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Abstract  

This research aims to explore how women and men view and perceive potential barriers 

to women achieving leadership positions in the humanitarian sector. Female leadership 

is so far an under-researched area within the humanitarian sector, so it is unknown 

whether females encounter any barriers in accessing and attaining leadership positions. 

Three categories were identified; identity, perception and challenges through which the 

views and barriers are explored. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with two 

organisations; Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) and the European Commission for 

Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO) to further understand the perceptions. 

The empirical findings are analysed through thematic analysis, against the theoretical 

foundation of the explanation of the underrepresentation of women in leadership 

positions and how gender impacts organisations. Findings indicate that both men and 

women perceive that there are a number of barriers that women face under each of the 

three identified categories. The majority of findings are visible under the perception 

category which explores the influence of the boy’s network and the cemented 

organizational cultures. Findings also indicate that gender and the potential barriers that 

women face are not openly talked about, nor perceived as important, as is the need for 

diversity in humanitarian settings. This thesis highlights the contradictions and 

ambiguity of how barriers are perceived amongst humanitarian practitioners and 

organisations.
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

“Women have historically struggled for their leadership than men have, so I can’t view them in 

the same way. When I view a female leader I know how rare it is, especially in the humanitarian 

world. If you look at the number of female directors or in strategic positions, there are few 

females. When I’m in a meeting and there are four male directors and one female director I 

know that that women has either had the right opportunity or skill and sheer luck to be able to 

get to where she is” (#09) 

 

It is difficult to determine how large the humanitarian sector is and how many aid 

personnel work within the sector. Estimates vary between 136,000- 241,000 (Stoddard 

et al, 2006) to 595,000 and it is suggested that the number of aid personnel is increasing 

at an annual rate of 6% (Walker, 2010, p. 11). Gender-disaggregated information on 

staff is even harder to obtain since aid agencies rarely publish or collect this data (Roth, 

2015, p. 23). The percentage of male and female aid workers also differs from 

organization to organization, and from report to report (ibid: 23).  

 

The proportion of women in management positions has steadily increased during the 

past decades (Powell, 1999). However, the “the rule of thumb is still: the higher up an 

organizations’ hierarchy, the fewer the women” ( International Labour Office , 2004, p. 

13). At present day, the humanitarian sector is still male dominated in senior 

management positions and male staff often lack understanding of gender issues (Hoare 

et al, 2012, p. 216).  Men are disproportionately represented in upper-level management 

positions as well as earning higher salaries than their female counterparts in all levels of 

the organizations (Gibelman, 2000, p. 251).  

 



 

2 

Studies of women working in NGOs and in non-profit organisations highlight that the 

majority of staff are women (Sampson & Moore, 2008; Dema, 2008: Roth, 2015 and 

Gibelman, 2000).  There appears to be a trend of female staff in NGOs and in the 

humanitarian sector but regardless of this majority “the great numerical presence of 

women in NGOs does not translate as a balanced sharing out of power in the 

management of organizations” (Dema, 2008, p. 443) and (Roth, 2015). In fact, women 

generally tend to hold lower-level administrative jobs and also director-level positions 

whereas men occupy a larger percentage of senior management positions.  

 

A study conducted by DARA reveals that in 2011 only 32% of senior management and 

43% of mid-level positions in the humanitarian sector were held by women (DARA, 

2011, p. 51) The gender distribution of all UN staff in 2007, reveal that women made up 

44% of all staff and were overly represented in the lower ranking professionals at 55% 

(Roth, 2015, p. 23). Men on the other hand, held 75% of the UN senior management 

positions (ibid). In the mid-1990s women represented ca. 43% of staff of the 

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) but only 19% of those were directors 

or heads of operation/division (Kim, 2008). The overall percentage of female staff did 

not increase between 1996-2006, but the percentage of directors and heads of 

operation/division have increased considerably, representing 29% in the field and 23% 

at headquarters (Kim, 2008, p. 23). Damman et al  (2014) also highlight that in the 

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) section in Holland, women make up 57% of 

employees and ca. 45% are promoted to higher management positions ( Damman et al., 

2014). A 2015 ALNAP study on country led operational leadership in the humanitarian 

study highlights that nowadays women make up 40% of management teams and hold 

just over 40% of country directors/representatives posts (Knox, 2014, p. 12).  
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Despite the observations of the increasing representation and advancement of females in 

the humanitarian sector, female leadership within the sector is so far a relatively under-

researched area and organisations have rarely been analysed from a gender perspective 

(Roth, 2015). The professionalization of the humanitarian sector could be viewed as a 

catalyst for increasing female representation and female leaders, as can formal trainings 

and higher education programmes (Walker et al., 2010). If the interest, determination, 

expertise and skills are present, why are women under-represented at management and 

executive levels? Are women encountering barriers along the way that are preventing or 

challenging women from achieving leadership positions? The low figures of females 

represented at management and executive levels in comparison to men’s speak for 

themselves and are representative of a wider issue that requires further exploration and 

explanation. This research is an initial attempt to explore if women encounter any 

barriers in achieving leadership positions, and if so what are these barriers?  

 

1.1 Aims and Research Objective  

 

This research aims to explore the potential barriers to women achieving leadership 

positions within the humanitarian sector. As female leadership is so far an under-

researched area within the humanitarian sector it is unknown whether females encounter 

any barriers in attaining leadership positions. This research attempts to explore if in fact 

there are barriers and if so, what these potential barriers are. The research also explores 

how female leadership is viewed and perceived in the humanitarian sector from both a 

female and male perspective as well as exploring whether humanitarian personnel 

believe that anything needs to change in order for women to attain leadership positions.    
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 1.2 Research Question  

 

How do women and men view and perceive potential barriers to women achieving 

leadership positions in the interviews conducted within two humanitarian organisations; 

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) and the European Commission for Humanitarian Aid 

and Civil Protection (ECHO)
1
?  

 

In order to gain a more thorough understanding of the research area and to be able to 

answer the research question, the topic is further broken down.  

 

Conducting interviews with humanitarian personnel from two different organisations; 

MSF and ECHO on how both men and women at management and executive levels 

perceive the possible barriers that exist for women in achieving leadership positions?   

 

The interviews focus on three different areas of research/categories: 

 

 Identity 

 Perception  

 Challenges  

 

The identity category explores how women view and identify themselves, how they feel 

in leadership positions, how they believe they are viewed by colleagues, balancing work 

and family relations and what choices they have had to make or not make in order to 

reach the positions of responsibility.  

 

                                                        
1 Even though ECHO is not strictly considered an organization, for the sake of this research study it has 

been categorized together with MSF as the humanitarian organisations.  
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The perception category explores how men and women perceive female leadership, the 

trajectories of how people have achieved leadership positions, whether there have been 

obstacles for women to achieve leadership positions, leadership characterizations that 

women exhibit or adopt in order to be valued and respected as leaders as well as 

exploring the differences in the perception of female leadership between headquarters 

(HQ) and field level.   

 

The identity and perception categories were selected in the hope of gaining a better and 

more thorough understanding of potential barriers that women may or may not have 

encountered in their humanitarian careers by questioning more sensitive questions 

related to the identity and perception of female leaders. However, as this is an under-

researched area within the humanitarian sector, it is important to explore challenges in 

general terms to give both women and men who work within this sector an opportunity 

to highlight and disclose what they perceive are the potential barriers. This section has 

therefore been categorized as challenges, which explores two fundamental questions, 

whether interviewees believe that there are any barriers for women achieving leadership 

positions and whether they think that anything needs to change in order for women to 

achieve leadership positions.  

 

Another aspect of this research question is to collect gender disaggregated data and 

establishing how many female versus male are at mid-management and executive 

levels, in order to establish a snapshot image of the existing make-up of the two 

organisations.  
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1.3 Justification for research 

 

If research on gender has rarely been analysed from an organizational perspective and 

gender-disaggregated data is not easily available (Roth, 2015), it should be a clear 

indication of how important this topic is for the humanitarian sector. Statistics highlight 

that women are under-represented at management and executive levels but research on 

why is currently lacking from both the academic and humanitarian discourse (Dema, 

2008). This research paper gives the importance to this fundamental question and aims 

to explore women and men’s perception around the potential barriers that women face 

in achieving leadership positions.  

 

1.4 Research approach 

 

A process of inductive reasoning was applied for the research design. Inductive 

reasoning moves from specific observations and measures, the detection of patterns and 

regularities, to formulating broader generalizations and hypothesis that can then be 

explored to potentially create new conclusions and theories (Trochim, 2006). Inductive 

reasoning is far more exploratory and open-minded as opposed to deductive reasoning, 

which is concerned with testing a hypothesis (ibid). When applying an inductive 

approach, beginning with a topic, the researcher is able to develop empirical trends and 

identifying relationships as the research progresses (Neuman, 2003, p. 51). As there is 

no hypothesis at the onset of the research, the type and nature of the research findings 

are unclear (Lancaster, 2005, p. 25). Inductive reasoning was used for this research 

study because of the observation that there is an increased female workforce within the 

humanitarian sector but yet very few female leaders hold managerial and executive 
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positions. This led to the question of whether females encounter any potential barriers in 

attaining leadership positions, in the hope of establishing new trends and conclusions.   

 

It is important to highlight that this research will not focus on leadership per se, with the 

various forms, qualities or attributes of leadership or what a leader is or should be. It is 

instead aimed at exploring the views, perceptions and reflections from personnel 

working within the humanitarian sector; specifically women, if they believe/ perceive 

that there are any barriers to women attaining leadership positions. More specifically it 

is concerned with the identity, perception and general challenges that women have 

experienced or are experiencing in their trajectory towards becoming leaders.  

 

For this research, the term barrier refers to anything that indirectly or directly prevents, 

restrains, or obstructs progress
2
.   

 

1.5 Culture, Religion and Ethnicity  

 

Due to the limited scope of this research study it was not possible to attract participants 

representing a varied cultural, religious and ethnic background. All participants expect 

for one, are white, from European or North American descent. This study is therefore 

not wholly representative of the varied cultural, religious and ethnic backgrounds of the 

humanitarian sector. Views reflected in this research are dominated by the white 

Eurocentric humanitarian discourse attributed to the Global North (Roth, 2015). If 

participants from the Global South had been included results would have significantly 

varied, offering a more insightful perspective to women’s barriers in attaining 

                                                        
2 This is the researchers own definition of barrier with the assistance of dictionary definition of the word 

barrier. For more information see: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/barrier 

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/barrier
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leadership positions. More specifically, a deeper analysis of how the role of culture and 

religion impacts women’s identity, perceptions, choices, possibilities and challenges in 

advancing in the humanitarian sector would have been possible. Regrettably this has not 

been achieved in this research study. Findings from the participants can appear to be 

relatively homogenous as a result of the dominant Eurocentric view that reflects the 

similar cultural and societal background and experiences of participants.   

 

1.6 Thesis outline  

 

The introduction is presented in Chapter 1 which frames the scope of the research topic. 

It also introduces the aim and research objective, and the research question itself. In the 

second Chapter, the methodology is presented of semi-structured interviews, outlining 

the organisations selected, the data collection and ethical limitations to this research as 

well as the method of data analysis.  Background information on female leaders in the 

humanitarian sector and the two organisations are provided in Chapter 3. This leads on 

to the literature review explored in Chapter 4 of existing research that has been 

conducted on female leaders in the humanitarian sector. This is followed by the 

theoretical framework in Chapter 5 which outlines in an evolutionary and linear 

progression the theories which attempt to explain the underrepresentation of women in 

leadership positions. The theoretical framework also explores the impact that gender has 

on organisations. In Chapter 6 the empirical findings are presented in correlation to the 

three research areas- identity, perception and challenges. An analysis is undertaken in 

Chapter 7 which is split into two sections. The first part discusses the empirical findings 

in relation to the theoretical framework whilst the second part highlights unexpected 

findings. Finally, in Chapter 8 the concluding remarks are presented.   
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Chapter 2: Methodology  

2.1 Selection of organisations  

 

Two organisations were selected, MSF and ECHO to be investigated empirically in 

order to explore the inductive observations. They were primarily selected due to the 

organisations difference in scope, objective and purpose within the humanitarian sector. 

MSF is an operationally field driven independent medical emergency humanitarian 

organization which allows for a deeper understanding of how gender relations between 

men and women are played out both in the field and at headquarters (MSF, 2015). 

ECHO, is the largest European humanitarian donor that works through implementing 

partners in the field. This allows an understanding of gender relations within a political, 

bureaucratic institution, which is not operationally driven (ECHO, 2015). Despite their 

differences, similar trends and patterns could be observed of the barriers that women 

face. The organisations were also selected because the researcher had conducted 

internships with both organisations. A relationship had been established through 

discussions about this research, which was essential in gaining proximity and access to 

female leaders within the humanitarian sector.  

 

The broad scope of female leadership was narrowed down to three different categories; 

identity, perception and challenges. Within these sections several questions have been 

asked in order to gain a better understanding that directly relate to the research question 

of exploring the potential barriers that women face in leadership positions.  

 

2.2 Interviews  
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In order to gain a better understanding of how women and men perceive the potential 

barriers, interviews have been selected as the main methodological method. “Interviews 

provide in-depth information pertaining to participant’s experiences and viewpoints of a 

particular topic” (Turner, 2010, p. 754). More specifically, semi-structured interviews 

were selected.   

 

2.3 Semi-structured interviews  

 

Semi-structured interviews were selected in order to allow the opportunity for both men 

and women to freely and openly explore the topic of female leadership and the potential 

barriers that might exist. According to Fylan (2005) semi-structured interviews “are 

simply conversations in which you know what you want to find out about- and so have 

a set of questions to ask and a good idea of what topics will be covered- but the 

conversation is free to vary, and is likely to change substantially between participants” 

(Fylan, 2005, p. 65). Semi-structured interviews are also a versatile method of 

collecting data that allows to explore the contradictions in participant’s answers, which 

is effective and imperative in developing a deeper understanding of the research 

question (ibid). Another motive to use semi-structured interviews is that it provides “a 

more appropriate format for discussing sensitive topics” which this research intends to 

do (ibid, p. 67).  

 

2.4 Selection criteria  

 

When selecting a sample group of participants, it is important to select in a systematic 

way to ensure that the sample is both indicative and credible (Patton, 1990). Purposeful 

sampling was used as a method for the selection of participants for this study. The 

power and logic of purposeful sampling “lies in selecting information-rich cases for 
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study in depth” (ibid, p. 169). From the information-rich cases, one can understand and 

learn about issues that are of central importance to the research question (ibid). Within 

the initial selection, candidates were identified who would be willing to honestly and 

openly discuss and share “their story”, especially valuable for this research (Creswell, 

2007, p. 133).  

 

For MSF, participants were initially selected with the assistance of two colleagues in 

MSF using purposeful sampling where individuals were identified and selected based 

on the information rich cases, and who would be willing to share their story. All 

participants currently hold or have held management or executive level positions within 

this organisation. An email was sent out to over 30 individuals, including men and 

women of different sections where the aim of the research was highlighted and asking 

individuals if they were interested and willing to participate. Participants who were 

interested in taking part were contacted individually to arrange a suitable time for an 

interview. Questions were sent in advance to all participants to give a better idea of 

what type of questions would be explored. From within this group of 30 individuals, 

two showed particular interest and forwarded the initial email on to further 25 

individuals using the method of purposeful sampling.  

 

The same process of purposeful sampling was repeated in ECHO.  The same email; as 

was sent to MSF, was sent out to ECHO staff but with only 6 recipients. Unfortunately 

the interest to participate was substantially lower. Even so, four out of six participants 

agreed to participate.  

 

2.5 Interviewees and interviews  
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A total of 17 interviews were conducted of which 13 interviews from MSF and 4 from 

ECHO. Of the 17 interviews, 14 participants were female and 3 male. All male 

interviews were from MSF. The effect that the large representation of MSF participants 

has on this research is discussed in the limitation sections below.  

