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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this study is to generate an empirically informed theoretical framework which can
be used to analyze the relationship between gender and innovation in the context of a municipality. The authors
present and analyze three illustrative tales from a feminist perspective. The authors thus offer a more balanced
approach to the conceptualization of gendered ascriptions with respect to the possible outcomes of innovation
work in a public context.

Design/methodology/approach — An ethnographic account which employed “shadowing” as a method of
observation.

Findings — The article presents a debate on how the social construction of gender and innovation can be
placed in the context of a municipal reality. Our analysis reveals how the complexities of a gendered work life
within a municipality can create paradoxes. A constructionism approach was used in the identification of
hidden and unspoken paradoxes that exist in public spheres.

Research limitations/implications — The authors used empirical tales from a very specific context, namely
a Swedish municipality. The central implication of this study is the recognition of innovation as being
masculine-gendered within the feminine context. This implication thereby deepens our understanding of
gender paradoxes in the public sector.

Practical implications — This study provides insights to practitioners who intend to work with innovation in
a public organization.

Social implications — The social implications of this study is that when a male-gendered concept like
innovation is implemented in a female-gendered context, like a municipality, it is of importance to contextualize
the concept.

Originality/value — The empirical value of examples of a gendered work landscape at a Swedish
municipality.
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Introduction

Traditionally, innovation research has focused on the manufacturing sectors and on product
innovations; only lately there has been an increased interest for studying innovation and
innovativeness in the private- and public service sectors (Miles, 2005; Mulgan, 2007;
Windrum and Koch, 2008). Examples of public innovation research themes are barriers for
public innovation, drivers for innovation and conditions for innovation (Bekkers et al., 2013;
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Demircioglu and Audretsch, 2017). So far, public innovation research has not been very
theoretical (De Vries et al,, 2016), and research on the relationship between innovation and
gender within the public sector is, so far, scarce (cf. Nahlinder, 2013). The presence of women
has increased in public institutions, especially in the low-value sectors (Marlow et al., 2008),
where gender has no role to play in relation, for example, between launching an idea and
executing an idea (Foss ef al, 2013; Alsos et al., 2013). Other scholars have considered the
gender dimension of innovation as merely a peripheral element, and they have thus failed to
perceive it as something important (Cooper, 2012; Ranga and Etzkowitz, 2010). Moreover,
innovation research in relation to gender has been characterized by “gender blindness” by
many scholars (cf. Pecis, 2016; Alsos et al.,, 2013). The ideology of gender blindness helps to
maintain a paradox of silence, in which innovation is embedded. This is a silence in which
women tacitly subscribe to a dominant and heteronormative ideology. However, innovation
and gender do not exist in a void. Instead, they are created by the influences of specific social
structures and norms that are open to scrutiny.

Taking a social constructionism approach to innovation and analyze the gendered
innovation practices of a municipal workplace. Furthermore, we interrogate how innovation
ascriptions are “talked into being” and then performed through interaction with colleagues.
From this perspective, innovation is understood as a socially constructed process, which is
embedded within everyday workplace practices.

We argue that socially constructed masculine-gendered innovation ascriptions are
produced and reproduced within a municipality and the public sector. Accordingly, our
research objective is to explore how the intersecting ascriptions of men and women within the
public sector influence innovation experiences as being “gendered.”.

The empirical context of the paper is an ethnographic study that was conducted at a
municipality. The researcher followed the process of how the municipality made the strategic
decision to invest in and work with innovation to move the organization [the municipality]
from a focus on improving efficiency to working in radical new ways, with and through
innovation. The municipality was much inspired by the Observatory of Public Sector
Innovation (OPSI), which is part of the work conducted by The Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD). OPSI suggests four facets of public sector
innovations, and in the early phase, the municipality focused much on the facet called
anticipatory innovations, i.e. to engage with the future and uncertainty regarding what works
is appropriate and/or possible. It is about exploring new frames of reference and paradigms
regarding how things can work.

Observations from the field reveal that innovation was initially constructed as something
radical, scalable and unique. This is interesting as in terms of research, the focus has been on
incremental innovations rather than on radical, as radical innovations are rare and unique as
they represent fundamental changes and clear departures from today’s practices (Abernathy
and Utterback, 1978; Ritala and Sainio, 2014). Simply speaking, innovation was addressed in
words, concepts and examples that made the concept very exclusive and thereby included
only a small group of people. Over time, the concept of innovation was re-constructed. We
report on this development by analyzing a few key events and stories from the field. By doing
S0, we come to reveal innovation as being male-gendered when the concept was introduced to
the organization. The value of this study lies in its acknowledgment of the paradox of how
innovation in a female-gendered context, like a municipality, is dressed in male-gendered
terms. By gaining new insights and knowledge regarding innovation in female-gendered
contexts, like a municipality, we contribute to the development of new theoretical insights
and to practice.

