role. This distinction enables me to 

think how someone else would approach the following situations to create an ethical sensibility 

(Holt, 2012). 

The virtues of deliberative conversation, sensitivity and honesty complement each other 

and emphasise my open and honest communication about the research process. For example, 

the participants were informed about my double role, as employee and researcher, and the 

purpose of the research. Especially because of the focus on engaging with the actors to mobilise 

them, it was important for me to inform the participants about my intentions and actions.  

Furthermore, the entire data set was anonymously analysed, by coding the data and not 

referring to job titles in the used codes, and used the data confidentially. However, due to some 

group meetings managers knew from each other’s participation in my research. Further, the 

fieldnotes and reflexivity diary were helpful tools to remain critical to my own line of thinking 

and to evaluate different virtues. They were helpful to evaluate the virtue of maturity which is 

underlined by continuously re-evaluating aspects of the research, like reconceptualization part 

in the research cycle process of Lewin (1948). As is the virtue of learning from mistakes. 

Reviewing the made mistakes with help of my supervisor and d&i team were helpful in the 

learning process to accept them and to move forwards. Also, these tools helped me to evaluate 

the influence of my two adopted roles in the organisation and refer to the virtue of amateur’s 

characteristics of a researcher. This implies the inevitable interest in other subjects that can 

arise during the research process that needs to be questioned (Holt, 2012). The impact of me 

as researcher will be elaborated in 3.3.3. Holt (2012) also discusses the virtue of irony that is 

expressed in the acknowledgment of self-producing knowledge, but at the same time trying to 

have an analytic, or ‘stand aside’, view on the collected data. However, in this research I admit 

to the self-produced knowledge and perceive it as valuable. Also, engaging with the 

participants to create knowledge emphasises the virtue of the didactical competence of listening 

because listening to the different interpretations to gender equality is essential to understand 

their social world of. It was the intention to create context specific knowledge about how to 

mobilise them towards the gender equality oriented change. The last virtue is about the 

constancy of language and behaviours. Consistency in these elements should be used carefully 

with regard to the different interpretations of the participants, it helps in the clarity of data 

collection and analysis. For example, due to my role as an employee I had an impression of the 

social etiquette of meetings and the participants were approached in the same manner which 
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was quite informal. Also, using an interview guide was helpful in asking questions about 

similar topics so these topics were discussed multiple times. 

 

3.3.2. Assessment of the quality of qualitative research 

The assessment of the quality of qualitative research has been discussed (Johnson et al., 2006; 

Symon & Cassell, 2012a; Tracy, 2010). The discussion disputes about what can be seen as 

‘good research’. The universal, and positivistic, criteria will be less appropriate for this research 

and its philosophical assumptions, as discussed in 3.1, because terms such as internal validity 

and generalizability assume that the researcher is able to neutrally observe the world (Symon 

& Cassell, 2012a). Instead, Tracy (2010) developed eight key markers which contribute to the 

discussion of the quality of qualitative research on the same level which will be discussed.  

To begin with, this research has a rich data set to develop insights about the 

implementation part of gender mainstreaming. It is a comprehensive data set with help of: i) 

the theoretical elaboration on the main topics, ii) spending enough time in the research context, 

called prolonged engagement (Symon & Cassell, 2012a), to impact the first directions of the 

strategy, and iii) having different data sources. These points complement to the criterion of rich 

rigor. Besides, the credibility of a research strives to give a trustworthy analysis, so the reader 

is able to act on the data (Tracy, 2010). By engaging with the participants, the credibility of the 

researcher will be perceived as more trustworthy by them since reality is constructed with them. 

I do research with my participants and not solely about them which makes my role as a 

researcher less detached. In addition, this research is written in a way that will hopefully inspire 

or affect the reader, referring to the criteria of resonance, in mobilising employees. Also, it is 

a topical topic, as explained before in chapter 1, which refers to the criterion of having a worthy 

topic and significant contribution. Further, the criterion of sincerity relates to the reflexivity 

part of doing research and emphasises the honesty and transparency of the research process 

done by the researcher. The fieldnotes and reflexivity diary helped me to analyse my research 

process and reflect on the emotional and methodical challenges I faced. It contributed to the 

transparency of the research of how the progress went and also how the research impacted me. 

The last criterion is having a meaningful coherence between the research question, the 

theoretical terms, the findings and the interpretations (Symon & Cassell, 2012a; Tracy 2010). 

As Tracy (2010) notes, this does not mean that findings cannot be messy or unexpected. 

Especially regarding this research, different interpretations of, and attitudes to, gender equality 

appeared in which I needed to adopt my approach to the situation to mobilise the actors.  
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3.3.3. Reflexivity 

Qualitative researchers debate about the strong emphasis on being reflexive in the research 

process (Durberley et al., 2012) due to the assumption that knowledge is socially constructed. 

Positionality plays a role in knowledge construction. It underlines that knowledge is situated 

in relations between people and that the researcher has an undeniable position which influences 

the data (Thomas, 2013). Reflexivity is about what a researcher brings to the research and how 

the researcher has dealt with its position and knowledge. It raises awareness about how 

knowledge is produced beforehand, the knowledge production during the research, and about 

the involvement of the knowledge producer (Haynes, 2012). I acknowledge, as Tietze (2012) 

also points out, that by researching my own organisation I brought my pre-understanding, pre-

conceptions and personal relationships from my work experiences to the research which 

impacted the research in its development. Nevertheless, it is a mutual relationship since the 

researcher influences the process and outcomes, but these two also influence the researcher 

(Haynes, 2012).   

