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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to deepen the understanding of women's working conditions within the 

NGO sector in Colombia, and to find out what factors that impact women’s possibilities for 

achievements. Throughout a qualitative approach five interviews with women were conducted 

in Bogotá, the capital of Colombia. The collected data was analyzed by a qualitative content 

analysis, with the purpose to find themes and categorizations in the material, in order to interpret 

the respondents’ experiences and how they present them. The analysis shows, that what all 

respondents have in common is that previous life events and a dedication to contribute to 

societal changes, seem to be the most vital factors in terms of how they got to where they are 

today. In various ways, they all have noticed flaws in the system, to which they have committed 

full-hearted to change. Further, the results indicate that women’s likeability to be recognized as 

leaders are greater within the NGO sector, than in the society at large. However, despite the 

similarities found the results correspondingly show that there are differences in terms of 

perceptions as well as experiences. Thus, the results indicate the need to take various aspects 

into account, in order not to neglect the impact of different dimensions and factors. 

 

Key words: Colombia, gender equality, essential factors, machismo, NGO sector, non-

governmental organisations, role models, segregation, work-family.  

  



  
Preface 
First of all, we want to thank Sönke Hansen from Inside Latin America for making this study 

possible. All since the initiating stage, and throughout our study, your consultation and help 

with all practical support has been invaluable. We also want to thank Cassandra Hernandez 

Velez from Inside Latin America for your amazing performance in translating all the interviews 

and your support during our time in Bogotá. 

 

A special thanks to our supervisor Johanna Bergström at the department of Sociology at Umeå 

University, your knowledge and supervision have been priceless and fundamental during this 

whole process that started autumn 2018. 

 

Finally, we want to thank all respondents for your time and participation in this study. Without 

your engagement and openness we would not have been able to complete our thesis. Your 

passion, commitment and contribution to the society has been an inspiration for us personally 

and professionally. In your own unique ways you are sources of inspiration, and we hope you 

will continue to do what you are striving for. 

  



  
Table of content	

Abstract	.............................................................................................................................	2	

Preface	...............................................................................................................................	3	

Introduction	.......................................................................................................................	6	

Aim	....................................................................................................................................	8	

Background	........................................................................................................................	9	

The	armed	conflict	and	its	consequences	....................................................................................	9	

Women’s	entry	in	the	Colombian	labour	market	.......................................................................	10	

Definitions	.......................................................................................................................	12	

Gender	......................................................................................................................................	12	

Non-governmental	organisations	..............................................................................................	12	

Previous	research	.............................................................................................................	13	

Women	and	their	advancements	within	non-profit	organisations	.............................................	13	

Theoretical	framework	.....................................................................................................	15	

Gender	differences	within	organisations	...................................................................................	15	

Homosociality	...........................................................................................................................	15	

Social	norms	..............................................................................................................................	16	

Machismo	.................................................................................................................................	18	

Paid	work-unpaid	domestic	work	conflict	..................................................................................	18	

Methodology	....................................................................................................................	21	

Selection	...................................................................................................................................	21	

Data	collection	..........................................................................................................................	21	

Data	analysis	.............................................................................................................................	22	

Ethical	considerations	...............................................................................................................	25	

Introduction	of	the	respondents	and	their	organisations	...........................................................	25	

Analysis	............................................................................................................................	28	

The	NGO	sector	from	a	woman’s	perspective	............................................................................	28	

Work	burden	................................................................................................................................	29	

Payment	........................................................................................................................................	30	

Gendered	norms	.......................................................................................................................	30	



  
Work-family	conflict	..................................................................................................................	33	

Essential	factors	........................................................................................................................	34	

Obstacles	......................................................................................................................................	36	

Role	models	..................................................................................................................................	37	

Discussion	........................................................................................................................	39	

Analysis	discussion	....................................................................................................................	39	

Method	discussion	....................................................................................................................	43	

Future	research	.........................................................................................................................	44	

References	.......................................................................................................................	45	

Appendix	1	.......................................................................................................................	48	

Appendix	2	.......................................................................................................................	50	

 

 



  

 6 

Introduction 
How can we achieve equal opportunities for men and women? A question well noted, yet an 

ongoing challenge. This is a matter that cannot be explained by looking at gender alone. Rather, 

it is something that needs to be interpreted by considering additional aspects. In order for the 

structures that reproduce and maintain the differences causing gender equality to change, we 

first need to study and to illuminate them. Only then can we reach a better position to prevent 

women from being excluded from certain areas of the labour market as well as in society as a 

whole. For this study it is crucial to keep in mind that the impact of the cultural and contextual 

attitudes that prevail are significant differ markedly depending on where you operate. 

 

The focus of this study is to investigate women’s positions and experiences in the context of 

Latin America, more specifically Colombia, this due to two reasons. Firstly, Colombia is a 

country that hold a heavy and complex history, which certainly challenge these advancements. 

Secondly, the cultural assumptions and expectations associated with gender, that can be 

reflected in the labour market, among other fields. The fact that the country has suffered from 

an ongoing armed conflict during the last seven decades affects the realities of uncountable 

people in the country (Estrada-Fuentes, 2019). Extensively, the armed conflict has provoked 

patterns of violence and inequality, causing impediments to implement reinforcements in order 

to achieve sustainable developments in the country (Abozaglo, 2009). In relation to gender 

equality, there have been remarkable changes in Latin America and the Caribbean, where 

investments in human capital are increasing. Unfortunately, these advancements are not entirely 

efficient (Chioda, 2016). This leads to the reasonable question: why is that so? A significant 

shortage is the tendency to address these inequalities to simply gender, making us blind to other 

factors. Strictly speaking, attention should rather be directed to the structures that generate and 

maintain these unequal conditions (Chioda, 2016). 

 

Due to the complexity of the matter, it is clear that collective effort is needed in terms of 

achieving these advancements. In the processes of social change non-governmental 

organisations play an important role. Essentially, working as initiators to facilitate processes of 

decisions, for both private and official sectors, to integrate sustainable development (Yan et al, 

2018). Non-governmental organisations belong to a sector where the majority represented are 

women, making the sector interesting in terms of investigating women’s perceptions and 
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experiences. Studies show that women’s perceptions of barriers in the workplace can affect 

their decisions in terms of to which area they apply (Streets & Major, 2014). Further, since 

women tend to report an inclination to help others that can explain the high percentage of 

women within non-governmental organisations. However, studies regarding women’s 

advancements within non-governmental organisations are still limited (Damman, 2014).  

 

This leaves us with the question: how do one approach these matters in order to explain the 

underlying patterns? Essentially, it can be considered necessary to comprehend the existing 

conditions on a societal as well as an individual level, in order to explore the factors impacting 

women’s working conditions and advancements. Further, to identify what seem to be essential 

in order to make progress. In order to investigate these matters, this study will examine 

women’s experiences, from the perspective of working within the NGO sector. 
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Aim 
This study will investigate women's working conditions within the NGO sector in Colombia, 

with the aim to deepen the understanding of factors that impact women’s possibilities for 

achievements. 

 

-      How are NGOs’ working conditions gendered?  

 

-      What factors are critical to the achievement of personal and occupational advancement?  
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Background 
This chapter begins with a short, general background of the armed conflict in Colombia, to 

later give a brief description of women’s entry into the labour market in Latin America. The 

aim of this section is to create an understanding of the complex context in which the NGO’s 

studied operate, but also how it affects women’s position in the country, both in the labour 

market as well as in the society at large. 

The armed conflict and its consequences 

In various ways, the armed conflict has a great impact on the societal conditions, either direct 

or indirect. Not to mention, NGO’s existence, actions and outcomes, but also the people’s 

positions in the society at large. In an article written by Maria Estrada-Fuentes (2019) the 

situation in Colombia is described both historically and at present day. Because of a 

confrontation from the civilians along the partisan lines in 1948 the ongoing armed conflict in 

Colombia started, and as an answer to this the first guerrilla organisation was founded in 1964, 

and in the following years the formation of the military slowly organized (Estrada- Fuentes, 

2019). During the 1980’s various circumstances took place, which can be summarized into 

three main movements. Firstly, the development of the paramilitary or other counter playing 

organisations. Secondly, peace negotiations with fifteen guerilla organisations. Lastly, a 

blooming industry of narcotics that served both economic and military resources to all armed 

actors. These actions together consequently led to a merge of the military activities.  

