GOTEBORGS
UNIVERSITET

Active measures in practice: Organizational
perspectives on preventing workplace discrimination in

Sweden

Alice Lundberg and Ottilia Carlsson Tedeséter

Thesis: 30 hp

Program: Strategic Human Resource Management and Labour Relations
Level: Second Cycle

Semester: Spring 2025

Supervisor: Karin Allard

Examiner: Monica Bick Andersson



Table of Contents

Abstract 4
Foreword 5
1. Introduction 6
2. Purpose 9
2.1 Research questions 9
2.2 Disposition 9
3. Background 10
3.1 Workplace discrimination 10
3.2 Diversity and managing diversity as a process 1
3.3 Responsibility among managers and HR professionals 12
3.4 EU legislation and Swedish Discrimination Act 13
4. Previous research 14
4.1 Preventative work 14
5. Theory 16
5.1 Institutional theory 17
5.2 Intersectionality 18
6. Method 19
6.1 Setting of the study 19
6.2 Sampling strategy 20
6.3 Participants 20
6.4 Data collection strategy 21
6.5 Data analytical strategy 21
6.6 Limitations 23
6.7 Ethical considerations 23
6.8 Al policy 24
7. Results 24
7.1 Work methods and approaches 24

7.1.1 Work practices 24

7.1.2 Challenges with work practices 27

7.1.3 Leadership in the workplace 29
7.2 Challenges and obstacles in maintaining and sustaining active measures.................... 30

7.2.1 Lack of resources, knowledge and time 30

7.2.2 Impact of organizational size 31




7.2.3 Keeping the work alive 32

7.3 Opportunities and areas for improvement 32
7.3.1 Active measures as strategic and cultural opportunity 33
7.3.2 Gaps between ideal and reality 34
7.3.3 Inclusion, belonging and power 35

7.4 Legal and policy aspects 36
7.4.1 Law as a foundation and mandate 36
7.4.2 Uneven awareness and responsibility 37
7.4.3 Legal compliance is not enough 38

7.5 The organization's role and responsibility 39
7.5.1 High expectations on the organization as a role model 39
7.5.2 Unclear roles in implementation and ongoing work 40
7.5.3 Communication across different levels of the organization 41

8. Discussion 42

8.1 Do managers, HR professionals and employees work to prevent discrimination

through active measures legislation? 42
8.2 How can challenges perceived by managers, HR professionals and employees when
implementing and maintaining active measures be

understood? 46
8.3 What opportunities and benefits does the organization perceive when engaging in

preventing discrimination through active measures? 49
9. Conclusion 50
10. Contribution to the field 52
11. Future research 52
12. References 53
13. Appendices 59




Abstract

Workplace discrimination remains a constant challenge despite the existence of legal
frameworks both in Sweden and the EU, aimed at promoting equality and preventing unfair
treatment based on factors such as gender, ethnicity, disability, or age. Moreover, The
Swedish Discrimination Act obliges employers to implement proactive, systematic efforts,
referred to as active measures, to prevent discrimination in the workplace. Active measures
are meant to be integrated into organizational structures and include areas such as
recruitment, working conditions, and pay equity. However, existing research suggests that the
implementation of active measures often falls short. Efforts tend to be more symbolic or
compliance-driven and are not sufficiently embedded in daily organizational routines and

culture.

This study examines how Swedish organizations implement and maintain active measures
according to the legal obligation, focusing on the perspectives of managers, HR
professionals, and employees. Including multiple perspectives enables the study to capture
how perceptions of discrimination and prevention efforts vary depending on the role and
position within the organization. It can also reveal what these differences show about both the
barriers to, and enablers of practical implementation. Furthermore, the study considers active
measures in the context of the wider organization and legal framework, including links to
Systematic Work Environment Management (SAM) and Organizational and Social Work
Environment (OSA) approaches. It also considers unconscious bias, leadership commitment
and organizational culture to be factors influencing the effectiveness of anti-discrimination
efforts. The findings of this study aim to improve our understanding of how discrimination
prevention policies are implemented in practice, and to identify the practical conditions that
facilitate or prevent change. The study also aims to provide organizations with insights to
help develop more effective, sustainable and inclusive workplace practices, ultimately

reducing discrimination in Swedish workplaces.

Keywords: Active measures, discrimination, diversity, diversity management, The Swedish
Discrimination Act, Institutional theory, intersectionality, preventative work, Human

Resource Management
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1. Introduction
In theory, all employees should have equal rights and opportunities, regardless of gender,

ethnicity, disability or other identity markers. Unfortunately, reality does not reflect this as
structural inequalities continue to shape workplaces and limit access to fair treatment and
career opportunities (Bondanini et al., 2020). Persistent structural inequalities continue to
shape the labour market regardless of legislation and policy frameworks aimed to secure
equal opportunities (Acker, 2006). Despite the Swedish legal obligations being in place,
research has shown that many organizations struggle to meet these requirements in practice
(Lehto & Lindholm, 2014). In 2024, 29% of all discrimination complaints in Sweden were
related to employment, including discrimination in the workplace. The most frequently
reported grounds of discrimination in these complaints were ethnicity, disability and gender
(DO, 2024), implying that diversity and intersectional perspectives are needed to understand
both how different identity dimensions intersect in experiences of discrimination (Carastathis,
2014) but also regarding how to prevent discrimination from an intersectional perspective.
Although the effects of workplace discrimination have been widely studied, there is limited
understanding of how organizations actively work to prevent it (Lehto & Lindholm, 2014).
This study focuses on organizations’ engagement towards workplace discrimination and
contributes with knowledge regarding how the work is perceived from both employer and

employee perspectives.

Workplace discrimination refers to the unfair treatment of individuals based on identity
markers (Bondanini et al., 2020). In Sweden, there are seven discrimination grounds; gender,
ethnicity, disability, age, gender identity, religion or other beliefs and sexual orientation (DO,
2025). The Swedish Discrimination Act requires employers to work with proactive measures
to prevent discrimination and promote equal opportunities in the workplace. Employers must,
according to the law, work together with their employees to achieve this. These legal
obligations involve systematic and preventive work across areas such as recruitment, working
conditions, and pay, which includes carrying out risk assessments, setting goals, taking
concrete action, and conducting regular follow-ups (Lehto & Lindholm, 2014; DO, 2021).
Moreover, active measures are closely linked to other legislative frameworks, such as
Systematic Work Environment Management (SAM) and Organizational and Social work
environment (OSA). These policies focus on identifying and managing risk in the workplace
related to social interaction, leadership and communication (Johansson, 2022). The efforts to

implement active measures are often symbolic or compliance-driven, more than it is



embedded into the organization's culture and everyday routines (Zanoni et al., 2010). Based
on this, there is a persistent gap between policy and practice that raises important questions
about the effectiveness of current anti-discrimination management in the organizations.
Therefore it is relevant to use institutional theory, as it can explain how change and resistance
occur within organizations (Lammers & Garcia, 2017). Institutional theory emphasises that
organizations adopt practices not only to improve efficiency, but also to align with social
expectations and gain legitimacy within their environment (Bjorkman, Fey, & Park, 2007). In
this study, institutional theory is used for conceptualising organizational behaviour by using
three interrelated pillars presented by Scott (2001): the regulatory, normative, and cognitive.
Institutional theory and the three pillars will be used to uncover why anti-discrimination
measures may be implemented symbolically rather than substantively (ridtt ord?) in the

organizations.

There are numerous barriers to the effective implementation of anti-discrimination measures.
Research shows e.g. that organizations often fail to analyse workplace needs, set specific
targets or implement measures with sufficient follow-up, which results in a limited impact in
reducing discrimination (Lehto & Lindholm, 2014). Furthermore, research has highlighted
that managers and HR professionals often lack the necessary knowledge, resources or
motivation to properly implement legal requirements (Miiller, Jorg & Striebing, 2022).
Organizational factors play an important role in both contributing to and preventing
discrimination (Miiller, Jorg & Striebing, 2022). Even in organizations with clear policies and
diversity plans, weak follow-up, unclear accountability and poor internal communication
contribute to limited impact. In many cases, diversity and equality initiatives are deprioritised
in favour of more immediate operational concerns (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). Another barrier
to effective implementation is the lack of leadership commitment and an inclusive
organizational culture (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; Miiller, Jorg & Striebing, 2022). At the same
time, unconscious biases, automatic and unintentional judgements influenced by societal
stereotypes, contributes to the persistence of discrimination in the workplace. These biases
affect hiring decisions, promotions and leadership opportunities. They also contribute to and
reinforce existing disparities (Oberai & Anand, 2018). Even with well-intentioned policies in
place, unconscious biases can contribute to practices that are exclusionary and make it
difficult to create an inclusive workplace and contribute to maintaining ongoing

discriminative processes (Acker, 2006).



To create sustainable change in terms of diversity and equality, an important aspect is
recognizing the role of the stakeholders involved in the organization. Changing norms and
values are important, but they must be supported by clear structures and objectives to be
effective (Lehto & Lindholm, 2017). Managers should lead by creating the right environment
and providing specialists with the necessary authority, resources and support to achieve
specific goals (Lehto & Lindholm, 2017). With their expertise in the workforce, HR is
important for driving change, especially since many initiatives fail due to a lack of employee
engagement or improper implementation (Lawler & Mohrman, 2003). Employees also have
an important role in changing internal structures and reflect on their own attitudes (Lehto &
Lindholm, 2017). Together, managers, HR professionals and employees can drive meaningful
and sustainable change towards greater diversity and equality, and the prevention of
discrimination in the workplace by sharing responsibility and working together. When
diversity is managed effectively as a process, it can have a positive impact on organizational
performance, decision-making and productivity. Then, a diverse workforce can generate new
ideas, perspectives and solutions, resulting in higher-quality decisions and enhanced

organizational capabilities (Choi & Rainey, 2010).

Little is known about how active measures are interpreted, implemented and experienced by
the various stakeholders within organizations (Lehto & Lindholm, 2017). Although Swedish
legislation clearly outlines employers' responsibilities, there is still a gap between policy and
practice. This study explores how Swedish organizations work with active measures to
prevent discrimination, focusing on the understanding and execution of these efforts by
managers, HR professionals, and employees. This study adopts an organizational perspective
because it enables us to examine how the various levels within an organization, management,
HR professionals and employees, contribute to creating an inclusive workplace. Focusing on
the organization as a whole enables us to gain a better understanding of how policies, culture

and practices work together to address and prevent discrimination.

While workplace discrimination is an established issue, and active measures to prevent
discrimination are a legal requirement under discrimination legislation, the existing research
suggests that the implementation of active measures is insufficient. It is therefore a need to
explore the factors that could influence how organizations work with active measures,

including the obstacles and opportunities they face during implementation.



2. Purpose

The purpose of the study is to explore how organizations in Sweden work to prevent
discrimination through the implementation of active measures, as required by the Swedish
law. Further, this will be done by examining how the work is understood and carried out in
practice from different perspectives and roles within the organization. The aim is to
contribute with knowledge that can help organizations in developing more effective policies

to prevent discrimination in the workplace.

2.1 Research questions

1. Do managers, HR professionals, and employees work to prevent discrimination
through active measures legislation?

2. How can challenges perceived by managers, HR professionals, and employees when
implementing and maintaining active measures be understood?

3. What opportunities and benefits does the organization perceive when engaging in

preventing discrimination through active measures?

2.2 Disposition

The introduction of this paper outlines why the study is conducted and it also explains why
the topic of active measures, discrimination and inclusion is of relevance. It also explains the
setting of the study - VGR, one of Sweden's largest public employer, and why it is suitable
for examining these questions. Following the introduction, we have previous research on
topics such as discrimination, diversity work, active measures and organizational
responsibility, following the theoretical frameworks such as institutional theory and
intersectionality, which help interpret the data and guide the analysis. The method section
outlines the abductive research approach and details the data collection process, including
interviews with managers, HR professionals, and employees. It also covers sampling strategy,
analysis process, and ethical considerations, along with a reflection on potential limitations
and biases. The results are presented, following a discussion where we integrate the empirical
findings and they are analyzed in relation to the theoretical frameworks and research
questions. Finally, our study concludes with a summary of our key insights, practical

implications and suggestions for future research.



