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This report describes and analyses the resistance 
experienced in The Yes Way Project’s efforts to promote 
equality in innovation. The hope is that it will make it 
easier to identify and respond to future resistance 
in such efforts. The report begins with a summary of 
previous knowledge about resistance in gender equality 
initiatives. Thereafter, the resistance experienced in 
The Yes Way, and the strategies used to address it, are 
described and analysed. At the end there are tips on 
how resistance can be handled and a literature list for 
in-depth reading.

The report is written by Innovation Researcher Malin 
Lindberg who has long experience of studying and 
supporting efforts for gender equality promotion 
in Sweden and internationally. Ideon Innovation 
runs the Yes Way Project with funding from Vinnova 
2018-2020. Venture Lab at Lund University, Blekinge 
Business Incubator, Business School’s SSE Business 
Lab, Movexum, Bizmaker, Peak Region Science Park, 
Equal Development Skåne are involved in the project. 
More information about the project can be found at  
www.theyesway.se.

Introduction
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This section summarizes previous knowledge about resistance in gender equality 
efforts. Scientific studies of companies, municipalities and other organisations in 
Sweden show that change processes create uncertainty, worry and stress in the 
people affected, which can provoke resistance (Amundsdotter et al. 2015, Lindholm 
2011, Sundin & Göransson 2010). Especially gender equality efforts have been shown 
to cause resistance from some, based on reluctance, disinterest or ignorance.

Resistance also exists at various levels in organisations and society (Amundsdot-
ter et al. 2015, Lindholm 2011, Sundin & Göransson 2010). On a personal level, 
individuals can resist change through angry reactions or uninterested dismissal. 
At an organisational level, bureaucracy can hamper change through prolonged 
decision-making processes or a lack of allocation of mandates and resources. At a 
societal level, ideological and institutional conflicts of interest regarding norms and 
regulations can help maintain the current order.

Resistance in gender equality efforts can be expressed both by those who are favou-
red and disadvantaged by the prevailing order (Vidén & Lindberg 2017). Those who  
favoured may feel threatened and insecure when their privileges are questioned. Those 
who are disadvantaged can resist change in order to avoid appearing as deviants or 
victims. For example, some women in senior positions may distance themselves from 
gender equality efforts because they are afraid of losing the status they have managed 
to achieve despite the male dominance of the leadership layer.

Opposition in gender  
equality efforts can take on 
different expressions. Here 
 are some examples of the 
forms of resistance that have 
been distinguished in  
previous studies:

Previous Knowledge

Active resistance 
Openly questioning the motive, form 
or content of equality initiatives (Pincus 
1998)

Passive resistance 
Disinterest in equality efforts or lack of 
action (Pincus 1998)

Pastoral resistance 
Equality efforts are alleged to be important 
but prioritized lower than other goals and 
initiatives (Amundsdotter et al. 2015)

Regulatory resistance 
Gender equality efforts are counteracted 
by bureaucracy and fragmented respon-
sibilities (Amundsdotter et al. 2015)

Repressive resistance 
Mocking vvvvor punishing the gender 
equality efforts (Amundsdotter et al. 
2015)
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Resistance management

When resistance arises, it can be seen as 
a sign that gender equality efforts have 
accomplished the right thing, in the sense 
that the efforts have succeeded in calling 
on and challenging unequal gender 
patterns (Amundsdotter et al. 2015). 
The opposition gives a clue as to what 
norms need to be changed to achieve 
equal opportunities. This means that the 
resistance can be used as a signpost for 
change, instead of being a brake pad 
(Vidén & Lindberg 2017). Curious follow-
up questions to whoever expresses the 

resistance can be a way to increase 
insight into the cause of prevailing 
gender patterns and possible paths to 
change. Another way can be common 
reflection in the working group / orga-
nisation on how the resistance can be 
understood and managed.

Another strategy for managing resi-
stance is to refer to laws, governance 
documents and facts that support 
gender equality efforts (Amundsdot-
ter et al. 2015). Another way is to offer 
expertise and support in the equality 
efforts. It can also be emphasized that 
equality efforts are a common task 
for the whole group / organisation. 
Another prevalent strategy is to ignore 
the people who exercise resistance and 
focus instead on those who are most 
prone to change. 