While the above became evident to us, we examine the ways Zow a municipality that made
a strategic decision to work with innovation took on this challenge. Further, we interrogate



three tales from the field by addressing gender- and innovation-as-practice, revealing the
general understanding that innovation is a masculine phenomenon.

In this paper, we contribute to the debate about the influence of gendered ascriptions on
entrepreneurial innovation outcomes. We analyze our illustrative accounts from a feminist
viewpoint, examining the asserted association between (1) “gender” and (2) how certain
understandings of the concept impact the masculinization of innovation. We also elicited the
thoughts and ideas of a number of municipal workers about the promotion of innovation in
the female-dominated public sector in Sweden. We thus offer a useful method to analyze the
conceptualization of “innovation” in terms of gender since we understand it to be an
endogenous process. Innovation is a highly gendered term that creates a barrier to women in
the female-dominated public sector. Because there are different understandings assigned to
women and men in the innovation process (Duberley and Cohen, 2010), men are inclined to
engage in innovation while women are often pushed aside to occupy invisible positions.
Through the identification of a paradox, this analysis highlights how the municipality
accommodates innovation and how a top-down strategy reveals hidden power relations
within the public sphere.

The paper is structured in the following way: We begin with a discussion of the theory we
refer to and the research method we employ. Thereafter, the context of the study is presented.
We then share with the reader three tales from the field. We end this paper with a final
discussion and our conclusions.

Note on theory

In this article, we employ a feminist perspective as we critically examine prevailing
perceptions about innovation as being male-gendered. Feminism is also intimately associated
with challenging the normative, gendered order in society. This social order materializes via
the reproduction of certain acts and the use of language. We use a post-structuralist feminist
lens (Butler, 1990; Irigaray, 1985) to view issues in which female subordination is constructed
within and through language. We also refer to Spender’s (1985) observations concerning
“man-made language” and reveal how language uses symbols and metaphors that
persistently represent the feminine as weak and masculinity as strong. This is a useful
approach to studying male-gendered innovation within a female-gendered context, a
municipality.

From a global perspective, the Nordic welfare state is unique since family policies make it
possible for women to work; women'’s liberation is, to a large extent, a result of the state policy
(Ahl et al., 2016). The Nordic counties are known to the world to be gender-equal and gender-
aware, which contributes to the ideology of gender blindness, maintaining a paradox of
silence in which innovation is embedded. However, the Swedish public sector consists of a
number of feminine institutions, focusing on caring for children and the elderly, which are
characterized by an entrenched gender hierarchy (Acker, 1990, 1992). Women'’s position in
the Scandinavian welfare state is complex; the welfare state implies that women are
empowered as employees, mothers and citizens at the same time as there are structures that
oppress them (Sum, 1987). Gender is reinforced and frequently expressed through masculine
symbols and rhetoric (Acker, 1990, 1992). The gender ideology that exists in Sweden is
consistent with an institutional order that silences women and their experiences. This is a
circumstance that, in effect, favors men.

In the context of studies on innovation and gender, we know that the concept of
“innovation” builds on notions that promote men and certain forms of masculinity as the
norm (cf. Blake and Hanson, 2005; Nyberg, 2009). There is a strong association between
“masculinity,” “science and engineering,” “technology” and “innovation” (Wajcman, 2010;
Marlow and McAdam, 2012). The lack of gender perspectives in these domains has been, for
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example, previously explained in terms of the small number of people who are engaged in
innovation studies: when people are left out, gender is left out (Alsos ef al, 2013). One way to
include people in innovation studies is to focus on practice. This includes a change in the field
of innovation studies, fields that have turned to the practice turn are, for example, the field of
entrepreneurship (Thompson ef al., 2020) and strategic management with the development of
the strategy-as-practice domain (Seidl and Whittington, 2014; Whittington, 1996). To further
develop the field of gender studies in relation to innovation, we need to acknowledge practice.

Studying what takes place at a municipality is of interest since doing so can contribute to
our knowledge about innovation in a female-gendered context. Note that in the municipality
that was studied, almost 80% of the employees are female. Public sector innovation is a
relatively new area of research, and consequently, there still remains a lack of in-depth
qualitative studies that investigate why and how innovations can be embedded into a public
context (Djellal et al, 2013). Most existing research on public sector innovation is on intra-
organizational administrative processes (often technology-driven), which relate to either
NPM (New Public Management) or e-government (De Vries et al., 2016). Thus far, however,
public innovation research has not been very theoretical in its approach (De Vries et al., 2016).
By using a gender perspective, we contribute to the theory relevant to investigating the field
of public innovation.

Note on method

Three tales constructed from the two-year ethnographic study of the municipality constitute
the empirical material used in this study. Notes from participant observations and narrative
interviews were analyzed to delineate how innovation work is gendered.

