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Exploring Nordic Feminist 
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Practice Through the Lens of the 
‘Bifocal Approach’: Contributions 

to the Theory and Practice of 
Transformative Gender Interventions.

Jennifer de Vries

Introduction
This paper follows on closely from my previous paper (The Bifocal Ap-
proach’: (Re)positioning Women’s Programs published in Strid, Husu 
and Gunnarsson 2012) where I shared my enthusiasm at discovering 
a wealth of Nordic scholarship vitally concerned with the research and 
practice of transformative gender interventions in organisations. That 
paper introduced the ‘bifocal approach’ and identi!ed some of the criti-
cal and to an extent shared issues faced by transformative gender inter-
ventions.

In this paper I explore nine Swedish interventions in depth and in 
comparison to the bifocal approach and the CIAR dual agenda approach 
developed by members of the Centre for Gender in Organisations (CGO) 
and popularly known through the Moving out of the Feminist Armchair 
special edition of Organization (2000 v7). All of these approaches share 
a common foundational scholarship – most particularly based on the 
‘doing gender’ perspective (see Gunnarsson et al 2003: 6) based on the 
work, amongst others of West and Zimmerman and Joan Acker. CGO 
scholarship has been inHuential in the thinking of feminist organisation 
scholars and was inHuential in framing my own research but is largely 
absent as an inHuence within Nordic scholarship. 

This is not an exhaustive review. While my introduction to Nordic 
scholarship began with the edited volume Where Have All The Structure 
Gone? (Finland, Norway, Sweden collaboration) and took in the schol-
arship of Norwegians such as Kvande (2003, 2007) and Finns such as 
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Korvajärvi (2003) the !nal sample of interventions is entirely Swedish. 
This is partly a reHection of my time in Sweden and the excellent work 
of VINNOVA the Swedish Government Innovation Agency in providing 
excellent publications in English (Döös and Wilhelmson 2009; Danilda 
and Thorslund, 2011; Lorentzi 2011; Andersson et al 2012). While most 
earlier formative research is only available in Swedish this is changing 
rapidly with growing publication in English. 

My aim is to highlight the considerable strengths of this body of re-
search in translating feminist theory into practice and to place it in a 
broader context, in order to further my own and other’s reHections and 
scholarship. In doing so I hope to bring together a bibliography of texts 
that would provide a useful staring point for others wishing to engage 
with this scholarship. 

It is not possible to engage with Nordic scholarship without being 
exposed to a great deal of discussion regarding innovation. This is partly 
a result of funding sources, e.g. Innovation Norway, VINNOVA (Swed-
ish Government Agency for Innovation Systems), which seems extreme-
ly generous relative to other countries but can be problematic when it 
doesn’t embrace transformative change (Lövkrona et al 2009). There is 
a lively dialogue in the literature concerning Innovation as a gendered 
construct, which I will not pursue here (for an overview see Chapter Five 
Danilda and Thorslund 2011). It is also argued that challenging norms 
and creating new pathways, as necessary in gender equality work, can be 
bene!cial to innovation. In a number of the interventions reviewed here 
innovation and gender are paired as part of the business case for gender 
change interventions. 

In the following section I brieHy explore the categories I have used in 
the comparative tables.

Intervention approach and model of change
A critical issue in organisational gender change is the interplay and re-
lationship between (individual’s) agency and (organisational) structure, 
both in terms of how this is theoretically understood and how it is trans-
lated into the design of the intervention. Benschop and Verloo (2011: 
279) highlight the dif!culty of combining agency and structure, noting 
that ‘…gender equality strategies primarily target individuals or struc-
tures and only rarely transcend this dichotomy.’

At !rst glance the understanding of gender as performative, contex-
tual and Huid, the work of West and Zimmerman and others might lead 
to a focus on agency. Acker’s work on gendering processes helped to 
combine the individual and interpersonal doing of gender with the sym-
bolic and structural elements, in effect the organisation doing gender. 
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Grappling with these theoretical inHuences and how to translate this 
into intervention approaches is evident in all of the interventions re-
viewed here. Most particularly Nordic scholars explored this in their 
edited volume Where have all the structures gone? (Gunnarsson et al 
2003). As Kvande (2003) explains, the doing gender perspective opened 
up possibilities for analysing dynamics and change, but also limited their 
perspective, disappearing structures and power relations. Gunnarsson 
(2009: 2) later reHected on how this strong Nordic tradition of combin-
ing the ‘doing gender’ perspective with the work of Acker ‘makes the 
everyday doing of gender visible and at the same time creates a relation 
to the institutional and structural level and makes social power relations 
visible’. This fosters a process-oriented perspective includes gendering 
practices and gendering processes, which as Gunnarsson observes makes 
it easy to combine with action and interactive research approaches. I 
would argue that this enables many of the interventions reviewed here 
to address the problematic dichotomy between agency and structure ob-
served by Benschop and Verloo (2011). 