In some cases, those who exer-
cise resistance may be asked to 
leave the room or completely 
refrain from participating in 
the on-going change process.

Active involvement of the people 
involved has been shown to reduce 
resistance to change processes (Lind-
holm 2011, Sundin & Göransson 2010). 
This is because the fear of change 
can be mitigated through increased 
knowledge, information, reflection and  
influence. However, the involvement 
can be hampered by passive resistance 
among participants who admittedly sign 
up for scheduled meetings but leave 
late rebates or devote themselves to the 
mobile / computer during the meetings. 
To deal with such resistance, it may be 
required that top management express 
its support for gender equality efforts 
through its own active participation 
and allocation of enough mandate and 
resources to achieve real change.
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Experiences in The Yes Way

This section describes the resistance experienced in The Yes Way and the strategies 
used to address it. The Yes Way was initiated because there is a growing desire among 
Sweden’s innovation promoters to achieve a more even gender distribution among 
those who take part in their innovation support in the form of advice, financing, incu-
bator programs and more. The motive is partly to meet the increasing demands 
for gender equality and sustainability from funders, owners and other stakeholders. 
Another reason is to utilise the ideas, skills and driving forces of a larger part of the 
population to meet the future needs of new goods, services and businesses.

Equal innovation promotion 
In The Yes Way, innovation promoters from different parts of the country 
work together to develop their skills and methods for promoting equality 

in innovation. The ambition is to change the prevailing gender segregation 
in innovation-promoting activities, that is, women are underrepresented 

among those taking part in public and private innovation support in 
Sweden. The ambition is also to change the gender hierarchy in the promo-

tion of innovation, where women and their innovations are traditionally 
valued lower than men when assessing innovation height, business acumen 
and growth potential. In addition, the ambition is to change gender stereo-
typed conceptions of women’s and men’s competencies and commitment 

to innovation and entrepreneurship.

To document the project participants’ 
experiences of the resistance a web 
survey was conducted that was answered 
by 23 project participants in the fall of 
2019, two webinars with a total of 11 
project participants in the fall of 2019, and 
two interviews with the project manager 
in the spring of 2018 and autumn of 2019.

The Yes Way’s gender  
equality efforts have given 
rise to resistance from 
some employees, managers, 
business owners, incubator 
companies, funders and inve-
stors, partners and others. 



6

This section gives examples of project participants’ 
experiences of different forms of resistance in The Yes 
Way’s efforts to promote equality in innovation. The 
examples have been divided into the forms of resistance 
dialled up in previous studies: active resistance, passive 
resistance, pastoral resistance, regulatory resistance 
and repressive resistance.

Experiences of resistance
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Active resistance - 
questioning motif,  
form or content

Active resistance has been experienced 
in The Yes Way in the form of questi-
oning the project’s motivation, design 
and content. Among other things, 
it has been questioned that gender 
equality would be relevant to take into 
account in innovation-promoting activi-
ties. Some have argued that it is a false 
premise that innovation promotion is 
not equal and that men and women 
should be treated differently. Several 
people have claimed to be able to 
disregard gender in their approach to 
colleagues and companies. Some has 
claimed demonstrated gender differen-
ces in innovation promotion because 
women are less interested in innova-
tion and entrepreneurship. Others have 
emphasized that it is the responsibility of 
the women themselves to take more care, 
be more interested in technical areas 
and take part in innovation-promoting  
activities. Concerns have been expres-
sed that innovation promotion risks 
becoming toothless if it is broadened to 
include also the innovations, business 
ideas and industries in which women 
are often involved.

