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GENDERED PROCESSES IN SELF-MANAGING TEAMS: 
A MULTIPLE CASE STUDY

Anne Marjukka Ollilainen

(ABSTRACT)

This study examines how gender as a socio-cultural construction factors in the currently occurring
change from a bureaucratic work organization to more interactive and team-based structures. 
Informed by Joan Acker’s theory of gendered organization, I identify processes that produce and
reproduce gendered relationships of domination and subordination in self-managing teams, despite
the premise that self-managing teams foster more egalitarian workplace relations. In a multiple
case study, using in-depth interviews and participant observation, I examine four currently
functioning, mixed-sex, self-managing teams in two service sector organizations and one
manufacturing plant. The objective of the study is to uncover how and in what ways gender is
present in teamwork and shapes various routine work processes.  

The so-called “gendered processes” I found to occur in the four case-study teams include a gender
division of team tasks that required women to perform clerical work even when teams were
supposed to implement cross-functional task sharing. Gendered processes also took place through
interaction and team metaphors of ‘family’ and ‘football team’. I illustrate how the construction of
emotions in teamwork marginalized women’s contributions and how women and men
consciously employed strategies to fit into expectations of gender-appropriate behavior. Despite
these gender divisions, I suggest that one possible way for teams to improve organizational gender
equality is that they emphasize non-hierarchical spatial arrangements. Finally, although I found
gendered processes in all four teams, the ways in which gender shaped teamwork varied according
to the organizational status position of a team.  Also self-management proved the most
comprehensive in teams that functioned at the higher organizational levels.
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completion of this dissertation.  This study was also supported by dissertation grants from Eemil
Aaltonen’s Foundation of Tampere, Finland and Oskar Öflund’s Foundation of Espoo, Finland,
for which I am grateful.



DEDICATION

I dedicate this dissertation to my father, Pekka Juhani Ollilainen, who has always encouraged and
supported my intellectual curiosity and love of learning.

Omistan tämän väitöskirjan isälleni, Pekka Juhani Ollilaiselle, joka on aina rohkaissut
uteliaisuuttani ja tukenut rakkauttani oppia uusia asioita. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Through the years of my studies, I have learned that we seldom achieve our goals alone.  I have
benefitted from the professional and personal assistance of several people for whose dedication
and support I am forever grateful. I thank my dissertation committee, Joyce Rothschild, Toni
Calasanti, Ted Fuller, Rachel Parker-Gwin, Karen Hult, and Cornelia Flora for always having my
best interest in mind.  With the right combination of supervising, yet allowing independent
thinking, they empowered me to develop my theoretical and practical understanding of the social
world. I owe special thanks to my co-chair, Joyce Rothschild, whose intellectual fascination with
egalitarian forms of organizing planted the seed for my interest in self-managing teams.  My co-
chair, Toni Calasanti’s research in gender and work inspired me to explore gender relations
especially in the workplace.  I also thank Toni for introducing me to the works of Joan Acker that
revolutionized my perception of work organizations.  Most importantly, both Joyce and Toni have
shown me that a professor-student mentoring relationship can also develop into a friendship.  I
cannot think of a more valuable legacy to carry on, as I step into the shoes of an assistant
professor.  I owe my gratitude also to Matt McAllister in the Department of Communication
Studies for always being available to answer my questions about the writing process and for
guiding me through the nuts and bolts of the academic job search. 

My dissertation group of Nancy McGehee, Sharon McGuire, and Meeta Mehrotra nurtured my
mind as well as my body through the dissertation process.  Thanks to these remarkable women,
sociological debates will always be, in my mind, associated with mouth-watering Indian cooking. I
am particularly indebted to Nancy for driving with me for 16 long hours to conduct interviews
with one of my teams.  I also thank Sharon McGuire, who explored with me the theory of
gendered organizations in the initial stages of this study and also helped me interpret the interview
data dealing with gender and emotions.  Finally, I thank David Ferro, who, in the middle of
Chapter 5, became my husband.  Without David’s love and encouragement, writing this
dissertation would have been a far more lonesome endeavor.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1. 
Gender, Organizations, and Self-Managing Teams: Introduction to the Research Problem 1

1.1. Introduction 1
1.2. Research Questions 2
1.3. Gender and Organizations 3

1.3.1. Gender as a Social Institution 4
1.3.2. Masculinities and Femininities: Gender as an Identity 5
1.3.3. Gender as a Relation 6
1.3.4. Gender as an Organizational Process 6

1.4. The Self-Managing Team: Concept and Practice 7
1.4.1. Development of Teams in the U.S. 10
1.4.2. Efficiency of Teams 11
1.4.3. Employees in Teams 11

1.5. The Gendering of Small Groups and Teams 12
1.5.1. Sex Differences in Group Behavior 13
1.5.2. Gendered Teams: An Application of ‘Useful Knowledge’ 14

1.6. Conclusion 15

Chapter 2. 
Studying Gender and Teams: Site Selection, Methods, and Analysis 16

2.1. Site Selection: “Desperately Seeking Teams” 16
2.1.1. Selection Bias 17

2.2. Research Methods 18
2.2.1. A Multiple Case Study Design 18
2.2.2. Choosing a Method 19
2.2.3. Data Collection 20

2.2.3.1. Data collection as data analysis:
intersection of gender and race 21

2.3. Analyzing Gender: How Do We Know Something 
Is “Gendered”? 24

2.3.1. A Few Words on Positionality and Meaning Creation 25
2.3.2. Developing the Theory of Gendered Organization 26

2.4. Verification and Limitations 27
2.5. Conclusion 28

Chapter 3. 
Self-Management in Service Teams: Banking, Insurance, and Manufacturing 29