To be aware of my role as a researcher and an employee within the research field, I kept 

a research diary that includes notes about different levels of reflexivity. These levels gave the 

diary more structure and refer to: theoretical, methodological, emotional, 

cultural/social/political and subjective reflexivity (Haynes, 2012). Combined with my 

fieldnotes, I noticed some moments in which I impacted the research consciously and non-

consciously. In the beginning of my research, I reached out to my familiar female colleagues 

to talk about gender equality issues and did not contact any male colleagues. This is 

contradictory with the aim for the participation of both sexes. In addition, I argue that doing 

research about gender equality as a woman also has a certain impact on your participants. The 

conversations were mainly focused on female issues and I can imagine that a male participant 

felt that as a man, he needed to hold back his counter arguments. Especially in the observations, 

an open and safe environment was not always guaranteed. I may have contributed to the 

perception of gender equality being a female issue which could have hindered the change 

process. Also, since I chose to have a 50/50 balance of the sexes in my participants for the 

interviews, I might have given the participants an idea of how I would construct gender equality 

in work practices which was not my intention. The last point I want to address is that I noticed 

that it was sometimes hard to both separate but also integrate my two roles in the organisation 

that resulted in variable focus on work or research tasks. Reflecting on the data was useful to 

see which role impacted the research in positive and negative ways. For example, it influenced 

which questions I asked within interviews or informal moments, or on which subject I spent 
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more or less time. Reflexivity of the researcher is important because the adopted position and 

role influence the knowledge construction in both the interpretation of the data and the 

reflection part (Haynes, 2012; Yanow et al., 2012). 

 

3.4 Case description  
The data collection in this research is done in one organisation which has around 4500 

employees and is operative in the railway sector across the Netherlands. The reason why this 

organisation was chosen, is because of my work and research related experience within this 

organisation. More specifically, I fulfilled an active role in the team of diversity and inclusion 

of the HR department which is operative at the organisation’s headquarters. This team is 

working on a programme which contains five diversity themes, gender is one of them, and aims 

for:  “Organisation X aims for a work environment in which employees are able to be 

themselves and get the necessary space and appreciation for their talents. This enables us to 

achieve the accomplishments for which we are responsible for as an organisation” (personal 

communication, February 2020). To achieve this aim, this team seeks for more ‘partnerships’ 

to support their programme. In other words, this team aims to have more change agents as a 

partner throughout the organisation. For this research, the department of IT was chosen as 

specific research field. This department is an interesting case for gender equality since this 

department has a remarkable disbalance regarding the numerical presentation of the sexes 

which was noticed by several IT employees. Due to personal relations, I was aware of their 

wishes to work on diversity issues such as gender equality. However, a specific and structural 

approach was missing which I perceived as an opportunity for my research. This research is 

one of the first interventions in the department that addresses gender equality and aims to 

involve employees, the managers, in a structural way. In short, the IT department is the research 

field in which I study how managers can be mobilised to contribute to gender equality. 
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4. Data analysis   
 

This chapter presents the analysis about the collected data. The fieldnotes, material artefacts, 

interviews and the observations are analysed in order to discover what could be an appropriate 

way to mobilise the organisational actors. First of all, the conceptualisation of gender equality 

depends on the perspective an organisation and its actors adopt (Rees, 2005), and also 

influences the actions that need to be taken. Therefore, the ‘state’ of the participants’ 

understanding about gender equality is analysed. Secondly, three problem issues are identified 

which impacted the understanding and construction of gender equality. The last section 

includes an analysis of how the participation part within the strategy could be shaped. 

 

4.1 Managers’ understanding of gender equality  
The analysis started with analysing the material artefacts because these would give the research 

an impression of the written aim and definition of gender equality that the organisation adopts. 

However, the documents did not use the term ‘gender equality’ but referred to the diversity 

theme of ‘gender’ without a specific definition and by explaining the theme in two aims  (Policy 

document 1, Appendix 1). The first aim of the organisation is to increase the numerical 

percentage of women in the organisation. The other aim is linked with empowerment of 

women, namely, to support women in their development to higher positions. The organisational 

programme of diversity and inclusion proposes different interventions to contribute to these 

aims. Some examples of the planned interventions are: Research into the perception of women 

in the workplace and into the ‘glass ceiling’, organising a top women event, and paying 

attention to international women’s and men’s day (Policy document 2, Appendix 1). Looking 

at HR Data 2 and 3 (Appendix 1), the numerical data on gender, it shows that 26.7% of the 

employees in the entire organisation are women. More specifically, in the IT department 16.3% 

are women and 83.7% are men. Data regarding the empowerment of women shows that 28.6% 

of the people in IT management positions are women and 71.4% are men. So, the material 

artefacts present gender equality as the numerical representation and empowerment of women 

which they intend to improve with certain interventions.  

Second, in the interviews the definition of gender equality was interpreted in different 

ways. One subject that was discussed in every interview, was the visibility of women within 

the organisation. The managers explained the visibility of women in three ways. The first two 

ways explain visibility as the numerical representation of women in a certain IT team and/or in 
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managerial positions. The third explanation concerns the impact of the power women have. It 

refers to whether women’s power is perceived as equal in relation to other managers or whether, 

due to implicit assumptions, they are valued differently. The numerical representation of 

women is discussed in each interview and all managers acknowledge the fact that the majority 

of the employees are men. However, the reactions to this disbalance vary. Whereas one 

manager experiences this as negative: “16%?! That frightens me a bit”, the other says: “Well, 

it [gender equality] is not only about equal numbers”. The visibility of women was a main topic 

when gender equality was discussed and all three forms of visibility were perceived as 

problematic for women.  

Besides the visibility of women, two other topics were part of the managers’ 

understanding of gender equality. The first topic refers to having an ‘equal profile’ in which 

two core values play a role, namely, equal treatment and opportunities for all genders in 

different work practices. A ‘profile’ represents the explicit and implicit expectations of the 

organisation regarding the employees’ behaviour and performances. The current profile which 

is seen as the norm for the ‘ideal employee’, this term will be elaborated in 4.2.2., is problematic 

according to the managers. An equal profile would enable both men and women to have the 

opportunity to ‘fit in’ which is not the case for women right now. In addition, one manager 

stated that gender equality is susceptible for the used language. Some examples were brought 

forward in which a woman was valuated differently than a man, where diminutives were used 

for women and not for men. These situations are marked as gender unequal because of the 

derogatory judgement towards women. Therefore, language plays an important role in 

constructing gender equality in the desired equal profile. The second topic which the managers 

linked with gender equality was diversity. Managers were outspoken about the benefits of 

having more diversity within a team, including: ‘Being able to be innovative, brings more 

dynamics, it improves the quality of the team’. Remarkable was that these benefits were often 

specified to the perceived added value of women. Also, managers stated that gender equality 

is about valuing the differences and that those differences should be seen as valuable. You have 

the right to be different and it is: “(…) not about a person holding back the added value in 

behaviour. But that a person may show its added value and that it is appreciated”.  