 

2.5.1. Constructing Effective Research Questions  

 

A crucial aspect of the interview design is establishing effective research questions that 

will allow the researcher to explore deeper into the experiences and knowledge of the 

selected participants (McNamara, 2009). Ways of ensuring this is to create questions 

that are open-ended, where respondents are free to choose their own terms when 

answering questions. Questions should also be framed as neutrally as possible, avoiding 

to use wording that could influence participant’s answers (ibid). Both open-ended 

questions and the neutrality of questions are essential to this research study, to ensure 

that participants are free to express their experiences and stories of their understanding 

of the topic. A level of flexibility was also maintained in the interview design, where 

follow-up questions were anticipated. Participants might not answer the direction 

question asked, and could in fact answer a question that was intended for later in the 

questionnaire (Creswell, 2007). As such the researcher must ensure that questions 

maintain the focus of the participant’s responses as well as being prepared to follow-up 

questions to obtain the most optimal responses (ibid).  

 

Two different sets of interview templates were created, one for each respective gender 

(See Annex 1&2). The justification for creating two separate interview templates is that 

it is not the intention to compare male versus female leadership styles or levels of 

confidence between men and women. This research focuses specifically on the barriers 

female leaders face in achieving leadership positions. Consequently, the female 
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interview template focuses on three areas of research: identity, perception and 

challenges, which are the three focus areas of this research. The men’s interview 

template focuses on only two areas: perception and challenges. More specifically, how 

men perceive female leaders in the humanitarian sector and whether they have observed 

any challenges or barriers for their female colleagues. The male template does not 

explore in depth the identity aspect of how men reflect upon their identity and how they 

feel in leadership positions, as the female template does because it is not the intention of 

this research to explore men’s identity.  

 

2.5.2 Implementation of the Interview  

 

Sixteen out of the seventeen interviews were conducted over Skype as participants do 

not reside in Sweden. One interview was conducted in person in Stockholm. The 

duration of the interviews varied between 15-65 minutes, with the majority averaging 

35 minutes. Every interview was recorded and then transcribed word- by- word and sent 

back for approval to each individual interviewee via email where they had the 

opportunity to edit the transcribed interview
3
. For the majority of interviews, the set of 

questions were followed quite loosely with minor deviations and follow-up question of 

aspects and issues that had not previously been considered by the researcher. At the end 

of every interview, the researcher asked each participant if they had any questions, 

comments or additional points they wished to discussed that they felt had not been 

mentioned our brought up by the researcher. This was an important part of the interview 

because it often gave room for clarifications and emphasis from the participants about 

                                                        
3 The researcher asked for approval to record the interview in order to be able to transcribe the interview 

at a later stage.  
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specific parts of the interview. Participants could also highlight aspects that the 

researcher had not considered or reflected upon.  

 

Every transcribed interview has been codified with numbers in order to protect the 

identity of individuals and to maintain confidentiality of both the humanitarian 

organisation and individuals interviewed. The transcribed interviews will be available 

upon request by anybody who questions the credibility and accuracy of information and 

data collected. These transcribed interviews will act as evidence to support the data 

collection and analysis. Furthermore, every person has signed a consent form that 

outlines and highlights the aim of the research and how the information will be used 

within the research (See Annex 5). Every person has had the option of withdrawing 

from the research study at any point. 

 

2.6 Data collection limitations 

 

As this is an under-researched area it was challenging to pre-determine categories 

beforehand, and the categories that were identified to explore the research question are 

relatively broad. This was deliberately chosen in order to give room and space for 

participants to explore the issue without attempting to frame the interview too rigidly. 

This was both positive and negative for the research process. Several discussions were 

highlighted that the researcher was unaware of but it unfolded further areas worth 

exploring in order to better understand how barriers are viewed. Consequently, 

narrowing the scope of the findings and analysis was challenging.   

 

Findings are overly represented from MSF with specific detailed references to how the 

organization operates which is very different from ECHO. It was therefore difficult to 
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present findings from both organisations in a generalized manner under the identified 

categories without exposing the identity of the organisations.   

 

The first part of the interview questions focused on identity. This was intentional in 

order to gain an understanding of who the participants were but questions such as “ how 

do you identify yourself” yielded very little reflection and were more than often met 

with surprise and confusion. Part 1 of the Findings is considerably less explored than 

Part 2 and Part 3.  

 

Sending the research questions in advance to the participants was beneficial for 

preparation and reflection but it already framed the discussion on barriers rather than 

exploring if there are any barriers. This resulted in participants being quite guarded and 

giving yes or no answers as opposed to a discussion around the subject.  

 

Lastly, an important limitation is how the researcher approached the interview 

questions. Questions were not directly related to the research question of exploring the 

potential barriers but focused on leadership. Only two questions were asked in direct 

relation to barriers. Due to the sensitivity of the topic, questions had to be framed in a 

covert manner in order to understand and uncover the potential barriers. If questions had 

been asked in direct relation to the barriers female leaders face, this research would not 

have been possible. Equally, based on observations, previous research/literature and 

discussions with humanitarian personnel, it appeared evident that barriers do exist for 

women to achieve leadership positions. Reflexivity refers to the act of acknowledging 

your effect on the interview because undoubtedly the researcher has a tremendous effect 

on the manner in which interviews unfolds and the quality of participant’s response 
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(Fylan, 2005, p. 75). The researcher’s bias inevitably influenced the research design and 

how questions were asked and framed.  

 

2.7 Limitations and ethical dilemmas  

 

There are several limitations to this study. First, only two organisations were selected to 

represent the humanitarian sector. A large interest was generated from MSF as opposed 

to ECHO. The sample group is also overly- represented by females from the same 

organisation. Ideally more male participants would have been beneficial, from both 

organisations in obtaining a different perspective and perception of female leadership in 

the sector but the researcher was not at liberty to select from an endless sample group
4
. 

This research therefore predominantly focuses on one humanitarian organisation, which 

is by no means representative to draw conclusions about the overall humanitarian 

sector. However, the study is an initial attempt to highlight an under-researched area 

within the sector with the hope of generating further interest in this area.  

 

A second limitation was gaining trust in participants. The researcher was only 

acquainted with two out of seventeen participants. Due to time constraints it was only 

possible to interview participants once, which inevitably limits gaining both trust, and in 

some cases, honesty from the participants. It was also challenging for interviewees to 

set aside 30-60 minutes for the interview. Dates and times of interviews have frequently 

been re-scheduled and when participants have managed to set time aside in their time 

demanding schedules the conversation often started by “I only have 30 minutes, so let’s 

go”. Talking about sensitive issue, such as how participants have managed to balance 

life, motherhood, careers, obstacle etc. over Skype, with strangers, within a limited time 

                                                        
4
 Only those candidates who showed interest in the research were contacted.  
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frame, has numerous barriers and does not always yield the most truthful, honest and 

reflective answers.   

 

The third limitation is the topic itself- barriers to female leadership in the humanitarian 

sector. It became apparent that for certain females, talking about barriers within this 

sector is not only uncommon but also met with resistance, and therefore by default not 

always appreciated. Some participants immediately associated the exploration of the 

potential barriers with gender discrimination, thereby answering quite defensively and 

hastily. Consequently, questions had to be framed in different ways to both avoid 

misunderstandings and to gain further insight and information about participant’s 

perceptions and views. This often included asking the same question at various points 

throughout the interview, asking follow-up questions or asking interviewees to elaborate 

on their answers. Contradicting answers was also not uncommon throughout the 

interview procedure, further adding to the ambiguity of the underlying issues around the 

topic.  

 

2.8 Analysis of Results  

 

The method of thematic analysis was identified to analyse the empirical data. Thematic 

analysis “is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within 

data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.79). This method was chosen due to its’ flexibility in 

terms of defining what a theme is in relation to the empirical data (ibid, p. 78). A theme 

captures an important aspect of the data in relation to the research question, representing 

both patterns and meaning in the data (ibid, p. 82). “A theme might be given 

considerable space in some data items, and little or none in others, or it might appear in 

relatively little of the data set” (ibid, p. 82).  It is therefore up to the researcher’s 
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judgment to determine what constitutes a theme. The flexibility of the thematic analysis 

also lies in the fact that a theme is not necessarily established only on the basis of 

occurred frequency in the data set or based on its quantifiable measure. A theme can 

also occur if “it captures something important in relation to the overall research 

question” (ibid, p. 82). This was specifically important in this research as numerous 

findings from the data set were relevant and unique for the research question, even 

though these findings did not appear in numeric frequency in all interviews. The 

thematic analysis was also chosen due to the method’s applicability in investigating an 

under-researched area as well as participant’s views on a topic which are not well 

known (ibid, p. 83). 

 

Furthermore, as this research was led by inductive reasoning, the thematic analysis 

method can also be approached from an inductive approach. The identified themes are 

strongly correlated and guided solely by the data as opposed to being driven by a 

researcher’s theoretical or analytical interest in the data (ibid, p. 83). In the inductive 

approach of the thematic analysis, the identified themes, may “bear little relationship to 

the specific question that were asked of the participants” (ibid, p. 83). As the questions 

in the interviews were broad and did not specifically focus on barriers but rather on 

leadership questions, the themes for this research did in fact bear little relationship with 

the questions asked to the participants. To see the phases of the thematic analysis and 

the identified themes that emerged see Annex 3.  

 

As an elaboration of the thematic analysis, the transcripts of the transcribed interviews 

have been repeatedly read in order to find common patterns and topics that are 

categorized along the subjects of the research question.  
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The findings from both organisations have been incorporated as one overall finding, as 

opposed to dividing the findings by organisation. It is not the intention of this research 

to compare findings between the two organisations. Even though the organisations 

differ greatly in scope and orientation within the humanitarian sector, numerous 

similarities still exist and are drawn to present the findings. The primary research has 

also been analysed and compared with existing grey and literature sources through a 

combination of comparative and empirical data analysis.  

 

The analysis of results is divided into two sections as two different sets of results 

emerged from the findings- what answered the questions explicitly and what came out 

of the results- i.e. the unexpected. The first part, the explicit results are analysed in 

relation to the theoretical framework, whether the data concurs or contradicts the 

selected theories. The second part, the unexpected results- or the findings of the findings 

are presented as valuable findings that help in further understanding the research 

question but have no direct correlation to the research question.  
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Chapter 3: Background  

This chapter highlights background information to demonstrate the current situation of 

female representation in management levels of the selected organisations as well as 

trends of female participation in a higher education program focusing on humanitarian 

studies.  

 

3.1 Network on Humanitarian Assistance (NOHA)  

 

The Network on Humanitarian Assistance (NOHA) is an International Association of 

Universities that “aims to enhance professionalism in humanitarian action through 

education& training, research & publications and projects” (NOHA, 2015)
5
.  NOHA’s 

mission is to “increase the effectiveness and quality of humanitarian action through the 

provision of internationally recognized education, training and research” (ibid). Since 

the programs creation in 1993, over 3,000 graduates have studied the Joint Masters in 

International Humanitarian Action (ibid).  

 

The NOHA network is Europe’s leading, and one of the world’s most recognized 

programmes offering a Master’s degree in International Humanitarian Assistance that 

trains and prepares future humanitarian leaders. When looking at the gender-

disaggregated figures of the total number of students (Figure 1) who have attended the 

NOHA Masters over the past 20 years, the overwhelming majority of students are 

                                                        
5 For more information and a full list of Universities that are part of the association visit 

http://www.nohanet.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=178&Itemid=

648&lang=en.  

http://www.nohanet.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=178&Itemid=648&lang=en
http://www.nohanet.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=178&Itemid=648&lang=en
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women. Women have averaged around 64% of students for every academic year
6
. In 

certain years women have constituted twice the number of students than men and this 

trend can be observed from the very beginning of the academic course. Men have never 

exceeded the percentage that women have represented. Figure 2 highlights the mobility 

of NOHA students where the percentage of female representation has never decreased 

below 60%. One year, women constituted 82% of the Mundus students.    

 

Figure 1. Gender-disaggregated Data of NOHA
7
 students 

Year Female Men Total 
 Female  

Representation (%) 

1994-1995 35 33 68 51 

1995-1996 48 31 79 61 

1996-1997 51 33 84 61 

1997-1998 53 41 94 56 

1998-1999 59 35 94 63 

1999-2000 80 47 127 63 

2000-2001 96 54 150 64 

2001-2002 74 38 112 66 

2002-2003 99 56 155 64 

2003-2004 92 45 137 67 

2004-2005 90 45 135 67 

2005-2006 93 64 157 59 

2006-2007 109 57 166 66 

2007-2008 95 51 146 65 

2008-2009 105 45 150 70 

2009-2010 88 46 134 66 

 

 

 

                                                        
6 Figures obtained upon request of the researcher from the NOHA Secretariat. Gender-disaggregated data 

over the last 20 years was obtained.  

7
 These figures depict the total number of students who have attended the NOHA Masters programme for 

every academic year. 
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Figure 2. Gender-disaggregated Data of NOHA Mundus
8
 students 

 

Year Female Male Total Female 

Representation (%) 

2005-2006 61 24 85 72 

2006-2007 55 30 85 65 

2007-2008 50 32 82 61 

2008-2009 55 36 91 60 

2009-2010 66 30 96 69 

2010-2011 51 16 67 76 

2011-2012 52 20 72 72 

2012-2013 66 14 80 82 

2013-2014 73 23 96 76 

 

Evidently, there is no guarantee that every female graduate has pursued a career within 

the humanitarian sector, but these figures are proof that an increased number of women 

are showing an interest in humanitarian work and most probably aspiring to pursue a 

career within the sector.  It can also be assumed that more women will continue to enter 

the humanitarian workforce and that female interest will not decrease.  

 

3.2 Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF)  

 

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) “is an international, independent, medical 

humanitarian organisation that delivers emergency aid to people affected by armed 

conflict, epidemics, natural disasters and exclusion from healthcare” (MSF 

International, 2015). Operating and guided by medical ethics as well as the 

humanitarian principles of neutrality and independence MSF operates in some 70 

                                                        
8 These figures represent the mobility students of the NOHA programme, i.e. those who have moved to a 

second university during the second semester. It does not include students who have remained in the same 

university for both first and second semester.  
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countries worldwide delivering medical care (ibid). According to MSF’s 2014 

International Activity Report over 36,000 staff worked for the organisation, including 

international and national staff.  

 

Figure 3. MSF International Human Resources (HR) statistics 2014
9
 

 

The annual HR statistics are categorized by profession (medical, nurses & non-

medical), international vs. locally hired staff and positions held in the field compared 

with headquarter positions
10

. Gender disaggregated data does not appear in the 

International Activity Report. In fact, gender-disaggregated data or any data relating to 

the distribution of gender is difficult to come across in MSF. Data can be carried out 

individually by each association
11

, but even these statistics are difficult to obtain and 

                                                        
9 MSF International Activity Report 2014. For more information see 

http://www.msf.org/sites/msf.org/files/msf_international_activity_report_2014_en.pdf  

10
 For more information please see pg. 93 

http://www.msf.org/sites/msf.org/files/msf_international_activity_report_2014_en.pdf 

11
 MSF is made up of 24 associations that are independent legal entities. These 24 associations together 

with all members make up the MSF movement. For example, MSF-Sweden is one association. MSF-Italy 

http://www.msf.org/sites/msf.org/files/msf_international_activity_report_2014_en.pdf
http://www.msf.org/sites/msf.org/files/msf_international_activity_report_2014_en.pdf
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rarely published online. Figure 4, highlights the global workforce of MSF (all MSF staff 

of all associations) between 2011 and 2013. The last row highlights the gender-

disaggregated data of international staff (only) and not those of locally hired staff. 

Roughly 51% of the MSF international global work force is female.  

 

Figure 4. MSF Global Workforce
12

  

 

 

These figures are not officially analysed further than the division of total workforce. 

Through an interview it was disclosed that such statistics are not obtained or gathered, 

because it is not seen as relevant for operational projects/programmes. Rough estimates 

were however disclosed whereby more than 51% of the pool of entry level positions are 

                                                                                                                                                                  

is another association as is MSF-South Africa and MSF-Brazil etc. For more information see 

http://www.msf.org/msf-movement.  