 

Kimberly Theidon (2009), a medical anthropologist who has written an article on the 

demobilization and reintegration of ex-combats in Colombia, describes the paramilitaries as an 

unofficial and illegal military group supported and financed by the government. In the 1990’s 

partial demobilization processes started to demand a formation of organisations and programs 

specific for serve a human and logistical support in post-war recovery. As a result of this, the 

establishment of non-governmental organisations (see definition on page 8) increased (Estrada-

Fuentes, 2019). Further, she brings up 2011 as a turning point in the history of the ongoing 

violence in Colombia when an acknowledgement from the government took place about an 

internal armed conflict. Alongside this acknowledgment the formation took place, including 

various corporations that wanted to support and help people that had been affected by this 

conflict. Both Estrada-Fuentes (2019) and Theidon (2009) stress the reality that people of 
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Colombia have faced during this armed conflict, people were forced to dislocate, been 

kidnapped and/or murdered by members of guerillas and/or paramilitaries.  

Likewise, Abozaglo (2009) illuminates the problems due to the armed conflict in her 

investigation of NGOs role in the peacebuilding in Colombia. She submits consequences of the 

armed conflict, and refers to the armed conflict as origin for patterns of violence, exclusion, 

inequality and systematic human rights abuses, along with the existing authoritarian and elitist 

power structures in the country (Abozaglo, 2009). In other words, due to the prevailing 

circumstances, there are notable hurdles in terms of achieving social developments in the 

country.  

Women’s entry in the Colombian labour market 

To get a grip of women’s position in the country it is necessary to emphasize the fact that the 

history of women’s participation in paid work can be considered short, in comparison to men, 

and has not always been perceived as conventional. Kabeer (2010) explains that access to paid 

work can increase women’s agency in strategic ways. According to the author studies have 

shown that this development has generated economic improvements for both women 

themselves and their families, and that they have a noticeable say in how the money is spent. 

Chioda (2016) demonstrates how there have been remarkable changes over the last four decades 

in Latin America and the Caribbean in regard to gender equality. The gap between girls and 

boys has decreased, where girls nowadays are more likely to enroll in secondary and tertiary 

schooling, and to complete both. She argues that as countries grow the investments in human 

capital follows, thus, increasing women’s education. These changes make women staying at 

home more costly, both in the way of a positive return to education, but also since the expansion 

in human capital makes job opportunities available that before were socially unacceptable 

(Chioda, 2016). 

 

Nevertheless, in terms of unpaid domestic labour the division is rarely renegotiated between 

the sexes (Kabeer 2010; Brusco 1986). Kaaber (2010) illustrates how despite women’s 

increased participation in paid work they either continue to bear the main burden, or share it 

with others female members of the household, often their daughters. Moreover, even though 

women are visible in agriculture and industries the majority of women in low-income countries 

continue to work in the informal economy in various forms. They are characterised by far worse 

conditions, as they do not pay taxes and therefore live without a safety net. Within this informal 
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economy, poor women are concentrated in the most undervalued enterprises, as in the domestic 

service and daily labor on construction sites. The author moreover finds it hard to see how 

earnings developed by these standards will generate to improve women’s subordinate status at 

work and at home (Kabeer, 2010).  

 

Chioda (2016) argues that the prevalence of discriminatory views decreases over with time and 

due to higher education. Nonetheless, she stresses the dimension of women’s role in the 

household as relevant for women’s economic participation. She claims that by applying the 

perspective of allocation of work within the household it provides a forceful framework for 

interpreting the evolvement of gender-related patterns (Chioda, 2016). The perception of 

women’s role in the household will be problematized further under chapter “work family 

conflict”. 
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Definitions 

Gender 

The difference of the terms sex and gender is important to highlight in this paper, since 

distinguishing what is meant by the terms enables further understanding for the readers. The 

term gender is used to describe expectations and beliefs of what kind of skills, values, behaviors 

and attitudes that are more appropriate for, and signifies, a woman or a man (Powell, 2016). In 

other words, gender is a “social constructed sex”, which means that it has been made by social 

norms of what it is to be male or female. While, on the other hand, the term sex is the biological 

and physical definition of the division of women and men (Powell, 2016). 

Non-governmental organisations 

Non-governmental organisations have become essential participants to manage many social, 

economic and environmental development issues, with the desire to contribute to a sustainable 

development through partnership with essential parties to serve the societies and individuals 

where needed (Yan et al, 2018). Furthermore, they are playing an expanding and important role 

when it comes to initiate, bring together and coordinate various parties in a social process of 

change which puts emphasis on long term security, a sustainable society and human developing 

that is including, among others. For the time being, non-governmental organisations have 

played an important role for a sustainable development. Their desire is to be initiators in social 

change, on a national as well as international level, and are facilitating in processes of decisions 

for both private and official sectors that are integrating with sustainable development (Yan et 

al, 2018). In addition, what the non-governmental organisations have in common is that they 

are challenging the government, sometimes working as a complement to their services, often 

as a counterpoint with governmental actors (Clark, 1995). From now on non-governmental 

organisations is referred to as its shortening NGO’s. 
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Previous research 
This section includes a brief description of the contextual conditions within the NGO sector at 

large, which is a female-intensive sector. This will be done by illustrating expectations 

considering how NGOs operate, along with gendered ambitions among men and women.  

Women and their advancements within non-profit organisations 

Damman (2014) illuminates that numerous studies on the mechanisms resulting in 

underrepresentation of women in management have been carried out in for-profit organisations, 

whereas research for the same mechanisms in non-profit organisations still is limited. When 

speaking of non-profit organisations, Gibelman (2000) claims that there can be underlying 

assumptions that women are more likely to reach management positions, due to the 

organisation’s core values and principles. Furthermore, since a higher percentage of workers 

within the non-profit sector are women, that speaks for the assumption that those organisations 

can be expected to pay more attention to gender equality, and therefore should work on 

women’s behalf when it comes to reaching higher positions (Gibelman, 2000). 

 

In a study published by Damman (2014), Gender, Occupation, and Promotion to Management 

in the Nonprofit Sector, they examine the effects of gender and occupation on transitions to 

management. They call the studied organisation a “critical case” because of the organisational 

and work characteristics, where a high percentage of women in management can be found. 

Nevertheless, there was an interest to investigate whether women’s’ promotion opportunities 

were lower in comparison to men, even in such work environment. What they found was that 

women overall made the transitions to management less rapidly than men, regarding factors 

like age, previous work experience and nationality. However, when occupation was taken into 

account no differences were found between men and women in terms of the promotion-to-

management rates. Additionally, female field workers were represented at all managerial levels, 

and not only concentrated at the bottom of the managerial hierarchy. Consequently, their 

conclusion was that the gender differences could be completely explained by occupation. The 

occupational group that was male dominated (non-medical staff) implied a greater amount of 

higher positions than the two remaining occupational groups. In other words, when counted all 

together, men had greater opportunities to reach higher positions since there were more men 

represented in the occupational group where position acquisitions were possible to a greater 
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extent. Therefore, the study stresses the importance of studying the effects of occupational sex 

segregation on promotion. (Damman, 2014)  

 

Streets and Major (2016) describe how women’s perceptions of barriers in the workplace can 

limit the fields to which women apply and bring up sexism as an obstacle to enter into some 

areas. Further, they illuminate how men more often address to professional goals in terms of 

monetary earnings and careers status, while women are more likely to report an inclination to 

help others and work in a pleasant environment. These propositions affirm the explanation of 

why there are a greater percentage of women within NGOs (Streets & Major 2016; Damman 

2014). Where men, as already mentioned, are more likely to strive for status acquisition and 

personal achievements, making them choose career paths and branches that more often imply 

other tasks and a greater amount of higher positions. Streets and Major (2016) stress how 

potential barriers can be identified through a gendered lens in order to interpret this 

phenomenon. Considering the fact that there are noticeably more women than men operating 

within the NGO sector, it is in interest to explore why that is and illuminate the underlying 

factors and causes. Therefore, in order to interpret this matter, it is important to consider the 

gendered conditions represented. 
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Theoretical framework 
The following section presents a theoretical framework which contains different perspectives 

of gender, touching individual, organisational and societal levels. The section opens with 

gender differences in organisations and homosociality, moving on to social norms, machismo 

and finishes with work-family conflict. As a whole, this framework allows for an analysis of 

gender differences within organisations as well as of social norms in a Latin American context.   

Gender differences within organisations 

Joan Acker (1990) has looked at studies regarding gender and organisations, where she 

illuminates that organisational hierarchies are not gender neutral but a location of male 

dominance. Gender is difficult to see when there is only the masculine present (Acker, 1990). 

In other words, it can be described that masculinity as norm becomes an invisible and 

unquestioned truth. Further, she explains that when men in organisations take their behavior 

and perspectives to represent the human organisations structures and processes it is therefore 

considered as neutral. 

