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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to examine potential gender inequality in authority positions in the Swedish 

labour market. In addition, this thesis intends to explore whether there is a difference in gender 

inequality between the public and the private sector. The results show that women have poorer 

advancement opportunities compared to men. Men have significantly higher probabilities of holding 

managerial positions and this is valid in both sectors of the Swedish economy. The outcome cannot 

be explained by family-related factors, or by gender differences in work motivation. Moreover, 

despite public sector bureaucracy implying more extensive regulations with the intent to equalize 

recruitments and promotions on factors such as gender and ethnicity; women have greater chances of 

holding managerial positions in the private sector compared to the public sector. For men, the sector 

of employment is not related to differences in workplace authority. Women’s greater disadvantage in 

the public sector compared to the private is primarily due to the large concentration of female-

dominated occupations in the former sector, which limit career opportunities substantially for women. 

In fact, when controlling for the share of women working in the profession there is no longer a 

significant advantage in terms of workplace authority for women in the private sector compared to the 

public sector. This thesis argues that public sector formalized regulations, as regards recruitment and 

promotion, are not able to attenuate the negative effects for women due to the substantial share of 

female-dominated occupations within this sector. 

 
Keywords: Gender inequality, workplace authority, Sweden, sector, occupational gender segregation, 

work commitment. 
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1. Introduction 
There are few objections to the statement that there are gender inequalities present in the Swedish 

labour market today. This is reflected in a gender wage gap, a difference in the attendance of 

higher positions as well as differences in the promotion process for men and women (Albrecht et. 

al. 2003; Magnusson 2010). All of the above result in less power, status, autonomy and monetary 

rewards for women compared to men (England 2005). Despite gender equality goals set by the 

Swedish government1, as well as laws and regulations regarding discrimination, the gender gap in 

authority positions has only decreased modestly in Sweden over the last decades (Bygren & 

Gähler 2007). 

Moreover, as in most countries the Swedish labour market comprises two sectors - a private and a 

public one, with differences in their policy regulations. While the public sector encompasses a 

more bureaucratic system, the private sector denotes a more competitive market (Berggren 2011). 

Furthermore, the majority of the employees within the public sector are women, while the majority 

employed within the private sector are men. These circumstances, among others, may 

consequently provide different opportunities for women and men in attaining authority positions 

within the two sectors. However, the outcome of previous research on this subject is not definite. 

While early studies (e.g. Hultin 1998) indicate a larger gender authority gap in the public sector, 

more recent studies have not been able to confirm such a larger gap in the public sector, compared 

to the private one (see Berggren 2011; Bihagen & Ohls 2006; Bygren & Gähler 2007). These 

results might indicate altering conditions in the Swedish labour market over the last decade, thus 

making it interesting to reassess the gender authority gap by sector in the Swedish labour market. 

The aim of this study is to examine whether there were gender differences in the probability of 

holding authority positions in the Swedish labour market in 2010. Furthermore, the study will 

examine whether there are gender differences in authority attainment by sector.  

 

By examining the Swedish public and private sector, this study provides important information 

regarding critical factors explaining a potential gender gap in career success, and which policy 

system that is more (or less) successful in accomplishing gender equality in occupational authority 

attainment. The results of this study are therefore of great significance concerning where to direct 

and concentrate future policy implementations.  

 

                                                
1 The 2014 gender equality proposition state an equal division of power and influence between men and women in 
the Swedish labour market, including i) authority positions in the public sector according to type of manager, and ii) 
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The analyses in this thesis are based on the Swedish Level of Living Survey (LNU) 2010. Due to 

the comprehensiveness of this data, factors that have been argued to uphold gender differences in 

career success can be examined. Because of the scarcity of data previous research has seldom 

controlled for the possible impact of individual career ambitions (Hultin 1998). This study will 

apply detailed individual-level data, thus making it possible to analyze the potential link between 

gender, work motivation and the probability of holding a managerial position.  

Even though trends regarding gender inequality in the Swedish labour market may be compared to 

other European countries and to the USA (Korpi et. al. 2013; Wright et. al. 1995), this thesis 

focuses on the Swedish context whereas previous research on the subject primarily will 

concentrate on Swedish studies. 

 

The study will be organized as follows. First, a definition of the concept of authority is presented 

as well as a brief overview of the Swedish welfare state. Then theory and previous research will be 

examined, outlining individual-level influences (work- and family life preferences, motivation and 

discrimination) followed by structural influences (the Swedish public and private sector and 

occupational gender segregation). After that, the research question will be presented followed by 

the method section, including data and variables used in the study. Section 6 outlines the results 

and section 7 contains the discussion of thesis. The study ends with a few concluding remarks and 

suggestions for further research. 

 

2. Background  
2.1. Definition  
Before turning to the Swedish welfare state as well as theory and the literature review, the concept 

of workplace authority should be clarified. Supervisory authority is commonly referred to as 

having subordinates and possessing control over the work process of others (Wolf & Fligstein 

1979). In this study, authority is defined as having subordinates (no matter how many). Hence, it is 

this definition that is referred to onwards when discussing authority (if not stated otherwise). 
 

 

2.2. The Swedish welfare state 
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Features of a welfare state, such as the Swedish, include extensive social policies and 

comparatively comprehensive labour market regulations. Sweden is commonly viewed as an 

egalitarian country where the wage gap between men and women is relatively low in an 

international perspective and the female labour participation rate is additionally high (Blau & 

Kahn 2001; Haas & Hwang 2000). Furthermore, Swedish women are not as economically 

dependent on their husbands as many women in other countries (Evertsson & Nermo 2004), which 

is an indicator of gender equality. 

As a significant feature of the Swedish welfare state, family care (child care and elderly care) is 

not performed as unpaid work but constitutes an important part of the labour market, especially in 

the public sector of the economy. Although Swedish men and women are shown to have among 

the most even distribution of household labour when compared internationally (Juster & Stafford 

1991) 2, women still perform a majority of the unpaid household work compared to men (Statistics 

Sweden 2014). The implementation of public services, such as child care and elderly care, in 

combination with an increased demand for women as part of the work force during the 1960’s, 

have enabled and/or been a consequence of a substantial female labour force participation rate. 

Thus, public sector growth has been an important part of women’s initial (and current) 

employment. The realization of a welfare state has thus meant not depending on family members 

to perform care work and therefore facilitated women’s labour participation (Gornick & Jacobs 

1998; Nermo 2000).  

In order to make it possible for parents (mothers) to combine work- and family responsibilities 

social benefits and rights in Sweden include public childcare, a comparatively generous parental 

leave and the right to work part-time while having small children (Duvander et. al. 2010). Women 

use these benefits to a greater extent than men (Duvander & Jans 2009). Such supportive 

implementations have for example been shown to increase the likelihood that mothers of young 

children will be employed (Gornick et. al. 1996).  

 

The realization of benefits and welfare state services consequently led to an expansion of the 

public sector in Sweden. However, the presence of a large public sector has several consequences. 

While creating numerous job opportunities, the welfare system has received criticism for 

canalizing women mainly towards occupations within the public sector, which often implies lower 

paid professions (Mandel & Semyonov 2005; 2006; Nermo 1996). It is for instance argued that 

                                                
2 When comparing U.S. (former) U.S.S.R, Japan, Finland, Hungary, Sweden, Norway and Denmark. The result was 
due to the fact that Swedish men spent more time doing household work than men in the other countries, while 
women across countries had a more similar distribution of time (Juster & Stafford 1991). 
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labour market policy until relatively recent have concentrated on quantifying the number of 

women in the work force which may have generated job-related gender segregation (Hultin 2003).  

Moreover, international comparisons show that Sweden does not rank among the top countries 

when it comes to accomplishing gender equality in workplace authority positions (Baxter & 

Wright 2000). This could potentially be related to occupational gender segregation. As shown in 

cross-national assessments, countries with a high share of women in the public sector (such as 

Sweden) have a wider gap in job authority than other countries (Yaish & Stier 2005).  
 

3. Theory and previous research 
Hultin (1998) points out that the discussion of gender differences in authority attainment is 

essentially emphasizing either a) individual choices and prospects that shape opportunities, or b) 

restrictions and/or possibilities that are given by the context (Ibid.). After examining individual-

level aspects, the subsequent sections will clarify possible impact of policies and structural 

regulation systems in the two sectors of the Swedish labour market. 

 

3.1. Work- and family life preferences 
So-called “self-selection” of men and women into different occupations is often reflected upon 

when approaching the subject of gender differences in career achievements. Individuals are 

presumed to have personalized sets of preferences, often conceptualized as replicating their “taste” 

for income vs. time at home (Gornick et. al. 1996; Hultin 1998). In line with this, Hakim (2003; 

2006) outlines a theoretical explanation of gender differences in work orientation and in labour 

market behaviour. Career variances are hereby largely explained through individual divergences in 

life goals. That is, work-lifestyle preferences are stated to be a predictor of career success, where 

men and women are suggested to put more emphasis on either employment and competitive 

activities (traditionally men’s choice) or family life (traditionally women’s choice). However, 

Hakim (2006) underlines that there are within-group differences; work-life priorities vary among 

women and men (although the large majority of men are expected to be work-centered, rather than 

home-centered). The fact that men generally try harder to achieve the top positions, and put more 

effort into their careers, is accordingly suggested to be the main reason why men will continue to 

attain higher positions than women. 

Polarisations of the work- and family life-styles between men and women are consequently also 

linked to different types of occupations. For example, the demanding character of the jobs at the 
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top of the hierarchy (often implying overtime, travel and high availability) makes such professions 

difficult to be organized on part-time basis. The competitive nature of the labour market thus 

suggests that individuals working part-time are less likely to be high achievers than those working 

full-time (Hakim 2003). Additionally, the norm of overtime work at the top of the hierarchy and 

the gendered roles in families are argued to jointly reinforce the gender segregation in the labour 

market, thus underpinning differences in men and women’s pathways (Cha 2013). When 

comparing European countries, part-time work has been shown to have a negative effect on 

authority attainment for women (Halldén 2011).   

Moreover, studies find that men and women tend to choose different (gendered) fields of 

education and occupations in rather early ages. That is, aspirations formed in youth have been 

found to have a long-term effect on future careers. For example, individuals who aspired to, or 

expected to, work in certain types of occupations were to a great extent found to do so fourteen 

years later (Okamoto & England 1999). Also, work preferences (as in the choice of different 

occupations and fields of study in college) have been shown to account for a large part of the later 

gender gap in hourly earnings (Daymont & Andrisani 1984). Pre-market educational choices are 

therefore crucial regarding later achievement in the labour market. 