12
 This information was provided by one of the participants who works as an HR Director and cannot be 

obtained publicly. Information is only collected on International Staff and not National staff. The Gender 

information was added for internal purposes to keep track of the gender distribution in the global work 

force.  

http://www.msf.org/msf-movement
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held by women. This indicates that from the onset, the selection pool is evenly balanced 

in terms of gender representation. However, when looking at the percentage of women 

that hold management levels within the organisation, the number considerably drops to 

below 50%
13

. This number further decreases in executive and directorate positions. 

Currently, out of the organisations 24 associations there are only 5 women who hold the 

position of General Directors and in only 6 associations, women hold the position of 

President of the Board of Directors
14

. It is important to bear in mind that these low 

figures are only a snapshot of the current reality and cannot be representative of the 

organizational make-up of past years, which has in fact seen higher numbers of 

exceptional female leaders hold executive positions
15

.  

 

3.3 European Commission Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO)  

 

“The European Commission’s Humanitarian aid and Civil Protection department 

(ECHO) aims to save and preserve life, prevent and alleviate human suffering and 

safeguard the integrity and dignity of populations affected by natural disasters and man-

made crises” (ECHO, 2015).  ECHO is the European Union’s response to humanitarian 

assistance that is “supported by EU citizens as an expression of European solidarity 

with any person or people in need” (ibid).  

 

                                                        
13 As gender-disaggregated data is not officially collected, it is impossible to give an accurate number. 

However based on a rough analysis by the HR department, it can be confirmed that the number decreases 

to below 50%, but by exactly how much is impossible to say.  

14
 Sweden is the only association which currently has women in both the role of General Director and 

President of the Board of Directors.  

15
 Information obtained from informal conversations with colleagues about the number of female leaders 

in the organization. Conversation, MSF-Sweden Stockholm Office, October 2015.  
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Gender disaggregated data is equally as hard to obtain from ECHO as it is from MSF 

International. The European Commission publishes information divided by gender and 

age representing the entire European Commission but not the separate entities.  

 

Figure 5. ECHO’s Organogram  

 

 

Source: ECHO Organogram 2015 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/about/ECHOorganigramme_2015_en.pdf 

 

 

ECHO’s online Organogram chart outlines the top leadership positions. The Director- 

General is a female. One out of three Directorates positions is held by a woman 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/about/ECHOorganigramme_2015_en.pdf
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(Directorate A). Out of the overall 14 units, 4 have Heads of Unit that are female and 3 

out of the 14 units have female Deputy Heads of Unit
16

.  

 

Gender-disaggregated information of personnel working at headquarters (HQ) in 

Brussels, show that women represent 59% of total staff
17

. Out of this total percentage of 

women, 72% of the positions women hold, are in the lower management levels, 

signifying an overrepresentation of women in lower tiers and only 28% at top 

management and executive levels. Only at mid-management level do men start 

exceeding in representational number
18

. In fact, 62% of the total number of men (41%) 

are represented at mid to top leadership levels. On the other hand, ECHO field staff is 

male dominated, where men represent 71.1% of personnel working in field missions
19

.  

 

Bearing these figures and statistics in mind, women do make up a considerable part of 

the humanitarian sector and are increasingly achieving leadership positions. However, 

the humanitarian sector can still be considered male dominated despite the large 

representation of females. Even though women have represented an average of 64% of 

academic students in the NOHA Master’s program since its inception, women represent 

more than 51% of entry level positions within MSF at an international level, and 59% of 

total staff at ECHO HQ. Yet, female representation at management and executive levels 

significantly decreases, and have always been historically low.  

                                                        
16 The 4 Heads of Unit are in the areas of Information and Communication, Specific Thematic Policies 

under Directorate A. In Directorate B- Humanitarian Operations, one unit is headed by a woman (West 

and Central Africa). In Directorate C- the Resources and Operational Support, the Field Network, 

Transport and Logistics is headed by a woman 

17
 Information obtained at the request of ECHO HR Unit.  

18
 Only at level 9 out of 15 do men start exceeding female numerical representation, and to a large extent.  

19
 Ibid.  
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Chapter 4: Literature Review  

A review of existing literature around female leaders in the humanitarian sector is 

presented in this chapter.    

 4.1 Leadership 

 

Leadership is hard to define within a humanitarian context as it can include numerous 

and varied leadership positions at both field-level and/or in (HQ) positions
20

. 

Consequently the definition of leadership derived from Eagly and Carli’s (2007) 

research will be applied. Leadership is: “a person who exercises authority over other 

people” (Eagly and Carli, 2007, p.8).  This definition encompasses holding a role of 

responsibility and also consists of “influencing, motivating, organizing and coordinating 

the work of others” (ibid pg.8). According to Hailey (2006) the definition of leadership 

is wide, with different ranging concepts but generally not one definition encapsulates all 

the various facets of leadership. There will inevitably be different perceptions and 

interpretations of what makes and constitutes a leader (Hailey, 2006) 

 

In the 2011 Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in 

Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) study on leadership in humanitarian operations, the link 

that gender, identity and culture have to leadership was investigated. Findings indicate it 

is not clear whether gender-based discrimination is considered a particular barrier to 

                                                        
20 For MSF at field level, in an emergency mission, there are different positions of responsibility that all 

hold equal amount of responsibility such as Medical Coordinator (MedCo), Project Coordinator (PC) etc. 

However, in each mission there will be one person who holds authority over the Medical coordinator and 

project coordinator and this is the role of Head of Mission (HoM).   
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women obtaining and succeeding in operational leadership roles (Buchanan-Smith et al, 

2011). The study had difficulty in identifying examples of effective
21

 leadership in the 

humanitarian operations provided by women. Examples were easier to find at (HQ) 

level as opposed to the field. Explanations for this are unclear but it is speculated that it 

is linked to the personal cost and time demands of operational leadership that becomes 

particularly challenging for women who bear the main burden of family and child 

responsibilities (ibid). In the small sample of women who were interviewed, gender-

based discrimination did not appear as a barrier to achieving leadership positions even 

though one participant mentioned that she felt that she had to work extra hours and extra 

hard in order to gain the credibility and legitimacy in the “male-dominated political 

context” (ibid, p. 52). Political relationship building was also mentioned as something 

that is in favour of men as opposed to women. Overall participants did not consider 

gender as a significant determinant of leadership but that it needs further investigation 

(ibid).  

 

In Roth’s (2015) research on female aid workers both male and female respondents 

perceived large efforts in the recruitment and promotion of women to leadership 

positions (Roth, 2015, p. 117). Female participants emphasized that “it was relatively 

easy to be quickly promoted to leadership positions” but that assuming such 

responsibilities and managing both national and expatriate staff was stressful (ibid, 

p.123). Roth states that amongst female aid workers “overall, gender was downplayed, 

in particular with respect to holding women back from leadership positions. Female 

respondents were keen to emphasize that they did not feel discriminated against on the 

basis of gender, and highlighted the role of nationality, job qualifications and 

                                                        
21

 The study does not outline what is defined as effective leadership nor what type of leadership positions 

they are referring to.  
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experience, age and marital status, which in their experience mattered more” (ibid, p. 

117). Male participants in Roth’s study highlighted women’s positive integration and 

acceptance in humanitarian organisations and were also more likely to emphasize 

gender differences because it was deemed advantageous for the team to have women 

placed in certain leadership positions. Despite men addressing these differences, women 

frequently downplayed the gender differences between expatriates even though the 

‘humanitarian cowboys’ are largely representative of the humanitarian sector who are 

“throwing bags of rice around and jumping into this and jumping into that” (ibid, p. 

118- 120).  

 

A 2014 ALNAP study on operational leadership at country level in the humanitarian 

sector highlights that the number of female country directors/representatives has 

reached a figure of just over 40%. Equally, 40% of the humanitarian leadership teams
22

 

are composed of women (Knox, 2014, p. 12). Knox suggests “that there is virtually no 

‘glass ceiling’ separating senior management from the top leadership positions at 

country level” (ibid) but also highlights that “a 60:40 ratio does not, of course, signal 

gender parity or that agencies should abandon attempts to move towards gender parity 

(ibid). When looking into the composition of nationality of the humanitarian teams, the 

majority are still European representing 29%, and the nationality of country 

directors/representatives highlight a strong European bias at 46% (ibid, p. 13)
23

. 

Leadership positions are predominantly held by white Europeans but are increasingly 

                                                        
22 Knox defines a member of a leadership team “as a person who was either a member of a formal 

leadership or management group in the office, or –where no formal group existed- was closely involved 

in important decisions related to emergency response” (Knox, 2014. p. 109) 

23
 For more information see http://www.alnap.org/resource/12671 

 

http://www.alnap.org/resource/12671
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composed of a large proportion of staff that are nationally recruited or represent 

international staff outside of Europe (ibid, p. 13).  

 4.2 The Personal Cost of Humanitarian Leadership  

 

The 2011 ALNAP study explored the personal toll that humanitarian operations have on 

individuals in leadership positions. “They [humanitarian leaders] were also exceptional 

in terms of the long hours they put in, even for a sector that is renowned for its lack of 

work-life balance” (Buchanan-Smith et al, 2011, p. 53). Similarly reflected by Hailey, 

(2006) where “NGO leaders often face extraordinary challenges- both at a personal and 

organizational level. They work long hours with limited resources in uncertain and 

volatile political and economic circumstances” (p.6).  Numerous individuals in the study 

highlighted how their work took time away from their family and personal life. Personal 

sacrifice and mentioning being married to their work were frequently used to describe 

how they perceived their workload. Roth (2015) suggests that “those who first entered 

male-dominated fields had to prove themselves in a macho development culture and 

often sacrificed partnerships and plans for a family for their career” (p.119). These 

perceptions reflect the personal price that many leaders are willing to pay in the hope of 

becoming effective and credible leaders. This perceived personal sacrifice and 

dedication to work that leaders commented on was found to have grave consequences 

on their co-workers and team members, who felt obliged to match their leaders long 

working hours, dedication and energy, risking burnout. 

 

 

 



 

32 
 

4.3 Females as Leaders  

 

According to Hailey, (2006) “all the evidence suggests that women who attain 

leadership roles in NGOs have had to develop specific coping strategies to deal with the 

cultural and social pressures they face” (Hailey, 2006, p. 14). Women are also covertly 

expected to adopt “motherly” and “comforting roles” as opposed to “strong” and 

“forthright styles” (ibid). Hailey argues that women are often forced by their 

surroundings and other people to exhibit and adopt a matriarchal leadership style. The 

manner in which women are described by their co-workers and team members are often 

in line with feminine characteristics but yet when women perform well, the perception 

and labelling of women is attributed to male expressions (James et al, 2005). Roth’s 

(2015) findings indicate that leaders, male or female are forced to adopt masculine and 

‘macho’ behaviours. “Men as well as women spoke about performing ‘macho’ or 

‘masculine’ behaviour as needed and appreciating ‘feminine’ behaviour such as 

mentoring, good communication and team-building skills” (Roth, 2015, p. 120). The 

under-representation of females in leadership positions may “lead to competitive 

behaviour traditionally associated with a male leadership style. Thus they may not 

support female colleagues but compete with or distance themselves from other women” 

(ibid, p.119). Nonetheless, females from the study felt respected by their male 

counterparts but as soon as their leadership was challenged they quickly adopted and 

mimicked more masculine behaviours as expressed from this female participant (ibid, p. 

124). “When she felt that her authority was not respected she switched to what she 

called ‘male ex-pat behaviour’ which she described as a change to masculine body 

language and projecting toughness rather than empathy and caring” (ibid, p.123). 

Women were also respected for their more traditional feminine roles and behaviours 

such as caring and nurturing for their team (ibid). Roth (2015) concludes from her 
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findings that gender differences were rarely openly discussed or addressed from an 

expatriate point of view but was always mentioned when referring to different cultural 

contexts or local traditions (pg.124). “An emphasis on gender equality is therefore 

presented as a characteristic of advanced Westerners, where ‘local traditions’ result in 

gender differences, privileging men and disadvantaging women” (ibid, p. 124). 
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Chapter 5: Theoretical Framework  

 

The theoretical approach for this research is a mixture of theories exploring; in an 

evolutionary linear progression, the explanation of why women could encounter barriers 

to achieving leadership positions, with an additional analysis into how gender impacts 

organizations and whether the humanitarian context can offer possibilities of ‘redoing’ 

gender. For an overview of various theories attempting to explain the 

underrepresentation of women in leadership positions see Annex 4.   

 

 5.1 The Glass Ceiling  

 

The glass ceiling was first coined by the Wall Street Journal in 1986, referring to the 

“transparent but real barriers, based on discriminatory attitudes or organizational bias, 

that impede or prevent qualified individuals, including (but not limited to) women, 

racial and ethnic minorities, and disabled persons, from advancing into management 

positions” (Gibelman, 2000, p. 251). Or, as Gherardi describes the glass ceiling- “which 

trap women below the executive-level threshold” (Gherardi, 1995, p. 9).   

 

Until recent years the non-profit sector has been exempted and “escaped the level and 

intensity of scrutiny that has been given to examining barriers to the advancement of 

women in other sectors of the economy” (Gibelman, 2000, p. 251). This is partly 

attributed to the underlying values of both the non-profit and humanitarian sectors that 

are underpinned by “humanitarianism, charity, human rights and general human well-
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being suggest that representative organizations would voluntarily and systematically 

seek to adhere to principles of affirmative action and non-discrimination in their labour 

force practices” (ibid, p. 254).  

 

Research points to the existence of the glass ceiling phenomenon. Women might be in 

leadership positions but excluded from decision-making levels (Tiessen, 2004). Equally,  

“results are mixed- on the one hand women appear to have more opportunities than in 

other sectors of the labour market; on the other hand they are still underrepresented and 

may even be marginalized even if they are in the majority” (Roth, 2015, p. 24). The lack 

of presence of women in leadership positions and rarity in powerful roles has 

historically been attributed to the glass ceiling phenomenon that “conveys a rigid, 

impenetrable barrier” (Eagly and Carli, 2007, p.1). However, the barriers to women’s 

advancement are far more permeable than a rigid glass ceiling. Even though men have 

consistently held leadership roles, the leadership landscape is changing and evolving 

because women are indeed accessing a variety of leadership positions (Eagly and Carli, 

2007).  

 

 5.2 Critical Mass  

 

The critical mass concept derived from Kanter (1977) who argued that “when an 

organizational minority assumes a presence of one third or more of a group, it can 

influence or ‘tilt’ the culture of the overall group” (Chesterman et al, 2005, p.1). Only 

when a minority group reaches a ratio of 35:65 to the dominant group do they “have the 

potential to become allies, to form coalitions and to affect the culture of the overall 

group” (Chesterman et al, 2005, p.3). Dahlerup identifies the effect this process has on 
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an organization as the “critical mass” (Dahlerup, 2006). It would therefore require a 

female representation of more than 35:65 within an organisation to influence the 

decision-making levels. Suggesting that for change to take place within an organisation 

the “willingness and ability of the minority to mobilize the resources of the organisation 

or institution to improve the situation for themselves and the whole minority group” is 

vital (Dahlerup, 1988, p. 296).  

 

The critical mass concept has received a criticism in terms of the relationship it has with 

organizational change (Chesterman et al, 2005). Rather, ‘critical acts’ such as 

“recruitment of women by other women, the introduction of quotas, legislation and 

institutions to support women, and the establishment of women in high-profile 

positions” are more likely to lead to a considerable change as opposed to only the 

numeric representation of a ‘critical mass’ (ibid, p. 4). Ely (1995) argues that a critical 

mass of women in an organisation is required in order for change to endure as well as 

attracting further women to the organisation. Ultimately though the importance lies in 

the levels at which women are appointed and the influence and power women are able 

to exercise in those positions as decision-makers (Ely, 1995).  