3. Background

The following section provides an overview of the role of active measures in creating
inclusive workplaces to prevent discrimination, as well as the organizational and legal
frameworks. It also outlines the concepts of diversity and diversity management, pointing to
their importance in achieving long-term change. Together, these elements provide a
foundation of context for understanding the challenges and responsibilities that organizations

face in preventing discrimination.
3.1 Workplace discrimination

The labour market and society should provide equal rights and opportunities for all. However,
discrimination is still a widespread social problem and an obstacle to social development and
economic growth in Sweden (Europeiska Socialfonden, 2021). Despite legislation requiring
active measures and preventive work, discrimination in the workplace remains a significant
problem in Sweden. Workplace discrimination can manifest in different ways, from systemic
denial of rights and opportunities to more subtle acts such as verbal abuse or exclusion
(Wood, Braeken & Niven, 2013). Over time, discrimination in the workplace has shifted from
overt and legally accepted practices to more subtle forms that are often harder to detect. The
introduction of legislation, such as Sweden's Discrimination Act, has made direct forms of
exclusion illegal (Hebl, Cheng & Ng, 2020). However, legal reforms have not eliminated
discrimination. Instead, discrimination often takes more subtle forms. These are harder to
recognise and address (Hebl, Cheng & Ng, 2020). Direct discrimination occurs when
someone is treated worse than others in a similar situation because of characteristics such as
gender, age, ethnicity or disability. Not hiring a qualified candidate because of their
background is an example of direct discrimination. Indirect discrimination occurs when a rule
or policy applies to everyone, but disadvantages certain groups of people (DO, 2025). Unlike
workplace aggression, which includes bullying, incivility or abusive supervision,
discrimination specifically targets individuals because of their membership of a particular
group, often based on characteristics beyond their control. Studies have shown that
discrimination has a negative impact on employees' well-being and job satisfaction,
particularly when it originates from within the organization, for example from managers or

colleagues (Wood, Bracken & Niven, 2013).
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3.2 Diversity and managing diversity as a process

Diversity can be explained as all the experienced differences between people, such as age,
sexual preference, geographic origin or position within the organization (Manoharan &
Singal, 2017). Diversity is often discussed as a static characteristic, meaning that it is
something an organization has, rather than something it does. Further, research highlights the
importance of diversity as an ongoing process that requires continuous engagement,
adaptation and reflexivity (Lorbiecki & Jack, 2000; Janssens & Zanoni, 2014). Further,
workplace diversity means that employees are seen as different from each other based on
factors such as skills or education, especially when people from different backgrounds
collaborate. Diversity can also refer to personal differences, for example different abilities or
values. However, when people talk about diversity, they usually mean differences in
characteristics such as age, gender and ethnicity (Allard & Dellve, 2025). Furthermore,
diversity significantly contributes to organisational culture and performance by broadening
employees' perspectives and fostering openness towards each other (Patrick & Kumar, 2012).
Overcoming barriers such as stereotypes is essential for achieving effective collaboration.
Training and awareness initiatives can also promote a more open attitude towards diversity
(Patrick & Kumar, 2012). Consistent research shows that well-managed diversity improves
organisational performance by expanding the range of ideas and approaches (Ozbilgin &

Tatli, 2008).

During recent decades there has been a comprehensive immigration in Sweden, which has
resulted in a growing population. In 2012, the population consisted of citizens from almost
200 countries. In about 35 years, by the year 2060, it is expected that one in five residents
will be a foreign born (Nkulu Kalengayi, Hurtig, Ahlm, & Ahlberg, 2012). Further, the
growing globalization of the economy has contributed to many workplaces around the world
becoming more diverse (Jeong & Lindemann, 2024). Statistics from SCB (Statistiska Central
Byran (SCB), 2025) presents that the amount of employed in Sweden by gender only differs
in that there are approximately 30 000 more men than women in the ages between 15-74.
However, there are still challenges in the Swedish labour market, which is strongly gender
segregated. This is due to the fact that men and women work in different professions

(Jamstélldhetsmyndigheten, 2023).

To prevent discrimination at work, organizations need to actively create and engage inclusive

environments where differences are not only acknowledged, but integrated into

11



decision-making and workplace culture (Lorbiecki & Jack, 2000; Janssens & Zanoni, 2014).
Rather than simply aiming for diverse representation. Diversity management on the other
hand refers to the policies and practices that are aimed at supporting the organization and its
goals, and to also include HR practices to increase and maintain the variation in human
capital (Manoharan & Singal, 2017). Connected to diversity management, it is mentioned in
research how important managers' roles are. Effective leadership from the managers can
encourage a diverse workforce to both accept and value the different diverse perspectives,
opinions and ideas (Choi & Rainey, 2010). Diversity management also contributes with
loyalty, job satisfaction and a better working climate. For that reason it should be a priority

for organizations to engage in diversity initiatives (Allard and Dellve, 2025).

Previous research also emphasises the importance of diversity management, which involves
raising employees' awareness of each other's different needs and backgrounds. For diversity
management to be successful, it is essential that senior leadership takes ownership and
responsibility. That can be achieved by integrating diversity goals into the organization’s
strategies and ensuring that diversity becomes an important part of the company culture. A
key part of this process is creating a work environment where communication and dialogue
are encouraged. For example, daily meetings can contribute to further openness and
interaction, thereby supporting a more tolerant and inclusive workplace (Davis, Frolova &
Callahan, 2016). Furthermore, research suggests that diversity processes are shaped by power
relations within organizations (Acker, 2006). Managers and HR professionals play a key role
in defining what “counts” as diversity and whose perspectives are prioritised, meaning that
diversity efforts must go beyond policy implementation and be embedded in leadership
practices, everyday interactions and organizational culture (Bendl et al., 2015). Further, when
diversity management is treated as a process, the focus can shift from numbers to structures,

behaviours and organizational dynamics (Tatli & Ozbilgin, 2009).
3.3 Responsibility among managers and HR professionals

Miiller, Jorg and Striebing (2022) have identified three key aspects for preventing
discrimination in the workplace. The first aspect is related to the social responsibility of
managers for fair performance and promotion evaluations, the second is related to active
involvement in problem solving through the identification of problems to be solved, and
increasing contact between people from different groups in the workplace. These factors can

be managed through organizational policies (Miiller, Jorg & Striebing, 2022). In Sweden,
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employers are legally required to work systematically to prevent discrimination and to
address  social and  organizational aspects of the work  environment
(Jamstilldhetsmyndigheten, 2021). Another aspect related to preventive measures can be
related to the organizational climate, which can influence the occurrence of harassment.
Working environments where harassment is tolerated, for example due to lack of action by
management, create a context in which discrimination can continue (Miiller, Jorg &
Striebing, 2022). Managers have a responsibility in supporting diversity policies within an
organization. They ensure that diversity goals form part of the company's overall strategy and
are applied at all levels. If diversity is prioritised by the whole organization, managers can
empower and resource diversity managers to effect real change. However, if diversity is not
prioritised, managers may not be able to enforce these policies effectively (Tatli & Ozbilgin,
2009). The Human Resources department also plays an important role in implementing
diversity policies. When the HR department aligns its policies with the organization's
diversity goals, the policies are more likely to be successful. However, if diversity is not well
integrated across the company, HR professionals may struggle to implement effective

changes (Tatli & Ozbilgin, 2009).
3.4 EU legislation and Swedish Discrimination Act

In the context of discrimination, human rights are an important element, as they protect the
fundamental freedoms and rights of individuals. Inspired by the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948), the European Convention on Human Rights (1950) is an international
document that supports efforts to ensure equal rights in all areas of society, which also
includes the workplace. Since the 1970s, the rights established in the Convention have
formed part of EU law, which means that they are recognised as general principles of law

within the European Union (European Court of Human Rights, n.d.).

In Sweden, the Discrimination Act regulates protection against discrimination, which requires
employers to work systematically to prevent and eliminate discrimination in the workplace
(Sveriges Riksdag, 2008). The Act covers seven grounds of discrimination: gender;
transgender identity or expression; ethnic origin; religion or belief; disability; sexual
orientation; and age (DO, 2025). Furthermore, employers are responsible for the working
environment and must address the social and organizational aspects of workplace conditions
(Jamstélldhetsmyndigheten, 2021). To prevent discrimination in the workplace, active

measures should be implemented (Diskrimineringsombudsmannen, 2021). These measures
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should cover all seven grounds of discrimination and be applied to areas such as recruitment,
working conditions, and pay surveys (DO, 2021). Active measures should be preventative,
instead of focusing on remedying individual cases of discrimination (DO, 2021). The work
with active measures includes conducting workplace assessments, setting clear objectives,
taking concrete action, and monitoring progress on an ongoing basis (Lehto & Lindholm,
2014). Active measures can be effectively integrated into systematic work environment
management (SAM), which aims to improve the work environment by identifying, assessing
and dealing with risks (Arbetsmiljoverket, 2021). SAM requires employers to conduct risk
assessments to maintain a safe and healthy work environment, including identifying and
preventing discrimination and harassment. OSA addresses the organizational and social
factors that affect the work environment and emphasises the need to minimise risks related to
mental health problems and abusive behaviour (Johansson, 2022). It is clear that an
organizational perspective where structural changes within the workplace promote a better
work environment are the most important aspects (Bolin, 2015). SAM, OSA and active
measures can therefore together provide a framework for promoting a work environment that
integrates physical and mental well-being in the work to combat discrimination. It is also

important to recognise that they can't be separated for those reasons.

4. Previous research

The following part will examine the previous research on active measures and preventive
work.

4.1 Preventative work
The legal aspect is one way to prevent discrimination, but research has shown that the law on

active measures is weak and that it is rarely put into practice (Lehto & Lindholm, 2014).
Active measures should be adapted to each workplace in Sweden, but the law does not
specify how they should be implemented. Research suggests that legislation on active
measures is weak and that its implementation is often symbolic or ineffective. It also shows
that many employers produce equality or diversity plans but do not follow a structured

approach as required by the law (Lehto & Lindholm, 2014).

Earlier studies on discrimination often focused on overt and intentional acts. More recent
research has pointed to complex and often unconscious mechanisms that maintain inequality,
such as unconscious bias. Firstly, these biases refer to the automatic and unintentional

judgments people make based on social identity markers, such as gender and ethnicity. While
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these biases are not intentional, they still can shape important decisions regarding for
example who gets hired or promoted, without people realising it (Miiller et al., 2022).
Secondly, inequality can also be built into the structures and routines of an organization,
meaning that certain routines, recruitment criteria for example, might seem neutral on the
surface, but instead it might favor people from a specific background. This can lead to some
people being excluded which can reinforce existing inequalities (Miiller et al., 2022). Third,
attitudes towards diversity and inclusion can also be influenced by broader cultural values.
Hofstede (1983, cited in Ng & Burke, 2004) argues that cultural norms shape how we
understand and respond to diversity, which means that people from different cultural
backgrounds may understand the same diversity initiative differently. Fourth, Acker’s (2006)
concept of inequality regimes shows that discrimination often is embedded in the practices
and systems of organizations, meaning that these systems can determine who has access to
resources, holds power and is recognized. Moreover, the combination of gender, ethnicity and
other identity factors can create patterns of privilege and disadvantage, further impacting how
people experience work, their chances for career advancement, and how they are treated in

the workplace (Acker, 2006).

Organizations often keep on to these inequalities, as mentioned above, through routines that
unintentionally sustain unfair power structures, making it more difficult to implement policies
focused on diversity, and it is therefore crucial to have written policies (Acker, 2006). It is
argued by Salin (2009) that policies are important for preventing issues that are related to
discrimination. These documents often provide clear guidance on how to handle difficult
situations and encourage managers to take responsibility rather than avoid it. Further, policies
help organizations to follow legal requirements, but also to support cultural change. However,
research shows that only having a written policy is not enough to achieve change. Studies
show that employees often continue to follow established routines, even when new policies
are introduced. This phenomenon, called “decoupling”, refers to the discrepancy between an
organization's stated practices and its actual operational procedures. One explanation could be
that employees may not see diversity initiatives as important, particularly if they are
introduced in response to external requirements, such as civil rights laws or diversity
regulations. Without responsibility and follow-up, managers may choose to focus on other
urgent matters instead. Further, researchers argue that diversity initiatives must be actively

monitored to ensure their effectiveness (Kalev, Kelly & Dobbin, 2006).

