Vaasan yliopisto

UNIVERSITY OF VAASA

Emmiina Parsama and Selma Tuomainen

Women’s underrepresentation in leadership roles
in Nordic SMEs

University of Vaasa

Bachelor’s thesis

Program of International Busi-
ness

Vaasa 2026



UNIVERSITY OF VAASA
School of management

Author: Emmiina Parsama and Selma Tuomainen
Title of the thesis: Women'’s underrepresentation in leadership roles in Nordic SMEs
Degree: Bachelor of science in International Business
Degree Programme: International Business
Supervisor: Sniazhana Diduc
Year: 2026 Pages: 45
ABSTRACT:

Nordic countries are often known as global leaders in gender equality and advancing the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Sustainable Development Goal 5 emphasizes
gender equality and women’s empowerment. Despite Nordic region’s leading position in gender
equality, women still remain underrepresented in leadership positions, especially in top mana-
gerial roles. This thesis focuses on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), where informal
structures and leader-centered decision-making can shape how gender equality practices are
implemented in everyday organizational life. In such contexts, equality outcomes are less driven
by formal policies and more influenced by individual leadership attitudes and organizational cul-
ture, which can either support or hinder women’s advancement into leadership roles.

The aim of this thesis is to examine women’s underrepresentation in leadership positions, with
a focus on Nordic SMEs. The study addresses three research questions focusing on the barriers
to women’s advancement, the role of leadership in promoting gender-balanced practices, and
the extent to which gender equality is integrated into SME decision-making processes. Together,
these questions aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of how gender equality is
shaped, maintained, and potentially advanced within Nordic SMEs.

The findings indicate that barriers to women'’s leadership advancement are multi-layered, often
invisible and built into the structures of organizations and society. These barriers operate at
societal, organizational and individual levels. In Nordic SMEs, these barriers are reinforced by
informal practices that make gendered norms difficult to identify and challenge. Typical Nordic
leadership characteristics, such as low hierarchy, future orientation and shared responsibility
provide a strong foundation for gender equality, but they are insufficient without concrete ac-
tions. The thesis suggests that advancing gender equality requires increased awareness of gen-
der-based barriers, the formalization of equality goals and embedding them into strategic eve-
ryday decision-making. When SDG 5 is integrated into leadership practices, responsibility for
equality shifts from individuals to the organization as a whole.

KEYWORDS: Small and medium-sized enterprises, gender, gender equality, leadership, Nordic
countries
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1 Introduction

Women’s underrepresentation in leadership roles is a current trend that has gained
recognition globally and has become an important social and political goal, especially in
the Nordic countries where striving for equality between genders is culturally very re-
spected and aimed towards. Due to this, the Nordic countries are highlighted to be the
leading countries in equality and often rank highest in different international equality
indexes. However, despite the strong emphasis on equality, gender equality is still not
fully achieved even in these countries, particularly in positions of substantial decision-
making power (Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021; Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011). This con-
troversy between formal representation and actual positions for decision-making can be
especially seen in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), where leadership is
closely shaped by individual leaders’ values, attitudes and informal practices (Halme &

Korpela, 2014.)

Previous studies are mostly based on large corporations and public organizations,
whereas SMEs are less studied, even though they account for around 99% of all compa-
nies in Europe, making them a huge part of the area’s entire economic field (European
Commission, n.d.). In the field of Human resource management (HRM), only 0,5% of all
articles are written on SMEs which creates a clear gap for research (Harney et al., 2022).
At the same time goals focused on gender equality like the UN sustainability goal number
5 (SDG 5) are creating even higher expectations for companies’” management practices

and strategic decision-making, including those of small and medium-sized enterprises.

This thesis focuses on current topics such as the institutional advancement of gender
equality, responsible leadership practices and cultural norms that affect women’s ad-
vancement into leadership positions. Previous studies bring up barriers that women face
while trying to advance in their careers, such as gender stereotypes, exclusion from in-
formal networks, psychological glass-ceiling, leadership perceptions, insufficient men-
toring and sponsorship as well as work-life conflicts (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). These

barriers can be categorized into societal, organizational and individual levels. Even



though studies around these barriers exist, empirical and theoretical understanding of

this topic in the context of Nordic SMEs is still very limited and fragmented.

The aim of this thesis is to respond to this research gap by studying the causes and cur-
rent situation of women’s underrepresentation in the Nordics as well as examining how
gender equality and SDG 5 can be seen in SME leadership practices and decision making.
The information provided by this thesis creates more understanding around Nordic SME
leadership and organizational cultures. It also aims to identify effective approaches for
advancing gender equality in SMEs more efficiently and to show the benefits of these

actions towards equality.

1.1 Research questions and objectives of the study

The main purpose of this thesis is to examine the factors contributing to women’s un-
derrepresentation in leadership roles in Nordic small and medium-sized enterprises. Alt-
hough the Nordic countries are often seen as global leaders in gender equality, imbal-
ance still remains noticeable in the business sector. This imbalance is not only an issue
of equality but also a factor influencing organizational performance and innovation. Re-
search covered in this thesis have shown that companies with balanced gender repre-
sentation in leadership positions have better linkage to ethical decision-making, stronger
corporate governance and innovation (Enciso-Alfaro & Cunha-Araujo, 2024). Addressing
women’s underrepresentation is also essential for making sure that Nordic SMEs are able
to fully benefit from diverse perspectives and inclusive management practises. By exam-
ining factors behind this imbalance, the study intends to give insights into how gender-
inclusive leadership practices can be strengthened and how Nordic SMEs can better align
with the principles of SDG 5. The aim is to answer the following research questions in

the light of scientific research:

Research questions:



1) What are the key barriers to women’s advancement into leader-
ship roles in Nordic SMEs?

2) How can leadership in Nordic SMEs be made more gender-bal-
anced?

3) How is Nordic SME’s commitment to gender equality and SDG 5

reflected in their decision making?

1.2 Definitions of key terms

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are businesses that operate on a smaller
scale. According to the European Comission (n.d.) SMEs are firms with fewer than 250
employees and annual turnover under 50 million or balance sheet not exceeding 43 mil-
lion. SMEs are the backbone of most economies, especially in developing and high-in-
come countries and SMEs represent about 90% of all businesses and over 50% of em-

ployment worldwide (World Bank, 2025).

Gender is a complex concept that consists of different factors shaping human identity
and social interactions. The term gender includes an individual’s gender identity which
is one’s internal sense of self as well as gender expression which means how that identity
is communicated to others through behaviour and appearance. Gender also involves so-
cial roles and norms, which can be noticed through cultural expectations about how peo-

ple should act based on their perceived gender (Barr et al., 2023).

Gender equality in this study is viewed through the United Nations sustainability goal
number five (SDG 5). SDG 5 outlines gender equality as ensuring equal rights, opportu-
nities and participation for both genders in all aspects of life. The main aim is to remove
legal, social and cultural restrictions that work as barriers in women’s access to employ-
ment, decision making and personal autonomy. Even though global commitments have
been put to place the progress towards gender equality remains slow and notable gaps

in representation and opportunities still exist. (United Nations, n.d.)



Leadership as a concept has multiple different definitions. Most often it can be defined
as the act of enabling, influencing or motivating others to achieve a set specific goal.
Sometimes, this includes having a formal title or external recognition through a position.
However, leadership is not always limited to formal position and can also be demon-
strated through initiative and participation in other ways (Brent et al., 2019). In this study

we view leadership as a formal role in organizations.

Nordic countries is a term commonly used in academic writing when grouping together
the countries of Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Iceland (Gupta et al., 2008).
These countries are often grouped together, for example in the GLOBE project they form
the Nordic cluster for examining cultural dimensions (GLOBE 2020, n.d.). In this thesis

we also mostly discuss these countries as a group for our context of study.

1.3 Structure of the thesis

This thesis has been divided into five main chapters. The first chapter introduces the
topic of the thesis and presents the research questions as well as the objectives of the
study. Key words are also defined in the introduction in order to understand the perspec-
tive used in this thesis and to help the reader familiarize with the topic. The introduction
is followed by three main theory chapters. The first theory chapter discusses gender
equality and sustainability around it. First, the chapter examines the significance of SDG
5: gender equality and women’s empowerment. This is then followed by a focus on the
underrepresentation of women and barriers that women face that often lead to this un-
derrepresentation. The second main theory chapter focuses on leadership in both SMEs
and the Nordics. The chapter explores characteristics of SME organizations, Nordic lead-
ership practices and cultural dimensions that affect these practices. This is then followed
by our third theory chapter that attempts to pull the first two theory chapters together
by discussing how gender equality can be integrated into SME leadership practices and

what the benefits of doing so are. The final chapter of this thesis brings together



conclusions and answers the research questions posed at the beginning. At the end, pos-

sible suggestions for further studies are also presented.
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2 Gender equality in leadership roles

Progress towards gender equality has been along and complex journey. Nordic countries
were among the first countries to grant women full political rights (Nordic Council of
minister, n.d.). This laid the groundwork for women’s participation in public life. Women
in leadership play an essential role in advancing gender equality, as leadership positions
shape not only organizational outcomes but also societal norms and opportunities (Diehl
& Dzubinski, 2016; Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018). When women are represented in decision-
making roles, they challenge traditional power structures and create more inclusive
pathways for future generations ((Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). Despite progress in educa-
tion and workforce participation, women remain underrepresented in top management
positions. This imbalance isn’t only a matter of social justice but also a strategic concern,
as leadership diversity has been linked to improved decision-making and stronger organ-
izational performance (Lafuente & Vaillant, 2019). Understanding the importance of
women in leadership is central to promoting gender equality, as it highlights how lead-
ership representation and institutional practices are interconnected. This chapter exam-
ines the underrepresentation of women in the business sector with a focus on their role

in leadership positions.