This line of argumentation thus indicates that gender differences in labour market achievements 

and occupational gender segregation is due to differences in work attitudes and individual choices. 

Hence, women and men who have career ambitions, for example in attaining high authority 

positions and high salaries, would act in order to accomplish such goals. Reversely, women and 

men with lower aspirations might choose less demanding types of jobs with more flexibility, 

which for instance would allow combining paid work and family responsibilities.  

There is nevertheless a need to highlight the concept of “preference” and the subjective strive to 

reach higher positions. Individuals can indeed be assumed to make active choices regarding their 

careers. Despite this postulation, women may state that they do not strive at attaining a higher 

position or a high salary because these options seem unavailable. This possibility of reversed 

causation may thus be taken into consideration when interpreting clusters of individual choices. 

Likewise, the concept of voluntary choice has critically been argued to uphold and maintain 

women’s disadvantaged status. The cultural and societal influences are thereby suggested to affect 

the perception of the options women have, where “preference” may work as a legitimization of the 

prevailing conditions (e.g., women’s lower authority attainment compared to men). Accordingly, 

there is a need not to neglect the complexity of the subject at hand.  
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Recent findings regarding Swedish gender inequality show that the effect of family on authority 

attainment is different for men and women. Bygren and Gähler (2007) found that while 

motherhood did not affect women’s careers, men receive a so-called “family-reward” implying 

that their likelihood of holding an authority position (i.e., having subordinates) increased when 

becoming fathers. However, this latter result was partially explained through a so-called “positive 

selection” process, where the rewarding effect due to parenthood presumably is related to personal 

characteristics. That is, having children was correlated with higher education levels as well as 

stronger attachment to the labour market for this group of men. Additionally, the authors argue 

that certain characteristics that are desirable for marriage and parenting are also suggested to make 

an individual suitable for promotion (although this effect was only seen for men). Therefore, the 

effect of “fatherhood” may capture other personal influences as well. Moreover, Bihagen and Ohls 

(2006) conclude that having young children resulted in a career penalty for women, but not for 

men, in their study of the Swedish labour market. The outcome is in line with a study by 

Magnusson (2010), who finds that in addition to the wage penalty women face when having 

children, the gender wage gap increased with occupational prestige. Thus, women with the most 

prestigious jobs suffer the most from family-related features and responsibilities. Magnusson 

(2010) relates these findings to the notion that high prestigious occupations often include overtime 

work and travel. These features may be hard to combine with family responsibilities (which are 

mainly performed by women) (Ibid.). Thereby, differences in the distribution of family 

responsibilities between spouses are argued to be of importance when understanding gender 

differences in career advancement.  

A study in Sweden shows that when women have children, their work commitment tends to 

decline (Evertsson 2013). The outcome might be a result of value changes in priorities, but the 

effect was only visible during the first years of motherhood (Ibid.). A decreased focus on work for 

women with children could thus be assumed to have negative effects on authority attainment, but 

this effect is expected to vanish rather fast. The use of preferences concerning work- or family life 

as the main theoretical explanation to gender differences in career success is however not 

undisputed. Bielby and Bielby (1989) found in a study based on U.S. data that employed women 

reported investing at least as much commitment to their jobs as men did. Hence, the study did not 

confirm less work effort among women as a consequence of family demands and parenthood did 

not prevent women from wanting to advance. 
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Yaish and Stier (2014) investigate whether typical “female occupations” provide better working 

conditions in areas that facilitate the work-family balance3 compared to gender balanced or male-

dominated occupations. Even though women are assumed to choose female typed occupations, 

which presumably imply work conditions that compensate for low rewards and poor advancement 

opportunities compared to typical “male jobs”, the authors do not find any evidence of such 

compensation (Ibid.). In addition, Wright, Baxter and Birkelund (1995) investigate the issue of 

self-selection and they do not find support for the proposition that preferences are the main reason 

for differences in women’s careers compared to men’s4. 

 

Becker (1981) proposes an alternative theory regarding gender differences in career choices and in 

authority attainment. Men and women (as a family unit) are assumed to adjust their behaviour in 

order to maximize the utility of the family, by rationally comparing costs and benefits of the 

division of work. Thereby, specialization in the division of labour within the family occurs. Due to 

the returns to scale5 individuals should yield larger returns by investing in and utilizing skills 

beneficial for the market or skills beneficial for the household. Human capital valid at the labour 

market, often defined as education and on-the-job training, is argued to increase individual 

productivity and thereby increase the returns (in terms of wage and career progress). Individuals 

presumably invest differently in acquiring such human capital, depending on whether they 

specialize in work in the labour market or in the household. Couples are thus expected to gain 

advantage from a sharp division of labour, because the greater investments in utilizing a skill, the 

greater the returns (Ibid.). As stressed by Becker (1981; 1985), specialization does not necessarily 

mean that (only) men focus on labour market work and (only) women focus on family-related 

labour. However, this sectioning is the most common6. Because of women’s (on average) longer 

absence from the labour market due to childrearing, they should have fewer incentives to invest in 

education and training (which improves earnings and skills) compared to men. For example, 
                                                
3 In terms of safer and more regulated contracts, shorter working hours and a more flexible working schedule (Yaish & 
Stier 2014). 
4 Here, indicators of women’s self-selection were defined through 1.) marital status, 2.) if the woman had children or 
not, and 3.) the percentage of household work performed by the husband. It could be questioned whether these 
indicators capture “self-selection” as these variables do not necessarily reveal certain career choices made by women.	  	  
5 Returns to scale is a concept used in economics, which refers to the production process of companies. That is, it is 
argued that production process follows a certain pattern where long-run decreasing input-costs are suggested to 
increase the returns. 
6 The initial reason for this division is not undisputed. Becker (1981) does not disclaim the potential influence of 
biological factors. Nevertheless, Becker concurrently highlight that discrimination of women in the labour market 
(regarding recruitments and wages) may generate greater benefits for men when specializing in labour market work 
compared to household work. However, Brines (1994) has, among many others, studied why household work remains 
“women’s work”. The author finds that even though women are argued to exchange unpaid labour for her husband’s 
income; the contrary is not valid for men. Hence, the more husbands were economically dependent of their wives, the 
less housework they performed. This outcome was discussed as a way for men to “do gender” (Ibid). The study thus 
contradicts the assumption of the rational choice of the gendered division of household labour, as suggested by Becker 
(1981; 1985).	  
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women are more likely to withdraw from work when having children, and they tend to work more 

part-time than men (Duvander et. al. 2010).  

Polachek (1981) finds, in line with human capital theory, that the time women spend at home is 

linked to occupational choice. Thereby, the author argues that gender differences in lifetime labour 

force participation help explain differences in occupational choices and career success. However, 

England (1982) finds no evidence that women would choose typical “female occupations” due to 

economic rationality. The study showed that women who had been absent from work longer time 

periods during their career were not employed in typical “female occupations” to a greater extent 

than in typical “male occupations”. 

 

3.2. Motivation 
Interconnected to the choices and preferences of individuals, career motivation and aspiration are 

observed as two additional factors that can predict occupational advancement. This section is 

delimited to individual motivation and authority, thus not discussing the influence of family 

responsibilities on career success (as in the former section).  

 

Career aspiration may be defined as an individual’s inclination to reach high authority positions. 

An eagerness to advance is likely to indicate managerial promotion, as it for instance affects the 

choice of occupation. It thus appears that certain traits and motives can predict initial and later 

authority advancement, directly or by increasing career resources and opportunities (Ackerman & 

Beier 2003; Kanfer & Ackerman 2004). Findings by Howard and Bray (1988) support this 

argumentation, as their study shows that ambition (i.e., the desire to get ahead in work and career) 

and achievement motives are linked to the seeking of managerial advancement among employees. 

High managerial levels are also predicted by work involvement (as in commitment and 

occupational dedication). Furthermore, students with purposes of career advancement have been 

found to do so to a greater extent than others (Miner 1994). This supports the presumption that 

ambition precedes advancement, rather than ambition being (solely) a result of authority 

advancement.  

Moreover, variances in ambition between men and women may be seen as a possible reason for 

gender differences in advancement. Cassirer & Reskin (2000) outlined that there is a greater 

tendency for men to seek promotion compared to women. This was concluded to be due to men’s 

(on average) higher positions in organizations, which encouraged them to seek promotion to a 

greater extent than women (with poorer advancement prospects due to lower organizational 
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location). Nevertheless, results regarding gender differences in motivation, as the explanatory 

cause for the gap in authority attainment, are not straightforward. Markham et. al. (1985) found 

that women and men did not differ in their promotion aspirations. In addition there are studies 

which show that even though investment in education and job training are perceived as universal 

predictors of advancement, such assets have been found to yield higher returns for (white) men 

than for (white) women. These findings imply that when men and women show ambition and 

perform equally at work, gender bias in evaluation may affect women negatively (Moore & 

Schackman 1996; Morrison & von Glinow 1990). The same level of effort and ambition may 

therefore yield differences in reward due to discrimination. 

 

3.3. Discrimination 
Two types of discrimination are commonly emphasized when explaining the gender gap in 

authority attainment. These are statistical discrimination and discrimination of taste. The former is 

based on the assumption that lack of direct information about a person’s abilities makes decision-

makers instead base their judgments on the available identity indicators - their group. As women 

traditionally have performed the bulk of the household work and taken the majority of the parental 

leave, potential employers tend to value women’s labour market potential differently compared to 

men’s (Phelps 1972). Employers have been argued to be skeptical regarding hiring women to high 

positions, as women are expected to be absent from work during their career to a greater extent 

than men (Mandel & Semyonov 2006). Women may also be assumed to allocate less time and 

effort in their work, due to family responsibilities. Individuals may thereby be unjustifiably 

judged, based on the average behaviour of their group (gender). Additionally, statistical 

discrimination is argued to occur to a greater extent on higher occupational positions. Due to the 

(on average) greater training and skill required to perform in such jobs, employers do generally 

need to invest more resources in these employees. Consequently, the cost of a “lost” employee is 

higher in these positions compared to others. Employers may consequently want to ensure that 

profit is maximized, hence hiring the gender that is most likely to display high presence (Arrow 

1973; Becker 1981; 1985; Konrad & Cannings 1997; Phelps 1972). Women’s greater share of 

maternal leave and part-time work thus constitute negative indicators for the group of women 

compared to men. 