 

Acker (1990) points out that gender differences in organisational behavior exists due to 

structure rather than to characteristics of women and men as individuals. Further, she explains 

how the documents and contracts used within organisations hold assumptions about gender, 

which are embodied within the organisational structures. The common concepts in 

organisational thinking generates marginalization of women and contributes to maintain gender 

segregation in organisations. It is often that women’s jobs are ranked by the justification of 

identifying women with childbearing and domestic life, and are therefore also devalued. In 

addition, sometimes the gender segregation at work might be openly justified by the essentiality 

to control sexuality, or being excluded from top management for example, where most workers 

are men (Acker, 1990). 

Homosociality 

Holgersson (2006) addresses the concept of male homosocial desire used in the field of 

organisation and gender, in order to explain gender segregation and male dominance at 

management level within organisations. The term describes processes in which men orient and 

identify themselves with other men, and prioritize other men in front of women, in order to 
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maintain their rule of gender. Furthermore, the term is used to describe how the gender order is 

created and reproduced in organisations where people are either included or excluded, and how 

it creates a division of the genders within the organisation. The term is used to understand this 

division in workplaces, where the segregation between the sexes is an expression of an 

organisation's gender order (Holgersson, 2006). The author believes that the gender order in an 

organisation is the power relationship between women and men, that can be described as based 

on the gender structure existing and its symbolic order. The symbolic order considers the beliefs 

about the gender, how we refer to “female” and “male”, and how it occurs in the organisation. 

The employee adjusts his or her behavior according to the perceived gender order in the 

workplace, and Holgersson (2006) thinks that organisations are dynamic, where people shape 

and are being shaped according to their performances.  

 

This statement is also brought up by Street and Major (2014) that point out that women to a 

greater extent than men are expected to act in line with their gender stereotypes since they are 

not noticed as managers. In other words, no matter what the obstacle might be for women to 

get a promotion, the fact that they are evaluated by their gender, and the stereotypes that go 

along with it, might still have a greater impact in the context in regard to their possibilities to 

reach a promotion transition. 

Social norms 

Hirdman (1990) brings up the concept of gender as a way of understanding the explicit, as well 

as the subtle, power configurations that exist between men and women, that continuously are 

being reproduced by the subordination of women. She points out that “gender” cannot be used 

as a hardcore concept of only one definition, but rather as a wider concept including a number 

of perceptions. Initially, the concept should be considered in a contextual way where a person 

is affected by his or her surroundings, in which the cultural heritage and the social processes 

affect human actions. Secondly, the concept needs to be seen as a whole process, where people 

are shaped into their masculinity or femininity gender. These processes together are something 

that is reproduced and recreated, subsequently generating legitimacy to these gender 

configurations. And as a result, these configurations create hierarchies and differences. 

Hirdman (1990) means that by doing, creating and forming differences between the sexes, 

women's inferiority and men’s superiority are created, done and formed. 
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In the context of labour market, gender segregation is used to describe the prevalent segregation 

of men and women. Hirdman (1990) discusses the concept by defining the segregation as both 

vertical and horizontal. She explains horizontal segregation in relation to inequality of domestic 

work, and also in relation to where the sexes are to be found in the labour market. While the 

vertical segregation refers to hierarchies, and where the sexes are to be found in relation to 

higher positions. The fact that men and women can be found within different areas and 

occupations is also discussed by Chioda (2016). She brings up the impact of social norms in 

the Latin American and Caribbean context, where she illustrates how preferences, and the 

decisions that follows, are shaped by social norms. Norms that among other things can lead to 

social barriers, affecting women’s access within the labour market and certain sectors. The 

author discusses about women’s decisions in terms of education, family formation and 

participation in labour work, and declares that traditional perceptions of gender roles and the 

family have a large impact on these decisions. Further, she brings up that recent studies consider 

women’s labour behaviors being passed on between contiguous generations. She stresses that 

this speaks for the extensive impact of culture. In addition, she highlights that in terms of labour 

market experiences, correlations can be found between women and their daughters, and 

daughters-in-law. Thus, studies argue that women’s roles in the labor market, and in the family, 

are passed on through generations (Chioda, 2016).  

 

Studies show that role models are important for people when it comes to achieving professional 

goals and aspirations (Streets & Major, 2016). A role model can be defined as an individual 

who serves as an embodiment or template of the potential success one may attain and the 

requisite behaviors for such achievement. In addition, the observation of more than one role 

model contribute for individuals to assimilate a diversity of traits, experiences and skills into 

their own identity (Streets & Major, 2016). The authors stress the tendency of turning to similar 

others during one’s professional upbuilding, as a source to emulate. Furthermore, this 

comparison tends to be more common among women when it comes to career success, who 

stresses a greater importance of self-perception when using same-sex role models. As a result, 

since role models have shown to be a vital source of inspiration and influence for individuals 

when it comes to choice of career. The presence of role models can be beneficial for women, 

as a way to pave the way and encourage them to choose that path (Streets & Major, 2016). This 

is by all means important in the advancement of women, especially considering that the society 

at large encourage and retain the superiority of men.  
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Machismo 

In order to better understand men’s position in the country, the prevalent attitudes and behaviors 

need to be illuminated. The concept machismo is discussed by Brusco (1986), explained as a 

complex that in a significant way shapes the adult male behavior in Colombia, as well as in 

Latin America at large. Essentially, machismo refers to a masculine personality with an 

accompaniment behavior pattern. Brusco (1986) refers to Evelyn Steven’s book from 1973 and 

her definitions to illustrate the characteristics of machismo, explained as exaggerated 

aggressiveness and incompliance in male-to-male interpersonal relations, whereas they shift to 

arrogance and sexual aggression in male-to-female relationships. Further, Brusco (1986) 

describes machismo as a kind of male culture, accompanied with a system of sanctions and 

pressures that encourages and maintains these values and behaviors. Besides, machismo is used 

to describe both the state of being male biologically, as well as the social interaction generated 

from men acting in a particular way, which both men and women believe is the way men should 

behave (Brusco, 1986). She illuminates that being macho involves command, including 

command over women, where these commands work in a scale from successful to failed 

commands. Meanwhile, the ideal maleness implies success, effectivity, wisdom and honesty – 

which all can be difficult to accomplish due to various reasons. Brusco (1986) indicates that 

machismo might be a response that derives from the failure to fulfill this impossible ideal. Thus, 

she stresses the complicity of machismo within the Colombian culture, and the duplicity that 

comes with it. The way that these prevalent expectations and actions generate and maintain 

gendered patterns is not something that speaks for machismo alone. Machismo should rather 

be addressed as one of several gendered patterns, interrelated to one another.  

Paid work-unpaid domestic work conflict  

In relation to gendered patterns, is the aspect of men’s and women’s tendencies to adapt to 

different roles in terms of family obligations. Streets and Major (2016) bring up the conflict to 

combine work and family demands as crucial for women’s working conditions. This statement 

tends to be expressed by women in leading positions in particular, who explain difficulties to 

achieve a balance between work and family. The authors stress that this conflict is so noticeable 

that some women, when in the situation of childbirth, have to make the decision whether to stay 

within the workforce or set it aside in order to take care of the child(ren). In attempt to strike 

this balance, some women decide to work part-time, from home or flexible hours as a substitute 
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to find a middle way (Streets & Major, 2016). However, this attempt may seem as a solvation 

of the problem, but the strategy to combine and/or decrease work does not come without 

difficulties. In fact, it is shown that these women tend to suffer from exhaustion to a greater 

extent, along with lower rates of success, in comparison to their male peers (Streets & Major, 

2016).  

 

Streets and Major (2016:301) continue by pointing out the women defined as the “sandwiched 

generation”, that are caretakers for both children and elderly. These women report a bigger 

conflict between work and family than those who report high work demands. Furthermore, this 

is not a trend that has been noticeable amongst men. As a result of this, women tend to turn 

down promotions and are more likely to take time off than their husbands, in order to face the 

demands of taking care of the family. The authors describe how young women expect an 

arrangement that contains their career goals and maintaining a family, that is disproportionate 

to that of men. Consequently, the result is that female students aim for positions that imply 

fewer working hours in order to take on greater household responsibilities (Streets & Major, 

2016). 

 

Chioda (2016) refers to interrelated shifts in attitudes as arousing women’s integration in the 

labour force. More specifically, women leaning to see their economic participation as including 

a career, rather than only a chore until marriage and family formation. This transformation 

extends the sphere for women, in terms of them being able to prepare for longer working lives 

and an enlarged connection to the labour force. At the same time, there are women that agree 

with traditional gender roles and identities, addressing to them as marks of women’s aspirations 

and identities (Chioda, 2016).  