The majority of change strategies adopted by organisations continue 
to focus on women as problematic, ignoring gendered structures and 
power relations. These liberal feminist approaches contrast with the 
transformative ‘Frame 4 re-visioning of workplaces’ approach many are 
familiar with from the CGO approach (Meyerson and Fletcher 2000). 
In my view transformative change is necessarily radical, intent on dis-
rupting the gender power relations and structures. While Meyerson and 
Fletcher argue in ‘The Modest Manifesto’ that the revolution is over and 
that change will only occur through an incremental creep ‘small wins’ 
approach (explored below), this does not imply that evolutionary change 
is not radical. 

The interventions chosen here do not necessarily explicitly claim radi-
cal transformative intent, this is largely implied or understood as a result 
of the theoretical foundations on which they are building. ‘Gender equal-
ity work founded on gender studies is going to be provocative because it 
means you’re looking at power structures in the workplace and making 
visible the way a gender order is created through a number of everyday 
actions in the organisation’ (Andersson et al 2009:75). The interven-
tions often include a focus on individuals, however building the gender 
knowledge of individual men and women is very different to the liberal 
focus on (!xing) women. Building the gender competence and change 
agency of men and women, for example teaching people to understand, 
observe and intervene in Acker’s gendering processes, creates the link 
between individual and organisational change. The nature of this change 
is potentially radical and transformative. As Andersson et al (2009: 78) 
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explain ‘The Action learning method distinguishes between development 
and learning which lead to improvement and development, and learning 
which lead to fundamental change ….Fundamental change comes out of 
working on looking at reality in a completely different way.’

Finally I wish to draw attention to issues of organisational access, 
partners and partnership building, and the sustainability of any change 
process. I have identi!ed them as fundamental issues to be addressed 
by gender interventions that seek to disrupt the gendered status quo 
(de Vries 2010). I argue that they arise from the fundamental gap be-
tween the researchers’ understanding of gender and the required gender 
change and the organisational understanding of the ‘gender problem’ 
often still primarily de!ned as a lack of women. In examining the CGO 
dual agenda approach I noted a cascade effect, where the way in which 
the intervention was ‘sold’ to the organisation by linking it with business 
effectiveness became problematic in building partnerships, which in turn 
inHuenced sustainability. Rao et al (1999: 21) concluded from their over-
view of a number of transformative gendered change projects (including 
development projects and CGO projects) that the linking of goals, such 
as the business case or social change agenda to the gendered change 
agenda, was problematic. While Acker refers to this as the ‘double bind’, 
Rao et al refer to this pairing as a ‘fundamental dilemma’. In the case of 
the CGO this resulted in ‘losing gender’.

It is interesting to note therefore the strong focus on linking innova-
tion and gender in the Nordic context. Danilda and Thorslund (2011: 
14,15) describe this as the ‘innovation case for gender diversity’, in ef-
fect the ‘third wave of arguments’ for the business case, ‘focussing on 
gender diversity as critical for the adaptive and innovative capability of 
business’. This is linked to the economics case for gender equality, which 
stresses the wider economic bene!ts’ (Danilda and Thorslund 2011: 
27) effectively pairing ‘equality and growth’. The aim is to shift ‘the dis-
course on equality from a socially worthwhile yet potentially expensive 
aim towards an economically productive investment…contributing to 
economic success’ (Danilda and Thorslund 2011: 46). I have therefore 
examined this pairing more fully in the tables below.

This is an exploratory piece and I should note limitations to the data. 
Interventions documented here were at various stages of completion, 
with some interventions written about repeatedly, while other publica-
tions may have been missed. Not all articles were designed to give an 
overview of their intervention. In some cases the focus was on research 
methods or tools or the role of the researcher. It is also important to note 
the time lag between doing the work and publishing the work. Further 
material concerning these interventions may be in the pipeline. There re-
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main gaps where publications/reports were written in Swedish and come 
conference papers were not included when marked as works in progress 
and I was unable to !nd later published work. As this is an ongoing in-
quiry, I am keen to hear from others regarding work that has been omit-
ted that could be usefully included.
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Re"ections and moving forward
The unique circumstances of social context, funding, and a critical mass 
of scholars sharing a theoretical approach has supported the develop-
ment of ‘innovative’ action oriented and leadership development gender 
interventions. Strengths include:

Strong theoretical grounding of the research, with focus on developing 
theory and practice