Discrimination of taste refers to a personal prejudice against associating with a particular group. 

This might imply that employers recruit employees similar to the employer or the employees 

already working there (Becker 2010). This could for instance be explained through managers’ 
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tendency to value their own characteristics positively (Salancik & Pfeffer 1978), or due to a belief 

of how the attributes, such as gender, of the employee should fit in with the organisational group 

(Kristof 1996). The concept of taste discrimination will be further examined in the following 

section, which discusses the competitive and monopolistic structures in the Swedish private and 

public sector. 

 

3.4. The Swedish private and public sector 
Even though the private and the public sector in Sweden consist of various occupations, certain 

features of each sector are distinguishable. Bygren and Gähler (2007) point out that the majority of 

employees within the public sector are women. The large concentration of women consequently 

means a substantial share of female-dominated occupations within this sector. These female 

occupations often provide low salaries and many of them are argued to bee so-called “dead-end-

jobs” (Granqvist & Persson 2005), that is, occupations with short career ladders and thus few 

prospects of advancement. Such jobs, with poor hierarchical promotion possibilities, have been 

shown to primarily be present in the public sector and among women in Sweden (Bihagen & Ohls 

20067). Women’s lower levels of authority compared to men are from this point of view argued as 

partly due to their over-representation in occupations with limited advancement prospects. The 

concept of a larger gender gap (authority or wage) at the bottom of hierarchies, rather than at the 

top (i.e., the glass ceiling), is commonly referred to as “sticky floors” (Bihagen & Ohls 2006; 

2007). It is thus important to highlight that occupations (due to career ladders) can be seen to 

simply provide or not provide advancement opportunities (Ibid.). 

Moreover, the public and the private sector in Sweden encompass some differences in their policy 

implementations. The public sector is characterized by a more rigid bureaucratic regulation 

system, including a wide range of directives and principles (Gustafsson 2004). Furthermore, there 

are no market forces in the process of wage setting. The public sector relatedly features a more 

institutionalized and transparent recruitment process (Whitehouse 1992; Zetterberg 1994). For 

example, there is public access to official records in the public sector in order to provide 

transparent employment practices (Berggren 2011). In addition, selection and promotion processes 

are argued to predominantly be made on meritocratic criteria (Berggren 2011), which has 

important implications. Organisations within the public sector subsequently limit the use of 

intangible criteria, thus formalizing the evaluation- and promotion procedure. This is in turn 

                                                
7 The study is based on Swedish panel data on employees within internal labour markets. Hence, the data is restricted 
to employees who stay with the same employer over time. It could be argued that the results potentially would differ if 
also external transitions were included, since it, for example, could be assumed that a significant part of career 
advancements are made through shifting employer.  
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suggested to encourage objective and neutral treatment of workers (Berggren 2011; Cassirer & 

Reskin 2000). These circumstances are thus claimed to provide more equal conditions regarding 

hiring and advancement.  

The private sector is on the contrary characterized by a more de-regulated and competitive 

structure (Gustafsson 2004). Henceforth, the possibility for companies to hire without extensive 

regulations may be seen to allow for more selective recruitments. Nevertheless, there are several 

laws and regulations aimed at preventing discrimination, which are valid in both sectors of the 

Swedish economy. These regulations include the Gender Equality Act of 1991, the Equal Rights 

Act from 2001 and the Gender Discrimination Act from 2008 (Berggren 2011).  

Studies have shown that women tend to benefit from bureaucratic features such as an open 

requirement process and formalized practices (Cassirer & Reskin 2000; Reskin & Branch McBrier 

2000). Tharenou (2001) outlines that institutionalized recruitment processes reduce subjectivity in 

selection and job assignments, which subsequently have increased the share of women in 

managerial jobs. Men, on the other hand, have been found to benefit from informal network 

recruitments. A transparent recruitment procedure was thus argued to allow women to compete on 

equal terms compared to men (Ibid.).  

 

Nevertheless, the bureaucratic approach has also received some criticism regarding the 

accomplishment of gender equality in the labour market. Feminist scholars argue that 

formalization itself can be gendered (and racially) biased. Kalev (2014) discusses that if formal 

rules and anti-discrimination laws feed into an already biased work organisation, this may 

exacerbate inequalities (Ibid.). For example, if regulations such as affirmative action8 are applied 

primarily in female-dominated organisations, this will favour the group of men rather than the 

group of women. This could in turn be linked to the public sector, which applies formalized 

procedures in combination with a large proportion of female employees. Formal rules would 

thereby benefit the minority (men) in recruitment processes rather than the majority (women), 

which subsequently would function as a “double-penalty” for women in the larger labour market 

context. According to Kalev (2014), biased formalization may consequently become a mechanism 

that generates unequal results. 

 

Others have also criticised the bureaucratic regulation system, regarding the suggested beneficial 

conditions for women. That is, the non-competitive structure of the public sector can be argued to 

                                                
8 Affirmative action regulates recruitments to work establishments, aiming at achieving a more even gender- and 
ethnicity mix in occupations (Berggren 2011). 
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function negatively regarding gender discrimination. Becker (2010) outlines an alternative model, 

which is based on the notion of employers’ discrimination of taste. As outlined in the previous 

section, employers “taste” for certain attributes and/or a certain group (gender) is proposed to 

result in recruitments of one group over another. According to Becker; in theory, competitive 

(perfect) markets are argued to eliminate any preference discrimination. That is, companies should 

be driven out the market if they hire more expensive workers than necessary, on the sole basis of 

taste. If employers prefer to employ men (hence are willing to pay men more than women due to 

this preference), women would consequently be less expensive to hire. Besides, if employers don’t 

hire women, women who want these jobs should offer to work at a lower wage; thus creating 

incentives to hire them. By discriminating, companies would forego the opportunity to hire cheap 

labour (women) that is as productive as expensive labour (men), which in turn would lead to lower 

profits. Non-discriminatory firms should therefore eventually drive out discriminatory firms from 

the market. However, Becker (2010) highlights that there are certain features that constrain the 

market power, for example a lack of competition. The state, which is a large buyer of labour, 

creates certain conditions in the public sector. As the public sector consists of (mainly) non-profit 

organisations, the market competition would principally be lower within this sector. In line with 

Becker (2010), increased competition should then reduce gender inequality, where the private 

sector (which comprises profitable companies) is suggested to provide greater gender equality than 

the public sector, due to the monopolistic market structure of the latter. 

There is some support for this argument, where for example Hopcroft (1996) investigates authority 

attainment for American women and compare competitive and monopolistic industries.  The study 

showed that discrimination was less pronounced in the competitive industries, and that differences 

between men and women were largely explained through differences in educational level and 

hours worked per week. Additionally, women in the monopolistic sector paid a higher “authority 

penalty” for having young children than women in the competitive industry (Ibid.). Beck et. al. 

(1978) and Kaufman (1986) similarly find that women and minorities face greater discrimination 

in the monopoly sector than in the competitive sector in their studies on earnings and authority 

attainment in the U.S.  

 

Studies on the gender authority gap in the Swedish public and private sector provide somewhat 

mixed results. Hultin (1998) finds that the gender gap in higher positions is more pronounced in 

the private sector compared to the public sector. Hence, women were found to face more 

beneficial conditions within the public sector. The study is based on 1991 data from the Swedish 

Level of Living survey. Bihagen & Ohls (2006) investigate gender inequality in the Swedish 



1	   13	  

public and private sectors and their findings do not support the suggestion that the gender penalty 

is larger in the private sector compared to the public sector9. The authors compare each of the two 

sectors, using a scale of hierarchal levels as outcome variable. Their results show that the public 

sector offers less career opportunities for both men and women compared to the private one, a 

finding that is in line with the assumption of a larger share of dead-end jobs in the public sector. 

Nevertheless, as stressed in their study, the occurrence of dead-end-jobs did not explain the within 

gaps in authority attainment between men and women, which was found to be larger in the public 

sector. Thus, if gender differences would have been due to the limiting career structure within the 

public sector, the disadvantage should be the same for men and women, which was not the case. 

The authors thereby argue that short career ladders are not the sole explanation of the gender gap 

in high positions in the public sector. Bygren and Gähler (2007) investigate the gender gap in 

workplace authority from 1968 to 2000 using longitudinal data from the Swedish Level of Living 

survey. The authors find that the overall gender gap decreased to a great extent until 1980, but 

conclude that the gap has somewhat stagnated after that. The result also reveals that women have 

benefitted, in terms of authority, from working in the public sector until 1991. Men, on the other 

hand, were found to benefit from working in the private sector compared to the public sector, until 

1991. However, the most recent outcome (for year 2000) shows a reversed result. Women did 

instead have significantly higher probabilities of attaining authority in the private sector, while 

there was no significant difference between sectors for men (Ibid.). 

Also, Berggren (2011) examines whether recruiters in the Swedish public and private sector value 

diverse status characteristics, based on a supposed emphasis on meritocratic values10 in the public 

sector. The outcome showed that a gender gap was present in both sectors, but the gap was wider 

within the public sector. Men were found to be 4,5 times more likely than women to hold well-

paid positions in the public sector, net of education and work experience. Hence, the expectation 

of a greater match between the tangible merits of the job applicant and the required skill for the 

position in the public sector compared to the private cannot be confirmed in this study. The author 

concludes that if the Swedish public sector had been solely meritocratic, men would not exhibit 

such advantage (Ibid.).  

 

To summarize, early studies seem to denote a larger gender authority gap in the Swedish private 

sector compared to the public sector (e.g. Hultin 1998), while more recent research does not find a 

                                                
9 The study examines the public and private sector separately. Women’s disadvantage was significant compared to 
men in tables for the public sector, while the corresponding tables for the private sector show insignificant results 
(Bihagen & Ohls 2006). 
10 Meritocratic values were here defined as grades and degrees relevant for the position in question (Berggren 2010). 
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significant larger gap in the private sector compared to the public one (Bihagen & Ohls 2006), or 

even advantageous conditions for women in the private sector compared to the public one 

(Berggren 2011; Bygren & Gähler 2007). The results may thereby indicate altering conditions in 

the Swedish labour market during the last decade. 