 

These strong expectations, beliefs and societal structures will have a critical impact on the 

realities of men and women, stretching from societal and organisational levels, all the way into 

the households and people’s daily lives. In order to get a grip of the complexity of the matter 

and facilitate an interpretation of the underlying factors, it has been essential to create a wide 

foundation and take various perspectives into account. The presented concepts, with their 

different angles, contribute to a theoretical framework which enables an analysis of the 

questions asked in this dissertation. All combined the concepts presented above are used as an 
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instrument to carry out an analysis of the collected data to enable a closing discussion and final 

conclusions. 
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Methodology 
Following chapter walks through the essential parts of the study, by illustrating the course of 

events in order to create a clear image of decisions made. Firstly, a description of the selected 

sector and participants. Secondly, data collection, data analysis and ethical considerations is 

presented. Lastly, a summary of the women and their organisations that participate in this 

study.  

Selection 

Since the aim of the study is to create a better understanding of women’s’ paths to higher 

positions within the NGO sector in Colombia as a whole, it is considered as relevant to 

illuminate a wide spectrum of influencing factors to enable a wider interpretation. Therefore, 

five women from various branches within the NGO sector has participated in this study. 

Bryman (2011) argues that a targeted selection enables the researcher to select participants that 

are relevant for the purpose of the study and its questions formulations. The selection criteria 

were established to answer the objectives, which came down to; women in leading positions 

within the Colombian NGO sector. In order to get in touch with participants for the study a 

collaboration was initiated with Inside Latin America. 

Data collection 

Since the ambition of the study has been to analyze and create understanding in the matter of 

women’s paths and experiences towards leading positions, this study has had a qualitative 

approach. The data have been collected through semi-structured interviews to enable space for 

the respondents to mediate their experiences (Bryman, 2011:413). Semi-structured interview is 

a method where the researcher uses a set of generic questions, which creates the opportunity to 

change the order of the questions during the interview and also facilitates the possibility to ask 

attendant questions to follow up and deepen the information (Bryman, 2011:413).  

 

The conducted interviews have been descriptive, with the focus to map out the participants 

subjective realities (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). During the preparation of the study a 

categorization has been established, which according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009:219) 

enables the researcher to develop a theoretical comprehension of the matter that is to be studied, 

to further establish a groundwork from where the newfound knowledge can be integrated. 



  

 22 

Moreover, in order to align the collected data with the aim of the study, four question 

formulations were established: personal background, working conditions, view of leadership 

within NGO’s and essential factors in relation to work experience and have worked as a base 

for the making of the interview guide (Appendix 1). Before the interviews an information letter 

was sent to each participant. This letter contained information about the purpose of the study 

and its performers, with emphasis on the interviews being held anonymous (Appendix 2). The 

total of five interviews have been conducted during a period of seven days, and were all carried 

out with a translator. One of the interviews was held via Skype, due to flight delays of the 

respondent. The interviews were scheduled within a concentrated period of time, for the 

purpose of collecting and compiling all data needed, to ensure the time needed when entering 

the process of analysis (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

 

Before the interview the participant got an additional briefing about the purpose of the study 

and that the participant was free to choose what questions to answer, and free to cut the 

interview at any time (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Moreover, the aim, the setup of the interview 

and estimated time required were clarified in order to enable the participant to make reasonable 

limitations when answering the questions and stick to the topic. Furthermore, requests were 

made, asking for the participants permission of making audio recordings of the interviews. This 

in order to facilitate that all information of importance is documented, and also to create 

conditions for the interviewer to focus on active listening and attendant questions. All 

respondents gave their permission, which consequently made it possible to transcribe all 

material. 

Data analysis 

All interviews have been transcribed in order to facilitate for the subsequent content analysis, 

which has been carried out with a qualitative approach. Bryman (2011) describes how a content 

analysis can be carried out through either a qualitative or quantitative approach. The 

quantitative approach identifies quantitative occurrences in the material in order to investigate 

a phenomenon. For example, by counting the occurrence of a specific word in the material. 

Thus, a quantitative content analysis deal with numbers and measuring frequencies. In 

contradiction, the qualitative approach investigates underlying themes in the collected data. 

Bryman (2011:505) illuminates the advantage by using a qualitative content analysis method, 

since it facilitates the possibilities to find themes and categorizations in the material. Further, 
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he brings up a shortcoming with content analysis regard to representativity. However, since this 

study’s focus is to illuminate the varying differences among the respondents rather than to 

generate unified similarities and conclusions, this shortcoming can be considered as superable. 

Figure 1.0 illustrates how the material was utilised during the analysis:  

 

 
Figure 1.0. Overview of the analysis process. 

 

The material has been coded and categorized, which Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) describe as 

a way to simplify clarity and structure in the collected material. Notwithstanding, the analysis 

of the collected data has initially been processed in its whole by the reason that the respondents 

might have answered the interview questions in alternative orders, since the questions can be 

perceived as overlapping. By coding the expressions and messages in the full content, Kvale 

and Brinkmann (2009:218) claim that new collective data and notes can emerge. Through the 

analysis and coding of the material, the underlying themes of the respondent’s statements arose, 

and the decision was made to rearrange the material into modified themes. How this process 

was carried out is exemplified in Table 1.0. 
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Table 1.0. Examples of how themes were established during the analysis.  

 

Accordingly, the established themes came down to the NGO sector from a woman’s 

perspective, gendered norms, work-family conflict and essential factors. Since this study is co-

authored, the analysis has been performed in consultation, which contributes to an additional 

perspective and facilitates the quality of the analysis. Lastly, it will be followed by a 

summarizing discussion including the main findings.   
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Ethical considerations 

Initially, the respondents were notified with an email which included the ethical guidelines, and 

a further briefing about the purpose of the study, its setup and usage. These aspects are brought 

up by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), claiming them as being important features. Moreover, the 

same guidelines have been repeated while initiating each interview, in order to create a secure 

ground for the respondents to feel comfortable to keep from answering specific questions or 

interrupt the participation. In consideration that the study touches topics that could be perceived 

as delicate matters, big emphasis has been put on the aspect of anonymity. Additionally, what 

could be considered as an advantage for the study is the fact that it is carried out by two external 

foreigners who are not perceived as having connections with the studied organisations. This 

could potentially work in favor for gathering fair and honest answers, when speaking of delicate 

matters. 

Introduction of the respondents and their organisations 

Table 2.0 covers a summarized background information about the participants compiled from 

the background questions in the interview guide (Appendix 1).  

 
Table 2.0. A summarized background of the respondents. 



  

 26 

 

The female respondents were in similar age except for one that was roughly 20 years younger 

than the others, this could also explain the same difference in marital status. They are all on the 

top position in their organisation, and in addition, they are all the founders of their 

organisations, either by themselves or in company with others. All the female respondents had 

high-level education, seven years or more, and some of them had in addition to their degrees 

also taken one or several diplomas. Three out of the five respondents are born in Bogotá, the 

capital city. While the other two had moved there, one from a city near the Venezuelan border 

and the other one from the Caribbean cost, in the north. 

 

Organisation A is a non-governmental working with social innovation to improve the 

development of social and personal resources of children, young adults, families and societies 

that is struck or in risk of being struck by the armed conflict in Colombia. By facing this 

violence in different parts of the country this organisation decided to contribute in making a 

change of transforming the lives of children, women, families and societies that stands in front 

of displacement, disappearances and other links to this armed conflict. This development is 

contributing to strengthen the human process of development from interventions where they 

use different strategies, workshops in human rights, expressive art, resistance power amongst 

other psychosocial activities.  

 

Organisation B is a non-governmental organisation focusing on the development of children 

living in sectors where their human development is interfered by poverty and lack of 

opportunities. The organisation functions as a complement to bring development to these 

children both emotional and cognitive. By free and spontaneous learning the organisation 

encourage development in individual skills.  

 

Organisation C is an educational institution where the education is based on experience and 

respecting differences. The organisation has received children that have not been understood in 

the traditional school, or even kicked out because of “unwanted behaviors”. The characteristic 

of the organisation is that they adapt a program for each child depending on the needs of that 

child, both strengths and weaknesses. The groups are small, from one-to-one work or at 

maximum a group of twelve students which makes it possible for the teachers to adapt to the 

children. The difference from the traditional school is that this system is focusing on the 
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cognitive progress and is achieved by education in different steps depending on the level of 

skills in the area. For example, a student can stand out and advance in social science, while his 

or her development in language does not occur at the same speed.  

 

Organisation D is a non-profit organisation that focus on educate children in values, service and 

leadership to get a chance to contribute to build a better world. With the target group being kids, 

and sometimes their families, in a poverty area on the outskirt of Bogotá. With their main goal 

to break down the violence silence, the organisation has worked out programmes with different 

lines of actions. Together they include different sectors with underlying projects, that all work 

towards the main goal. For example, one project is run in the purpose of improving and ensure 

the fulfilling of children's rights, strengthen their values and decrease all kinds of violence. The 

people operating within the foundation acquire various professions, journalists, social workers, 

psychologists, artists, among others, and with their contributing knowledge combined they 

cover a wide spectrum. No one in the organisation is being paid salary at the moment, all the 

donated money goes uncut to the children of whom the organisation support. 