15



Diversity professionals in human resources are often considered the “conscience of an
organization”. However, it is common that they lack the essential support from senior leaders
and managers, who tend to work in isolation. This means that diversity initiatives are treated
as individual efforts rather than a shared organizational responsibility, which limits the
influence of HR diversity professionals. Although diversity and inclusion policies aim to
support all individuals in reaching their full potential, diversity professionals often lack the
power and resources to achieve this, indicating a weak organizational commitment to these
values (Rachele, 2017). Similarly, Davis, Frolova and Callahan (2016) suggest that some
managers may perceive diversity policies as a threat to their positions, which can lead to
resistance against such initiatives. Although awareness of workplace inequalities has
increased over time, progress towards achieving equality remains limited (Woods, Benschop
& Van den Brink, 2021). Lawrence (2000) argues that clear management structures and
support from senior leaders, such as executives and top managers, are crucial for driving

meaningful change and promoting equal opportunities within organizations.

Existing research on active measures and preventative work indicates that there is still room
for improvement in our understanding of how organizations in Sweden can fulfil their legal
obligations effectively (Lehto & Lindholm 2014; Woods, Benschop & Van den Brink, 2021).
Previous research also highlights the barriers that prevent active measures from becoming an
integral part of daily organizational practices (Rachele, 2017; Miiller et al., 2022; Lehto &
Lindholm, 2014). Further research is therefore needed to identify the best practices to
implement and maintain active measures as required by law, to prevent discrimination in

Swedish workplaces.

5. Theory

Our analysis is based on a theoretical framework which combines institutional theory with
the concept of intersectionality. Institutional theory helps us explore how Swedish
organizations respond to external pressures such as legislation and societal expectations when
working with active measures to prevent discrimination. Intersectionality adds another
important layer by drawing attention to how overlapping aspects of identity, like gender,
ethnicity or disability, shape people’s experiences at work, which can help us to understand

how anti-discrimination efforts are shaped and carried out within organizations.
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5.1 The institutional theory

Institutional theory is a framework useful for understanding how organizations are shaped by
expectations, norms and rules. Scott (2001) identifies three interrelated pillars that structure
institutional processes: the regulative, the normative, and the cultural-cognitive. The
regulatory pillar focuses on the formal rules, laws and sanctions that organizations must
comply with. The normative pillar refers to the social obligations, values and norms that
guide behaviour. It also defines what is considered appropriate within a specific
organizational context. The cultural-cognitive pillar involves shared understandings and
beliefs that people take for granted. These shape how individuals perceive and interpret their
reality (Scott, 2001). Furthermore, the theory suggests that organizations do not act entirely
based on efficiency or technological logic. Instead, they act according to established norms,
rules and beliefs, in order to gain legitimacy, reduce uncertainty and align with stakeholder
expectations (Berthod, 2018). An important contribution of institutional theory is the
recognition that much organizational behaviour is guided by what the literature terms
'attenuated consciousness', meaning that actors often follow institutional logics unconsciously

and without questioning their origins or consequences (Lammers & Garcia, 2017).

Although institutions often repeat and maintain themselves, institutional theory can also
explain how change and resistance occur. For instance, the process of questioning and
breaking down established norms, known as deinstitutionalisation, and the effort by people or
groups to create, maintain or change institutions, known as institutional work, can help us
understand how transformation takes place (Lammers & Garcia, 2017). Further, institutional
entrepreneurs are individuals who challenge ideas and introduce practices, which in turn can
introduce new practices and help to shift the institutional landscape and change (Lammers &
Garcia, 2017). Institutional theory can help us to explain how discriminatory norms became
embedded in organizational routines and normalised, making them difficult to detect.
Anti-discrimination efforts can also be acts of institutional resistance and change that help us
to uncover these norms. In this study, Scott’s framework is used to analyse how HR
professionals, managers, and employees relate to the implementation of active measures, and
to identify whether such efforts are driven by formal compliance, shared organizational

values, or deeper, taken-for-granted assumptions.
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5.2 Intersectionality

Intersectionality is an analytic framework, first introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw in the late
1980s, that examines how multiple forms of inequality and power interact. The concept of
intersectionality originated from the experiences of minority ethnic women in the United
States, who faced overlapping forms of racial and gender discrimination (Atewologun, 2018).
Instead of treating categories such as race, gender, class and sexuality as separate,
intersectionality views them as interconnected and mutually shaping one another (Cho,
Williams-Crenshaw & McCall, 2013). Further, intersectionality shows how “single-axis
thinking” can weaken both the legal system, academic research and the struggle for social
justice, and that it is limiting to only consider one dimension of identity or oppression at a
time. The theory can reveal how power systems create and maintain inequalities (Cho,

Williams-Crenshaw & McCall, 2013).

Intersectionality has gained importance in fields such as business and management studies,
specifically within critical organization studies. In this context it tells us how people from
different backgrounds experience the workplace in unique ways. For example, women might
have different experiences depending on their ethnicity, sexual orientation, class or other
aspects of their identity. If we gain a better understanding of social justice and inequality in
organizations, it increases the potential for meaningful social change (Atewologun, 2018).
When intersectionality is applied both as a theory and analytic framework it can uncover how
structures of power maintain inequality. For example, treating everyone the same, which is a
common strategy of formal equality, is not enough. Neutral laws and policies often continue
to produce racial and gender inequalities by ignoring how the historical and systemic forces
have been shaping people’s lives, even reinforcing existing discrimination (Cho,
Williams-Crenshaw & McCall, 2013). Intersectionality is an important theory to understand
how different identity dimensions intersect in experiences of discrimination. However, it has
faced criticism (Carastathis, 2014). Some researchers argue that the theory’s complexity
makes it difficult to determine which categories that are most relevant in a given situation,
which can lead to challenges in application. Further, others say that oppression is too
complex and contradictory to be captured by intersectionality (Carastathis, 2014). Another
aspect is that the intercategorical approach is criticized for simplifying complex identities by
adding them together categories (Carastathis, 2014). Despite criticisms, intersectionality

remains relevant by being a theory that aims to understand complex power dynamics and
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providing an important framework for understanding inequality, which in this study is

relevant for analysing our material.

6. Method

The following section presents the method used in this thesis, where a qualitative research
design has been used. The data used has been collected through 15 semi-structured interviews
with managers, HR professionals and employees at one of the largest employers in Sweden,
VGR. In addition to the data collection strategy, these following parts will also be presented
and discussed; research strategy, sampling strategy, data analytical strategy, general time plan,
ethical considerations - which are crucial to consider in a study when gathering data from
interviews, and Al policy. A qualitative research design was used and chosen because of the
important aspect to understand organizational behaviour and other behaviours in the
organization (Jonsen, Fendt & Point, 2018). Further, qualitative research possesses the
approach to highlight daily life experiences and focuses on how people understand their
experiences (Flick, 2014; Mohajan, 2018, cited in Muzari, Shava & Shonhiwa, 2022). Since
our study aims at understanding how managers, HR professionals and employees work with
and understands the work with active measures to prevent discrimination, it feels suitable
with a qualitative research design. For our study, an abductive approach was chosen, which is
effective because it enables us to develop theories based on the data we collect (Kovacs &
Spens, 2005). By using this approach, we can adapt our understanding as new insights
emerge from the interviews and observations conducted at VGR. This flexibility enables us to
develop our ideas gradually, while taking into account the perspectives of managers, HR
professionals and employees, allowing us to remain open to the data and ensure that the
theories we chose are relevant for the real-life experiences and situations under study

(Kovéacs & Spens, 2005).
6.1 Setting of the study

This study was conducted in collaboration with Viastra Gotalandsregionen (VGR), which is
one of Sweden’s largest public sector organizations with over 57,000 employees spread
across a wide range of departments, from healthcare and culture to administration and
infrastructure (VGR, 2025). This made it an ideal setting in which to explore how active
measures to prevent discrimination are understood and applied in practice within such a

complex and diverse organization.
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Our interest in these issues began when we gained access to VGR’s internal employee survey.
The survey data helped us to identify areas of concern and point us towards relevant themes
related to discrimination. Based on our research focus, VGR also provided us with more
detailed responses to certain sections of the survey. We interviewed participants from various
departments at VGR in Gothenburg. VGR supported us by helping us connect with interview
participants, giving us a broad range of perspectives from individuals in various roles and
departments. It also revealed that approaches to discrimination and preventative work can

vary depending on the department or context within an organization.

6.2 Sampling strategy

When selecting participants in a study, the target population, there are two different criteria
that could be considered. The first one is inclusion criteria, which aims at the people that
should be included in the sample. The other one is exclusion criteria, which aims at the
people that should not be included in the study. Regarding the selection of the sample, a
purposive sampling strategy was used, which suggests that the people selected have
important perspectives and can contribute in the study for the chosen topic. In other words,
the participants are not randomly chosen (Robinson, 2013). For the interviews, we requested
managers, HR professionals and employees from different parts of VGR, giving us a broad
perspective and a variety of views from different departments on our subjects. Our contact
person at VGR helped us to select the relevant participants and get in touch with people.
They used their internal network to reach out to people. We also used LinkedIn to reach more

people by writing a post about our thesis.

6.3 Participants

This study included a total of 15 participants, consisting of five managers, six HR
professionals, and four employees. All of the managers worked at the unit level within
various departments at VGR, such as IT and the healthcare sector. They were responsible for
providing direct leadership, including managing staff and overseeing day-to-day operations.
The HR professionals included both HR managers, consultants and individuals who were
responsible for the work with discrimination and the work environment. This variation helped
to create an understanding of HR practices throughout the organization, from both strategic
and operational perspectives. The employee group included individuals without formal

leadership or HR roles, providing important insights from a non-managerial standpoint. The
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participants varied in age from 25 to 70, with differing lengths of work experience and
exposure to inclusion and diversity work. Twelve of the participants were women and three

weEre men.

6.4 Data collection strategy

The primary data were collected through 15 semi-structured interviews. We considered
semi-structured interviews to be the most appropriate method to capture a broad range of
perspectives, as they allow for consistency across participants while providing the flexibility
to explore individual insights in more depth (Kallio et al., 2016; Karatsareas, 2022). We
created non-sensitive, open-ended interview questions to ensure that participants felt
comfortable sharing their perspectives. The questions focused on participants’ knowledge of
work approaches related to active measures, as well as their perceptions of how the
organisation addresses discrimination. We did not ask about personal experiences of
discrimination, as our aim was to explore organisational practices rather than individual
incidents. This approach was consistent with our intention to gain insights into the structures,
responsibilities and challenges associated with the work of active measures from different
levels and from the organizational perspective. The interviews were recorded and transcribed

anonymously, with the approval from the participants.

The secondary data were gathered from surveys from VGR, which we got access to through
our contact person. The material from the employee survey helped shape the focus and
direction of the thesis, and was used as an inspiration when conducting our interview guide
(see Appendix 1). Moreover, we have also used articles and reports that are interesting within
our topic. Primarily, we have used Google Scholar and “Supersok”, that we have access to
through the university, and our supervisor has provided us with some valuable material,
articles and chapters in books. Using different kinds of data collections will increase the
depth in our study and give us the opportunity to gather information from different

perspectives.
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6.5 Data analytical strategy

We used thematic analysis to analyse our interview data. Qualitative method identifies,
analyses and reports patterns or themes within a dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Naeem,
Ozuem, Howell & Ranfagni, 2023). The chosen approach allowed us to explore participants'
experiences in depth and understand both their similarities and differences across interviews.
Thematic analysis is also useful for organizing and describing data in detail and for
interpreting the underlying meaning of the data. It is particularly useful in research focused
on inclusion, participation and organizational practices (Braun & Clarke, 2008). The
flexibility of thematic analysis and its compatibility with participatory research were also
reasons for using it, since our participants are active contributors to the research. It also

helped us to make sense of a large amount of qualitative data.

For the thematic analysis, we followed Braun and Clarke’s (2008) step by step process, which
first included that we familiarised ourselves with the data by reading and transcribing through
the interview material several times, which gave us an overview of our material. We could
then start to identify recurring themes. Next, we generated initial codes by identifying parts of
the material relevant to our research questions. After that, we grouped these codes into
possible themes by discussing to ensure that they reflected the data and were relevant to our
research aim. Then we focused on defining and naming the themes, which involved
continuing the analysis to get an understanding of each theme. We also gave each theme a
suitable name (see Table 1). Further, we conducted our analysis by selecting quotes from the
interviews while linking our findings to existing research and theory (Braun & Clarke, 2008).
Furthermore, we acknowledged that several challenges emerged throughout the empirical
material. We chose to distinguish these challenges thematically based on their nature and
context to ensure clarity. As a result, different challenges are presented under different
themes. For example, challenges related to day-to-day operations are presented under
'Challenges with work practices', while legal barriers are discussed separately under themes
such as 'Challenges with legal and policy aspects'. This division enabled a better

understanding of the various layers of complexity within the material.
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Table 1.