2.1 The significance of SDG 5: gender equality and women’s empower-

ment

Sustainable development goal 5 (SDG 5) seeks to achieve gender equality and empower
all women and girls (United Nations, n.d.). Gender equality is a basic human right, so
everyone, regardless their gender, should have the same opportunities. According to
United Nations (2015) SDG 5 consist of nine targets, and every target has one to two
indicators. These SDG targets explain what should be achieved globally to reach gender
equality and indicators provide specific measurements that show whether countries are

advancing towards given targets (United Nations, n.d.).
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The Nordics as whole were among the first to set clear political goals for gender equality
(Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021; Nordic Council of minister, n.d.).. Nordic countries
have joint background of Nordic history and so-called state feminism, which is a close
partnership between feminist movements, equality officers and gender researchers (Ahl
et al., 2014; Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021). Nordic state feminism was combined
results of two main focuses: second wave feminism, which aimed to enable women to
work without giving up motherhood, and the social democratic political movement,
which emphasized an equal distribution of resources and power, which were supported
by concrete policy measures (Ahl et al., 2014). This partnership has played a key role in
promoting gender equality, and the countries are still cooperating to further achieve it

(Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021).

SDG 5 is not only a human right issue, but also a driver of sustainable development and
organizational success. SDG 5 has been proven to have the most significant positive re-
lationship with other SDG targets, so achieving gender equality is essential for achieving
all SDGs, which is the goal of Agenda 2030 (Tiron-Tudor et al., 2025). It’s not only essen-
tial for promoting gender equality but also for strengthening corporate performance and
sustainability. The active participation of female directors in the boardroom contributes
to better governance, innovation, and ethical decision-making, which in turn accelerates
businesses toward the broader Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Enciso-Alfaro &
Cunha-Araujo, 2024). The involvement of women has been shown to have positive im-
pacts on both environmental practices and especially social responsibility, reinforcing
the interconnected nature of gender equality and sustainable development (Enciso-Al-
faro & Cunha-Araujo, 202; Yahya, 2025). The most significant impact on social responsi-
bility is when women are CEOs, rather than just board members, supporting the idea
that women tend to have more altruistic traits and make business decisions that priori-

tize the well-being of others (Yahya, 2025).
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2.2 Underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in the business

sector

Gender inequality remains widespread across all dimensions of sustainable develop-
ment (Beloskar et al., 2024). Globally, women still continue to be underrepresented in
leadership, holding less than a third of senior and middle management roles worldwide
(United Nations, n.d.). The gap reflects structural barriers, cultural norms and organiza-
tional practices that prevent women’s advancement. Data shows sizeable regional vari-
ation about the problem (United Nations, n.d.). According to United Nations (n.d.), if this
current pace of gender equality development continue, progress will be slow and highly
uneven, which means that it could take several decades to achieve real equality.
Women'’s representation in leadership positions is generally higher in regions, such as
Australia, New Zealand, sub-Saharan Africa and Europe compared with more developing
regions, such as Central and Southern Asia and Easter and Southeaster Asia, where pro-

gress has worsened in the last years (United Nations, n.d.).

The Nordic countries are known as pioneers in gender equality policies, and Nordic coun-
tries consistently rank high in international equality indexes (Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma,
2021; Tiron-Tudor et al., 2025; World Economic Forum, 2025). The Global Gender Gap
Index, published by World Economic Forum (2025) is a yearly published index which
measures gender equality globally across four main dimensions: economic participation
and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival and political empower-
ment. World Economic Forum tracks the progress of 146 countries towards closing gen-
der gaps since 2006. The countries leading the index are Iceland, Finland, Norway and
Sweden, i.e. Nordic countries. Still no economy has achieved full gender parity. The
greatest progress towards gender parity has been observed in the areas Economic Par-
ticipation and Opportunity, and Political Empowerment, but gaps still need to be closed

in these two dimensions (World Economic Forum, 2025.)

According to Kreitz-Sandberg and Lahelma (2021), women in the Nordic countries are

formally well represented in leadership positions in the business sector but not
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necessarily in roles of substantial decision-making power. They may hold seats on boards,
but far fewer reach executive or chairperson roles. This demonstrates that although
many structural barriers have been removed, deep-rooted organizational cultures and
traditional power structures continue to favour men (Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021).
This is supported by Seierstad and Opsahl’s (2011) study that address women'’s un-

derrepresentation in substantial decision-making power.

Concerns about the low share of women in corporate decision-making have increased
political interest in making company boards more gender balanced. In Norway, this led
to the introduction of the Norwegian Gender Representation Law, which was imple-
mented between 2006 and 2008 (Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011). The law requires that pub-
licly listed companies’ boards consist of at least 40% women and 40% men. While the
legislation successfully reduced women’s underrepresentation on boards, women’s ac-
cess to the most senior positions, such as board chair roles, remained limited (Seierstad
& Opsahl, 2011). This means that the underlying equality problem about women’s actual
decision-making power wasn’t fully addressed by the legislation and is still an ongoing

problem.

According to the Nordic Statistic database (n.d.), using information provided by Euro-
pean Institute for Gender Equality, the share of women CEOs in the Nordic countries
remains extremely low despite the strong reputation these countries have for gender
equality. The statistic is based on each country’s largest publicly listed companies. Table
1 demonstrates female CEO and member of board representation. In 2024, the situation
is most unequal in Sweden, where only 4 % of CEOs in the largest listed firms are women.
In Iceland, the situation is the best, where 18 % of CEOs are women. Norway, Denmark
and Finland fall between these two. This demonstrates that even in highly gender-equal
countries, women'’s advancement to the very top of corporate leadership remains rare.
Representation of women is somewhat better when looking at board membership.
Based on the statistic (Nordic Statistic database, n.d.), 44 % of board members in Iceland

and Norway are women, while Finland and Sweden each stand on 38 %. Denmark falls
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between these numbers. This gives a general picture of the situation of female leader-
ship in Nordics. However, it should be noted that the result may be different in SMEs,
where leadership statistics remain under-researched (Harney et al., 2022). These figures
reinforce the observation that high female board representation doesn’t guarantee gen-
uine influence (Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021; Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011). Gendered
structures continue to shape access to top executive roles, as shown in the Table 1 by

the very low number of women CEOs in the Nordic region.

Table 1. Female CEO and member of board representation in Nordic countries in 2024 (Nordic
statistic database, n.d.).

Female CEO and member of board representation in Nordic countries in 2024 (%)
Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Member of board
Denmark 9 43
Finland 6 38
Iceland 18 44
Norway 15 44
Sweden 4 38

The belief, that equality is already achieved, can make progress more difficult, as it down-
plays the subtle inequalities that exist (Edstrom & Brunila, 2016; Kreitz-Sandberg & La-
helma, 2021). As a result of this, the responsibility shifts to individuals, with women be-
ing expected to develop themselves and adapt to the system, when in reality, the system
should be modified to be more equal (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). The idea of equality
becomes a self-perpetuating obstacle that reduces the efforts to achieve true equality
(Edstrom & Brunila, 2016). Gender and equality remain sensitive and complex topics that
require ongoing critical reflection, even in societies that consider themselves as global

leaders in equality (Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021).
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2.3 Barriers to women’s advancement

Despite progress toward gender equality, women still face persistent obstacles and bar-
riers that limit their advancement in the workplace and especially into roles where they
have real influence, such as top management leadership roles (Kreitz-Sandberg & La-
helma, 2021; Seierstad & Opsahl, 2011). Such barriers are multi-layered, often invisible
and built into the structures of organizations and society (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).
These barriers can be divided into three different levels: societal, organizational and in-
dividual (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). They shape career paths long before women reach

top positions and restrict the ability to progress.

2.3.1 Societal level

Societal level barriers restrain women from advancing in leadership roles and restrict
women leaders’ ability to fully contribute their expertise (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). Gen-
der stereotypes, leadership perceptions, scrutiny and limitation in family-friendly poli-
cies are societal barriers that hinder women’s advancement. Stereotypes form from rel-
atively fixed and oversimplified generalizations about women (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).
As a consequence of these stereotypes, leadership continues to be associated with mas-
culinity, meaning that men are more viewed as leaders and women’s competence is
questioned (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Kocanci et al., 2025). Women often feel the need
to prove their competence, and they must ongoingly provide evidence of their abilities
even when their competences are equally good (O’Brien et al., 2023). Their leadership

is evaluated more harshly than men’s (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).