 

Organisation E is a merge of two organisations due to that the respondent has started up two 

schools at different locations over the years. The first one in a town in the region Santander, 

which started as a preschool 25 years ago and later expanded to where it today comprises 

preschool, primary school and high school with approximately 400 pupils. The second one is a 

preschool in a town outside of Bogotá, established 8 years ago, with approximately 100 pupils. 

Both organisations are non-governmental and the respondent is both director and principal of 

the two. With the focus on educating “children of the future” the school’s mode of operation 

strives to accomplish a better future where honesty and justice are emphasized and seen as the 

way of receiving knowledge, becoming capable of solving problems and making decisions from 

a responsible and creative point of view.  
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Analysis 
This chapter presents the collected data which have been analysed and summarized. The 

central findings are ordered by the themes that were established during the analysing process: 

the NGO sector from a woman’s perspective, gendered norms, work-family conflict and 

essential factors.  

The NGO sector from a woman’s perspective 

When speaking of their own organisations, two out of five respondents mention that it is easier 

for a woman to reach a leading position. This is exemplified by Respondent 2 who mentions 

that when she and her male partner founded the organisation there were parents of the children 

not confident about leaving their children in care of men. Respondent 1 mentions that due to 

the majority to donations coming from women's movement organisations the desire of female 

representatives makes it easier for women to reach a leading position in her own organisation. 

Both of these respondents operate in non-profit organisations, and their examples align with the 

assumptions Gibelman (2000) points out, about women being more likely to reach leading 

positions in non-profit organisations in comparison to men. The author claims that the 

assumptions arise as a result of the organisations’ core values and principles, where NGOs to a 

greater extent claim to work for gender equality as a part of their ambitions. However, the 

explaining factor expressed by Respondent 2 differ from the underlying assumptions presented 

by Gibelman (2000), since the impact lays in the attitudes from the parents rather than the core 

values of the organisation itself. On the other hand, the three remaining respondents express 

that there are equal opportunities regardless gender, when it comes to reaching a leading 

position within their own organisations. To exemplify, that “everybody have the same 

opportunities”, and that “it’s the same”, while another emphasis that it depends “on the result 

of each project”. Damman (2014) argues that the choice of occupation has a greater impact on 

women’s possibility of reaching higher position, than the isolated impact of gender itself. 

Moreover, this also confirms the statement brought up by Acker (1990), that gender differences 

in organisational behavior should be addressed to organisational structures, rather than to 

characteristics of women and men at an individual level. This since these prescribed structures 

include assumptions about gender, that are embodied within the organisational structures 

(Acker, 1990). 
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To be noted, Respondent 5 points out that she has been surrounded by female leaders only 

during her whole career. This can be explained by the fact that NGOs include a majority of 

women at large (Streets & Major 2016; Damman 2014). Respondent 1 describes the leadership 

in her organisation as dependent on the context of the department, that all have different 

purposes and tasks. She compares the programming section with the financial section, where 

she portrays the sections as different because of the dynamic in the groups. She claims that 

because of the different dynamics, where she describes people in the programming as “open 

and happy” and the people in finance as “legal and serious”, the sections develop their own 

way of leadership. This can be seen as a process that is pointed out by Hirdman (1990), in how 

we are shaped and formed, which should be considered from a contextual perspective. 

Essentially, when people align with the specific traits of their group belonging, in this case the 

section, it can be considered to facilitate the reproduction of the stereotypes (Hirdman, 1990). 

To be noted, Respondent 1 does not specifically refer to gender when she describes the 

segregation between the different sections. However, she still illustrates the sections as 

homogenous groups, different from each other, and addresses to specific traits. 

 

Work burden 
Since all the respondents are founders of their organisations, they have been part of their 

organisations since the very beginning. Something that these women have in common is that 

they work more than the average 48 hours work-week. Moreover, one of the respondents stays 

overtime for the reason to not bring the work home, while the four remaining say that they do. 

However, none of the respondents express the working hours as a problem or a burden, but 

rather as unquestionable in relation to the work they do. What these women express correlates 

with Streets and Major (2016) statement of women’s inclination of helping others. Which 

consequently can justify their choice of working areas, where NGOs at large strive for initiation 

of social change (Yan et al, 2018).  

I’m trying to have at least one free day, and that would be Monday. It hasn’t been 

possible, but still this is not work for me. [...] It’s not an effort for me. I do it because 

I love it, and it doesn’t feel like that I have to work. Respondent 4 
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Payment 
During the interviews with Respondent 2 and 4 the topic regarding payment was mentioned. 

Respondent 4 does not see the competition about getting a higher position within her 

organisation, due to the fact that volunteers are not getting paid. However, she expresses that it 

could become a problem once salaries are initiated, since that could provoke reasons to 

compete. On the other hand, she talks about salaries as one of her main aspirations in order to 

motivate and compensate the volunteers, and for them to be “a part of the organisation”. Where 

they not only work because of their emotional willingness, but also because of economical 

rewards. She addresses to her volunteers’ achievements as results of their emotional willingness 

and says, “you can imagine what they will do when they get paid”. In contradiction, Respondent 

2 expresses her view on the difference between paid professors and non-paid volunteers. She 

talks from experience within her own organisation, explaining that the volunteers carry out their 

tasks more passionate and with more love than the professors. This confirms their desire to be 

the initiators in social change, including the service of others as well as the society at large, 

rather than to make profit (Yan et al, 2018). 

Gendered norms 

All five respondents mention in various ways that the society is segregated due to gender, and 

that men have greater opportunities to reach higher positions in comparison to women. Four 

out of five respondents mention the state of machismo in the country as one of the main factors 

that affect women’s possibilities and working conditions. Respondent 2 defines it as following: 

 

...we live in a society that there is like an importance of the male population, we 

live in a maleness population. So, that’s difficult for us [women]. For example, in 

the political area Colombia is still not ready to have a woman in power, or like 

president that is a woman. (...) I have worked with a lot of the population here in 

the country, and I have always seen women, leading (...) the social projects. But 

there is still, and have been always, an obstacle for them [the women] because of 

that culture that we have [in the country]. Where the man is more capable of doing 

some things than women.  
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This observation, pictured by Respondent 2, goes in line with Brusco’s (1986) statement about 

the expectations of commands and success in relation to machismo. The fact that Respondent 

2 expresses her experience of women not being recognised as capable of being in command, 

affirms the argument that these machismo demands also imply men’s commands over women, 

along with the societal perception of men’s superiority where men are expected to fulfil the 

ideal maleness (Brusco, 1986). Further, this reasoning corresponds with Respondent 3’s 

opinion about how expectations associated to gender impact the likeliness to reach positions. 

She points out politics as an area in which women are not expected to do career, and mentions 

that there are expectations about what women and men should do: “...women [should] fight for 

human rights, equality, things more from the heart. And men are more about results, 

economical results, profit.”. This observation confirms Streets and Major’s (2016) finding, that 

men are more likely to relate to professional goals in terms of monetary earnings and career 

status, while women noticeably express the desire to help others to a greater extent.  

 

On the other hand, Respondent 4 expresses her perception of different expectations between 

men and women, by saying: “...men are more rational, so they think ‘I’m gonna do this, because 

I’m gonna earn this’. Women are more emotional, so they say, ‘I do this, even if I don’t get 

paid.’”. In addition to the topic, she expresses that:     

 

Women in Colombia know more about resilience. So, women have this capacity to 

overcome difficulties, and men block, from any difficulty they get blocked. Because 

of the situation that has happened, that women have to work, take care of the 

children, clean the house and be successful also in your profession. So that made 

them more capable for attending different things and looking for solutions and 

overcoming everything, difficulties. And in my experience, I have noticed that there 

are more female leaders, social leaders, than male social leaders. Because women 

(...) has less fears. Men are more afraid of failing. 

 

These observations can be related to Brusco’s (1986) reasoning about machismo, where she 

explains machismo as a possible response that derives from the failure to fulfill this impossible 

ideal. Which can be considered to explain Respondent 4’s perception of men having more fears 

than women. Besides, Respondent 4 describes the difficulties of being a woman in a leading 

position, where she has faced men who have not entirely approved with her presence in the 
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managing team: “...in the beginning it was very difficult, because they were not used, and they 

didn’t like for example that I was director. We [Respondent 4 and her female colleagues] make 

jokes, we made a joke that ‘to be in a leader role you have to have a mustache.’”. To be noted 

is that Respondent 5 stresses that she does not want claim that there are different expectations 

addressed to women and men in particular. Although, she talks about two different traits as 

important in a leader, referring to “emotional” and “balanced”, and continues by saying that 

“... a good leader, either men or women, should have both things in equilibrium.”. The 

experiences presented above confirm the presence of homosociality that both Holgersson 

(2006) and Streets and Major (2016) highlight, considering how we refer to “female” and 

“male” and how those beliefs create a symbolic order in organisations in terms of gender. 