Theme Sub-theme

Work methods and approaches Work practices
Challenges with work practices

Leadership in the workplace

Challenges and obstacles in maintaining and Lack of resources, knowledge and time

sustaining active measures L .
Impact of organizational size

Keeping the work alive

Opportunities and areas for improvements Active measure as strategic and cultural
opportunity
Gaps between ideal and reality

Inclusion, belonging and power

Legal and policy aspects Law as a foundation and mandate
Uneven awareness and responsibility

Legal compliance is not enough

The organization's role and responsibility High expectations on the organization as a
role model

Unclear roles in implementation and
ongoing work

Communication across different levels of

the organization

6.6 Limitations
An important aspect to consider in research studies is limitations, which refers to the

definition and restriction of the research aim and topic, making it clear what the research will
study (Bryman, 2016). In this study we have focused on active measures, a legal obligation in
Sweden, and how organizations work with these measures to prevent discrimination in the
workplace. Moreover, we have limited our focus to discriminatory structures within the
organization itself, rather than discrimination from external actors, such as patients or clients.
The decision was based on our organizational perspective and our aim to provide insights that

would be relevant and applicable to organizations within the public sector.
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6.7 Ethical considerations

We followed the four key ethical principles outlined by the Swedish Research Council
(Vetenskapsradet): the requirement of information, consent, confidentiality, and the
requirement of use, meaning that all participants were fully informed about the purpose of the
study and how the data would be used. They gave their voluntary and informed consent to
participate, and we gave them the opportunity to withdraw at any point. We ensured that all
personal information was treated with strict confidentiality and pseudonymized in our thesis.
Finally, the data collected was used solely for the purpose of this research, in accordance with

ethical guidelines (Vetenskapsradet, 2001; Laryeafio & Ogbewe, 2023).

6.8 Al Policy

Al (Artificial intelligence) tools, such as language models, were used during the writing
process to correct grammar and improve clarity. However, these tools are not used to generate
content or ideas, but rather to refine material that has already been written by authors. When
transcribing the interviews we used the dictation function in Word, which was suggested and
accepted from the University side, to be able to limit time on this part and focus on other

parts of the thesis.

7. Results

This section of the thesis will present the results from the 15 semi structured interviews that
have been held at VGR with managers, HR professionals and employees. Thematic analysis
has been used to find central themes that will be presented. The following themes are; ‘Work
methods and approaches’, ‘Challenges and obstacles’, ‘Opportunities and areas for
improvement’, ‘The organization's role and responsibility’, and ‘Legal and policy aspects’.
Further, these themes will be divided into smaller sub themes. The perspective of managers,
HR professionals and employees will be presented under each theme together with relevant

quotes from the interviews.

7.1 Work methods and approaches

The theme ”"Work method and approaches” highlights the overall working methods, but also
in depth how managers, HR professionals and employees are working, supporting and

perceiving the work with active measures to prevent discrimination and diversity. In this main
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theme, three sub themes have been identified; ‘Work practices’, ‘Challenges with work

practices’, and ‘Leadership in the workplace’.

7.1.1 Work practices

Both HR professionals and employees discussed different tools and processes that themselves
or their department used regarding the work with active measures to prevent discrimination.
Two of the HR professionals worked as consultants and their current focus was that they
developed and improved an equal treatment plan. They expressed that their boss asked them
if they wanted to work with this project since it was something that had “fallen between the
chairs” (HR-professional 5). Working with the equal treatment plan was needed, since the
instructions regarding how the managers should work with active measures needs to be
updated and improved. Their work focused on how to make it clear and easy for the
managers to have one on one meetings with their employees, and to make sure that areas

within diversity and equality are clearly communicated.

We have an equal treatment plan where the active measures are documented and how they should be
followed up. So it is a document where it is stated how it should be followed up. And then the
challenge is how it should be, that it is really followed up. But as I said here, based on the equal
treatment plan, there have been a number of activities that we have identified that we want to
implement. And there we have created an action plan with activities, measures and who is responsible.
In this way, we will be able to ensure that the work is carried out.

-HR 4

Furthermore, another HR professional mentioned a different approach to working with
preventing discrimination through active measures. This approach was directly connected to
discrimination, with the aim to spread awareness about the discrimination grounds by inviting
experts within the areas to come and speak. This was a way to make it easier for managers
and HR professionals to understand the work with active measures and preventive work.
According to another HR professional, there seemed to be a lack of knowledge among many

departments about active measures.

Some administrations are up and running and actively working on the issue, but most are not. We are
also working on knowledge-raising initiatives for both managers, union representatives/safety
representatives and HR and are making an extra investment in in-depth knowledge for HR.

-HR 1
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The work related to knowledge-raising initiatives that HR 1 mentioned seemed to have been
received positively by others within HR. However, there seemed to be a lack of managers
attending these activities. On the other hand, employees were not included in the more formal
or structured activities related to active measures and preventative work. Instead, some
employees described a value-driven approach, whereas inclusion and diversity were
considered built-in organizational values. According to these employees, these values were
expected to be integrated from the start of the employment and were part of the
organizational culture rather than an active process. One employee explained that these
values were not explicitly discussed or followed up on, but rather something you should just

have as part of being hired.

But internally, well, it's not something that you carry with you everywhere all the time, but it's one of
our core values. It just has to be there.

-Employee 1

Almost all participants said that they did not need compulsory education about discrimination
and active measures. However, when it came to becoming a manager, the managers
mentioned training about the working environment and similar topics, but not specifically
about active measures and preventing discrimination. Furthermore, most participants weren’t
sure whether such material existed or where to find it. One approach mentioned by the
participants was the employee review, conducted every two years to understand current
perspectives on the workplace and employee well-being. Managers and HR professionals
both said that it was a useful tool for gaining an overview of employees' perceptions of the
workplace. Employees also said that they thought it was a good way to answer questions
about the work environment, discrimination, and other sensitive topics, especially since they

could answer them anonymously.

We ask about discrimination at every employee review and in the employee survey every other year.
We do it systematically to get an idea of what the situation is like.

-Manager 3

One of the HR professionals offered an alternative perspective on the employee reviews, with
an emphasis on the importance of continuous, hands-on engagement rather than relying only

on large-scale surveys. According to this view, meaningful change requires ongoing dialogue
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and a presence in the everyday work environment. Similarly, one manager emphasised the
importance of full participation in such surveys, noting that if not all employees respond, the

results risk being unrepresentative and therefore less useful to conduct change.

It is important to do regular follow-ups and not just a big survey once a year, to really capture small
changes and improvements continuously.

-HR 1

Workplace meetings were something that was highlighted and mentioned throughout most of
the interviews with the managers, but also among the other participants groups. It seemed that
many of the managers had the same approach regarding the workplace meetings and used
them if something happened at the workplace and needed to be discussed between managers
and employees. Both some managers and some HR professionals talked about how it is
important to handle issues as they arise, to be hands-on and intervene early in incidents.
Several managers also highlighted the importance of workplace meetings in terms of
communicating and systemically raising and talking about the work environment policies.
Some employees also stated that they think that the workplace meetings are a good place to

raise questions or comments about things that are occurring.

We have daily focus meetings with staff where we address if routines are not working as they should.
In addition, we have recently introduced a system, which is about reflecting on how the working day
has been.

-Manager 2

According to the participants, it is important for managers to address situations as they arise
by communicating with and involving all employees. Some managers appeared to work
closely with their staff on a daily basis, ensuring they had a healthy work environment and an
efficient system. Conversely, some managers did not seem to use workplace meetings as a
forum for addressing these kinds of issues, preferring to use them for more urgent
business-related matters. Instead, some managers relied on their employees to approach them
with matters relating to situations or questions. HR professionals also mentioned workplace
meetings as a way for managers and employees to discuss current matters. Overall, it was
evident among all participants groups that those who used workplace meetings regularly
thought it was an effective approach for discussing the workplace environment and resolving

1Ssues.
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7.1.2 Challenges with work practices

As previously mentioned, there are several different methods and processes that are being
used within the organization to prevent discrimination. Most of the employees shared the
same view, which was that discrimination is something that is mentioned within the
organization. However, many mentioned that there is a lack of knowledge about the work
practices and sometimes they feel that it is not integrated into daily operations and practices.

One employee had a strong opinion about this.

There is talk about discrimination but nothing concrete happens. You get nice words but nothing
happens. I have raised issues about discrimination but have not seen any changes. You should give
feedback and say that we have taken this action and we will do this if it happens again. Those are nice
words, but they are empty words. I do not see anything happening.

-Employee 2

The employee mentioned that they tried to raise questions and remarks about situations at
work, but nothing had happened. Another employee talked about how they had a good
relationship with their manager and could easily raise concerns if they occurred. One
manager talked about how they have a lot on their agenda, making it difficult to fulfill all
needs of the organization. Furthermore, HR professionals discussed the challenges involved
in deciding how to proceed with work on diversity and active measures. HR may have ideas
or opinions about preventative work, but ultimately, it is the managers who decide what the
focus should be. They don’t really have a mandate, as one HR professional expressed. They
can introduce certain things and relate it to the law, but they can't tell the managers what to do

or what to decide on.

One employee expressed disappointment regarding the lack of documentation and concrete
plans on how to deal with discrimination in everyday work. The employee said that they
hadn’t seen any concrete actions about how to prevent discrimination based on active
measures. Another employee also talked about the lack of clear communication and

instructions regarding how to work with the equal treatment plan.

28



Better education is needed about discrimination, so that people can understand when it happens and
how to deal with it. More concrete measures and guidelines are also needed on how to act in the event
of discrimination.

-Employee 3

However, several managers shared their perspective, stating that they actively implement
these measures and communicate them effectively to employees. Many managers believed
that the principles and values of diversity and equality establish the basis upon which all
employees are hired. They mentioned that these values should be embedded from the
beginning and upheld throughout their employment, and that it is common knowledge among

the employees.

7.1.3 Leadership in the workplace
Among many approaches and perspectives that were discussed, leadership was an important

part for many of the participants to mention. Throughout the interviews with the employees
the importance of a strong and clear leadership became evident. One employee talked about
how they have something called the “employee step” at their department, and that the current
year's focus was on personal development and employee strength. During these activities, the
focus was on diversity, and how everyone’s different backgrounds and conditions can
influence one another. The employee mentioned that it was their management group that had
chosen to focus on these activities, and that it was appreciated among the working group.
There was also another view of the leadership from another employee, that expressed other

feelings about the management and leadership at their department.

I have raised it several times and talked to everyone I can talk to about it. It feels like at work it's like
okay, we're going to fix it and we re going to improve it, but nothing's happened. I've come to a point
where I'm not going to raise it anymore. I just have to go in and work and go home.

-Employee 2

One employee talked about suggesting improvements and ideas, which management accepts,
but nothing happens. Another HR professional offered a different perspective on leadership
and the role of managers, suggesting that a negative approach to these subjects could lead to

them not being prioritised in favour of other things.
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Limited thinking on the part of the manager. They are not open to certain things. You may have been a
manager for a long time and then you come up with new thoughts and ideas and then you reject them
because no, I don’t believe in that. That way you don’t go into it and want it. It's a challenge
sometimes.

-HR 4

Another HR professional emphasised the importance of management support when it comes
to prioritising time and resources. They also suggested that management needs to make
decisions and organize. As mentioned in a few earlier responses, some HR professionals
emphasised how difficult it is to work without management acceptance. One employee
emphasised the importance of management support and said that it is difficult to reach out to

management, who do not listen.

The management itself doesn't listen. You come up with lots of suggestions, improvement
suggestions, you come up with lots of ideas and they accept them, but nothing happens. So in the end
you can't take it anymore.

-Employee 2

7.2 Challenges and obstacles in maintaining and sustaining active measures
One of the research questions is how the challenges perceived by HR professionals, managers
and employees when implementing and maintaining active measures can be understood. The
theme of challenges and obstacles was identified through thematic analysis and subthemes
will follow as; ‘Lack of resources, knowledge and time’, ‘Size of the organization’, and

‘Keeping the work alive’.

7.2.1 Lack of resources, knowledge and time

A common theme that was raised among several of the managers and HR professionals was
the lack of resources, time and knowledge regarding the implementation and maintaining of
active measures. One manager mentioned how more resources and knowledge about active
measures are needed, especially for first-line managers, who will implement the work in
practice. One HR professional also mentioned how time and resources are needed. They
further mention that knowledge and education is needed. Lack of knowledge was also
expressed by another HR professional, who pointed at the difficulties to actually understand

what workplace discrimination and active measures means.
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That it's difficult to understand what needs to be done if you don't have the “glasses” on yourself to
see what discrimination can be in working life. And that it is a comprehensive work that is required.

-HR 6

Furthermore, a manager mentioned that the definition of active measures was unfamiliar to

them. Moreover, the manager mentioned that they do work to prevent discrimination in other
ways, such as encouraging collaboration across teams, adopting agile working practices, and
maintaining a visible presence as a manager. Some managers were unaware of the definition
of active measures, showing that the knowledge is not evenly spread across the organization.
As both managers and HR professionals have expressed, one employee also talked about the

lack of knowledge.

Then I know that this about active measures according to the Discrimination Act, we re not doing that
to a particularly large extent. There is an incredible lack of knowledge about what it means according
to the law.

-Employee 3

The employees expressed lack of time as their most common challenges. One employee
mentioned that they have little time at their department to work with and discuss active

measures and discrimination.

Where I work, we have so little time for this. So there is very little that goes into group work
unfortunately. And I would say that is the standard challenge that we have in the region, that there is
no time to sit down and work that much on the questions if you don't have it in your work tasks. So I
think it is more that you rub it into everything around you with all the material that is available

-Employee 1

One HR professional also mentioned that other issues take priority, such as finance. If the
organization is experiencing economic difficulties, the focus is usually on resolving those

issues rather than addressing others, such as active measures and preventative work.

7.2.2 Impact of organizational size
Several participants, particularly managers and HR professionals, identified the organization's

size as a challenge to the effective implementation and maintenance of active measures. One
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manager highlighted the difficulty of reaching out to all employees in such a large
organization. Similarly, an employee described how there is some information on internal
platforms, such as online training, related to discrimination and inclusion, but still fails to

reach everyone.

One HR professional mentioned that they had recently revised a diversity policy document,
while others referred to existing documents that had been implemented earlier and were being
updated on an ongoing basis. However, several participants also expressed uncertainty about
who is actually responsible for ensuring that these efforts are implemented across the
organization. Another aspect related to the size of the organization is its complex structure,
with many departments and a large number of employees, often resulting in a decentralized
approach to working with issues such as diversity and inclusion, as mentioned by several HR

professionals and managers.

7.2.3 Keeping the work alive

Awareness of discrimination in the workplace was raised among many HR professionals, as it
is critical to keep the work with active measures alive. One HR professional made it very
clear that they should not stop talking about active measures and that they need to continue
addressing discrimination. Another HR professional said that if you don’t recognise that
discrimination is a problem and that it exists, you don't work on the issue. Failing to
recognise that discrimination exists in the workplace can also be an obstacle in itself.
However, one HR professional also highlighted the challenge of maintaining constant
awareness of these issues and of integrating active measures into daily work rather than

treating them as something that should only be addressed in documents.

The biggest challenge is keeping the work alive. Moving from dealing with emergency situations to
creating a preventive culture requires time and commitment. It requires everyone in the workplace to
understand the connections and work with active measures integrated into the daily work. It is
important to create a safe work environment where there are rules for behavior and that it is not just
about filling out forms when necessary.

-HR 3

Many employees and managers agreed with the view of the HR professionals, who

emphasised the need to maintain an ongoing discussion about discrimination within the
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organization. One employee stated that the only reasons not to talk about discrimination
would be fear and ignorance. Some managers focused mainly on what they do and not the

reason behind why they do it.

7.3 Opportunities and areas for improvement

One of the research questions relates to how managers, HR professionals and employees
perceive the work with active measures as an opportunity for the organization. While many
of those interviewed at VGR saw the outcome of working with active measures as a positive
aspect, a number of areas for improvement were also identified in order to actually make

active measures an opportunity.

7.3.1 Active measures as strategic and cultural opportunity

During the interviews it became evident that managers, HR professionals and employees
could see benefits of working with active measures in terms of improving the workplace and
the society at large. Across all participant groups, there was an agreement on the potential
benefits of working with active measures, inclusion and diversity. Further, several managers
emphasised that actively working on these issues helps to build a workplace culture in which
all employees feel respected and included. Diversity was seen as a strategic asset that could
contribute to more competent and well-rounded teams, while the work with active measures

was explained as a way of avoiding serious consequences. One manager stated:

By working proactively with active measures, the organization can prevent and resolve problems at an
carly stage, thereby reducing the risk of serious conflicts or problems related to discrimination.

-Manager 2

This feeling was echoed by several others, who viewed diversity as an integral part of a

high-performing, innovative team. Another manager summed it up well:

An inclusive workplace creates a sense of belonging and security that makes people want to stay.
When the atmosphere is good, motivation and commitment naturally increase, that leads to better
performance and stronger teams.

-Manager 3

HR professionals also highlighted the importance of creating an environment where everyone

feels that they belong and can contribute with their perspectives. One HR professional talked
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about the importance of making everyone feel safe at their workplace, and how that will
improve the overall results of the organization. One employee agreed upon this, and also
mentioned that working with active measures can ultimately make people stay and reduce

staft turnover, while also enjoying their work.

Moreover, the integration of active measures was positioned as a key element of the
organization’s ongoing development. One HR professional expressed the need for policies to

be embedded within everyday work processes rather than isolated initiatives.

You can't treat active measures and the working environment as two separate processes. They have to
be merged, that is a key to success.

-HR 2

One manager also mentioned that this work is an ongoing process that could lead to a good
work environment, which further leads to employees staying. HR professionals and
employees also supported this, and pointed to the opportunities to create an inclusive and

diverse workplace when working with active measures.
7.3.2 Gaps between ideal and reality

Despite the recognition of the benefits of active measures, a significant gap between the ideal
and the reality became evident across all participant groups. The desire for a more inclusive
and diverse workplace was universally acknowledged, however, the practicalities of

achieving these remains a barrier.

Opportunities lie in building a better working environment and contributing to a more inclusive
society. The more we talk about these issues, the better it is for both the individual and the
community.

-Manager 1

From the managerial perspective, there was a clear sense of urgency regarding the integration
of active measures. One manager talked about how failure to act could have consequences for
both the organizations and its employees. However, another manager was not really aware of
how to work with active measures and how to bring it into practice. HR professionals on the
other hand shared similar concerns about the tension between the ideal of inclusion and the

structural and legal constraints within which they operate. One HR professional acknowledge
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that active measure is a critical part of organizational development, while another HR

professional told following:

It’s always a balancing act. Yes, we have to follow the law, and yes, it can feel like a lot. But with
openness and acceptance, I think it can work.

-HR 4

Furthermore, several employees spoke about how the organization's formal policies and
stated that intentions did not always translate into their everyday practices. One employee
highlighted that there was generally good support for the ideals of inclusion, while others had
different opinions. A manager raised the challenge that there is a lack of discussion among all
parts within the organization about the work with active measures, and did also mention an

area for improvement with this challenge - changing experience with each other.

One employee talked about how they hear about how important diversity and inclusion is, but
that they don’t always see it in practice. The same employee talked about how it is easy to
talk about values, but more difficult to live by them. A recurring theme was the disconnect
between how inclusion and diversity was talked about, and the actual opportunities for
advancement. Another employee noted that diversity was visible in front-line roles, but it was

much less apparent in leadership or decision-making positions.

7.3.3 Inclusion, belonging and power

Inclusion was described by participants as closely connected to a sense of belonging and the
ability to be heard, regardless of look’s, background or one’s position. It was also across all
participant groups associated with fairness, representation as well as how power and
influence are distributed in the workplace. While several participants highlighted that
inclusion was often spoken about in positive terms, it did not always align with actual

experiences.

People talk about inclusion, but it’s often the same people being listened to. Others just stay quiet. |
don’t feel heard.

-Employee 2

Several HR professionals stressed that failing to listen to everyone’s opinions can limit the

organization's potential to grow and develop.
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There's a danger in only listening to certain roles - like if we only listen to doctors. They can be
wrong. Meanwhile, a nurse may have an idea that helps us recruit more staff. Inclusion makes the
organization stronger.

-HR 5

Most HR professionals agreed that active measures also contribute to psychological safety.
One HR professional saw a clear link between feeling accepted at work and being able to
contribute fully by encouraging broader participation and engagement. Managers did also
emphasize the link between inclusion and employee well-being. One manager mentioned
how an inclusive culture can contribute to a positive atmosphere. Another manager on the
other hand highlighted that they also have practical difficulties in ensuring that all employees
feel involved in decision-making processes. A third manager talked about that they work on
inclusion, but that it is hard to determine if everyone feels included. An employee then

expressed skepticism regarding inclusion at the top.

If inclusion worked the way it should, we’d see more people from different backgrounds moving up.

-Employee 3

Both employees and HR professionals emphasized the need to have and maintain

conversations about inclusion and power, even though it can be difficult and uncomfortable.

7.4 Legal and policy aspects

Legal and policy aspects emerged throughout the interviews, particularly among HR
professionals who emphasised the legal and policy-driven nature of working with active
measures. Several participants emphasised that the implementation of active measures is not
a matter of choice but a legal obligation under the Swedish Discrimination Act. On the other
hand, some participants expressed concern that without awareness and commitment across
the organization, the legal obligation alone is not enough to ensure meaningful

implementation and maintenance.

7.4.1 Law as a foundation and mandate

The legal obligation to work with active measures was viewed as a crucial starting point,
especially during the interviews with HR professionals. One HR professional mentions that
the Swedish Discrimination Act creates a non-negotiable mandate for all employees, ensuring
that organizations cannot avoid working with diversity, inclusion and active measures. A

major challenge identified by several managers was the lack of legal support and resources.
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Many noted that while they are responsible for the working environment, the responsibility
covers a wide range of tasks, from granting leave to ensuring compliance with numerous laws
and regulations. The legal structure can offer clarity in terms of what is expected of them
when it comes to active measures, but it could also be challenging navigating different laws,

policies and areas. As one manager said:

I have a responsibility for the working environment, but that means many different things - like giving
leave, complying with rules and regulations. Of course, more training is needed.

-Manager 3

Furthermore, several HR professionals described the legislation as an anchor to offer
legitimacy to inclusion efforts, especially in environments where there might be resistance or
competing priorities. When talking to managers, HR professionals and employees, many of
them talked about policy documents such as equality plans and routines. These were often
developed in direct response to legal requirements, and many described these documents as
important guiding tools. Moreover, as one HR professional mentioned, the law creates a

shared baseline.

It helps that it’s not optional. It’s not just a ‘nice-to-have’ — we have to do this.

-HR 6

7.4.2 Uneven awareness and responsibility

A recurring theme when talking to managers and employees about the legal aspect was the
uneven knowledge about what the law actually entails, and whose responsibility it is to

uphold it.

It doesn't really matter if we have the law - if people don't even know what active measures are,
nothing will happen.
-HR 6

Moreover, managers often acknowledged their formal responsibility, but they also pointed out
that it was one responsibility among others. One manager expressed a lack of confidence in
their ability to handle the legal aspects of active measures without additional support or
training. Another manager talked about how the work environment responsibilities included
everything from leave approvals to health and safety laws, which made it hard to give active

measures the attention they require. Moreover, among the employees, the level of legal
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awareness was typically much lower. Some could talk about different initiatives that could be
linked to active measures, such as surveys or general principles of fairness, but few could
articulate what active measures legally involve. One employee shared that they were aware of
inclusion being discussed but had never seen any education or communication about the legal

side of it:

I think a lot of people don’t even know this is in the law.

-Employee 3
7.4.3 Legal compliance is not enough

Most participants agreed about the importance of legal obligations, but many also pointed out
that simply following the rules does not guarantee real change. As mentioned before,
knowledge about active measures and the legal obligation connected to it was not evenly
known about in the organization. Further, one HR professional expressed frustration with the
“checklist mentality”, meaning that the goal is to meet minimum standards, rather than to

create meaningful impact.

You can follow the law and still miss the point. Inclusion is about culture, not just compliance.

-HR 4

Some employees also agreed on these concerns. Many felt that the obligation to work on
active measures can take away from the real work of inclusion, and that the most important

aspect is to understand why you should act upon the law.

We do the surveys, but what happens after? It feels like nothing changes.
-Employee 2

One employee further talked about how some of these concerns that were raised, for example
in surveys, did not always lead to visible changes in daily practices or organizational culture.
Things were only talked about or done something about in the aftermath of incidents. The
data collected from different processes was furthermore not being used effectively to address
the real issues they face in the workplace. However, other employees had not experienced
anything connected to this and talked about how their work with active measures was more
driven by values in their specific working group. Managers, on the other hand, talked about
how they do follow the law, but one manager mentioned that they can always learn more and

wanted more education in this area and support.
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7.5 The organization's role and responsibility

Through all the previous themes it has been communicated by the participant that there is a
need for clearer communication and demand for clearer leadership. This means that the
organization's responsibility is important regarding these topics. This part of the results
focuses on the expectations that managers, HR professionals and employees have on the
organization regarding the work with discrimination and diversity. The sub themes identified
for this part were; ‘High expectations on the organization as a role model’, ‘Unclear roles in
implementation and ongoing work’, and ‘Communication across different levels of the

organization’.

7.5.1 High expectations on the organization as a role model
One of the managers highlighted the fact that VGR is one of the largest employers in Sweden
and for that reason it is crucial that they are working with active measures to prevent

discrimination, improve diversity, and become a role model for other organizations.

I have high expectations that the organization will continuously work on these issues. We are one of
the largest workplaces and therefore it is crucial that we are role models in this work. Where I work, I
feel that there is an understanding of the importance of these issues, but there is always room for
improvement.

-Manager 2

Among the HR professionals it was clear that they also had high expectations regarding the
organization work, but it seems that they also felt that the organization is working in the right
direction and meets these expectations. One of the HR professionals was satisfied with the
ongoing work, and talked about whenever something happens, they take it seriously and try
to find out what happens, and have thorough investigations. Furthermore, employees talked
about how their expectations on the organizations work with diversity and active measures

were also high.

VGR says it wants to be Sweden’s best public employer. If that’s true, then diversity can’t be a side
note, it has to be central.

-Employee 3

Throughout the interviews with the managers, HR professionals and employees, it became

evident that there is a shared understanding of the importance of diversity, inclusion, and
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anti-discrimination efforts, and that all of the above agreed that this is something that they

expect their employer to work with.

7.5.2 Unclear roles in implementation and ongoing work

Many participants agreed that they have high expectations on the organization work with
active measures, but the opinions differ on how well the organization lives up to these ideals
and how well there are clear responsibilities and roles. One thing that was consistent was that
there is a need for clearer leadership and clearer guidelines when it comes to the work with
active measures. The structure might therefore exist, but the effectiveness and how it works

in practice remains uncertain.

The law is clear, but I don’t see how VGR implements it in a meaningful way. There’s huge ignorance
about what it actually means.

-Employee 3

Another employee added that they were under-resourced, and that it was hard to get
everything done, leading to the things that don't ‘matter’ the most to fall to the bottom of the
list. Further, another employee talked about how it is hard to see the organization's
commitment in what actually happens in day-to-day operations, and that the knowledge
around the topic is not evenly spread in the organization, which according to the employee
could hinder developing the implementation and work with active measures. An HR
professional talked about how they needed more education, real measures and a long-term
plan to create true diversity. It was also mentioned that one expectation is that the work with
discrimination, diversity and active measures needs to be integrated in all parts of the

organization.

I expect this to be worked with at all levels of the organization. It should not only be something that is
done at management level but also locally, on the floor. It is important that it permeates the entire
organization and that it is not just addressed in a survey, but that it is really discussed and becomes a
part of the organization.

-HR 3

Furthermore, both employees and HR professionals pointed to a lack of knowledge or a fear
of making mistakes as a potential barrier to progress, as well as an unclear sense of
responsibility. However, the desire for progress and the importance of the subject are evident.

Interviews with employees on the topic of roles and responsibilities make it clear that
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everyone agrees that the topic is important, but knowledge of it and the sense of urgency
seem quite diffuse. There appears to be little or no guidance or training provided to

employees, and the factors seem to be more value-driven.

7.5.3 Communication across different levels of the organization

One theme that also emerged connected to the structure, role and responsibility of the
organization was how communication was across different levels. One specific thought was
mentioned by a manager, who expressed a desire for knowledge exchange between the
different parts of the organization. The manager talked about how there is support from
management for the active measures and guidance around it, but there is a lack of more active
discussion about how to work with diversity and the work environment at all levels. Another
employee also talked about how more interaction between different units and work groups
could strengthen the work with diversity and inclusion, by creating a more network-oriented
way of working and the opportunity to share experiences. Another manager also expressed
the need for more work with work environment and diversity questions, and more
commitment to these matters, especially since we are a lot of employees within a large and
complex organization, where there are difficulties to reach out to all. What these participants
suggest is more structured communications channels across the organization. Moreover, there
was also an HR professional that was not that satisfied and expressed the lack of structure

within the work with active measures.

I expect us to create structures for dialogue. We don't have enough structure today, and we need to
create better dialogue channels where people feel they can raise their opinions without being
dismissed. This can contribute to a better work environment and also strengthen our employer brand.

-HR 3

When asked whether leadership and HR professionals truly take these matters seriously, the
responses were lacking. One employee mentioned that there are established channels for
reporting discrimination and accessing support. However, as they had never used these
channels, they were unable to assess how well they work in practice. Another employee said
that, despite raising awareness of discrimination in the workplace, they never heard back

from managers about it.
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8. Discussion
This chapter presents our findings in relation to the research questions and theoretical

framework, with a focus on how managers, HR professionals, and employees at VGR
understand and work with active measures to prevent discrimination. The two theories offer
different perspectives on the empirical data. We examine how formal structures, norms and
external pressures shape organizational behaviour using institutional theory. Through the lens
of intersectionality, we explore the impact of power, identity, and belonging on the perception
and implementation of inclusion practices. The discussion is organized thematically and

aligned with the three research questions.

8.1 Do managers, HR professionals, and employees work to prevent

discrimination through active measures legislation?

The empirical findings indicate that efforts to prevent discrimination through the active
measures legislation are uneven and largely dependent on individual awareness, managerial
support and organizational structures. This reflects the complex interaction between the
formal rules, organizational norms and shared beliefs in institutional theory (Scott, 2001).
The Swedish Discrimination Act can be seen as the regulative framework (Scott, 2011),
which mandates employers to proactively prevent discrimination and promote equality
through systematic collaboration with employees, including risk assessments, goal setting,
concrete actions, and regular follow-ups (Lehto & Lindholm, 2014; DO, 2021). However, this
formal structure is not embedded across the organization. This can be linked to the regulative
pillar and the fact that it alone does not guarantee consistent implementation throughout the

organization without the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars.

There was no unified approach to active measures within the organization, and they didn’t
seem to have clear guidelines other than value-driven ones. Different departments and roles
had their own ways of handling preventative work and discrimination. This can be connected
to the normative pillar, which highlights the shared values and social obligations that affect
the behavior that appear within the organization (Scott, 2001). Although the legal obligation
provides a formal framework and mandate, the practical application varies significantly
depending on roles within the organization, awareness, and managerial support. This can be
connected to managers lacking knowledge, resources or motivation to be able to implement

legal requirements (Miiller, Jorg & Striebing, 2022). Beyond that, it can also be aligned with
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how institutional legitimacy depends on the alignment between formal rules and
organizational values (Berthod, 2018; Scott 2001). While managers are legally responsible
for implementing active measures, their understanding of this responsibility was often vague
or dominated by other operational demands. Some managers stated that they were working
with active measures but could not specify exactly how, except when referring to general
practices such as workplace meetings as a forum to raise issues. However, when managers
embraced the normative expectations, and HR professionals received leadership support, they
were able to prioritise active measures and preventative work more effectively. This can be
aligned with what Lawrence (2000) mentions about how crucial it is with a distinct
management structure and their support to be able to reach change and achieve equal
opportunities. In contrast, when normative commitment was weaker, managers'
understanding of the legal obligations resulted in inconsistent or superficial practices.
Moreover, this institutional logic within the organization reveals that the work with active
measures according to the legal aspect is fragmented. This difference in how the organization
works with this can be influenced by the cultural-cognitive pillar, which aims at the
taken-for-granted assumptions and everyday perceptions of discrimination (Scott, 2001). The
data suggest that some managers and employees operate without the “lenses” necessary to
identify or acknowledge discrimination, which reflects the concept of attenuated
consciousness (Lammers & Garcia, 2017). This unconsciousness relates to the institutional
norms that make discriminatory practices difficult to detect and challenge, as some of the
participants perceive their workplace as inclusive and free from discrimination. Because of
this, discrimination can stay hidden and hard to challenge since many believe their workplace
is already fair and inclusive. These common ways of thinking make it more difficult to

question unfair treatment and slow down real progress in preventing discrimination.

HR professionals were generally the most knowledgeable about the Discrimination Act and
often referred to it as a guideline for inclusion efforts and projects. They more often
embodied the regulative pillar through their knowledge of this. Those HR professionals who
were able to demonstrate and talk about concrete ways of working with active measures with
managerial approval exemplify institutional entrepreneurs, which are actors who leverage
their position to challenge existing practices and introduce new routines aimed at inclusion
and equality (Lammers & Garcia, 2017). In contrast, when HR works in isolation, without the
necessary support from managers, the diversity initiative can be seen more as an individual

effort, rather than a shared organizational responsibility (Rachele, 2017). This shows that
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leadership openness to these initiatives serves as a crucial normative support that enables HR
to work with these initiatives and try to embed them into organizational practices. Alignment
across the different institutional pillars can therefore be seen as crucial for lasting change

(Rachele, 2017).

Another finding related to this was that the managers and HR professionals who had
knowledge about anti-discrimination and inclusion work, more often expressed concern that
their organization was not doing enough, or that there was a lack of knowledge and capacity
around these issues. This could be explained as deinstitutionalisation, already rooted norms
that are being questioned (Lammers & Garcia, 2017). On the other hand, those who were less
engaged or unable to specify how preventative work should be carried out according to legal
obligation, often described the workplace as already inclusive and mostly free from
discrimination. In these cases, it appeared that the “lenses” for recognising inequality were

absent, making it more difficult to see issues with discrimination.

While most employees were aware of what active measures entailed, knowledge of their legal
obligations was limited. While most could identify activities that aligned with the
overarching goal of preventing discrimination, such as employee surveys, they did not
necessarily connect these actions to the requirements of the Discrimination Act. However,
these were rarely understood as a systematic process as required by law. Some felt that active
efforts were being made, others perceived that little or nothing was actually happening,
despite some managers claiming the opposite. Although HR professionals can drive change,
employees also play an important role in changing internal structures and attitudes. Many
initiatives fail due to a lack of employee engagement (Lawler & Morhman, 2013; Lehto &
Lindholm, 2017). As previous research has shown, diversity initiatives and policies are most
effective when they are aligned with an organization's diversity goals. However, if diversity is
not well integrated into the organization, HR may struggle to implement active measures
(Tatli & Ozbilgin, 2009). This reveals a gap in both normative commitment and
cultural-cognitive awareness. While some employees could identify activities resembling
active measures, these were rarely connected to the legal framework. This shows that there is
a disconnect between formal institutional demands and everyday organisational realities. This
shows that active measures are not fully integrated in the organization's shared understanding,
aligning with the cultural-cognitive pillar. Moreover, employee engagement is essential to

shifting institutional norms and beliefs. Without it, preventive efforts may struggle to
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challenge power structures and cultural assumptions (Lawler & Morhman, 2013; Lehto &

Lindholm, 2017).

Connected with these institutional dynamics is the concept of intersectionality (Crenshaw,
1989; Cho, Williams-Crenshaw & McCall, 2013), which complicates the organizational
challenge of working to prevent discrimination through active measures. Intersectionality
shows that formal equality and neutral policies, like those in the Swedish Discrimination Act,
focus on separate categories (like gender or ethnicity) and but shows a lack of how different
forms of discrimination can overlap because of deeper, historical and systemic power
differences (Cho, Williams-Crenshaw & McCall, 2013). These neutral laws, and more
value-driven guidelines, lack an intersectional perspective, and may reproduce inequalities
despite formal compliance. This is because they miss out on how different groups can
experience discrimination differently. This resonates with findings that formal equality, often
emphasised in organizational active measures, is not enough to understand the real
experiences of minority employees, whose discrimination is shaped by multiple overlapping

factors like race, gender, and class (Cho et al., 2013; Atewologun, 2018).

Connected to this, the fragmented institutional logics within the organization can hinder the
adoption of intersectional approaches. Normative values and cultural-cognitive assumptions
often simplify complex identities, which risks treating discrimination as a single-issue
problem rather than a multidimensional one (Scott, 2001; Carastathis, 2014). This
simplification reflects the “single-axis thinking”, which has been criticized by
intersectionality scholars, where race, gender, or class are addressed separately instead of
together. That can risk limiting the organization's ability to identity and respond to complex
patterns of discrimination (Cho et al., 2013; Carastathis, 2014). Adopting an intersectional
perspective can help us understand why work involving active measures can be
oversimplified and overlook important aspects. In our data, discrimination was often
discussed in general terms in relation to the law or the grounds for discrimination. However,
only one participant spoke about how these different grounds for discrimination might
intersect. Therefore, there was a general absence of a more holistic perspective, in which
individuals are recognised as being shaped by multiple, overlapping identities. For example,
being both a woman and a migrant, or the influence of age and disability on someone’s
experiences at work. This absence itself is a key finding and can be related to the lack of an

intersectional approach to active measures, which may be linked to fragmented work. Much
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of this work is guided by legal obligations or value-driven approaches, but lacks deeper
engagement with the complex systems of power that shape people’s everyday experiences.
There is a risk that adhering to the law or promoting general values will be considered

sufficient while systemic inequalities remain unchallenged.

Overall, our findings suggest that intersectionality is largely absent from organizational
practices and from how participants talk about discrimination. Consequently, certain forms of
discrimination may remain invisible, particularly for individuals who occupy multiple
marginalised positions. For preventative work to be effective and fair, a broader
understanding of how various power structures intersect and shape inequality is needed.
Moreover, the assumptions taken for granted by the cultural-cognitive pillar shape what is
recognised as discrimination or inequality. Many managers and employees lack the 'lenses'
needed to recognise how intersectional identities influence experiences of discrimination,
instead relying on 'single-axis thinking'. This is linked to attenuated consciousness, whereby
simplified institutional norms are followed unconsciously (Lammers & Garcia, 2017). This
unconscious adherence makes it harder to detect and challenge complex discrimination,
contributing to the perception that the workplace is already inclusive (Lammers & Garcia,

2017).

8.2 How can challenges perceived by managers, HR professionals, and
employees when implementing and maintaining active measures be

understood?

The challenges described by managers, HR professionals, and employees in implementing
and maintaining active measures are shaped by a mix of institutional, structural, and

intersectional factors.

One of the most prominent issues that was mentioned by the participants was the gap
between what is stated in policies and what actually happens in practice. This can be
understood through the concept of ‘decoupling’ (Kalev, Kelly, & Dobbin, 2006), where
organizations adopt equality measures to meet external demands, such as legal requirements
by the Discrimination Act, without making internal changes. Policies may be in place, but
they are often not reflected in daily routines or visibly supported by leadership. This
disconnect becomes especially problematic when viewed through an intersectional lens

(Crenshaw, 1989; Acker, 2006). As mentioned in the earlier section, there seems to be a lack
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of understanding of the intersectional perspective, and that, in itself, is one of the bigger
challenges that the organization faces. When challenges hinder the efforts with preventive
work, or if it is symbolic, employees with multiple marginalized identities are the most
affected. These groups may be excluded from development opportunities and
decision-making not because of a lack of policy, but because the organization's structure
continues to reproduce inequality (Acker, 2006). The absence of an intersectionality
perspective also plays a part in reproducing these inequalities. This reflects an incomplete
internalisation of the norms behind active measures (Scott, 2001), and while the legal
frameworks may exist, they haven’t become part of the organization’s ways of working. The
result of this is that active measures risks of only becoming formalities on paper rather than
integrated in everyday practices. Miiller et al. (2022) reinforce this point by showing how
unconscious biases and structural barriers continue to undermine diversity efforts, even when

formal policies are in place.

The lack of resources, knowledge and time was discovered as a challenge among most of the
participants. These factors are crucial from the aspects of the implementation and
understanding of active measures and workplace discrimination. As previously mentioned,
active measures is something that an employer, according to the Discrimination Act, has to
integrate and work with. But even so, many managers were unfamiliar with the definition.
This could be understood that a large number of employers have equality or diversity plans,
but haven't integrated the approach that is required by the law (Lehto & Lindholm, 2014).
Within the organization, different types of work are valued differently, and preventive work
related to discrimination is often marginalized in favour of core economic tasks. This can be
connected to Acker's (2006) theory of inequality regimes, which provides an understanding
of this challenge. It was also highlighted among several participants that external pressures
such as economic issues are prioritized instead of preventive work and active measures. Our
findings also reveal that unclear responsibilities and a fragmented structure can make
implementing active measures challenging. While previous research (Choi & Rainey, 2010)
has identified collaboration between managers, HR and employees as effective, we rarely
observed such shared responsibility in our data. Instead, inclusion work was often seen as the
responsibility of HR alone, which could reduce engagement from other organizational
stakeholders. From an institutional theory perspective, this suggests that the normative pillar
(shared values and collective responsibility) is weak or inconsistently developed across

different departments. Unclear roles and responsibilities may also be perceived as a challenge
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by participants. Previous research has shown that managers, HR professionals and employees
can collaborate to prevent discrimination in the workplace by sharing responsibilities (Choi &
Rainey, 2010). However, this reflects an organizational norm that prioritises other demands

over diversity efforts, thereby reproducing inequality (Acker, 2006).

Moreover, the way in which diversity and inclusion are framed, either as a matter of legal
compliance or a set of meaningful values, has a significant impact on engagement. When
active measures are seen only as something required by law, rather than as a means of
improving organizational culture, the motivation and initiative are limited. This relates to the
cultural-cognitive pillar (Scott, 2001), which emphasises the importance of taken-for-granted
meanings and routines. If there is not a shared belief that preventative work matters and is
relevant to all employees, it will remain insignificant. The challenge lies in both how
inclusion work is valued, and how it is perceived. Together these challenges create resistance
to change, despite formal policies being in place. The lack of engagement, combined with
fragmented institutional logics, strengthens resistance to change, even when formal structures
are in place. Furthermore, the absence of intersectional awareness among participants means
that certain forms of discrimination remain invisible. When people recognise discrimination
only through single categories, such as gender or ethnicity, they overlook the fact that many
employees experience it on multiple levels, and that these experiences are often systemic

rather than incidental.

8.3 What opportunities and benefits does the organization perceive when

engaging in preventing discrimination through active measures?

Among managers, HR professionals and employees there was a common understanding that
the work with active measures to prevent discrimination, inclusion and diversity contributes
with valuable benefits for the organization. The participants talked about how this work
would lead to reducing employee turnover, improving the culture and dynamic among teams,
but also a contribution to broader societal change. This can be connected to the understanding
of Atewologun (2018), that better understanding of social justice and inequality in

organizations increases the potential for meaningful social change (Atewologun, 2018).
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Managers especially mentioned that this work contributes in ways to make everyone feel
included and respected in the work environment. HR professionals had the same view, and
emphasized the crucial part with creating an environment where you feel that you can
contribute and belong regardless of your background or the position within the organization.
This can be connected to what is mentioned in Allard and Dellve (2025), how important it is
to work with different diversity initiatives as it contributes to a better working climate, job
satisfaction and loyalty among employees. But there were some participants who had
negative experiences with inclusion, and one employee expressed that this was not as good as
they expected. Another employee felt that inclusion is something that the organization often
highlights, but in the end it is always the same kind of people that are being heard and
listened to. From a manager's perspective it seemed to be difficult to always make sure that
all employees are involved and included in decision making. This can be explained by
intersectionality theory, which illustrates how interconnected systems of disadvantage

determine who is seen, heard and promoted (Crenshaw, 1989; Acker, 2006).

Furthermore, some managers and HR professionals described active measures as a proactive
tool for avoiding conflicts and discrimination, and for building psychological safety and
strengthening teams. When discussing diversity and its impact on the workforce, participants
described diversity as a valuable asset that could enhance productivity. As Choi and Rainey
(2010) mentions, when managing diversity effectively this could contribute to a positive
impact regarding productivity, decision-making, and the organizational performance.
Working as a diverse workforce can lead to new perspectives, ideas and how to solve
problems, which in turn generates better decisions. Further, as Choi and Rainey (2010) also
highlights the importance of the manager's role in this process, and how their effective

leadership is crucial to lead a diverse workforce to accept the different perspectives and ideas.

These perceptions of the opportunities and benefits of working to prevent discrimination
through active measures can be aligned with the normative and strategic pillars of
institutional theory (Scott, 2001). According to this theory, policies gain traction when they
are aligned with an organization's core values. Broader frameworks such as work
environment management (SAM and OSA) were mentioned as needing to be merged with
active measures. This further emphasises that inclusion and diversity should be treated as part

of the organization's core mission, rather than as a separate initiative.
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Many participants felt that by working proactively with active measures against
discrimination, it could bring clear benefits to the organization. Several participants
mentioned that it could help prevent problems early and reduce the risk of serious conflicts
later on. This shows that the organization understands that if these issues are ignored, the
consequences can affect the whole organization, not just those directly exposed to
discrimination. Discrimination has been shown to harm employees’ well-being and job
satisfaction, especially when it comes from within the organization, from managers or
colleagues who often hold more power (Wood, Braecken & Niven, 2013). When people are
mistreated by those in higher positions, it can damage trust and the overall work environment
(Wood, Braeken & Niven, 2013). This is also something employers are legally responsible
for. According to Swedish work environment law, employers must regularly assess risks in
the workplace, including risks related to discrimination and harassment (Johansson, 2022).
This is part of systematic work environment management (SAM), which means that
promoting inclusion and preventing discrimination isn’t just “good to have”, it’s a basic
requirement for creating a safe and healthy workplace. The fact that both managers and HR
professionals recognised the risks of not taking this work seriously shows that there’s an

awareness of how discrimination can impact the whole organization.

9. Conclusion
This study highlights an issue regarding active measures in Swedish organisations. Despite

legal obligations, VGR is not working systematically with active measures, even though the
Swedish Discrimination Act requires all employers to conduct ongoing work to prevent
discrimination, a work that is not optional. However, it is often deprioritised or

misunderstood.

One critical insight from this study is that there seemed to be no formal requirement for
education to carry out active measures in practice. Yet, the work is expected to be done
correctly and continuously. This creates a problematic gap, since many managers and
employees are not familiar with the law, its purpose or what the work entails. Some confuse
other, temporary initiatives or diversity projects with active measures, while others lack
awareness of what the law actually demands. As a result, responsibilities become unclear,
follow-up is weak and lack of understanding of the structural nature of discrimination. This
study also shows that there is little value in limiting knowledge about active measures and

preventative work to a single group of employees, such as HR professionals. For sustainable
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change, the entire organization, across all levels, must be aware and engaged. When
knowledge is fragmented, there is an increased risk that the work will remain isolated and
symbolic rather than being embedded in everyday practices. Practical and true progress will
require managers, HR professionals and employees to share an understanding of, and

responsibility for, the work with active measures.

Another consequence of this uneven knowledge and understanding is that work with active
measures is not prioritized. This suggests that discrimination can become institutionalised
within organizations, becoming embedded in processes, norms and power relations that go
unchallenged. Without conscious and continuous efforts, these structures remain intact,
regardless of any well-meaning values or mission statements. Moreover, soft policies often
stay at the surface. They are not communicated throughout the organization, or translated into

concrete action.

This calls for stronger regulation and awareness, as well as a shift in attitudes towards active
measures. The law must be communicated more effectively, enforced more rigorously and
supported by clearer national guidelines. Society as a whole must help organizations adapt to
this. At the same time, organizations must take ownership and realise that discrimination

occurs in order to change discriminatory structures.

In summary, active measures must be prioritized, systematized and embedded in the
organization's everyday practices alongside mandatory education for all people within the

organization. Having values is not enough. Organizations must take action.