 

3.5. Occupational gender segregation 
As already mentioned above, the public and private sector of the Swedish economy intersect with 

occupational gender segregation (Bihagen & Ohls 2006). Women are in majority in the areas of 

education, health, social work and welfare (predominantly public sector occupations). This is in 

turn paralleled with the concentration of men in occupations in the extractive and transformative 

industries (predominantly private sector occupations) (Bihagen & Ohls 2006; Hultin 1998).  

Hereby, it is necessary to distinguish between vertical and horizontal occupational segregation. 

While horizontal segregation refers to men and women’s canalization into different occupations, 

vertical segregation aims at men’s concentration in higher-grade, higher-paid positions compared 

to women within the same occupation (Hakim 2003).  

The level of gender segregation in the Swedish labour market has been examined over time, and 

between sectors. A study by Nermo (1996) showed that the level of sex segregation between 1968-

1991 fell more rapidly in the private sector than in the public sector. Almost all changes during the 

period was due to a decline in female concentrated occupations in the private sector, where 

women’s entrance to traditional male occupations led to an increased gender mix in this sector.  

 

There are several lines of argumentation that discusses the cause of the occupational division 

between men and women in the Swedish labour market. Hiring discrimination is for instance 

argued to keep women out of male jobs, which in turn may lead to an excess supply of women in 

female jobs i.e. a crowding effect (Bergmann 1974; 1989). England et. al. (2005) find some 

evidence on crowding as a part of the explanation for women’s concentration in certain 

occupations, but concurrently doubt this as a sole explanation (Ibid.).  

Moreover, as argued in the previous section, men and women are assumed to prefer different kinds 

of occupations at relatively early ages (Okamoto & England 1999). Because the share of men and 

women in different professions differ, the pool from which employers recruit also tends to be 

gender biased. The composition of men and women in the existing work force is thus important to 

highlight, for example, if there is a larger proportion of women in the applicant pool, an employer 

should have a greater propensity to hire a woman (Reskin & Branch McBrier 2000). The existing 



1	   15	  

supply of workers thereby restricts/favours employers from acting on their preferences for hiring 

someone of a particular gender. What is argued as “taste” discrimination (Becker 2010) of the 

employer does simultaneously need to be viewed in the light of the gender composition of the 

people applying for the job.  

 

Bygren and Kumlin (2005) investigate the process underlying gender segregation at the 

organizational level in Sweden, by examining how employers renew their workforce. They find 

that the most important factor regarding occupational gender segregation is that managers tend to 

recruit individuals similar to the employees already working there. In turn, the gender mix of 

occupations from which employers recruit their personnel is decisive.  

Moreover, whether the work place is male- or female-dominated have been seen to affect the 

possibilities to advance differently depending on gender. For instance, informal networks are 

commonly argued to give advantages that could be critical when it comes to professional 

advancement. Research suggested that women face greater difficulties in attaining informal 

networks in male-dominated occupations (Jacobs 1995). In line with this reasoning, Hultin and 

Szulkin (2003) found that the gender wage gap was wider when the male representation among 

supervisors and managers was high when studying private sector companies in Sweden (Ibid.).  

Despite these results, Swedish research concurrently indicates that female-dominated occupations 

might be more disadvantaging for women compared to men. Hultin (2003) shows, for example, 

that men in typically female-dominated occupations in Sweden have substantially better internal 

promotion chances than equally qualified women in such professions; while men and women were 

found to have equal career chances in male-dominated occupations. Hultin (2003) discusses the 

possibility that women in female-dominated occupations welcome men because they are potential 

status- and pay raisers. Also, the fact that men, but not women, benefit from working in female-

dominated establishments indicates discrimination (Ibid.). Huffman and Velasco (1997) found that 

neither government regulations nor employment formalization attenuated the negative effect of 

heavy female representation in occupations in a study on the gender gap in earnings. Sex 

compositions are also important for the willingness to apply for jobs, where a male-dominated 

organisation might refrain women from applying, and thus affect their perception of the 

opportunity to get them. Women may thereby also be less aware of opportunities in organisations 

that employ few women (Cohen et. al. 1998). These results consequently imply that the proportion 

women in the occupation might limit women’s access to high positions compared to men.  
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4. Research question 
Based on the propositions in this chapter, differences in men and women’s authority attainment 

can be understood through several mechanisms. Whether depending on structural or individual 

influences, the theoretical suggestions predict somewhat different outcomes in the two sectors. The 

aim of this study is to examine: 

 

i) Are there gender differences in the probability of attaining authority in the Swedish labour 

market?	  

ii) Do potential gender differences in the probabilities of attaining authority vary by sector? 	  

 

5. Data and variables 
5.1. Data 
The present study is based on cross-sectional data from the Swedish Level of Living Survey 

(LNU) 2010. This cross-sectional data contains a 0.1 % representative sample of the Swedish 

population aged 18-74 years old. The original sample contains 4415 individuals, where the 

response rate of 2010 was 61,3% (www.sofi.su.se). The LNU contains valuable and unique 

individual-level information, including labour market variables, as well as detailed information on 

perceived work commitment. 

The subsample used in this thesis is restricted to respondents aged 25-64 years, who work more 

than 10 hours per week. Self-employed respondents are omitted from the sample because of the 

special conditions these persons work under. As these individuals no not have a superordinate, 

their position does not reveal any promotion related mechanisms. The small number of non-

responses on relevant questions are excluded from the analyses. The final subsample consists of 

1800 individuals. 

 

5.2. Variables 
The dependent variable is Authority. Bygren and Gähler (2007) based their study of gender 

inequality in workplace authority in Sweden on LNU data. They conducted various analyses and 

report similar results independently of the definition of authority (as a dummy variable 
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respectively as a continuous variable) statistical method as well as “cutting points”11 used (Ibid.). 

Hence, this recently conducted study suggests that the dependent variable of authority could be 

measured as a dichotomous variable. In this thesis authority attainment is measured through the 

respondent’s answer on whether or not s/he has any subordinates, where the dummy variable takes 

on the value 0 for no subordinates, respectively 1 for subordinates (Authority). The dummy 

variable is used in a logistic model, which will be further discussed in the following section.  

The variable Woman is coded as 1 if female and 0 if male. Furthermore, Private sector is coded 1 

if respondent is employed within the private sector of the economy, and 0 if employed in the 

public sector. The private sector is here restricted to private enterprises, which also includes trade 

unions and state-owned enterprises; such as SAS and Telia. The public sector comprises all 

occupations in municipalities, counties and government organizations.  

 

The study includes several control variables. Human capital is argued to increase skills and 

competence among individuals, and thereby result in higher positions and wages (Becker 1981; 

1985). Human capital is in this study defined as education, work experience and years employed at 

the current job. The variable Education is included as a continuous variable; indicating the number 

of years of education. Work experience is positively related to managerial promotion due to the 

increase of human capital and skill (Cox & Harquail 1991). The variable is coded as the total 

number of years the individual has been employed (Work experience). However, some studies 

show that several years of employment may result in stagnation regarding career advancement. 

That is, if not advancing within a certain period of time, the individual is more likely to remain at 

the present position. Because of the non-linear relationship between work experience and 

occupational advancement, a square function is included in addition to the linear term (Work 

experience2).  

Furthermore, the variable Tenure indicates the number of months spent at the current employer. 

Tenure is argued to be positively related to managerial promotions, level and pay (Cox & Harquail 

1991; Melamed 1995; Reskin & Ross 1992). Yet, Tåhlin (2007) shows that women are 

disadvantaged as regards firm-based skill-formation compared to men. The return due to tenure 

might thereby be greater for men than for women. Also, some scholars argue that the role of firm-

specific human capital is diminishing as a consequence of more advanced and adaptable 

technologies (Bihagen & Ohls 2007).  

 

                                                
11 Different cutting points mean defining the variable at different values. 
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Family related responsibilities, such as having children, are argued to have a hampering effect on 

women’s careers but not on men’s (Bygren & Gähler 2007). Child 0-6 is coded 1 if the respondent 

has children 0-6 years in the household, and 0 otherwise. This age span is chosen because the 

preschool years could be argued to be the most demanding period where mothers more often work 

part-time and spend time on family care12. In addition, an indicator for Part-time work is included. 

Part-time work has shown to have a negative effect on women’s careers (Halldén 2011). This 

could arguably be a result of reduced human capital due to absence from work, or because it 

signals less work commitment (Becker 1985). The variable Part-time work is self-assessed and 

takes the value 1 if the respondent is working part-time, 0 otherwise.  

 

Several work-related variables are included in the analyses in order to adjust for important aspects 

of gender differences in advancement opportunities. The variable Motivation is used in order to 

capture the career commitment of individuals. This indicator consists of two different questions. 

Respondents participating in the LNU survey answer the question: “People make an effort in their 

job for many different reasons. Which one is the most important to you?13. After answering this 

question, the respondents subsequently answer the second most important reason. Respondents 

who have answered “To get a higher salary and to get promoted” as their first or second choice 

are coded as 1 and 0 if they have answered otherwise. Furthermore, respondents answer the 

question “If the income did not matter, how much would you like to work in a gainful 

employment?14. The five categories give an indication of the willingness to work, if the income did 

not matter. It has been shown that individuals who regard their jobs as an important aspect of their 

lives, and not only as a source of income, are more likely to prioritize their careers than others 

(Morrow 1983). The motivation variable is coded into a dummy variable taking the value of 1 if 

respondents have answered “To get a higher salary and to get promoted” as their first or second 

choice, and/or stated that they would work 21 hours or more a week even though the salary did not 

matter15. If not stating either of these motivation related indications, the variable takes the value 

                                                
12 Several different measures and cutting points have been tried out in the analyses as regards the child indicator (for 
example, the age span 0-9 years and 0-12 years). The results remained similar to the results presented in the final 
models of this thesis. 
13 The respondents could answer one of following alternatives: 1. "To feel satisfied with my work performance", 2. "To 
keep my job", 3. "My contribution at work is important to others", 4. "To get a higher salary and to get promoted", 5. 
"Because the work tasks are interesting and stimulating", 6. "Because it is each individual’s duty to make an effort”. 
14 Respondents answer one of the following alternatives: 1.) "Not at all", 2.) "0-10 hours per week", 3.) "11-20 hours 
per week", 4.) "21-40 hours per week", 5) "41 hours per week or more".	  
15 42% (20,1% women, 27,5% men) of the respondents of the total subsample have stated that they would like to 
work at least 21 hours a week even though the income did not matter. 9% (3% women, 6% men) have stated that 
they want to get a higher salary and to get promoted as their first or second choice.	  
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016. Moreover, the variable can be discussed due to the possibility of reversed causation. That is, 

being motivated could be a consequence of having an authority position, rather than a predictor. 