Subsequently, how this relationship of power between men and women generates an adjustment 

in both men’s and women’s behaviors, in order to align with these assumptions and 

expectations. These expectations can result in women being expected to act in line with the 

stereotype associated with their gender, because they are not seen as managers (Streets & 

Major, 2016), which can be seen in different ways throughout the examples above. Hirdman 

(1990) also mentions this from a gender segregation perspective, where the reproduction of 

power configurations between men and women are made by both sexes. She illuminates the 

complicity of the process where people are shaped into their gender, and where the reproduction 

of either masculinity or femininity creates it legitimacy, and subsequently forms the power 

configuration. An additional perspective that aligns with Hirdman’s (1990) argument, that is 

expressed by both Respondent 3 and 5, is their beliefs that the recreation of homosociality is 

not only generated by men. They believe that it is also, or even more, made by and between 

women, thus, making them the ones who educate men with machismo as well. This affirms 

Bruscos’ (1986) discussion of machismo in terms of that women as well as men recognise the 

macho behavior as legitimate.  

 

Moreover, Respondent 1 explains how she has faced difficulties in regard to expectations by 

saying: 

It’s more difficult for a woman, and even more when black, or indigenous. (...) 

There is discrimination. It’s difficult that they recognise, because they don’t think 

you have the capacities, or the experience. Maybe because you didn’t go to the best 

schools. (...)In the beginning, when they started, I remember. When I called, they 

always asked me ‘Who is the manager?’, expecting that the manager was a man. 
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To point out is that Respondent 1 several times mentions the fact of her being black as an 

additional obstacle, besides from being a woman, which the other respondents do not. This 

indicates the importance of illuminating differences within the group of women, and with an 

intersectional perspective highlight the fact that this group is shaped by other dimensions as 

well (Crenshaw, 1991), as ethnicity in this case. 

Work-family conflict 

As Chioda (2016) claims, the last four decades have implied remarkable changes when it comes 

to gender equality in Latin America and the Caribbean. This statement is confirmed by 

Respondent 4, who expresses her perception of noticeable changes within the younger 

generation when it comes to the expectations and attitudes related to gender. Further, she 

explains that she sees more women with higher education today, and that a greater number 

participate in paid work sector now in comparison to before. Despite this, she believes that these 

working women still are the ones taking on a greater responsibility when it comes to unpaid 

domestic labour work. Respondent 4’s conclusion of noticing an increasing number of women 

in higher education aligns with Chioda’s (2016) examinations. Also, the respondent’s 

observation that women still take on the majority of home labour work confirms the arguments 

brought up by Chioda (2016) and Streets and Major (2016). Streets and Major (2016) argue that 

this results in difficulties to create a sustainable balance between work and family demands. 

Thus, leading to the tendency of women turning down promotions to a greater extent than their 

husbands, aiming for positions with fewer working hours instead. This argument can be 

connected to the observations illustrated by Respondent 1, talking about the different lifestyles 

that are expected from men and women in leading positions:  

Male leaders, has more public life, more open. That can travel, big relationships. 

And instead for (...) female [leaders] it’s ok to have a public life, but it is expected 

to have to invest time in the family. 

 

In relation to this, Respondent 5 describes the start of her career, together with the difficulties 

to collaborate motherhood and a working career at the same time. She describes this as 

troublesome due to her children being young and “...a week without their mother is very long, 

and their grandmother had to take care of them and also when they grow up in the adolescence 
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not being there for one or two weeks it was maybe a long time for not being there. That’s the 

sacrifices.”. 

 

Respondent 2 clarifies that she from experience finds that romantic relationships with men can 

be an obstacle, due to the tendency of not reconciling with a woman being in a higher position. 

As a result of this, she made an active decision to leave her personal life aside to focus on her 

work with the organisation. 

Essential factors 

Something which all five interviewees have in common is that their background and life events 

have had a significant impact on their work choices. Even though all five life stories are 

different, they all emphasise how specific moments and difficulties have inflamed their passion 

and engagement in the work they got into and still perform today. In addition, what all five 

women have in common is that they in various ways saw shortages in the system they could 

not stand, which subsequently boosted their will to commit to serving others and work for 

change. The interviewees’ descriptions of their work correspond with the definition presented 

by Yan, Lin and Clarke (2018), describing NGOs as essential participants in sustainable 

development, with the desire to initiate social change. The question asked is “How come that 

you work in this area? What brought you here?” (Appendix 1).  

 

In the memory of my father. 27th of April of ‘85, my father was killed. He was a 

person who worked for the rights of his community. He was killed by paramilitaries. 

(...) In the memory of my father we made a decision that we were not gonna keep 

this violence in silence. And we also wanted to keep our traditions of our ancestors. 

So we first went to Bogotá, so we wouldn’t be killed for example. And then here [in 

Bogotá], we met other victims from other situations, and we started working with 

them. (...) I have spent 30 years working in this conflict, (...) graduated from 

psychology, knowing that that was my purpose in life. Respondent 1 

 

Everything is based on my life history, in my childhood. I’m a survivor of sexual 

abuse. (...) [My therapist] got me to realize that I had to be silent of that for a long 

time, and now that I had time to talk about that, to do something with that. And after 

that I got the tools to begin to think that I wanted to work with children that had the 
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same situation that I had. I just began to talk, to think, that I wanted to work with 

children that had the same situation. And then the experience and that I had to live, 

like gave me the tools to create this. What the therapist meant was to give a new 

meaning to that situation that I had as a kid. Respondent 2 

 

I was very worried in the school where I worked... (...) So if there were financial 

problems in the family they didn’t have enough money to pay for a good school. I 

wanted to bring them, carry them, protect, support them. The second reason, (...) 

the children that are dedicated to sports. I wanted to make a program, (...) a special 

program so they could practice their sports, and also graduate in the academic part 

in the high school. And my worry was that when children finish school [in the 

afternoon] (...) they start meeting with not so nice friends, and they start doing bad 

things. So I brought them here, so they would learn instead (...), and I made food 

for them. Respondent 3  

 

My mother left me. (...) I grew up with my grandmother, she was a leader, woman 

leader. And when I had my son I made a decision to give him a lot of love and 

affection. And I made myself the decision that I didn’t want any children to have 

that feeling of abandoned. Respondent 4 

 

When I got married and got my first daughter, she was two years old, I started 

looking for preschool for her. And that’s how I started with this preschool 

education. So, in Santander, there was only one private school, and it only had the 

last level of preschool. So I started from that need, and wanted to make a school 

specific for children, for really small ones, that is specialized and that has the sand 

playground, and the playgrounds, that are really just for the small ones. 

Respondent 5 

 

The experiences and life events illustrated by the interviewees make them living proof of being 

affected by the conflicts in the country, and the shortages in the social developments (Abozaglo, 

2009). Their stories explain how and they in various ways got involved in their areas, further, 

to counter and overcome those shortages.  
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Obstacles 
When talking about obstacles (Appendix 1), the interviewees raised different issues.  As already 

mentioned, Respondent 1 remarks the discrimination she has faced due to not just being a 

woman, but a black woman. Respondent 2 and 4 mention economic obstacles for their 

organisations. The ongoing task of collecting money to finance their projects is time-

consuming, which can cause struggles since it absorbs time they rather would want to invest in 

working with the children and their families. In addition, Respondent 4 expresses a fear that 

sometimes appears when going out to areas where they work. She continues, and explains how 

this feeling of insecurity draws from the ongoing violence caused by criminal organisations in 

these areas. Respondent 4 argues that criminal groups benefit from the poverty in terms of 

recruitment and business, it is in other words not in their interest that the children are 

empowered to develop a more dignified life. Respondent 3 describes an envy among female 

colleagues in the school she worked at before founding her own school, where she experienced 

competition, this independent of whether there is a leading position available or not. She did 

not feel this competition as present when working with men, not even when she had a chance 

of reaching a higher position. Despite the fact that the respondents were selected by the terms 

of aligning with the specific target group, in this case as a woman working within the NGO 

sector, these examples demonstrate the variety of obstacles faced in regard to their work 

situations. This confirms what Crenshaw (1991) stress, about the importance of not neglecting 

the differences that exist within the group, but rather to apply additional dimensions to 

illuminate the individual’s full identity.  

 

However, through the coding and categorizing of the material, extracts were found that can be 

considered as obstacles, even though the respondents themselves do not explicitly describe 

them as obstacles. To exemplify, and as already mentioned, Respondent 4 experienced 

resistance from her male colleagues in the managing board during the initiating process (see 

chapter Gendered norms). Also, as previously mentioned, Respondent 5 explains how she feels 

that she has made sacrifices on behalf of her family when absent due to her work (see chapter 

Work-family conflict).  
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Role models 
What all respondents have in common is that all their role models mentioned are women. 