 

 5.3 Social Role Theory  

 

To build further upon the glass ceiling and the critical mass concepts, Eagly and Karau 

(2002) introduce a prejudice theory of role congruity that female leaders face in the 

attempt to evaluate if prejudice is one of the causes that could explain the low 

representation of females in leadership positions ( Eagly and Karau, 2002). According 

to their research the explanations of why women do not hold major leadership positions 
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such as, women’s family responsibilities and the inherent tendency that women 

naturally display fewer of the more favourable and necessary traits in order to attain 

leadership positions is not sufficient to explain women’s struggles and obstacles. Eagly 

and Karau state that “a potential for prejudice exists when social perceivers hold a 

stereotype about a social group that is incongruent with the attributes that are thought to 

be required for success in certain classes of social roles” ( Eagly and Karau, 2002, 

p.574). Also that “in general, prejudice toward female leaders follows from the 

incongruity that many people perceive between the characteristics of women and the 

requirements of leader roles” (ibid, p. 574).  The role congruity theory is based in the 

social role theory of how gender roles promote sex differences in behaviour.  

 

The social roles include two different types of expectations or norms: descriptive norms 

and injunctive norms. The descriptive norms are the consensual expectations of what 

members of a group actually do, whilst the injunctive norms are consensual expectations 

of what a group ideally ought to do (Cialdini and Trost, 1998 cited in Eagly and Karau, 

2002). The term gender role therefore encompasses the collection of both descriptive 

and injunctive expectations that are associated with women and men’s behaviour and 

the belief that “each sex has typical- and divergent- traits and behaviours” (Eagly and 

Karau, 2002, p.574). To elaborate on the social role theory, it is widely believed that the 

sexes also exhibit communal and agentic attributes (Bakan, 1996; Eagly, 1987 cited in 

Eagly and Karau, 2002). The communal characteristics are most often associated to 

women as these characteristics describe “a concern with the welfare of other people- for 

example affectionate, helpful, kind, sympathetic, interpersonally sensitive, nurturing, 

and gentle” ( Eagly and Karau, 2002. P. 574). In contrast, the agentic characteristics are 

associated with men who exhibit “primarily an assertive, controlling, and confident 

tendency- for example aggressive, ambitious, dominant, forceful, independent, self-
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sufficient, self-confident, and prone to act as a leader” (ibid, p. 574). Due to the 

perceived sex differences in the social role theory “prejudice can arise when perceivers 

judge women as actual or potential occupants of leader roles because of inconsistency 

between the predominantly communal qualities that perceivers associate with women 

and the predominantly agentic qualities they believe are required to succeed as a leader” 

(ibid, p. 575). Therefore, perceiving female leaders in a similar way to male leaders can 

produce disadvantages, resulting from the injunctive norms associated to the gender 

roles of females. Accordingly, women who are effective leaders technically violate the 

expected standards associated with their gender when exhibiting male-stereotypical and 

agentic behaviours because they are failing to manifest the female-stereotypical and 

communal qualities that is expected of women. A woman leader can therefore elicit 

both negative and positive responses for the fulfilment of her role. In Heilman’s et al. 

(1995) study, findings highlighted that even though female leaders were described as 

successful they were simultaneously regarded as more hostile and less rational than 

their successful male manager counterparts (Heilman et al, 1995).  

 

 5.4 Role Congruity Theory of Prejudice toward Female Leaders 

 

 In light of the social role theory, Eagly and Karau (2002) propose a role incongruity 

prejudice theory towards female leaders, which takes two forms: 

 

“(a) less favourable evaluation of women’s (than men’s) potential for leadership 

because leadership ability is more stereotypical of men than women and (b) less 

favourable evaluation of the actual leadership behaviour of women than men because 
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such behaviour is perceived as less desirable in women than men” ( Eagly and Karau, 

2002, p.576).  

 

The first prejudice arises from the descriptive norms of gender roles- the descriptive 

beliefs about women’s characteristics and female-stereotypical qualities that are not the 

desired and expected qualities of leaders. The second type of prejudice arises from the 

injunctive norms of gender roles- the belief of how women ought to behave (ibid). If 

female leaders exhibit prescriptive and agentic behaviours in a leadership role whilst 

failing to exhibit the more communal and supportive behaviours- preferred in women- 

women risk being negatively evaluated even though they fulfil the requirements of a 

successful leader (ibid). The choices of female leaders are therefore constrained and 

threatened by two choices. One, by conforming to their traditional gender role they 

would fail to fulfil the requirements of the leader role and secondly, by conforming to 

the leader role, they would fail to fulfil and meet the requirements of the traditional 

gender roles (ibid, p.576). The two forms of prejudice can result in less favourable 

attitudes towards female leaders, less access to women in leadership roles and women 

facing more obstacles than their male counterparts in attaining and becoming successful 

leaders (ibid, p.  576).   

 

Having theoretically explored the possible barriers to women achieving leadership 

positions, how does gender impact organisations?  
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5.5 Organizations and Gender  

 5.5.1 Gendered Organisations  

 

Chesterman et al (2005) state that, “gender equity in organizational settings still remains 

elusive and despite gains in the years since the advent of the second wave of feminism, 

women are not equal to men in management” (Chesterman et al, 2005, p.4). Acker 

(1990) argues that the approach to gender equity fails to acknowledge that organisations 

are gendered. Gendered processes are observed in material and ideological 

organizational activities, where the “advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and 

control, action and emotion, meaning and identity are patterned through, and in terms of 

a distinction between male and female” (Acker, 1990, p. 146).  

 

Ely and Meyerson (2000) also understand organisations as “inherently gendered as a 

result of having been created by and for men” (Ely and Meyerson, 2000, p.142).  

The gendered nature of organisations have prevailed due to the social practices that 

define the structure of the daily life of both inside and outside the organization (ibid). 

Acker (1990) describes these social practices as “(1) formal policies and procedures; (2) 

informal work practices, norms and patters of work; (3) narratives, rhetoric, language 

and symbolic expressions; and (4) informal patterns of everyday social interaction” 

(Acker 1990 in Ely and Meyerson 2000, p. 114).   

 

Ely and Meyerson (2000) believe these “social practices reflect gendered themes, in the 

form of masculine-feminine dichotomies, which have become deeply embedded in 

organizations, so deeply embedded as to appear to be gender-neutral, simply the norm. 

Yet, because they are rooted in men’s lives and experiences, these social practices tend, 

in often subtle and insidious ways, to privilege men and disadvantage women, 
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frequently compromising their ability to be maximally effective at work” ( p.142). 

Masculine values, situations and experiences reflect work practices, definitions, norms 

and thereby organizational systems and structures (Meyerson and Kolb, 2000, p.563).  

 

Gherardi (1995) claims that gender “is socially produced by processes in which 

organizations actively participate and by which these organisations are shaped: practices 

‘make’ gender in that they produce and reproduce social relations and material culture 

and the artefacts that sustain them” (Gherardi, 1995, p. 18). Gherardi further states that 

“the meaning, the social representation and the rhetoric with which these practices are 

made accountable to those engaged in them and to all others constitute the 

organizational culture as textuality which moulds the subjectivity of these individuals 

and their audiences” (ibid, p. 18). 

 

The social relations described above form an essential aspect of an organizational 

culture that Strati (1992) describes as, “an organizational culture consists of the 

symbols, beliefs and patterns of behaviour learned, produced and created by the people 

who devote their energies and labour to life of an organization. It is expressed in the 

design of the organization and of the work, in the artefacts and services that the 

organization produces, in the architecture of its premises, in the technologies that it 

employs, in its ceremonials of encounter and meeting, in the temporal structuring of 

organizational courses of action, in the quality and conditions of its working life, in the 

ideologies of work, in the corporate philosophy, in the jargon, lifestyle and physical 

appearance of the organization’s members”  (Strati 1992, cited in Gherardi, 1995, p.13).  
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5.6 Realities on the ground: gendered humanitarian organisations?  

 

Organizations are gendered and “gender is an integral part of organizational processes 

and is expressed in expectations concerning men’s and women’s position and 

performance in organisations” (Acker 1990; Halford and Leonard 2001 and Martin 

2003 cited in Roth, 2015, p.112). Humanitarian organisations can however offer a 

different analysis to the traditional view of gendered organisations.  

 

 5.6.1 (In) visibility of women?  

 

In Dema’s (2008) analysis of gender inequalities within NGO settings, gender has 

proven to be quite resilient as well as paradoxical (Dema, 2008, p. 442). On the one 

hand, discourses adopted by NGOs negate the existence of gender inequalities through 

their organizational values and internal and structural functioning. On the other hand, 

the high numerical presence of women in NGOs results in the invisibility of gender 

inequalities (ibid). This invisibility of gender inequalities is exacerbated by the fact that 

more than often, gender issues are considered relatively foreign to the organisation itself 

and an issue that only affects developing, and not developed countries, and not affecting 

non-profit organizations (ibid). The Western generalized discourse on equality “make 

gender issues invisible, not because they reject them, but because they consider the 

relations between men and women within NGOs to be equal” (ibid). Deema claims that 

gender relations are not static and over the last decade, large advancements have been 

made in the transformation, changing and evolving gender roles in Western countries 

(ibid). Even so, NGOs have difficulty in interpreting these new situations, where 

traditional gender roles are reversed- women assuming traditionally male roles and vice 

versa. The exchange of roles do not become normalized but are perceived as men losing 
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power through “carrying out devalued activities- women’s work – and women assume a 

(male) power that does not correspond to them either” (ibid, p.442).  

 

5.6.2 Redoing Gender?  

 

Roth (2015) introduces the concept of redoing gender as particularly relevant for how 

gender is perceived in humanitarian organisations (Roth, 2015, p. 112). Redoing gender 

derives from previous concepts of ‘doing gender’ which further perpetuates the gender 

differences (West et al, 1987) and the concept of ‘undoing gender’ which specifically 

challenges the differences in women and men as well as the notions of masculinities and 

femininities (Deutsch, 2007). Roth suggests that by “emphasizing gender differences, 

for example highlighting women’s nurturing role or experience as mothers, while 

integrating women into leadership positions, represents a form of ‘redoing’ gender 

(Roth, 2015, p. 112) . Both the humanitarian sector and humanitarian organisations are 

gendered because leadership roles are predominantly held by men, and male and female 

dominated gendered role divisions still exist (ibid, p. 126). However, due to the 

increased presence of female leaders, Roth suggests that the humanitarian sector “offers 

opportunities to negotiate gender relations, stretching and bending gender” (ibid, p. 

126). As such, humanitarian organisations both perpetuate and challenge existing 

gendered social practices (ibid).      

 

The literature review and theoretical framework will be used as the foundation for this 

research, against which the empirical findings can either support or contradict the 

outlined theories, discussed in the analysis. The analysis is where the researcher 

interprets the empirical findings against the theoretical foundation of existing literature 
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and ideas, with the scope of hopefully being able to offer a different and varied 

interpretation of the research topic.  
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Chapter 6: Empirical Findings  

This chapter highlights the empirical findings in relation to the research question, and 

are divided into three categories, reflecting the three areas of research- identity, 

perception and challenges. Within these categories, themes are presented which were 

both significant and frequently highlighted by participants as stipulated by the thematic 

analysis.  

 

The majority of participants have been working in the humanitarian sector between 10-

25 years, with some over 25 years.  

 

Figure 6. Number of year’s participants have been working in the humanitarian 

sector  

 

Years  0-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 25 over  

Female   4 2 3 2 3 

Male    1 1 1  

 

6.1 Identity  

 

Pursuing careers and leadership positions in the humanitarian sector appear to be far 

from a linear progression and are not always thought through. Possibilities frequently 

arise if you are at the right place at the right time and advancements can easily happen, 

regardless if you are a man or a woman. When asked how participants had obtained the 
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leadership positions they were in, it became evident it was more by chance than a well –

planned career path.  

 

“In my career it wasn’t that I had a great plan but it was more jumping into situations 

you felt confident enough to do and that somebody else thought you could do the job as 

well”.(#11) 

 

“By chance and talent” (#08) 

 

Working in field missions has inevitably led to advancements in leadership positions. 

All interviewees from MSF had at one stage in their career worked in various field 

positions for an extensive period. It appears impossible to advance career wise in MSF 

without this field experience. It gives credibility and legitimacy that is required and 

expected of leaders
24

. If successful in the field, advancements into coordination roles 

was rapid.   

 

“I started as a field worker in a tough and difficult project that had many security 

incidents. I performed very well and the organization spotted this and as a result, 

immediately gave me more responsibility.” (#01)  

 

“The advancements led very quickly actually because of the nature of the work. 

Foreigners who work abroad find themselves in coordinator positions very quickly.” 

(#02)  

 

                                                        
24 Even though it is not the intention to differentiate between MSF and ECHO in the findings, the 

researcher believes it is important to highlight that working in the field is the only way to gain credibility 

as a humanitarian worker in MSF. Without this experience it is almost impossible to advance into 

leadership positions.  
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Findings indicate that there are no barriers for women entering the humanitarian sector. 

In fact, it appears to be the opposite. Certain women felt they had been actively 

encouraged to seek and apply for positions at entry-level and within their first years of 

working in the sector even though they did not feel confident or ready to assume those 

responsibilities.  

 

“No, quite the opposite, I felt that I was pushed up faster than I wanted to. I have never 

felt an obstacle to having or assuming responsibility but have felt quite the contrary. I 

have been given responsibility even before I wanted it.” (#13)  

 

“If anything there have never been obstacles but rather encouragement. I would say the 

obstacle is self-regulated in terms of not wanting to do something that I wasn’t quite 

ready for.” (#11) 

 

“Up to this point no because I have had a rather smooth career, and so far it has been an 

easy ride… but I realize that in the next level of leadership there would be a number of 

obstacles one would have to overcome. It’s a question of how you present and pitch that 

are enormously important.” (#14)   

 

6.1.1 Feelings of being in a leadership position  

 

Female participants were asked how they felt when holding various leadership 

positions. Responses varied but were generally positive, of feeling confident in their 

roles but also at times overwhelmed. Having field experience appeared to compensate 

and hold much weight for lack of managerial experience. As long as candidates had 

field experience they were encouraged to progress into leadership positions.  

 

“No matter how much you work, it is not enough and I think the roles [in humanitarian 

work] requires a large amount of competencies. It’s hard to be on top of everything…it 

was a position that required my full attention, 500% of my energy, so I felt exclusively 

dedicated to that.” (#13) 
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“With my field experience I felt that I was trustworthy and you know what you are 

talking about and that will take you a long way…I felt comfortable doing what I was 

doing. It also meant that I didn’t have to look at myself and ask am I doing the right 

thing. I could spend my energy on doing things rather than spending energy of thinking 

what should I be doing?” (#06) 

 

“I think my main motivation has always been related to what I think I can 

contribute…feeling that contribution linked to where I’m best used and where I have 

developed skills and knowledge.” (#11) 

 

6.1.2 Balancing career and family life  

 

Family life was undeniably identified as an obstacles and barrier that women have to 

juggle and at times compromise their career for but views on this topic differed. Some 

viewed having a family as a main obstacle and hindrance for achieving leadership 

positions whilst other viewed it as a normal process that creates logistical challenges but 

not something that hinders women from achieving leadership positions.  

 

“The nature of the work in terms of family situations is probably easier for men than it 

is for women…the age of managers in the field is also increasing…to above 40 years 

old, so it’s very difficult to find women who have children leaving for this kind of 

context. Usually women accepting to go into these contexts are single. It’s probably also 

easier for men to leave their family and children behind and go for an assignment than it 

is for women.” (#03) 

 

“Women who are mothers or are child bearing may have different priorities and this is 

not always accommodated for at the leadership level within organizations.” (#08) 

 

“There are always difficulties, but I was always able to overcome them. In order to 

advance and to make it work, I never faced a barrier because I am a woman. The 

difficulties in terms of organization and facilitating for this to happen is having a 

family.” (#01) 
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According to one participant it becomes a compromise for organisations when women 

enter into childbearing ages.  