However, as stressed by (among others) Miner (1994), it has been shown that individuals who 

aspire for a higher position are more likely to possess one several years later. It has also been 

shown that motives do predict advancement (Ackerman & Beier 2003).  

A sizeable work establishment is expected to offer greater possibilities of ascending a career 

ladder (Bihagen & Ohls 2007). Additionally, large, and expanding, companies in Sweden have 

shown to make more gender-atypical recruitments than others (Bygren & Kumlin 2005), which 

may affect women’s employment and promotions positively. Large Workplace is included as a 

dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if more than 500 workers are employed in the 

organisation, otherwise 017.  

Female domination in the occupation has previously been shown to have hindering effects on 

women’s careers, while no such effect has been found for men (Hultin 1998). The share of women 

in the occupation is consequently expected to limit women’s advancement opportunities. Female 

Domination is included as a continuous variable, showing the percentage of women working in the 

respondent’s occupation. 

For an overview of descriptive data on each variable, see Appendix. 

 

6. Method 
To assess the gender differences in the likelihood of attaining an authority position logistic 

regression is used. The method is useful when predicting a binary outcome (Dougherty 2011).  

A logistic regression is moreover based on the concept of probabilities of failure over the 

probabilities of success. The outcome of a logistic model is expressed in odds ratios. That is, the 

outcome of the logistic regression can be interpreted as for one unit increase in a coefficient, the 

odds of having/not having subordinates increases or decreases. Odds ratios do moreover not take 

on values smaller than 0. Instead, values smaller than 1 indicate a negative effect and values 

greater than 1 indicate a positive effect (Dougherty 2011; Hedström & Edling 2003). 

The logistic model is initially used in a combined table including both sexes and both sectors of 

employment. Thereafter, separate models are made for each sex as well as for each sector. For 

                                                
16 Noteworthy, a higher cutting point (41 hours a week or more) indicated the same result in the analysis as the 
cutting point used (21 hours). However, due to the increased number of respondents, and therefore a higher 
reliability, the limit of 21 hours or more was applied.  
17 Different cutting points have been applied for this variable which yielded similar results. The cutting point of 500 
was eventually used due to the considered adequate definition of a large work establishment. 
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each sector, and for each sex, sets of the theoretically suggested influential variables are added in 

five steps. That is, each table will successively include 1) gender/private sector (depending on 

group of analysis), 2) Human capital variables (education, work experience and tenure), 3) Family-

related variables (young child and part-time work), 4) Work related variables (private sector and 

motivation) and 5) Additional work related variables (Work size and proportion women in the 

occupation). Each regression model for the private and public sector are significance tested against 

each other, in order to verify the difference between the estimated models.  

Although not shown in the final output, each variable in each model has been added one by one, to 

assess the variable’s effect on the gender gap. Thus, when presenting the results of the study, it is 

confirmed that it in fact is the variable mentioned that accounts for the actual association, even 

though there might be two variables added in each step in the model. 

 

6.1. Limitations and strengths 
Due to the country-specific conditions in Sweden, such as comparatively extensive labour market 

regulations and social policies, the results will largely be generalizable to countries with a 

comparable welfare state system. The results may also be possible to apply to female-dominated 

occupations compared to male-dominated in other countries as well.  

 

The choice of cross-sectional data has several consequences. A few previous Swedish studies on 

the subject have used longitudinal data to capture the long-term effects of individual’s 

occupational advancement. For example, research findings by both Bygren and Gähler (2007) and 

Evertsson (2013) indicate that cross-sectional analysis may underestimate and/or overlook 

occupational consequences for women when become mothers as the effect of having children 

seems to primarily be captured when using a longitudinal approach. Additively, some studies have 

used longitudinal data in fixed-effect models (see Bygren & Gähler 2007), which are useful 

because it corrects for selection bias due to unmeasured (stable) personal characteristics 

(Dougherty 2011).  

 

7. Results 
7.1. Descriptives  

Table 1 and 2 show the distribution of men and women’s authority positions by sector. Women do 

on average have a lower number of subordinates than men, while the mean number of subordinates 
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is a little higher for women in the public than for women in the private sector. Correspondingly, 

men have a higher average number of subordinates in the public sector compared to men in the 

private sector (even though the maximum number of subordinates is higher for men in the private 

sector). 

Table 1. Descriptive data on employment and workplace authority by sector in the Swedish labour market 2010.. 

    Public Sector Private Sector 
Employed, % of total: 

	  
39.8 / 100 % 60.2 / 100 % 

  
	  

(n=718) (n=1086) 
Number of subordinates (mean) 5.2 5 

	   	    	  Employed, % Men 31.3% (n=225) 65.7% (n=714) 
Employed, % Women 68.7% (n=493) 34.3% (n=372) 
  

	  
100% 100% 

  
	   	   	  Having an authority position 21.1% (n=151) 28.3% (n=306) 

  
	   	   	  % of authority positions Men  47.7% (n=72) 71.6% (n=219) 

% of authority positions Women  52.3% (n=79) 28.4% (n=87) 
      100% 100% 

  

When examining the percentage distribution of authority positions for men and women in each 

sector, we find that women hold the majority of these positions in the public sector, compared to 

men. Comparatively, women hold merely about 30% of the positions in the private sector, where 

men thus hold above 70 %. However, it should be noted that the proportion of employed women is 

relatively larger in the public sector. Hence, while women hold about 52% of the authority 

positions in the public sector, the corresponding percentage of employed women is almost 70%. In 

the private sector, women hold a smaller share of the authority positions (nearly 30%), but the 

proportion employed is not so much different from this share (about 34% women). The share of 

female managers in proportion to the share of employed women is therefore somewhat greater in 

the private sector, compared to the public.  

 

Alongside, the share of managerial positions for men in the private sector is 72% while the 

percentage employed is 66%. Even though men possess the majority of the managerial positions in 

the private sector; the proportion of male managers is more concordant in relation to the 

percentage men employed, compared to the public sector. Here, men are the minority employed 

compared to women (31% male employees) but they hold almost half of the managerial positions 

(48%). 
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Table 2. Descriptive data on employment and workplace authority by gender in the Swedish labour market 2010. 

  Women Men 
Employed in the public sector, % 57.0% (n=493) 24.0% (n=224) 
Employed in the private sector, % 43.0% (n=371) 77.0% (n=712) 

  100% 100% 
  

  Having an authority position, % 19.2 / 100% 31.0 / 100% 
  (n=166) (n=291) 

Number of subordinates (mean) 2,9 7,2 

  
  No. of subordinates in public sector (mean) 3,2 (max: 220) 9,3 (max: 300) 

  
  No. of subordinates in private sector (mean) 2,3 (max: 70) 6,6 (max: 800) 

 

7.2. Men’s and women’s authority attainment in the 

Swedish labour market 
The result shows that women in the Swedish labour market have a significantly lower probability 

of attaining an authority position than men do (Table 3, model 1). This is in line with previous 

results from the Swedish labour market, where women repeatedly have been found to disadvantage 

compared to men in managerial advancement (Bihagen & Ohls 2006; Bygren & Gähler 2007; 

Hultin 1998).  

Table 3 shows that several factors affect the probability of attaining authority. Even though human 

capital (such as education, tenure and work experience) increases the likelihood of attaining 

authority; these factors do not help much in explaining the gender authority gap. In fact, as seen in 

the descriptive data, women have higher average levels of education compared to men (Appendix). 

Hence, higher levels of human capital cannot explain men’s career advantage compared to women. 

 

Moreover, once adjusting for part-time work the gender gap in model 3 gets smaller (although 

part-time work is not significant). The outcome is in line with previous studies, where 

employments on part-time basis have been shown to yield negative effects in women’s careers 

(Halldén 2011). As seen in the descriptive statistics, a substantially larger share of women work 

part-time compared to men (see Appendix). The disadvantaging effect is therefore mainly 

affecting women, thus contributing to the authority gap. Interestingly, contrary to findings by 

Bihagen & Ohls (2006), there is no negative effect due to the presence of young children in the 

household. In fact, an interaction term shows that only childless women are disadvantaged in 

relation to men with and without children; while there is no significant gender difference between 

parents, in terms of authority (estimates not shown). The modest increase in pseudo R-2 when 
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including these variables indicates that children and part-time work are not of great importance 

when explaining managerial attainment in the Swedish labour market. 

 

Table 3, model 4, displays that career motivation does predict managerial advancement. That is, 

being work motivated indicate a higher probability of having subordinates. However, motivation 

does not explain differences in career success between men and women. In addition to the absent 

explanatory effect of work motivation on the gender gap; an interaction term does not confirm that 

motivation differ between men and women (estimates not shown; additionally, see Appendix for 

descriptive statistics). In line with research by Markham et. al. (1985), it cannot be shown that men 

are more career-motivated than women, and that this consequently would be the reason of the 

gender variance in authority.  

 

While a large work establishment does not indicate a higher likelihood of possessing authority, 

there is a higher probability of having subordinates if working in the private sector, compared to 

the public sector (Table 3, model 4). The fact that women to a greater extent than men work in the 

public sector can be concluded to lead to an overall disadvantaging effect for women, as seen in 

the shrinking, but persisting, gender gap in model 4. The positive effect of working in the private 

sector, compared to the public, only remains until a control for female domination in the 

occupation is included in the model (implying a drop of the significance levels to 10 %) (Table 3, 

model 5). This indicates, in line with previous research by Bihagen and Ohls (2006), that there is a 

strong correlation between the public sector and the share of women working in the occupation. 

Hence, the lower probability of having subordinates in the public sector is in fact mainly due to the 

greater share of women in occupations in this sector. The considerable negative effect of working 

in female-dominated occupations explains an important part of the gender authority gap. In fact, 

only women disadvantage from working in these occupations. For men, on the other hand, no 

negative effects can be found18. The interaction between gender and sector in Table 3, model 6, 

accordingly reveal that only women in the public sector are significantly disadvantaged in terms of 

authority in the Swedish labour market19. 