Moreover, there are additional similitudes despite the variety of role models mentioned. 

Respondent 1, 3 and 5 all bring up their mothers as essential role figures for inspiration and 

guidance, in the sense of “dignity and (...) responsibility” (Respondent 1), “shows us how 

things are solved” (Respondent 3) and “everything I am comes from the way she educate me” 

(Respondent 5). This align with Chioda (2016) statements, about how studies show that 

contiguous generations have an impact on women’s behaviors, when it comes to career 

decisions, among others. She stresses the impact of the culture, where behaviors and attitudes 

are passed on through generations (Chioda, 2016). Another resemblance is found between 

Respondent 3 and 5, who describe how their role models have the will to serve without 

expecting something in return. Moreover, Maria Montessori is brought up twice as a 

groundbreaking woman in the field of education, and they speak of her in a similar way: 

 

...she created the Montessori methodology, where she turned up the way to educate 

children. (...) she began with a little foundation like this one. And she was working 

with kids in a poverty situation. Respondent 2 

 

She studied medicine in a time when women couldn’t go to school and all the 

students were males. (...) And I admire this love that she had to teaching. 

Respondent 3 

 

Besides these resemblances, there are also various traits mentioned that make the respondents 

differ from one another. Regarding what they explicitly express as admirable in their point of 

view is here presented. Respondent 2 admires “the personal life” of the role models, pointing 

that out as the main reason for her admiration, which is exemplified as “a woman that is an 

entrepreneur (...), [and] they have always left aside their personal life.”. Respondent 5 

highlights her admiration towards “female presidents (...) [that] have not fallen in corruption. 

(...) That the values are more clear. (...) …[They] don’t get so much into conflicts from either 

political reasons or personal reasons.”. Respondent 1 mentions resilience as one of the specific 

traits that her role models have in common, which she describes as the ability to “confront 

difficult times with dignity... (...) [and] going back to the basic state.”.  
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Though, to be mentioned, is that Respondent 4 explicitly discusses and honors women’s 

capacity of resilience as well (see chapter Gendered norms), but in the contexts of talking about 

women as leaders than role models in particular. To be noticed is that a majority of the traits 

mentioned seem to reflect themselves, judging by their stories and experiences that have been 

recounted during the interviews. This corresponds with the tendency presented by Streets and 

Major (2016), turning to similar others as a source of emulation. Moreover, the authors stress 

the importance of using same-sex role models when striving of success, and how this seems to 

be more important for women than men. 
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Discussion 
The following chapter will start off with a discussion of the presented analysis. Next in order, 

a discussion of the chosen method, clarifying the decisions made throughout the performance 

of this study. Lastly, suggestions of further research will be presented. 

Analysis discussion 

The results reflect the fact of the NGO sector being female-intense. Mainly, the results include 

the interviewees perceptions about roles, in terms of segregation, stereotypes, assumptions and 

norms, often in relation to gender. But additional aspects are found, in terms of discrimination 

due to ethnicity, which one of the respondents illustrates by saying that it is “hard as a woman, 

even more as black”. However, the remaining four do not mention discrimination due to color. 

This can be seen as an illustrating example of how a particular obstacle will impede with an 

individual's advancements, while it might remain unseen, or not as noticed, by others that do 

not face this discrimination.  

 

Moreover, what reoccur among the interviewees when speaking of their own organisations, is 

the belief that the main factors that impact the likeability to reach positions, is how well people’s 

performances and qualities align with the results the organisations are seeking to obtain. These 

findings combined, indicate the importance of illuminating “hidden” barriers, and the fact that 

we should not be focusing too narrowly when investigating a specific matter. It is interesting 

how obvious obstacles can be illustrated by a respondent, while the same aspects are either 

hidden for, or not mentioned by, the others. Therefore, additional factors should be taken into 

account, in order to not neglect the dimensions within the group.  

 

Two of the interviewees express that they have been surrounded by female leaders mostly, and 

only, during their careers. In addition, two of the interviewees illustrate examples from their 

own experience where women have had an easier time than men to reach positions, in these 

cases due to external factors. At the same time, three of the respondents declare how they 

believe that there are equal opportunities for both men and women within their own 

organisations. These various expressions speak for the diversification of the matter, where the 

aspect of gender itself do not seem to be the answer. Rather that these conditions are affected 

by various reasons, often interrelated. The experiences and perceptions illustrated can be related 
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to the theoretical framework. Conceptions about gendered stereotypes, where men and women 

are assumed to act in certain ways, are exemplified by the participants. Speaking from their 

own experiences, they affirm the prevailing assumptions about how women should, and also 

do, show an extensive willingness of helping others. Subsequently, this confirms the fact that 

women tend to incline to social work and NGOs to a greater extent than men, explaining the 

concept of horizontal segregation. Moreover, the results indicate the working conditions as 

characterized by long working hours and extensive commitment among workers, as well as the 

leaders themselves. This speaks for that the personal benefits gained from these lines of actions 

are essentially associated to the satisfaction of helping others, rather than monetary 

compensation and career opportunities.  

 

Due to these settings and the inclination to serve others, it can be considered as reasonable that 

the general focus for the workers will not be to strive for higher positions and personal 

achievements. What could be problematized is how these settings and assumptions affect men’s 

decision at large. In other words, to what extent can the act of alignment to the stereotypes 

explain the lack of men in the NGO sector, as a possible result of men’s aspirations to fulfill 

the macho ideal? As mentioned, three of the respondents argue that men and women have equal 

opportunities to reach higher positions within their own organisations. Despite this, all five of 

them express unanimous perceptions about how men have obvious advantages when it comes 

to reach higher positions when talking about Colombia in general. Recurring among the 

respondents is the impediments that occur in relation to women not being entirely recognised 

as leaders in the society at large. Speaking from the results, it is interesting how women tend to 

have greater possibilities to be recognised as leaders within certain areas, NGOs in this case, 

while the prevailing attitudes in the society at large seem to indicate otherwise, maintaining 

solid barriers for women’s achievements. 

 

In terms of the prevailing norms and attitudes in Colombia, the results speak for how these 

structures is an essential factor impacting women’s advancements. Independent on one another, 

the interviewees emphasize the predominant machismo as an extensive impediment. An 

illustrating metaphor is mentioned by one of the respondents, where she explains how she and 

her colleagues made jokes about that in terms of being a leader “you have to have a mustache”. 

The results indicate on how men and women are presumed to be carriers of specific traits, and 

where the societal perception of men’s superiority is striking. Subsequently, disadvantaging 
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women in the sense of being recognised as capable leaders. These findings correspond with the 

literature, and affirms the fact that the societal barriers and structures implicate decisive hurdles. 

Consequently, affecting both men and women’s attitudes and decisions. In the results it is 

exemplified how a woman’s presence is not always entirely approved within certain areas, 

where women as a result might have to deal with the accompanied explicit and subtle disfavors. 

Also, an additional perspective is brought up, where two of the respondents stress the fact that 

the machismo is not only generated by men. They express that women as well, if not even more, 

maintain and encourage these behaviors and attitudes. These results, along with the theoretical 

framework presented, demonstrate how all of us are accountable for the reproduction and 

maintenance of the societal structures, despite what role we represent. In other words, the issues 

caused by these structures cannot only be addressed to one group alone. Additionally, this is 

confirmed when talking about impediments in general. When the interviewees were asked to 

point out obstacles explicitly, the results illustrate a diversification among matters brought up. 

Thus, this affirms the fact that these women cannot be pictured as simply women working under 

equivalent terms. 

 

The results reflect the theoretical framework, in terms of the work-family conflict described 

being notably present, which is exemplified by the respondents in various ways. The conflict 

of women trying to achieve a balance between work and family occurs frequently. The 

expectations and presumptions about women taking on the main burden at home is fully present, 

yet expressed in various ways. The choice to start a family while working has been described 

as making sacrifices by one of the respondents. Further, one of the respondents made an active 

choice not to have a partner, due to the reason of prioritizing her work. To take into account is 

that the later respondent is approximately twenty years younger than the other four. It is 

interesting to wonder if she would have made the same decision if the time would have been 

different. In other words, to what extent the impact of the shifting societal norms has had.  