From October, 2018 to October, 2020, one of the authors was an embedded researcher in
the municipality in question. Being embedded implies that one “investigate from within the
subject of study” (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 498). The study was conducted within an
interpretative paradigm of inquiry since we claim that “[t]he qualitative researcher is not an
objective, authoritative, politically neutral observer standing outside and above the text”
(Lincoln and Denzin, 2000, p. 1,049). The opportunity to live and to learn the everyday work-
life processes within an organization enables the researcher to learn about the different
meanings that construct the everyday lives of the people who work there, including “the
routine, daily lives of people” (Fetterman, 1998b, p. 473). In the context of studying “everyday
life” at the municipality, being embedded allowed the researcher to develop understandings
that would not be possible to obtain through mere snapshot visits or through interviews.
Spending two years at the municipality implied for the researcher a movement from being an
outsider to becoming, almost, an insider. An emic understanding (Fetterman, 1998a) about
the organization was created by the researcher and enabled the researcher to engage with
multiple perspectives and interpretations. Rosen (1991, p. 16) (based on Nelson, 1969) writes:
“only by ‘direct participation’ in the affairs of a social group can the ethnographer come to
understand the actions and meanings of those who constitute the group.” The researcher’s
direct participation contributed to developing a deep understanding of municipality life.

In the field, the researcher took notes of what took place at meetings, workshops and other
activities. The technique of shadowing was applied (Czarniawska, 2007). The researcher also
conducted many narrative interviews during this time. The municipality employs almost
10,000 people, and close to 150,000 inhabitants live in the municipality. The researcher was
embedded in the strategic department of the city management administration. Employees
were interviewed based on their role in the organization.

Spending two years in the field implies that the researcher was able to cultivate a number
of friendships and acquaintanceships with many of the employees, a crucial aspect of the
nature of the study. A notebook, a tape recorder and a mobile phone with a good camera were



the tools that were used in the everyday work-life of the researcher. Fetterman (1998b) claims
that a good ethnographer is both a good storyteller and a good scientist. If the researcher is
able to get close to “the natives” and to the studied phenomenon and can convey these
experiences in a text, then good ethnography and good science are performed.

This study builds on the assumption that reality is enacted, and research is constructed,
1.e. the study adopts a social constructionist approach (Rosen, 1991, p. 6). The tales in this text
are written in a “confessional” style (Van Maanen, 1988). The researcher’s own experiences
and reactions inform the text, giving the reader an understanding of how the researcher came
to know the research field. In this approach, barriers are acknowledged, the fieldwork process
is unmasked (Van Maanen, 1988), and subjectivity is no longer placed on a hidden agenda or
in any way suppressed. The confessional style demands that the researcher employs an
honest way of writing since all of the relevant information is filtered through the researcher.
During the ethnographic process, people are not ascribed certain interpretations; instead, an
understanding is constructed in the interaction process by the person who conducts the
research and the people who are being researched. Writing ethnography is a fundamentally
interpretive act since the researcher interprets when he or she talks with people and is the
spectator when reading a text. Interpretations are recorded in the form of field notes and
returned to in later phases of the research process, which implies that a text is always a
construction.

Regarding how to write within the ethnographic tradition, Richardson (1995, p. 218)
provides the following advice:

If we wish to understand the deepest and most universal of human experiences, if we wish our work
to be faithful to the lived experiences of people, if we wish for a union between poetics and science, or
if we wish to use our privileges and skills to empower the people we study, then we should value the
narrative.

Three tales that are constructed based on empirics from the field constitute this study. These
three tales are included here because they represent the innovation work in the organization
from different organizational levels: (1) the top management, (2) the accelerator in the
organization (the innovation department), and (3) an innovation project. All three tales can be
seen as symbols for the innovation work in the municipality, and they are all visible in the
organization. There are, of course, much more processes and work taking place in the
organization, but in this specific article, we focus on three tales that can be considered as
espoused tales.

The first tale represents how top management in the organization argued for a focus on
innovation. During the researcher’s two years in the organization, several events took place
where the top managers presented arguments for why the organization should work with
innovation and also that innovation is the responsibility of all employees. The events were
organized for the employees and, on occasion, to external stakeholders, too. During these
events, a few arguments and statements were repeatedly referred to. The arguments that
were presented by the top management were of importance to the organization because they
were arguments concerning the setting of goals and expectations for the employees.