10. Contribution to the field

Our study has revealed the importance of a more even knowledge among the organizations at
different levels to understand the value and the reasons behind working with active measures.
It has also revealed that not enough is being done, and that active measures rarely are carried
out according to the law. Part of the problem is that the legal guidelines are unclear and not
always easy to follow, which makes it harder for organizations to know what’s expected of

them
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11. Future research

Future research should explore the broader societal perspective and shared responsibilities in
preventing discrimination. While individual organizations play a crucial role, it is clear that
the issue cannot be addressed by single actors alone. Discrimination is embedded in wider
structures, so future studies should examine how laws, public institutions and societal norms

either support or hinder the implementation of active measures.
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13. Appendices
Appendix 1

Interviewguide

Hello and thank you for participating in this interview!

Our names are Alice Lundberg and Ottilia Carlsson and we are currently studying our
master’s degree within Human Resource Management and Labour Relations at the University
of Gothenburg. We are conducting a study that aims to investigate how Vistra
Gotalandsregionen works with issues related to discrimination. Our work will highlight the
challenges and opportunities that exist in these areas by examining how active measures are
implemented and worked with in the organization.

All answers you provide will be treated confidentially and used only in this context. Your
name or any other information will not be linked to your answers in the thesis. We will only
compile and analyze data at an overall level to preserve anonymity.

This interview will take approximately 30-60 minutes. We will record the interview in order
to be able to return to the answers if it becomes necessary. The recording will only be used
for our internal purpose and will be deleted directly after we have finished our analysis.

If you feel uncomfortable with any question or if you would like us to clarify something
during the interview, please do not hesitate to let us know. We really appreciate that you are
taking your time to participate and contribute to our study. If you have any questions before
we begin, you are welcome to ask them now.

Interview questions for managers (Unit managers)

Introductory questions

e (an you tell us a little about your role in the organization?
e How long have you had this role, and what kind of experience do you have with the
work environment and diversity questions?

Work environment and systematic work environment work

e Do you feel that you have sufficient knowledge of what the role of work environment
managers entails? Do you feel confident in that role?
How do you ensure that the work environment in the workplace is safe and secure?
What measures do you use to create a good work environment and prevent risks?
How do you ensure that work environment policies and guidelines are followed by all
employees?
How do you communicate these guidelines to the employees?
How do you follow up and evaluate the work with the work environment?
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How does the responsibility look like regarding the work environment questions at the
different levels in the organization? Is the responsibility distributed fairly?

Perceptions of discrimination, diversity and work environment work

How do you define the concept of discrimination and diversity in working life?

What does diversity mean to you within the organization? What aspects do you think
should be included?

What is your perception regarding the connection between work environment work
and work with equality, diversity and inclusion?

According to your perception, how do you describe active measures, and how do you
think that they should be implemented in the organization?

What expectations do you have of the organization's work with discrimination,
diversity and active measures?

Discrimination and resistance within the organization

Have you experienced that work with discrimination, equality, or diversity has
aroused strong feelings within the organization? In what way?

Have you experienced resistance when it comes to preventive initiatives, such as
policy development or education? What do you think is the reason behind this
resistance? (For example, prioritizing other issues, unconscious bias, or uncertainty
about the division of responsibilities?)

Has work with improvements regarding diversity and inclusion been met with any
negative reactions from employees, other managers, or the organization at large? Can
you give examples of how this has manifested itself?

Procedures and policies

How clear do you feel that the organization's guidelines and policies are when it
comes to dealing with discrimination when something has happened?

Do you know which kind of procedures and processes that should be followed if an
incident of discrimination or harassment happens?

Challenges and opportunities in the work

Are there any specific routines or measures within the work of discrimination and
diversity that have been questioned or opposed? How has this been handled? What do
you think are the reasons for the resistance? (For example, lack of knowledge,
resources, motivation or a perception that other issues are more important?)

What are the biggest challenges and opportunities in this work? Do you experience
that there is a clear division of responsibilities, sufficient resources and knowledge
within the organization?
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Preventive work

How do you work to create an inclusive work environment and prevent discrimination
and exclusion?

What concrete initiatives has the organization taken to promote equality and
diversity?

How does the organization ensure that the work with diversity and inclusion is a part
of the daily work and not a separate question?

How do you work to educate and raise awareness among employees and managers
about the importance of inclusion and equal treatment?

Is there anything in the legislation or the organization's internal work that you think
needs to be improved in order for the work with active measures to be more effective?
Are there any forums available where employees can raise questions or ideas about
diversity and inclusion?

How do you follow up and evaluate the preventive work to see if it is effective?

Do you experience that there is active support from management for preventive work?
What could strengthen it further?

Routines and handling

Are there clear routines for how discrimination and exclusion are handled when they
arise?

Have you experienced a discrimination incident that has been met with resistance
within the organization, for example that it has not been taken seriously or prioritized?
How do you experience that the organization handles reported cases of
discrimination? Is there anything that can be improved?

Do you feel that there is a culture where employees feel safe with raising issues about
discrimination and inclusion? If not, what could be improved?

Diversity work

How do you think that Vistra Goétalandsregionen works with diversity and inclusion?
What do you think is good, and is there anything that you think should be developed
or improved?

What are the biggest challenges and opportunities in this work?

How do you work to involve employees in the work of creating a more inclusive
workplace?

Active measures

How do you work with active measures to prevent discrimination in the organization?
Can you give some concrete examples?

Do you feel that you have enough information and knowledge to be able to work with
active measures? If not, what is missing?

What kind of support and resources do you have access to, to implement active
measures?
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How do you collaborate with HR and other managers to ensure that the work with
active measures becomes an integrated part of the organization? How do you measure
the effect of the measures that you implement?

Are there any success factors or good examples from the organization that you think
are worth highlighting regarding your work with active measures?

If you had the opportunity to improve or change something in the organization’s work
with active measures, what would it be?

What challenges have you encountered when it comes to implementing and
maintaining active measures?

What opportunities and benefits does the work with active measures provide to the
organization?

Other and closing questions

e I[s there anything else beyond what we have covered that you would like to raise?

Interview questions for employees

Introductory questions

Can you briefly tell us about your role in the organization and how long you have
worked here?

Work environment

If you are a union representative or equal treatment representative: Do you feel that
you have sufficient knowledge of what your role entails? Do you feel secure in this
role?

How do you experience the work environment at your workplace? Do you have the
resources and support you need to be able to perform in your role?

Do you feel that you know who you can turn to if you experience problems with the
work environment?

Is there anything that can be improved in the work environment? If yes, can you give
an example? If not, is there anything that you think is handled in the right way?

Perceptions of discrimination, diversity and work with the work environment

How do you define the concept of discrimination in working life?

What does diversity mean to you within the organization? What aspects do you think
should be included?

How do you see the connection between work with the work environment and work
with equality, diversity and inclusion?

What do you think active measures mean, and how do you think they should be
implemented in the organization?
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What expectations do you have of the organization's work with discrimination,
diversity and active measures?

Discrimination

What do you think discrimination means in working life, and how do you think that
Vistra Gotalandsregionen is working to combat discrimination? What do you think is
good, and what could be improved?

Have you received any information or education about Vistra Gétlandsregionen work
against discrimination? How is the communication regarding this?

Are you as an employee involved in the work against discrimination? If so, in what
way?

At what level do you feel that preventive work with discrimination is carried out
within the organization? Do you feel that the work is carried out at the organizational
level, unit level or employee level? Describe if you can how it works at each level.
Do you feel that you have the opportunity to receive support if something occurs in
your workplace?

How clear do you think that the organization's guidelines and policies are regarding
preventing discrimination?

Do you feel that you have the opportunity to report if you would experience or
witness discrimination? How do you think the organization would act in such a
situation?

Diversity work

How do you think that Vistra Goétalandsregionen is working with diversity and
inclusion? What do you think is good, and is there anything that can be developed or
improved?

Active measures

Do you feel that it is mandatory to understand and learn about the work with active
measures in your workplace?

Have you received any information or education about Véstra Gotalandsregionens
work with active measures? How do you think that the communication regarding this
is?

Have you been involved in any initiatives or discussions about inclusion or active
measures?

How does the work regarding active measures look like in your workplace?

Do you collaborate with managers and management when it comes to active
measures?

Is there anything you would like to improve or change in the organization’s work with
active measures?

Implementing and maintaining active measures
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e Do you experience any obstacles or difficulties in implementing and maintaining
active measures in the workplace? What could be improved?

e What opportunities and benefits do you believe that working with active measures
contributes to the organization?

Responsibility

e Do you feel that management, managers and HR take questions about discrimination
and active measures seriously? Is there anything you think they could do differently to
better prioritize these kinds of questions?

Preventative work

e Have you noticed any positive changes in the organization's work to prevent
discrimination and promote active measures? Can you give some examples?

Other and closing questions
e [s there anything else beyond what we have covered that you would like to raise?

Interview questions for HR professionals

Introductory questions
e (an you tell us a little about your role within HR?
e How long have you had this role, and what experience do you have with the work
environment and diversity questions?

Perceptions of discrimination, diversity and work with work environment

e How do you define the concept of discrimination in working life?

e What does diversity mean to you within the organization? What aspects do you think
should be included?

e How do you see the connection between work with a work environment and work
with equality, diversity and inclusion?

e What do you think active measures mean, and how do you think they should be
implemented in the organization?

e What expectations do you have of the organization's work with discrimination,
diversity and active measures?

Discrimination

e How do you think that Véstra Gotalandsregionen works with discrimination? What do
you think is good, and is there anything that you think should be improved or
developed?
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How do you ensure that the organization's policies and guidelines for inclusion and
discrimination are actually followed in practice?

Are there any special forums where employees can raise questions or concerns about
discrimination and inclusion?

Do you feel that you have the opportunity to report if you were to experience or
witness discrimination? How do you think that the organization would act in such a
situation?

Work environment

How does HR collaborate with managers and employees to create a more inclusive
work environment?

Is HR involved in ensuring a good and safe work environment for all employees?
How does HR work to influence the organizational culture towards a more inclusive
workplace?

Active measures and preventive work

How do you work in the HR department with active measures to prevent
discrimination?

What is HR's overall strategy for ensuring that active measures are implemented in
the organization?

Do you feel that you have sufficient information and knowledge about working with
active measures? If not, what is missing?

Are there any specific education, resources or support that HR offers to help managers
and employees to work with active measures?

How does HR follow up and evaluate the effect of the active measures that are
implemented?

Can you give some examples of successful initiatives within the organization
connected to active measures?

Is there anything within the organization's internal work that you believe needs to be
improved to make the work with active measures more effective?

How do you look at HR s role and responsibility compared to the role of managers
when it comes to driving the work with active measures?

Is HR involved or responsible in ensuring that managers at all levels have the
knowledge and skills required to be able to work with active measures?

How do you feel that employees view the organization’s work with active measures?
Is there any recurring feedback from them?

What concrete tools or methods does HR use to support managers and employees in
their daily work with active measures?

Have you seen any cultural or structural obstacles within the organization that make it
more difficult to implement active measures?

How does HR view the organization's future work with active measures? Is there any
particular direction or strategy that you plan to develop?
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What factors do you think will be crucial to creating sustainable and long-term change
in the work with active measures?

Implementing and maintaining active measures

What are the biggest challenges you face in implementing and maintaining active
measures?

Do you experience that there are specific obstacles or difficulties in implementing and
maintaining active measures in the organization?

What opportunities and benefits do you believe that working with active measures
brings to the organization?

Diversity work

How do you work in HR together with managers to promote diversity and inclusion in
the organization?

What are the biggest challenges and opportunities in this work?

How do you think that Vistra Goétalandsregionen is working with diversity and
inclusion? What do you think is good, and is there anything that you think should be
developed or improved?

Preventive work

How do you work to create an inclusive work environment and prevent discrimination
and exclusion?

What kind of concrete initiatives has the organization taken to promote equality and
diversity?

How do you ensure that the work with diversity and inclusion is part of the daily work
and not a separate question?

How do you work to educate and raise awareness among employees and managers
about the importance of inclusion and equal treatment?

Are there any forums where employees can raise questions or ideas about diversity
and inclusion?

How do you follow up and evaluate the preventive work to see if it is effective?

Do you experience that there is active support from management for preventive work?
What could strengthen it further?

Routines and handling

Are there clear routines for how discrimination and exclusion are handled when they
arise?

Have you experienced a discrimination incident that has been met with resistance
within the organization, for example that it has not been taken seriously or prioritized?
How do you experience that the organization handles reported cases of
discrimination? Is there anything that can be improved?

Do you feel that there is a culture where employees feel safe with raising issues about
discrimination and inclusion? If not, what could be improved?
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Other and closing questions
e s there anything else beyond what we have covered that you would like to raise?
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