In The Yes Way’s activities, individual 
participants - usually men - have stopped 
the process by objecting to basic starting 
points. Some have argued that the uneven 
gender distribution in the promotion of 
innovation is a mere coincidence, since 
women as well as men can freely choose 
their path in life. Another objection has 
been that it is counter productive to put 
groups against each other by addressing 
gender differences in the promotion of 
innovation. Some have argued that the 
project is unmotivated because they 
themselves have not experienced or expe-
rienced any inequality. Others have felt 
singled out as men and emphasized that 
men, as a group, cannot be held accoun-
table for prevailing gender patterns. 
Some have argued that it is unprofitable 
to try to achieve gender equality, due to 
differences between women’s and men’s 
biology, gender roles, interests and 
more. In many cases, the objections have 
been about a reluctance or disinterest to 
change the established order. In some 
cases, however, it has turned out to be a 
way of learning something new by asking 
critical questions.
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Passive resistance has been experienced 
in The Yes Way in the form of disinterest in 
gender equality initiatives or lack of action 
to implement them. Among other things, 
this has been expressed through the lack 
of participation in the project’s activities 
or cancellations of participation at the last 
moment. During the activities, some have 
shown their disinterest by devoting them-
selves to their mobile phone or computer 
instead. When the project is presented at 
events, some have left the room or cancel-
led the presentation on the grounds that 
there is not enough time for it. Some justify 
their lack of commitment that they do not 
dare to express their views on gender 
equality initiatives because it is easy to 
classify them as hostile to women. The 
passive resistance has also been expres-
sed in the absence of active support for 
the project’s efforts and lack of action in 
everyday activities. In some cases, the 
support has been expressed orally but 

not accompanied by practical action. It 
has sometimes been perceived as preten-
ding to agree with them because they 
consider themselves to gain from such an 
appearance. Some firmly claim that they 
do not treat men and women different-
ly, but are seen in practice maintaining 
existing gender patterns. One project 
participant notes at one of the webinars 
that the innovation-promoting contexts 
are often designed in a way that makes it 
discouraging or uninteresting for women 
to participate.

Passive resistance - 
disinterest or failure to act
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Pastoral Resistance - 
claimed to be important 
but given lower priority

Pastoral resistance has been experien-
ced in The Yes Way in the form of gender 
equality claims that are important but 
prioritized lower than other parts of 
the business. Some have argued that 
gender equality efforts will pave the way 
for other activities, which will then have 
to be left to an excessive extent. It has 
also been questioned whether equality 
efforts need to be prioritized right now. 
Others feel that the problem of inequa-
lity is being magnified. Some feel that it 
feels ridiculous to have to hear the word 
equality all the time. Some testify to a 
fatigue of having to put energy into a 
transformational change process. Others 
have expressed a reluctance to change 
their established operations, while 
gender equality is said to be important 
on a general level.

The pastoral resistance has also expres-
sed itself in diluting the focus on gender 
equality to include diversity or sustainabi-
lity. In this way, the emphasis is reduced on 
equal representation and distribution of 
power between men and women, in order 
to deal with more general and abstract 
fundamental values. Another type of 
pastoral resistance is the frustration that it 
is not possible to work with ”real things” 
instead of with equality. Some have 
emphasized the risk of abandoning the 
traditional promotion of innovation in 
technology and industrial products when 
the proportion of women is to be increa-
sed among innovators and entrepreneurs. 
This is because women often drive other 
kinds of innovations and business ideas. 
Someone has pointed out that there is 
only one correct way to look at growth 
and that it is economic.
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Regulatory resistance - 
impeding bureaucracy 
and fragmented 
responsibilities

Regulatory resistance has been expe-
rienced in The Yes Way in the form of  
bureaucracy and fragmented division of 
responsibilities in the innovation-promo-
ting organisations. In some cases it has 
been a matter of delaying or failing to make 
the necessary decisions in order to carry out 
equality initiatives. There have also been 
arguments that innovation-promoting 
activities cannot be changed from within 
because of requirements and directives 
from funders, owners and management. 
The indicators and metrics used to assess 
the success of companies and operations 
are rarely about gender equality, but rather 
the opposite. In some cases, ideological 
contradictions in political governance at 
local, regional or national levels have also 
meant that gender equality initiatives have 
not been unambiguously and long-term 
awards.