Further, the part of ‘Empowerment’ within the gender equality definition of the Council 

of Europe (1998) was not explicitly mentioned by the managers when explaining gender 

equality. However, the term was discussed because the theoretical definition was provided. 

Empowerment in the interviews is seen as challenging each other to grow, providing a stage 

for someone to show their talent and linking it with the awareness of your own strength. To 
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sum up, the visibility of women, demonstrating a more ‘equal profile’ regarding the 

organisational expectations towards employees, and embracing differences are part of the 

managers’ conceptualisation of gender equality. 

 

To interpret this data, managers’ understanding of gender equality mainly focuses on the 

visibility and opportunities of women, which are both seen as problematic. Also, it is 

remarkable that statements about empowerment are solely given by women concerning the 

development of other women. Within the material artefacts, the planned interventions also 

focus on improving the situation of women. The perspectives on gender equality by the 

managers have features of the equal treatment and positive action approaches (Verloo, 2001; 

Rees, 2005), as discussed in chapter 2, to gender equality since they imply that the positions 

and behaviour of men are still the norm. Women need help to meet this norm and the focus is 

on improving the situation of women with certain actions. However, the discussion about the 

‘equal profile’ suggests another vision on the norm which is more in line with the mainstream 

approach to gender equality. It implies a change in structure since the equal profile, as 

suggested by the managers, should be translated into the recruitment and selection activities 

for more gender equality. The limited descriptions of gender equality by the managers, and the 

organisation in general, imply that this subject is underexposed within the department. The 

managers mainly link gender equality with the number of women and men and their positions, 

and less with the masculine and feminine characteristics which are assigned to certain tasks or 

functions. This relates to the social construction part of gender equality which is important as 

well since gender is a social design in which conceptions are attributed to one of the sexes 

(Council of Europe, 1998). The reflection on this data shows that the IT managers are not 

educated enough yet to be aware of the additional meaning of gender and gender equality.  

4.2 The problem issues around gender equality  
The data shows that the managers’ understanding of gender equality is limited. To find a 

suitable way to mobilise these potential change agents, it is useful to discover how and why 

gender equality is underexposed. Three problem issues are identified which emerged from the 

data around the topic of gender equality. The problem issues are: i) the used discourse around 

this topic, ii) the current norm within the organisation, and iii) barriers to change perceived by 

the managers. All have a noticeable impact on how gender equality is (not) discussed and 

constructed, and therefore, an impact on the approach of how to mobilise them. 
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4.2.1. Used discourse around gender equality 

The first problem issue concerns the used discourse and relates to how participants talk about 

gender equality. First of all, the managers admit that gender equality is not a topic for discussion 

in general. The department just does not talk about it and a topic that you are not familiar with, 

is also hard to talk about: “I think a lot of colleagues find this [gender equality] hard to talk 

about, whether they care about it or not, they find it difficult (…) it is mainly what is familiar 

and feels comfortable to them. It is some kind of ingrained behaviour”. However, some 

managers experienced the interviews as helpful to form their ideas and actions about gender 

equality: “It helps to have this kind of conversation, this is not something we often do”. In 

addition, the used discourse around gender equality mainly focuses on diversity issues. As 

mentioned before, the managers agreed that having diversity within the organisation or team is 

beneficial. However, this topic was often interwoven with gender equality which made it hard 

to distinguish certain statements and focus on this subject within the interviews. Sometimes it 

took 45 minutes to get to a level in which specific gender equality issues were discussed and 

to move beyond the limited focus on diversity. Also, a few managers had negative associations 

with gender equality. One negative association was that the subject would be a feminist subject 

and managers did not want to be identified with that. A female manager explained that as a 

woman she does not want to be too fierce in tackling this subject: “Yes, it is because I am a 

woman and feel disadvantaged (…).  And I find it difficult to fight for this. I do not want to be 

foo fierce in this. Ieh… It is fair to say though”. Also, two managers suggest that the gender 

equality oriented change would be more credible if a male top-level manager in the 

organisation supported it: “If you want to make a fundamental change, look for the men at the 

top who want and understand”. These examples imply that gender equality is seen as a female 

topic and that if a man would be involved, it would be more credible than if a woman would 

be involved. Another negative association was the link between gender equality and ‘the forced 

50/50 balance’, it implies that equality means 50% of each sex within the population. Some 

managers did not agree with a 50/50 balance of the sexes, they would have a problem with 

positive discrimination such as having an explicit preference for one sex above choosing the 

best candidate. However, striving for a certain percentage is both validated and disproved. 

Whereas one manager indicates: “I am convinced that you would give people a false start”. 

The other managers made an agreement to strive for 30% women within the IT department in 

2025 (Observation 2, Appendix 1). Nevertheless, multiple managers argue for the unclear 

and/or missing problem recognition about gender inequality and a valid argumentation about a 

gender equality strategy by an expert and/or the organisation. In short, the used discourse 
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around gender equality is too narrow and needs a broader focus. Also, as they argue, the 

managers miss statements about gender (in)equality to express their opinion about it in which 

an expert could play an essential role.  

 

4.2.2. The current norm 

The second problem issue is related to the current norm which will be explained in two parts: 

the masculine career ladder and the shared patterns. This research analysed that the current 

norm hinders the possibility to change into the direction of gender equality since it is strongly 

interwoven in the organisational structure. First, the masculine career ladder defines the 

implicit and explicit expectations of how employees should behave in general or should behave 

in order to climb up the ‘ladder’ to get promoted. This subject corresponds with the discussion 

in 4.1 about the desired ‘equal profile’. The literature refers to the element of ‘the ideal worker’ 

which, in neo-classical economics, would not be a real person but an abstract person with no 

body or obligations outside the workplace (Sayce &Acker, 2012). A man will fit in the ideal 

profile more easily since men “function unencumbered by family responsibility or caretaking” 

(Williams as cited in Hart, 2016, p.610). The ideal worker is therefore characterised as more 

masculine than feminine which is also mentioned by the managers. An example from the 

interviews is that mainly female managers were concerned with the implicit expectations to 

behave masculine: “When I started working, I had to behave in a more masculine way. (…)  

you can see that it is successful, and anyway you are looking for an approach which makes you 

successful and makes it possible to deliver value (…) it was not a conscious process by the 

way”. Managers also noticed that both sexes showed copying behaviour with regard to the ideal 

profile to be eligible for promotion. However, according to the managers, due to the masculine 

focus within the current profile not everybody will be able to adjust their behaviour in such a 

way that it fits within the current ideal profile. A female manager states: “If I remain myself, I 

could mean a lot at a higher level for [organisation] and I would also like that. But within 

[organisation] that is not doable”. She implies that it is hard for a woman to stick to her ‘female’ 

self if she wants to grow into a managerial position. In addition, Kelan (2009) explains that the 

expectations of the ideal worker are gendered in an IT work environment. Within this research 

the construction of the masculine profile is partly influenced by the fact that within the IT 

sector, technical skills are highly valued and marked as masculine: “(…) we appreciate the 

technical competences more easily and make these bigger than the soft competences”. Also, 

the current power relations within the organisation influence the profile since: “Within 

[organisation] you have man/woman relations, but also power relations because as a woman 
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you find a lot of men above you. (…) So, those power relations reinforce the man/woman 

profile.” This female manager explains that more men fulfil the role of manager what reinforces 

the current norm of masculine behaviour. More men in management positions contribute to the 

masculine focus within the profile of the ideal worker. So, the valued IT skills and management 

positions are associated with men and masculinity, and impact the expectations of the career 

ladder which is now characterised as gender unequal.  

Second, the shared patterns keep certain behaviour and thoughts intact. One manager 

describes it as follows: “The current situation is that it is an environment in which there are a 

lot of men with a strong content focus who are accustomed to this environment”. It implies 

defendant attitudes and behaviour to change which makes it hard to break those patterns. 

Managers described that the shared patterns determine how goals should be achieved: “If you 

try to manage in a different way, that is weird”, or that: “(…) because back in the days things 

were new and you approached it in some way. That is how you solved it (…) You keep doing 

this in the pattern if you stay in the same group of people”. Doing things differently is related 

to changing or breaking patterns. It becomes clear that managers have the experience that the 

current norm, with its shared patterns, within the IT environment is quite strong which hinders 

creating a change such as gender equality. This seems strange according to this manager: “(…) 

you put some kind of burden of proof on those who want to change, they need to convince the 

others from their ivory tower”. This could be an unconscious process, but it keeps the current 

shared patterns intact and therefore the gender inequality issues. The ivory tower could be 

linked with the ideal profile which is discussed earlier. It seems that this department prefers a 

safe male and/or technical profile for new candidates. Two shared patterns contribute to the 

continuation of this profile. One is a policy which hinders the possibility to change and holds 

that vacancies are posted internally first and externally after that. If you recruit internally, it is 

hard to find diversity within the same group of people. Another pattern is that the vacancy text 

is often written by the person who is leaving: “If those are men, then it, I am just going to say 

it, becomes a real male list; what you should be able to do and know”. Shared patterns, such as 

the given examples, influence the opportunity to change the ideal profile and to bring more 

gender diversity within the IT department.  

 

4.2.3. Perceived barriers to change 

The third problem integrates insights from the previous problem issues and relates to the 

perceived barriers to change according to the managers. Within the interviews, the managers 

linked gender equality with a change, gender equality would change the current situation. Such 
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as changing the current employee population into a population with more women. They 

inevitably started talking about barriers to change and indicating that a gender equality oriented 

change is not possible. A first barrier according to the managers is that the low employee 

mobility does not make change possible: “(…) if you are stuck in formation, then you can’t do 

anything. Only when someone resigns, you can do something about it”. It seems like a 

prerequisite for the managers to focus on the strategic personal planning to make sure the 

employee mobility will increase and, therefore, to make a change possible. The second 

perceived barrier is the limited number of women within the IT labour market. It is impossible 

to attract more women if they are not available, according to several managers. One male 

manager counteracts this thought by saying: “Those clinchers that there are not enough women 

in technology. That’s nonsense, of course. There are plenty of them, but somehow, they are not 

coming to [organisation]. Why not?”. This statement questions where the problem is located: 

Is it the responsibility of women in the labour market or is it the organisation’s recruitment 

strategy and image which is failing? The latter links with the third perceived barrier of the 

missing pro-active approach, which also corresponds with the discourse issue of negative 

associations with gender equality as mentioned earlier. Several managers state that they miss a 

pro-active approach to tackle the current problem of gender inequality. Some managers 

explicitly mention that you need a deliberate strategy, that you need to be persistent in 

managing agreements, and also that managers need to experience the added value of, for 

example, gender equality to create intrinsic motivation. However, a sense of responsibility to 

create or contribute to the creation of this strategy is missing. As Kalev, Dobbin and Kelly 

(2006) also argue, without a strategy it is hard to start any change since it misses the allocation 

of responsibility to employees. So, gender equality is inevitably linked with changing the 

employee population which is not possible according to the managers due to the low employee 

mobility, the absence of women in the labour market and the missing deliberate strategy. In 

other words, the three barriers perceived by the managers became part of their understanding 

of gender equality. 

 

To reflect on the three problem issues, the analysis shows that the problem issues mainly relate 

to the different attitudes of the participants. The attitudes refer to the resistance to the gender 

equality oriented change and imply a lack of pro-active attitudes of the managers in general. 

Both impact the context specific approach of the gender mainstreaming strategy to mobilise 

the actors since different complex attitudes need to be taken into account and cannot be ignored.  
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As mentioned in the theoretical framework, resistance could be seen as valuable if room for 

discussion is created. However, gender equality was not on the IT-department’s agenda before 

the interventions of this research, and therefore also not discussed enough to make valuable 

steps towards change. The missing pro-active attitudes refer to the managers’ awaiting 

behaviour in making statements about, and actions towards gender equality. It seems that they 

are waiting for a statement about gender equality, and/or inequality, given by ‘somebody’. 

Kalev et al. (2006) also state that without assigning responsibility, it becomes everyone’s 

responsibility which means no one’s primary responsibility. Gender equality is no one’s 

primary responsibility and this results in non pro-active managers. To be a change agent in the 

gender mainstreaming strategy, it is suggested that an actor should (pro-actively) reflect on its 

own behaviour and opinion to create statements about the subject, discuss these with others, 

and take the responsibility to take further action. In addition, striving for gender equality also 

means challenging the status quo (Rees, 2005; Stratigaki, 2005; Tatli et al., 2015) by exposing 

the current norm and moving beyond the (perceived) barriers that hinder the change. The 

analysis displays that not every manager is capable of, and aims for, doing such thoughtful 

thinking. Nevertheless, the analysis also implies the implicit desire, of several managers, for 

the help of an expert to get educated and/or started. The interest of multiple managers is sparked 

through the interventions which contributes to the gender equality oriented change and to 

identification of the potential change agents. Multiple managers think about problematic 

situation, about change and/or want to change, but they run into the question of ‘how to 

change?’. Here the role of an expert is again highlighted and seen as valuable to start this 

process. To sum up, the interventions of this research identified different problematic issues 

that need to be addressed to overcome implementation issues and the analysis gave more 

insight into possible obstacles in mobilising the actors. 

 

4.3 Participation in the gender mainstreaming strategy 
This section is inspired by the participation part within the gender mainstreaming definition of 

the Council of Europe (1998). It involves questions such as: Who are important persons to 

engage and what are important moments to construct gender equality? While action research 

requires to be continually in the iterative research cycle (Lewin, 1946), there were some 

specific moments in which I pro-actively acted on the collected data by organising meetings 

which brought managers together to discuss gender equality and to move towards change. This 

section presents and analyses how actors were mobilised in, and after, specific moments.  
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4.3.1. Acting on the data: Mobilising managers 

There are three specific moments that will be highlighted in which I consciously acted on the 

data and analysed the data of how the actors were mobilised in some way to contribute to 

gender equality. A first moment was an organised informal group meeting (stored in the 

Fieldnotes, Appendix 1). During an event called ‘Women in Tech’ (Website of European 

Women in Tech, https://women-in-tech.org/) different female colleagues from different 

departments experienced a created ‘sisterhood’ which was the occasion for me to organise this 

meeting. The meeting included a brainstorm about their needs regarding gender equality issues 

since the colleagues had shared experiences about the male dominated work environment 

which activated their sense of urgency to do something. Also, they felt the urgency since they 

were shocked about the numerical gender related data given by the d&i manager and I. They 

were shocked because of the low percentage of women: 15% in the IT department at that time 

(HR Data 1, Appendix 1). Although the event and meeting were valued as positive and 

supportive by the colleagues, they were focused on me as the diversity expert from the HR 

department to take further action. And since I told them about my first intention to do research 

into gender equality, the expectations were that I would elaborate on this subject and come 

back to them. I translated this expectation in focusing on the IT department for my research 

and involved some of the female colleagues of this meeting in the interviews and/or 

observations. 

 A second moment took place in a periodical management meeting in which +/- 45 IT 

managers joined (Observation 1, Appendix 1). One of the discussed topics was social 

sustainability and we, the d&i programme manager and I, took this moment to further 

disseminate the gender mainstreaming strategy. We took the opportunity to facilitate the sub-

meeting about this subject and to present our programme, that among others included the 

gender theme, with a diverse group of people. Due to the presence of the d&i programme within 

the organisation, and also due to my intervention of the interviews, managers became aware of 

the social form of sustainability which is also linked with diversity issues. To refer to the 

literature, according to Polèse and Stren (2000), social sustainability is about the process, 

development and/or growth, of social health and well-being within society in which diverse 

groups are highlighted and valued, but at the same time social integration is encouraged. We 

framed this concept into the more familiar frame of the managers and linked it with the 

importance of having a diverse group of employees to achieve organisational goals. The 14 

attending managers in the sub-meeting were informed about the meaning and importance of 

social sustainability, and numerical data was provided about certain diversity themes from our 

https://women-in-tech.org/
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programme (HR Data 3, Appendix 1) to create a sense of urgency. Different perspectives about 

gender equality were mentioned, the problematic status of it was presented and considered 

within the meeting which resulted in more positive attitudes to change since room for 

discussion was created. In addition, it is a general agreement that managers are obligatory to 

be present in these kinds of meetings. This agreement played a valuable role in the visibility of 

the subject of social sustainability and therefore gender equality/diversity, since this subject 

was introduced and presented. It also played a role in assigning responsibility since the 

organising team requested to present concrete ideas to work with, concerning the discussed 

topics in the sub-meetings. This contributed to acting immediately on the data, the insights 

from the discussions resulted in concrete points of attention to work with.  

A third moment I want to discuss is split up into two moments, I merge and analyse 

them as one since they both occurred as a consequence of an intervention. It includes two 

follow-up moments in which IT managers contacted the experts, the d&i programme manager 

and/or me, after a gender mainstreaming moment for advice. After Observation 1, two assigned 

managers consulted me to help them with constructing an action plan, which needed to be 

presented in the upcoming management team meeting, by joining their own organised meeting. 

I shared my knowledge about the existing d&i programme with them, and answered their 

questions about how to create urgency and awareness for their gender equality related subject. 

After observation 2 (Appendix 1), which was also mandatory for the manager to join, the made 

agreements were somewhat imposed on the managers to take responsibility for their subject. 

However, the managers of the diversity subjects did not experience this as negative since they 

were motivated about the gender and diversity themes and agreements. In addition, these 

managers were also involved in the interviews which I assume played a role in their motivation. 

This also proved to be the case since they informed us that several IT managers who attended 

the sub-meeting in Observation 1, and were involved in the interviews, wanted to join forces 

to create a team that will focus on diversity and inclusion themes. And so on gender equality. 

They needed help to launch an organised team which would be concerned with establishing a 

d&i programme specified to the IT department. 

 

4.3.2. Relevant actors and moments 

Within the theoretical framework, I discussed with help of the literature who could be important 

persons to engage in the gender mainstreaming strategy, who could be the potential change 

agents to foster the gender equality oriented change. The majority of the interviewed managers 

agreed with the approach to interview only managers to discuss this topic, the function of- and 
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the role as a manager seems essential: “It starts with the managers. If they don’t disseminate it 

(…), then it isn’t going to happen (…). We are the ones who should show exemplary 

behaviour”. Also, experiences from the first analysed moment showed that with a too diverse 

group of employees, regarding job titles and departments, it is hard to create a sense of shared 

responsibility. Only a few managers addressed the fact that you should also engage the team 

when discussing a certain goal, but that your role as a manager is still crucial. It is remarkable 

that the role of an expert, like the HR department and/or the recruiters, was highlighted in every 

interview. It relates to the fact that the managers’ understanding of gender equality mainly 

focuses on recruiting more women to increase their numerical representation. HR is expected 

to be the expert regarding diversity issues like gender equality and to provide appropriate 

advice. In other words, the diversity experts from the HR department are expected, according 

to the IT managers, to be the change agents that adopt a role that mobilise the IT managers, the 

potential change agents, to contribute to gender equality.   

Further, the analysis also points to different moments that would be useful to construct 

gender equality and, therefore, important moments in which actors can be mobilised. The data 

shows that management team meetings, informal team and personal moments, and recruitment 

and selection moments are important with regard to discussing gender equality issues. Firstly, 

although the important role of managers in constructing gender equality is acknowledged, there 

seems to be a discrepancy in which topic should be discussed where: “Within the management 

team it is a different story. There you talk about the strategic personal planning. Diversity of 

the employees is not the highest asset there”. This is in contrast with other managers who point 

to the management team meetings as being the moments to discuss gender equality issues and 

to disseminate the strategy. Secondly, the informal team moments could be used to discuss how 

the team is composed regarding everybody’s qualities, however, managers admit that gender 

equality or diversity is not a topic within their teams. I also assume that not every manager is 

at that stage where (gender) diversity issues, the team dynamics or people’s competences can 

be discussed. This is partly due to the shared patterns and the fact that (gender) diversity is not 

a familiar topic to discuss, as mentioned earlier. In addition, other informal moments include 

the personal moments which are seen by female managers as helpful and supportive since these 

moments are used to brainstorm about, and discuss, issues female managers face: “It helps to 

find allies, to know other women who are in the same position and to talk about it”. The policy 

document also stated that these kinds of empowering meetings will be arranged. However, the 

interviews showed that not much has been organised yet. Thirdly, recruitment and selection 

moments are also perceived as important, as already discussed before, including moment of 
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designing recruitment texts, conducting job interviews or forming selection teams. The main 

focus within the interviews was on the recruitment texts: “The text actually determines for 90% 

who will respond. I need help with that. How you can transform it”. Managers believe that this 

is one of the key moments to be able to recruit more women, and, again, the role of an expert 

is stressed.  

 

To reflect on this data, the different moments showed different manners of how actors were 

mobilised to be involved in that moment. The first moment showed that the female colleagues 

joined the meeting because of their mutual understanding of the shared feeling, only a feeling 

of taking responsibility was lacking. The second moment showed that the following elements 

were helpful in mobilising the actors to become more engaged: framing the gender equality 

issues within the familiar frame of the managers, a sub-meeting to start discussing, and the 

obligation to be present which impacted to allocate responsibility. The third moment showed 

that the pro-active role of an expert in offering help and providing knowledge is essential since 

the managers felt supported which contributed to their motivation to take further actions 

regarding the gender/diversity themes. The visibility and present role of an expert is highlighted 

multiple times and points to the discussion whether gender mainstreaming is a democratic or 

expert process (Walby, 2005). In addition, in all moments the tool of analysing numeric data 

was useful to create a sense of urgency and awareness. Given these points, the different 

moments in which I acted on the data played an important role in getting several actors 

interested, willing and/or mobilised to contribute to gender equality. I noticed that during the 

research period a select group of managers had become conscious of the gender equality theme, 

and became more engaged in the approach because of their effort in attending meetings and 

their creation of a team. In other words, regular actors in the department co-operated which is 

a crucial element of the strategy (Verloo, 2001). The decision of the managers to create a team 

of engaged managers is an example of how the gender mainstreaming strategy can develop. 
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5. Conclusion & Discussion 
The last chapter of this research will formulate an answer to the research question in the 

conclusion part. Afterwards, the discussion will start with the contribution to the knowledge 

gap and provide practical implications, followed by addressing the limitations of the research 

and suggestions for further research. 

 

5.1 Conclusion 
Based on theoretical insights and the collected data, this research formulates an answer to the 

research question: How can organisational actors be mobilised within the gender 

mainstreaming strategy? 

 To begin with, the regular actors within an organisation, the organisational actors, are 

characterised as actors that are not familiar with equality policies in their primary job tasks and 

are new into the field of structurally contributing to gender equality. This research shows that 

it is important to explore the organisational context to characterise possible problem issues, to 

educate the actors in their knowledge about gender equality, to create room for discussion, and 

to activate the actors to take further actions. These features are important in order to mobilise 

the organisational actors to become that will encourage the gender equality oriented change.  