3.1. Introduction 29
3.2. Bank Services: Two Approaches to Self-Managing Teams at Eastern Alliance 30

3.2.1. Special Projects Team: History and Composition 30
3.2.2. Team Tasks and Organizational Position 33
3.2.3. Employee Credit Team: History and Composition 34
3.2.4. Team Tasks and Organizational Position 36
3.2.5. Self-Management in Eastern Alliance Teams 38



3.2.6. Gender, Organizational Position, and Teamwork 40
3.3. Health Insurance: A Self-Managing Team at Omni Insurance 41

3.3.1. City County Account Management Team: History and Composition 41
3.3.2. Team Tasks and Organizational Position 43
3.3.3. Self-Management with Titles: A Persistent Internal Hierarchy 45
3.3.4. Self-Management in the City County Team 47

3.4. Services in Manufacturing: Motorcol and the Customer Support Network 48
3.4.1. Customer Support Network: History and Composition 48
3.4.2. Team Tasks and Organizational Position 52
3.4.3. CSN: Women and the “Masculinized Organization” 53

3.5. Conclusion 57

Chapter 4. 
Men’s Work, Women’s Work: Gender Division and Unity in Self-Managing Teams 58

4.1. Introduction 58
4.2.Team Theory and Practice: Tension between Unity and Division 59
4.3. Gendered Hierarchy of Skills and Knowledge 60

4.3.1. The Gender of Cross-Functional Skills and Tasks 61
4.4. Customer Service: Gendering Through Task Division 63

4.4.1. Clerical Tasks as a Gendered Process 64
4.4.2. Doing Gender, Doing Phone Service 69

4.4.2.1. Telephones as Women’s Responsibility 71
4.4.2.2. Phone Work as a Source of Gender Conflict 73
4.4.2.3. Gendering at Organizational Boundaries: 
Customer Service and Gender Expectations 79

4.4.3. Organizational Status and Gendering of Tasks 85
4.4.3.1.The Gender of Relational Tasks 87

4.4.4. Gender and Cross-Functional Service Work 91
4.4.5. Gender and Task Division in Manufacturing and Services 92
4.4.6. Conclusion: Gender Division of Tasks 93

4.5. Gender Divisions in Technology and Technical Skills 94
4.5.1. Teams, Office Automation, and Technological Displacement 94
4.5.2. Customer Service and “Live Bodies” 98
4.5.3. Gender and the Construction of Technological Skills 101
4.5.4. Conclusion: Gendered Technology 105

4.6. Team Space: A Promise of Gender Unity? 105
4.6.1. Gender, Hierarchy, and Office Design 106
4.6.2. Physical Space and Gender Relations in Self-Managing Teams 108

4.7. Conclusion 112

Chapter 5. 
“Interacting” Gender: Gendered Emotions and Metaphors in Self-Managing Teams 114

5.1. Introduction: Interaction as a Gendering Process 114
5.1.1. Gendered Textual Practices 115

5.2. Gender and Emotion in Bureaucratic versus Team-Based Organizations 116
5.2.1. Textual Practices of Emotions in Teams 116

5.2.1.1. “Emotions Are Important for Teamwork” 117
5.2.1.2. “Everyone Has a Chance to Express Themselves” 117
5.2.1.3. “Emotions Are an Inherent Part of Becoming a Team” 118



5.2.2. Emotions as Gendered Processes 119
5.2.3. Emergent Emotions in Team Interviews 120
5.2.4. Organizational Status and Interaction 120

5.2.4.1. Omni City County Team 120
5.2.4.2. Motorcol Customer Support Network 121
5.2.4.3. Eastern Alliance Special Projects Team 121
5.2.4.4. Eastern Alliance Employee Credit Team 122

5.3. Gendering through Emotions: Self-Management as Emotion Management 122
5.3.1. Gendering Aggression and Confrontation 123

5.3.1.1. Women and Aggression 124
5.3.2. Aggression as Resistance 127

5.3.2.1. Disappearing Resistance 130
5.3.3. Masculinity, Vulnerability, and Tears 131

5.3.3.1. Masculinity, Rationality, and Efficiency 134
5.4. Families and Football Teams: Gendering Teams through Metaphors 137

5.4.1. Team as a “Work Family” 138
5.4.1.1. ‘Family’ as Parental Relations 139
5.4.1.2. ‘Family’ as Racial-Ethnic Exclusion 141
5.4.1.3. ‘Family’ as Intimacy and Marriage 142
5.4.1.4. ‘Family’ as a Division of Expressive 
and Instrumental Tasks 144

5.4.2. Sports Teams and Task Division 146
5.5. Conclusion: Emotions, Metaphors, and Gender Equality 148

Chapter 6.
Conclusion: Gendered Processes in Self-Managing Teamwork 149

6.1. Summary of Findings 149
6.2. Discussion: Can Self-Managing Teams Foster Gender Equality? 153
6.3. Developing the Theory of Gendered Organization 154
6.4. Avenues for Future Research on Gender and Organizations 155  

References 157

Appendix A 171

Vita 175

Tables and Figures
Table 3.1. Eastern Alliance Special Projects Team Composition 32
Table 3.2. Eastern Alliance Employee Credit Team Composition 36
Table 3.3. Omni Insurance City County Account Management Team Composition 42
Table 3.4. Motorcol Customer Support Network Team Composition 49
Table 3.5. Comparative Summary: Team History and Composition 55
Table 3.6. Comparative Summary: Tasks, Goals, Cross-Functionality, 
Self-Management, and Organizational Position 56

Table 6.1. Summary of Findings: “Gender Division of Tasks” and “Customer Service” 150
Table 6.2. Summary of Findings: “Division of Technology” and “Spatial Unity” 151
Table 6.3. Summary of Findings: “Emotions” and “Metaphors” 152