Regulatory resistance has also been 
experienced in the form of the responsi-
bility for gender equality initiatives being 
separated from the core business into 
parallel operations or single individuals 
(often women). Similarly, in some cases, 
the influence over certain important deci-
sions in the innovation-promoting activi-
ties has been separated into the private 
networks that some men have built up as a 
complement to their professional activities.  
There, decisions about priorities, service 
appointments, allocation of resources and 
other things in the promotion of inno-
vation can be made without democratic 
transparency. The women - and even some 
men - who are outside these networks may 
experience powerlessness as they try to 
influence innovation promotion in other 
directions. It can take a lot of energy to 
enter into such a power struggle, which 
means that many would rather abstain.
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Repressive resistance - 
ridicule or punishment

Repressive resistance has been experien-
ced in The Yes Way in the form of ridi-
cule or punishment for gender equality 
efforts. Among other things, it has been 
dismissed as a project for women who 
want to coordinate their menstruation 
cycle. Some of the staff has made ironic 
comments about the project at meetings 
with partner organisations. Others have 
called it opportunistic because it happens 
to be trendy to seek project funding for 
gender equality initiatives . It has been 
argued that the project does not produce 
”a damn thing.” Another view is that 
the project should not ”keep up with 
feminism” and to be accepted by more 
people it should be toned down.

Repressive resistance has also been 
experienced in the form of gender 
stereotyped and sexist jokes from some 
leaders and incubator companies. Some 
have expressed that if the word equality 
is mentioned again ”I vomit”. Others 
believe that it is the women who are 
underrepresented bear the responsibi-
lity of being more interested in techno-
logy and industrial innovation, so that 
they fit into the established norms of 
the organisation. When women apply 
to the incubator, their innovations and 
business ideas are often judged to lack 
quality and growth potential.
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This section provides examples of how the project parti-
cipants responded to the resistance in efforts to promote 
equality in innovation. The examples have been divided 
into the five overall strategies that crystallized in the 
documentation of the resistance: motivation, information 
and examples, curiosity, mobilisation and patience.

Countering resistance
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Motivation

Several of the project participants in The 
Yes Way have countered the resistance 
by motivating equality efforts in a way 
that is in line with the interests of the 
target group. A common justification 
has been that gender equality initiati-
ves contribute to economic growth and 
profitable companies, in line with the 
traditional promotion of innovation in 
such parameters. Another motivation is 
that equality efforts contribute to better 
ideas and innovations through increased 
creativity and diversification. It has also 
been emphasized that gender equa-
lity efforts help to secure future skills 
provision by appearing as an attractive 
employer with an open and inclusive 
organisational culture. 

Contributing to a better future 
for future generations is another 
justification, which emphasizes 
that gender equality is a key 
puzzle piece for meeting the UN 
Global Sustainability Goals in 
Agenda 2030. 

activities by formulating quick facts 
and powerful arguments in advance, 
in response to recurring objections. 
The inspiring examples presented have 
often consisted of case descriptions 
of previous gender equality initiatives 
in innovation-promoting activities and 
other contexts in Sweden and interna-
tionally. In the examples, special tools 
and results have been highlighted to 
facilitate practical action and to high-
light the benefits of gender equality 
efforts. At the same time, those who 
have expressed resistance have not 
always been receptive to the information 
and examples presented.

Information and examples

Many of the project participants in 
The Yes Way have responded to the 
resistance to gender equality efforts by 
presenting information and examples. 
The information has included statistics, 
research results and laws and guideli-
nes in the field of gender equality. The 
hope has been that the information 
will increase the understanding of why 
gender equality initiatives are needed 
and how prevailing gender patterns 
can change. Credible facts and rese-
arch have also been a way to increase 
the status and legitimacy of equality 
efforts. Some project participants have 
prepared for presentations and other 

Sustainability goals are described as a 
cohesive umbrella that reduces the risk 
of so-called conflict of objectives that is, 
different development tracks compete 
for the limited resources of the business 
in the form of working time, money and 
attention.
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Curiosity

Several of the project participants in The 
Yes Way have responded to the resistan-
ce through curious questions and open 
dialogue instead of dismissing the one 
who expresses the resistance through 
counter-arguments. The questions have, 
among other things, been about what the 
one who expresses the opposition himself 
considers prevailing gender patterns from 
a fairness and growth perspective, what 
he himself puts into the concept of equa-
lity and what he thinks should be done to 
achieve equality. 