Stereotypes about leader’s behaviours and prejudices towards women’s leadership com-
petence leads to less favourable evaluations of women’s leadership potential (Eagly &
Karau, 2002). Behaviours that are stereotypically associated with leadership are per-
ceived as less desirable when carried out by women than by men, which contributes to

women being viewed as less suitable for leadership positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002).
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These stereotypes, prejudices and constant need to prove themselves prevent women
from gaining influential responsibilities but also affect how women view their own abili-
ties as leaders (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; O’Brien et al., 2023). In this way, gendered ste-
reotypes and masculine leadership perceptions act as a structural barrier that perpetu-

ates gendered power dynamics within organizations.

Nordic countries are considered as the forerunners in family-friendly policies. These fam-
ily-friendly policies have increased women’s economic independence and facilitated the
reconciliation of work and family life (Gupta et al., 2008). However, these policies also
have their downsides. While Nordic’s family-friendly policies have promoted gender
equality, they have also reinforced gendered division that may undermine the position
of educated women in the labour market (Gupta et al., 2008). Long and well-compen-
sated parental leave benefits mothers, but they have also had negative effects on
women’s wage progression and career advancement (Gupta et al., 2008). According to
Gupta et al. (2008), this has led to a phenomenon called “Welfare state-based Glass Ceil-
ing”. This term describes a structural glass ceiling in the Nordic welfare state, which is
not based on discrimination within individual companies but on the system’s structure

itself (Gupta et al., 2008).

The family leave systems in the Nordic countries also allow fathers to participate (Gupta
et al., 2008). Despite this, women still use the majority of parental leave (Gupta et al.,
2008). This reinforces the gendered division of labour and increases employers’ reluc-
tance to hire women for positions that require continuous work input (Gupta et al., 2008).
Leave to care for sick children enables flexible response to children’s illnesses but moth-
ers take up most caregiving days, which reinforces the assumption that women are the
primary caregivers (Gupta et al., 2008). These dynamics create a boomerang effect,
whereby welfare policies unintentionally weaken the position of women at the senior-

level labour market positions (Gupta et al., 2008).
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2.3.2 Organizational barriers

Exclusion from informal networks, discrimination, male organizational culture and lack
of sponsorship and mentoring are organizational barriers that represent ways of down-
playing women’s leadership contributions (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). A strong male-dom-
inate network within organizations limits women’s access to informal support networks,
opportunities, and recognition (Kocanci et al., 2025). This male solidarity, which is rooted
in gender norms, reduces women'’s participation and access to rewards and at the same
time reinforces the stereotype that women have lower competence (Kocanci et al., 2025).
Career advancement is often based on informal relationships so excluding women from
such networks reduces their visibility and limits their opportunities to gain influential
supporters (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Ibarra et al., 2010). Women also don’t receive gen-
uine support from male colleagues as often as other male employees receive (Kocanci
et al., 2025). Especially when gaining a new role, support is important but not as often

received (O’Brien et al., 2023).

Insufficient mentoring and especially the lack of sponsoring are significant organizational
obstacles to women’s career advancement (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Ibarra et al., 2010).
Sponsorship refers to going beyond feedback and advice, i.e. the sponsor advocates for
protégés interests with senior management (Bhide & Tootell, 2018). Sponsoring is stra-
tegic relationship, where the sponsor provides opportunities that would otherwise be
inaccessible (Ibarra et al., 2010). Sponsorship increases women’s visibility, recognition
from decision-makers, and increases trust and self-confidence (Groschl et al., 2024).
Mentoring focuses more on guidance and personal development and is a two-way rela-
tionship from which both parties can benefit (Bhide & Tootell, 2018; Ibarra et al., 2010).
Mentoring and sponsoring are developmental relationships that empower employees,
making them important tools for personal growth and career development (Bhide &

Tootell, 2018).

Women are over mentored but under sponsored, which leads to them gaining fewer

opportunities, because sponsors are often the ones who elevate an employee’s visibility,
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advocate for them to senior leadership, and put their name forward for key assignments
(Ibarra et al., 2010). Women’s mentors have usually less organizational clout than men’s
mentors, which slows women’s career advancement, because the more senior the men-
tor, the faster mentee’s career advance to promotions (Ibarra et al., 2010). Women re-
ceive extensive advice on developing their skills, whereas men are more often advocated
for, recommended for career-advancing opportunities, and encouraged to step into lead-
ership roles (Ibarra et al., 2010). Mentoring and especially sponsoring provides women
with access to the informal networks through which career advancement often occurs

(O’Brien et al., 2023).

2.3.3 Individual level

Individual level barriers refer to the challenges that appear at the level of the individual
woman herself, and these include the psychological glass ceiling and work-life conflict
(Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). Psychological glass ceiling refers to unwillingness to appear
assertive and undervaluation of one’s own abilities (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). This bar-
rier primarily appears at the individual level, but it’s produced and reinforced by societal
and organizational level dynamics. Gender stereotypes and organizational cultures that
subject women to increased scrutiny create conditions in which women repeatedly ex-
perience doubts about their own abilities (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). This impact is visible

at the individual level but rooted in broader structural and cultural forces.

Gender stereotypes shape women'’s self-image and perception of their own competence
(Heilman, 2012). The mere stereotype of women’s limited competence is enough to
lower women’s own expectations of their performance, influencing their career choices,
willingness to put themselves forward, and their ability to take advantage of opportuni-
ties that serve as pathways to advancement (Heilman, 2012). Heilman (2012) also high-
lights that women tend to take less credits for their accomplishments and downplay their
own contributions, which can increase self-directed bias even more. These gendered dy-

namics form a central foundation for the psychological glass ceiling. Internalized norms



19

and lowered expectations of own competence prevent women from applying for de-
manding positions, taking risks and seeking promotions, which perpetuates structural
inequality even when external barrier appear to have been removed (Heilman, 2012;
O’Brien et al., 2023). This way stereotypes act as a self-reinforcing system that limits
women’s career opportunities both externally and internally (Heilman, 2012; O’Brien et

al., 2023).

Although men and women are equally expected to participate in paid work, women are
also expected to carry the bigger weight of unpaid work at home due to gender role
expectation, because childcare and housework are responsibilities that are socially im-
posed on women (Bjork-Fanta et al., 2024). As a result, balancing work and private life is
a struggle for women. Women spend more time on household chores and childcare,
which slows their progress especially in high-paying positions (Gupta et al., 2008). A fe-
male employee’s work-family conflicts can also affect managers’ interpretations of her
commitment, as managers may mistakenly view these pressures as a sign of weaker com-
mitment or lower interest to advance in her career (Hoobler et al., 2014). These incorrect
and negative assumptions directly affect evaluations of women’s leadership abilities, as
managers may assess that family responsibilities will limit a woman’s availability and per-

formance in leadership roles (Hoobler et al., 2014).

The expectation that a leader should be constantly available makes work-family conflicts
especially visible (Hoobler et al., 2014; Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018). Although Nordic day
care systems provide full-time childcare, their opening hours are often aligned with
standard working hours, requiring parents to adjust their working time to meet care re-
sponsibilities. In practice, these adjustments are more often made by women, increasing
their involvement in time-limited caregiving tasks (Bjork-Fant et al., 2024). Women ex-
perience that engaging in these time-limited tasks has negative effects on their wages,
especially at the higher income level (Gupta et al., 2008). It also limits women’s ability to
meet expectations of constant availability. At the same time, Bjork-Fant et al. (2024)

study shows that work-life balance strongly depends on workplace conditions: strong
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social support improve it, while demanding work weakens it. As leadership roles are of-
ten very demanding, these pressures, combined with structural childcare responsibilities,
create conditions that limit women’s opportunities for career progression and overall

well-being.
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3 SME organizational traits and Nordic leadership culture

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) operate in an organizational environment,
with unique factors like limited resources, flexible company structures, and close ties
within workforce (Harney et al., 2022). Due to these characteristics, leadership in SMEs
has a big influence on the whole company, as decision-making and strategic directions
are heavily tied to the personal values and actions of individual leaders (Halme & Korpela,
2014). This flexibility in organizational and leadership structures makes SMEs a good

study point for integrating new practices such as gender equality into leadership roles.

In the Nordic context, leadership and organizational cultures are also influenced by cul-
tural norms and dimensions introduced in Hofstede’s theories as well as the GLOBE pro-
ject. These theories state that in the Nordic countries’ equality, collaboration, and shared
responsibility are key characteristics for organizational environments (Hofstede, 1980;
GLOBE 2020, n.d). Better understanding these cultural values is important because they
are key factors in creating a supportive environment for improving gender equality in

leadership roles.

The combination of SME characteristics and Nordic values creates a unique setting for
companies where low hierarchies, participative decision-making, and trust-based rela-
tionships are the driving factors of workplace culture and company performance. Which
aligns with the opportunities of integrating gender equality into SMEs, which is further
discussed later in this thesis. This chapter dives deeper into introducing these character-
istics and cultural values as well as discusses how they affect leadership styles in the

Nordic context and in SMEs.
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3.1 SME organization characteristics and leadership

Small and medium-sized enterprises cover around 99% of all businesses in Europe (Eu-
ropean Commission, n.d.) and take part in more than half of all the private sector em-
ployment worldwide (World Bank, 2025) making them a big part in global economics.
Defining what can be included into SMEs can be complex and done in many ways. Ac-
cording to the European Commission (n.d.) the definition of SMEs is solely based on the
count of employees, turnover and balance sheet total. This definition states that SMEs
are companies with a headcount of less than 250 employees and a turnover of less than

50 million euros annually or a balance sheet total of less than 43 million euros.

On the other hand, studies such as the one made by Harney et al. (2022) state that re-
search focusing on SMEs can include companies with anything from 2 to 500 employees,
keeping subsidiaries of larger companies included in this definition. However, they also
bring up the EU categorisation offering a broad guide to differentiating organizations
based on the number of employees within the company. These include micro with less
than 10 employees, small with 10-49 employees and medium with 50-250 employees,

which all fit into the larger category of SMEs (Harney et al., 2022).

In addition to employee counts and financial indicators, common key characteristics can
also be found among SMEs. In their study, Harney et al. (2022) highlight six key charac-
teristics typical to SMEs: resource constraints, environmental vulnerability, concentrated
ownership, informality, proximity of relations, and employee experience. In their article,
these are heavily tied to human resource management studies but also give a good over-

view of SME characteristics in general.

As said before SMEs rely heavily on the decisions, behaviours and attitudes of their indi-
vidual leaders, which makes leadership an especially important part of these companies
(Halme & Korpela, 2014). In SMEs, leadership and different leadership styles are often
also extremely connected to organizational context, where informal structures, close re-

lationships and the small size of the companies are usual (Harney et al., 2022).
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Due to the organizational context of informality and flexibility, Berisha et al. (2024) state
that SMEs may benefit from leadership styles that focus on communication, motivation
and prioritizing employee needs. This type of leadership can be seen in both transfor-
mational and transactional leadership, both relevant for SMEs depending on the stage
of the company. Studies suggest that Transformational leadership better supports crea-
tivity, innovation and employee development, when transactional leadership focuses
more on stability, clarity and performance, which is shown to work better in more regu-
lated and advanced SMEs (Berisha et al., 2024; Franco & Matos, 2015). It is still important
to note that studies have not found one leadership style to be the most dominant within
SMEs, but more so that the leadership style of SMEs is highly tied to the specific organi-
zational characteristics of each company and their individual leader as well as individual

employee needs (Franco & Matos, 2015).

3.2 Leadership in the Nordic countries

According to Hofstede (1980) leadership practices are often closely tied to national cul-
tural contexts such as historical social and institutional factors. This is why leadership
styles are proven not to be universal, but instead often reflect the cultural characteristics
of each country. In the case of the Nordic countries, leadership is affected by cultural
values such as trust, equality and collaboration which also affect organizational norms

across the region (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996).

This section studies the key characteristics of Nordic leadership with a focus on the com-
monalities that the cultures of these countries have. By examining these national culture
traits and the effect they have on leadership in the Nordics, this chapter aims to provide
understanding of the leadership traits valued in the region and how they together with

culture affect organizational environments.
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3.2.1 The core values of Nordic cultures and leadership

When talking about Nordic cultures low power distance (PDI) is one of the defining char-
acteristics of the Nordic countries. As proven in the Hofstede’s four dimensions study
that included Denmark, Sweden, Finland and Norway. These Nordic countries scored sig-
nificantly lower on power distance compared to other European countries like France
and Belgium (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996). This comparison can be seen in Table 2. Accord-
ing to Lindell and Arvonen (1996) this low power distance leads to employees being less
dependent on managers and consultation between leaders and employees is typically
preferred, which then builds a trusting environment in organizations. They also state that
in cultures of low PDI companies tend to have a lower sense of hierarchy and shared

responsibility for decision making is very typical.

As also seen on Table 2. and mentioned in the study by Lindell & Arvonen (1996) Nordic
countries score low on Hofstede’s masculinity dimension which translates to high femi-
ninity within the culture. High femininity can be connected to values like cooperation,
modesty and care for others over competition or assertiveness (Hofstede, 1980). This
drives from the fact that based on Hofstede’s study (1980) people that are raised in fem-
inine countries are thought to be more modest and loyal whereas people from masculine
countries are raised to be well rewarded, ambitious and competitive. Due to these core
human values, managers in feminine cultures are often expected to be considerate and
employee centred (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996). As a result, together low power distance
and high femininity form the cultural base of the Nordic leadership style that can be
defined through traits like mutual trust, openness and shared responsibility where col-
laborations and relationships inside organizations are valued over hierarchy and formal

authority.

Table 2. Hofstede’s dimensions comparison (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996)

Country PDI score MAS score

Belgium 65 54
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France 68 43
Denmark 18 16
Finland 33 26
Norway 31 8
Sweden 31 5

Another well-known research focusing on cross-cultural management and cultural di-
mensions is the GLOBE (Global Leadership and Organizational Behaviour Effectiveness)
project. According to House et al. (2002) the projects intention is to examine social cul-
tural values and practices by measuring nine different dimensions. With those dimen-
sions the project aims to identify how these cultural values and practices impact organ-
izational habits and leadership. The study was created with a survey made for thousands
of middle managers and focusing on their attributes of effective leadership. The survey
was done in 61 nations (House et al., 2002). Six of the GLOBE projects dimensions have
been inspired by the dimensions introduced by Hofstede such as the Masculinity vs Fem-
ininity dimensions are comparable to the GLOBE’s Gender Egalitarianism and Assertive-
ness dimensions. The assertiveness dimension demonstrates how individuals in societies
or organizations are confrontational, assertive and aggressive in social settings which

demonstrates similar traits to Hofstede’s Masculinity dimension (House et al., 2002).

Out of the Nordic countries Denmark, Finland and Sweden participated in the GLOBE
project. In the study these countries form the Nordic Europe cluster, which characteris-
tics are studied to form a specific cultural profile that has a strong impact on the region’s
leadership practices as well as expectations. According to the official website of the
GLOBE project and as seen on Table 3. the Nordic countries have a very low score on
Power Distance as well as Assertiveness, which also align with the findings for these
countries in the Hofstede’s dimensions theory demonstrated in Table 2, with the dimen-
sions of PDI and MAS (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996). Low PDI and Assertiveness demonstrate

social equality, low status-based privileges and less confrontational attitudes in personal
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relationships (GLOBE 2020, n.d.) making the organizational cultures have less hierarchy

and more shared responsibility.

This organizational culture of low hierarchy, shared responsibility and loyalty is also sup-
ported by the findings of high Institutional Collectivism and lower In-Group Collectivism
within the Nordic cluster compared to other clusters. According to the official GLOBE
website institutional Collectivism highlights group loyalty, shared responsibility and
shared rewards, whereas low In-Group Collectivism individuals tend to be more self-re-
liant and less tied to family networks and other relationships. Adding to this the Nordic
countries also score very high on Uncertainty Avoidance which demonstrates how in
these countries following the rules and planning to avoid uncertainty in the future is very

valued (GLOBE 2020, n.d.).

According to the GLOBE website and as seen on Table 3. the Nordic cluster ranks on the
higher side of the medium scores on dimensions like Future Orientation and Gender
Egalitarianism. The Future Orientation dimension demonstrates how the Nordic coun-
tries have tendencies to plan for the future and participate in future oriented practices
more than most of the other clusters. Their score on the Gender Egalitarianism also
shows the less male dominated nature of the Nordics. These two together explain why
Nordic countries often rank highest on Gender equality indexes, because these dimen-
sions show that in these cultures progressive, inclusive and forward-looking ways of

thinking are valued (GLOBE 2020, n.d.).

While these cultural practice scores give insight on how Nordic societies behave, their
societal value scores show how people in these societies believe things should be like
(GLOBE 2020, n.d.). This comparison between cultural practice scores and value scores
is demonstrated in Table 3. In comparison to the practice scores Nordic people hope to
have higher In-Group Collectivism and Gender Egalitarianism, meaning they aspire to

have even more gender equality as well as closer family ties (GLOBE 2020, n.d.).
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Table 3. GLOBE Dimensions for the Nordic cluster (Globe 2020, n.d.)

Dimension Practice (1-7) Value (1-7)
Power Distance 4,54 2,55
Assertiveness 3,66 3,56
Institutional Collectivism 4,88 4,08
In-group Collectivism 3,75 5,65
Uncertainty Avoidance 5,19 3,76
Future Orientation 4,36 4,76
Gender Egalitarianism 3,71 4,82

It is important to note that even though studies like the Hofstede’s dimensions theory
and GLOBE project are good for comparing different cultures with each other and how
these affect behaviour, they are not very suitable for individual level of comparison
(Minelgaite et al., 2020). For example, one of the biggest criticisms toward the GLOBE
project is that it studies societal and organizational cultures as two totally different di-
mensions. Leaving out how national culture shapes individual values which then affect
individual actions in an organization. Overlooking this important connection might limit

the findings of cross-cultural management and leadership (Minelgaite et al., 2020).

3.2.2 Leadership styles and organizational characteristics

As mentioned earlier, leadership practices and management styles are not universal but
are instead formed through national culture. Based on similarities in cultures countries
tend to form cultural clusters like the Nordic cluster (GLOBE 2020, n.d.). Within these
clusters leadership behaviours show major similarities and therefore can be combined

in studies.

According to Lindell and Arvonen (1996) the Nordic management style can be identified
through a set of shared cultural and institutional characteristics typical for these coun-

tries. The Hofstede’s dimension theory and the GLOBE project as introduced earlier state
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that organizational cultures in the Nordics are heavily influenced by values like fairness,
cooperation and inclusiveness. These values make leadership practices emphasize par-
ticipative decision-making and shared responsibility over hierarchical control or high au-
thority in leadership (GLOBE 2020, n.d.). A core feature of Nordic organizational culture
is consensus-oriented decision-making, which has been proven to provide the Nordic
societies with advantages when it comes to solving complex social and organizational
dilemmas (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996). As a result, to these cultural factors Nordic man-
agement styles seem to build more around participative and team focused leadership

rather than concentrated individual authority (GLOBE 2020, n.d.).

This cultural focus of inclusiveness and low hierarchy and the effects they have on eve-
ryday leadership have been further empirically studied. In his study Pollanen (2006)
states that Nordic leaders especially in Finland are prone to adopt non-authoritarian and
people-oriented leadership styles. This kind of leadership style does not rely on formal
power but instead managers focus on cooperation and trust which leads to more con-
sultative decision-making that demonstrates the participative and shared responsibility

nature of these organizations (P6llanen, 2006).

In addition to this Nordic leadership practices have been studied to highlight delegation,
employee autonomy and empowerment, leading to less close monitoring and instead
having more responsibility and trust at lower organizational (Péllanen, 2006). This shows
that instead of adopting leadership styles focusing on monitoring and control, Nordic
leaders are often described to be supporting, coordinating and facilitating, leading with
their own example. This type of leadership has its emphasis on creating cooperative
working environments where social responsibility is also taken into consideration (Lindell
& Arvonen, 1996). This is why Nordic leadership is proven to be low in power distance
and highly relational, with authority figures stemming from competence and example

instead of only positional power (P6llanen, 2006).
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4 Integrating gender equality in Nordic SME leadership prac-

tices

SMEs contribute to more than half of all private sector employment worldwide (World
Bank, 2025) and therefore are in a significant role for improving the overall representa-
tion of women in the business sector. In SMEs, the leader has an exceptionally large in-
fluence, and the leader’s attitudes are directly reflected in the organizational culture and
decision-making (Halme & Korpela, 2014). This flexibility in leadership provides SMEs the
opportunity to address the barriers to women’s advancement such as exclusion from
informal networks and gender stereotypes as introduced earlier. SMEs’ responsibility for
this matter often occurs informally and silently and isn’t reported and standardized like
in Multinational Corporations (MNC) (Spence, 2016). SME responsibility is based on the
firm’s own values and moral obligation, rather than in external market pressures typically

experienced by MNCs (Spence, 2016).

In the Nordics, equality is strongly achieved, but it doesn’t necessarily transfer to SMEs
because formal processes are often weak and decision-making personalized. This is
where the characteristics of Nordic leadership and culture, as introduced earlier, can play
a significant role by promoting a more inclusive and egalitarian nature of leadership prac-
tices which then better align with the integration of SDG 5. The successful integration of
SDG 5 depends highly on leadership attitudes, organizational culture and willingness to
formalize equality goals. The Nordic context as presented earlier provides strong societal
conditions for this (GLOBE 2020, n.d.). In addition, Nordic people also aspire to have even
more gender equality and closer family ties, which can create a natural link between
earlier identified barriers and ways of achieving gender equal outcomes for them. In this
chapter we examine ways in which these aspirations could be achieved and integrated

into strategic commitment in Nordic SMEs.
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4.1 Gender equality practices as part of decision making and strategic

commitment

Gender inequality isn’t only a problem for women but also affects men and the perfor-
mance of the entire organization (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). As these barriers occur at
different levels, organizations must recognize that and develop strategies that extend
beyond all these levels (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). Achieving gender equality requires
shifting the focus away from “fixing” women and more toward changing the practices,
structures and norms that maintain inequality (Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018; O’Brien et al.,
2023). Improving women'’s career development requires a significant change in organi-
zational culture, which still reflects masculine ideals of work and leadership (Kossek &
Buzzanell, 2018). Organizations must break away from the idea, that a competent leader
is always available, works long hours and prioritize work over other areas of life, which
is a norm that is traditionally been more easily accessible to men, but narrows the op-

portunities for women to balance work and family-life (Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018).

One key approach to strengthening women’s leadership representation is including re-
porting on SDG 5 goals in corporate strategy and increasing corporate transparency (Ti-
ron-Tudor et al., 2025). SMEs often operate with informal structures and therefore are
rarely subject to mandatory sustainability reporting (Spence, 2016). However, SMEs can
still choose to voluntarily codify practices (Spence, 2016) and integrate sustainability re-
porting into their strategy. According to Tiron-Tudor et al. (2025), companies that report
on gender-related indicators become more aware of the disadvantages of women’s ca-
reer development. Organizations that commit to SDG 5 reporting actively promotes ac-
tions to strengthen equality, for example by setting targets for the number of women in
leadership roles, participating in global networks promoting women’s empowerment
and developing advancement programs aimed for women (Tiron-Tudor et al., 2025). In

this way organizations strive to break down structural barriers to strengthen equality.

When SDG 5 is integrated into strategic leadership and governance, equality becomes

part of organizational culture and structure, and the visibility of women increases at the
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highest decision-making levels (Tiron-Tudor et al., 2025). Organizations that don’t inte-
grate gender-related reporting into their strategy tend to treat equality more as an iso-
lated HR issue rather than a strategic priority, resulting in limited accountability and
fewer concrete actions to advance it (Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018; Tiron-Tudor et al., 2025).
Reporting is a tool for transparency and a driver of change that improves women’s op-

portunities to advance in their careers.

Achieving deeper gender equality requires increasing men’s participation in parental
leave, which improves workplace flexibility, and balancing financial incentives between
genders (Gupta et al., 2008). Increased participation of fathers in parental leave is im-
portant because it facilitates women’s return to the labor market (Duvander & Johansson,
2012) while simultaneously reducing career breaks for women and changing the narra-
tive that family care is the sole responsibility of women (Gupta et al., 2008). At the same
time, it weakens the perception of women as higher-risk employees and reduces work-
family burden placed on women (Gupta et al., 2008). Nordic culture provides a good
context for parental leave reforms with their generous benefits, universal childcare and
strong equality legislation (Duvander & Johansson, 2012). Cools et al. (2015) provide ev-
idence from Norway that reserving a portion of leave only for fathers significantly in-
creases paternal participation. This is supported by Duvander and Johansson’s (2012)
study from Sweden, where similar reforms introducing father-only reserved leave were
implemented. These studies indicate that parental leave policies must be substantial in
size, simple to understand and norm-shifting, in order to change behavior and promote

equality in parenting (Cools et al., 2015; Duvander & Johansson, 2012).

As earlier stated, the right kind of mentoring and sponsoring is important for women’s
career advancement. It is important to create long-term relationships that last through-
out the employee’s career and operate across different networks (Groschl et el., 2024).
When the mentor or sponsor and protégé are of the same gender, they can better relate
to similar experiences, which makes it easier to discuss shared gender-based academic

challenges (Maguire et al., 2024). Women networks and relatability create solidarity
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among women and encourages to pursue more demanding roles (Groschl et al., 2024;
Maguire et al., 2024). Despite this, research shows that women in leadership positions

are mainly sponsored by men (Gréschl et al., 2024).

Ibarra et al. (2010) bring up that in order for sponsorships to work, the sponsor must
have enough organizational power and must use this power to help the protégé progress
by providing visibility, opportunities, and access to networks. Managers must also be
able to recognize women who are seeking advancement in their careers (Hoobler et al.,
2011). Employees aspiring to move upward on their careers signal this by seeking to form
relationships with individuals in positions of influence, taking on visible tasks and show-
ing initiative in career-related matters (Hoobler et al., 2011). When managers respond
to these signals, they can provide significant benefits for employees, such as access to
their professional networks. It is therefore important that managers understand the stra-
tegic importance of mentoring, their own role in it and actively identify women who may

benefit from mentorship (Hoobler et al., 2011).