 

“My perception is that it’s still a compromise [for the organisations] but deep down we 

wish it wasn’t…it’s still a big inconvenience to have somebody who is pregnant.” (#13)  

 

The same participant also mentioned that it is not only a compromise for humanitarian 

organisations but it is also a universal dilemma that women face in this sector.  

 

“My feeling is that as we reclaim motherhood the dilemma gets bigger for us because if 

you really want to be a mother then it’s also hard to be a humanitarian. That is a 

dilemma that women carry with them and it’s particularly acute in the humanitarian 

system.” (#13)  

 

6.2 Perception   

 

6.2.1 Perception of female leaders  

 

The question of how female leaders are viewed and perceived raised many conflicting 

views. The opinions ranged from believing women have lower ambitions in becoming 

leaders, have a tougher time being accepted as legitimate leaders in certain contexts, 

especially in highly insecure areas and some Muslim contexts, to stating that women 

need to assume more responsibility, be more courageous and claim more space. Many 

thought women are self-regulating in terms of not believing they are ready to assume 

leadership roles, and consequently not applying or putting themselves forward for those 

roles. Regardless of this, the overarching sentiment of both male and female participants 

is that female leaders are highly regarded, respected and valued for their contributions. 

These views are reflected below.  
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“There are absolutely wonderful female Head of Mission (HoM) and Project 

Coordinator (PC,) absolutely amazing women so I don’t think there is huge barrier in 

those terms.” (#04)   

 

“I think in certain societies it is tougher for women, like in Muslim societies. I think in 

those contexts it is tougher for female managers to be legitimately accepted.” (#03) 

 

“There is also another aspect, the level of ambition…in general men are more interested 

in accessing leadership and managers than woman are.” (#18)  

 

“The women that I know who are in leading positions are very much women. It’s also 

about leadership and management styles. Women are developing these leadership styles 

in the same way as men are developing them. I also know women who have 

strategically adopted their behaviour to deal with men but I don’t think they would 

compromise on being a woman because their identity as a woman is very important for 

them as leaders.” (#18) 

 

6.2.2 What are the other barriers?  

 

Once women have surpassed the entry- level and mid-management positions and are 

part of the ‘system’, findings vary of whether participants believe there are any barriers 

in attaining top leadership positions. What became evident is that few believe that 

gender is an obstacle in advancing to leadership positions. A selection of responses are 

presented to represent the varied answers from participants that do not necessarily 

reflect a theme. These include external aspects that are indirectly related to the barriers 

such as security concerns in field locations, culture, women not assuming responsibility 

and women choosing familial duties over career.  

 

“I don’t think there were obstacles in terms of being a woman. I think operational 

experience makes up for a lot of things. I think it’s more about how you feel about 
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yourself, how you view yourself, do you feel at ease talking in public and how you feel 

being a manager of bigger teams.” (#05) 

 

“I would say there is only resistance [to female leadership] in situations of security 

contexts but it’s very rare.” (#02) 

 

“I also think it’s a problem with women overall who are not willing to take the 

responsibility. There is no blockade or barrier for women to take responsibility. A lot of 

women walk away from the responsibility. Women are modest and could do a lot more 

and there is enough space for women to take this opportunity…I think women have to 

take the space that is there for them but very few women do and I’m quite disappointed 

in this.” (#01)  

 

 “I don’t think there are barriers. The barriers are external and linked to the context, 

such as cultural barriers in the context we work in…that are not related to the 

philosophy or policies of the organisation.” (#03) 

 

“ I don’t think there is resistance [to females advancing] it’s rather a matter of 

timing…by the time that people are ripe for leadership positions, if women have made 

the decision to have children then it becomes more complicated…and that shows in the 

high executive levels…they are all men and I don’t think that is a coincidence.” (#13) 

 

One respondent of non-Western origin specifically stated that she felt that there were 

clear obstacles in humanitarian work because she is a woman.  

 

“I find the humanitarian world and my experience of working with organisations quite 

testosterone driven. If you’re not a strong, pushy, clear, articulate confident women you 

have less of a chance.” (#09) 

 

When asked whether she felt this was the case at all times or only in specific situations 

or contexts, she replied:  
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“I would say yes in general, especially in HQ and especially if you would like to have 

more strategic positions.” (#09) 

 

This is similarly reflected in this participants view:  

 

“I would say that people use the fact that you are a woman in their arguments but they 

don’t disagree or oppose because you are a woman. Once they disagree they will make 

sure that you are not able to reach or attain what you want to achieve and will use this 

against you but they will never say it openly. However this is a question of 

networks…some people don’t like the management style of women.” (#05) 

 

Some participants mentioned that it is advantageous to be a female if aspiring to be in 

leadership positions even though the selection pool is still predominantly male.  

 

“I could even say that today there is probably a positive discrimination towards women. 

When applying for a managerial position it is an advantage to be a woman.” (#03) 

 

“There is a positive bias towards competent women in the years and decades to come, 

so being a woman is not an obstacle. But it is still true that due to the restrictions on 

career and family life you have a smaller pool of competent women to choose from than 

men and that makes it difficult to defend to push for women on every occasion for 

promotions.” (#14) 

 

6.2.3 Becoming credible and legitimate leaders  

 

Simply being a leader does not imply that you are a credible or legitimate leader. 

Gaining this credibility and legitimacy as a leader can be seen as a barrier for women in 

achieving leadership positions.   

 

 “MSF is a very operational macho culture. Operations always comes first and as it 

should, and I hope it will continue to do so…however, on the operations level it is quite 
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male dominated and if you don’t have that street credibility it’s difficult for you to be 

considered and be a legitimate interlocutor with field issues.” (#04)  

 

“People are willing to take and accept a lot especially if you have field experience that 

buys you the credibility because you have the same language as the other people.” (#05) 

 

“In humanitarian aid you have to deal with security issues. If you want to be a leader 

with responsibilities and have credibility, for me credibility is to go to the field and be 

in these areas and not only asking people to go there which will probably be a deterrent 

for women who will say ‘I can’t because I have a child’…so that’s not a barrier in 

relation to gender but it’s what the position requires.” (#17) 

 

Women are respected because of their skills, knowledge and contribution to the 

humanitarian sector.  

 

“You are respected on your ability to be consistent in your added value. I think that 

because there is a strong representation of males in the operations line, it’s worth 

looking at the profile of those males and how they interact with each other. It has been 

mentioned anecdotally that there is a bit of a boy’s network that goes on. To penetrate 

that as a woman you need to be a certain type of woman, perceived as quite strong- 

having the attributes of being able to take on the banter. Very male characterisations of 

behaving to fit in.” (#11)  

 

One respondent mentioned that the cultural identity and background of humanitarian 

organisations plays a role in whether women become accepted as leaders. 

 

“What I do see is a difference in culture between the Swedish and the French…in 

France you will find that it will be harder to be an accepted leader as a woman than I 

suppose it would be in Scandinavia.” (#02)  

 

“Culturally we are marked. It is easier for men to claim a right to something. Women 

are still today in 2015 put in a position where they feel they have to justify before they 

claim themselves in a leader role. I get caught in situations where I have to explain and 

justify more than necessary for something that I want, to my superiors. Males are better 
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at presenting themselves and putting themselves forward and have less problems in 

believing in the right to claim. I also feel that women have more doubts or question 

themselves than men do?” (#16) 

 

The pressure to uphold credibility in leadership positions also applies to men. One 

participant described how a highly respected and esteemed male director informed that 

he was going to work one day/week at home when becoming a father because he 

wanted to spend time with his family. This decision was not appreciated and accepted 

by members of the office and his team, resulting in lowered respect for this director. 

The interviewee stated:  

 

“For a man it was not perceived as an appropriate decision to take. He might have even 

been more critically regarded because it was a man who had taken such a decision, 

instead of a woman taking such a decision.” (# 08) 

 

6.2.4 Adopting different leadership characteristics 

 

Changing behaviour and adapting various leadership styles appears to be relatively 

common, especially women. Such characteristics are often aggressive, firm and 

somewhat ‘macho’ leadership characteristics. These behavioural changes are often a 

result of mimicking, i.e. watching and doing in order to be valued and respected as 

leaders. Changing leadership characteristics can also be seen as a barrier for women.  

 

“People learn by mimicking what they see around them. You adopt a certain style of 

communicating, debating, style of action, meetings etc. People are influenced by what 

they see and adapt accordingly, which means that you adopt certain characteristics 

either unconsciously or because that’s the way things are done and what you have lived 

through.” (#05) 
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“I think there is an expectation that you conform to certain behaviours as a leader. You 

are strong, decisive and always available. You could say those expectations are fairly 

masculine and that female leaders have to conform in order to be able to assume their 

responsibility.” (#08) 

  

 “There are females who have adopted a very male leadership style in the Commission 

because they have assumed that this is the better way to get on with things. Maybe it is, 

but it’s automatically a way that has developed because it is seen as more professional, 

as being good, effective and pushy and it is also what you see men doing and they are 

advancing. The majority of women that I see around me have many doubts and 

compensate this with extra hard work, working longer hours, making sure they have all 

the details and read every paper etc.… the women that I see around me in management 

tend to work more than the men do.” (#14)  

 

“There are going to be cases where certain people will need to be harsher than the 

harshest male. I don’t think they would recognize that they are overcompensating but 

there is probably an element of truth in that…but it’s very rare that people talk about 

gender issues.” (#04) 

 

When asked why gender is not openly talked about, this was the response: 

  

“I think it’s generally how humanitarian work is considered, the fact that we still talk 

about humanitarian cowboys. Many of the terms still used for excellence in the field, 

whether its cowboy, decisiveness, going in and doing the job and getting out, making 

tough decisions, hiring/firing or yelling at people to get things done etc. There is quite a 

bit of machismo and it’s inherently gendered in the behaviour on the culture of 

leadership in the organisation.” (#04)  

 

“I don’t think it’s about perception- if somebody doesn’t have an element of masculine 

leadership they will not be leaders.” (#13) 

 

However, whether adopting different leadership characteristics leads to more respect 

and value is contested.  
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“If women are straightforward and tell people how it is, this is less accepted than if a 

man would do that. I therefore think that female colleagues are appreciated (myself 

included) for our knowledge and experience…also because we do things differently… 

more open and softer, but in the end we still take the same decisions but it is done in a 

more open manner.” (#05) 

 

One interviewee mentioned that only certain ‘girls’ or ‘women’ play on their feminine 

attributes and work it in their favour.  

 

“Women are perceived as more emotional and I have seen them work it to their 

advantage- either jokingly or referring to their family life or their children in key 

meetings. They bring up other aspects that are related to motherhood, sexuality, 

‘femaleness’ and femininity and the smart ones play this.” (# 09) 

 

In order to be able to ‘play’ such cards the female in question has already been accepted 

as credible leader- valued and respected for her knowledge and expertise. Once such 

women exhibit the traditional feminine behaviour it is perceived as cute.  

 

“If it’s a woman who is already respected such as a director or somebody who has a 

voice and a seat at the table, this kind of display of femininity will be considered a cute 

quirk- whether she suddenly talks about her children, bursts into tears or comes wearing 

a mini skirt. But if it’s a woman who is unknown or has yet to make herself present in 

all senses- then this may not be perceived very positively. I feel that women who have 

established more space for themselves get to play that card.” (#09) 

 

6.2.5 Gendered Division of Roles? 

 

One interviewee described the positions in the humanitarian sector as a pyramid where 

the majority of positions held by women are either at entry-level, field positions or 

working in headquarters but the higher up the ‘ladder’, fewer females are represented. 
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Women also tend to hold technical positions whilst men hold operational or logistical 

posts. This can also be viewed as a barrier.  

 

“We have a huge female proportion of field workers as well as females working in 

different positions in headquarters but this proportion is not the same in director posts.” 

(#05) 

 

Within MSF the division of roles tends to be between the technical side and operational 

side. Operations is referred to as ‘the men’s club/network’ and is dominated by 

European (Franco –phonic) white males who wear the ‘big boots’.  

 

“The operational portfolio of MSF has changed and is under the current direction of 

inclusion of conflict and highly insecure contexts. This means that people with 

backgrounds in security and logistics and are men, are seen as more…they have more 

experience in this area and are therefore seen as more adapted to take on these 

leadership positions to further push this tendency and trend.” (#05) 

 

“I think there are certain roles that are more attractive for women than for men, but it 

seems to be the reverse in the humanitarian sector because the science aspect which is 

more medical is feminine whereas the operational, which is less scientific and more 

pragmatic, practical, strategic and security related is more male dominated.” (# 11) 

 

6.2.6 “The boy’s network” 

 

One of the main barriers that prevent women from achieving leadership positions is the 

so- called ‘network’ and the dynamics and interactions of how the network of leaders 

operate at the top levels of an organisation. More specifically – how people are 

encouraged to apply and selected for certain positions. The network is described as 

holding all power and being predominantly male dominated. Of the 17 participants who 
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were interviewed 13 spontaneously mentioned, without being asked, the ‘boy’s 

network’.   

 

“It’s mostly a group of men at the top executive levels and more women are coming up 

but as a result men still have an influence on who is joining the executive levels.” (#18) 

 

“The Commission is still pretty shovanistic, that’s probably too harsh but there is a lot 

of old style, more traditional all-boys network feeling going on.” (#14)  

 

“The network is a vicious cycle because if you are not able to be placed in certain 

missions or contexts where you can show that you are capable of ‘doing it’ and 

performing well, then they [the leadership] will never see your potential. They will not 

include you in their choices or selection process. Everybody knows that certain 

positions are practically pre-defined and pre-selected.” (#05) 

 

“It is the typical action- a bit of loud speak, rolling the muscles- saying we can do this. 

The way people talk is very macho. The style that is adopted is similar to the military 

style but I still associate it more with macho and authoritarian behaviour…but this 

behaviour can also be conducted by women.” (#05) 

 

“I think the culture in organizations is quite male orientated and rewards a certain 

‘blokey’ culture- its jokes and comments and things. So the internal culture demands 

that you are quite strong and robust.” (#10)  

 

“It is a specific group, just like you have in the business world, the old boy’s network.  

It’s also a generational thing that the group of people are moving upwards where they 

help each other when there are post openings.” (#05) 

 

“You go to a lot of scary places and have to sit with opposition groups, pretending to 

decoy and understand countries and contexts that are very complicated and you need to 

fill strong boots and unfortunately not strong heels- you fill massive boots. As a result it 

breeds a culture of testosterone, hetero-normative male domination.” (#09)  

 



 

59 
 

It is of course possible for women to enter into this ‘boy’s network’ but as interviewees 

have stated they are limited and specific for certain type of ‘lucky’ or ‘special’ women 

who at times have to overcompensate.  

 

“You have a lot of women who have worked in the highly insecure contexts also but 

sometimes it’s the style of thing that is very…the club is much more…you can’t get in 

and it’s really a male dominated type of making the jokes, being together, being the 

roosters and trying….and as a woman its extremely difficult to get in, you can do it if 

there is more of you because then you change the dynamic of the group but if you are 

alone it is very difficult and almost impossible and it can be in social events, dinner 

afterwards.” (#06) 

 

“When you have a group who all have the same background, speak the same language, 

have the same jokes and the same war stories…when women find themselves in a 

position that they haven’t been part of, or part of that group, then it can be very difficult 

for them. As a result, sometimes women have to be even more.” (#04)  

 

“I find it quite male centred, I would really describe it as a boys club with some special 

access to special girls. Special girls who are allowed in and are ‘pushier’ and stronger. 

Feminine males or males who have a different discourse are prone to facing obstacles as 

some women because it’s really a macho culture.” (#09) 

 

Even though it is possible for a few selected individual women to enter into this 

network, the strong boys network is still very dominant and a reality of organisations in 

the humanitarian sector.  

 

“Either you try to make those jokes but you will always be looked upon as a woman 

saying that. ‘That’s really gross’ but if it came from a man then it would be acceptable. I 

have been in that environment so many times… either you try to buy it and try to be 

part of the gang of men but you will never be fully there, or you just give up…but that 

type of club is there and its real.” (#06)  
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The expected macho behaviour of men does not only impact women. It can also impact 

men and how they are viewed and accepted as leaders. One respondent described how 

her male colleague who was a manger in a project did not lead or exhibit with the 

traditional male macho behaviour. The man was told that his team “would walk all over 

him”. The participant stated:  

 

“In this scenario he was almost described and sympathized in feminine terms. I’m sure 

this guy, the next project he goes to he will try to have a different attitude because he 

was overly nice and accommodating…and he is struggling now in his mission.” (#09) 

 

6.2.7 The playground of the field   

 

For the MSF interviewees there was a considerable difference of how female leaders are 

viewed in the field compared to headquarters. One respondent mentioned that when 

international staff, specifically referring to women, go on field missions, the playing 

field between men and women equals out because neither are accompanied by their 

respective families.  

 

“I think women, and here we are talking about international staff, when they are in the 

field they generally tend to be without family and children and in that sense it levels the 

playing field between men and women because neither have family in the field so the 

personal life doesn’t impact as much.” (#08) 

 

For ECHO, the equivalent of being posted to field missions is the European Head of 

Delegations which are skewed and favourable towards men. Postings depend heavily on 

the status of women and whether they are married and have children.  

 

“The ability to post in difficult conflict situations depends on family situations for 

women and less so for men. There are still a lot of women who are prepared to follow in 
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family postings and I honestly don’t think it’s true the other way around. I don’t see 

men who are willing to give up what they are doing, especially post after post.” (#15) 

 

6.2.8 Genderless women?  

 

The perception of equality was not a predominant response. A more common response 

of how female leaders are perceived in the field, in non-western contexts is very 

contextual, where culture plays a significant importance. One interviewee recalls a 

situation whilst conducting research on cultural perceptions in the Democratic Republic 

of Congo (DRC). Female respondents in the DRC study stated that in certain parts of 

DRC women were considered little more than an animal. To which the researcher 

shockingly replied, “do you realize that you are talking to a woman?” The response to 

this question was “yes but you are white and you don’t count”. The interviewee 

concluded that  

 

“In that case me being a woman was not perceived. I was genderless to them because I 

was the boss.” (#13) 

 

It has also been mentioned that in some contexts if local women would have the same 

leadership role, it would not be accepted or have the same effect as if a western white 

woman holds the same leadership position.  

 

“Sometimes you [women] are seen as an ‘it’ because it is not possible for women 

locally to have that position but in order to deal with this, we will just see you as a non-

gendered person because then it works.” (#06)  

 

 The reason for stating that it works to view female leaders as genderless is because: 
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“People have to deal with you… they can’t not talk to you so you sort of manage 

because you have the money and the organisation behind you which is what they want.” 

(# 06) 

 

“With local staff it was indeed very strange in many countries to have a female director 

of a hospital, or leading the emergency team. You have to work at being credible and 

people will forget that you are a woman.” (#17) 

  

 6.3 Challenges 

 

Various aspects of the barriers were discussed and answered in the questions relating to 

identity and perception sections explored above. However when asked the question 

directly, of whether participants perceive that there are any barriers for female leaders, 

10 participants said that there are barriers and 7 said that there are no barriers. This lead 

to the question of whether participants believe anything needs to change in the 

humanitarian sector in order to facilitate the advancement of females into leadership 

positions? Below are the main findings of what participants expressed could change in 

order to facilitate the advancement of women in humanitarian organisations.  

 

6.3.1 Women need to take more responsibility and space  

A frequent reply was that women themselves need to assume more responsibility and 

leadership roles. As one interviewee stated 

  

“I would push a lot of the responsibility back on the women themselves that they have 

to do it and not complain that it is complicated. Motherhood and parenting is 

complicated and I realize that not a lot of people will take their children to the field but 

it is absolutely possible.” (#01) 

 

Equally expressed from this interviewee:  
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“I believe that we also have to make ourselves leaders. Why does it always have to be 

somebody else who facilitates me becoming a leader when I should do it myself? I 

never had any obstacles even though I have had 2 children and that’s quite unusual in 

this profession…I believe that people have to build up their own professions and don’t 

sit and wait for them.” (#02) 

 

“I think there are plenty of women who could be absolutely excellent in any leadership 

position in the organisation but it’s not about competency, it’s about self-selecting. It 

might not be what you want to do with your life and you may choose to take a less 

responsible position that is still as satisfying for you because you don’t want to give up 

whatever else in your life that you have going on or put your energies into something 

else.” (#04). 

 

“The problem is that a lot of the competent women who would be great leaders are not 

stepping up to the positions because they feel the sacrifice would be too big.” (#14) 

 

6.3.2 Expectations and excessive workload 

 

The working culture of expectations and excessive workload of leadership roles was a 

common concern expressed by the majority of interviewees. The heavy workload of 

being committed and available 24/7 to your job and the inevitable expectations 

engrained in such a role. Findings indicate that the expectations placed on men and 

women in leadership levels are more damaging to women than they are to men.   

 

“If the expectation is that you’re commitment translates into being continuously 

available 24 hours per day and you are a mother who wants to take care of your 

children, you don’t want to come home late every evening. So it has a different impact 

on women than it does men.” (#08)  
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“The working environment of humanitarian work has developed in a way that is not 

very sustainable. This constant presence and availability is an enormous problem…men 

tend to accept it and get on with it and even thrive on it to a certain degree as opposed to 

women. We have to start questioning our working environment and I think that will be 

the turning point where we will see more women in leadership positions but until then 

we might promote 40% women into leadership but I’m not sure that these are the most 

competent.”(#14)  

 

One participant consciously stepped down from a top leadership position because the 

availability, commitment, time demands and excessive travel required for the position 

kept her away from her younger children and familial duties, which she did not want.  

 

“I love what I do but I didn’t want to be the person who was always going away…I 

think it’s a typical women thing, feeling the responsibility of if I take this position then I 

have to take it very seriously and do my best and I can’t combine the two [family 

responsibility] so I resigned.” (#06)   

 

The excessive workload and expectations have a direct impact on motherhood and 

familial responsibilities, which appears to always remain a dilemma and requires 

compromises for women aspiring to leadership positions.  

 

“I honestly think that this is a dilemma that has no easy answer and there will have to be 

compromises. Either women will struggle to have both [career and family] or they will 

make a choice of one or the other and feel like they have left out half their being.” (#13)  

 

6.3.3 Job Profiles & Hiring Practices  

 

The job profiles of directorate positions are perceived as unrealistic for women to 

uphold. Not because women are not capable of excelling in these positions, which there 

have been evidences of, but because the requirements and expectations demanded from 
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these positions impact women and men differently. The positions are specifically 

targeted at single men who do not have, or do not have to assume familial duties and 

responsibilities.  

 

“If you have positions that are only possible for single men who don’t care about the 

family, you need to have that type of mind-set to be able to cope with it [the role].” 

(#06) 

 

The current hiring procedures of organisations was also scrutinized  

 

“I find the hiring practices quite disturbing and shocking. The fact that people put their 

photographs on their resumes and have to mention how many children they have and 

whether they are married or not.” (#04) 

 

This participant mentioned that by already knowing a candidates marital status, age, 

gender, ethnicity etc. has grave consequences for women in particular. Pre-determined 

assumptions of the level of commitment and dedication to roles is established which 

results in women not being selected.  

 

6.3.4 Gender Policy and Quota?  

 

Participants ‘treaded carefully’ on the subject of gender quotas. Some alluded to the 

possibility of introducing more gender balanced policies in the recruitment processes.  

 

“I think there should be a policy but it’s difficult…but at least to have some sort of 

gender balance policy for management positions would be obvious.” (#06) 

 

“One of the risks that we face if we would like to have a balance in management 

positions would be to completely change the HR recruitment policy. If we consider the 
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family as a barrier then try to invest in this area to recruit women that don’t have 

children- but this could also be seen as a barrier. We could also recruit in the gay 

community but that could also bring some barriers. I don’t know, I’m not convinced it 

should be considered a priority.” (#03) 

 

In fact, some interviewees were decisively opposed to the introduction of a gender 

quota as a means of increasing female representation in leadership positions.  

 

“In general I think this is a difficult subject but I would be the first to say I don’t want a 

gender based political correctness discourse.” (#05) 

 

It was also deemed vital that gender quotas are not introduced because:  

“ It’s a discussion of opportunity, justice, fairness and perception and this is covered 

under a quota discussion that by placing two or three more women in leading positions 

will answer the question, this is not the case at all.” (#09) 

 

6.3.5 Sexism and Language    

 

The boy’s network was frequently mentioned as one of the main barriers to women’s 

advancement in leadership position but it was not mentioned as one of the dominant 

aspects that needs to change. One participant did mention sexism as part of the boy’s 

network.  

 

“I feel that in our sector we have a very high level of participation from women but I 

also believe we still have a lot of sexism in the sector and that we are not over it. We 

could definitely do with a less sexist culture but I don’t know how much that is blocking 

women from leadership positions.” (#10) 

 

Similarly, the language and vocabulary attributed to some humanitarian organisations 

should be encouraged to change.   
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“One is encouraging a change in culture when it comes to vocabulary. I see there is a lot 

of valorisation of male parts and strengths expressed literally in male sexual organs that 

is very alienating to females…how you chose those words and what you refer to when 

you call upon those words, whether its racist, sexist, homophobic. The way you chose 

your words reflects and animates an entire organisation.” (#09) 

 

Not only language, but the mindfulness and behaviour of workers towards people’s 

sexual orientation was mentioned as an improving point.  

 

“I think there needs to be a bit more retrospective on not only gender but also on 

minority groups. If you were to talk to lesbian or gay community- they have spoken to 

me about feeling discriminated against because of their sexuality. It would probably 

ensure that there is more respect for behaviour. If they were mindful of this it might 

change the way they behave.” (#11) 

 

6.3.6 The need to reinforce diversity  

 

Numerous participants expressed the lack of diversity within humanitarian organisations 

and the desire to have a fairer representation of diversity.  

 

“Gender is not part of the identity as a humanitarian actor or inside our social mission. 

Instead we need to operationalize the discussion, why we need diversity and why we 

need a better gender balance in certain cases?” (#18)  

 

“No I don’t think anything should change and it should not be considered a priority. If I 

had a chance I would like to reinforce diversity, to have more Africans/Muslims/people 

from the global South in management positions. This would have a bigger impact on 

our operations than focusing on gender” (#03) 
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“What matters in this field is to have diversity. Women contribute by bringing a 

different perspective to situations. Gender is one characteristic that is important but we 

also have to think about origin and culture.” (# 03) 

 

“Having one style of leadership is not good for an organisation. It is important to have 

competing and diverse styles of leadership as it leads to diversity in perspective and 

ideas. Given the predominance of one type of leadership style, I think it’s beneficial if 

there are changes to reflect different genders, cultures within the organisation.” (#08) 

 

The concept of diversity as inclusive of gender was discussed as opposed to simply 

gender because as one participant clearly stated:  

 

“If you raise the gender flag then people will turn their backs on you.” (#18) 
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Chapter 7: Analysis  

The analysis is divided into two parts. The first part analyses the findings in relation to 

the theoretical framework and the second part is a discussion of the ‘findings of the 

findings’, i.e. the unexpected findings that resulted from the research. These are equally 

as relevant in further understanding the possible barriers that women face in attaining 

leadership positions.  

 

7.1. Identity 

 

7.1.1 Glass Ceiling   

 

All female participants in this research study have ‘slipped’ through the glass ceiling 

concept and attained leadership positions. Even though they have slipped through the 

glass ceiling it does not imply that a glass ceiling is not present in the humanitarian 

sector. The research findings both concur and contradict the glass ceiling concept. 

Statistics suggest that indeed there is a glass ceiling for women to achieve leadership 

positions in the humanitarian sector, demonstrated by the low percentages of females in 

executive positions. However, women’s perception of whether barriers exist contradicts 

the glass ceiling concept, because despite the barriers explored in the findings, women 

from the research sample did not perceive that a glass ceiling exists, which they are 

proof of. They could be considered the ‘lucky’ ones but this does not concur with the 

perceptions of the female interviewees. Despite the challenges observed in the findings, 

the women from the research do generally feel respected and have experienced few 

barriers from an organizational perspective in achieving their leadership positions. It 

could be argued though that findings indicated a difference between the direct/ explicit 
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barriers and more indirect barriers such as culture, language and practical feasibility. 

The indirect barriers contribute equally as much as the direct and explicit ones, but are 

somehow not considered as barriers because they are external from the organizations in 

question and are not directly linked to being a woman.  

 

Advancements and promotions are common and happen at a quick rate when being 

given the opportunity to prove your skills, most often acquired through field work. 

Findings indicate it is possible for women to attain leadership positions in the 

humanitarian sector. It is important to note that there is a difference between exploring 

barriers and stating that there is a glass ceiling. The humanitarian sector challenges the 

glass ceiling concept because even though there are fewer women in executive 

leadership positions than men, women have been and continue to advance into top 

leadership positions. As Eagly and Carli (2007) suggest the barriers to women’s 

advancement are far more permeable than a rigid glass ceiling.  In the last decades there 

have been numerous advancements made, highlighted by the recent 2014 ALNAP study 

which indicates that 40% of leadership positions are now held by women in the 

humanitarian sector.  

 

7.1.2 Critical Mass  

 

Women from the research sample also made up more than the critical mass of 35% at 

entry-level positions but not in mid-management or executive levels. Within MSF 

women make up 51% of entry level pools and 59% of total staff in ECHO. Percentages 

significantly decrease though in both organisations at executive levels. By default the 

findings therefore contradict the critical mass concept, that despite the high numerical 

presence of women in entry level positions and mid-management levels within an 
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organization, it does not seem to influence or tilt the organizational culture for more 

women to reach executive positions. However, findings from this research also concur 

with the critical mass concept, because more and more women are present in leadership 

roles even though they are experiencing some barriers in attaining them. Findings do 

not indicate that the minority group are able to affect the culture of the organizations, 

rather the opposite. The boy’s network still dominates the organizational discourse and 

culture where women struggle to become credible leaders and feel they have to adopt 

masculine behaviours in order to assume their space and presence in leadership 

positions. The female participants are however able to form allies and build coalitions to 

influence decision-making levels as well as attracting more women to the humanitarian 

sector. It could be argued that the female participants do represent the women that 

encourage and inspire other female aid workers to attain leadership positions as 

suggested by the critical mass concept. Many participants stated that actively 

encouraging women to apply and put themselves forward for positions was necessary as 

was building confidence amongst female workers in order to advance and increase 

female representation at higher management levels. This is reflected in the participant’s 

views who expressed that in the beginning of their careers they were actively 

encouraged to apply for positions they did not believe they had gained relevant 

experiences for or were not ready to assume the responsibilities. As Ely (1995) argues, a 

critical mass of women in an organization is required in order for change to endure. 

Change in terms of female representation at management levels is taking place, 

however, whether a change in organizational culture is desired is questionable, or at 

least so from the research participants. Participants acknowledged the barriers of the 

boys network, balancing career and family life, becoming credible leaders, adopting 

different leadership characteristics, the division of roles and women being seen as 

genderless but did not overtly state that the organizational cultures need to change.   
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7.2 Perception  

 

7.2.1 Social Role Theory  

 

The perception of how female leaders are viewed offered varied insights but were 

generally positive. The majority of female participants felt respected, valued and were 

in general terms perceived as equals without the existence of any gender inequality or 

inconsistency in the congruity role between the characteristics of women and the 

requirements of a leader. As such, the findings contradict the social role congruity 

theory. Women can become successful leaders in executive positions and is at times 

encouraged. Similarly, female participants did not perceive that there is a prejudice 

based on the role congruity of social roles as findings indicate. There appears to be little 

difference between the gender roles that “encompasses the collection of both descriptive 

and injunctive expectations that are associated with women and men’s behaviour and 

the belief that each sex has typical behaviours or traits as indicated by the division of 

roles, where women hold predominantly technical positions (Eagly, 2002, p. 574).   