Mobilisation

Some of the project participants in The 
Yes Way have countered the resistance 
by mobilising support for gender equa-
lity initiatives at different levels and fronts 
in the innovation-promoting activities. 
Among other things, this has been about 
anchoring the efforts with senior manage-
ment and middle managers, staff, incu-
bator companies and others. It has also 
been about providing all stakeholders with 
the same basic knowledge of (in)equality. 
One project participant has ensured that 
gender equality is included in the staff’s job 
descriptions, to make it clear that it is part 
of their regular tasks, not a voluntary option. 
Those who exercised resistance have in 
some cases been confronted in individual 
conversations. The opposition has also 
been blamed on the operation supervisor, 
with demands for concrete measures on 
his part. Several project participants have 
worked for owners and management to 
take the gender equality issue seriously, 
express their support for gender equality 
efforts and allocate sufficient resources 

to enable them to be run in a sufficiently 
comprehensive and long-term manner.

Several of the project participants in The 
Yes Way have met the resistance by prima-
rily mobilising those who are already moti-
vated and willing to actively work for equal 
opportunities to promote innovation. 
Instead of allowing individual opponents to 
stop the entire process, the energy is spent 
on moving forward with the others. Several 
project participants express the need for 
networks and arenas to share experien-
ces with others in similar situations about 
perceived resistance, practical approach 
to it and inspiring examples from other 
contexts. A parallel mobilisation strategy 
has been to address gender equality in the 
innovation-promoting activities that are not 
explicitly about it. In this way, even those 
who are not already on the train can be 
induced to get involved. It can also ensure 
that many different people are spoken to in 
the process and that different perspectives 
are highlighted and utilised.

Project participants see  
curiosity as a way to trans-
form resistance from an 
obstacle to an opportunity. 

This is achieved by exploiting the resistance 
to identify clues to its causes and possible 
change. This has proven to work particular-
ly well in cases where resistance is based 
in a genuine interest in learning something 
new by asking critical questions.
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Patience

Many of the project participants in The 
Yes Way have met the resistance through 
patience. They have endeavoured not to 
be provoked or abandoned by the resi-
stance expressed. Instead, they have tried 
to explain calmly and pedagogically the 
motives and logic of the equality efforts. 
They have presented legitimate informa-
tion, inspiring examples and powerful 
arguments. They have reminded both 
themselves and other participants that all 
change is difficult and that resistance is 
a common reaction to this, which means 
that it may take time to get used to the 
change. They have insisted stubbornly on 
the importance of gender equality initiati-
ves in various parts of the business. They 
have reminded managers and owners of 
their main responsibility for gender equa-
lity in the business. They have arranged 

recurring activities with the focus on 
gender equality. They have invited them-
selves to activities and working groups 
where the gender equality perspective 
needs to be taken into account. Some 
have been patient by finding ways around 
the resistance and making progress in 
other ways. In retrospect, the result of 
this has been used to convince those 
who previously exercised resistance. This 
applies, for example, in relation to the 
project financier Vinnova, where mana-
gers and others were initially sceptical 
of The Yes Way’s ambitions and working 
methods. Several of the project partici-
pants feel that this patience has produced 
results in the form of changed attitudes 
and increased acceptance for change 
among key players within and outside the 
innovation-promoting activities.
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Reflections

This section discusses the resistance 
experienced in The Yes Way and the 
strategies used to address it, in light 
of previous knowledge of resistance in 
gender equality efforts. The project parti-
cipants’ experiences are consistent with 
the conclusion in previous studies that 
resistance is common in change processes 
and especially in gender equality initiati-
ves. As The Yes Way challenges prevailing 
gender patterns of segregation, hierarchy 
and stereotypes in innovation-promoting 
businesses, uncertainty, anxiety and stress 
have arisen among those interested in 
maintaining the current order. It has been 
expressed in various forms of resistance 
from employees, managers, owners, incu-
bator companies, funders, partners and 
others. Like previous studies, the resistan-
ce in The Yes Way seems to be based on 
reluctance, disinterest or ignorance.