 

 

 

                                                
18 An interaction term shows a strong negative correlation of 0,289 (p< 0.000***) for women who work in female 
dominated occupations, while the corresponding insignificant effect for men is 1,056 (p< 0,841). 
19 The result remains when changing reference group of the interaction term (estimates not shown).	  
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  Table 3. “The gender gap in workplace authority 2010: The Swedish labour market”.  
 Logistic regression estimates of authority on independent variables. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: Swedish Level of 
Living Survey 2010. 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Authority Woman 0.527 0.488 0.521 0.568 0.647 
 (0.059)*** (0.056)*** (0.063)*** (0.072)*** (0.088)** 

 Education  
1.099 1.097 1.105 1.110 1.107 
(0.021)*** (0.021)*** (0.022)*** (0.022)*** (0.022)*** 

 Tenure  
1.002 1.002 1.002 1.002 1.002 
(0.001)** (0.001)** (0.001)** (0.001)** (0.001)** 

 Work experience  
1.075 1.074 1.074 1.074 1.074 
(0.023)*** (0.023)*** (0.023)*** (0.023)*** (0.023)*** 

 Work experience2  
0.998 0.999 0.999 0.999 0.999 
(0.000)*** (0.000)*** (0.000)*** (0.000)*** (0.000)*** 

 Part-time work   
0.758 0.805 0.867 0.855 
(0.133) (0.143) (0.156) (0.155) 

 Child 0-6   
1.051 1.052 1.058 1.056 
(0.146) (0.147) (0.148) (0.148) 

 Motivation    
1.267 1.257 1.258 
(0.144)* (0.143)* (0.144)* 

 Private sector    
1.412 1.289 

 (0.179)** (0.171)+ 

 Large Workplace     
1.124 1.139 
(0.162) (0.165) 

 Female Domination     
0.547 0.530 
(0.131)* (0.127)** 

Interaction Man Public sector 
     

1.000 
(Reference group) (0.000) 

 Man Private sector      
0.989 
(0.175) 

 Woman Public sector      
0.468 
(0.094)*** 

 Woman Private sector      
0.791 
(0.157) 

        

 N 1800 1800 1800 1800 1800 1800 

 Pseudo R-2 0.0166 0.0375 0.0388 0.0447 0.0481 0.0504 

 
 

 + p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

 

7.3. The public sector 
Table 4, model 1 shows that there is a significant gender gap in workplace authority in the public 

sector of the Swedish economy. Women have considerable lower probabilities of attaining 

authority compared to men. Concordant with the reported result for the full labour market, human 

capital cannot explain the gender differences in authority in this sector. The gender gap increases 

when controlling for human capital among employees (Table 4, model 2).  

Neither a significant authority-penalty nor reward due to parenthood can be found for employees 

in the public sector. That is, while childless women disadvantage compared to childless men (in 
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terms of authority), no significant effect can be seen between men and women who have children 

(interaction term not shown). However, part-time work has a negative effect regarding managerial 

attainment, which affect the group of women (since 30% of the women work part-time, and only 

8% of the men do - see Appendix). Part-time explains only a modest part of the gender gap in 

authority (model 3). Moreover, work motivation is not a valid predictor of authority in this sector 

(model 4) while a large work establishment significantly increases the probability of authority 

(model 5). 

 

What can be identified as a decisive and critical factor for the gender gap in authority is the 

gender-mix of occupations in the public sector. Working in a female-dominated occupation 

decreases the probability of holding an authority position substantially; and the effect is valid for 

both women and men (interaction term not shown). This explains a considerable part of the 

authority gender gap. Additionally, when including this variable in the model, pseudo R-2 

increases; thus indicating that female domination in occupations explains an important part of 

workplace authority in this sector. Furthermore, research by Bihagen and Ohls (2006) highlight the 

greater extent of female-dominated, low-skilled occupations with lower prospects to advance in 

the public sector, compared to the private. An additional analysis was therefore made where a 

control for low-skilled work was included (models not shown). The result showed, in line with 

previous results, a correlation between the gender gap, low-skilled work and female-dominated 

occupations20. 

Interestingly, the negative effect of part-time work (Table 4, model 3+4) becomes insignificant 

when adding female-dominated occupations to the model (model 5). This suggests that these 

occupations denote a substantial share of part-time employments.  

 

To sum up: an important cause of women’s lower probability of authority attainment compared to 

men in the public sector is women’s larger concentration in female-dominated occupations, which 

also indicates a substantial share of part-time employments and low-skilled work. Also, potential 

gender differences in human capital and career motivation do not explain differences in men and 

women’s career advancement in the public sector.  

 

 

                                                
20 Several different measures of low-skilled work was tried out in the analyses, for instance a dummy variable coded 1 
if the individual stated that their work tasks required at least 3 months or more time to be performed satisfactorily, 
and 0 if less time than 3 months was necessary. The variable was however excluded from the final analysis due to  
multi-collinearity with other variables and the possibility of reversed causation regarding authority attainment. 
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Table 4. "The Swedish gender gap in workplace authority: The public sector."  
Logistic regression esimates of authority on independent variables. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: Swedish 
Level of Living Survey 2010. 
 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Authority  Woman 0.406 0.395 0.436 0.434 0.579 
(0.077)*** (0.078)*** (0.088)*** (0.087)*** (0.125)* 

 Education  
1.130 1.119 1.117 1.115 
(0.035)*** (0.035)*** (0.036)*** (0.037)** 

 Tenure  
1.002 1.002 1.002 1.002 
(0.001)* (0.001)* (0.001)* (0.001)* 

 Work experience  
1.119 1.116 0.117 1.134 
(0.043)** (0.044)** (0.044)** (0.045)** 

 Work experience2  
0.998 0.998 0.998 0.997 
(0.001)** (0.001)** (0.001)** (0.001)** 

 Part-time work   
0.544 0.551 0.637 
(0.154)* (0.157)* (0.186) 

 Child 0-6   
0.988 0.986 0.956 
(0.258) (0.257) (0.252) 

 Motivation    
1.080 1.049 
(0.213) (0.212) 

 Large Workplace   

 

 
1.604 
(0.367)* 

 Female Domination     
0.190 
(0.072)*** 

 
 
N 717 717 717 717 717 

 Pseudo R-2 0.0305 0.0723 0.0791 0.0793 0.1107 

                             + p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001   

 
 

7.4. The private sector 
Like in the public sector, women have significantly lower odds of attaining authority in the private 

sector compared to men (Table 5, model 1). The raw gender gap is significantly smaller compared 

to the public sector, thus indicating an advantage for women working in the private sector 

compared to women employed in the public sector21. The outcome is concordant with the most 

previous research in the Swedish labour market, which have indicated less pronounced gender 

inequality in the private sector since the last decade (Berggren 2011; Bygren & Gähler 2007).  

 

Women have slightly higher average education levels than men in the private sector, while men 

have a little longer tenure and work experience compared to women (Appendix). However, as 

shown in model 2 (Table 5), human capital does not explain the gender gap in workplace 

authority. Moreover, women work part-time to approximately the same extent as women 

employed in the public sector (see Appendix). Nevertheless, part-time work does not indicate 

                                                
21 Significance tests between the corresponding models in each sector were made, where only the first and second 
model (Table 4, model 1+2 and Table 5, model 1+2 respectively) show outcomes significantly different from 0. 
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significant negative effects for employees in the private sector, contrary to the outcome in the 

public sector. Part-time work only account for a very small part of the gender gap in authority 

within this sector. There is no career penalty due to young children in the household, an outcome 

similar to the one for the public sector (Table 5, model 3). An interaction term reveals that men 

with young children advantage significantly compared to women with and without young children; 

while there is no significant effect for childless men compared to women (with or without 

children) (estimates not shown). The result can be linked to previous research by Bygren and 

Gähler (2007). The authors find an “authority-reward” for men due to parenthood, but not for 

women.  

 

Noteworthy, work motivation is a valid predictor of career advancement in the private sector 

unlike the insignificant outcome in the public sector. Similar to results by Bielby and Bielby 

(1989), there is no support for the postulation that women would be less career-motivated than 

men. In fact, the gender gap expands a little when adjusting for this (Table 5, model 4). Also, the 

descriptive statistics show that women are on average slightly more career motivated than men in 

this sector (see Appendix). Even though the gender mix of occupations seems to be of no 

importance regarding authority attainment in the private sector (since the estimate is not 

significant), an interaction term reveal that women (but not men) disadvantage from working in 

female-dominated occupations (estimates not shown). It could be assumed that the smaller extent 

of heavy female-dominated occupations compared to the public sector explain the insignificant 

outcome of this indicator for the private sector. Unlike the outcome in the public sector, the value 

of pseudo R-2 remains (almost) unchanged when including this variable in the model. Hence, this 

variable does not explain any substantial part of workplace authority in this sector. Noteworthy, 

the value of pseudo R-2 is lower in this sector compared to the public, which indicate that other 

variables than the ones included may be of importance to explain authority in the private sector 

(Table 4, model 5 and Table 5, model 5). 
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Table 5. “The Swedish gender gap in workplace authority: The private sector.”  
Logistic regression estimates of authority on independent variables. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: Swedish 
Level of Living Survey 2010. 
 
  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Authority  Woman 0.686 

(0.101)* 
0.655 
(0.098)** 

0.667 
(0.107)* 

0.651 
(0.105)** 

0.649 
(0.114)* 

 Education  1.095 
(0.028)*** 

1.094 
(0.028)*** 

1.087 
(0.028)** 

1.088 
(0.028)** 

 Tenure  1.001 
(0.001)+ 

1.001 
(0.001)+ 

1.001 
(0.001)+ 

1.001 
(0.001)+ 

 Work experience  1.054 
(0.027)* 

1.055 
(0.027)* 

1.052 
(0.027)* 

1.053 
(0.027)* 

 Work experience2  0.999 
(0.001)* 

0.999 
(0.001)* 

0.999 
(0.001)* 

0.999 
(0.001)* 

 Part-time work   0.938 
(0.217) 

1.012 
(0.237) 

0.005 
(0.239) 

 Child 0-6   1.102 
(0.183) 

1.105 
(0.184) 

1.108 
(0.186) 

 Motivation    1.390 
(0.195)* 

1.390 
(0.195)* 

 Large Workplace     0.936 
(0.180) 

 Female Domination     1.008 
(0.307) 

 N 1083 1083 1083 1083 1083 
 Pseudo R-2 0.0052 0.0209 0.0212 0.0255 0.0256 
                            + p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

 

7.5. Women 
In Table 6 and 7 the analyses are split by gender. First we examine women separately. The result 

shows that women have significantly higher probabilities of attaining authority in the private 

sector compared to women working in the public sector (Table 6, model 1).  

Women in the public sector have a higher average level of education, tenure and work experience 

than women in the private sector (Appendix). When adjusting for these human capital factors, the 

probabilities of attaining authority become even greater for women in the private sector. Thus, the 

sector gap cannot be explained through different levels of human capital among women (Table 6, 

model 2).  

Part-time work indicates less probability of holding a managerial position for women, although 

only significant at the 10% level. However, being a mother does not affect the probability of 

holding an authority position and there is no significant difference in authority for mothers due to 

sector of employment (interaction term not shown). Having children and/or working part-time 

does moreover not affect the sector gap, as this remains (almost) unchanged when including these 

in the model (table 6, model 3). Being work motivated significantly increases the likelihood of 

attaining authority for women. Nevertheless, differences in career motivation cannot explain the 
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higher probabilities of authority attainment in the private sector (Table 6, model 4). There is in fact 

no significant difference in motivation for women between sectors (interaction term not shown). 

Hence, the result does not confirm that women in either sector are more motivated than in the 

other. Additionally, the share of motivated women by sector is notably very similar; 42,6 

respectively 43 % of the women state that they are work motivated in the public and the private 

sector. 

Interestingly, the significant effect of career motivation among women is valid only until a control 

for the share of women working in the occupation is included (model 5). That is, once an 

adjustment for the female domination in the profession is made, motivation is only significant at 

10 % level.  

 
 
Table 6. “The Swedish sector gap in workplace authority: Women.” 
Logistic regression estimates of authority on independent variables. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: Swedish 
Level of Living Survey 2010. 
 
  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Authority  Private sector 1.596 

(0.277)** 
1.851 
(0.335)*** 

1.850 
(0.335)*** 

1.836 
(0.333)*** 

1.433 
(0.277)+ 

 Education   1.110 
(0.033)*** 

 1.102 
(0.033)** 

1.094 
(0.033)** 

1.082 
(0.033)* 

 Tenure   1.002 
(0.001)* 

 1.002 
(0.001)+ 

1.002 
(0.001)+ 

1.001 
(0.001) 

 Work experience  1.079 
(0.037)* 

 1.083 
(0.038)* 

1.081 
(0.038)* 

1.083 
(0.038)* 

 Work experience2  0.999 
(0.001)+ 

 0.999 
(0.001)+ 

0.999 
(0.001)+ 

0.999 
(0.001)+ 

 Part-time work    0.694 
(0.144)+ 

0.748 
(0.158) 

0.908 
(0.198) 

 Child 0-6    1.218 
(0.282) 

1.209 
(0.282) 

1.243 
(0.294) 

 Motivation    1.436 
(0.260)* 

1.403 
(0.260)+ 

 Large Workplace     1.390 
(0.315) 

 Female Domination     0.153 
(0.055)*** 

 N 864 864 864 864 864 
 Pseudo R-2 0.0086 0.0316 0.0360 0.0407 0.0753 
                                + p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
 

 

Moreover, there is a substantial decrease in the probability of attaining authority once the share of 

women in the occupation is included. Women largely disadvantage from working in female-

dominated occupations, and the hindering effect is valid for women in both sectors (interaction 

terms not shown). However, as highlighted earlier, the public sector comprises the majority of all 

female-dominated occupations, such as jobs within the area of care-work, social work and 



1	   30	  

teaching (Bihagen & Ohls 2006). Consequently, the negative effects are found in the public sector 

rather than in the private sector. As seen in table 6, model 5, the authority advantage that was seen 

for women in the private sector diminishes (and remains significant only on 10 % level) when 

controlling for the share of women working in the occupation. The fact that pseudo R-2 increases 

to almost twice the size when controlling for female domination in the occupation indicate that this 

variable is of great importance when explaining women’s authority attainment (model 5). In other 

words, it does not seem to be the sector per se, but rather the share of female concentrated 

occupations each sector comprises, that provide more or less prosperous conditions for women as 

regards authority positions.  

 

7.6. Men 
As seen in the previous sections, men are advantaged in terms of authority in both sectors of the 

Swedish economy compared to women. However, while women were seen to have a higher 

probability of authority in the private sector compared to the public, no such difference can be 

seen among the group of men (Table 7, model 1 - model 5). Hence, for men, there is no significant 

difference in the chances of managerial advancement depending on sector of employment.  

 

Human capital is a valid predictor of authority for men, which increases the opportunities of career 

advancement (Table 7, model 2). Interestingly, apart from education, tenure and work experience, 

there are no other valid predictors regarding managerial advancement for the group of men. 

Despite the insignificant effect due to having children, an interaction term shows that fathers in the 

private sector advantage significantly in terms of authority compared to fathers in the public sector 

(estimates not shown). Such difference could not be seen among women. Additionally, contrary to 

the outcome for the group of women female concentration of the occupation does not affect men’s 

authority opportunities.  
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Table 7. “The Swedish sector gap in workplace authority: Men.”  
Logistic regression estimates of authority on independent variables. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: Swedish 
Level of Living Survey 2010. 
 
  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Authority  Private sector 0.946 

(0.155) 
 1.121 
(0.196) 

 1.118 
(0.196) 

 1.112 
(0.195) 

1.165 
(0.213) 

 Education   1.112 
(0.028)*** 

 1.112 
(0.029)*** 

 1.108 
(0.029)*** 

 1.101 
(0.031)*** 

 Tenure   1.002 
(0.001)* 

 1.002 
(0.001)* 

 1.002 
(0.001) 

 1.002 
(0.001)* 

 Work experience  1.073 
(0.029)** 

 1.072 
(0.029)* 

 1.071 
(0.029)* 

 1.072 
(0.029)* 

 Work experience2  0.998 
(0.001)** 

 0.998 
(0.001)** 

 0.998 
(0.001)** 

 0.998 
(0.001)** 

 Part-time work    0.913 
(0.314) 

 0.941 
(0.325) 

 0.909 
(0.317) 

 Child 0-6    0.980 
(0.172) 

 0.981 
(0.173) 

 0.976 
(0.172) 

 Motivation     1.165 
(0.171) 

 1.169 
(0.172) 

 Large Workplace      0.976 
(0.172) 

 Female Domination      1.340 
(0.424) 

 N 936 936 936 936 936 
 Pseudo R-2 0.0001 0.0250 0.0251 0.0260 0.0267 
                            + p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

 

8. Discussion 
The aim of this thesis is to examine whether there exists gender differences in the probability of 

workplace authority in the Swedish labour market in 2010. Additionally, this study aim at 

assessing whether there is differences in the probabilities of attaining a managerial position for 

men and women by sector. 

 

The result of this study shows that women have significantly lower probabilities of attaining an 

authority position compared to men in the Swedish labour market in 2010. These findings are in 

line with previous Swedish research, where men repeatedly have been found to advantage in terms 

of managerial advancement compared to women (Bihagen & Ohls 2006; Bygren and Gähler 2007; 

Hultin 1998).  

So, how can this gender gap in managerial attainment be explained? Gender differences in career 

success have previously been argued to be due gendered preferences and priorities. As referring to 

Becker (1981), women and men would tend to specialize in either paid work (labour market) or 

family work (household). They would consequently invest differently in the acquisition of human 
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capital, such as education and labour market experience. According to this line of reasoning, 

women are suggested to be less interested in career advancement and have fewer incentives to 

accumulate human capital, compared to men (Ibid.). Nevertheless, there is little support for this 

theoretical suggestion based on the outcome of this study. Firstly, the result shows that human 

capital factor does not explain the authority gender gap. Also, women’s, on average, greater 

investments in education does not indicate a calculated future forsaking of careers. 

Moreover, the results reveal that family related variables do not yield significantly negative effects 

in terms of authority attainment for men nor for women. As this thesis does not show any 

authority-penalty for women due to motherhood, this too challenges the theoretical assumption of 

household-focused women, who correspondingly are expected to sacrifice career advancement and 

instead engage in family-related responsibilities. Furthermore, women work substantially more 

part-time than men in Sweden; on average around 30 % for women compared to 5 % for men. 

Part-time work does however only account for a modest part of the authority gender gap, when 

assessing the total labour market outcome.  

Additionally, women’s proposed priority of family over a labour market career as suggested by 

Becker (1981), in terms of explaining gender differences in authority, should be revealed through 

differences in career motivation by gender. That is, we would expect men to be more work 

committed than women due to their (proposed) greater focus on labour market success. However, 

the outcome of this study cannot confirm any differences in career motivation between the sexes, 

and motivation does not explain the gender gap in workplace authority. The result thus contradicts 

the assumption of women’s lower ambition and the suggestion that they repudiate a labour market 

career. There is consequently little support for the proposition that women’s lower managerial 

attainment is due to women’s lack of focus on career compared to men. The outcome is thereby 

concordant with research by Bielby and Bielby (1989), who have not found that women were less 

devoted to their careers compared to men.  

 

While the gender gap in workplace authority cannot be explained through gender differences in 

human capital or career ambitions; women’s concentration in female-dominated occupations 

(which also is linked to occupations with relatively low-skilled work tasks) instead explain an 

important part of this gap. As indicated in the results, female-dominated professions are 

concentrated in the public sector. This leads on to the second research question of this thesis; 

whether there is a difference in gender inequality in authority attainment between sectors. 

The result reveals that women have significantly greater chances of having an authority position in 

the private sector compared to women working in the public sector. In addition, for men, sector of 
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employment does not affect the probabilities of holding a workplace authority position. 

Furthermore, the gender authority gap within the public sector is significantly larger than the gap 

within the private sector (in model 1 and 2 for the sectors).  

Thus, a substantial part of women’s disadvantage in authority attainment can be explained through 

their concentration in female-dominated occupations in the public sector. This concentration is 

concurrently linked to low-skilled professions, and implies a substantial share of employments on 

a part-time basis. This outcome is in line with studies by Bihagen & Ohls (2006; 2007) who find 

that the public sector to a great extent comprises female-dominated-, low-skilled occupations with 

fewer opportunities to advance; so called “dead-end-jobs”. As shown in their study, many of these 

occupations denote limited advancement possibilities per se, due to the short career ladders of the 

professions. Women, as the majority of the labour force within this sector, occupy the main part of 

these jobs. A ”sticky floor”-effect can thus be identified for women in the public sector. Hultin 

(1998) found that while a hindering effect was found for women in female-dominated professions 

in Sweden, men did instead advantage from working in such jobs. However, the outcome of this 

thesis shows no advantaging nor hindering effect in authority attainment for men due to female-

domination in the occupation (when analysing men seperately). Yet, within the public sector, both 

women and men disadvantage from working in these female-dominated professions. The effect on 

the gender gap in workplace authority may presumably be explained through the fact that women 

to a greater extent than men are employed in these jobs. Likewise, the identified advantage for 

women in the private sector was revealed mainly to be due to the concentration of 

(disadvantaging) female-dominated occupations in the public sector. 