 

Even though findings from the majority of females do not concur with the Role 

Incongruity Theory of Prejudice toward Female Leaders (Eagly, 2002) this was not a 

unanimous sentiment. One participant mentioned that being a woman is a barrier in 

terms of achieving leadership positions. Others mentioned that if you are not a strong, 

pushy, confident and articulate woman, it is difficult to become leaders in executive 

positions. Findings therefore partially contradict the social role theory (ibid). If women 

do not exhibit the agentic qualities as expected in leaders, chances diminish of 

becoming leaders. Therefore if female leaders demonstrate more communal 

characteristics- affectionate, helpful, interpersonally sensitive, nurturing and gentle, a 



 

73 
 

prejudice can arise. The prejudice arises because perceiver’s judge women based on the 

expected social roles and the “inconsistency between the predominantly communal 

qualities that perceivers associate with women and the predominantly agentic qualities 

they believe are required to succeed as a leader” (Eagly, 2002, p. 575).  

 

The role congruity theory of prejudice towards females leaders is similarly reflected 

when female workers go on mission in certain field locations. The playing field evens 

out between men and women because neither have familial responsibilities awaiting 

them at home. Women are able to commit 24-7 to the job, as is expected of them. In this 

case female leadership might be viewed similarly to male leadership in the field by 

international staff but this is not always the case with locals. In fact, as some women 

stated, in some of the cultural contexts where humanitarian work is carried out, women 

can be viewed as genderless. This is one of the ways that local culture, beliefs and 

norms ‘deal’ with female leaders because it contradicts the descriptive norms of what 

women ought to do as females. This is similar to Eagly and Karu’s (2002) suggested 

Role Congruity Theory of Prejudice toward Female Leaders where women are exposed 

to two kinds of prejudice. In the case of women working in the field, they conform to 

the leader role by being able to commit to the expected job description but fall short in 

conforming to their traditional gender role because they are viewed as genderless. Once 

fulfilling the female leader role they simultaneously cease to be viewed as women, but 

instead become labelled as an ‘it’ or pertaining to no gender at all.  

 

The role incongruity does not only apply to the field but can also apply to women 

working in headquarters who try to exhibit and conform to the traditional gender role, 

but again fall short in conforming to the leader role. Whether they fall short in the leader 

role is in itself questionable. It might be a wider reflection of the fact that women are 
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not given the space or opportunity to fulfil both roles simultaneously or that there is an 

invisibility of gender inequalities (Dema, 2008). Regardless, prejudice arises no matter 

what.   

 

7.2.2 Invisibility of women  

 

One of the main ways of gaining credibility and legitimacy as leaders is to go to 

difficult field missions- war zones and highly insecure areas, acknowledged as 

predominantly male.  Entering into this tight knit group is challenging for women and 

the few who do enter, are perceived as exhibiting very ‘masculine’ behavioural traits. If 

women are not able to enter this space; frequently described as an issue for female 

participants, whether by individual choice, organizational decisions, or external 

circumstances, women become invisible to the top leadership tier. Women find 

themselves in a vicious circle unable to enter the playing field and thereby remain 

increasingly invisible. Dema (2008) attributes this invisibility of women to the existing 

gender inequalities that reflect the values, and internal and structural functioning of 

organizations. Candidates who are able, and given the opportunity to demonstrate their 

skills in highly insecure areas become visible and their chances of attaining leadership 

positions increase.  

 

The gendered divide in profession both contributes to the barriers preventing women 

from achieving leadership positions and the invisibility of women. Due to the fact that 

candidates with backgrounds in security and operations (who are predominantly male) 

have gained more experience in this area are therefore seen as more adapted to take on 

leadership positions. This creates a cycle and further perpetuates a trend of promoting 

and selecting specific individuals who are seen as more adapted and suitable for 
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leadership positions. This also relates to the ‘old boy’s network’ whereby you promote 

and bring in people that you know and have worked with in specific conflict and highly 

insecure areas. In return this reinforces the specific interests of those candidates with 

those profiles as well as reinforcing the interest of the organisational culture.  

 

Many of the women from the research sample have been given the space and 

opportunity to prove their worth and value in these contexts but it was clearly stated that 

such positions are considered a barrier for women because they are often reserved for 

men who select and appoint their male friends who have a long experience in war and 

conflict settings. From an organizational point of view it might appear that the 

opportunities between men and women are equal but this is not supported by the 

findings. This is reflected in Dema (2008) who claims that the discourse on 

organizational equality make gender issues invisible not because organisations deny or 

reject them, but simply because the relations and opportunities for men and women are 

not equal, which is supported by the findings from this research.  

 

The invisibility of gender inequality is not only present on a practical level but can also 

be seen on a theoretical level. Both male and female participants suggested that there is 

no gender inequality within the respective organizations, despite the low number of 

females in executive leadership levels and women needing to prove their credibility as 

discussed above. This indicates either a denial of the reality of the situation or a belief 

that opportunities between men and women in organisations are equal. According to 

participants the number of ‘lucky’ females who have attained leadership positions 

justifies the lack of discussions taking place around gender equality at executive 

leadership levels. The rhetoric of ‘if they can do, so can anybody else’ becomes an 
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accepted and popular discourse, which is understandable but does not imply that there is 

gender equality, no barriers, or that women are not invisible.  

 

7.2.3 The boy’s network  

 

Interestingly, all participants referred to the macho behaviour of men as a ‘boys club’ as 

opposed to calling it a ‘man’s club’. This could be interpreted as being indicative of 

how the boy’s club behaviour is perceived by humanitarian practitioners, particularly 

female aid workers. The behaviour is associated with how young boys behave as 

opposed to how men behave or ought to behave as stipulated by the injunctive 

characteristics of the social role theory (Eagly, 2002). This can be seen as reversal of 

roles in the Social Role Theory (ibid). Even though men exhibit the traditionally male 

agentic attributes of assertiveness, controlling, dominance, aggressiveness and 

confidence required and expected in a leader, the men in the boy’s network face 

prejudice. They are less respected because they are perceived as boys who fail to fulfil 

the traditional gender role of what is expected of a man. These behaviours might be 

expected in a leader but at the same time they are not expected of men. One of the 

participants mentioned that if men do not exhibit the agentic behaviours in humanitarian 

settings they are perceived as soft, described in feminine terms and perceived to be less 

capable in managing a team. Another example of this is the male director who became 

less respected due to his choice of staying home one day with his child and family. 

Again, this reflects the prejudice male leader’s face as a result of failing to uphold the 

characteristics of a leader role and to a large extent, also failing to conform to what is 

expected of male leaders. It could therefore be argued that men, just as women, face two 

kinds of prejudice in the humanitarian sector as described by the Role Congruity Theory 

of Prejudice toward Female Leaders (Eagly, 2002). By conforming to the requirements 
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of the leader role, men fail to fulfil the expected traditional gender role and on the other 

hand by conforming to their traditional gender role, they fail to fulfil the requirements 

of a leader role.  

 

7.2.4 Gendered Organisations  

 

Even though men face prejudice just as women do in terms of both the social role 

theory and the role congruity of prejudice toward leaders, the boy’s network is also 

indicative of how organisations are gendered and to what extent such behaviours and 

attitudes define an organizational culture (Acker, 1990; Ely, 2002; Gherardi, 1995 and 

Strati, 1992). The overwhelming majority of participants referred to the boy’s network 

as a concrete barrier for women achieving leadership positions. The prevalence of the 

boy’s network in humanitarian organisations can be associated to the social practices 

that define the structure of the daily life, both inside and outside the organization, which 

is inherently gendered because organisations have been created for and by men (Ely, 

2000). These social practices are formed based on the formal policies and procedures, 

patterns of work, narratives, rhetoric, language, symbolic expressions and the informal 

patterns of everyday social interaction within organisations (Acker, 1990). As a result of 

the boy’s network, women either have to conform to a typically male characterized style 

of leadership, be tougher and stronger than the average woman to endure the male 

‘banter’, jokes and ‘blokey’ culture, or simply accept not being part of the boy’s 

network and most likely have a lesser chance of attaining leadership positions. It is a 

vicious cycle because men in executive levels self-select those who ‘speak the same 

language’
25

, have the same rhetoric, symbolic expressions and have shared similar 

                                                        
25 Speaking the same language does not only relate to the linguistic skills of an individual but 

also the metaphorical sense of speaking the same language, i.e. sharing similar jokes, 

experiences, moments etc.  



 

78 
 

difficult experiences. It is a common understanding that both encourages and 

consolidates the male bond and trust. If women are rarely able to enter this influential 

sphere, it becomes extremely difficult for women to demonstrate their skills and 

expertise. As a result women are not included in the selection process of viable 

candidates- especially true if working in highly insecure areas. The boy’s network 

inevitably rewards a very male and ‘macho’ behaviour in terms of actions, comments, 

language and expressions which in turn forms part of the organizational culture 

(Gherardi, 1995 and Strati, 1992). As Strati states, the “symbols, beliefs and patterns of 

behaviour learned, produced and created by the people who devote their energies and 

labour to life of an organization” is what forms an organizational culture (Strati 1992 

cited in (Gherardi, 1995, p. 13). Because men dominate humanitarian organisations, 

also devote their energies and life to these organisations, their behaviour, beliefs and 

language is recreated and mimicked by those attempting to enter the influential male 

dominated sphere.  

 

In fact, when women try to adopt a similar macho behaviour to try and enter this sphere, 

and to gain respect from male leaders, it produces disadvantages due to the 

inconsistency between communal and agentic qualities of what is expected in women 

and a leader (Eagly, 2002). This is clearly demonstrated by how women struggle to 

become credible and legitimate leaders in a male dominated environment and women 

adopting different leadership characteristics. When women exhibit male stereotypical 

and agentic behaviours they violate the expected standards associated with communal 

qualities of female leaders and when exhibiting agentic behaviours they also lose 

respect from their male counterparts because they are not conforming to their social role 

of what is expected of women (ibid). As expressed by one of the participants, that if you 
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try to make the same jokes you will anyhow be looked upon as a woman, and as a 

woman it is not acceptable to express similar comments and jokes- so you give up.  

 

However, certain women can enter into the boy’s network but findings suggest that it is 

only reserved for a few ’lucky’ girls who have already gained the respect and credibility 

as leaders- predominantly through consistent added value, demonstrated strength, 

astuteness, and necessary skills. The ‘lucky women’ appear to be exempt from the 

prejudice of the role congruity theory toward female leaders, as the remainder of female 

leaders are exposed to. Once in ‘the club’ they are respected for their feminine qualities 

– the communal attributes and these attributes appear to be more encouraged (Eagly, 

2002).  

 

Findings suggest that the organizational culture of the boy’s network plays a large role 

in acting as a barrier for women in attaining leadership positions and is also a challenge 

due to the role incongruity of what is expected of them both as women and leaders.  

Despite the findings, few participants appeared to want to change the existing make- up 

of the organisations. The majority did not attribute the barriers to the organizations but 

claimed it was due to external reasons such as culture and context, or self- regulating 

which is similarly reflected in the section exploring what should change in humanitarian 

organisations.   

 

7.3 Challenges 

 

It could be argued that the challenges that participants raised that could/require change 

such as the job profiles, expectations, sexism, language, vocabulary and diversity are all 
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representative of the boy’s network and organizational culture of the humanitarian 

organizations. Collectively, these issues represent the barriers that women face in 

attaining leadership positions, which are masked as separate or individual issues not 

attributable to the social practices (Acker, 1990) or organizational culture (Gherardi, 

1995). This is a representation of organizations being gendered which has been created 

by and for men (Ely, 2000). The challenges that participants highlighted are a mirror 

reflection of social practices- formal policies and procedures, informal work practices, 

norms and patterns of work, narratives, language, symbolic expressions as well as the 

informal patterns of everyday of the social interaction as described by (Acker, 1990). 

These social practices prevail, and because they prevail, organizations become 

inherently gendered, favouring men. Even though some of the participants explicitly 

stated that being a woman was not a barrier in attaining leadership positions, 

organizations did not block or inhibit women from advancing, and there was no 

difference between men and women in terms of equal opportunity, the identified aspects 

that require change do not reflect these statements. This is highlighted by (Ely, 2000) 

who argue that social practices have become so deeply embedded in organizations that 

they appear to be gender neutral and simply become the norm of an organizational 

culture. Specifically, because these social practices are embedded and rooted in men’s 

lives and experiences, they tend to disadvantage women in very subtle and covert ways 

which can be difficult to identify once inside the organization.  

 

7.3.1 Redoing Gender  

 

Even though the humanitarian organizations in this research appear to be inherently 

gendered and favouring the social practices of men, these same gendered organizations 

offer the possibility to renegotiate traditional gender norms by ‘redoing’ gender as 



 

81 
 

suggested by Roth (2015). The factors allowing gender to be redone are the division of 

roles, females accessing leadership positions and the perception of gender equality in 

humanitarian organisations. Based on the perception of the female participants, the 

social role congruity theory does pose challenges and barriers but not sufficiently to 

hinder or deter women from attaining leadership positions. Women can access these 

leadership posts even though there is a risk of facing prejudice due to the incongruity 

between the expectations of the traditional gender role and the leader role.  

 

Findings also indicate that through the division of roles, the majority of women hold 

technical positions such as medical and logistical. This offers opportunities for women 

to engage in traditionally masculine behaviours and these positions can lead to 

directorate levels (Roth, 2015). The humanitarian sector therefore challenges the 

traditionally gendered roles of what is meant by feminine and masculine (ibid).  Even 

though the division of roles offers possibilities of redoing gender, it also perpetuates the 

gendered social roles and social practices. Technical positions are available and 

encouraged for women as are some of the positions in highly insecure areas but the 

majority of decision-making posts, are still dominated by men- operational, strategic 

and security related positions. These positions are reserved for men in the tight knit 

group who have shared the same war experiences, stories, etc. that often leads to 

directorate posts.  

 

The notion of women being genderless- as discussed above- also offers a possibility of 

redoing gender from a Western perspective. Some women believe that being a female 

leader in a different cultural context, could open more doors and provide favourable 

opportunities. This was however, always mentioned against the backdrop that your 

gender, i.e. being a woman could, in some situations, have a negative impact on the 
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local cultural context. Nonetheless, all female leaders in the research study have held 

various leadership positions in the field and have been actively encouraged to assume 

these leadership positions in different cultural contexts.  Working for an international 

organisation provided an overarching power that did not allow local counterparts to 

have an opinion or choice in whom their leaders are. Despite running the risk of going 

against the cultural norms of local contexts, being perceived as genderless and thereby 

disadvantaging the social role of women, women are repeatedly placed in these 

leadership roles. They can be perceived as genderless from a local perspective, and at 

times it could be disadvantageous to be female leader in such posts, but from a western 

perspective women hold power in such leadership posts and gender opportunities appear 

to be equal. This concurs with Roth’s (2015) findings that gender inequality was never 

mentioned as an issue amongst international expatriate staff but only in respect to local 

contexts, where culture and religion significantly impact the social relations of men and 

women and often disadvantaging women in respect to men. This could also be a 

reflection that gender issues within organisations are invisible due to the Western 

discourse on equality that assumes that men and women’s working relations are equal 

(Dema, 2008). The perception between the humanitarian organisations could very well 

assume that the working relations and social roles are equal between men and women. 

This does not hold true for local contexts where women can be perceived as genderless, 

face prejudice and be viewed less favourably. The humanitarian organisations in this 

research study therefore both perpetuate and challenge existing gendered social 

practices and social roles.  
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7.4 “Findings of the Findings”  

 

7.4.1 Gender Perception  

 

It became apparent when analysing and attempting to present the findings that the 

questions discussed in the interviews did not overtly but rather covertly reflect the 

research question. Only 2 questions were asked in direct relation to the research 

question- the barriers that women face. Interestingly, when questions were asked about 

the barriers, it did not yield much discussion. Answers were generally short and 

guarded, yielding a ‘no’ or ‘yes’ answer. Only a handful of participants actively 

engaged in the barrier discussions offering exceptionally interesting insights and deeper 

understanding of the explicit barriers that women face. It is important to note that 

without having explored the leadership questions, the barriers would not have surfaced. 