The number and diversity of interventions, creating a signi!cant pool 
of scholarship to draw on

A variety of settings and designs, from in-house programs, to working 
across networks and clusters

Variety of co-researchers/partners/participants, including men, at vari-
ous places in organisational hierarchies

Capacity to hold onto the gender focus. Pairing with innovation busi-
ness case appears to be legitimised and sustained – partly as a result of 
external funding, and the gender equity discourse in Sweden

The number, skills and tenacity of researchers, working in teams

Focus on developing individual’s gender knowledge as an essential 
component to the intervention and the development of tools and pro-
cesses to assist this eg Acker’s gendering processes used as theory, a 
tool and a model for change 

Empowerment of participants as change agents

Substantial timeframes (number of workshop days and duration of 
intervention) and intensive groupwork often built into the design

Future research (Nordic and elsewhere!) would bene!t from a more 
clearly articulated model of change and how the model is operational-
ised and translated (designed) into the intervention approach. An evident 
weakness in the currently available body of scholarship is the lack of at-
tention paid to tracking and documenting outcomes, particularly organi-
sational outcomes. Several available process tools developed in Sweden 
include outcomes – for example the equilibrium cycle developed by the 
Business Leadership Academy (Lorentzi 2011: Ch 4. ) (http://jamstall.
nu/en/toolbox-2/equilibrium-cycle/;http://jamstall.nu/en/toolbox-2/the-
ladder/) may be helpful. There is insuf!cient focus on dissemination of 
the change effort and therefore sustainability of the change intervention. 
While the amount of time and intensive engagement with organisational 
actors is a strength in building gender knowledge, attention to develop-
ing less time intensive and costly interventions will be required to en-
hance take-up in other contexts and countries. 
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Finally, the ‘Bifocal approach’ was developed as a way of operation-
alising a transformative intervention speci!c to women’ leadership de-
velopment programs. However, clearly the notion of a bifocal approach 
linking individual and organisational change is more broadly applicable. 
The key, and what keeps the intervention from falling into a liberal in-
dividual focus is the nature of the gender work with individuals. For me 
this is the most outstanding aspect of the Swedish contribution – the de-
velopment of the gender knowledge of organisational partners, through 
the use of gender scholarship, tools and processes. 

References
Amundsdotter, E. (2010) ‘”Developing” and alter the order – how chang-

es in culture can be facilitated’, Gender, Work and Organization 6th 
Biennial International Interdisciplinary Conference. Keele University, 
UK.

Amundsdotter, E. (2012) ‘Developing, mobilization and change among 
middle managers in an industrial company’, Gender, Work and Or-
ganization. Keele, UK.

Andersson S and Amunsdotter E. (2012) ‘Developing Innovative Or-
ganisations using Action-oriented Gender Research’, in Andersson, 
S., Berglund, K,. Gunnarsson, E., et al (eds) Promoting Innovation. 
Policies, Practices and Procedures. Stockholm: VINNOVA, 310–327.

Andersson, S., Amunsdotter, E., Svensson, M., et al (2009) Middle man-
agers as change agents. Hudiksvall, Sweden: The Gender Network at 
Fiber Optic Valley.

Andersson, S., Berglund, K., Gunnarsson, E., et al (2012) Promoting In-
novation. Policies, Practices and Procedures. Stockholm: VINNOVA.

Benschop, Y. and Verloo, M. (2011) ‘Gender Change, Organizational 
Change, and Gender Equality Strategies’, in Jeanes, EL., Knights, D. 
and Martin, PY. (eds) Handbook of Gender, Work & Organization. 
Chichester, UK: Wiley, 277–290.

Blomqvist, M. and Frennberg, H. (2012) ‘Why so little Resistance? – 
An Action Research Project at a Technological Research Institute’, in 
Andersson, S., Berglund, K., Gunnarsson, E. et al (eds) Promoting In-
novation. Policies, Practices and Procedures. Stockholm: VINNOVA.

Coleman, G. and Rippin, A. (2000) ‘Putting Feminist Theory to Work: 
Collaboration as a means towards Organizational Change’, Organi-
zation 7: 573–587.

Danilda, I. and Thorslund, JG. (2011) Innovation & Gender. Stockholm: 
VINNOVA.

171



de Vries, J. (2010) A Realistic agenda? Women only programs as stra-
tegic interventions for building gender equitable workplaces. Avail-
able at: http://repository.uwa.edu.au:80/R/-?func=dbin-jump-
full&amp;object_id=13090&amp;current_base=GEN01-INS01.

de Vries, J. (2011) ‘Rethinking mentoring: Pursuing an organisational 
gender change agenda’, in Fuger, H. and Hoppel, D. (eds) Mentoring 
for change: A focus on mentors and their role in advancing gender 
equity. Fribourg: eument-net, 12–25.