The second tale that we report on in this study is the inauguration of the municipal
organization’s accelerator. The accelerator is an organization and physical meeting place in
the municipal organization that is supposed to support different departments within the
municipality in their innovation work. The accelerator also possessed a symbolic role in the
organization since its mere existence announced to the rest of the municipality that
innovation work is important work and is highly prioritized in the organization. Finally, the
third tale that we share here is about a specific innovation project. This innovation project has
received much attention in the organization.
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The municipality in focus

Three years ago, a group of representatives from the municipality and a number of external
actors engaged in a process that resulted in a structural reform in how the municipality would
work with innovation in the future. Included in this reform was the creation of a physical
place within the organization that would be dedicated to innovation. This decision resulted in
the founding of the municipality’s accelerator. A political decision was also made to invest
money into this project. The necessary funding was secured by the municipality by making
an ownership withdrawal from one of the municipality’s companies. This money (€23m ) was
then invested in innovation work. It was agreed that part of the money would be used for
initiating, testing, and implementing innovation projects within the municipality and part of
the money would be used for a city expo in 2022. At the expo, the innovation work will be
presented to inhabitants and external actors. In this context, an additional political goal was
decided on; namely, the municipality should become one of the most innovative cities in
Europe before 2022. This status should be acquired by competing in The European Capital of
Innovation (iICapital), organized by the European Union. The municipality participated in the
competition in 2020 and they placed quite high.

By using the above-mentioned three tales from the field, we analyze how this strategy was
implemented by the organization. The first tale exemplifies how the top (male) managers in
the municipality communicated the municipality’s need for innovation. This account informs
us, of course, that the innovation strategy was a top-down project, but it was the
municipality’s employees who were tasked with its implementation. The second account we
share here concerns the inauguration of the accelerator in the municipality. This tale shows
how “innovation” was equated with technological product innovations, even though process
innovations remain relevant to welfare services. The third tale exemplifies a specific
innovation project at the municipality. This final tale shows us how a robot for pre-school
children became a symbol of innovation in the municipality.

Working with innovation — a top down initiative

Arguments for why the municipality should work with innovation were presented at a
number of internal and external events. One argument put forward is based on the
demographic changes present in the municipality. It had been observed how the population of
young people and old people was growing, while the population of people who were gainfully
employed and paid taxes was becoming smaller. At an internal municipal event, the
Municipal Chief Executive [MCE] [1], explained why the municipality should work with
innovation. He explained the need for innovation from the perspective of improving economic
growth in the municipality. After presenting the demographic changes mentioned above, he
reported the following:

So, this puts a lot of pressure on our economy, while at the same time the expectations that our
residents have are increasing. They want better service, more service, faster service. And we also
have quite large societal challenges, (. . .) that is, climate challenges, security. (. . .) So, we have a really
tough condition ahead of us, and the municipal assembly are now discussing how we should solve
this. (. . .) they said this: We want to try to find new solutions on how to solve our mission. (. . .) we are
now investing 23 million Euro over the next three years to help the organization find these new
solutions, both to ensure welfare, ensure the quality of schooling, care, and nursing. But, also to find
solutions to build a smart, sustainable city. The municipal assembly say that they want to take a step
forward and show Sweden and the world how to build a smart and sustainable city (. . .) I know thata
lot is happening in the organization now, in your organization, to really be able to respond to this.
(...) take a step forward, we will really solve it. Do you agree with that?

The words “we will really solve it” refers to the role of the civil servants, who are supposed to
do this in practice and innovate to develop solutions to the municipality’s problems, in



cooperation with others, for example, the inhabitants of the municipality, civil society,
companies and universities, and internally, between the various municipal departments.
Acting was deemed to be of great importance. Additionally, MCE stressed that everybody
should learn more about artificial intelligence because he claimed this technology will
radically change society and the way the municipality works.

The main task of a municipality is to deliver welfare services, e.g. schooling, elderly and
handicapped care, and nursing. Those tasks are performed by women, but only briefly
mentioned. Emphasis is put on becoming a smart and sustainable city. A city would use
different types of electronic methods and sensors to collect data, which can be used in the
city’s pursuit of becoming more efficient and improving municipal services.

In the municipality, the hierarchies are obvious. The municipal assembly has the power to
make strategic decisions since it is democratically elected by people. The job of the MCE is to
fulfill the will of the municipal councilor. In this specific municipality, both are men.

We should note that the municipal employees were tasked with the successful
implementation of the MCE’s innovation strategy. In this municipality (as in all
municipalities across Sweden), the great majority of the employees work with welfare
services. Consequently, they have little or no time to assign to working with innovation. Their
days are filled with face-to-face interactions as they work to secure high quality of services, as
expected by the municipality’s residents and by its management team. Given the above
circumstances, one might come to the conclusion that innovation work is for those civil
servants who have the authority to decide over their own time at work.

