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Abstract 

This research looks at how different elements of working life at DAF Trucks Eindhoven 

affect the career progression of employees between the age of 27 and 38. Specifically, it 

looks at how these elements may have a different effect on men and women within the 

company, and what impact this may have on gender equality at DAF. The aim of the research 

is to get a good view on what working life at DAF entails, and it therefore focuses on 

answering the following research question: 

How do employees between the age of 27 and 38 at DAF Trucks Eindhoven describe 

their career perspectives, and what do their stories tell about the interaction of their 

specific age group with the rest of the company in working towards improved gender 

equality?  

In order to answer this question, the research made use of different qualitative research 

methods: desk research; online observation; and interviews. Of these methods, interviewing 

22 employees at DAF was most important, as it was through these interviews that I was able 

to get a view on the daily practices of the company.  

 With the use of three empirical chapters that describe different elements of working 

life at DAF, the research findings describe how younger employees have a different view on 

work-life balance and the importance of personal life than the old guard of the company. This 

results in career ambition being something that is approached on a step-by-step basis rather 

than with a preplanned career path, which was often the case for the old guard. These 

differences, I argue, are allocated to the generational difference between these groups. This 

leads to feelings of disconnection between different layers of the company, because they 

consist of different generations, and a sense of slow change as things are believed to remain 

as they are, which keeps in place the image of career as viewed by the older generations. I 

then argue that these elements form a working environment in which the different layers of 

the company are not on the same page when it comes to career progression. Lastly, I argue 

that these characteristics of working life also have implications for gender equality, as the 

difference in generations between layers and the disconnection to higher management have a 

bigger impact on women.  
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Preface 
 

I was working part time in a five-and-dime 

My boss was Mr. McGee 

He told me several times that he didn't like my kind 

'Cause I was a bit too leisurely 

 

I have been singing these words for as long as I can remember, with my mom never shying 

away from teaching me and my siblings Prince lyrics on a daily basis. Somehow, the opening 

of Raspberry Beret is the one that stuck with us most, likely because it was the most-repeated 

one but let us pretend it was just meant to be. I feel this sense of meant-to-be because it was 

during the writing of this thesis that I started to see the meaning behind these words. Rather 

on time, considering I was probably around the age of four when I first sang them. To me, 

now, these lyrics show that no matter who you are or where you work, your experience holds 

meaning to you, a meaning maybe different from that of others in the organization. Right 

now, this might all seem vague, but I am hoping that by the time you have finished reading 

my thesis, you will understand. Or, maybe even better, you have developed your own 

meaning for them.  

Putting Price aside for now, I would like to say thank you to a few people who have 

greatly contributed to this thesis. Firstly, to DAF, for allowing me to conduct my research 

within the company, and a special thanks to those within the organization who guided and 

supported me throughout the process. Gender equality is a topic that lies close to my heart, 

and the opportunity to do research around this topic within a company of the size of DAF is 

something I am very grateful for. Secondly, to my supervisor, Frans, who has not only been a 

source of knowledge throughout the whole process but also a tremendous source of support, 

support without which I would have not been able to successfully write this thesis. Lastly, 

when speaking of support, I have to say a huge thanks to my friends and family, who got me 

through the ups and downs of the past few months. Thank you for listening to my endless 

rambles, sometimes late-night bursts of ideas, and likely daily complaining of how it is going 

nowhere. I will return the favor, I promise.  

All in all, it was one hell of a process but now that it is all done, I will be busy doing 

something close to nothing but different than the day before.  
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1. Introduction  

Conducting research is a demanding yet extremely rewarding task, and this thesis is no 

exception to that. Over the timespan of several months, I conducted research within DAF 

Trucks Eindhoven (hereafter referred to as ‘DAF’), resulting in a thesis written with passion. 

DAF is one of the leading global truck manufacturers, with its main facility in Eindhoven. 

They are part of PACCAR, “a global technology leader in the design, manufacture and 

customer support of premium light-, medium- and heavy-duty trucks under the Kenworth, 

Peterbilt and DAF nameplates” (PACCAR, 2021: n.p.). Both DAF and PACCAR have 

recently concerned themselves more with issues of diversity and inclusion, aiming to improve 

the position of women within the different companies. This is visible through initiatives such 

as implementing diversity councils and organizing trainings to prepare women for leadership 

or management positions (PACCAR, 2020). Recently, a new initiative was taken in the form 

of the PACCAR Women’s Association (PWA), which serves as a support platform for 

women pursuing a career within different PACCAR units.  

 These initiatives show the effort that is currently being put into improving the position 

of women at DAF. It is for this reasons that, when presented with the opportunity to conduct 

research on this very topic, I grabbed it with both hands. However, before introducing the 

organization, theoretical view, and outline of the thesis, I would like to turn to an experience 

that started the whole process.  

 

1.1. A pre-research vignette  

My first encounter with DAF’s diversity policies was at the launch event of the PACCAR 

Women’s Association in January 2020. Having been invited to the PWA launch event, I - in 

true pre-corona fashion – put on my suit, dusted the one pair of heels I own and traveled to 

Eindhoven. I arrived early to meet some of the speakers and help out with setting up. The 

event itself included speeches from the PWA founders, the president of DAF, and one of 

Paccar’s top women. Being able to sit in on it was an experience I treasure greatly, as it 

allowed me to see into a world I had been interested in for years; that of the fight for equality 

on the work floor. Besides allowing people to be inspiring on stage, the event also allowed 

for critical questions. This was especially interesting after DAF’s president had voiced his 

desire to appoint the first woman in the board of directors and his commitment to more 

women in higher positions in general. A question from the audience followed, asking whether 

he was willing to take risks in order to achieve those aims. To me, the meaning behind this 
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question was clear, was DAF willing to give opportunities to women because they are 

women? The president had a very strategic reply when he said he did not think trusting 

women was a risk, well played. While there is nothing wrong with that reply, it avoids 

actually answering the question. So, after all the speeches were done and I was having a 

heart-to-heart with some employees, we got to the topic again. To my surprise, the majority 

of both the men and women in the conversation showed their concern with the idea of 

actively promoting women in order to get women into higher positions. These concerns came 

from the fact that they believed it meant that these women were only promoted because they 

are women. The common expression being “if I get it because I am a woman, I do not want 

it.” To be honest, it does not surprise me that much considering it is a common way of how 

the conversation around positive discrimination and gender quota go. Feeling slightly out of 

place, I was hesitant to get too involved. The problem, however, was that I have quite strong 

feelings about the topic, which became harder and harder to keep to myself. So, I put my 

hesitation aside and decided to voice my opinion. Anyone who knows me might not be so 

surprised by the fact that I put that opinion into an explanatory story based on football. It was 

something I had crafted weeks before and was waiting for the right moment to use it. So, I 

went for it. 

“Actually, I do not agree” I said, “I think sometimes those who have been at a 

disadvantage for such a long time need a nudge forward to make up for lost time. 

This, to me, is best explained by looking at women’s football. Some of you may have 

watched the world cup final last summer and wondered how the US national team has 

been able to be so dominant for the past 15 years, something that seems unthinkable 

in men’s football. Well, there is a rather simple explanation for that, women’s football 

has been around much longer in the US than in Europe because of college football. 

So, the US national team just has years more of experience in their legs. But, in 

general, the US are actually very much behind Europe when it comes to football 

knowledge, which is showcased by the rapid growth of the level of national women’s 

leagues in Europe. So, this huge advantage Europe has over the US in terms of 

football makes it possible for European national teams to catch up to the US. I would 

even predict that in 10 years’ time, the US national team will be nowhere near the 

elite because I follow their national league and it is not specifically promoting 

progression of young talent, and neither are their national camps. So, coming back to 

nudging the disadvantaged, if Europe did not have this edge over the US, the US 

would keep dominating simply because they had a head start. So, in this case, equality 
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would not solve the disadvantage, but equity did. The same goes for women within 

male dominated environments, if they never get the extra nudge, they will never be 

able to catch up, not even when all equality programs are realized.”  

I did not know whether I should feel terrified or proud, but I silenced a group of around 10 

employees with that. I do not think they really agreed with me but it made them think, which 

was enough. One man in particular was intrigued by my little speech and we had an extended 

conversation about it. What they could have told me though, was that he was a board 

member, meaning he is one of the most important people at DAF. All in all, a very thrilling 

experience.  

 Besides being extremely interesting and exciting, my experience at the PWA launch 

was also the start of my thesis, even if I did not know it then. This is because it was my first 

interaction with DAF’s fight for gender equality, and it immediately intrigued me. It was 

almost a year later when I actually started my research at DAF, after having been granted 

access to conduct the research for my master thesis at the company. Everything you are about 

to read after this, is the result of several months of working with and within DAF Trucks 

Eindhoven, with the final product being a thesis written with passion and determination to 

contribute to DAF’s quest of improving gender equality.  

 

1.2. Brief overview of organizational and theoretical context 

Gender equality, or more specifically reducing gender inequality, is a topic that can likely be 

found on any company’s to-do list. It is for this reason, that there is an almost endless number 

of articles to be found around how to best address this topic, how to fight inequality, or how 

to present yourself as if you are fighting for equality. This makes doing research on the topic 

both easier and more complicated. Easier because there is so much previous work to base 

your research on, or take inspiration from. But more complicated because you need to 

carefully consider how your own research fits within the already well-established framework. 

This research fits into the framework by using two specific approaches to the issue of gender 

(in)equality: the intersectionality between age and gender, and therefore also the effects 

different generations can have on gender norms in organizations; and the placement of these 

issues within a specific historically male-dominated environment, namely the automobile 

industry.  

 However, maybe even more important than the well-established academic framework 

that gender equality finds itself in, it also holds an increasingly more important societal value. 
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This was once again proven by a recent survey research issued by Deloitte. They asked 5000 

women, based in ten different countries, about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

them and the more general state of gender equality within their workplaces (Deloitte, 2021). 

What they found can only be labeled as shocking:  

- “75% of women say the workload has increased since the corona-crisis 

- Around 30% labels her mental health as ‘good’ or ‘really good,’ opposed to 68% 

before the crisis 

- 29% feels her career stagnating  

- More than 50% of the women says they have to take on the majority of the childcare 

tasks, decreasing their physical and mental well-being and evaporating their ambitions 

- Only 22% got help from their employees, with two-thirds feeling they are judged for 

not being constantly available online 

- Half the women experienced intimidation of non-inclusive behavior in the past year 

- 57% of the women plans on changing employer in the next two years, with work-life 

balance being given as the most important reason for this” (She News, 2021, 

translated by the author) 

This shows that the time to act is now, even more than ever. The corona pandemic has 

disproportionally affected women (Alon et al., 2020; Carli, 2020; King et al., 2020), making 

it even more important to research how young women view career progression and what can 

be done to improve this. This research thus focuses on using insights from age-gender 

intersectionality, generations on the work floor, and the automobile industry as a male-

dominated environment to look at how the working environment of DAF affects the career 

progression of young employees, and how this may have different effects on men and 

women.  

 In order to research this, an in-depth understanding of the career perspectives of 

different employees is needed. This can be achieved through the use of qualitative research 

methods, with interviewing 22 DAF employees being the key to getting this level of depth. 

However, in order to fully understand how the working environment of DAF affects the 

career perspective of employees, other qualitative methods such as a thorough desk research 

and a variety of online observations are useful in developing a clear image of this 

environment. So, the combination of different methods allows for an in-depth research into 

career perspective and progression at DAF. Before proving an outline of the research, a more 

detailed explanation of both the organizational and theoretical context is needed.  
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1.2.1. Organizational context: kick-starting the project 

DAF Trucks N.V. is a leading global truck manufacturer manifested within the Dutch city 

Eindhoven. Founded in 1928 as a small construction project, they have now grown to be 

amongst the global leaders in truck production (DAF Trucks N.V., 2020). Their main faculty 

is still in Eindhoven but they also have locations in Belgium and The United Kingdom (DAF 

Trucks N.V., 2020). From the first passenger car being designed in 1958, to the 500.000th 

truck deliver in 1999, all the way up to the recent launch of the newest truck focused on 

efficiency and driver comfort; there is no shortage of historical moments for DAF (DAF 

Trucks N.V., 2021b). It is partly because of this historical value that DAF also holds an 

important role in the city of Eindhoven, with the newly-renovated DAF museum being the 

crown jewel of this collaboration between DAF and the city of Eindhoven (DAF Trucks 

N.V., 2019).  

 Over the past years, DAF has also become more aware of diversity and inclusion 

issues, and what they can do to improve the inequality around them. On their webpage 

devoted to diversity and inclusion, they say the following:  

“By working within international projects and recruiting new colleagues from 

different backgrounds, DAF has become more diverse over the years. However [we] 

would still like to see more women working at DAF, but diversity and inclusion is not 

a case of ‘do it quickly.’ It is a continuous process.” (DAF Trucks N.V., 2021a, 

translated by the author) 

This shows their determination to make change, especially around women working within the 

company. This is also reflected in their efforts of launching the PWA and committing to the 

aim of having more women within higher positions. However, as they say so themselves, this 

is not an easy task, neither can it be done quickly, making it even more important to 

thoroughly research how best to pursue these efforts.  

All in all, it is safe to say that DAF is a very influential company, and their decisions 

on issues such as women in higher management matter quite significantly. Which is why I 

am grateful to be given the chance to conduct research within their faculty in Eindhoven. 

After initial conversations about my plans to research the role of women within DAF, I was 

given a go and could start to specify. Together with representatives from DAF, the focus of 

this research was determined to be career progression, and the role it plays for gender 

equality. This was chosen after a data analysis was conducted that looked at employee 

turnover raters, and it was determined that employees between the age of 27 and 38 were 

more prone to leave the company, with women within this age range specifically having 



 11 

higher turnover rates. In addition, the target group of the research consists of employees who 

are amongst those believed to have a high potential to grow within the company. This is 

because of their age in combination with the salary scale they are in. So, if the employees 

within the target group were to stay at DAF, they could potentially grow towards high-

ranking management positions and maybe even the board, meaning that looking at their 

career perspective could indicate whether they themselves have the aspiration to do so. In 

addition, it is also crucial to look whether career progression and perspective at DAF has 

different implications for employees of different genders, making it part of the quest to 

improve gender equality at the company.  

 

1.2.2. Theoretical context: laying the framework 

Having chosen the focus and target group of the research, I was very aware of the careful 

consideration required when conducting research on a such a sensitive topic as gender 

equality. Being considerate of this sensitivity means to understand the different aspects of 

working life that may affect women differently, and be prepared to encounter them during the 

research. One of these aspects is the issue of workplace sexism, something that is 

unfortunately still very much relevant. Accounts of microaggressions, harassment, and 

gender-related discrimination are still part of a women’s experience at work (Simatele, 2018; 

Sue et al., 2007). In addition to this, the target group of young employees also brings another 

sensitive issue to the table: ageism in the workplace, which is characterized by a difference in 

performance judgement dependent on employee’s age (Malinen & Johnston, 2013; Rupp et 

al., 2006). Even more significantly, ageism and sexism interact to create specific barriers for 

women during their career (Sabelis & Schilling, 2013; Duncan & Loretto, 2004). This 

sensitivity is even more important when conducting research within an environment that is 

historically better suited for specific genders, like the automobile industry is for men. Women 

within the automobile industry, then, often face both physical and social barriers because they 

are doing ‘a men’s job’ (Zanoni, 2011). In addition, such a historically male-dominated 

environment often knows a gendered culture that disadvantages women and is “produced and 

reproduced through cultural and symbolic practices” (Gherardi & Poggio, 2001). This shows 

how important it is to consider how this may affect women within the company.  

 The effect on women is often related to the process of othering that takes place when 

working together with colleagues of different genders. Othering is the process of defining the 

self in terms of who you are not – who is other – (Barker, 2004). When gender is talked about 
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in binary form, othering means to define male as not female (Barker, 2004; Gherardi, 1994). 

The consequence of giving meaning to colleagues through othering is that the everyday 

practices at work become defined by something being either masculine or feminine and this 

difference then becomes unconsciously engraved in the norm of the company (Gherardi, 

1994). This, of course, has effects on employees of all genders but because the automobile 

industry is historically male-dominated, the engraved norm is in favor of masculine practices, 

and therefore in favor of men. Women, then, have to work to break these barriers, which 

often results in either conforming to the masculine norm, or being labeled a bitch (Teelken et 

al., 2018). This comes to show the importance of considering these elements and their effect 

on working life of female employees, and are therefore central to the theoretical grounding of 

this research. 

Lastly, because of the specific age group targeted for this research, it is also important 

to get a good view on how different generations work together on the work floor. Though this 

difference between generations is often something unaddressed or hidden within 

organizations, it has major implications for the interaction between employees (Wood, 2005). 

This is because different generations have different approaches to work, with this research 

specifically interested in the different approach to work-life balance between Millennials and 

older generations (Becton et al., 2014; Lyons et al., 2019). The reason for this being that 

Millennials are known to have a much higher regard for personal life than generations before 

them, influencing their career choices and perspectives (Buzza, 2017; Smith, 2010). 

Outlining the influences these differences can have is thus crucial in understanding the 

interactions within the company.  

 

1.3. Thesis Outline 

What has become clear so far, is the fact that DAF’s role as a leading truck manufacturer 

means they hold an important position in how women within the automobile industry ought 

to be treated. DAF’s recent efforts in improving the career position of women in the company 

have not gone unnoticed. However, now it is important to understand how these efforts can 

really make for improvement, and in order to do that, one needs to get an in-depth view on 

the everyday practices of the company, and how women fit into this. The goal of this research 

therefore is to better understand how different aspects of working life at DAF affect the 

experiences of the employees at the company, and specifically how this may have different 
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implications for women. I will therefore use the following research question to guide this 

research:  

How do employees between the age of 27 and 38 at DAF Trucks Eindhoven describe 

their career perspectives, and what do their stories tell about the interaction of their 

specific age group with the rest of the company in working towards improved gender 

equality?  