The forms of resistance experienced in 
The Yes Way reflect those dialled-in in 
previous studies, that is, active resistan-
ce, passive resistance, pastoral resistan-
ce, regulatory resistance and repressive 
resistance. Among other things, it is 
about openly questioning the project’s 
motivation, design and content. It is 

also about lack of interest in the form of 
lack of participation and attention in the 
project activities. Another expression 
is that gender equality initiatives are 
alleged to be important but prioritized 
lower than other parts of the business. 
In some cases, the efforts have been 
ridiculed or punished. Bureaucracy and 
fragmented division of responsibilities 
in the innovation-promoting activities 
have also counteracted the efforts.

The resistance in The Yes Way also 
reflects the different levels of resi-
stance that have been distinguished 
in previous studies, that is, a personal 
level, an organisational level and a 
social level. On the personal level, 
individual have expressed dissatisfac-
tion and acted as brake pads for the 
project’s change ambitions. At the 
organisational level, tough bureaucra-
cy, competing priorities and exclusive 
networks have hampered the project’s 
process and results. At the societal 
level, innovation policy and certain 
political ideologies have prioritized 
goals and results other than gender 
equality in innovation-promoting acti-
vities. 

The project participants’ experience shows that the resistance at 
the different levels has strengthened each other, which made it 
difficult for them to resolve all the contradictions on their own.  

continues on the 
next page
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balance openness towards those who 
have expressed resistance, on the one 
hand, and concrete efforts along with 
those who have been ready for change, 
on the other. The openness has, among 
other things, been about asking curious 
follow-up questions and motivating 
equality efforts in a way that matches the 
target group’s interests. In this way, more 
people have been given the opportunity 
to contribute to the equality efforts, while 
at the same time identifying clues to 
obstacles and possible change. However, 
openness has required a lot of time and 
energy, which could instead have been 
devoted to implementing the project’s 
planned efforts. There has also been a 
risk that gender equality efforts are too 
much governed by opponents’ interests 
and norms. Therefore, in order to realize 
The Yes Way’s ambitions, it has been 
necessary to move forward together 
with those who have proven to be on the 
train. In this way, practical equality efforts 
have been implemented and concrete 
results have been achieved. The results 
have in turn been used to convince 
opponents of the need for continued 
efforts. The balance between openness 
and progress has required a great deal 
of patience, which thus appears to be a 
central strategy in addressing resistance 
to gender equality promotion.

Several project participants have used 
information and examples to bridge 
the resistance through enlightenment 
and inspiration. At the same time, not 
everyone has been convinced in this 
way. This can be about people who have 
values other than those on which equality 
efforts are based. Or about people who 
lack their own experience of being disad-
vantaged by prevailing gender patterns 
and thus find it difficult to understand 
why gender equality efforts are needed. 
In addition, the gender patterns are so 
ingrained in individuals and society that 
both men and women can unconsciously 
contribute to maintaining them through 
their everyday behaviour. The project 
participants’ experiences show the great 
importance that individuals can have in 
stopping and paving the way for gender 
equality efforts.

An on-going challenge in addressing 
resistance in The Yes Way has been to 

The resistance in The Yes 
Way has been met with five 
general strategies: motivation, 
information and examples, 
curiosity, mobilisation, and 
patience. 
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Nine tips
Resistance in efforts for equal innovation

1. Do not take the resistance personally as it is common during change 
processes

2. Identify the shape and level of resistance
3. Prepare powerful responses to common objections
4. Ask curious follow-up questions to those who are resisting
5. Mobilise other participants and organisational levels to move forward
6. Demonstrate opposition to the operations supervisor and require 

concrete action
7. Discuss the resistance individually with the one who practiced it
8. Look for clues to causes and possible change in resistance
9. Be patient and find other accessible paths
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Do you want to continue to work for an equal and
inclusive innovation system and need more tools?
Or maybe you got stuck and need advice and
support? On our web you can find more tools and
action guides or you can apply for our program and
get access to coaching as well as a whole network of
like-minded people.

Continued work

 @theyeswayFollow us on Facebook & Instagram:  

hey@theyesway.se  

theyesway.se  

Contact us:

Read more at:


