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Abstract
The purpose of the present study is to explore whether supply and demand-related theories
can help to explain organisational variations in the domination of men in managerial positions.
The exploration is based on a case study of personnel policies and practices applying to
managerial recruitment in two Norwegian state bureaucracies. The two organisations have
several features in common, and yet the presence of women in the top managerial ranks has
developed in di!erent directions. In Organisation 1 male dominance persists in top positions,
although for some time men and women have been more or less equally represented in middle
management. In Organisation 2 gender equality has been steadily advancing at all position
levels throughout the 1990 s. The empirical "ndings point in di!erent directions, depending on
whether a supply or a demand perspective is adopted in explaining these results. In Organisation 1 both supply and demand-related factors help to explain the perpetuation of male
dominance in top positions. The progress in gender equality in Organisation 2 contradicts the
supply theory, and the analysis of demand-related conditions alert us to the importance of
investigating how gender-equality strategies works in di!erent contexts.  2002 Elsevier
Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
A central research topic within organisational research today concerns the dominance of males in the upper levels of work organisations, and possible explanations of
its persistence (e.g. Alvesson & Billing, 1997, for an overview). Two theories have
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dominated this "eld of research: supply theory and demand theory (Reskin, 1993). The
supply theory emphasises the way the gender structure of organisations is shaped by
gender di!erences in occupational choices and ambitions. The demand theory looks
at how organisations are gendered in ways that advantage men and disfavour women.
Both these explanations have been the subject of several studies (see e.g. Bielby
& Baron, 1986; Reskin, 1993; Powell & Butter"eld, 1994; Hultin, 1998; Petersen,
Saporta, & Seidel, 2000). However, the "ndings di!er as to whether supply and
demand explanations are seen as complementary, or whether one explanation should
be preferred over the other.
In the light of the strong institutionalisation of gender-equality policy in the
Scandinavian context, the continuation of male dominance in the management
positions of working life is a particularly intriguing phenomenon. Gender relations in
Scandinavia can be described as paradoxical (Kvande, 1999) * paradoxical, because
on the one hand women participate to a high degree in the work force (Ellingsvter,
2000) as well as participating in politics on equal terms with men (Raaum, 1999), while
on the other the representation of women in the power eH lite of most work organisations remains at the same low level in the Scandinavian countries as in most other
western-world countries (Davidson & Cooper, 1993; Raaum, 1996).
The achievement of gender equality in top positions has long been one of the central
goals of Norwegian public sector organisations. Yet the civil servants, the implementers of government policy, still constitute a masculine assembly. In 1999, 17% of the
top executives in the Norwegian state authorities were women (in 1997, 14%). There
are signi"cant intra-organisational variations, however. The proportion of women in
top managerial positions varies from 0 to 32% (Storvik, 1999).
The present study investigates the pertinence of supply and demand theories in
explaining organisational variation in progress on the gender-equality front. The
impact of gender-equality strategies is also examined, and the way such policies a!ect
supply and demand conditions. The investigation is based on a case study of manager
recruitment practices in two Norwegian state bureaucracies.
In the present case study the two organisations are similar in the sense that they
exist within the same "eld of working life: they are bound by the same regulations,
guidelines, personnel policy, positive-action plans, etc.; they are roughly equal in size;
their internal organisational structure is similar; and their main concerns belong
within clearly politicised areas. Yet the gender-equality pro"les of the two organisations have developed in di!erent directions during the 1990 s. In Organisation 1,
despite a balanced representation of men and women in middle manager positions,
men continue to dominate top management, while in Organisation 2 gender balance
has made progress over a relatively short period of time. The question of how these

 The data presented in this article has been drawn from an investigation of recruitment processes
regarding positions at di!erent levels from executive o$cers to top managers (133 cases, 4421 applicants in
three central public administration organisations) (Teigen & Wiers-Jenssen, 1996). Recruitment cases
concerning managerial positions (32 cases, 256 applicants) in two of the three organisations are studied in
detail.