Women’s doubt about their own abilities emerges mostly in organizations where gen-
dered norms remain unchallenged, and decision-making is non-transparent (Heilman,
2012). Informal decision-making processes foster self-doubt and reduce women’s will-
ingness to pursue higher level positions (Ibarra et al., 2010). Overcoming women’s psy-
chological barriers requires organizational practices that address both the internal barri-
ers women may experience and the structural mechanism that reinforce these barriers
(Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). A good way for organizations to mitigate these barriers is to
implement transparent evaluation and advancement systems, as they reduce uncer-
tainty, limit bias in decision-making, and legitimize women’s leadership aspirations by
clearly defining performance criteria and advancement pathways (Kossek & Buzzanell,
2018). Informal decision-making in SMEs makes advancement unclear and the im-
portance of networks is emphasized (Halme & Korpela, 2014), so such informality can

make gendered leadership norms easily unchallenged (lbarra et al., 2010; Heilman,
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2012). Therefore, leaders must make conscious choices to create an open work commu-

nity.

Sponsorship and mentoring also play an important role in overcoming psychological bar-
riers as they help women gain access to important networks, increase visibility, and or-
ganizational influence (Groschl et al., 2024; Ibarra et al., 2010). Leadership styles that
explicitly challenge gendered leadership norms by redefining leadership effectiveness to
include collaboration, relational competence and individualized consideration can
weaken internalized stereotypes and at the same time reduce women'’s internal psycho-

logical barriers (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001).

4.2 Benefits and impact of building gender-balanced leadership

The growing trend of gender-balanced leadership is starting to shift its focus from only
representation to also its relevance to organizational performance and benefits. These
benefits cover factors related to financial and performance-related outcomes, the qual-
ity and ethics of decision-making, as well as how the companies are perceived externally,

for example their organizational stability and institutional credibility.

A study done by Lafuente and Vaillant (2019) provides empirical evidence showing the
performance benefits of building gender balance in leadership, especially focusing on
the board level of companies. Their study uses longitudinal panel data from financial
firms to provide evidence, that boards with 40-60% of female representation are associ-
ated with having better economic performance. The findings show positive effects espe-
cially on indicators like the return of assets (ROA) and net intermediation margins (NIM).
Showcasing that gender balance should not only be valued but it also provides measur-

able benefits (Lafuente & Vaillant, 2019).

An important factor to note is that in the study done by Lafuente and Vaillant (2019) the

performance benefits are not measured in companies that have only increased female
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representation by little, but in the ones that have reached gender balance. This indicates
that gender balanced leadership provides measurable benefits when it is fully reached
and not when it is only symbolically implemented. In addition to this the study has also
found that these positive outcomes are not tied to women being the top executive roles
such as CEO but more so the overall composition of the top management team is what

matters (Lafuente & Vaillant, 2019).

In addition to economic benefits, it is also studied that gender-balanced leadership can
be linked to better risk-related performance in companies. Due to that it is suggested
that leadership balance may contribute to more effective governance and decision-mak-
ing. Supporting the argument that gender balanced boards can provide the company
with more stability, especially when it comes to risk management (Lafuente & Vaillant,

2019.)

Adding on to this, the proportion of women in management positions further strength-
ens the quality of decision-making. Involvement of women on corporate boards is linked
with companies’ ESG performance (Khatri, 2022). Female leaders’ altruistic characteris-
tics and their risk aversion are among the reasons for this ESG connection (Yahya, 2025).
The greatest impact has been shown when critical mass is achieved, meaning that at
least 30% on boards are women (Khatri, 2022). This justifies the mandatory gender

quota legislation in Nordic countries (Khatri, 2022).

As a result of female involvement on top management positions, companies can perform
better, particularly in areas of social and environmental responsibility (Yahya, 2025). This
is important in the Nordic context, where business culture is deeply embedded in sus-
tainability regulations and policies (Halme & Korpela, 2014). The United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals are closely integrated into Nordic corporate governance prac-
tices (Nordic Council of Minister, n.d.; United Nations, n.d.) so women’s leadership ap-
proaches that emphasize sustainability, help companies meet growing social and envi-

ronmental demands and maintain their competitive advantage (Halme & Korpela, 2014).
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Integrating ethical and socially responsible decision-making strengthens trust between
a company and its stakeholders, serving as strategic resource for Nordic SMEs (Halme &

Korpela, 2014).

From the perspective of gender-social role theory, women have stronger social and en-
vironmental values, and these are reflected in their leadership styles (Eagly & Johan-
nesen-Schmidt, 2001). Gender-social role theory provides a key theoretical explanation
for why women'’s leadership styles are often more participatory and communal (Eagly &
Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). In contrast, men tend to be more autocratic and passive in
their leadership styles (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). These social roles and the
behaviors resulting from them are directly reflected in leaders’ decision-making: women
emphasize more employee well-being, ethics and long-term sustainability (Eagly & Jo-
hannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Leadership styles that prioritize well-being increase employee
engagement and improve the psychological safety of the work community by promoting
open conversations and providing emotional support (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt,
2001). Employee engagement has direct impact on organization’s efficiency (Franco &
Matos, 2015). Female leaders’ participatory and sustainable decision-making (Eagly &
Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001) is especially important on SMEs, where organizational cul-
ture is built around few people, and the leader makes strategic decisions directly (Halme
& Korpela, 2014). This highlights the role of the leader’s own values and leadership styles

significantly.
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5 Conclusion

The main goal of this thesis was to examine women’s underrepresentation in leadership
roles with a specific focus on Nordic small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Even
though the Nordic countries are often talked about as being the leaders of gender equal-
ity globally, the findings of this study state that this advancement does not fully extend
all the way to top managerial positions. It also finds that in SMEs where decision-making
often falls on individual leaders and organizations work under informal practices the
commitment to gender-equality practices still have a long way to go. This study aimed
to answer three research questions around the barriers to women’s advancement, the
role of leadership in promoting gender-balanced practices and the way that gender
equality and Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG 5) are included in SME decision-mak-

ing. In this chapter we provide findings based on these three questions.

This analysis highlights the role that organizational culture and leadership practices have
in shaping women’s advancement in their career. It is found that in SMEs the leaders
have a significant role in shaping organizational practices and norms which also leads to
gender equality practices being strongly tied to the individual values and attitudes of the
leaders. Nordic leadership characteristics such as low hierarchy, trust, shared responsi-
bility and future orientation also provide a strong foundation for improving gender
equality, but these cultural characteristics alone are not enough, but demand for con-
crete action as well. These actions can be achieved through making gender-based lead-
ership barriers more known and adopting equality goals into decision-making and stra-
tegic planning. Having these actions embedded into SMEs is crucial in order to prevent

gender norms from becoming a part of everyday operations inside organizations.

5.1 Summary of the findings

The findings of this study show that the main barriers to women’s advancement into

leadership roles in Nordic SMEs exist at different levels these being societal,
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organizational and individual levels. The barriers include gender stereotypes, psycholog-
ical glass ceilings, exclusion from informal networks, leadership perceptions, work-life
conflicts, and insufficient mentoring and sponsorship. In the context of SMEs these bar-
riers can often be reinforced by the informal structure of practices and decision making,

which can further make the gendered norms difficult to identify and challenge.

The study also shows that leadership in Nordic SMEs can be made more gender-balanced
by taking the focus away from “fixing” women and more toward putting in the effort to
change organizational practices, norms and structures that maintain this inequality. Mak-
ing gender-based barriers visible by pointing them out and openly discussing them is
especially important in SMEs, where informal practices play a key role. In addition to this
the thesis highlights that typical Nordic leadership characteristics such as shared respon-
sibility, future orientation and low hierarchy create ideal conditions for breaking down

these barriers. They just need to be actively leveraged in everyday leadership practices.

Lastly, the findings suggest that Nordic SMEs commitment to gender equality and SDG 5
isn’t reflected through traditional standardized reporting and formal governance sys-
tems but instead is more tied to leadership attitudes, organizational culture and informal
practices in strategic decision-making. This is why the successful integration of SDG 5 is
highly dependent on the leaders’ willingness to formalize equality goals and adopt them
into strategies. When Nordic SMEs align their leadership practices with societal gender-
egalitarian values, gender equality becomes a shared organizational goal rather than an

individual challenge.

5.2 Suggestions for future studies

This area of study could gain better insight by incorporating qualitative methods into
future research. These studies such as interviews with SME leaders and employees,
could help gain better understanding of how gender-based leadership barriers are expe-

rienced and negotiated in everyday organizational practices. Due to the informal nature
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of SMEs, qualitative data would help make gendered norms and practices more visible.
In addition, survey-based studies could be used to examine leadership attitudes, organ-
izational cultures and practices across a bigger sample of Nordic SMEs sense currently

this context has limited research.