Before I discuss these four key features, it is important to specify and to distinguish 

essential actors within the strategy who will mobilise actors and who are the ones that will be 

mobilised. The role of an expert is highlighted often. It assumed that the diversity professionals 

of the organisation are the initiators of the strategy and their role is indispensable in the 

beginning phase of gender mainstreaming. In other words, these actors are the initial change 

agents who strive to engage new change agents within their strategy and create movement 

towards the gender equality oriented change. They are the actors that will mobilise others in 

the first place. In this research the participants, the IT managers, were characterised as potential 

change agents because of their managerial position in the organisation. They have a relevant 

role in the analysed important moments to construct gender equality. Regarding the important 

moments, although both the formal and informal group moments and the recruitment & 

selection moments were analysed as important. The (initial) change agents, need to be aware 

that constructing a new norm implies a continued process since it will be integrated in daily 

processes. It is essential that the change agents need to overcome resistance in different 

moments, daily moments, and turn it into a resource for change. 
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The first essential feature to mobilise actors in this research shows that it is important 

to explore the context which provides insights into the level of understanding about gender 

equality of the actors, and into the characteristics of the context. The conclusion is that the 

majority of the IT managers have limited ideas and interpretations about gender equality, and 

the identified problem issues in the research context referred to resisting and non-proactive 

attitudes towards the change. The interventions were helpful tools to identify problematic 

situations and issues which were valuable insights since different opposing attitudes should not 

be ignored (Benschop & Verloo, 2006; Verloo, 2001) and need to be addressed to overcome 

implementation issues. The second essential feature is to educate the actors to show them the 

additional meaning of gender equality in order to ‘enable’ the actors to make a contribution. 

To achieve the transformational impact of gender equality, it is important that actors strive for 

the deconstruction of gendered processes (Benschop & Verloo, 2006) which implies that they 

need to move beyond the narrow definition of gender equality. For example, the IT managers 

mainly link the gender equality goal with increasing the numerical representation of women 

which is too limited to challenge the current problematic status quo (Kirton et al., 2007; Tatli 

et al., 2015). The role and knowledge of a diversity professional was helpful and essential in 

sharing its expertise about gender equality and strategically framing (Verloo, 2001) this subject 

to circulate this knowledge throughout the organisation. The third essential feature is to create 

room for discussion and gathering actors to start the conversation about gender equality. In this 

research the role of the expert / initial change agents was essential in organising the discussion 

time in informal group meetings and in facilitating a management meeting. It became clear that 

it was not an automatic response of the managers to become aware of gender equality. 

However, the interest of several managers was sparked as result of the research. The last 

essential feature is to active the actors so that they are encouraged to take further action. This 

was also not an automatic response of the actors and the data shows that a mandatory meeting 

in which certain actions were required, contributed to creating responsibility for those actions 

by the managers. As Benschop and Brink (2014) also suggested, pressure from the top is 

sometimes needed in order to make change happen.  

 To sum up, exploring the situation, educating the actors, creating room for discussion, 

and activating the actors are the key features of how the gender mainstreaming strategy can 

mobilise the actors to become engaged and contribute to gender equality. This research shows 

that especially in the beginning of this strategy, in which this research is located, the role of an 

expert is indispensable in mobilising the actors. Although, the regular actors, the IT managers, 

are also essential to further disseminate the strategy in daily practices within the masculine IT 
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context and to achieve the transformative, and innovative, aim of it. Interviewing, numeric 

data, shared feelings, expertise about gender equality, strategically framing and obligations 

regarding attendance were helpful elements in the interventions of this research to mobilise 

actors. Due to these interventions, the interest of several IT managers was sparked which 

resulted in more pro-active attitudes towards the gender equality oriented change. These 

participants can now be marked as the change agents in this organisation to strive for gender 

equality for multiple reasons: They moved beyond their first limited understanding of gender 

equality, discovered and discussed the added value and meaning of gender equality, and took 

responsibility to take further action which resulted in an engaged diversity and inclusion team 

in the IT department.  

 

5.2 Discussion 
5.2.1. Contribution to knowledge  

The call for action within the gender mainstreaming strategy is to engage regular actors, 

however, literature does not pay enough attention to the implementation issue of ‘how’ to 

mobilise them (Booth & Bennet, 2002; Verloo, 2001). With this research, I have attempted to 

contribute to this knowledge gap in both the theory and methodology of gender mainstreaming. 

In the first place, this research showed that stretching definitions and strategic framing are 

valuable for the gender mainstreaming strategy and contribute to our knowledge about 

important features of how to mobilise actors. Stretching the theoretical definition of change 

agents enabled the research to characterise the participants as change agents which referred to 

the expected, and desired, pro-active attitude towards change. This is valuable for the strategy 

since there is little consensus about the strategy and its sometimes vague description of the 

approach, therefore, gender mainstreaming can profit from providing more clarity in the 

expectations regarding the actors to prevent implementation issues. This research confirms the  

insights gained from previous researchers (Benschop & Verloo, 2011; Stratigaki, 2005; Verloo, 

2005) that the process of stretching definitions makes gender mainstreaming a valuable and 

innovative strategy. Further, this research showed that by positioning gender equality in a 

context of social sustainability, which was more connected to business concepts and needs of 

the managers, their understanding of- and engagement to- gender equality increased. For 

several managers it was hard to experience the dual agenda of gender mainstreaming, which 

refer to discussion of the productive tension between gender equality and the mainstream 

approach by Walby (2005). This research confirms Verloo’s (2001) statement that by extending 
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or bridging frames of, for example, work approaches in the organisational context, gender 

mainstreaming can increase the relevance and opportunities for gender equality. So, the 

stretching process of definitions and strategic framing are two elements that contribute to our 

knowledge of mobilising actors in their motivation and engagement to gender equality.  