Döös, M. and Wilhelmson, L. (2009) ‘Organising Work for Innovation 
and Growth: Experiences and Efforts in Ten Companies’. VINNOVA 
Swedish Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems.

Ely, RJ. and Meyerson, DE. (2000) ‘Advancing Gender Equity in Or-
ganizations: The Challenge and Importance of Maintaining a Gender 
Narrative’, Organization 7: 589–608.

Gunnarsson, E. (2009) ‘Feminist action research as a potential for more 
sustainable organizational change processes’, Feminist Research 
Methods Conference. Stcokholm University. Stockholm.

Gunnarsson, E., Andersson, S., Rosell, AV., et al (2003) Where have all 
the structures gone? Doing Gender in Organisations, Examples from 
Finland, Norway and Sweden. Stockholm: Center for Women’s Stud-
ies, Stockholm University 

Höök, P., Wahl, A., and Holgersson, C. (2009) ‘Women as power re-
sources – putting theory into practice’, Feminist Research Methods 
Conference.

Korvajärvi, P. (2003) ‘”Doing gender” – Theoretical and Methodological 
Considerations’, in Gunnarsson, E., Andersson, S., Rosell, AV. et al 
(eds) Where have all the structures gone? Doing Gender in Organi-
sations, Examples from Finland, Norway and Sweden. Stockholm: 
Center for Women’s Studies, Stockholm University, 45–76.

Kvande, E. (2003) ‘Doing Gender in Organizations – Theoretical possi-
bilities and limitations’, in Gunnarsson, E., Andersson, S., Rosell, AV. 
et al (eds) Where have all the structures gone? Stockholm: Center for 
Women’s Studies, Stockholm University 15–43.

Kvande, E. (2007) Doing Gender in Flexible Organizations. Bergen, 
Norway: Fagbokforlaget Vigmostad & Bjorke AS.

Lorentzi, U. (2011) Gender across the Board: Gender perspectives on 
innovation and equality. Stockholm: VINNOVA.

172



Lövkrona, I., Rönnblom, M. and Liinason, M. (2009) ‘Gender and gen-
der equality in the academy: a Swedish dilemma’, 6th European Con-
ference on Gender Equality in Higher Education. Stockholm Univer-
sity, Stockholm, Sweden.

Lövkrona, I. and Widén, K. (2009) ‘How to make women become top 
leaders in academia – teaching and learning leadership with a gender 
perspective’, Feminist Research Methods Conference.

Lundqvist, H. and Westberg, H. (2012) ‘Doing Gender in a Local and 
Regional Context’, in Andersson, S., Berglund, K., Gunnarsson, E., 
et al (eds) Promoting Innovation. Policies, Practices and Procedures. 
Stockholm: VINNOVA, 291–309.

Meyerson, DE. and Fletcher, JK. (2000) ‘A Modest Manifesto for Shat-
tering the Glass Ceiling’, Harvard Business Review 78: 126–136.

Meyerson, DE. and Kolb, DM. (2000) ‘Moving out of the ‘Armchair’: 
Developing a Framework to Bridge the Gap between Feminist Theory 
and Practice’, Organization 7: 553–571.

Rao, A., Stuart, R. and Kelleher, D. (1999) Gender at Work. Organiza-
tional Change for Equality. West Hartford: Kumarian Press.

Rosell, AV. (2003) ‘A powerful company: Turbine women and gender-
creating processes’, in Gunnarsson, E., Andersson, S., Rosell, AV., et 
al (eds) Where have all the structures gone? Stockholm: Center for 
Women’s Studies, Stockholm University 285–318.

Scholten, C., Hansson, A., Stridh, K., et al (2012) ‘Inward and Outward 
Learning Processes – ReHections on research methodology and learn-
ing whilst working with a strong Innovation Network Organisation 
in an Innovation System’, in Andersson, S., Berglund, K., Gunnarsson, 
E., et al (eds) Promoting Innovation. Policies, Practices and Proce-
dures. Stockholm: VINNOVA.

Symposium Team (2000) ‘Beyond Armchair Feminism: Applying Femi-
nist Organization Theory to Organizational Change. Overview’, Or-
ganization 7: 549–552.

Strid, S. Husu, L. and Gunnarsson, L. (2012) GEXcel work in progress 
report volume X. Proceedings from GEXcel them 11–21: Gender 
paradoxes in changing academic and scienti!c organisation(s). Tema 
Genus Report Series 14, CFS Report Series 16. Linköping University 
and Örebro University

173