Future studies could also dive deeper into understanding the role of individual leaders
and especially how leadership values and behaviours influence the integration of gender
equality and SDG 5 in SMEs. Examining how Nordic leadership characteristics are imple-
mented in practice could also help to understand why some SMEs succeed in advancing

gender equality while others do not.
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Use of artificial intelligence

Artificial intelligence (ChatGPT 5.2) was used in this thesis as supportive tool to support
the structuring and organization of the texts, as well as in the development of headings.
Al was also used to support the clarification of sentence structure and language, as well
as for translation purposes. The content, quality and critical thinking of this thesis are

entirely the authors’ own work.



40

References

Ahl, H., Berglund, K., Pettersson, K., & Tillmar, M. (2014). From feminism to FemInc.ism:
On the uneasy relationship between feminism, entrepreneurship and the Nordic
welfare state. International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal, Vol-

ume (12). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11365-014-0341-4

Barr, E., Popkin, R., Roodzant, E., Jaworski, B & Temkin, M.S. (2023). Gender as a social
and structural variable: research perspectives from the National Institutes of
Health (NIH). Translational Behavioral Medicine, 14(1).
https://doi.org/10.1093/tbm/ibad014

Beloskar, V., Haldat, A. & Gupta, A. (2025). Gender equality and women’s empowerment:
A bibliometric review of the literature on SDG 5 through the management lens.
Journal of Business Research, Volume 172.

https://doi.org/10.1016/|.jbusres.2023.114442

Berisha, A., Govori, A. & Sejdija, Q. (2024). Impact of leadership styles on employee per-
formance in small and medium enterprises. Corporate Governance and Organi-

zational Behavior Review, Volume (8). https://doi.org/10.22495/cgobrv8i2p17

Bhide, V., & Tootell, B. (2018). Perceptions of sponsoring as a career advancement tool
for women: Are they different in Europe? International Journal of Evidence Based
Coaching & Mentoring, 16(1), 3-19. https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.24384/000467

Brent, N.R., Klutts, A.M & Mattingly II, T.J. (2019). A Systematic Review of Leadership
Definitions, Competencies, and Assessment Methods in Pharmacy Education.
American Journal of Pharmaceutical Eductaion, 83(9). https://doi-

org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.5688/ajpe7520

Bjork-Fant, J. M., Nordmyr, J., & Forsman, A. K. (2024). Work-life balance and the psycho-
social work environment in Finnish working life: The case of gender and family
life stages. WORK: A Journal of Prevention, Assessment & Rehabilitation, 79(4),

1741-1752. https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.3233/WOR-230166 (Original work

published 2024)


https://doi.org/10.1007/s11365-014-0341-4
https://doi.org/10.1093/tbm/ibad014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2023.114442
https://doi.org/10.22495/cgobrv8i2p17
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.24384/000467
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.24384/000467
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.5688/ajpe7520
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.5688/ajpe7520
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.3233/WOR-230166

41

Cools, S., Fiva, J. H. & Kirkebgen, L. J. (2015). Causal Effects of Paternity Leave on Children
and Parents’. The Scandinavian Journal of Economics, 117(3): 801-

828. https://doi.org/10.1111/sjoe.12113

Diehl, A. B., & Dzubinski, L. M. (2016). Making the Invisible Visible: A Cross-Sector Anal-
ysis of Gender-Based Leadership Barriers. Human Resource Development Quar-

terly, 27(2), 181-206. https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1002/hrdq.21248

Duvander, A.-Z. & Johansson, M. (2012). What are the effects of reforms promoting fa-
thers’ parental leave use? Journal of European Social Policy, 22(3), 319-330.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928712440201 (Original work published 2012)

Eagly, A.H. & Johannesen-Schmidt, M.C. (2001), The Leadership Styles of Women and
Men. Journal of  Social Issues, 57(4) 781-797. https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1111/0022-4537.00241

Eagly, A. H., & Karau, S. J. (2002). Role congruity theory of prejudice toward female lead-
ers. Psychological Review, 109(3), 573-598. https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1037/0033-295X.109.3.573

Edstrom, C. & Brunila, K. (2016). “TROUBLING GENDER EQUALITY: REVISITING GENDER
EQUALITY WORK IN THE FAMOUS NORDIC MODEL COUNTRIES”. Education As
Change 20 (1):10-27. https://doi.org/10.17159/1947-9417/2016/564.

Enciso-Alfaro, E. & Cunha-Araujo, D. (2024). Weaving the Web to achieve the SDGs: the
presence of women in the boardrooms as a key driver. Measuring Business Excel-

lence. https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/MBE-06-2024-0090

European Commission. (n.d.). SME definition. Retrieved 25.10.2025 from https://single-

market-economy.ec.europa.eu/smes/sme-fundamentals/sme-definition en

Franco, M. & Matos, P. (2015). Leadership Styles in SMEs: A Mixed-Method Approach.
International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal. Volume 11.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11365-013-0283-2

GLOBE 2020. (n.d.). Nordic Europe. Retrieved 2.12.2025 from https://globepro-

ject.com/results/clusters/nordic-europe%3Fmenus=list.html#list



https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1111%2Fsjoe.12113&mobileUi=0#sjoe12113-note-0029
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjoe.12113
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1002/hrdq.21248
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928712440201
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1111/0022-4537.00241
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1111/0022-4537.00241
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1037/0033-295X.109.3.573
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1037/0033-295X.109.3.573
https://doi.org/10.17159/1947-9417/2016/564
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/MBE-06-2024-0090
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/smes/sme-fundamentals/sme-definition_en
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/smes/sme-fundamentals/sme-definition_en
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11365-013-0283-2
https://globeproject.com/results/clusters/nordic-europe%3Fmenu=list.html#list
https://globeproject.com/results/clusters/nordic-europe%3Fmenu=list.html#list

42

Gupta, D. N, Smith, N. & Verner, M. (2008). Perspective Article: The impact of Nordic
countries’ family friendly policies on employment, wages, and children. Springer

Science + Business Media, Volume 6 https://doi.org/10.1007/s11150-007-9023-0

Groschl, S., Gabaldon, P.,, Hahn, T., & Kelan, E. K. (2024). The Emergence and Effects of
Sponsors for Women Leaders. Gender Work and Organization, 32(5).

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.13217

Halme, M. & Korpela, M. (2014). Responsible Innovation Toward Sustainable Develop-
ment in Small and Medium-sized Enterprises: a Resource Perspective. Business

Strategy and the Environment, 23(8). https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.1801

Harney, B., Gilman, M., Mayson, S. & Raby, S. (2022). Advancing understanding of HRM
in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs): critical questions and future pro-
spects. International Journal of Human Resource Management, Volume 33.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2022.2109375

Heilman, M. E. (2012). Gender Stereotypes and Workplace Bias. Research in Organiza-

tional Behavior, 32(3), 113-135. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2012.11.003

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related
Values. Academy of Management Review, 6(4), 681-683. https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.2307/257651

Hoobler, J. M., Lemmon, G., & Wayne, S. J. (2011). Women’s Managerial Aspirations: An
Organizational Development Perspective: An Organizational Development Per-
spective. Journal of Management, 40(3), 703-730.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206311426911 (Original work published 2014)

House, R., Javidan, M., Hanges, Paul. & Dorfman, P. (2002). Understanding cultures and
implicit leadership theories across the globe: an introduction to project GLOBE.

Journal of World Business, 37(1). https://doi.org/10.1016/51090-

9516(01)00069-4

Ibarra, H., Carter, N.M. & Silva, C. (2010). Why men still get more promotions than

women. Harvard Business Review, 88(9). https://www.researchgate.net/publica-

tion/46168700 Why men still get more promotions than women



https://doi.org/10.1007/s11150-007-9023-0
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.13217
https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.1801
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2022.2109375
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2012.11.003
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.2307/257651
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.2307/257651
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206311426911
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-9516(01)00069-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-9516(01)00069-4
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/46168700_Why_men_still_get_more_promotions_than_women
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/46168700_Why_men_still_get_more_promotions_than_women

43

Khatri, I. (2022). Board gender diversity and sustainability performance: Nordic evi-
dence. Corporate Social - Responsibility and Environmental Management, 30(3),

1495-1507. https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1002/csr.2432

Kocanci, M., Aksoy, B. & Namal. M.K. (2025). Beyond tokenism: Breaking the men’s circle
for gender equality at male-dominated jobs. Women’s Studies International Fo-

rum, volume 110. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2025.103097

Kossek, E. E., & Buzzanell, P. M. (2018). Women'’s career equality and leadership in or-
ganizations: Creating an evidence-based positive change. Human Resource Man-

agement, 57(4), 813—-822. https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.21936

Kreitz-Sandberg, S. & Lahelma, E. (2021). Global Demands-Local Practices: Working to-
wards Including Gender Equality in Teacher Education in Finland and Sweden. Nor-
dic Journal of Comparative and International Education, Volume 5.

http://doi.org/10.7577/njcie.4052

Lafuente, E. & Vaillant, Y. (2019). Balance rather than critical mass or tokenism: Gender
diversity, leadership and performance in financial firms. International Journal of

Manpower, 40(5). https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/1JM-10-2017-0268

Lindell, M. & Arvonen, J. (1996). The Nordic Management Style in a European Context.
International Studies of Management & Organization, 26(3) https://doi-

org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1080/00208825.1996.11656689

Maguire, K. R., Anderson, A. M., Chavez, T.E. (2025). "Women in academia: mentorship
from a gendered perspective". International Journal of Mentoring and Coaching
in  Education, Vol. 14 No. 1 pp. 103-119, doi: https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/IJMCE-10-2023-0094

Minelgaite, 1., Sund, B. & Stankeviciene, J. (2020). Understanding the Nordic Gender Di-
versity  Paradox. TalTech  Journal of European  Studies, 10(1)

https://doi.org/10.1515/bjes-2020-0003

Nordic Council of Minister. (n.d.). Generation 2030: Nordic programme for Agenda 2030.