 In addition, this research also contributes to our knowledge about the rethinking the 

participation part of gender mainstreaming. The essential role of the expert in the beginning 

phase of the strategy defines the strategy as a more expert process rather than a complete 

democratic process. It refers to the discussion of Walby (2005) whether gender mainstreaming 

is democratic or expert process, and this research emphasises on the position of the expert in 

democratic process of gender mainstreaming in mobilising actors.   

In the second place, this research contributed to the methodological development of 

action research within the gender mainstreaming strategy by showing that this research design 

was valuable to creating knowledge about this strategy. The flexibility of acting on the data, 

adopting the approach to mobilise actors, or changing the coding structure when necessary 

were valuable elements in creating a better understanding of the implementation of the strategy. 

The action research design enabled this research, for example, to take the chance to chair a part 

of a management team meeting and to respond to different requests of advising several 

managers in establishing a new d&i team. Also, since action research requires the researcher 

to be actively involved in the research context (Parken & Ashworth, 2019), the role as an 

employee was valuable. This enabled me to be aware of, and to discover, the implicit 

understandings and (interdepartmental) relations due to the interactive connection with the 

participants and prolonged engagement of the research. Conducting an action research was 

essential to having a better understanding of gender mainstreaming and to develop knowledge 

about its implementation part. 

 

5.2.2. Practical implications 

First of all, the findings of this research are ultimately valuable for the actors in practice since 

I aimed to do research with them, and not solely about them, and based the interventions on the 

collected data which makes it more applicable to them. The findings are interesting for actors 

who want to ‘do’ gender mainstreaming such as researchers, diversity professionals, and/or the 

(potential) change agents. Secondly, this research highlights the different behaviour and 

attitudes towards gender equality that need to be taken into account. For example, the results 

showed that not every participant, the IT manager, suits the role of a change agent and that 

resisting attitudes played a big role in the IT context. It shows that it is important to, and 
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recommends to, become aware of the social and/or organisational surroundings to act properly 

in gender mainstreaming moments. Also, this research complements to other studies in 

emphasising to understand, and not to avoid, resistance since it plays an important role in the 

succeeding of the strategy (Benschop & Van den Brink, 2014; Benschop & Verloo, 2006; 

Walby, 2005). Thirdly, this research shows that the four key features are not specific IT related 

since they mainly refer to general features to create and foster change. Namely, exploring the 

context and behaviour, educating and changing attitudes, and encouraging to take action. 

Therefore, the findings of the mainstream approach will also be transferable to another context. 

Or in other words, the approach of mainstreaming is not solely applicable to gender equality. 

For example, the approach of engaging others to reveal and deconstruct the inequality 

structures in order to eliminate that inequality, could be used and is accessible to other diversity 

themes.  

 

5.2.3. Limitations  

Despite the valuable contributions of this research, several limitations need to be addressed. 

One limitation is that this research partly took place in the covid-19 period which resulted in 

an online work environment that impacted the research in multiple ways. First, meeting 

colleagues online and collecting data online gave another dimension to the data. It hindered the 

research to have a personal approach in the strategy which I perceive as encouraging for the 

gender mainstreaming strategy. Also, since change agents are characterised as persons who 

have personal convictions to eliminate social injustice, the goal of gender equality demands an 

intrinsic motivation in order to persuade others. Personal interest drives the (potential) change 

agents which was hard to discover through a digital computer monitor with new colleagues, a 

personal touch was missing in such data collecting moments. Second, it was sometimes hard 

to fully understand or observe the reactions of the managers in an online setting. For example, 

in the beginning, before covid-19, a physical group meeting provoked reactions due to face 

expressions or body language of others which contributed to the discussion about the subject.  

Another limitation is that the research method of action research is a complicated 

research design, it assumes that the researcher is able to interpret the research circumstances, 

to understand the confronting issues and has the potential to discuss them (Brydon-Miller, 

Greenwood & Maguire, 2003). Striving for the two essential aims of improving, and involving 

in, the research context (Dickens & Watkins, 1999) while being both an employee and a 

researcher is quite an advanced assignment for a novice researcher. To return to the point of 

reflexivity, due to my inexperience, I may have missed essential opportunities for the strategy 
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to engage actors or that I lost the overview of the research process. Also, my pre-understandings 

and connections caused that I was biased in certain situations, like management or informal 

meetings, or had prejudices to certain persons which may have hindered the gender equality 

oriented change in being less open to new interpretations. Therefore, the reader should bear in 

mind that the role and position of a researcher in the research context can shape the knowledge 

creation in different manners, it is valuable but also has critical notes.  

 

5.2.4. Suggestions for further research 

This research addresses the need for further research in different ways. First, more research is 

needed about the gender mainstreaming moments in different phases, in which change agents 

gather and make steps forwards in their understandings and actions towards gender equality. 

This research was located in the very beginning of the gender mainstreaming strategy, and 

since the implementation is quite a long process it is useful to do further research about the 

development of the strategy in different phases. More specifically, action research is 

recommended as methodological approach to do more research about the gender 

mainstreaming strategy because the feature of acting on the collected data will create 

knowledge and movement towards change. Also, prolonged engagement is essential because 

it will provide the opportunity to research more than superficial observations and to ‘immerse’ 

in the research context (Symon & Cassell, 2012a). Second, future research would benefit to 

include more behavioural studies and social movement theories. It benefits to recognise and 

make sense of the different reactions of actors, and how to strategically use these to mobilise 

the actors to participate (Hafner-Burton & Pollack, 2002). This research showed that the 

problem issues within the research context mainly refer to counterproductive attitudes towards 

the gender equality oriented change, which need to be overcome with help of, for example, 

strategic framing like Snow and Benford (1992) introduced. Also, gender mainstreaming 

moments can reveal hidden power relations (Liff & Wajcman, 1996; Verloo, 2001) within 

group dynamics which need to be discussed to gain support. By highlighting someone’s 

behaviour within the department or a team, resistance towards the change can be evaluated in 

more detail and misconceptions about the assumed support and cooperation in the strategy 

(Benschop & Verloo, 2006) can be explained more in-depth. 
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