 

Moreover, the reason for women’s concentration in these occupations is not straightforward, and 

the answer to this question is somewhat outside the scope of this study. Nevertheless, the outcome 

can be related to some theoretical hypotheses. According to Hakim (2003), women would choose 

certain occupations that allow for greater flexibility regarding combining work- and family life. 

Women would thereby have less interest in career advancement, compared to men. Yet, recent 

research suggests, on the contrary, that women are “pushed” into these professions, which denote 

low-skilled work and fewer possibilities to advance (Yaish and Stier 2014).  

On the one hand, the result of this study shows, in line with Hakim (2006), that female-dominated 

occupations in the public sector are linked to a greater extent of part-time work. The indicated 

negative effect of part-time work is valid only in the public sector, even though the same share of 

women work part-time in the private sector. A similar result by sector was obtained by Hultin 

(1998). The author discusses the result in relation to the possibility of self-selection among 
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women, implying that women may choose to work on part-time basis because of their lower 

interest in career success.  

However, opposing this postulation, no significant difference in work motivation among women 

by sectors could be found in this study. Women in the public sector have additionally acquired 

higher levels of human capital compared to women in the private sector. Furthermore, the negative 

effects of working part-time in the public sector diminishes after controlling for female domination 

in the occupation. This indicates that individuals working in female-dominated occupations 

presumably work more part-time. This outcome can be discussed in the light of other factors than 

solely as a consequence of individual choices. For example, certain occupations may primarily be 

offered on a part-time basis, whereas these professions simultaneously can be suggested to provide 

fewer possibilities to advance. Thus, this could primarily be due to the design of the jobs rather 

than to the preference of the individual. Moreover, this study does only control for whether the 

respondent work part-time or not; hence does not control for actual hours worked a week. That is, 

there is a possibility that part-time employed women in the public sector work fewer hours 

compared to corresponding women in the private sector, whereas this could explain parts of the 

difference between sectors. These possibilities also challenge the suggestion that women, due to 

lower ambition, choose occupations without advancement prospects. In line with this, as stressed 

by Daymont and Andrisani (1984), pre-market educational choices are critical. It has been shown 

that the selection of education and occupation among individuals account for a large part of gender 

inequalities in later careers (Ibid.). It could be assumed that individuals choose the field of 

education/occupation based on interest, rather than on advancement prospects. Consequently, 

women in female-dominated occupations seem to be as willing to advance as women and men in 

other occupations, but the structure of these occupations simply does not allow them to do so.  

 

Furthermore, as described in previous sections, the public and the private sector encompass some 

differences in their regulation structure. The bureaucratic regulation system in the public sector is 

argued to be characterized by more formalized recruitment- and promotion standards, thus 

emphasizing merit-based criteria to a greater extent than in the private sector (Gustafsson 2004). 

On the other hand, the private sector may instead allow for recruitment and promotion based on 

intangible criteria  (Berggren 2011). The results reveal that career motivation and ambition, which 

can be identified as an intangible attribute among individuals, is a valid predictor of career 

advancement in the private sector, but not in the public sector. Hence, the private sector seems to 

reward individual’s ambitiousness in terms of managerial advancement, while this attribute is of 

less importance in the public sector.  
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The result in this study, which indicates an advantage for women in the private sector compared to 

women in the public sector, is relatively new in the Swedish labour market. As mentioned, earlier 

outcomes have shown less gender inequality in the public sector compared to the private sector 

(Hultin 1998), whereas a following study on the subject did not find any clear advantages in either 

sector (Bihagen & Ohls 2006). The most recent studies do however indicate greater disadvantages 

for women in the public sector compared to the private sector (Berggren 2011; Bygren & Gähler 

2007).  

As stated in this study, female-dominated occupations is the most crucial factor regarding women’s 

poorer advancement prospects compared to men. The fact that the most current studies on the 

subject (since 2000), show reversed outcomes compared to earlier studies regarding which sector 

that provides better managerial prospects for women, can be viewed in the light of the 

development of sex segregation in Sweden over time. Gender inequality in authority attainment 

and occupational sex segregation in Sweden has been studied parallel by Bygren and Gähler 

(2007) respectively by Nermo (1996), both using longitudinal data from 1968 to 1991/2000. While 

the concentration of women in occupations has diminished in the private sector over time (due to 

an increased share of women in traditionally male professions), the level of female concentration 

in professions in the public sector has remained constant over time (Nermo 1996). Concurrently, 

the study by Bygren and Gähler (2007), which similarly is based on data from the LNU, shows 

that until 1991, women in the public sector had greater advancement prospects than in the private 

sector. However, in 2000, the outcome was the reversed. Even though several influences affect the 

outcome, this relationship might contribute to explain the outcome of the current thesis. That is, 

the increase of women in typical “men’s jobs” in the private sector might be an important factor 

regarding women’s greater opportunities in the private sector in 2010. 

 

During the last decade there has been an intensification of discrimination guidelines, such as 

affirmative action regulations, in the Swedish labour market (Berggren 2011). The conclusions 

may consequently also be discussed in the light of the differences in policy and regulation systems 

in the two sectors. Cassirer and Reskin (2000) have found that women benefit from bureaucratic 

features in recruitment and promotion processes. However, the effects of the bureaucratic system 

in the public sector have also been suggested to function in a penalizing way for women compared 

to men. According to Kalev (2014), anti-discrimination laws that are applied in an already gender 

biased organisation (i.e. an organisation dominated by one sex) may aggravate inequalities, instead 
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of reducing them. The extensive use of formalized procedures, in combination with a large 

proportion of women, offers distinctive conditions for women in the Swedish public sector 

compared to the private sector. Due to the fact that regulations regarding equal gender 

distributions in occupations to a greater extent are applied in the public sector of the Swedish 

economy, the direction of the policy implementations are essentially aiming at professions where 

primarily women work. Hence, since regulation systems that intend to achieve an equal gender 

distribution among employees then profit the minority (men), Swedish women may accordingly 

face even more limitative opportunities in the larger labour market context.  

 

Public sector employment and women’s career opportunities have previously been studied 

internationally by Mandel and Semyonov (2006). The authors underscore that the presence of a 

large public sector, such as in Sweden, tends to canalize women into occupations which often 

mean poor advancement prospects and lower salaries. As this study indicates, women’s 

concentration in female-dominated occupations is the main disadvantaging factor regarding their 

advancement opportunities. The results are thereby in line with research by Huffman and Velasco 

(1997), which concludes that not even extensive bureaucratic and formalized regulations could 

attenuate the negative effects women face due to employment in heavily female-dominated 

occupations. 

 

At last, even though differences in the probabilities of holding a managerial position can be seen 

for Swedish women by sector, a significant gender gap in workplace authority remains in both 

sectors after controlling for relevant factors. The persisting and unexplained gender gap in the 

Swedish labour market does also need to be discussed in the light of gender discrimination 

practices. A possibility is that women, in line with Phelps (1972), may be disadvantaged because 

of their on average longer absence from the labour market during a career (due to childrearing and 

part-time work) compared to men. Employers are thereby argued to hire and promote men over 

women due to statistical discrimination. Furthermore, employers may prefer to recruit and promote 

men because men tend to be perceived as more desirable workers compared to women. The 

possibility of taste discrimination (Becker 2010) could accordingly contribute to uphold the gender 

gap in workplace authority in the Swedish labour market.  
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8.1. Further research and concluding remarks 
The outcome of this study reveals important information about factors that contribute to uphold 

gender inequality in workplace authority. Despite the detailed data on individual attributes used in 

this study, further research based on longitudinal data, and preferably also fixed-effect models, are 

useful in order to closer examine the impact of individual characteristics over time. This may 

clarify any potential selection processes. 

Longitudinal studies on gender inequality in authority attainment should concurrently also 

examine changes in the concentration of women in the occupations in the different sectors, as this 

seems to be a critical factor for the gender gap in workplace authority. 

 

The results need to be viewed with certain facts in mind. The study shows that the public sector 

seems to be less beneficial for women compared to the private sector as regards authority 

attainment. Due to the country-specific welfare system, Sweden is argued to provide beneficial 

conditions regarding the possibility to combine work and family for women. Thereby, even though 

the public sector provides less advancement opportunities, it still provides work opportunities. 

However, the results may indicate a need to re-examine the presumed “woman-friendly” welfare 

state in Sweden in line with the findings of Mandel and Semyonov (2006). 

Moreover, certain changes can be identified in the Swedish labour market during the last decade. 

The privatization of many female-dominated occupational fields may have had important 

implications. Hence, further research on this subject would be of great interest. 
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Appendix. Descriptive data on variables. 
 Men Women 
Education 

  Years (mean) 13,7** 14,2** 
Public sector (mean) 15,0 14,5 
Private sector (mean) 13,3 13,8 
 
Tenure 

  Months (mean) 120 120 
Public sector (mean) 121 130 
Private sector (mean) 119 107 
 
Work experience 

  Years (mean) 22,1 21,2 
Public sector (mean) 23,0 21,8 
Private sector (mean) 21,8 20,5 
 
Child 0-6 years 

  1, or more (%) 25,2 24,2 
Public sector (%) 25,3 23,7 
Private sector (%) 25,2 24,7 
 
Part-time work 

  Working part-time (%) 5,0*** 29,6*** 
Public sector (%) 8,0 29,2 
Private sector (%) 4,1 30,1 
 
Motivation 

  Motivated (%) 41,1 42,8 
Public sector (%) 41,3 42,6 
Private sector (%) 41 43 
 
Large Work size 

  Employed in a large work size (%) 17,6 18,2 
Public sector (%) 20,9 21,7 
Private sector (%) 16,5 13,4 
 
Female domination 

  % Women in the occupation (mean) 33,0*** 64,0*** 
Public sector (%, mean) 48,0 71,0 
Private sector (% mean) 28,0 56,0 

                             
n=936           n=864  

+ p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001  
 
A significance test is only made on the mean value for each variable between men and women (hence not on the 
values for women and men by sectors). 

 