Retrieved 22.1.2026 from https://www.norden.org/en/information/generation-

2030-nordic-programme-agenda-2030



https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1002/csr.2432
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2025.103097
https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.21936
http://doi.org/10.7577/njcie.4052
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/IJM-10-2017-0268
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1080/00208825.1996.11656689
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1080/00208825.1996.11656689
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/IJMCE-10-2023-0094
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/IJMCE-10-2023-0094
https://doi.org/10.1515/bjes-2020-0003
https://www.norden.org/en/information/generation-2030-nordic-programme-agenda-2030
https://www.norden.org/en/information/generation-2030-nordic-programme-agenda-2030

44

Nordic Council of Minister. (n.d.). Politics. Retrieved 19.11.2025 from https://www.nor-

den.org/en/information/politics

Nordic statistics. (n.d.). Gender balance in listed companies by sex, reporting country,

time and position. Retrieved 19.11.2025 from https://pxweb.nordicstatis-

tics.org/pxweb/en/Nordic%20Statistics/Nordic%20Statistics Nordic%20Gen-

der%20Equality%20Indicators  Influence%20and%20power/LABO04.px/

O’Brien, W., Hanlon, C., & Apostolopoulos, V. (2023). Women as leaders in male-domi-
nated sectors: A bifocal analysis of gendered organizational practices. Gender,
Work & Organization, 30(6), 1867-1884. https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1111/gwao.13019

Pollanen, K. (2006). Northern European Leadership in Transition — a Survey of the Insur-
ance Industry. Journal of General Management, 32(1), 43-63. https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1177/030630700603200104

Seierstad, C., & Opsahl, T. (2011). For the few not the many? The effects of affirmative
action on presence, prominence, and social capital of women directors in Norway.
Scandinavian Journal of Management, 27(1), 44-54,

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scaman.2010.10.002

Spence, L. J. (2016). Small Business Social Responsibility: Expanding Core CSR Theory:
Expanding Core CSR Theory. Business & Society, 55(1), 23-55.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650314523256

Tiron-Tudor, A., Faragalla, W.A. & Cuibus, B. (2025). Reporting and disclosure of SDG5
gender equality: a comparative study between Western and Eastern European
Companies. Measuring Business Excellence, Volume (29). https://doi-

org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/MBE-09-2024-0150

Ulkoministerio. (n.d.). Agenda 2030 — kestdvin kehityksen tavoitteet. Retrieved

20.10.2025 from https://um.fi/agenda-2030-sustainable-development-goals

United Nations. (2025). Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls: Pro-

gress and info. Retrieved 25.10.2025 from https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal5#pro-

gress and info



https://www.norden.org/en/information/politics
https://www.norden.org/en/information/politics
https://pxweb.nordicstatistics.org/pxweb/en/Nordic%20Statistics/Nordic%20Statistics__Nordic%20Gender%20Equality%20Indicators__Influence%20and%20power/LABO04.px/
https://pxweb.nordicstatistics.org/pxweb/en/Nordic%20Statistics/Nordic%20Statistics__Nordic%20Gender%20Equality%20Indicators__Influence%20and%20power/LABO04.px/
https://pxweb.nordicstatistics.org/pxweb/en/Nordic%20Statistics/Nordic%20Statistics__Nordic%20Gender%20Equality%20Indicators__Influence%20and%20power/LABO04.px/
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1111/gwao.13019
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1111/gwao.13019
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1177/030630700603200104
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1177/030630700603200104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scaman.2010.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650314523256
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/MBE-09-2024-0150
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/MBE-09-2024-0150
https://um.fi/agenda-2030-sustainable-development-goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal5#progress_and_info
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal5#progress_and_info

45

United Nations. (n.d.). Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-

opment. Retrieved 20.10.2025 from https://sdgs.un.org/goals

Usman, L., Heilman, M.E., Godsil, R.D. & Balcetis, E. (2025). Women underrepresented
or men overrepresented? Framing influences women’s affective and behavioral
responses to gender gap in political leadership. Journal of Experimental Social Psy-

chology, Volume 117. https://doi.orq/10.1016/.jesp.2024.104709

World Bank. (2025). Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) Finance. Retrieved

24.10.2025 from https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance

World Economic Forum. (2025). Global Gender Gap Report 2025. Retrieved 25.10.2025

from https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-

2025/? gl=1*15gs2zj* up*MQ..* gs*MQ..&gclid=CjiwKCAjw6vHHBhBwWEi-

wAg4zvAzMngTYEnaVzcUy3XJyPi965Y-1FLENEPfO-CGZizLY2dioGAU-kehoCPvs-

QAvD BwE&gbraid=0AAAAA0VY5F42KxF9pHuUnSDf67pcQxgfwZ

Yahya, H. (2025). "Female leadership and ESG performance of firms: Nordic evi-
dence". Corporate Governance, Volume (25) No. 1 pp. 109-127, doi: https://doi-
org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/CG-03-2023-0129

Zamani, S. (2022). Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) facing an evolving technological
era: a systematic literature review on the adoption of technologies in SMEs. Eu-
ropean Journal of Innovation Management 19 December 2022; 25 (6): 735—

757. https://doi.org/10.1108/EJIM-07-2021-0360



https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2024.104709
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2025/?_gl=1*15gs2zj*_up*MQ..*_gs*MQ..&gclid=CjwKCAjw6vHHBhBwEiwAq4zvAzMnqTYEnaVzcUy3XJyPi965Y-1FLEnEPfO-CGZizLY2dioGAU-kehoCPvsQAvD_BwE&gbraid=0AAAAAoVy5F42KxF9pHunSDf67pcQxgfwZ
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2025/?_gl=1*15gs2zj*_up*MQ..*_gs*MQ..&gclid=CjwKCAjw6vHHBhBwEiwAq4zvAzMnqTYEnaVzcUy3XJyPi965Y-1FLEnEPfO-CGZizLY2dioGAU-kehoCPvsQAvD_BwE&gbraid=0AAAAAoVy5F42KxF9pHunSDf67pcQxgfwZ
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2025/?_gl=1*15gs2zj*_up*MQ..*_gs*MQ..&gclid=CjwKCAjw6vHHBhBwEiwAq4zvAzMnqTYEnaVzcUy3XJyPi965Y-1FLEnEPfO-CGZizLY2dioGAU-kehoCPvsQAvD_BwE&gbraid=0AAAAAoVy5F42KxF9pHunSDf67pcQxgfwZ
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2025/?_gl=1*15gs2zj*_up*MQ..*_gs*MQ..&gclid=CjwKCAjw6vHHBhBwEiwAq4zvAzMnqTYEnaVzcUy3XJyPi965Y-1FLEnEPfO-CGZizLY2dioGAU-kehoCPvsQAvD_BwE&gbraid=0AAAAAoVy5F42KxF9pHunSDf67pcQxgfwZ
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/CG-03-2023-0129
https://doi-org.proxy.uwasa.fi/10.1108/CG-03-2023-0129
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJIM-07-2021-0360

	1 Introduction
	1.1 Research questions and objectives of the study
	1.2 Definitions of key terms
	1.3 Structure of the thesis

	2 Gender equality in leadership roles
	2.1 The significance of SDG 5: gender equality and women’s empowerment
	2.2 Underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in the business sector
	2.3 Barriers to women’s advancement
	2.3.1 Societal level
	2.3.2 Organizational barriers
	2.3.3 Individual level


	3 SME organizational traits and Nordic leadership culture
	3.1 SME organization characteristics and leadership
	3.2 Leadership in the Nordic countries
	3.2.1 The core values of Nordic cultures and leadership
	3.2.2 Leadership styles and organizational characteristics


	4 Integrating gender equality in Nordic SME leadership practices
	4.1 Gender equality practices as part of decision making and strategic commitment
	4.2 Benefits and impact of building gender-balanced leadership

	5 Conclusion
	5.1 Summary of the findings
	5.2 Suggestions for future studies

	References