 

The fact that one of the respondents explicitly mentions her noticing an increasement of women 

in higher education and participation in paid work indicate that a transformation is happening, 

implying shifting attitudes. Simultaneously, the perception of Colombia not being ready for 

women taking on leading roles, in politics for example, recur among the respondents. When 

speaking about lifestyle of leaders a difference between men and women is mentioned. One of 

the respondents describes her perception of men having more expanse to embrace a public life. 
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On one hand, she mentions that women can adapt this public lifestyle as well. On the other 

hand, she claims that women still are expected to invest time in the family, while pursuing a 

career. This confirms the unquestioned expectations women are to fulfill, generating a 

disproportionate pressure to collaborate work and family life, in comparison to men. As a result 

of this it can be considered obvious that women are more likely to make other decisions when 

it comes to a working career, due to the extensive family obligations that prevail. The question 

to ask is if the new generation will generate the shift, changing the structures of how we perceive 

the gendered roles in terms of both paid labour work and domestic work? And if Colombia is 

prepared to accommodate for that change? 

 

The interviewees expressions, along with the related theories, speak for the importance of 

female role models in order to encourage women’s ambitions and participation. The fact that 

three out of five respondents point out their mothers as role models corresponds with the 

significant impact mothers account for, passing on behaviors and attitudes to their daughters. 

To be noted, is that all role models mentioned were women. Moreover, the interviewees 

addressed to their role models’ traits in particular, as inspirational. In terms of how they express 

themselves during the interviews, it can be distinguished that these admired traits reflect 

features they strive to embody themselves. However, despite the fact that resemblances can be 

found, it cannot be emphasized enough that the interviewees at the same time refer to and 

illuminate these matters in various ways. Once more, this demonstrates that these women 

cannot simply be addressed to only as women, whom belong to a homogenous group. But rather 

as individuals, carrying their own experiences and perceptions, which have influenced their 

ways to relate to these matters. At the same time, what they all have in common is despite the 

difficulties they have come across, they have managed to overcome these hurdles, to further 

work for a purpose beyond themselves. Frankly, this feature seems to be the most vital factor 

in terms of how they got to where they are today. It is obvious that each respondent possesses 

a fire, working with inexhaustible eager and passion. Where they all in various ways have 

noticed flaws in the system, to which they have committed full-hearted to change.  

 

By hearing their stories, it is shown that these women have managed to redefine difficult times 

and experiences, and by doing so also managed to overcome these challenges. Additionally, 

their inspiring abilities to bring people along is confirmed through the organisations they have 

established, without payment striving to serve others and work for change. It is speaking how 
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strong their devotions are, and that they are living proof of what great achievements that can be 

done with persistent work and forceful motivation. With this in mind, the fact that there are 

numerous of women being excluded from several fields is a shame. Not to mention, a huge loss 

for the society, considering all the ambitions, knowledge and enforcements not being utilized. 

According to this study, the way we speak about and reproduce presumed roles and 

expectations, is vital in terms to accomplish a change in the prevailing structures. In addition, 

the importance of including additional aspects than simply gender, to widen our perspective 

when it comes to social barriers. To conclude, by changing these structures we could facilitate 

for participation and achievements for all. 

Method discussion 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) claim that it can be troublesome to obtain enough knowledge 

about various cultural factors, which might impact the relation between the respondent and the 

interviewer. In this study, the participants were asked to take part in the study by 

communicating in English. However, in order to meet up possible language barriers and the 

purpose of the study, an interpreter was present during the interviews, so that the participants 

had the option to express themselves in their mother tongue. As a result, all five respondents 

chose to speak Spanish during the interviews. Apart from this, Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) 

point out that it is important that the interpreter is proficient in the spoken language, and does 

not take the role as interviewer. With that in account an active choice was made, where the roles 

of participants were established and mediated from the beginning and were maintained through 

each interview. These roles were the respondent, the leading interviewer, the associate 

interviewer and the interpreter. In addition, considering the fact that first interview was carried 

out via Skype, the results of the respondent’s answers could have been affected by the technical 

barrier due to lack of human presence. Moreover, we are aware that the results may vary due to 

the setup of the interaction between the interviewer and respondent, which also Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) acknowledge. With this in consideration we engaged by being responsive 

and making sure that all questions were understood correctly. An approach that subsequently 

was held onto during following interviews.  

 

Furthermore, the fact that the study was executed in a foreign country might have an impact on 

the outcome, since we entered the study with preconceptions that derive from the Swedish 

discourse. In addition, with an educational background at the HR programme at Umeå 
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University it is important to have in mind that our preconceptions about staff and work labour 

matters can be considered to have had an impact on where the study headed. Therefore, it has 

been of importance to us to view the collected data as blank slates, striving to embrace new 

knowledge. Moreover, an active choice was made to exclude terms in our questions that could 

be considered as leading towards a specific subject or answer from the respondents, such as 

“segregation” or “machismo”, among others. An attempt, that we consider as successful, was 

to not steer the respondents into particular paths of answers, but to keep it open and also create 

a doorway that enables answers from self-experiences. 

Future research 

In order to bring more knowledge and a wider understanding of women in leading positions in 

Colombia we suggest further research within this area, but in particular a comparative prospect 

of non-governmental and governmental organisations. Also, it would be interesting if an 

additional study was made, formulated by the same setup but instead interviewing men. 

Especially, as the results shows an existing society with machismo. By taking men’s 

perspectives into account it could enable comparative materials to interpret differences and 

similarities. Lastly, due to our findings about how events from the respondent’s pasts have had 

an extensive impact on their decisions, it would be interesting to do further research considering 

the meaning and effect of a conviction to contribute to something that goes beyond oneself.  
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Appendix 1 
Interview guide  
Introduction  

• Could you please tell us a little about what your work here at the organisation entails?  
• For how long have you worked in this company? 

• Are you from Bogotá originally or did you move here? (for work, family, etc) 

• How old are you? If you do not mind us asking.  

 

Background  

• Can you describe a typical work-week, how many hours do you spend at work 

approximately? Do you have to work over time or bring your work with you at home? 

• What kind of responsibility do you have over the staff in this company? How many do 

you have responsibility for? 

• Do you think that all leaders work under equal and fair conditions, in the possibility of 

making decisions?  

o If yes/no, in what way?  

• How come that you work in this area? What brought you here? 

• Do you believe that your parents’ choice of living/work/education have had an impact 

on your decisions?  

o If yes, in what way? 

o If no, why do you think that is? 

• How does your educational background look like? 

• Describe your previous working experience. 

• What does your current life situation look like? What are your priorities at the 

moment?  

 
Working conditions within NGO’s  

• What possibilities are there if one (both men and women) aspires to pursue a career 

within your organisation? 

• Are there departments/occupational units that have greater possibilities than others to 

get a leading position in your organisation? 

o If so, which ones?  
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Views of leadership within NGO’s   

• How would you describe yourself as a leader?  

• Which characteristics are important of a leader? 

• Do you think there is a difference between female leaders and male leaders? 

o If so, can you describe this?  

• Do you it is easier for a woman or a man to get a management position?  

• Why? 

• Would you say that there are expectations about how women versus men should be as 

a leader? 

o If so, in what way?  

• Do you think it is an advantage or disadvantage to be a female leader in your 

organisation? Why? 

 

Essential factors 

• Have you had any role models?  

o If yes, what have this/these person/s possessed that you find inspiring?  

o If more than one role model, what do these role models have in common? 

• What do you believe have been the most important factors in regard to getting where 

you are today?  

• What hurdles/obstacles would you say that you have faced along the way? 

 

Wrapping up question 

• Thank you so much for your answers. Do you feel that there is something that you 

would like to add or if it is something that you would like to ask us? 
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Appendix 2  
Information letter  
¡Buenos días!  

 

We are writing to you as HR students from Umeå University, Sweden. At the moment 

we are carrying out a study for our bachelor thesis, where our aim is to explore 

career opportunities in the NGO sector in Colombia from a woman’s perspective. Our 

purpose is to create a greater understanding about what aspects you find important 

and essential in this matter. Therefore, we are reaching out to you as a woman in a 

leading position, operating in the NGO sector, curious to hear more about your 

thoughts and experiences. We feel privileged to execute this study and we are 

grateful for you willing to participate in our study.  

 

The interview should take approximately 60 minutes when held in English. If you 

would prefer us to conduct the interview in Spanish we will be able to arrange a 

translator. As a note, the time needed for translation during the interview will affect 

the time requirement. In that case you would have to reserve more time for our 

meeting, so that we will have enough time to go through our questions. Please note 

that these interviews will be kept anonymous. Your name and organisation will be de- 

identified in our paper, which will include collected data from a total of five interviews.  

Our questions will concern following themes:  

 

Personal background   

Working conditions within the organisation   

Your view of leadership within the organisation   

Essential factors in relation to your work experience  	

	

Please let us know if you have any further questions.  We are looking forward to 

meeting you, ¡Hasta luego!  	

	

Kind regards,  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Johanna Edin and Sandra Bäcklund  

HR students, Umeå University, Sweden  

Contact: baecklund.sandra@gmail.com  

 

 