Understanding the barriers was only possible by discussing how leadership is perceived 

and viewed
26

.  

 

After conducting several interviews it became apparent that the term gender was 

negatively perceived and in some cases not welcomed or embraced because it is not 

perceived as relevant to operational needs and objectives. However, how gender was 

defined and understood was not mentioned or discussed. It appeared that gender was 

synonymous with women as opposed to a broader and holistic definition of gender.  

Consequently, gender is not openly talked about and neither raised as a topic worth 

discussing. Perhaps, specifically because gender is only associated with women and 

girls.  The fact that gender and the possibility of gender inequalities are not debated 

                                                        
26 If the researcher had only explicitly asked questions about barriers this research would not have been 

possible.  
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should ring alarm bells and is in itself problematic. When the gender topic is brought 

forward, it is either framed in such a way that the debate cannot move forward, or 

within a quota discussion- which participants are opposed to. 

 

Equally indicative of how gender is perceived in the humanitarian sector is that 

analysing gender and looking into gender- disaggregated data of organisations does not 

appear to be a priority or an area worth investing in. 

 

7.4.2 Ambiguity of answers  

 

Participants who suggested and believe that there are no barriers for women achieving 

leadership positions, did not acknowledge the challenges they had previously mentioned 

throughout the interview as barriers. Even though various aspects of the barriers had 

been discussed throughout the interview, it was still important to ask the question 

directly. When asked, several respondents answered no, contradicting their views and 

statements whilst some answers shifted with ambiguity. Perhaps in fear of disclosing 

the truth, or attempting to protect the humanitarian organization, or themselves from 

being perceived as victims of gender discrimination. It appears that if aspects were not 

seen as directly and explicitly contributing to the barriers, participants would not 

acknowledge them as barriers. This posed challenging when interpreting and analysing 

the empirical findings.  

 

It is important to highlight that both men and women were equally as ambiguous when 

attempting to obtain a yes or no answer. This reflection is indicative of how sensitive 

the gender topic is within the humanitarian sector. There is large resistance towards 

engaging in this discussion because it is not seen as relevant for operational 
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effectiveness. Equally, there is a belief that has turned into a predominant discourse, 

that there is no gender inequality in humanitarian organizations.  

 

7.4.3 The need for diversity 

 

It is not surprising that research participants reflect the heterogeneous landscape of the 

humanitarian arena- white European or North American, who all share similar cultural 

and religious backgrounds (Roth, 2015). Ironically though, large emphasis was placed 

on highlighting the importance and desire to have greater diversity in terms of 

nationality, ethnicity and religious representation. This was perceived as more important 

than exploring the gender debate. In fact, gender is not considered as an important 

factor in contributing to the overall effectiveness or identity of humanitarian 

organisations. The topic of diversity was frequently mentioned as a better approach to 

frame the debate, where gender is associated and falls under the umbrella of diversity in 

terms of culture, religion and ethnicity. It appears far more important to have a greater 

diversity within organisations as opposed to a gender balance or gender equality. It 

could be argued that diversity positively contributes to the outward identity and 

organizational culture of international humanitarian organisations and gender does not. 

As is explicitly stated from one participant, revealing how gender is perceived in 

humanitarian organisations: 

 

 “If you raise the gender flag people will turn their backs on you.”(#18) 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion  

There is a large percentage of female representation in the humanitarian sector and 

women from the research sample have slipped through the glass ceiling and make up 

more than 35% of the critical mass at entry-level positions, but not at top leadership 

levels. Nonetheless, women are increasingly advancing into leadership positions as 

indicated by NOHA, MSF and ECHO. To answer the research question of how women 

and men perceive potential barriers to women achieving leadership positions is complex 

and can appear contradicting. The empirical findings and discussion highlight the 

diversity and ambiguity of the views. Ten participants answered that there are barriers 

for women achieving leadership positions, whilst 7 replied that there are no barriers. 

Various barriers were discussed in detail by all participants but if aspects were not seen 

as directly or explicitly contributing to the barriers such as job profiles/ hiring practices, 

the boy’s network or explicit barriers in terms of being a woman, participants would not 

refer to these as barriers. Similarly, the indirect barriers such as culture, language and 

practical feasibility were not attributable to concrete barriers that women face, even 

though they are contributing to the barriers. This contradicting discourse was common, 

challenging how the topic is perceived. According to the findings though, there are a 

variety of barriers that women face under each categories.  

 

8.1 Identity  

 

The greatest obstacle under the identity category is balancing career and family life. 

This was frequently mentioned as an obstacle and a dilemma that women continue to 

face. Having a family life compromises women’s careers and becomes a compromise 

for both the woman and organisations.   
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8.2 Perception  

 

This category introduced a variety of views of barriers that women face, including the 

challenges in becoming credible leaders, adopting different leadership characteristics, 

the gendered division of roles, the boy’s network and women perceived as genderless. 

The majority of these emerging themes are a reflection and to a large extent the product 

of the influence of the boy’s network, where women risk being invisible. This network 

also influences the social practices of organisations which become associated with an 

organisational culture. Perhaps a reflection upon the organizational culture of 

humanitarian organisations needs to take place, if both men and women face prejudice 

in regards to the expectations of their social roles and leader roles.  

 

8.3 Challenges 

 

The challenges and aspects that need to change in humanitarian organisations also 

reflect the barriers. These aspects include; women should assume more responsibility 

and space, the expectations and excessive workload, job profiles and hiring practices, 

gender quota and sexism and language. The aspects are a mirror reflection of the 

barriers as well as the prevalent boy’s network. Even though the boy’s network was 

identified as the greatest barrier for women achieving leadership positions, it was not 

directly mentioned as one of the things that could change.  

 

Even though the social practices inherently reflect the organisational culture of the 

boy’s network, and humanitarian organisations can be viewed as gendered, these same 

organisations also offer the possibility of undoing gender through the division of roles 

and perception of gender equality.   
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A methodological constraint for this research lies in the sensitivity of the topic and the 

need to explore views of barriers in a covert manner- through discussing leadership. 

Another constraint in terms of theoretical discussions is the unexplored notion of what 

gender represents and how it is defined in the selected humanitarian organisations.     

 

However, based on views and perceptions, gender as a topic is not widely discussed nor 

addressed in the humanitarian sector. The potential barriers that women face in 

achieving leadership positions, is even less discussed and holds little value in respect to 

operational effectiveness. It is questionable to what extent and effect the discussion of 

gender, and women advancing into leadership positions can have, when the importance 

and focus lies on the need for diversity in terms of ethnicity, religion and culture. 

Diversity drives the operationalization discourse of the humanitarian agenda. As one 

participant so fittingly views the topic: 

 

 “Discussions of whether there are or aren’t any barriers for women achieving 

leadership positions is not something people talk  about…the fact that it is not openly 

talked about should set up alarm bells.” (#04)   
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Annex 1.  

Below are a set of questions which acted as a guide throughout the interview. It is 

important to note that not all questions were covered in the every individual interview. 

The interview questions developed throughout the interview process as the researcher 

gained more experience and understanding of the topic. Consequently, some questions 

have been explored more frequently than others but this set represent the set of 

questions used for data collection.  

 

Interview Questionnaire for Female Participants.   

 

 

Interview Questions 

 

Background  

 

1. Can you describe to me your work? (What do you do on a day-to-day basis) 

what are your responsibilities?  

2. How long have you been working in the humanitarian sector?  

3. How did you advance into the leadership level/position you are currently in?  

4. Have you worked in the field? If yes, for how long? And do you think this has 

facilitated your advancement into your current position?  

 

Identity  

 

5. How do you feel in a leadership position?  

6. Have there been any obstacles leading up to your leadership position? If so, how 

did you cope and react to these obstacles?   

7. Do you think this reaction has facilitated your advancement into your current 

position? 

8. Have you at any point chosen to decline a position that would have advanced 

your career? If yes, what were the circumstances that made you decline?  

9. How do you define/identify yourself 

10. How do you think others define/identify you?  

11. How have you balanced your career and personal life simultaneously?  
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12. Have there been moments where you have felt that you have had to prioritize 

your career over your personal life?  

 

Perception  

 

13. Do you think female and male leadership is the same?  

14. Did you at any point throughout your career feel that there was resistance or 

opposition to your position because you are a woman?  

15. Have you felt that you have had to adopt certain characteristics or 95ulfilment95 

changes to be respected or valued as a female leader? Does your leadership style 

change in different contexts?  

16. How have others (colleagues, managers) perceived your advancement?  

17. Do you think there is a difference between leadership at field level and HQ? if 

yes how?  

 

Challenges  

 

18. According to your opinion, are there barriers to women achieving leadership 

positions within the humanitarian sector? If yes, what are some of them?  

19. What do you think needs to change in order to facilitate more women reaching 

leadership positions?  

20. Do you have any questions or comments that you would like to make?
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Annex 2.  

Below are a set of questions which acted as a guide throughout the interview. It is 

important to note that not all questions were covered in the every individual interview. 

The interview questions developed throughout the interview process as the researcher 

gained more experience and understanding of the topic. Consequently, some questions 

have been explored more frequently than others but this set represent the set of 

questions used for data collection.  

 

Interview Questionnaire for Male Participants  

 

Background  

 

1. Can you describe to me your work? (What do you do on a day-to-day basis) 

what are your responsibilities?  

2. How long have you been working in the humanitarian sector?  

3. How did you advance into the leadership level/position you are currently in?  

4. Have you worked in the field? If yes, for how long? And do you think this has 

facilitated your advancement into your current position?  

 

Perception  

 

5. Throughout your career, have you had female leaders?  

6. How did you view and perceive female leaders?  

7. Were they respected and valued as leaders?  

8. Do you think female and male leadership is the same?  

9. Did you at any point throughout your career feel that there was resistance or 

opposition to positions that women had?  

10. Have you seen/observed that women have had to adopt certain characteristics or 

behavioural changes to be respected or valued as a female leader? Does their 

leadership style change in different contexts?  

11. How have you and others (colleagues, managers) perceived women’s 

advancement into leadership positions within MSF?  
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12. Do you think the perception of female leaders differs from field and HQ? if yes, 

how?  

 

Challenges  

 

13. According to your opinion, are there barriers to women achieving leadership 

positions within the humanitarian sector? If yes, what are some of them?  

14. What do you think needs to change in order to facilitate more women reaching 

leadership positions?  

15. Do you have any questions or comments that you would like to make?
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Annex 3  

Phases of the Thematic Analysis  

Phase  Description Process  

1. Familiarizing yourself with 

your data  

Transcribing data, reading and re-

reading the data, noting down initial 

ides.  

2. Generating initial codes  Coding interesting features of the data 

in a systematic fashion across the 

entire data set, collating data relevant 

to each code.  

3. Searching for themes Collating codes into potential themes, 

gathering all data relevant to each 

potential theme 

4. Reviewing themes Checking in the themes work in 

relation to the coded extracts ( level 1) 

and the entire data set ( level 2), 

generating a thematic ‘map’ of the 

analysis  

5. Defining and naming themes On-going analysis to refine the 

specifics of each theme, and the 

overall story the analysis tells; 

generating clear definitions and names 
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for each theme 

6. Producing the report The final opportunity for analysis. 

Selection of vivid, compelling extract 

examples, final analysis of selected 

extracts, relating back of the analysis 

to the research question and literature, 

producing a scholarly report of the 

analysis 

 

Source: This table is extracted from Braun and Clarke, 2006, pg. 35 

 

The themes that emerged as relevant in further understanding the barriers that women 

face in attaining leadership positions are categorized below under the three research 

categories.  

 

 Identity 

o Balancing career and family life  

 Perception  

o Becoming credible and legitimate leaders 

o Adopting different leadership characteristics 

o Gendered division of roles  

o The boy’s network  

o The playground of the field  

o Genderless women  

 Challenges 
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o Women assuming responsibility and space 

o Expectations and excessive workload 

o Job profiles & Hiring Practices  

o Gender Policy and Quota? 

o Sexism and Language 

o The need to reinforce diversity  
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Annex 4  

Theories explaining the underrepresentation of females in leadership 

positions.  

 

Various theories have attempted to explain the underrepresentation of women in 

leadership and authority positions (Damman et al, 2014).The literature varies between 

studies of race and gender differences as impediments (Smith, 2002) to the Human 

Capital theory (Becker, 1964) suggesting the underrepresentation stems from the 

differences in individual resources, such as skills and knowledge, despite women’s 

advancements in the educational sphere in the last decades (Grunow, 2006). Women 

also assume more household (Coltrane, 2000) and child caring responsibilities than men 

do (Van Dijk et al, 1996) acting as a further obstacle to women attaining leadership 

positions. Furthermore, theories relating to status attainment assume that women aspire 

less to become leaders than men do, due to familial responsibilities (Damman et al, 

2014). In addition, the structural discourse suggests that women are “disproportionately 

located in the most marginalized structures of the economy“ (Smith, 2002, p. 519) by 

being in positions that have fewer leadership and authority positions (Kraus et al, 2000).  

Other theories relate to the discrimination process of stereotyping of men and women as 

well as the similarity attraction, where for example, men select other male leaders due 

to the social similarity (Eagly and Karau, 2002; Kanter 1977 cited in Damman et al, 

2104).
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Annex 5  

Consent Form for Participants  

 

CONSENT FORM FOR: Name of Participant  

 

RESEARCH TITLE: A Rising Female Empire?  Exploring potential barriers 

women face in achieving leadership positions in the humanitarian sector  

 

RESEARCHER: LINA ERIKSSON  

 

I have been given information about the research and discussed the research project as 

part of a Masters in International Humanitarian Action (NOHA), supervised by Ulrika 

Persson-Fichier at the University of Uppsala, Sweden.  

 

I have had an opportunity to ask the researcher any questions I may have about the 

research and my participation. I understand that my participation in this research is 

voluntary and that I am free to refuse to participate and to withdraw from the research at 

any time.  

 

By signing below I am indicating my consent that all of the information gathered will 

be used towards the collection of primary research for the 102fulfilment of a Masters 

thesis.  

 

I understand and agree that the data collected from my participation in the form of an 

interview will be recorded and later transcribed. In order to protect the identity of 

individuals, the interviews will be codified with numbers, ensuring anonymity and 

complete confidentiality and I consent for it to be used in that manner.  

 

Signed         Date 

 

…………………………………………..     …. /…. /…. 

 

Name (please print)  

 

………………………………………….. 
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Annex 6 

 List of Interviewees  

 

Interview # Date Name Length 
How interview  

was conducted 

1 25/02/2015 Interviewee 1 14,30 min Skype 

2 03/03/2015 Interviewee 2 40, 56 min Skype 

3 10/03/2015 Interviewee 3 34,27 min Skype 

4 11/03/2015 Interviewee 4 43,42 min Skype 

5 12/03/2015 Interviewee 5 55,34 min Skype 

6 13/03/2015 Interviewee 6 60 min In person 

7 16/03/2015 Interviewee 7 30, 55 min Skype 

8 23/03/2015 Interviewee 8 17, 43 min Skype 

9 23/03/2015 Interviewee 9 29, 05 min Skype 

10 25/03/2015 Interviewee 10 33,30 min Skype 

11 27/03/2015 Interviewee 11 30, 38 min Skype 

12 27/03/2015 Interviewee 12 35,11 min Skype 

13 30/03/2015 Interviewee 13 31, 14 min Skype 

14 31/03/2015 Interviewee 14 30, 03 min Skype 

15 31/03/2015 Interviewee 15 20, 09 min Skype 

16 15/04/2015 Interviewee 16 64 min Skype  

17 22/04/2015 Interviewee 17 29, 38 min Skype 

 