Another regular internal event was the municipality’s employee day, which was a huge
event where almost 10,000 of the municipality’s employees were expected to attend. Because
the great majority of the employees work with delivering welfare services, like schooling and
care, a number of these activities had to close for this occasion. For the employee day, a large
hall was festively decorated. The topic of the employee day was “innovation.” The chairman
of the municipal board, together with a representative for the opposition party, was on stage
to welcome the employees and to introduce the topic. The chairman of the municipal board
referred to the coming three years and said:

So now, during these three years, together, we will try to present new smart solutions, new ways of
working, new ways of meeting the societal problems that all municipalities face.

The representative from the opposition party added:

I think we should stop thinking about changes, innovations, and improvements as if it is someone
else’s responsibility. There is no one else, but we must see it as a task in our everyday lives, and that I,
you, and all of us here in the city should ask ourselves “What can we due to make X a better place?”

Later, while sitting with a group of colleagues who worked with elderly care, we spoke about
their lack of resources. The researcher’s concern, namely that innovation work is the
responsibility of only a few people, was confirmed. In every organization, there exists an
inherent sense of—equality regarding the type of position different people hold.

Part of the employee day included a presentation of employees who had made outstanding
achievements in their work for the municipality. These achievements were exhibited in a
large room. In another room, a female entrepreneur gave a lecture on innovation and the
techniques one can use to generate new ideas. A small box of candy was handed out to each
participant with the text: You are an enabler. The idea that all employees should perceive
themselves as enablers (with respect to innovation) was a key message communicated across
the municipality.

In summary, for this municipality, innovation is viewed as a strategic tool that can be used
to transform the organization so that it will be better able to face future challenges. Innovation
is also perceived to be a tool that the municipality can use to win international recognition.
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What is more problematic, however, is that only a limited number of employees at the
municipality have the authority to act outside their prescribed job descriptions, given that
they are employed to deliver welfare services. This is the case even though the message
broadcasted in the above quotes was that innovation is the responsibility of all the employees.
The sub-text that was present at this event was that no one in the organization should hinder
novation and change, and every employee is expected to embark on this journey with an
open mind.

The quotes above illustrate that individuals with power created an innovation narrative
aimed at both impressing and seducing the municipal employees. From a feminist
perspective, (and perhaps from just a common sense perspective, too), this way of speaking
can be defined as patronizing. The department for healthcare employs nearly 30% of all the
municipality’s employees, and the department of School and Leisure and Recreation Services
employs nearly half of the employees in the organization. This entails that 80% of municipal
employees are in a role where they deliver welfare services. These employees, however, lack
one important resource: namely, fime. Since they are employed to deliver welfare services, this
implies that these workers enjoy very little “slack time” at their workplace. Notwithstanding
this, they were still encouraged to take action and be innovative. However, when such a
challenge is to be met, it is important that the management team consider the context of the
organization and the situation of its employees. An important question to ask here is What
resources do the employees have access to to fulfil the expectations that the top management has
placed on them? If the prerequisites for fulfilling a task are not properly considered, then there
is a risk that certain people will feel patronized. This is especially true when the message is
delivered by a group of men to a group of subordinated women. Note that at the Department
of School and Leisure and Recreation Services, 23% of the employees are men, and 77 % are
women. At the department of Healthcare, the corresponding employment figures are 13%
men, and 87% women.

Innovation is an example of a “magic concept” (Pollitt and Hupe, 2011). A concept that is
difficult to define because it is very broad, and it tends to be normatively charged, in the sense
that it only has positive connotations. It is no easy task to find a distinct opposite to a magic
concept. For example, we may ask What is the opposite of innovation? Which organizations do
not want to be modern and progressive? If we consider innovation as a magic concept, perhaps
its magic can explain why two politicians who represent two different ideologies could share
the same stage and share the same message. However, neither of the politicians really
articulated a clear definition of the concept of innovation, leaving the employees oblivious to
the real nature of the task they had been assigned to perform.

The inauguration of the accelerator

The municipality inaugurated its innovation accelerator a little more than a year ago. It is
placed in the municipality’s organizational chart under the digitalization department. It is
located in modern office space in the city center and occupies two floors, and a large staircase.
When one enters this office space, one will immediately make association with an IT company
and not with a public service establishment.

The employees who work at the accelerator have different competences and skills. Some
work as coaches, some work with service designs and some are programmers. The managers
at the accelerator fall under the work title: “innovation strategist.” The group employed at the
accelerator consists of 29 people: nine women and 20 men. The largest group within
the accelerator is the group of programmers, which consists of 11 men. The primary focus of
the work done in the accelerator is on digitalization.

The accelerator is a place where employees can learn different methods and approaches to
entrepreneurship and innovation. Currently, the accelerator supports the different



departments in their very early phases. At a later phase of their development, it is the
responsibility of each department to embed innovation into its everyday work.

At the inauguration of the accelerator, visitors were guided through the accelerator and
were presented with a range of different innovations at different stations. During this event,
visitors were expected to stay at each station for about 10 minutes and then move on. The idea
behind this continual movement of visitors was to stage an experience of a physical place
where things were “happening” and where energy was abundant.

Seven different stations were set up, each one presenting innovations. The majority of the
stations displayed different product innovations that had been developed by the
municipality; for example, a prototype of a robot that had been developed for pre-school
children, Chatbots, how virtual reality can be used to recognize faces and examples of how the
Internet of Things [IoT] can be used. The people who attended the inauguration event were
provided with the opportunity to see several product innovations that the municipality had,
thus far, worked on.

The innovations that were presented at the inauguration were mainly product innovations
and related to digitalization. In fact, these innovations could have been developed by private
companies, and some of the examples were developed in collaboration with external actors. It
is interesting to note that while a private company may focus on products/services for the
private market, a municipality, on the other hand, by its very nature should focus on
products/services that provide value and benefit to the municipality’s inhabitants. Keeping
the inhabitants’ needs and benefits in focus is crucial. While innovation itself can be the goal
of a private company, innovation in a politically controlled public organization must always
be a means and never an end.

From previous research, we know that innovation is strongly linked to the private sector
and is associated with ideas that are technological and product-driven (Blake and Hanson,
2005). Furthermore, as noted above, it is a male-gendered concept (Amble, 2010; Kvidal and
Ljunggren, 2010; Ljunggren et al., 2010; Nyberg, 2009). This is also how the visitors to the
inauguration of the accelerator were introduced to innovation. The examples that were
showcased at the event were all product innovations with a prominent technology
component. Note that services and processes are central to the provision of welfare services.

A robot for preschool children

Early in the process, each department in the municipality was invited to the accelerator to
participate in a creative process. The group of employees who attended the accelerator was
asked to identify a challenge that they wanted to work with. The Department of School and
Leisure and Recreation Services participated in this type of activity.

The process started with collecting ideas from employees and students from several
different schools. The ideas were grouped into different themes. This process was assisted by
the accelerator and was considered to constitute a bank of possible challenges the department
was facing. During the subsequent workshop, the participants decided to work on one theme.
Three ideas were further developed: (1) an idea about checking attendance in a better way; (2)
an idea regarding how teachers and students could share knowledge with each other in a
more equitable way, where each party could be seen as a resource and (3) a robot for preschool
children. When the groups working with the ideas had presented their ideas, the head of the
administration for the department decided on which idea to continue working with.

In this specific case, the idea chosen involved the development of a robot for preschool
children. The idea came from a male educator who worked at a preschool. In his role as an
educator, he had worked quite extensively with computer programming and introduced this
field to the children he taught. We thus note that technology was, and is, something that he is
passionate about.
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His idea was to develop a robot that could answer the common questions that preschool
children ask. This included questions like who will pick me up today? Which clothes should I
wear when I go out to the playground? What will we be served for lunch? These are questions
that this educator reported were being asked several times per day. Al is used to generate the
answers to these questions.

A so-called “sprint” was organized to develop the idea further. A prototype was produced,
and several children were also invited to the accelerator to participate in the development
process. The prototype was later tested at a preschool and evaluated.

The entrepreneur, the male educator who initially came up with the idea, received the
opportunity to work on the idea since resources were assigned to him from the municipality.
Almost two years after its inception, the robot has been tested in 18 preschools and remains
under development. Physically, the robot is on an iPad, and the answers it provides are
generated through artificial intelligence. The municipality sees it as a strength that the
children who use the device can find their answers by themselves. The municipality has also
acknowledged that the robot is much appreciated by educators, children and parents because
the information that it provides is “correct” and presented in a standard form to everyone.

This innovative idea can be discussed from many different perspectives. However, in this
specific context, it is of importance that we note a few things. First, it is male employees who
received resources to develop an idea, even if 77% of the employees are women. Second,
technology is replacing human interactions. Third, it is an innovation base on technology and
Al answering the call from the MCE (see the first tale above).

Paradoxes in gender, innovation and the municipal context

A constructionism perspective is exceptionally useful for the investigation of public
organizations, primarily because it requires subjectivity and reflexivity. A feminist point of
view is also of use when the researcher wishes to interpret things hidden between the lines.
The first tale revealed how expectations were pushed onto the women working at the
municipality without providing them with adequate resources to fulfill these expectations.
The second tale revealed how mnovation is adapted as a male-gendered concept by
promoting and focusing on technological product innovations. The third tale indicated to us
that innovation resources are readily made available for the development of technological
product innovation. Furthermore, we note that the intrapreneur who is responsible for
developing the technological product innovation and who was given resources from the
municipality is a man. The perseverance of gender inequality supports our claim that
women’s interests, which often lack the legitimacy of authority, thus appear as a paradox.

Another paradox lies between the image that the country projects abroad with respect to
gender equality and the reality of gender equality at the municipal level. There is an obvious
unspoken and hidden conflict between the government’s and other public authorities’ policies
regarding gender equality and the highly gendered reality that exists in Sweden’s
workplaces.

Sweden is known internationally for its gender equality and is often described as an
example of “state feminism” (Stetson and Mazur, 1995). According to Hernes (1987, p. 11), the
term state feminism refers to “feminism from above” in the sense that public policies promote
gender equality. This paradox refers to what Ahl (2006, p. 613) has called the “gendering of
institutional order” and is indicative of an asymmetrical gender system and the presence of
gendered systems of inequality. This gender inequality may be explained (and sometimes
legitimized) as an inevitable after-effect of policy distinctions (Martin, 1990, p. 344).

Sweden is a nation that is profoundly divided, both economically and politically, into
regional blocks, or economic zones, where we find certain municipalities which are currently
competing against each other to find out which one can show the best entrepreneurial spirit.



How can a municipality revive a spirit of entrepreneurship and ambition in a region? In the
case study under investigation, one solution is #novation. This presents another paradox
because, traditionally, Swedish municipalities have constituted a non-innovative sector
(Nahlinder, 2013).

The standard conception of employment at a municipality presents yet another paradox.
The collective ideas concerning municipal employment have triggered novel ideas within the
municipality, which, in turn, apply to masculine-gendered outcome innovation tasks. The
identification of masculine-gendered attitudes enacted as novel innovation causes
disproportionate effects on the process outcome. These masculine attitudes may also
secretly add glamor to the innovation in the sense that it is perceived as a task that possesses
the allure of progress. It is reasonable to think that the male-constructed strategies that exist
within the municipality reflect the municipality’s ambivalence regarding the extent to which
female employees may benefit from their employment at the municipality. In this respect,
work-related segregation has been revealed to be key to supporting hidden discrimination
against women. By emphasizing the role of radical innovations and not incremental and
stepwise innovations, a large group of employees felt excluded from the process. A lesson
that can be learned is to carefully consider how a concept like innovation is introduced into an
organizational context. Depending on how the organization introduces the concept, they can
either open for an inclusive process or a process that strengthens existing structures and
becomes exclusive.

This implies that municipal entrepreneurship can be identified at two levels. At the
institutional level of the municipality (in Sweden), it is a radically new idea to set up an
internal accelerator. Deciding to implement an accelerator at the municipality can be seen as a
strategy formulated by the “ruling class,” i.e. at the top management level. Notwithstanding
this, an accelerator where people fail to take action is quite useless: the action taken by the
different municipal departments will result in public innovations. The employees, however,
employ certain tactics and decide on what they want to do. In this process, the head of each
department plays a significant role. However, note that it might not be the head of the
department who actually takes the necessary innovative action. Ideas are, most frequently,
initiated by individual employees, and note that these individuals’ ideas often challenge
established ideas and routines at the municipality. We thus find municipal entrepreneurs at
different levels within the municipality, but who benefits from this? The hidden ideology of
the male-gendered authorities at the municipality reveals this evident paradox.

While it is z0f the case that all innovation strategies can be identified as entrepreneurship,
in the context of the present study, we argue that the municipality is engaged in an
entrepreneurial act when it sets the goal that the city should become one of Europe’s most
innovative cities within the near future. But again, we may well ask who is setting the goal?

“Tokenism” is a theoretical construction (Kanter, 1977) evidenced by unequal gender
positions at a workplace. Unfortunately, it has not lost its appeal in current gendered
situations at the workplace. Tokenism remains a discriminatory practice and could easily be
observed in the municipality’s work practices. We find it useful to illustrate current
manifestations of tokenism in terms of the paradoxes that it engenders, which we provide
support for by the three presented tales.

We argue that, with respect to both gender-related paradoxes and paradoxes that can be
related to tokenism, this type of analysis is suited to developing an understanding of the
complexity of gendered processes within a hetero-normative societal landscape (a landscape
that silently demands conformity and subordination).

In classical terms, fokenism (Kanter, 1977; Martin and Collinson, 2002) refers to situations
where certain subgroups of workers sometimes find themselves in the minority. These
groups primarily consist of women who are ill-treated by their work lives. However, the same
women may be used as tokens by the organization when it presents its work on gender. In the
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context of the present study, we reverse the concept and discuss it in terms of reverse
tokenism to reveal a paradox. Most municipal employees are women, but they are pressured
into assimilating strategies of innovation that have been created by a male minority. Because
imnovation, as a concept, is male-gendered, we should reflect on and contextualize the concept
in terms of its role at the municipality in question. This was not done by the municipality
itself, thereby resulting in a situation where the concept was adopted as male-gendered,
which rendered the concept exclusive and excluding in practice. Our analyses highlight the
gender paradoxes implicit in the tales shared with us, and we show how putatively
benevolent municipal practices can reveal power relationships since they failed to reflect
upon the gender issues inherent to the concept of innovation. When innovation was
discussed, masculine metaphors were used, for example, as is apparent in words lean, efficient
and competitive. Female metaphors, for example, those invoked by words such as empathetic,
supportive, kind or caring were not used in the context of innovation at the municipality. If the
concept had been reflected on and contextualized at the municipality, then the innovation
practice may have been different in its nature.

To summarize, women have been empowered within Swedish public policies but in
practice subordinated by male domination. The paradox of reverse tokenism exemplifies this
and points to the fact that women are also neglected in the female-dominated municipal
sector. This implies that even if the ambition is to be gender equal paternalistic societal
structures that promote reverse tokenism are reinforced. Reverse tokenism is deeply rooted,
and it fundamentally disadvantages women.

Conclusion

Asnoted at the beginning of our paper, innovation is a socially embedded activity, an activity
available to and pursued by individuals who are shaped by the socially constructed
institutional contexts they encounter. We adopted the view that masculine innovation
practice is socially and normatively situated and organized according to common gender
practices. As per our analysis, 80% of the workforce at the municipality is female.
Notwithstanding this majority position, they are disadvantaged by and through gendered
ascriptions and responsibilities, a circumstance that fuels a condition of segregated and
associated subordination to the masculine norm regarding innovation. This circumstance we
find to be a paradox, which informs us that the women at the municipality are viewed as
“deficient men.”

Our study shows that the context from which innovation may emerge plays a significant
role. We thus claim that the municipality culture is of great importance for understanding
innovation in a public services context. Existing municipal practices for understanding what
innovation entails are still in development. It is apparent that, in the public sector, most
employees are women who possess a high degree of potential with respect to innovation, but
they find themselves working under a prevailing masculinized culture and under the rule of
men, which, in turn, suggests the existence of another practice-paradox. Our analysis also
reveals that local departments in the municipality have important roles to play. It is of utmost
importance that innovation is gender-equalized and is accepted as part of everyday life at the
micro-level at the municipality. The effects of the masculinized gender culture of innovation
are associated with the reproduction of well-rehearsed male-cultural practices, which give
rise to negative consequences in society. Our analysis shows how the social and political
goals of gender equality that are built on egalitarian values become paradoxical and
inadvertently reproduce power relations and the contradictions that we found between men
and women.

There is a risk that we adopt a hegemonic perspective on why a municipality should work
with innovation and how innovation is developed (Boje et al., 1999, p. 341). Clegg (1989, p. 160)



defines hegemony in terms of the degree it (1989, p. 160) “involves the successful mobilization
and reproduction of the active consent of dominated groups.” In such circumstances, there is
a risk that the hegemonic force “of one social class, gender or culture over another, can be an
invisible prison of intersecting gazes to those who have little power to negotiate or even voice
alternate stories defining and shaping their existence” (Boje et al., 1999, p. 341). People with
less power remain silent.

By analyzing the contradictions and paradoxes associated with the implementation of
innovation at the municipality, we can engage in a more complex debate in the field of
gendered innovation and gender studies. Our paper clearly illuminated the presence of an
asymmetrical gender understanding in the practice of innovation. It, furthermore, explored
the intricacies of the deep inequalities that inform the provision of welfare and other services.
Understanding an inherently female practice requires that one engages in critical reflection
on the discriminating socio-cultural forces that dominate the public sector. The research
community is often reluctant to break the taboos of mainstream thinking. If we do not debate,
discuss and act on these issues, then our silence on these matters underestimates the gender
inequality that is currently in hiding in male-dominated organizations, thereby leaving it free
to reappear in more elusive and pernicious forms, which masculinized innovation is but one
example.

The voice of the embedded researcher, an epilogue

My time in the field had come to an end, and I was to have my so-called “exit conversation”
with the group of researchers who were to evaluate my project. Part of the conversation
included both my manager at the municipality and my manager at my academic institution.
My manager at the municipality summarized what I had done and how I had contributed to
their work. He explained that, when I first came to the organization, they had just embarked
on a journey to work with innovation. They were expected to transform their organization
and make innovation part of their daily work, to ensure the provision of good welfare services
in the future. He explained that doing innovation work is often an exclusive process, in which
only a few people are involved. At the municipality, they talked about the global impact of
their innovations, radical innovations and scalability. He said that, when I gave a public
presentation of my work in the organization, something changed in the organization. He told
me that my presentation had made them see and discuss innovation in a new way.
Apparently, I had contributed to the democratization of innovation, and consequently,
innovation became much more inclusive, he said. This article thus frames the time spent in
the field, in the theoretical context of gender and innovation.
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Note
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