In order to give a rooted and constructive answer to this question, I will first lay the 

theoretical basis needed to research this topic, by elaborating on the concepts of ageism, 

sexism, the age-gender intersection, women in the automobile industry, and generations on 

the work floor, as well as explain how these topics guided me in this research. I will further 

explain why qualitative research is most fit to answer this question, and elaborate on the 

methods used to conduct the research. After laying this framework, three chapters on 

different levels of working life at DAF will illustrate how different elements work together to 

create an environment that affects men and women differently, and therefore has important 

implications for gender equality. I will use this empirical grounding to explain what can be 

concluded from this illustration and answer the research question. Lastly, I will elaborate on 

how to move forward by means of giving my suggestions for future research and 

recommendations for DAF.   
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2. Age, gender, and generations at work in the automobile industry 

In order to be able to research the career perspective of DAF Trucks Eindhoven employees, it 

is important to get a good grip on the literature around the topic of career progression. Whilst 

this is a very wide field of theory, three themes stand out in terms of importance for the 

experience of young employees at DAF, and specifically young women. The first theme is 

the intersection between age and gender at work, which gives a working definition of ageism 

and sexism as well as an explanation of the intersectionality of these concepts. This is 

important because it can majorly affect the working experience of employees, for young 

female employees in particular. The second theme is the consideration of the automobile 

industry as a historically male-dominated industry, and the role gender plays in organizations 

within this industry. This, again, can characterize the experience of the female employees in 

this study and thus needs to be considered. The third and final theme is the theorization of 

generations and their roles on the work floor, specifically how generation gaps can influence 

daily life in organizations. This theme is of great importance as the average age in the target 

group of this research differs quite some years from the average age at DAF, and it is thus 

crucial to understand the consequences this can have. Below, I will explain these themes and 

concepts, and show how they work together to form a basis for analyzing career perspective 

at DAF. 

 

2.1. The intersection between age and gender at work 

The first theme is the intersection between age and gender in a working environment. This is 

of importance for this research because the employees within the target audience are between 

the age of 27 and 38 whereas the average age at DAF is significantly higher. As I am 

interested in how the working environment at DAF has different influences on men and 

women, it is most important to understand how this specific age group interacts with gender, 

and what implications this has for female employees. This is why the theories below are so 

crucial in order to create a framework that takes the experiences of this interaction between 

age and gender into consideration. Defining this interaction means to first get a good grip on 

the concepts of ageism and sexism, to then theorize how they interact and what implications 

this has.  
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2.1.1. Ageism on the work floor: Age-dependent judgement  

In general terms, ageism is the discrimination of an individual based on their age (Merriam-

Webster, n.d.) In order to work with this definition, however, a more specific elaboration on 

how this discrimination works in practice is needed. For this research, this specificity can be 

found in literature on ageism in the work place, which is characterized by a difference in 

judgement between employees depending on their age.  

One of the main topics discussed in literature on ageism in the workplace, is the idea 

that the expectations put on a certain employee are dependent on their age (Malinen & 

Johnston, 2013; Rupp et al., 2006). This can be in the form of an ongoing negative attitude 

towards employees of older age (Malinen & Johnston, 2013), different assessment of 

performance (Rupp et al., 2006), or more general, often unconscious, biases. The origin of 

these unconscious biases is very often of a social nature (Riach, 2011). Part of this social 

nature is the fact that ageism is not always put in the same category as other forms of 

discrimination (Riach, 2011), which can be explained by the complexity of ageism as an 

oppression. Duncan & Loretto (2004: 97) explain that this complexity arises because 

everyone can be subject to ageist oppression, and every subject of oppression could 

simultaneously be an oppressor. In addition to this, the concept of ‘old age’ has become more 

complicated because of the increased life-expectancy (Barnett, 2005). Age has thus become 

an increasingly important topic on the work floor and organizations should be aware that age-

related discrimination is therefore also more likely.  

 

2.1.2. Sexism on the work floor: A reality often deemed unreal  

Much like ageism, sexism is the discrimination of an individual based on their sex or gender 

identity (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Whilst sexism is a more widely-known concept than 

ageism, it is still important to lay out a working definition of sexism in the workplace. The 

me-too movement and its widespread media coverage have, rightfully so, shined new light on 

the topic of sexism in the workplace. However, harassment is not the only form of 

discrimination experienced by women at work as sexism knows many forms, including a 

wide variety of microaggressions. Microaggressions are defined as “subtle and often 

unconscious or automatic actions or statements made towards a discriminated group [which 

cause] distress, anxiety and isolation” (Simatele, 2018: 1). The subtle characteristic of 

microaggressions means that they are often perceived as rather innocent, whereas for the 

victim they are very stressful and can even cause lasting psychological damage (Sue et al., 
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2007). The intention and outcome of microaggression are thus often far apart, creating a 

certain tension around the topic, which is reiterated by Penny Dick (2018) in her article on 

workplace sexism. Dick (2013) found that much of the discussion around sexism comes from 

a duality in its meaning: it is both “an objective reality” and “a subjective interpretation” 

(Dick, 2013: 662). Sexism in the workplace is often explained as an objective reality, and if 

you ask anyone, they will likely agree that there is no tolerance for sexism in their working 

environment. However, as with the perceived innocence of microaggressions, the experience 

of women is often different from the objective claims made, resulting in a conflicting 

subjective interpretation (Dick, 2013). This duality makes it hard to get a grip on which sexist 

practices are in place in a certain working environment, especially since there is often a sense 

of taboo around talking about it. Doing research around women at work thus requires a 

careful understanding of how gender influences the sense of individuality of employees, 

which includes the possible subjective experience of sexism.  

 

2.1.3. Age-gender intersectionality and its implications for women at work 

Besides understanding how ageism and sexism affect women at work, it is even more crucial 

to realize how these two forms of discrimination interact to create specific situations women 

may find themselves in. In order to be able to theorize this interaction, one first needs to 

understand the concept of intersectionality. The term intersectionality was coined by 

Kimberly Crenshaw in 1989 (Parker, 2014). For Crenshaw, intersectionality was needed to 

explain the oppression experienced by black women. Black women are often overlooked by 

both anti-racist movements, who image blacks as men, and feminist movements, who see 

women as white (Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality, then, is the overlap of oppression 

experienced by black women (Crenshaw, 1989; Parker, 2014). Importantly, this overlapped 

oppression is not merely a sum of its components but forms a new experience and identity 

that carries specific obstacles with it (Crenshaw, 1989; Zanoni et al., 2010). Ever since 

Crenshaw’s initial work on the intersectional oppression experienced by black women, the 

term intersectionality has been more broadly used to amplify the specific forms of 

discrimination that are experienced by people who are part of multiple marginalized groups.  

The interaction between different types of discrimination is also often defined as a 

“double jeopardy” that women find themselves in (Barnett, 2005: 25; Duncan & Loretto, 

2004: 98). However, taking into accounts Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality reveals that 

whilst ageism and sexism might also be reinforcing each other, their interaction goes beyond 



 17 

that. The explanation for this can be found in the work of Sabelis and Schilling (2013) in 

their theory of frayed careers. A “frayed career” criticizes the assumption that careers 

progress linearly, a progression that is built on that traditional family view of man as 

breadwinner and women as caregiver (Sabelis & Schilling, 2013: 129). Viewing careers as 

frayed rather than linear then allows for a consideration of the different steps in one’s life 

course as well as a better understanding of the complexity of career progression. This 

consideration is especially important for women as it makes the issues they struggle with 

because of social biases around age more visible (Riach, 2011; Barnett, 2005).  

 One of these issues, and arguably the most prominent one because of its intersection 

with sexism, is the sexualized aspect that often comes with accounts of ageism for women 

(Duncan & Loretto, 2004). This is because women are often valued in terms of their sexual 

availability, something that is inherently linked with a perception of youthfulness (Lerum & 

Dworkin, 2009). This is already concerning on its own, but combined with the fact that youth 

and ageing is one of the main stressors for women (Wiklund et al., 2010) makes it clear just 

how deep this struggle lies. This shows how important it is to consider this intersectionality, 

and specific instances of discrimination that follow from it, when researching career 

progression of women.   

 

2.2. Women at work in the automobile industry  

The second important theme to consider is the fact that DAF is part of the automobile 

industry, which is historically male-dominated. Doing research within this, thus, means to 

have a careful consideration of how women fit into these industries nowadays, which 

includes a more general perspective on interaction between employees of different genders 

on the work floor. I will therefore discuss both the topic of women in the automobile industry 

as well as gender within organizations more generally, and illustrate how they work together 

to create a collective culture in which gender norms are reinforced.  

 

2.2.1. The automobile industry as a male-dominated working environment 

It would be rather hard to argue against the claim that the automobile industry is historically 

male-dominated. This claim is to such an extent socially accepted that we are now 

collectively reinforcing it on a daily basis, for example through the use of toys. We are still 

very prone to giving our sons cars and our daughters dolls. Of course, many parents are also, 

rightfully so, challenging these stereotypes. However, there is no denying the fact that this 
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social phenomenon is still in place. It is then also important to explain why this is of such 

significance. The answer to that can be found in Roland Barthes’ Mythologies, in which he 

argues for the societal value of toys, and how they reflect adults’ expectations for their 

children (Barthes, 1972). According to Barthes, toys thus prefigure adulthood, which is why 

it shows how important toys are in reinforcing the idea of the automobile industry as 

masculine.  

 For DAF specifically, there is also another factor that plays a key role in producing a 

masculine environment, namely to role of DAF in the city of Eindhoven. Eindhoven has long 

been an industrial and technological place, with companies such as DAF, Philips, and ASML 

housing their facilities there. This also means that the history of Eindhoven plays a role in 

how these companies are shaped within it, and it turns out that this has quite a gendered 

character. I was told by one of my representatives at DAF, that historically DAF was aimed 

at boys whereas Philips was aimed at girls. This mostly had to do with the fact that producing 

light bulbs at Philips required fine motor skills, which was more girly, whereas DAF required 

a rougher approach, something historically attributed to boys. Therefore, within Eindhoven, 

there was the tradition that Philips was ‘for girls’ and DAF was ‘for boys,’ a tradition that has 

still not faded away entirely.  

 It is then important to outline the effects this masculine environment can have on 

women within the industry. It is of significance to note, however, that much of the research 

done on this topic is around women within the factory part of the automobile industry 

whereas this research will be done within the offices. I will therefore, after this, also discuss 

the masculine environment of organizations in general. It is still important to discuss the role 

of women within these factories because they are as much part of DAF as the offices are, and 

the values of the factories partly reflect those of the offices.  

Zanoni best explains how women, and other marginalized groups for that matter, are 

valued within factory work through her theorization of workers as capital. She argues that 

class identity sets the ground for other identities through the capitalist view of workers as 

merely generating profit (Zanoni, 2011). Diverse workers are then “constructed as unable or 

unwilling to perform as expected within the factory lean production system” because the 

system is built around the factory worker as a young, fit, strong man (Zanoni, 2011: 105). 

This then results in the association of difference with inability, creating an unequal playing 

ground for employees (Zanoni, 2011). What this shows is that within the factories, there are 

physical barriers that determines who fits in, and women often fall out of this meaning they 

have to work around these prejudices constantly.  
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 Women in the automobile industry, and specifically in the factories, thus do not have 

it easy because of the different pressures they find themselves in because of their gender. 

This is firstly the social pressure that comes from the fact they are doing something that is 

socially portrayed as male-practice. Secondly, there are physical barriers that often do not fit 

women and they have to work around these barriers in order to show their worth. Whilst the 

participants of this study do not have these direct physical barriers, they do have the social 

stigma that trucks, and thus DAF, are more of a ‘men’s thing.’ Besides this, DAF’s diversity 

policies also need to account for the women in the factories, who do face these physical 

barriers. These elements of women’s experiences are therefore worth keeping in mind when 

studying women within the industry as a whole. I will now turn to the issue of gender in 

organizations in a more general sense, something that is of high value within this research.  

 

2.2.2. The meaning of the other in organizations 

Gender and equality are topics that are high on any organizations list, whether it be with 

honest intent to improve employee equality or simply for window-dressing. It is for this 

reason that there is an almost endless number of articles to be found about the topic. In order 

to narrow down, I will take inspiration from Gherardi and Poggio (2001) and focus on the 

conceptualization of gender as something organizations do. Most crucial about this is the idea 

that gender is “produced and reproduced through cultural and symbolic practices” (Gherardi 

& Poggio, 2001: 245). Below, I will extend on this idea of gender as (re)produced through 

cultural practices and symbolism, and the implications it has for women working at DAF. 

 First, the idea that cultural practices can reinforce gender dynamics within 

organizations is a widely studied phenomenon. The main claim for such an influence is 

because many forms of meaning-making within organizations find their source within the 

organizational actors, meaning actors and their practices are at the center of any topic, 

including gender (Gherardi & Poggio, 2011). For gender specifically, the meaning making is 

often done through the process of othering: defining the self in terms of who you are not – 

who is other – (Barker, 2004). So for gender, if talked about in binary form, saying you are 

male because you are not female (Barker, 2004; Gherardi, 1994). Like with many binaries of 

difference, there is a power relation involved based on inclusion and exclusion: “one of the 

pair is empowered with a positive identity and the other side of the equation becomes the 

subordinate Other” (Barker, 2004: 139). In addition to defining oneself through the what you 

are not, identity is also often related to the where of the self (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000). This 



 20 

is of importance for this research because it relates back to the previous part on women in the 

automobile industry, a masculine context. This is because when women at DAF are defining 

themselves through othering, they define themselves as ‘not male,’ but doing this within a 

masculine context means you are defining yourself against the standard of that context, 

meaning women at DAF partly define themselves as ‘not DAF.’ This, of course, has major 

implications for career perspective as being ‘not DAF’ makes it harder to imagine yourself 

progressing within the company.  

 Besides the effect it has on how women define their sense of self at DAF, the process 

of othering in giving meaning to identity also contributes to the reinforcement of gender 

dynamics. This is because when female employees define male employees as the other, they 

also distance themselves from the actions of those male employees. Vice versa, male 

employees distance themselves from the actions of female employees. This means that 

anything that is considered a ‘female practice’ or ‘male practice’ stays like that. At DAF, this 

is also directly reflected onto career progression. This is because, within the company, there 

are certain jobs, such as in HR or legal, that are more often occupied by women than are jobs 

in for example logistics or operations. By reinforcing male and female practices, one also 

reinforces the idea that there are men’s jobs and women’s jobs, elimination certain vertical 

career steps as employees are less likely to move to departments that are characterized by 

certain gender norms.  

As a result, these practices also become of symbolic meaning for the gender dynamics 

of the company, which are then unconsciously engraved in the thinking of employees 

(Gherardi, 1994). Besides looking at the direct effect on career steps, looking at the gender 

dynamics within a company thus also means to look at its symbolism, something that is 

vouched for within organizational change scholars such as James Higgins and Craig 

Mcallaster (2004) who explain that cultural change is only successful when it considers the 

symbolism and cultural artifacts of the company. Considering how these elements affect the 

meaning-making practices of employees at DAF is thus crucial when trying to understand 

how people progress within the company, and especially when finding the differences 

between men and women in this regard.   

 

2.2.3. Doing gender in a male-dominated environment: lessons learned from academia 

In order to fully understand how working in a male-dominated environment can affect 

women, it is important to show how the process of othering makes for the reinforcement of 
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this environment. This is best explained through the work of Christine Teelken, who has done 

extensive research on women within academia. The academic world might at first not seem 

as a male-dominated environment per se, or at least not in the same way as the automobile 

industry, but it is historically characterized by high numbers of men with the current number 

of women in the highest academic positions remaining small (Teelken et al., 2018). Working 

in such a male-dominated environment, then, automatically results in certain norms being 

based on masculine practices (Teelken & Deem, 2013). Not adhering to these practices 

automatically means one is labeled as deviant from the norm, one is other. For women, this 

means that there are two options when pursuing a career within such an environment: 

conform to the norm and become ‘one of the guys,’ thereby reinforcing the masculine 

practices; or breaking these stereotypes which often means being labeled a bitch and 

therefore sacrificing social aspects of working life (Teelken et al., 2018). This means that 

doing gender within organizations such as DAF means to find a balance between conforming 

to these norms and breaking out of them, a challenge women have to deal with on a daily 

basis.  

 One should be careful in thinking that eliminating this process of othering would be 

the solution to break through these norms. In the academic world, this was tried by an effort 

to remove gender as an aspect by looking at the output of academics rather than the academic 

itself (Teelken, 2014). However, instead of creating a level playing field, this made it even 

harder for female employees to break through the barriers of a male-dominated environment. 

This is because the degrees to which output was measured were also based on masculine 

practice, putting expectations on women they cannot conform to. So, what this example of 

the academic world shows is that othering is to such an extent rooted in daily practices of 

organizations, it makes for a reinforcement of the current norms. Within historically male-

dominated environment, this puts the task on women to break through these barriers. For this 

research, it is thus crucial to understand how everyday aspects of working life at DAF could 

work to reinforce these gender difference, and therefore may affect men and women 

differently.  

 

2.3. Generations on the work floor  

The third and final theme that is important to considers is the effect of having different 

generations work together. Even though this is a thoroughly researched topic, it is still a bit of 

a taboo within organizations. Wood (2005: 86) explains this by saying that “[g]enerational 
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diversity is the ‘elephant in the room’; people know it’s there, but unless asked, pretend they 

don’t see it.” This does not only illustrate a certain stance on generational diversity, but also 

shows the need to carefully consider how this diversity acts in an organization. This is 

because when generational diversity is generally unspoken, or even hidden, one needs to dig 

deep to find it, which is only possible when there is a full understanding of the implications 

of having different generations on the work floor. It is for this reason that this chapter aims to 

prove this understanding in the context of the research at hand. Because of the diversity the 

topic and the fact that there are numerous articles to be found on it, it is important to focus on 

what part of all that information is relevant for this research, which is a general sense of the 

effects of different generations on the work floor as well as a more specific look into the way 

generational gaps can have an effect on gender equality and women in organizations. I will 

thus first give this general overview and then zoom into the specifics and their importance for 

this research.  

 

2.3.1. Generations on the work floor: an overview 

There are three generations that make up most of the contemporary work floor: Baby 

Boomers; Generation X; and Millennials, or Generation Y (Becton et al., 2014; Lyons et al., 

2019). It is important to note, however, that Baby Boomers are currently phasing out due to 

retirement and Generation Z are joining as young professionals. Besides this, the exact 

birthyears and ages of the different generations are not set in stone. It is therefore important 

to outline which approach this research will take. The target group are employees between 

the age of 27 and 38, which mostly falls within the different borders of Millennials. Whereas 

the average age at DAF falls within Generation X, and most high-ranking managers also 

belong to Generation X or the Baby Boomers. I will thus theorize the experience of my target 

through the use of literature on Millennials, and contrast this with both Generation X and 

Baby Boomers.  

 So, the most important part of this overview is to outline what characterizes 

Millennials on the work floor. Most significant for Millennials, something that also separates 

this generation from those that came before them, is their comfort with technology (Tolbize, 

2008). This is because Millennials grew up during a time of extremely fast digital 

development and they thus were required to adapt to this pace of development. On the work 

floor, this often means they also hold a lot of technological responsibility towards other 

generations. Besides the technological characteristic, Millennials are often said to value 
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collectiveness and flexibility, be optimistic and confident, and embrace diversity (Becton, 

2014; Harvey & Galambos, 2014; Tolbize, 2008). Besides this, Millennials are amongst those 

most adaptable to change, which also results in them valuing it to a higher degree than earlier 

generations. Whilst these characteristics shape a certain image of Millennials, it is crucial to 

understand that this image is of course based on stereotypes as well as general claims, 

meaning that every single individual is still different. However, what these characteristics do 

tell us is how, generally speaking, Millennials act within organizations, which is important in 

understanding between them and organizational members of other generations. 

 Members of Generation X grew up during a time of insecurity, resulting in them 

being “more independent, autonomous and self-reliant than previous generations” (Tolbize, 

2008: 3). They are also focused on learning and developing, and value accomplishment of a 

task more than time spent on it. Baby Boomers, on the other hand, are often characterized as 

process- rather than result-focused and are “found to be higher in self-reliance, hard work, 

and work centrality than younger generations (Becton et al., 2014: 177; Tolbize, 2008). 

Another major difference between Boomers and younger generations is their sense of loyalty 

to the organization they are working in, with both Generation X and Millennials being more 

likely to leave when other – better – opportunities present themselves. The image below 

shows some of the above-discussed characteristics and illustrates the differences between the 

generations.  

 
Image 1. Overview of generations on the work floor. Source: Malburg, 2018. 
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 What is most important to take from this overview of what characterizes the 

generations is the fact that they have different approaches to varying aspects of working life, 

which could eventually result in inter-generational conflict. This is partly because the topic of 

generational diversity is still the elephant in the room, which can have major effects on an 

organization: 

“The difference in generation gaps is one of the biggest challenges of workplace 

diversity. The resultant effect is the lack of cohesion caused in part by lack of 

communication between the old and newer generations. This creates problems in the 

workplace particularly in times when strategic changes are required for the 

advancement of organisations.” (Cletus et al., 2018: 45) 

This lack of communication is key in understanding why acknowledging the gap between 

generations is of such importance, because when this gap is being shrugged under the carpet, 

its effects will remain unchallenged.  

 So, doing research within an organization as big as DAF means to be aware of the 

possible effects of the generational gap and what it implies. One difference between 

generations is of particular interest for this research, namely the approach to work-life 

balance, as this also has direct implications for gender equality.  

 

2.3.2. Generations on the work floor: work-life balance and gender equality 

One aspect that keeps coming back in scholarly work around Millennials on the work floor, 

but also in general conversation around it, is the fact that Millennials have a much higher 

regard for work-life balance than previous generations (Buzza, 2017; Smith, 2010). This is 

not surprising, as the ever-changing demands of social life have recently resulted in new 

views on what constructs a healthy work environment, of which work-life balance has 

become increasingly more important (Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2019). An outline of how 

this importance is reflected onto the work floor, and what effects it has on gender equality, is 

thus needed.  

 The increased value of work-life balance did not start with Millennials as the trend 

started to show in the younger part of Generation X already. In 2008, Tolbize reported the 

following: 

“Only 37% of the younger members of Generation X reported doing the best work 

they could even if it interfered with the rest of their lives, as opposed to 54% of all 
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workers, again confirming that younger workers were attempting not to let work 

interfere with the rest of their lives.” (Tolbize, 2008: 10) 

This trend has since skyrocket and it is now believed that Millennials put an even greater 

attention to work-life balance than the younger part of Generation X, resulting in them 

regarding work-life balance crucial in their “quality of work, job performance, ethical 

decision-making, and long-term job satisfaction” (Smith, 2010: 434). It can thus be 

concluded that Millennials see this balance as important throughout almost all aspects of 

working life. 

 However, it goes even further than that as Millennials do not only value work-life 

balance throughout different aspects of their career, they also value it more than other 

influences such as money or progression. Buzza (2017) researched two hypotheses regarding 

job attractiveness for Millennials seeking employment, namely work-life balance and job 

advancement. Whereas he did find significant evidence that confirmed Millennials’ high 

regard of work-life balance, he did not find this significance for job advancement. Even 

though it is hard to pinpoint what causes this effect, his study does indicate that “[j]ob seekers 

are more interested in the immediate effects of starting a new job, and job advancement 

might be something that is too far to think about” (Buzza, 2017: 19). This is very important to 

keep in mind when researching career progression within Millennials as it has major 

implication for how they approach ambition. Especially because Millennials also tend to be 

less loyal to their employer, meaning that, when their current job does not conform to these 

standards of work-life balance, they are likely to look elsewhere.  

 Besides the importance of knowing that the employees interviewed within this 

research might have different views to career progression than those before them, the high 

regard of work-life balance also has effects on gender equality within organizations. This is 

because part of work-life balance is the unpaid labor, such as childcare and household tasks, 

on the half of the ‘life’ part of the balance. And even though the division has progressed over 

the past decades, the division of unpaid labor is still gendered, with women carrying a bigger 

functional and emotional burden (Hjálmsdóttir & Bjarnadóttir, 2020). This means that an 

increase in regard for work-life balance may also have a gendered character, which is partly 

confirmed by the fact that even though this trend is seen in all Millennials, work-life balance 

remains most important to women (Buzza, 2017). This results in women still being less prone 

to pursuing a career in high-level leadership because of the personal costs (Roebuck et al., 

2013). 
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So, looking at the impact that generational difference can have on work-life balance 

and therefore on gender equality within an organization is crucial when trying to understand 

the working life within that organization.  

 

2.4. The theoretical lens of the research 

Above, I have described and explained the three main themes needed to research career 

progression of young employees at DAF and the effects it can have on gender equality: the 

intersection between age and gender at work; the automobile industry as male-dominated and 

the role gender plays in organizations within this industry; and different generations on the 

work floor.  

 The reason behind the selection for these themes differs between them. The second 

theme, gender within the automobile industry, was the first and likely most logical pick. This 

is because it defines the context in which this research takes place, something that always 

needs to be considered. However, as this research looks at gender as well, it became ever the 

more important to carefully consider how such a historically male-dominated environment 

could affect women specifically. The subtheme of gender in organizations in a more general 

sense was needed in order to demonstrate the perspective with which I look at gender. The 

focus on the work of Gherardi and Poggio (2001) and their sense of doing gender came from 

a long-standing view of gender as something dynamic, inspired by the works of Judith Butler. 

Besides the influences of Butler, theorizing gender as something organizations was also one 

of the main reasons behind my interest in looking at diversity in organizational setting, as I 

felt inspired by Gherardi and Poggio – and other scholars alike – when first introduced to 

them during the course of my studies.  

 The theorization of gender both in- an outside of the automobile industry were thus 

logical choices following my personal interest as well as the interest of DAF. Age, however, 

was a less straightforward choice. This is because it came out of the quantitative analysis 

which determined the target group, as I will discuss below. After establishing the target group 

as employees between the age of 27 and 38, age became an inevitable aspect of how to look 

at their experiences. This was also a topic I had less expertise in, making it even more 

important to familiarize myself with the literature in the field. I eventually decided that age-

related discrimination was most important as it greatly characterizes the experiences of 

employees who are on the receiving end of this discrimination. After establishing gender and 

age as the two main aspects that could characterize the experience of my interviewees, I was 
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inspired by the work of Ida Sabelis in theorizing how these aspects intersect and interact, 

creating another dimension to the experience of women at DAF.  

 It was with these topics that I started my research, thinking I had covered the elements 

that would most affect the experience of my interviewees. However, I soon realized I had 

forgotten a rather crucial aspect of working life as a whole: generations on the work floor. 

This, again, was not something I was overly familiar with, and I thus had to catch up on make 

sure I felt grounded in this theory as well. Familiarizing myself with the theory of different 

generations on the work floor, and specifically Millennials, turned out to be crucial in 

analyzing the experiences of both men and women at DAF. Besides this, the theory of 

generations on the work floor was also of great importance in building my final argument, as 

it confirmed the impact different generations have on working life.  

 Altogether, the above-discussed topics thus form a lens with which I look at different 

aspects of working life at DAF, including the process of analysis, where I keep in mind how 

these topics characterize the experiences of young employees – men and women alike – at 

DAF.  
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3. Methodology  

In order to get a clear idea of the career perspective of DAF employees, qualitative research 

is most appropriate in this case. Qualitative research allows for an in-depth understanding of 

career perspectives, which will allow for analysis of the found tension points with the same 

level of depth. In order to understand the career perspective of the employees, it is also 

crucial to understand their working environment and how they operate in it. Here again, 

qualitative research allows for this deep understanding of the social world in which the 

employees find themselves on a daily basis. The task of this research is to get a sense of the 

way employees view their own potential and their opportunities within the company.    

 The aim for this research came from DAF’s ambition to get more women into 

management positions. In order to realize this, there needs to be a better understanding of 

how to retain and develop female employees, especially at the start of their careers, hence the 

chosen age group. During my research, I will therefore establish how different parts of 

DAF’s working environment affect men and women differently, and assess which 

consequences this has for their careers.  

Reaching these goals first means to illustrate how the research was conducted. So in 

this section, I will explain what qualitative research entails and expand on its relevance for 

this research. Secondly, I will discuss the main research methods: a desk research, multiple 

online observations, and an extensive set of interviews. After that, I will explain my process 

of analysis. Lastly, I will reflect on my positionality as a researcher.  

 

3.1. Qualitative research: The value of words  

The target group of this research, employees between the age of 27 and 38, was determined 

through a quantitative analysis of statistical data on employee turnover. Together with 

representatives from DAF, I looked at the employee turnover rates of the past 10 years, only 

including those who left on their own initiative. Here, we looked at whether there were 

differences between the percentage of women compared to the general percentage of women 

at DAF. Similarly, we looked at significance in age, salary scale, or time spent at the 

company. From this, we concluded that there was a particularly high number of employee 

turnover rates amongst female employees that were between the age of 27 and 38, and within 

a specific salary scale. This was of significance as employees of this age are amongst those 

who have the potential to grow much further within the company. Having a rather young 

target group also means this research is aiming towards change in the future. This is because 
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retaining and developing the target group will strengthen the position of women at DAF in 

the future, and thus create a more fundamental presence of women.  

 After this data analysis, a qualitative research into the views of the employees within 

the target group was the logical next step as qualitative research best allows for a study that 

sees the world through the eyes of its participants (Bryman, 2012; Fossey et al., 2002; 

Merriam, 2002). This means to study the interaction between these participants and their 

social worlds, because only when this interaction is clear to the researcher, understanding the 

object of the research through the eyes of the participants becomes possible (Merriam, 2002). 

This is especially important for this research as answering the research question means to 

understand how the employees within the target group perceive their career opportunities, 

and how they see themselves using these opportunities. Qualitative research is key to 

answering this question because “[u]nderstanding organizations calls for the ‘micro-

anchoring’ of more abstract phenomena” and this is only possible when making use of the 

closeness to “meaning, ideas, and discursive and/or social practices” of the actors involved 

that qualitative research allows for (Alvesson, 2009: 157).  

When conducting qualitative research, it is important to understand what assumptions 

it generates regarding the nature of knowledge in the research (Morgan & Smircich, 1980). 

These assumptions, often explained as the epistemological and ontological views of the 

research, are crucial to understanding how conclusions can be drawn. The ontological view, 

the construction of reality, sets the ground for how the phenomena are to be investigated 

(Morgan & Smircich, 1980: 491). The epistemological view, on the other hand, sets the 

assumptions about subjectivity, which change the ground on which knowledge is built 

(Morgan & Smircich, 1980). When talking about ontological and epistemological views, a 

distinction is often made between a subjectivist and objectivist approach to social science. 

The subjectivist approach is characterized by a reality created through human experience, 

with mankind playing a conscious role in this reality. Researching the social world when 

approach by a subjectivist view then means to obtain insights into this world and find 

revelations (Cunliffe, 2011; Morgan & Smircich, 1980). The objectivist approach, on the 

other hand, sees reality as something fixed and structured with humans being reduced to 

responders rather than contributors. Research them means to construct this fixed reality 

(Cunliffe, 2011; Morgan & Smircich, 1980). The reality of research, however, often finds 

itself somewhere in between these far ends. Nevertheless, it is important to outline where this 

research is located, which is more towards the subjectivist approaches. The key to this is the 

understanding of reality as socially constructed by those who are in it. Researching this 
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reality then means to “[focus] on analyzing the specific processes through which reality is 

created” (Morgan & Smircich, 1980: 497). Crucial to note in regard to this is that the terms 

subjectivist and objectivist are now often refrained from being used because researchers no 

longer speak of the ‘object’ and ‘subject’ in research (Cunliffe, 2011).  

Besides the fact that qualitative research is most suited to answer the research 

question, it also allows for a well-considered response to more sensitive topics that may come 

up. The more conversation-like interview methods of qualitative research allow for an 

adequate response if such topics do come up. For example, as described earlier, the topic of 

women within the office, especially in the automobile industry, can cause a wide variety of 

struggles. In order to be able to provide the opportunity to discuss these struggles, the 

flexibility of qualitative research is crucial. 

However, conducting qualitative research has certain pitfalls. Two possible critiques 

relate to how reliability and validity are dealt with. Both of these characteristics concern 

themselves with the measures of research, with reliability focusing on consistency and 

validity on generalization. In the natural sciences, this focus is done with a certain 

universality of time and space in mind, whereas this is not the case for the social sciences 

(Lee et al., 2020). This is because “[t]wo studies of the same culture separated by time or 

distance are expected to return different results” due to the fact that time and space are crucial 

factors in shaping the reality that qualitative research aims to unpack and are thus never 

universal (Lee et al., 2020: 28). So, instead of validity and reliability being concerned around 

similarity in results, the qualitative researcher needs to concern themselves with similarity in 

methods (Lee et al., 2020). I assured to do this through two main practices: transparency and 

consistency in my methods; and the creation of routine throughout my research. Below, I 

describe my methods in more detail, providing full transparency in my approach to 

conducting and writing my research. I also explain how I worked with a topic guide in order 

to assure that my semi-structured interviews did not lose their structured characteristics, 

making it easier to remain consistent. Besides this, the aspect of routine is crucial in 

providing reliability of my research (Postill & Pink, 2012). In order to keep this routine, I 

needed to stay up-to-date with the what’s and how’s of the environment that my interviewees 

were in, DAF’s working environment in this case. It is for this reason that I actively read the 

monthly newsletter, Truckwerk, and other sources of communication to employees, which I 

received as well. Besides these documents being part of my empirical data, they also allowed 

me to stay up-to-date as well as keep my research stable and consistent.  
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Besides showing the value of qualitative research, it is also important to elaborate on 

the how of the research. So, below I will explain the methods and why they are most suited to 

answer the research question. After that, I will describe the process of data analysis and how 

this shaped my argument while writing. Lastly, I will also reflect on my positionality as 

researcher in order to provide a transparent approach to the research and data-gathering 

process. 

 

3.2. The research methods  

Due to the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, the possibilities for research were 

limited, with insights into the company often being reduced to the online world. This is why 

my research methods were mostly based on interviews and a desk research of relevant 

documents, which I will expand on later. However, even the online world turned out to be 

rather insightful and provided me with several observations which were crucial in shaping an 

image of the working environment at DAF, and how career is such an important aspect in that 

environment.    

 

3.2.1. Desk research and the online search for information 

Throughout the duration of the research, different documents were an important source of 

information. This is not only to ensure the sense of routine as described above, but also 

because they can provide insights into DAF and its employees that may not follow from other 

data sources. This is because a main strength of using documents is the fact that they are 

already there and can thus not be altered by researching them (Bryman, 2012; Merriam, 

2002). The main document source I used were the monthly newsletters I received, called 

Truckwerk. This allowed me to follow the ins-and-outs of life at DAF on a monthly basis. 

What is important to point out about Truckwerk is that it is mostly aimed at the shop floor 

workers at DAF, who do not always have access to the company’s internal website. Amongst 

the shop floor workers, there are also more employees who are not fluent in Dutch, which is 

why Truckwerk makes use of a lot of visual means of communication and does not always 

put focus on what is being said. Throughout the following chapters, I have described how 

Truckwerk has been a source of data for me, and what parts I have taken from it. Besides 

Truckwerk, I also read through documents such as the Codes of Conduct and the year report 

that was issued in January 2021. These documents gave me a view behind the scenes and 

made it possible to compare the experiences of the employees with those on paper.  
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3.2.2. Online observations and their importance  

Besides the documents, I was lucky enough to be able to join a range of online events, 

including a lunch talk given by one of DAF’s high-ranking managers as well as multiple 

events organized in light of International Women’s Day. I will describe these events and my 

experience with them in more detail throughout the chapters that are to follow. However, it is 

important to first establish the value of my participation in these events, and how they can 

function in the same way as ‘offline’ observations would. Winter and Lavis (2020) found that 

the importance of online observations lies in the fact that as a researcher, you need to unfold 

yourself as a true listener: “We have, instead, theorized ‘listening’ as a multisensory act that 

complements observation by offering a way for researchers to participate in, as well as 

observe, online spaces” (Winter & Lavis, 2021: 60). The value of listening comes from the 

fact that it can replace the nuances of body language that one finds in offline observation. 

However, in order to reach this, the researcher needs to be both an “active” and “adaptive” 

listener which, respectively, allow for a “holistic understanding of digital culture” and the 

“representation of digital cultures as their own distinct cultural entities” (Winter & Lavis, 

2021: 60). Johnson (2021:3) even believes that this digital approach to observation could 

“potentially [provide] the researcher with a fuller and robust view of what has occurred in 

any online learning space.” Thus, committing to an active and adaptive listening approach 

when attending these online events, allowed me to use them as rich data sources that gave 

new perspectives into life at DAF.  

 

3.2.3. Interviews and their fundamental value  

The third, and main, method of this research is based on an extensive set of interviews. The 

role of interviews is crucial in qualitative research, as they aim to give a voice to the different 

views of the interviewees and “gain access to their experiences, feelings and social worlds” 

(Fossey et al., 2002: 730). Together, these experiences will form a view of the reality of the 

situation, as shaped by the employees, which is in line with the socially constructive reality of 

qualitative research (Morgan & Smircich, 1980).  

 Crucial in this process of giving a voice to the interviewees’ views, and therefore to 

this research, is understanding the role of narrative. This is because it is in narrative that one 

can find the meaning of the described situation, with narrative describing both what is said 

and what is unsaid. In what is said, one can find “what is happening, how, where, when and 
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why it is happening and who the protagonists are” whilst simultaneously what is unsaid 

reveals the underlying construction of meaning (Hagström & Gustafsson, 2019: 390). Most 

important here is the fact that the choice of what is included or excluded in a narrative is a 

conscious process and therefore holds power (Hagström & Gustafsson, 2019). Analyzing 

narratives thus means to be aware of this powerful role they play in constructing meaning. 

This is important because there is an increased understanding that stories and narrative “are 

embedded in interaction and thus bound up with the social contexts of their production” 

(Kasper & Prior, 2015). This means that any construction of reality, as is aimed for in this 

research, requires listening to those in that environment. Besides this central role of narrative 

in constructing reality, stories also play a crucial role in change as “change spawns stories 

and stories can trigger change [yet] stories can also block change and can define what 

constitutes change” (Brown et al., 2009: 323). Listening to the stories of the employees 

through the use of interviews thus allows for a carefully constructed reality of working life at 

DAF as made meaningful by those employees.  

All interviews will be of a semi-structured form and will be conducted online. The 

semi-structured interview is conducted with the use of an interview guide but still allows for 

a lot of freedom on the side of the interviewer as well as the interviewee (Bryman, 2012). The 

interview guide for this research will consist of both a topic list as well as a set of questions. 

This will allow for a focused approach to exploring the different topic with all interviewees, 

but will keep the flexible characteristic of the qualitative approach intact (Fossey et al., 

2002). Besides this, a key part of doing qualitative research is to reserve its openness, and this 

has to be taken into account carefully when conducting interviews. Even though the use of an 

interview guide structures the interviews, the aim must always remain not to “[focus on] what 

you want to earn but what you actually learn” (Sofaer, 2002: 335). During the interviews, I 

will thus make sure to be ready for any surprise that might come at me, in order to preserve 

the integrity of qualitative research.  

 The aim of this strategy is to create as much depth in my research data as possible, I 

have therefore interviewed employees of all genders and throughout the different departments 

of DAF. The selected target group was based on the earlier described data analysis on 

employee turnover rate. Through this data analysis, which I conducted together with DAF, 

we found the age group of employees between 27 and 38 years old to be most significant. 

Besides this, as the research is about career progression, we chose to pick a specific salary 

scale that characterized these employees amongst those that are able to grow within DAF. 

After establishing who was within the target group based on these criteria, we randomly 
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selected 11 men and 11 women from different departments at DAF. The table below gives an 

overview of the research participants. Even though all interviews contributed to my view on 

working life at DAF, some employees provided better examples than others, meaning their 

quotes were most useful in illustrating my argument throughout the thesis.  

 The decision to interview both men and women came from the aim to get an overall 

view of career perspectives at DAF, and to then later assess whether this has different 

impacts for employees of different genders. However, it also meant that I could adapt a 

funnel approach to my research; starting broad and zooming in on specific aspects that are 

deemed crucial in shaping this image of career at DAF. By starting broad, I get a good view 

of the different opinions and struggles within the company. This is important because the 

depth of qualitative research often means the researcher can get lost in the search for data that 

can confirm a world view consistent with their assumptions about it (Morgan & Smircich, 

1980). Considering the other side of the coin, in this case the employees of different genders, 

allows to also put these underlying assumptions to the test by taken into account views that 

could challenge them. By presenting this broad view, I am then able to zoom into the specific 

parts of this broader image that are of interest to this research, and explain how and why this 

is the case. I will thus apply the same funnel approach is applied to the presentation of my 

data, which I will explain below when I elaborate on my process of analysis.  

 

Name 

(pseudonym) 

Gender Years working at DAF Kids? * Timing of 

interview 

Bas Male 6 - 10 years Yes March 

Toby Male 16 - 20 years Yes March 

Karel Male  11 - 15 years Yes March 

Maartje Female  2 - 5 years Not specified  March 

Jesse Male 16 - 20 years Not specified  March 

Alison Female  2 - 5 years Yes March 

Ava Female  6 - 10 years Yes April 

Lex Male 16 - 20 years Not specified  April 

Doris Female  11 - 15 years Yes April 

Danielle  Female  2 - 5 years No April 

Lisa Female  11 - 15 years Yes April 

Karin Female  6 - 10 years Not specified  April 
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Suzanne  Female  2 - 5 years Not specified  April 

Bobby Male 11 - 15 years Not specified  April 

Andy  Male 6 - 10 years Yes April 

Aaron Male  6 - 10 years Yes April 

Harry Male  6 - 10 years Yes April 

Thomas Male 11 - 15 years Not specified  April 

Simone Female  2 - 5 years Not specified  April 

Laurel Female  6 - 10 years Not specified  April 

Jordan Male 6 - 10 years Not specified  April 

Emily  Female  2 - 5 years Not specified  May 

Table 1. Overview of the interviewees.  

* Not specified means nothing was explicitly said about having kids. However, often this indicated 

that the employee did not have kids. 

 

3.3. The process of analysis 

Even though the COVID-19 crisis made it hard to incorporate a lot of observation into my 

research, I was not left completely blank in this regard. I got access to different documents, 

providing me with an image of DAF, their diversity plans and equality concerns, and how 

they mean to move forward. I was then able to also get a few small looks inside the company, 

though some of them online, which paves a way to interpret the documents I read. Together, 

this shapes an image of DAF’s working environment. However, as I was never able to 

experience this environment, it is crucial to also get the view of people who have. My 

interviews with various employees allowed for this as they gave me their experience of 

DAF’s working culture and how it creates a working environment. The process of analysis 

was thus shaped by making sense of these different sources of data, and how they created an 

image of the working environment of DAF.  

 After finishing up my interviews with DAF employees, I was left a bit overwhelmed 

with everything I had heard, and struggled to make sense of it. I had also talked to multiple 

people about it but noticed that I was telling a different story every time. This was because 

there was so much information in my data set, and it was hard to see where to focus at first. 

In order to resolve this issue, I figured that coding the data would give a better view on what 

was said, and where the importance lied. I used the program ATLAS.ti to do so, and made a 

coding scheme based on all these different elements that I had in mind. I then grouped these 

elements in order to see the connection between them. This helped in ordering the data from 

the interviews, and gave me a good view on which elements of working life at DAF were 
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most common and thus needed to be discussed in order to create an image of this life for my 

reader. However, I felt I was making it more and more complicated for myself, trying to fit 

findings, coding, theory, and all kinds of expectations together in an image of what my thesis 

was supposed to look like. Turns out, the key to this was one simple question that pulled me 

out of the spiral. I was having a coffee with a friend and we were talking about our theses 

when she asked “so what did you find?” It was in this moment that I realized it did not need 

to be more complicated than that. So, I asked myself ‘what did I find?’ and suddenly 

everything started pouring out. 

 I noticed that everything I was telling her had to do with the aspects of disconnection 

and slow change that I talked about with so many of my respondents, and how this was 

linked to the generation difference between different layers of the company. Putting together 

these elements with more general aspects of working life at DAF in the story to my friend 

made me see how they interacted and shaped a bigger picture of DAF’s working 

environment. And thus, I decided to use the same line of reasoning in the writing of my 

thesis, where I want my reader to get a view on these elements and how they work together as 

much as I did. In order to do this, I will use illustrations from my interviews with employees, 

as well as some more ethnographically-oriented vignettes of my own observations to take my 

reader with me in this sensemaking process. The result is a written account of what shapes 

life at DAF, and how this has different consequences for employees of different generations 

and genders.  

 

3.4. Positionality and reflexivity: On being a woman and Eindhovenaar doing 

research on gender equality at DAF  

As with any research, it is important to take into account the positionality of the researcher 

and be both transparent and reflexive about this. There is no denying that my academic and 

personal journey has shaped me as a researcher, which influences the way I conduct and 

analyze my research. Therefore, it is important to outline which parts of this journey shape 

my experience as a researcher, and thereby paint a picture of how I approached this research 

(Alvesson et al., 2008).  

 The first aspect in this is my personal experience with DAF prior to conducting this 

research. As I was born near Eindhoven, I have known about DAF my whole life and have 

had different encounters with them as a company. These encounters vary between going to 

the DAF museum as a high-school fieldtrip as well as having a summer job at the company. 
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Whilst these encounters did shape my view on DAF before starting my research, they also 

helped me in connection with my respondents during the interviews. With one employee, I 

talked about how DAF is not generally the first truck company that comes to mind when 

imaging an image of a truck, whereas for both him and myself this is the case, this 

immediately set the tone for our interaction and resulted in a feeling a familiarity. I think this 

is the strongest characteristic of my prior personal experience, a sense of familiarity for both 

myself and the people I speak to. However, it is important to be transparent about having this 

prior experience with DAF. 

 Second, and most importantly, I have to reflect on my positionality regarding the 

issues of identity and othering. Being a young woman myself has implications for how I 

approach my research participants. When conducting the interviews, I have to be aware that I 

also am likely to participate in the process of othering. I might feel more identified with 

female employees and label male employees as the other. Because I aim to get a view of the 

career perspective of both, I need to make sure I am aware that my own identity can play a 

role in perceiving the view of male employees. In order to create this awareness, I will 

actively reflect on my interviews in terms of commonality of tension with my own position 

and work through them (Milner, 2007). Realizing my own position as a woman is the first 

step in creating a research done about and by women, but not for women.  

 The second step in creating such a research is to have a reflexive process of writing. 

Most important in this was to take a step back after having conducted the interviews, and 

look at them from a more distanced point of view (Nicolini, 2009). This meant to often map 

out what I saw in the interviews, without constantly involving my own thoughts and 

theoretical perspectives on the matters-discussed. I did this by use of mind-maps and writing 

out my thoughts, which resulted in a slightly chaotic yet information-filled notebook of my 

research. Lastly, I approached transcribing the interviews as a task on its own, rather than 

already analyzing them during the process. As described above, the analytical side to this 

process came from coding, which also helped in creating a more general view of the data, 

without immediately interpreting it. 

 So, in general, I am aware of my positionality as a young woman researching the 

experience of slightly older but still young employees within a company I knew before 

starting the research. However, I see this as being an advantage in shaping an image of DAF 

as a company, as long as I remain reflexive and transparent in my approach.  
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4. Working Life at DAF: The Basics  

The aim of this research is to get a view of life at DAF and analyze the daily practices of the 

company in order to establish the influence of the working environment on gender equality. 

As explained earlier, this process of analysis is largely based on painting a picture of working 

life at DAF, and how employees operate within this environment. The first step in this is to 

get a broad view on the what, when, where, and how of DAF and its employees. Despite 

being limited in the ethnographic immersion of this qualitative research, I got access to 

different aspects of the company in order to be able to paint the picture needed for my 

analysis. In this chapter, I will therefore explain how insights gained from documents, 

observations of the events, and the opinions of a selection of employees lay the foundation 

for an analysis of the underlying aspects of the working environment that shapes life at DAF.  

 

4.1. First insights from document analysis 

In preparation of my research, I had a variety of documents to educate myself with. Starting 

with DAF’s monthly newspaper, in particular this year’s New Year’s edition, which gives a 

summary of some of the most important developments of the year, presented through an 

interview with DAF’s president. On the front page, one finds a picture of the new year’s 

interview. It, however, is not Wolters who catches the eye, it is the blonde female presenter 

who is interviewing him. I was then told that they always ask this specific woman for 

prominent interviews, and though she is excellent at her job and well-known amongst the 

shop floor workers at DAF, the choice remains fascinating.  

For this research, the most relevant part of the content was a piece on the DAF 

Diversity Award. The price was awarded to the team or department that was determined to 

improve their approach to diversity and inclusion. In this issue, the Assemblage and Test 

team was awarded for their diverse work force and the way they put this into successful 

collaborations. The reveal of the winner in the newsletter is accompanied by a few words 

from Wolters, who says the main aim at DAF should be the work together and learn from 

each other, no matter who you are. Though these are words I have heard before, both in and 

out of DAF, when talking about diversity initiatives, the award shows that DAF is determined 

to initiate change. However, the fact that Wolters’ words are so recognizable is because they 

are often left on their own, without actions that follow them up. It is therefore important to 

look for signs that DAF is aiming for these follow-up actions.  
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DAF shows this determination to follow their words with actions through, almost 

ironically, another set of words: their code of conduct. This document shows a very strong 

commitment to an inclusive working environment. They do this by providing a clear 

statement on anti-harassment and discrimination actions they will take when noted to an 

accident of that sort, as well as an anti-violence campaign, a commitment to the fight for 

human rights, and more general health and safety concerns. So, it seems that DAF has their 

head in the game when it comes to the things needed to create an inclusive environment. 

However, my main interest does not lie with DAF’s intentions on their own, as I see their 

commitment to the diverse goals they set for themselves. However, in order to successfully 

commit to these goals, both their portrayed words and actions need to be felt amongst their 

employees. In addition, actions on paper are still only one step of the process, making it even 

more important to see whether these intentions also result in concrete steps on the work floor. 

I will therefore now turn to both my own experience and those of the employees I spoke to 

around working life at DAF, and what it means for diversity and inclusion on the work floor.  

 

4.2. Observation and experience: Why Actions Matter 

The most important aspects of working life at DAF is its culture, but as I said before, I was 

not able to truly immerse myself into this culture. However, I was able to learn from 

encounters that I either experienced or heard about. Below, I will explain how these 

encounters helped shape an image of life at DAF. 

One of the main parts of the Codes of Conduct was DAF’s response to encounters of 

harassment and discrimination, and though it states that relevant people at DAF will deal in a 

proper manner when notified of encounters of harassment, these encounters will first need to 

get to these people. The most complicated aspect of this is the fact that there is no easy fix, as 

the problem does not lie with DAF or any other individual actor. The problem comes from a 

collectively established culture that is especially hard to break through. This collective 

culture is a result of the actions of those in it, which both create and reinforce the culture. I 

was recently given an example of this when I was told about the experience of a new female 

employee. When she joined DAF, her photograph was put on the screens throughout the 

buildings of DAF Eindhoven, by means of introducing her. However, in the days after this, 

she received multiple friend requests on Facebook of other, mostly male, DAF employees. 

Though this is not a harmful act per se, it is also definitely not what should be considered 

normal. Coming back to the collective aspect of this culture, even the female employee did 
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not feel like this was something that needs to be reported, and I am also not sure it should. 

Because were all those men individually doing something wrong? I mean, they were not 

really doing the right thing but they are also not individually to blame. So, even though the 

correct efforts are in place, escaping the norms of a men’s world is always going to be harder 

than one might think beforehand. This is because situations like these are hard to recognize as 

incidents of harassment or discrimination because they fall within the grey area often 

characterized by micro-aggression, which subtle character makes it hard to identify and 

respond to them (Simatele, 2018). This means that women within the organization will likely 

have to deal with these micro-aggressions rather often, shaping their working experience as 

different from their male colleagues. It also shows the collectiveness of the established 

culture, as interactions such as the one described above reinforce the norms of the working 

environment, especially when they are not corrected.  

This experience shows how important it is to get a good view on the experience of all 

employees at DAF, but specifically how these experiences might shape a different working 

life for employees of different genders. It is therefore crucial to get a view of working life at 

DAF through the eyes of their employees. Together with the glimpses I have been able to 

catch of DAF as a company, which I will describe below, this will give an image of working 

life at DAF. I will then use this image to dig deeper into the specific aspects of life at DAF 

that influence the careers of their employees, and how this can have different effects on men 

and women.  

 

4.2.1. A first glance of life at DAF 

Earlier, I described my experience at the launch event of the PACCAR Women’s Association 

(PWA) and how it allowed me to have a look inside DAF employees’ opinion around gender 

quota and equality. Besides it being an extremely educative experience, I do also see this 

event as the first observation for my thesis, even if I did not know it then. Since this was in 

January 2020, when I had not even started my master’s yet, it was only until much later that I 

followed this experience up with more observations.  

Fast forward 13 months and one pandemic later, I attended a second event to observe. 

In the wake of international women’s day, PACCAR organized a series of events. The first 

one being an open interview with one of PACCAR’s high-ranking women. I felt the event 

was mostly meant to be inspiring, with the speaker sharing her journey to success. It was 

inspiring, for sure, but it did make me think of an article by Anne-Marie Slaughter I read in 
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The Atlantic. In the article, entitled “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All,” Slaughter 

explained how much of the communication on career towards young women is inspired by 

success stories of women claiming they worked past all barriers. This, of course, it not a bad 

thing per se as it is meant to show that there are no obstacles big enough to prevent anyone 

from reaching their goals. What it does not do, however, is show how this path to success is 

filled with sacrifices, sacrifices not everyone wants – or should have to – take: 

“You should be able to have a family if you want one—however and whenever your 

life circumstances allow—and still have the career you desire. If more women could 

strike this balance, more women would reach leadership positions. And if more 

women were in leadership positions, they could make it easier for more women to 

stay in the workforce.” (Slaughter, 2012: n.p.) 

So, whilst the interview was inspiring and had a message that could guide young women 

throughout their career, it was still based on this perspective of having to choose between 

work and life, especially for women with children. This perspective on work-life balance 

turned out crucial in understanding the dynamics of working life at DAF, but more on that 

later. For now, it is important to take from this experience that not all perspectives on career 

are the same, especially when it comes to the successes of it. This interview is an example of 

one perspective but failed to acknowledge Slaughter’s explanation of the path to success. 

Nevertheless, it showed determination on the side of PACCAR and DAF to create a platform 

where these issues could be discussed.  

The interview was followed up, a day later, with a training about personal branding. 

Once again given by an American woman who’s everyday talking voice seemed to be 

inspired by some of history’s greatest speech-givers. I do not know whether it is a personal 

pet peeve or something others relate to, but the American accent seems as if it was made to 

sound inspirational, making it always sound a little fake, to me at least. Though rather 

repetitive at times, the training covered a great range of topics when it comes to personal 

branding and did not showcase womanness as having to be one of those topics. As it was part 

of the women’s day program, it was clear that the idea behind it was to help women present 

themselves better in their pursuit of career success, but the focus of the training was never on 

women or women’s struggles. It was all about theory on branding and how to put it to 

practice. Most valuable to me was the exercise on how to find out, for yourself, what you 

want to reach within a certain position. In order to do this, she asked us to answer the 

following four questions:  

1. What is your professional identity (your role)? 
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2. What are three qualities that you value about yourself? 

3. What do people come to you for? 

4. What is one thing you want to improve about yourself? 

For me, this really made me go back to the roots of why I was doing what I was doing. The 

second question in particular stood out to me because it made me realize that these qualities 

are also how I want people to see and remember me, and my aim thus needs to be to 

showcase them more. It was a shame that the online environment did not allow for much 

discussion, as it would have been very interesting to hear the experience of the other 

attendees.  

What this training mostly made me realize, is that I had to look at gender equality, 

and issues around it, differently than I might have first expected. This is because the training 

did not display womanness as an element of personal branding, but showed the importance of 

personal branding in pursuing career, with the aim of helping women in this. I believe this is 

how one needs to look at gender within DAF as well, not as something explicit but as 

underlying. Even though this did not surprise me, I had not realized how inexplicit it really 

was. This came to light during the interview phase of my thesis, where I asked every single 

employee I spoke to how they would describe the working culture at DAF, and only one of 

them said “it’s a men’s world.” There is no denying that DAF is a men’s world, and this is 

not necessarily a negative or bad thing, but the fact that only one person, a woman non-

surprisingly, said this tells me that one should not research it as such. Rather, it is important 

to look at how other characteristics of DAF as a company shape a certain working 

environment, in which men and women get to work differently. In order to do so, I will first 

turn to the employees and explain how they described DAF and it’s working culture to me, 

creating an image that will serve as a foundation in the search for the underlying elements 

that shape life at DAF.   

 

4.2.2. Working life at DAF through the eyes of its employees 

After having observed glimpses of working life at DAF through the available documents and 

online events I attended, the main source in establishing a solid image of working life at DAF 

was still to come: the interviews with multiple employees. With the aim of the interviews 

being to shape this image of life at DAF, looking for commonality in the conversations I had 

with employees was most important. Luckily, there is quite a sense of commonality in how 

DAF employees describe the working culture within the company, with almost everyone 
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expressing one of more of the following elements: down-to-earth1 and sociable2; high 

workload; and a diverse work floor. Below, I will elaborate on these elements, what was said 

about them, and how they fit into working life at DAF. 

 

Down-to-earth and sociable 

“When you speak to people, you will notice that no one is actually going to work, all of them 

are ‘going to DAF.’ For real, are you going to work? No, I’m going to the DAF. Not that we 

do not do anything here but it is just special.”3 (Bas, March 2021) 

 

What Bas’ words illustrate is the common-sense aspect of working at DAF, almost as if it is 

not work at all. Though Bas’ words described the down-to-earthness of DAF most poetically, 

many of his colleagues agree with him, and there also seems to be a unanimous agreement 

that this is something that suits the company and is a likable aspect of working at DAF. This 

is confirmed for me when Laurel, right after explain how the workload is rather high – 

something I will elaborate on later –, says it’s important to describe working life at DAF as 

sociable. The sociable aspect of working life proved important for many employees, as they 

explained how DAF is a family-company and a sense of family and being there for each other 

is important in creating a healthy work environment.  

Another factor that employees often link to down-to-earthness is an informal aspect to 

working life at DAF. Joking with your colleagues, chatting by the coffee machine, or 

unwinding over lunch is common practice, and though this is something that can be found in 

many companies, it does again show how the commonality of such mundane things is 

appreciated within DAF. What’s most interesting however, is how this informality is often 

put in contrast with the formal hierarchical structure when it comes to management. Thomas 

explained to me how he experienced this after he got a management role:  

“DAF as an organization is just hierarchical, your manager is your manager. And 

similarly, decisions need to be made bureaucratically, that can be frustrating 

sometimes. Decisions can take very long but I have to say, up to as far as CEO, I have 

always had good personal contact with everyone, there is always respect. But the 

higher you go, the more formal and serious it gets.” (Thomas, April 2021) 

 
1 “Nuchter” in Dutch 
2 “Gezellig” in Dutch 
3 Original Dutch quote: “Je moet maar eens opletten misschien ook bij anderen die je spreekt, niemand gaat 

werken, die gaan allemaal naar d’n DAF. Dat is echt, ja moet je werken? Nee ik ga naar d’n DAF. Niet dat je 

hier niks doet of zo maar dat is altijd wel bijzonder.”  
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Thomas also explained how he tries to balance being a manager with being a colleague, 

expressing that it is sometimes hard to be someone’s friend during a chat at the coffee 

machine but then having to be their boss an hour later. What Thomas’ experience illustrates 

is that there is a certain interplay between formal and informal at DAF, which has an effect 

on the everyday sociable practices, specifically because of the down-to-earth characteristic of 

these practices. This is because the formal communication does not always align with the 

down-to-earthness, leaving the responsibility on how to deal with that discrepancy on 

individuals such as Thomas.  

All in all, it is most important to illustrate how content the employees I spoke to are 

with the general working environment at DAF, as they feel comfortable with the down-to-

earth, sometimes informal, and sociable environment on the work floor.  However, the other 

main aspect that comes up is the high workload that is generally experienced. This, of course, 

has a massive impact on working life at DAF and it is therefore important to elaborate on 

these experiences and explain how this affects the employees.  

 

Heavy workload 

“The culture is basically, let’s assign as much work as possible. When we have a certain 

project, we can express that it is not doable, and then they say yeah make a plan to make sure 

it is. That’s ostrich policy4.” (Doris, April 2021) 

 

Doris was one of the earlier people I spoke to, and her story showed what happens when 

bureaucracy goes wrong. She explained how she had been asked to leave her position, one 

she loved doing, rather out of the blue. An important aspect of her story is the explanation of 

the workload at DAF, which she explains as basically assigning as much work as thinkably 

possible. She also was not the only one who spoke about a tendency to put too much work on 

too little people, with Andy explaining that this is related to the fact that certain aspects of the 

company have grown substantially over the past years but often the same people are doing 

these jobs. He emphasizes that one should question how that is possible. Jordan has a 

different reason behind the high workload, explaining to me how there is a no-bullshit5 

approach to working life at DAF. Combined with a hands-on mentality, this creates a 

dynamic yet demanding environment according to Jordan. However, he expressed that this is 

 
4 “Struisvogelpolitiek” in Dutch 
5 Original quote: “niet lullen maar poetsen” 
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what makes his work exciting as well and similarly, many employees expressed that they did 

not always mind the high workload. Danielle said the following about her team having to 

respond to the COVID-19 crisis by rewriting all sales contracts: 

“I worked quite some overtime as well last year but I also think it is worth it because 

I believe you get a lot in return. You get a lot of opportunities and [DAF] is just a 

good employer. And with the freedom around working hours, I think that means you 

find it worth it more often. I also get a lot in return from DAF, that is how I feel at 

least and then I do not mind doing something for that. If you get opportunities for 

what you do, then I do not mind doing it.” (Danielle, April 2021) 

Danielle’s words show a multitude of things about working life at DAF. Mostly it shows the 

commitment that is felt on the work floor, something that not only Danielle expressed. 

However, it also shows that employees experience a certain expectation when it comes to 

workload. Laurel told me that in her team, everyone has a departmental phone and that this 

phone comes with the expectation that you are reachable, able to handle the workload, and 

committed to the company. She did emphasize that she did not have this experience when she 

worked within a different department, so it is important to realize that these expectations 

differ within the company. However, whether it be because of a shortage of employees, a no-

bullshit environment, or an expected commitment, fact is that almost everyone I spoke to 

brought up the high workload at DAF. And even though this was not always in a negative 

manner, it is important to keep this in mind when further assessing working life at DAF.  

 

A diverse work floor 

The last element of working life at DAF that is commonly expressed by employees focuses 

on the ways diversity and policies around it are discussed amongst employees. As I said 

earlier, to my surprise little employees talked about DAF being a men’s world, however it did 

come up and I will thus illustrate how this creates a certain image of women within DAF. But 

first, I want to elaborate on a different topic that I was actual rather surprised by, namely the 

fact that many of the people I spoke to talked about DAF having a very diverse work floor, 

something that was not always experienced in a positive manner: 

“Within finance, actually throughout DAF but within finance it is very noticeable, 

they want a lot of diversity. And then I do not mean men-women, well that too, but 

culture of men-women does not matter that much but what you do notice is that there 

are a lot of people of non-Dutch origin within Finance. And thus, I have a lot of 

meeting where we speak English. That is a big change I noticed within my job. And us 
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Dutchies are constantly adjusting to that. When we have a meeting with 20 or 30 

people and there is one person who does not speak Dutch, we speak English. And is 

that good? Yeah I am not sure.” (Thomas, April 2021) 

This quote shows quite a discomfort with the development of employing more people of 

different nationalities, and thus different languages. Thomas elaborated by seeing that he 

could notice that the people within his team were definitely not fluent in English and thus 

struggled to express themselves in this meeting, which lead to his questioning of this policy. 

Thomas was also not the only one who explained the noticeable change in work force as 

Doris expressed a similar concern in the fact that certain cultural or communicational issues 

arose from the diversification of the staff in her department. However, both Thomas and 

Doris also expressed their agreement with this strive for diversity and similarly Lisa told me 

that she keeps seeing confirmation of the employees within the production sector being a 

“reflection of society,” something very important in creating an inclusive environment. 

However, what their stories show is that the implementation of this diversification is not done 

in consult with the employees or floor managers, those who know their teams best. This has 

to do with a certain disconnection between higher management and the work floor, on which 

I will elaborate in the next chapter. What is most important to emphasize here is how this 

diversification of employees has a direct impact on working life at DAF and is therefore 

important to illustrate.  

 Besides this diversification, which focuses mainly on diverse nationalities, it is also 

important to illustrate how DAF was described as a men’s world. Maartje was one of the only 

ones who brought up how DAF being a men’s world affected her. She explained that this was 

not a surprise to her, as it logically follows from working within a truck company. She also 

said that she was quite familiar with working within a male-dominated environment as this 

was also the case during her studies. I asked her what characterizes this experience for her, to 

which she replied that she is careful with how she dressed, especially when going into the 

factory. She also says everything is bit blunter, and one needs to be able to deal with that. 

And though she expressed that she did not mind working within this environment, she does 

emphasize the importance of having female colleagues as she does not deny that she forms 

different working relationships with them than with her male colleagues. This shows that the 

aspects of working life that characterize a different experience for women are hard to escape, 

even with initiatives such as diversity councils and women’s associations in place.  
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4.3. Working life at DAF: by way of conclusion 

In the sections above, I have described different aspects of working life at DAF that 

characterize the daily experience of employees within the company. I have done so by using 

documents, online observations, and interviews with employees. Starting with the documents, 

it is clear that DAF’s intentions to improve diversity and inclusion within the company are on 

the right page, and that they are committed to making these intentions reality. However, what 

makes it harder to do so is the fact that many aspects of working culture limit the path 

between intention and concrete actions. This is visible through encounters of micro-

aggression but also through the fact that not everyone is on the same page when it comes to 

career progression and gender equality, as become visible in the talk given in light of 

International Women’s Day. Besides this, it became clear that one should not look at gender 

as something explicit at DAF, rather one should look for the implicit aspects of life at DAF, 

and how they affect gender equality.  

 The main elements found about life at DAF are their down-to-earth and sociable 

approach to work, the high workload experienced by employees, and the noticed 

diversification of the work floor. The down-to-earth aspect of work at DAF is important as it 

illustrates what a day in the life at DAF would look like, and how interaction takes place 

within the working environment. The high workload says a lot about expectations that are 

placed on employees when committing to the working life at DAF, making it crucial to take 

this aspect into consideration when digging deeper into this working life. Lastly, the 

diversification of the work floor shows how employees approach these aspects of their daily 

practice, but even more importantly, it gives a first glance at how these employees are not 

always on the same page as higher management, which will be thoroughly discussed in the 

next chapter.  

 The importance of this chapter lies in the fact that all these elements and 

characteristics should be taken into account when further assessing life at DAF. Throughout 

the next chapters, I will thus refer back to them and illustrate the effects they have on other 

elements of working life at DAF.    
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5. Digging deeper: On Disconnectedness and Slow Change 

“Well, you can aim for a lot of things as an employee but if that is not picked up by the 

higher order, nothing will happen” (Laurel, April 2021) 

 

Laurel’s words perfectly illustrate why change at DAF is a complicated subject, as employees 

are often left somewhat powerless in it. This was brought up by many employees, with most 

of them expressing how they did not feel they were in a position to change aspects of 

working life that they felt needed improvement. This was specifically interesting as some of 

them did have rather good suggestions and were enthusiastic about the prospect of this being 

implemented, but whenever I asked if they thought it was a realistic change, the enthusiasm 

dulled out. This is because, as Laurel said, in order to make changes, one needs to have be 

able to reach higher management and get them on their side, and this turns out to be harder 

than expected. Part of why this is so hard is because amongst the employees I spoke to, there 

is a sense of disconnection from DAF’s higher management. Most significant in this 

disconnection is the fact that the age gap between the employees and management makes for 

significant generational differences.  

 In this chapter, I explain the disconnection between employees and higher 

management, and explore this from a generational and gender perspective. As I will show, it 

is the intersection of these different elements that affects the likelihood of change, and 

therefore has important implications for working life at DAF 

 

5.1. Disconnection between employees and higher management 

One of the most common feelings that DAF employees expressed was a sense of 

disconnection they experienced between themselves and the higher management of the 

company. This was mainly expressed through a general feeling that their feedback could not 

reach the level it needed to in order to actually make for change. Often, they did feel that they 

could talk to their manager about struggles they encountered or suggestions they had, but it 

often stopped at that. Within these conversations, there were two themes around the subject 

of disconnection: age and generations, and gender. In this section, I will therefore first 

illustrate this general disconnection, and then explain how age, generations, and gender 

specifically make for this sense of disconnection.  

 



 49 

5.1.1. General disconnection felt by employees 

“The point is they, how do you say, they do not listen to the people. So, your supervisor does 

listen but if two levels above that they say no we will not make choices, you will have to do 

everything still” (Doris, April 2021) 

 

Doris’ situation specifically showed what can happen if higher management does not listen 

to employees. Doris explained to me how the extreme workload she experienced at DAF 

years back, even though her and her team had expressed out a few -lead to her having a burn

ected work. As can be read from the multiple times that they were unable to do all the exp

quote above, the choice of whether to prioritize certain aspects of the work was up to higher 

played a hem not listening to the signals coming from the employees management, and t

out did serve as a -Doris’ burnout. Luckily, Doris expressed that her burn in significant role

call and the raised awareness has now also resulted in training for supervisors. -up-wake

er still, the underlying cause of the problem, the fact that higher management stood Howev

 stoo far from the problem to recognize it, has not been accounted for. Training for supervisor

and should be able  to the employees stis a logical solution, as they are the ones who are close

higher if like was the case with Doris,  . However,out-burna to recognize the early signs of 

management does not listen and therefore does not change the workload, there could well be 

nly one who expressed concerns around out case soon. Doris was also not the o-another burn

creates an environment in which one needs  , whichouts and the high workload at DAF-burn

to be careful not to overstep, making it even the more important that higher management 

ss that the workload is too high. listens to their employees when they expre  

 However, even though the high workload and the possibility for burn-outs is a good 

illustration of how the disconnection with higher management has serious consequences, it is 

not the only way it comes back in my conversations with employees. Ava talked about how 

she does not always experience a sense of collectiveness between different departments, as 

she feels that at higher levels6, things are not consulted between different departments. This 

makes it hard to work together and also results in laborious decision-making. Similarly, Bas 

expressed that he had the feeling the HR department was separate from the company as a 

whole, saying he feels they “operate outside of the main processes, and organize or do things 

off the beaten track.”7 He also said he was not sure whether this had something to do with 

 
6 Original quote: “de niveautjes hoger” 
7 Original quote: “dat we best buiten de processen lopen en buiten de paden dingen doen en organiseren” 
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visibility within the company, something that came up more often. Simone made a similar 

point when she said that in order to promote employees to switch departments and progress 

horizontally rather than vertically, departments need to become more visible to each other. 

So, besides a disconnection from higher management directly, it also seems to be hard to 

connect to other departments. 

 In general, the experiences of these employees show that even though they feel DAF 

is a company that finds great importance in a collective feeling, this collectiveness does not 

reach between all levels. To show more specifically how this can be a disadvantage, I will 

illustrate how the aspect of age and generation, as well as gender play into this.  

 

5.1.2. The influence of age and generations on the feelings of disconnection 

“The old guard, that is where the difference lies. Some of them are very enthusiastic and fun 

to work with and others just do their thing, there is a lot of those.” (Bobby, April 2021) 

 

Bobby described how he has mostly worked in rather young teams, where the sociable part of 

working at DAF was very prominent. However, he also emphasized that in almost all these 

teams there were people from ‘the old guard’ who just did their own thing. He expressed that 

the approach he sees in these people is something that would not inspire him much, as he 

looks for more dynamic aspects in his work, and appreciates the enthusiasm and passion that 

comes from his younger colleagues more often. Bobby is not the only one who expressed his 

experience with working amongst different generations, as it was a very common topic in my 

conversations. Karin, who works with a diverse group of team leaders, explained how the 

older team leaders she has to guide are often resistant towards her advice whereas the 

younger ones do not question her expertise. Obviously, there could also well be a gender 

character to this, something Karin also did not shy away from. In general, a generational 

difference comes with different approaches to gender, something I will explain further later 

on.  

 Similarly, Maartje told me about her team, in which there was a clear divide between 

the younger and older employees. She explained that the oldest of the young group was in 

their early-thirties, whereas the youngest of the old guard was almost in their mid-fifties. This 

is obviously a very noticeable difference and when I asked how she experienced this, she 

explained the following: 
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“Well, those people who have already worked [at DAF] for 20 years, they have their 

own machines so the work tends to draw towards them and I have to find my way a bit 

more still, and also ask more questions. You also notice that they are a bit rusted, they 

are not always open for new ideas. They actually do not want it because it is change 

and they do not feel like it.” (Maartje, March 2021) 

What is most significant here is the rusty characteristics that is evident amongst the older 

employees of the team, similar to how Bobby described the old guard. This rusty 

characteristic will prove to be very important in explaining how generational differences 

affect working life at DAF.  

 What the experiences of Bobby, Karin, Maartje, and others alike show is that age is a 

non-negligible factor at DAF, and should thus be taken into account in any approach to life at 

DAF. However, before linking the aspect of age and generations to change, I will first 

elaborate on the effect of gender on feelings of disconnection.  

 

5.1.3. The influence of gender on the feelings of disconnection 

Besides age and generational difference, one factor that also makes for a sense of 

disconnection between employees and management is the fact that higher management at 

DAF clearly lacks the influence of women, with the first woman in the board of directors 

only having been appointed this year. Logically, not having the right representation amongst 

the highest rank has an effect on female employees. This effect is best explained through the 

experience of Suzanne who was one of the only women who expressed that she felt the 

underrepresentation of women in higher management affected her experience at DAF, 

especially during her early career. She told me about how, when she started at DAF, she felt 

that being a young women meant she immediately had to stand her ground in order not be 

walked all over. This was because, being one of the only women, and young women 

specifically, meant people treated you differently. She felt that this only changed when she 

joined a new team, with a female manager, who served as a role model for her in finding out 

how to present herself. However, still she saw how her manager was seen as too snappy or a 

bitch. Besides this, she described how she did get a sense of her male managers wanting to 

accommodate for more women in their teams, but simply did not know how. When I asked 

what she thought was the reason behind all these experiences, she explained the following:  

“I think it is mostly, you know it is a very old company, a family company which 

generally implies that it is also old-fashioned. And I immediately started in a very old 
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system. And I think altogether it is a bit the culture of a truck company, lots of men, 

the number of men, old men, white men is naturally very high. And that almost right 

away gives an old-fashioned feeling and I do not necessarily think that is always bad, 

I think it is also true.” (Suzanne, April 2021) 

-What is most important here, is the last sentence on how she does not think this old

ashioned characteristic of DAF’s culture should just be denied or challenged, but one should f

e reality, especially for female rather acknowledge that this is something that is part of th

employees.  

 Suzanne’s story shows quite some stereotypes in how the experience of women in 

male-dominated environments is described, making it important to not shy away from these 

stereotypes or deem them theoretical, or fictional rather than realistic. What is maybe even 

most significant about Suzanne’s story is how she shared that she feels that DAF wants to 

change this old-fashioned image and employ more women or multicultural people, but that 

this is hard because of the rooted aspect of the old-fashioned characteristics. Breaking 

through these characteristics and the associated aspects of a men’s world is not an easy task. 

This is even harder when change is a rare sight, which is the case at DAF. So, I will now 

explain how I came to the conclusion that change is hard at DAF. After that, I will illustrate 

how these aspects of change play into the age, generational, and gender differences.  

 

5.2. The likelihood of change at DAF and the effect on working life  

A second main theme that resulted from my conversations with DAF employees, besides the 

disconnection to higher management, is the fact that change is not an easy thing at DAF. If 

one is even able to ignite change, it takes a very long time before this is implemented. The 

effects this can have on an employee are very evident in the story Karel told me. He started 

telling me about how he did not always agree with the technical decisions that were being 

made, explaining how he finds it hard that some of these technical decisions are out of his, 

and his team’s, hands and he has had to learn to not get upset about them anymore. He said it 

was important to distinguish between things you are able to have an influence on, and things 

you are not. This was so important, he explained, because you will not be able to make any 

change, and in the end, you are mostly hurting yourself by wasting your energy and efforts. 

At first, this made sense to me as I thought it was logical that there were things out of their 

hands, and I agreed that there was no point trying to challenge that. However, his next words 

changed that view for me:  
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“To give a stupid example, you come up with an idea or improvement, you talk to 

colleagues about it and everyone thinks it is an improvement. So, you would want to 

officially submit this and consult your superior, but then rather fast you get the feeling 

that it is being truncated as they say no that is never going to work because there is 

no money and we have already decided on that so nice that you are here but no. And 

I, and my colleagues likewise, find that quite frustrating occasionally. You want to 

deliver the best product, because that is what we are here for, but then the decisions 

are made in advance. So, as testing department, as end assessors, actually as the 

company’s conscious, when we say it is not good, that is the first thing, and then you 

say you should do it like this or this, in both those cases your argument gets wiped 

away because it had already been decided and was ready for production. Then I am 

like, well just cancel our entire department, that will save money. And I think that this 

feeling is shared throughout the entire department.” (Karel, March 2021) 

This shows how much of an impact it has when one is unable to have a say in such important 

aspects of one’s job, the job they were hired to do by the same people now rejecting their 

suggestions. I was also surprised to hear that the ‘things that were out of their control’ were 

actually things that were directly part of their job, making it odd that they are unable to have 

an influence on them. Comparing this with Doris’ experience of her burn-out, when people in 

higher ranks were also unwilling to listen properly, shows the different impacts that come 

from this sense of disconnection with higher management and the slow or non-existent 

change process. Where Doris’ story showed the personal consequences this can have, Karel’s 

example makes it clear that there are also direct effects on the company itself, as suggestions 

of improvement are left unused.  

 Besides this inability to take suggestions, there is a unanimous agreement that if 

things do change, this does not happen very fast at DAF. This was also often linked to DAF 

always having been somewhat conservative in their approach to policy. Likewise, when I 

asked how they saw DAF in the future, multiple employees said that while they do see DAF 

take innovative steps in for example electric driving, no one expected DAF to be a front 

runner when it comes to these innovations, as the employees explained that DAF is more of a 

follower in this regard. In these stories, the slow change is thus often accounted for by a 

conservation and careful approach. However, as is clear in Karel’s story, this is sometimes at 

the expense of employees.  

 A second factor that is related to the slow change is the fact that DAF has a very 

hierarchical and bureaucratic approach to policy, making it a timely and complicated process 



 54 

to implement change, even if it did pass past management. Jordan explained that he thinks 

this bureaucratic approach also comes from the American influence of PACCAR. Besides 

this, Jordan explains that one just needs to be prepared to keep pushing for something, 

believing that eventually that means one is able to push through all the bureaucratic layers. 

 Whereas I do believe the conservative approach to innovation and a more 

bureaucratic organizational structure play their part in creating an environment unaccustomed 

to change, most significantly is the idea that things are believed to work best the way they 

already do. This is inherently linked to the generational and gender difference explained 

above, making it important to illustrate the interplay between these elements of working life 

at DAF and what implications it has. Which I will turn to now. 

 

5.3. Disconnection and change: by way of conclusion  

”I have the feeling that DAF has kind of been standing still, regarding everything. I mean, 

they have been working exactly the same on all kinds of levels for the past 10 years and I do 

not know whether that will ever change unless they employ younger people. Maybe apply 

some more diversity so to say, but at the moment I believe [DAF] is standing still.” (Laurel, 

April 2021) 

 

After hearing about the felt disconnection with management, and the experience of slow 

change, it did not come as a surprise to me when Laurel said she did not have the feeling 

DAF changed over the past years. Though it should not have come as a surprise in general, as 

I was told multiple times about how DAF still uses a system of clocking-in and -out, 

something I had not heard was still a thing for quite a while. So, DAF is old-fashioned? We 

already knew that. The point, however, goes beyond the idea of having to clock in or being 

old-fashioned. As the earlier described experience of Doris shows, even though employees 

feel they can talk to their direct manager about issues that they thought needed changing, they 

were not convinced it would make much of a difference because it was so hard for their ideas 

to reach the level where change actually happened. When discussing these issues, many 

expressed that part of why it was hard to reach this level was because there was a belief that 

things were operating as they are because they worked. Whilst that might be true, the fact that 

employees feel their ideas of improvement cannot reach the level for change, shows how 

there is no challenge to this belief that things work fine as they do. This is also in line with 

Laurel’s reaction to my question of whether she thinks DAF will change in the future: 
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“I do think they could do something about it and maybe they already are doing that 

but the employees just do not notice it. I think it is also mostly due to the directors that 

are currently at the highest level. Right now, those are mostly men aged 40 or higher, 

wearing grey suits so to say. Maybe if there is some rejuvenation there, more women, 

or more diversity in general maybe then they will actually reach the social goals they 

set. Right now, I do not see much happening.” (Laurel, April 2021) 

So, it seems to me that the only solution is to not let the old guard rule the company. But that 

would mean listening to suggestions of improvement by young employees, something that 

young employees currently do not feel is being listened to. This is because the old guard, who 

rule the company, hold on to their standards, which they lived by in order to reach the 

position they now occupy, making it hard to challenge those standards. And besides all this 

circular reasoning, change is not really much of a thing anyway. So, it seems there is a bit of 

a paradox because, as Laurel says and is illustrated by the actions DAF does take to diversify, 

they do want to change.  

 This paradox is also linked with the earlier described diverse work floor as an element 

of working life at DAF, as the examples showed that even though employees are behind the 

diversification of the company, the application of this diversification sometimes contradicts 

the expectations around production. This shows that initiatives around diversity and inclusion 

do not only need to be thought, they need to be felt as well. And in order to create this 

feeling, and thus ignite change, management and employees need to be on the same page, 

which is currently not the case. This, of course, has major implications for the experience of 

employees. In the next chapter, I will explore one of these implications, namely how the 

disconnection with higher management and slow change makes it harder for employees 

within the age group I interviewed to reach the top, with a specific focus on how this is even 

harder for women.  
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6. Reaching for the Gold: Generational Differences and Work-Life 

Balance  

After establishing what elements construct the basics of the working environment at DAF, 

and digging deeper to explain disconnection to higher management and feelings of slow 

change as specific attributes that characterize the working life of the employees I spoke to, it 

is now important to look into the consequences this can have for those employees and their 

colleagues. In addition, this also illustrates the consequences that this working environment 

can have for DAF as a company, and their quest to support growth amongst their younger 

talent.  

 In this chapter, I will first illustrate my experience at the last online event I was able 

to join during my research period, a lunch talk given by one of DAF’s highest managers. I 

will also explain how this lunch talk inspired the focus of this research. After this, I will 

explain how the element of work-life balance colored my conversations with employees, and 

why that is of such importance. Lastly, I will link this to the earlier described aspects of 

disconnectedness and slow change, as well as the generational differences that play a role in 

this.  

 

6.1. Food for thought: How a lunch-talk changed my thesis 

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, lunch talks became a popular way of staying 

connected at DAF. The talks are mostly given by high-ranking managers and serve as a 

getting-to-know them moment for employees. Yet, they are also highly revealing about the 

daily practices of these managers, which is why the lunch talk I was able to attend was so 

relevant for this research. I will therefore first illustrate what was said during this talk, and 

then explain how this shaped the approach of writing my research. 

The talks often start with an introduction by the person who is giving it, including 

their personal journey that got them to their current job. This is then followed by a variety of 

topics that the speaker chose, and ends with a round of questions. The speaker had chosen to 

talk about diversity as one of his topics, and I must say he gave a clear and good account of 

the things I had also read, giving the employees who joined in the same sense of DAF’s 

diversity efforts that I had felt throughout my research. However, it was not his account of 

these efforts that struck me, it was the part where they talked about the female role models in 

his life. In this part, the speaker gave an account of what the high-ranking women he 

encountered during his career so far generally had in common. What struck me about this 
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was the inclusion of specific commonalities in how these women approached work life 

balance, which was mostly built around the fact that their husbands followed them in their 

international careers and often took up the role of ‘house father,’ which struck me. Not only 

did I not understand why one would actively want to promote the idea that in order to be 

successful as a woman, you need to find a husband that wants to take care of your kids, but I 

was also thinking, does this mean that all successful men in the speaker’s life had a house 

wife? I talked to my mother about this, as I do with most gender equality business-related 

matters that confuse me, because she holds strong opinions about this from her own 

experience. Slightly to my surprise, she said that she recognized these assumptions about 

high-ranking women and men alike. She told me that she thinks that it is true that all high-

ranking women at large companies like DAF probably did have a husband who took care of 

the kids or did not have kids at all. And likewise, that the male board members at DAF who 

have kids probably had a wife who took care of the household. Because of this conversation, 

I remembered that at the PWA launch event, one of PACCAR’s most successful women 

spoke about how both her and her husband were lined up for a grant business career, and they 

collectively decided she was the one to pursue it because they knew they could not both do so 

and have children. It was in this moment that I started to realize that my mom had a point, 

maybe this is indeed how it has worked so far but then I asked myself, why would you 

actively want to promote this image? Is this not something that DAF wants to move away 

from in their pursuit for a more diverse workforce? Or do they not see this as part of a move 

to a more inclusive environment? All in all, I was left with something to think about.  

 It was during this thought process that I started to see new trends throughout my 

conversations with DAF employees, much of them around the idea of work-life balance. It 

was also here that I started noticing a different trend in how to approach career in general 

between the employees I spoke to and how it was presented during the lunch-talk. It then 

started to make more and more sense to me, as I linked it to the disconnection from 

management and especially the generational gap aspect in this. Likewise, the high workload 

issue became clear, as this could well also be a point of disconnection between how higher 

management sees it, and how employees see it. It is therefore that, in this chapter, I will first 

illustrate how work-life balance is approached amongst the employees I talked to, and how 

this differs from the image presented during the talk. I will then explain how this difference is 

similar in approach to career progression, and especially progression to the very top. Lastly, I 

will show how these differences has a specific impact on employees who have children, and 

how this then impacts women differently.   
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6.2. Work-life balance at DAF  

The main trend expressed by employees around work-life balance was the high value that 

they put on this balance, indicating that even though they are committed to DAF and want to 

work that commitment to the fullest, they still do not see it as something greater than their 

personal life. This is often combined with an appreciation for DAF’s flexible working hours, 

with employees needing to be present between 10 and 3 but can fill in the rest according to 

their preference rather than having fixed hours. This is a greatly appreciated part of working 

life at DAF and is seen as a flexible way of working one’s hours, allowing them to balance 

work and private life well. Often, the stories around these flexible working hours are 

combined with an expression of how they use this flexibility to make time for their families. 

Andy explained to me how his priorities changed after he had children: 

“In general, I am not someone who has a whole plan for their career and has set 

certain goals that need to be reached. What plays a role in that is that I have two 

young kids. So, in those years you suddenly need to do a lot more. In that moment, 

your priorities change to be honest. And I am someone who values home and social 

life greatly, not only my career. So sometimes I think, yeah I could have been a bit 

further in my career or personal development, but I am not dissatisfied, absolutely 

not. I mean, I am happy with what I do, I enjoy doing it, and well the next step or a 

step sideways will come at some point.” (Andy, April 2021) 

What Andy’s words nicely illustrate is the trend I noticed around employees shifting their 

priorities depending on their personal life, often related to having children. Andy’s story is 

not unique, with Bas explaining how he uses the flexible hours to start early and spend the 

afternoon with his children: 

“I find my family so important, to such an extent that I also want to spend some hours 

with them. I really want to be part of my family so that time is very important to me. 

And the flexibility in my working hours matters a lot, I want to have a say in when I 

start and stop.” (Bas, March 2021) 

Similarly, Lisa and Aaron both talked about how much they value a good work-life balance 

after indicating they have young children. It is important to emphasize the role that children 

play within the work-life balance of the employees I spoke to because of the age group they 

are in, with everyone being between 27 and 38 years old, it is no surprise that many of them 

indicated they have young children and talked about how to combine that with working life. 

However, the conversations around work-life balance were not only about children, as many, 
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with or without children, indicated they value social life as much as work life. What was 

most remarkable is how many employees also indicated that they find it very important to 

have a social life within their working life, with not enjoying one’s job anymore or not 

having fun in what one does being one of the main factors in potentially leaving that job or 

even DAF in general. After I asked Thomas where his feeling of wanting to stay at DAF 

came from, he said: “Yeah just, good question, but yeah I would say that I just really enjoy 

going to work. As long as you have that feeling [it is all good].” Thomas was definitely not 

the only one who said something amongst these lines. It is therefore important to look at this 

trend of looking for fun and enjoyment lines up next to career progression, which I will do in 

the next section.  

 

6.2.1. Career progression and work-life balance 

“I would not want to be manager of a department or anything, no that is nothing for me. I 

also would not want that because I can see how much effort and time goes into that, even 

after hours and during the weekend. And for me, in life, there is work and there is family and 

I also just want to enjoy my work. So, I just want to grow in de position I have now.” (Ava, 

April 2021) 

 

Ava’s words are in line with the stories of many others, where employees express that the 

most important part of their working life is that they enjoy going to work and that they are 

able to balance it with the importance of their personal life. Often, this is combined with an 

expression of content in their current position and a desire to grow further amongst the same 

lines. Another main theme in these conversation around growth was that everyone expressed 

that at DAF, you mostly need to create your own chances: “there is not a ready-to-go path 

for you. If you want something, then the possibilities are there for sure but you have put in 

effort and go after those possibilities yourself” (Bobby, April 2021). Likewise, others talked 

about how you need to be persistent and assertive in order to progress at DAF. However, 

when asked whether they think there are enough opportunities for one to go after, almost 

everyone said yes. There was the occasional (unconscious) bias in this whole process, with 

Doris explaining that she felt sometimes higher management had already picked their 

favorite, making that person’s path to the top a lot easier. On the other hand, Doris said, 

sometimes people were red-listed and there was almost no way for them to progress much 

further. The main take-away, however, was this idea of pursuing your own success, because 
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this puts the responsibility mostly with the aspirations of employees, making it possible to 

look at how these aspirations are translated to career.  

What I heard regarding career ambitions and aspirations from employees was, 

however, vastly different from what the high-ranking manager expressed in his lunch-talk. 

This is best indicated by Jordan’s persistent answer to my question of what his career 

ambitions are:  

“I find that a very complicated question, one that my manager also asks from time to 

time. Where I want to go? I find it most important that one enjoys their work. Enjoy 

what you do, with your colleagues, and be appreciated for that. I find that much more 

important that a career, that is obviously not the same for everyone but I see it like 

that for myself. Currently, I am still learning a lot in my current position and as long 

as that is the case, I am in the right place. In the future, I do see myself making the 

next step […]. I had the opportunity [to make that step] but I said no because I felt I 

was in the right place already. And if I enjoy where I am and am still learning, why 

would I make a next step? Do I regret it? No absolutely not. So, I do see myself 

making that step in the future but the feeling and time has to be right.” (Jordan, April 

2021) 

Jordan’s persistence to grow at his own pace is the best way to illustrate the importance of 

having a good feeling in your working life as expressed by the employees I spoke to. I must 

admit, this did come as somewhat of a surprise to me. I felt like I had always been told that 

career was all about knowing where you wanted to go, yet so many employees told me that 

they did not think having a 5 or 10 or life-time plan is what they desire, they just want to do 

what they love and keep doing that, and think about what is next only when they no longer 

love what they do. I find this admirable, but it did confuse me in putting together how career 

progression worked best at DAF. This is partly because, throughout my research, I always 

kept in mind how someone once told me that when DAF’s current president, Harry Wolters, 

first joined the company, he expressed his desire to one day lead it. Going into my research, I 

had the slight expectation that I would find this attitude amongst the male employees I spoke 

to but not amongst the female employees, this was because it was a trend in academia that 

women are less likely to have these ambitions when joining a company. However, I did not 

find this attitude in anyone I spoke to. Besides proving the importance of not only talking to 

women, this observation also shifted my focus somewhat, though I still believe these matters 

are crucial to understanding how DAF can best promote having more women in higher 

positions. I have said before that maybe one should not look at gender directly at DAF but 



 61 

rather illustrate how the working environment has different consequences for men and 

women, and this is exactly the case here. I will therefore first elaborate on this discrepancy 

between Wolters’ success story the ambitions of the employees I spoke to. Afterwards, I will 

illustrate how this aspect of working life at DAF affects men and women differently.  

 

6.2.2. Do you have what it takes?  

Wolters’ success story is first and foremost based on a strong passion for DAF and 

everything it stands for, something absolutely admirable. I do believe that it is because of this 

shared passion, that DAF has such a family feeling to it, because I do see this same passion 

amongst the employees I spoke to. However, when I read about Wolters’ and his path 

towards the very top of DAF, I do see a difference between his story and the approach to 

career I encountered during my conversations. In an interview with Eindhovens Dagblad, 

Wolters said the following: 

“I once almost quit. I was in my late twenties and you know how that goes, you want 

to move forward, you are inpatient. ‘Wolters calm down, it will all be okay’ I was 

told. ‘You are on the right lists; you have to be patient.’ I prefer people with ambition 

as well. You cannot teach drive.” (Scholtes, 2019: n.p.) 

In the same interview, it is described that Wolters ran through the ranks, taking on new 

positions every few years. Besides showing his determination, this also shows that Wolters 

always had a plan, quite an ambitious one for that matter. He knew what he wanted, and went 

for it. According to the ED article, he is not yet done as his next goals could be to reach the 

levels he did at DAF, at PACCAR. During the PWA launch event, Wolters spoke about 

diversity and inclusion as well. I do not remember his words per se but I do remember him as 

a calm, down-to-earth, yet determined man. To me, he does embrace everything that DAF 

currently stands for.  

 The earlier described lunch-talk presented a similar story as the speaker spoke about 

his career path with passion but also a sense of urgency in how he progressed. When asked 

whether he always knew he wanted to be director and board member, he answered with a 

firm yes. This shows, yet again, that the current highest-ranking people at DAF did have 

these clear-cut paths planned out for themselves, with a strong determination to reach them. 

Wolters’ words about preferring people with ambition also stuck with me, because while the 

employees I talked to are ambitious, this is not in the same manner as Wolters and the lunch-

talk speaker were. As said before, the main trend around career progression was that people 
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explained to me how they value fun and a good work-balance most, and that whatever comes 

next will come at the right time. This does not mean that they do not have ambitions or are 

not determined to go after them, with an almost unanimous agreement that they did want to 

grow, preferably at DAF. However, I never sensed the strong determination to reach the 

highest of the highest as I did when reading or hearing the stories of current high-ranking 

DAF members. It is therefore crucial to illustrate what implications this can have for DAF 

and its employees.  

 

6.3. Concluding: What is next for career progression, work-life balance, and 

working life at DAF? 

In order to understand the implications that this conflicting image of what is needed to reach 

the top can have, it is important to look at possible consequences the above-discussed matters 

can have on the career progression of the employees I spoke to, and their colleagues likewise. 

As discussed, the main discrepancy between the career trajectory of the ones who are 

currently on the highest level and the employees I spoke to is the fact that young employees 

value work-life balance a lot more, which is in line with literature about Millennials on the 

work floor. As the employees I spoke to were between the age of 27 and 38, many expressed 

that one of, if not the most important thing in this balance is the fact that they wanted to spent 

time with their family. In contrast to popular belief maybe, this was not only the case for 

women. Actually, men expressed this desire much more prominently, with the female 

employees I spoke to making it more of a subtle thing, not wanting to admit sometimes how 

much they value their family in fear of being labeled unprofessional. So, if the current group 

of employees who could possibly grow to the highest ranks at DAF do not think the same 

about such a prominent aspect of the working life of those currently in those positions, will 

their work ethic be accepted? And, like discussed before, if there is a disconnection between 

these groups, will this discrepancy become known to those in charge now? And even if it did, 

what would that mean? I will look at some of these questions, especially those about how to 

move forward, in my recommendations for DAF, which will be presented in the conclusion. 

However, it is first important to look at how all these elements work together to create a 

working environment in which men and women work differently, and what implications this 

has on gender equality.  

  In order to do so, it is important to look at the specific impact that the working 

environment has on employees with children. This research has shown that DAF is a 
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company with a committed and collective work force, which is also increasingly diversified. 

However, these characteristics also reflect on a sensed disconnection between different layers 

of the company, explained through the experiences of disconnection between the employees I 

spoke to and higher management. This disconnection then reflects on slow change and a 

stick-to-what you know approach. Because of this approach, the generational difference 

between the different layers of DAF becomes visible, making it hard to move past the 

expectations that are brought to the company by the ones currently in charge. Part of these 

expectations is a different view on work-life balance and one’s path to the top from what is 

common amongst Millennial employees. This makes it hard for Millennial employees to 

approach career with their own views, as that would mean they cannot reach the top at DAF 

because those views do not align with what is believed to be needed. So, why do employees 

with children specifically fall victim to this? Because, even though people might not always 

admit it, having children and aiming for a successful career is still something that not 

everyone can wrap their head around. Conversations around having children when one is also 

on track for a successful career thus mostly revolve around questions of either and or, not 

both. This is also reflected in the lunch talk, where the speaker explained that the successful 

people around him, men and women alike, had a partner taking care of their children, if they 

even had children at all. The Millennial view on work-life balance and having children does 

not fit this and sticking to it, will result in a further disconnection from higher management. 

Likewise, if DAF holds on to these old images of career, they are likely to disconnect further 

from their Millennial employees and potentially risk losing them.  

 This, of course, has major implications for both DAF and employees. However, it is 

also important to point out that this has specific effects on young women within the company. 

This is because the burden for childcare, unfortunately, still falls mostly on women’s 

shoulders (King et al., 2020). This recently became painfully visible when Annalena 

Baerbock decided to run for the role of Chancellor of Germany and the news headlines were 

filled with the question of whether a mother of two was in a position to lead a country. In an 

article in the Volkskrant, entitled “Can a women with two young daughters lead Germany?,” 

it was explained how there is a big expectation on mothers to take care of their children in 

Germany, and the idea of having a successful career, let alone lead the country, does not align 

with this. In general, it has been a while since Germany had a Chancellor with children, but 

that was a man and he was not questioned for his choices (Lindhout, 2021). Obviously, with 

Angela Merkel being the current Chancellor, Germany was ready to have a woman in charge. 
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However, this is still something different from being ready to have a mother in charge, or so 

it shows.  

So, when employees with children are mostly likely to fall victim to the generational 

difference and the resulting disconnectedness, this will eventually impact more women than 

men. Besides these uneven consequences, this will also affect DAF as it is not in line with 

their efforts to improve career progression of women within the company, and employ more 

women in higher positions. This reveals how important it is to take this generational 

difference seriously, which is why I will give a detailed account on how I believe DAF can 

respond to this in the recommendation section that is to follow.  
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7. Conclusion and Discussion 

At the start of my research period, I held the expectation that my findings would focus on 

differences in career perspective of the men and women I would interview. However, rather 

soon into the interview phase, I realized that in those places I had thought to find differences, 

I found similarities. Where I had expected women to talk about work-life balance more, it 

was actually the male employees that talked most prominently about this. In general, I had 

not figured work-life balance to be of such importance in general. I was thus challenged to 

shift my research focus towards the aspects I did find, with the disconnection between the 

employees and higher management soon proving most significant. As described earlier, it 

was the lunch talk that really opened my eyes and made me realize where the key to this 

research lied: generations. I somewhat cursed myself for not having thought of the difference 

in generations as a crucial aspect in the working environment of companies the size of DAF.  

 This, however, is not a bad thing at all as it showed that I had found something new 

and unexpected. Because after realizing the importance of generations, everything started 

making sense. Below, I explain this process of sensemaking by answering the following 

research question: 

How do employees between the age of 27 and 38 at DAF Trucks Eindhoven describe 

their career perspectives, and what do their stories tell about the interaction of their 

specific age group with the rest of the company in working towards improved gender 

equality?  

 

7.1. Answering the research question 

In order to answer the research question, I first needed to lay the foundation for working life 

at DAF by finding out what characterizes a day in the life of their employees. I found that 

three main characteristics shaped this experience: the down-to-earth approach to work and 

working life; the high work load; and the diverse work floor. These characteristics combined 

result in a very collective feeling amongst employees, with high levels of commitment. 

However, it also shapes certain expectations that one needs to live up to in order to thrive in 

this environment. Besides laying the foundation for my analysis of working life at DAF, this 

part of the research also showed me that gender at DAF is something inexplicit and 

researching gender at DAF means to not look at it as a ‘men’s world’ per se but look for 

characteristics that shape the working environment in a way that affects men and women 
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differently. This way of looking at gender was key in conducting the analysis and thus 

establishing how views on career progression affect gender equality.  

The second step in my analysis was to dig deeper into aspects of working life at DAF 

that were most prominent in my interviews with employees: a felt disconnection to higher 

management; and the feeling that change is hard or slow. Here I found that, even though the 

employees express a collective feeling at DAF, collectiveness is not felt on all levels as 

employees often express a sense of disconnection from higher management. This 

disconnection is mainly felt through the elements of difference in age or gender, creating an 

‘old fashioned’ image and though there is a sense that DAF wants to change this image, it is 

too rooted in working life. This rooted aspect of an old-fashioned image is then strengthened 

by the fact that change in general is not easy at DAF according to the employees I spoke to as 

there is an almost unanimous agreement that things do either not change or not very fast at 

least. This slow change is often attributed to the hierarchical and bureaucratic nature of 

DAF’s structure, or the fact that DAF is not a front-runner when it comes to innovation. 

However, a main trend in slow change is also the fact that there is a sense of ‘do things as 

they are done’ resulting in a keeping-things-as-they-are mentality that manifests in the old 

guard of the company. This manifestation in the old guard then reflects back to the sense of 

disconnection to higher management, as that is where the old guard can often be found. Thus, 

there is a deeper layer to working life at DAF that reveals a somewhat paradoxical situation 

in which the desire to change is directly blocked by the rooted elements of the company’s 

everyday being. In order to understand career progression at DAF, I needed to be able to 

work with this paradox as an essential element of life at DAF. Which is the last, and deepest 

part of my analysis. 

Here, I found that this disconnection between the employees I spoke to and those 

within higher management also manifests in a difference in approach to work between them. 

This difference is most visible in two aspects: work-life balance; and career path and steps in 

it. By means of online observation of a talk by one of DAF’s high-ranking managers together 

with articles on the current president, I found that the ‘old guard,’ which is currently in 

charge, had a different path to the top than what the employees I spoke to expressed they are 

willing to do. In terms of work-life balance, there was an almost unanimous agreement that 

work is not worth sacrificing family time for, something that is in line with literature on 

Millennials and work life balance. Similarly, the employees I spoke to expressed that they 

want to take things one step at a time and do not see the point in planning their career ahead. 

Both these elements are not in line with how old guard approached their path to success, 
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revealing how the different generations do indeed have a vastly different approach to career. 

It is thus crucial to see how this can affect both the younger employees as well as DAF as a 

company. 

All above-described elements of working life at DAF contribute to answering the 

research question as they work together to reveal which underlying aspects of this working 

life disbenefit younger employees, and women specifically. It starts with DAF being a 

collective yet hierarchical and bureaucratic organization, which creates a linear career path. 

Because career is linear, progression is age dependent and the different stages of career at 

DAF are fulfilled by employees within roughly the same generations, creating a generation 

gap between these stages. This then results in a felt disconnection between the layers, 

especially between employees around their thirties and higher management. Because it is felt 

that change is hard within DAF, there is also no perspective for young employees that things 

will move more towards their views, unless there is a change in who is in charge. This creates 

a situation in which the working environment at DAF thus gives off the idea that in order to 

have a successful career within it, you need to oblige to the current image. However, both the 

literature on the approach to work-life balance and career of Millennials as well as my 

conversations with DAF employees do not suggest that these younger employees will budge, 

and will thus be more intended to bridge the gap by moving elsewhere.  

Besides making Millennial employees more likely to look if they could find an 

approach more similar to theirs, these elements of the working environment also create a 

situation in which women specifically are more prone to look elsewhere. This is partly due to 

the fact that the automobile industry is still male-dominated, and women thus remain the 

other. When this is combined with the sense of othering that comes from the disconnection 

with higher management, female employees are often left on their own. However, even more 

importantly, the trend of work-life balance being valued more and more by the younger 

generations on the work floor has specific effects on women.  

Work-life balance has been important for women across generations but with it 

becoming more and more important to all employees, now is the time to make your 

organization fit for it, as otherwise you will be missing out on the most talented batch of 

Millennials, men and women alike. This does not only apply for appointing new Millennials 

employees but maybe even more so for those already within the organization, as Millennials 

are also more likely than earlier generations to leave if not satisfied. Providing the means to 

balance work and personal life can thus be beneficial in retaining talented young employees 

who can grow to become the companies next leaders. Not providing it might mean losing this 
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talent, but specifically losing female employees that could grow towards leadership positions. 

So, especially when an organization wants to have more female leadership, taking the 

generational aspects of working life into account is crucial in employing and retaining the 

female leaders of tomorrow.  

So, employees between the age of 27 and 38 at DAF Trucks Eindhoven often view 

their careers as second to their personal or family life, this also results in ambition being 

something that is approached on a step-by-step basis rather than with a preplanned career 

path. These views differ from those of the current highest-ranking people at DAF, which can 

be allocated to a difference in approach to career by different generations, a result of having a 

hierarchical structure and thus a linear career trajectory. This leads to feelings of 

disconnection between different layers of the company, as they consist of different 

generations, and a sense of slow change as things are believed to remain as they are, which 

then again keeps in place the image of career as viewed by the older generations. These 

elements form a working environment in which the old guard and younger employees are not 

on one page when it comes to career, making it hard to communicate about it. Lastly, these 

characteristics of working life also have implications for gender equality, as the difference in 

generations between layers and the disconnection to higher management have a bigger 

impact on women, making them more likely to look elsewhere for aspects of a working 

environment that fits with their approach to career. This working environment thus has a 

specific effect on employees with children, and mothers in particular. If DAF is to hold on to 

this old image of career, this will eliminate a big group of people from reaching the highest 

levels at DAF. Specifically, this will make it harder for mothers to reach these levels, which 

is not in line with the aims to support progression of a diverse group of employees.  

 

7.2. What now? 

Now that the insights gained from this research are clear, it is important to look at these 

insights from an organizational perspective and establish how to move forward from this 

research. In order to do so, I will first share my recommendations for DAF and explain how 

they followed from the research findings. Then, I will reflect on some limitations of this 

research and what future researchers could learn from this work.  
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7.2.1. Recommendations for DAF 

Looking at the research findings from an organizational perspective means to formulate 

recommendations for DAF based on what I have seen, heard, and learned over the past 

months. However, in order to be able to do so, it is first important to look at which aspects of 

what I have described above are specific to DAF and are thus possibly changeable, and what 

other aspects are out of their hands. So, I will first elaborate on this, and then give my 

recommendations on the aspects that I believe to be in their hands.  

 As explained, part of the disconnectedness and generational gap simply comes from 

the fact that career is a linear process at DAF, resulting in different layers of the company 

consisting of different ages and thus generations. This is something that is not specific to 

DAF, but a situation many large companies find themselves in. A company of the size of 

DAF would be hard to maintain if it was not for its hierarchical and bureaucratic process, so 

providing recommendations that do aim for this change might be too optimistic. Similarly, 

aiming to make career a frayed rather than linear process is also a mountain too high. So, it is 

important to look for local aspects that are reachable.  

 The logical thing would then be to conclude that the higher ranks at DAF need to let 

go of this current image of career and what is needed to reach the top. And though this would 

be an excellent way of closing the gap, it is a rather hard thing to expect from hard-working 

employees who feel their path to the top is the only way of doing so. It would also mean that 

they should put themselves in a position where they do not put the exact expectations on 

others that were put on them, something that is also quite a big ask of individual people. It is 

therefore important to also look at the role that the younger employees play in the creation 

and maintenance of this gap. However, expecting them to give up this image of work-life 

balance is also not doable nor should be desirable. What could be interesting though, is to 

look at the observation that Millennial employees are less prone to look far ahead when it 

comes to career. Both in the literature as well as during my research, it became clear that the 

current approach is to look one step ahead, and when one is satisfied in their current job, why 

even look much ahead at all? This approach is also in line with the higher regard for work-

life balance, but is an easier aspect to tackle.  

 So, how would one tackle this? First of all, this recommendation should be aimed at 

both the Millennial employees as well as the managers, as it is in their interaction that the real 

key lies. Currently, the gap means that they might not have the same view when having 

conversations about career ambitions, making miscommunication in these conversations very 

easy. Stimulating young employees to think multiple steps ahead is therefore not an easy 
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quest, and hiring an external expert on ambition would be one way to bridge the gap between 

different generations. During the final writing phase of this thesis, I learned that DAF has 

taken new initiatives in the conversation around career progression. Similar to what I just 

described, they are now initiating conversations between employees and their managers in 

which they collectively draw a development plan for the employee. This is done for 

employees from a certain salary scale upwards, in which the employees I interviewed do fall, 

and the aim is for these conversations to play an important role in the reviewing and 

development plan. I think this is a first step in initiating more communication around career 

progression between different layers of the company. However, my main recommendation 

would not only leave this up to more formally initiated conversations as I believe the 

initiative should come from within.  

 This is because of the what I learned about DAF, and how they are a down-to-earth 

company that thrives in a familiar environment, and value the collectiveness of the company. 

So how better to bridge this gap than by a collective effort? Of course, this is far from an easy 

task as well. However, I do not think that one should see it as one major task per se, I think 

the first step in starting to bridge this gap is a rather simple act: talk about it. No one 

expressed to me that they talked about career or ambition in an informal matter, it was always 

through formal conversations with their manager or the HR department. This also gave me 

the indication that they were not aware of the fact that others had the same view on career, of 

wanting to take things step by step, and to not give up personal life. This was especially the 

case for women, as they were rather shy in expressing these feelings, scared of the judgement 

that would come with it. So, there seems to be a culture of silence and how better to tackle 

this than to talk?  

 Of course, just getting your employees to talk about things like this is not something 

that happens from one day to the next. I do therefore recommend to create bigger initiatives 

to engage this talking, like the new development and career path conversations described 

above. The next step, however, is to make conversations about career progression part of the 

coffee-table talk that happens on a day-to-day basis. However, it remains important that 

challenging the culture of silence should be a collective effort, igniting change from within. 

Because only by using DAF’s strengths, the collective and engaged work force they have, 

can one look at such fundamental parts of working life. This is also the reasons that I have 

aimed my recommendations towards the disconnectedness rather than the generational gap 

directly, because as I said, there is not much to do about the fact that different generations 

find themselves in different stages of their career. Unless, of course, DAF was to appoint a 



 71 

30-year-old to the board, but my experience at the PWA launch tells me that that is a 

conversation for another day.  

 

7.2.2. Reflecting on my research and looking ahead 

The main limit to the possibilities of this research was the fact that everything had to be done 

online, making it impossible to immerse myself within the organization to the extent that I 

would have hoped. Even though I was able to build an argument based on different forms of 

data collection, it is important to look at the limitations of this research and how this could be 

a guide for future research. I will first reflect on the change of focus that happened during the 

research period and then explain how future ethnographic research could be beneficial.  

 

The effects of the shift in focus 

As explained earlier, the focus on the effect of having different generations on the work floor 

occurred throughout the research period rather than before that. This meant that some 

methods were not specifically designed for this finding, limiting the outcome of the research 

somewhat. The main element in this was the fact that I never spoke to the ‘old guard’ as I had 

not expected their views to play such a big part in the research findings. I was able to get a 

good picture of their experiences and how they present them, but I was never able to ask 

them about it. The logical follow-up to this research is thus to conduct similar interviews with 

employees of older generations. If this follow-up were to occur, two aspects of the experience 

of the older employees would be most beneficial: how they got to where they are; and how 

they viewed career progression when they were younger. 

 Asking them about how they reached certain milestones in their careers, and what it 

took to get where they are will provide more material to compare the experience of the older 

employees with the expectations of the younger employees. This will provide an in-depth 

understanding of the differences between these groups which can be used as empirical 

evidence to further develop literature around generations on the work floor. The second 

aspect, asking them how they viewed career progression when they were younger, would test 

whether the findings of the view of Millennial employees are indeed as a result of 

generational difference, or rather of age difference. This is because, if the older employees 

were to indicate that when they were in their thirties, they also were not thinking of their 

career path but taking it one step at a time, it would show that age is a more important factor 

than generation in this gap between the different groups. For this research, the stories of 
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DAF’s director and the lunch talk speaker indicate that this is not the case, as they both talked 

about how they always had a certain path in mind. Literature on generations also suggests 

that this is more often the case for older generations, but testing it by use of empirical data 

would serve as a strong confirmation.  

 

Future ethnographic research  

What is left, is to reflect on the limits of doing online research, and how offline ethnography 

could benefit further research. Throughout the research, I have referred to elements or 

characteristics of ‘working life at DAF’ rather than talking about the company’s culture. This 

is a conscious choice as I felt I could not talk about DAF’s culture without having been able 

to immerse myself in that culture. In the end, I was able to incorporate different observations 

within my data, making it more possible to speak about life at DAF as I did feel I was able to 

get a good view of what that entailed. However, actually being able to immerse within the 

organization would have definitely benefitted my research and any research yet to come. This 

is because it would make it easier to speak about the company as a whole, rather than 

speaking about the different parts I was able to get insights into. However, DAF is not only a 

very large organization, it also has an extremely layered characteristic, and researching those 

layers is both interesting and important. For any future research, I would thus recommend to 

immerse oneself within DAF’s culture.   

 Besides talking to employees of older generations, a follow-up would also be to talk 

to either the same employees or other Millennial employees again. This is because, as I will 

talk about in my recommendations for DAF, generational difference and disconnection 

between layers of the organization is something that should be talked about more, and who 

better to talk to than those who allowed me to see these elements of working life at DAF. 

Talking to the employees about what I found would also be a way of revealing how deep the 

rootedness of these elements are, as it will show whether they recognize the picture I am 

painting. I was unfortunately not able to incorporate this follow-up conversation, either 

individually or with focus groups, in my research due to the limited time for the data-

collection process. My original plan was to organize a second interview or facilitate focus 

groups, in which I explain my findings and get this extra perspective as described above, but 

the logistical side of research proved important yet limited once again.  

 Altogether, what this researched showed – or confirmed as it is a well-recognized 

phenomena within gender research – is the fact that gender is to such an extent embedded in 

organizations, the only way to bring about change is to undo gender. This means to look at 
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the elements that characterize the working life, and how these affect men and women 

differently. This, however, is never easy precisely because of this embeddedness of gender 

within organizations. It is therefore that every research done on this topic, contributes to 

figuring out how to truly undo gender, bringing us ever closer to reaching our goal: equality. 
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Appendix I Topic/ Interview guide used for semi-structured 

interviews  

Lay-out I used 

I used Excel to make the topic guide. 

 

 

 

Converted lay-out   

I converted the table in order to fit the thesis format.  

 

Opening questions 

Topic Sub-topics Question(s) Possible follow-up questions 

Employment  Division In which division do 

you work? 

  

Length How long have you 

been working at DAF? 

  

Current position What is your current 

position? 

  

 

Questions about the past  

Topic Sub-topics Question(s) Possible follow-up questions 

Career 

trajectory 

  Could you describe 

your career trajectory 

so far? 

What was your image of DAF 

before you started working here? 

  Why did you start 

working at DAF? 

Did that image change? 

Contract forms 

so far 

  What form was your 

first contract? 

When did you get a permanent 

contract? 

Topic Sub-topics Question(s) Possible follow-up questions

Division In which division do you work?

Length How long have you been working at DAF?

Current position What is your current position?

Could you describe your career trajectory so far? What was your image of DAF before you started working here?

Why did you start working at DAF? Did that image change?

Contract forms so far What form was your first contract? When did you get a permanent contract?

What would you change about your career trajectory?

What career choices would you change, looking back now?

Workload How do you feel in your current position? Do you enjoy your current work?

How do you experience your current workload?

Current contract form Current terms of employement What is your current contract form? Are you satisfied with your contract and its terms of employement?

Huidige leidinggevende How do you experience the collaborations with your manager?

Company culture How would you describe the working culture at DAF? Would you say this culture fits you?

What role does humor play in the working culture of your department? Do you relate to this humor?

In your opinion, is this humor sometimes bordering the unacceptable? 

Discrimination / intimidation How prevalent do you feel discrimination is at DAF? What makes you feel comfortable within a team? Do you have that in your current team?

Department /team culture Could you describe the dynamics within your team? Do you relate to your coworkers

How do you balance your work with your private life? Are you satisfied with this balance?

Does DAF offer you enough possibilities to balance work and private life?

Responsibilites What is your current expertise? Do you believe expertise is of enough importance at DAF?

Do you feel that you get enough responsibilities? How does this responsibility come back in your work life?

Financial security How important is money for you when making career choices? How do you feel about your current salary?

Do you think that salary at DAF represents someone's value? Does it represent your value?

How do you feel about the oppurtunities to improve your salary in the future?

Financial risks How do feel about taking financial risks? How would you react is someone were to take a big financial risk?

Additional elements Travel time Are there any other elements that influence your current position?

What are your ambitions?

What are your ultimate career goals? Do you think you can reach these goals at DAF?

Possibilties to grow Do you feel that you have enough oppurtunities to grow within your current position? Do you see enough oppurtunities to grow at DAF in general?

Do you see yourself working at DAF until retirement? Do you see enough career oppurtunities at DAF to do this?

How do you see your career in the future? Does DAF fit this image?

How do you see DAF in the future? Does this allign with your personal growth?

Reasons to leave What would be reasons for you to move on from DAF?

What can DAF do What are reasons for you to progress your career at DAF? Are there things DAF can do to convince you of this?

Are there changes that need to happen for you to continu here in the long term?

Opening Employment 

Future

Present

Past

Carreer trajectory

Emotional aspects

Career possibilities

Future perspective

Ambition

Reasons to stay

Are you satisfied with your career trajectory so far?

Current position

Working culture

Work-life balance

Expertise

Financial matters
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Emotional 
aspects 

  Are you satisfied with 

your career trajectory 

so far? 

What would you change about 

your career trajectory? 

  What career choices would you 

change, looking back now? 

 

Questions about the present 

Topic Sub-topics Question(s) Possible follow-up questions 

Current 
position 

Workload How do you feel in your 

current position? 

Do you enjoy your current 

work? 

    How do you experience your 

current workload? 

Current 

contract form 

Current terms 

of employment 

What is your current contract 

form? 

Are you satisfied with your 

contract and its terms of 
employment? 

Working 
culture 

Current 
manager 

How do you experience the 
collaborations with your 

manager? 

  

Company 

culture 

How would you describe the 

working culture at DAF? 

Would you say this culture fits 

you? 

  What role does humor play 

in the working culture of 

your department? 

Do you relate to this humor? 

    In your opinion, is this humor 

sometimes bordering the 

unacceptable?  

Discrimination 

/ intimidation 

How prevalent do you feel 

discrimination is at DAF?  

What makes you feel 

comfortable within a team? Do 

you have that in your current 

team? 

Department 

/team culture 

Could you describe the 

dynamics within your team? 

Do you relate to your 

coworkers 

Work-life 
balance 

  How do you balance your 

work with your private life? 

Are you satisfied with this 

balance? 

    Does DAF offer you enough 

possibilities to balance work 

and private life? 

Expertise Responsibilitie

s 

What is your current 

expertise? 

Do you believe expertise is of 

enough importance at DAF? 

  Do you feel that you get 

enough responsibilities? 

How does this responsibility 

come back in your work life? 

Financial 

matters 

Financial 

security 

How important is money for 

you when making career 
choices? 

How do you feel about your 

current salary? 

    Do you think that salary at 

DAF represents someone's 

value? Does it represent your 

value? 

    How do you feel about the 

opportunities to improve your 

salary in the future? 

Financial risks How do feel about taking 

financial risks? 

How would you react is 

someone were to take a big 

financial risk? 
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Additional 
elements 

Travel time Are there any other elements 

that influence your current 

position? 

  

Ambition Career 

possibilities 

What are your ambitions?   

What are your ultimate 

career goals? 

Do you think you can reach 

these goals at DAF? 

Possibilities to 

grow 

Do you feel that you have 

enough opportunities to grow 

within your current position? 

Do you see enough 

opportunities to grow at DAF 

in general? 

  Do you see yourself working 

at DAF until retirement? 

Do you see enough career 

opportunities at DAF to do 

this? 

Future 

perspective 

How do you see your career 

in the future? 

Does DAF fit this image? 

How do you see DAF in the 

future? 

Does this align with your 

personal growth? 

 

Questions about the future  

Topic Sub-topics Question(s) Possible follow-up questions 

Reasons to 

leave 

  What would be reasons for 

you to move on from DAF? 

  

Reasons to 

stay 

What can DAF 

do 

What are reasons for you to 

progress your career at DAF? 

Are there things DAF can do 

to convince you of this? 

    Are there changes that need to 

happen for you to continue 

here in the long term? 
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Appendix II Extra interview guide for conducting semi-structured 

interviews   

 

Opening 

Before starting the interview: 

• This interview is part of my thesis research on career perspective of DAF employees 

• I will use the content of the interview for my thesis, all information will be 

anonymized 

• My thesis will be shared with DAF and VU 

• Is it okay if I record the interview and then transcribe it? I will not share these 

transcripts  

• Any questions before we start?  

Opening questions: 

• What is your current position and in which division do you work? 

• How long have you been working at DAF? 

o When did you get a permanent contract? 

 

Past 

Career trajectory: 

• Can you describe your career so far? At DAF but also before that, if relevant. 

o Are you satisfied with your career trajectory so far? 

o Looking back now, would you make other choices? 

• Why did you start working at DAF? 

o What was your view of DAF before you starting working here? Did it change? 

 

Present 

Current position and team: 

• How do you feel in your current position? 

o How do you experience your current workload? 

o How do you experience the balance between work and private life? Does DAF 

offer you enough possibilities to balance work and private life? 

• Could you describe the current dynamics within your team? 

o Are you close with your colleagues?  

o What makes you feel good/ safe in a team? Do you have that in your current 

team? 

Working culture: 

• How would you describe the working culture at DAF? 

o Would you say this culture fits you? 

Ambition: 

• What are your ambitions and career goals? 

o Do you think you can reach these goals at DAF? 

• Do you see enough opportunities to grow at DAF? 
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• Can you see yourself retiring at DAF? 

o Are there enough career opportunities to do this? 

 

Future  

Looking ahead: 

• How do you see yourself and your career in the future?  

• How do you see DAF in the future? 

• Do these images align? 

Stay of leave: 

• What would be reasons for you to move on from DAF? 

• What are reasons for you to progress your career at DAF? 

o Are there things DAF can do to convince you of this? 

o Are there changes that need to happen for you to continue here in the long 

term? 
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Appendix III Coding Scheme (with use of ATLAS.ti) 

Below, you will find the coding scheme of this research, made with use of the program 

ATLAS.ti. The colors indicate relatedness of topics, with the same color meaning I aimed to 

use quotes from these topics together and interrelate them. The groups indicate which chapter 

of the thesis the quotes were used for the most. I have added an explanation of the code name 

when the name does not speak for itself.  

 
Color Name Groundedness 

(number of 

quotations) 
 

Groups Explanation 

● age 7 Chapter 5 Instances of age difference (interpreted by 

the author) 

● ambitions 4 Chapter 6 
 

● collective feeling at 

DAF 

2 Chapter 4 
 

● culture 28 Chapter 4 When explicitly talked about as culture 

● DAF as a company 13 Chapter 4 
 

● DAF in the future 10 Other/ general 
 

● disconnection 23 Chapter 5 From higher management but also from 

colleagues of the company 

● diverse work floor 6 Chapter 4 
 

● expressing what 

you want 

19 Chapter 4 Explanations of how at DAF, one mostly 

needs to express what they want 

themselves rather than being asked 

● flexibility 11 Chapter 4 In work setting/ hours/ working together 

with colleagues 

● fun 5 Chapter 4, 

Chapter 6 

How having fun and feeling good is most 

important 

● generations 9 Chapter 5 Instances of generational difference 

(interpreted by the author) 

● good employer 3 Chapter 4 Expressions of DAF as a good employer 

● growth 14 Chapter 6 Growth perspective, how to grow within 

DAF 

● hierarchy/ 

bureaucratic 

6 Chapter 4 Descriptions of DAF as hierarchical or 

bureaucratic  

● high workload 12 Chapter 4 
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● if it's good, it's 

good 

7 Other/ general Indications of not needing to change 

things in your career when you are 

satisfied ('do not change a winning team') 

● kids 4 Chapter 6 Employees talking about their children 

specifically  

● learning 4 Other/ general Expressions of the need to keep learning 

● no opportunities 10 Chapter 5, 

Other/ general 

Indications of a lack of opportunities 

● not wanting to go 

too fast 

1 Chapter 6 Hesitation in taking career steps too fast 

● one step at a time 9 Chapter 6 
 

● opportunities 19 Chapter 5, 

Other/ general 

Indications of opportunities 

● progression 11 Chapter 6 Expressions of how progression works at 

DAF 

● slow change 29 Chapter 5 Indications of slow change or no change 

● suggestions 11 Other/ general Suggestions for improvement 

● wanting to stay at 

DAF 

9 Chapter 5, 

Chapter 6, 

Other/ general 

Expressions of wanting to stay/ retire at 

DAF 

● women 18 Chapter 6 Specific experiences of women talking 

about gender OR instances of gender 

difference (interpreted by the author) 

● work-life balance 14 Chapter 6 
 

● working from home 5 Other/ general 
 

 

 


	1. Introduction
	1.1. A pre-research vignette
	1.2. Brief overview of organizational and theoretical context
	1.2.1. Organizational context: kick-starting the project
	1.2.2. Theoretical context: laying the framework

	1.3. Thesis Outline

	2. Age, gender, and generations at work in the automobile industry
	2.1. The intersection between age and gender at work
	2.1.1. Ageism on the work floor: Age-dependent judgement
	2.1.2. Sexism on the work floor: A reality often deemed unreal
	2.1.3. Age-gender intersectionality and its implications for women at work

	2.2. Women at work in the automobile industry
	2.2.1. The automobile industry as a male-dominated working environment
	2.2.2. The meaning of the other in organizations
	2.2.3. Doing gender in a male-dominated environment: lessons learned from academia

	2.3. Generations on the work floor
	2.3.1. Generations on the work floor: an overview
	2.3.2. Generations on the work floor: work-life balance and gender equality

	2.4. The theoretical lens of the research

	3. Methodology
	3.1. Qualitative research: The value of words
	3.2. The research methods
	3.2.1. Desk research and the online search for information
	3.2.2. Online observations and their importance
	3.2.3. Interviews and their fundamental value

	3.3. The process of analysis
	3.4. Positionality and reflexivity: On being a woman and Eindhovenaar doing research on gender equality at DAF

	4. Working Life at DAF: The Basics
	4.1. First insights from document analysis
	4.2. Observation and experience: Why Actions Matter
	4.2.1. A first glance of life at DAF
	4.2.2. Working life at DAF through the eyes of its employees

	4.3. Working life at DAF: by way of conclusion

	5. Digging deeper: On Disconnectedness and Slow Change
	5.1. Disconnection between employees and higher management
	5.1.1. General disconnection felt by employees
	5.1.2. The influence of age and generations on the feelings of disconnection
	5.1.3. The influence of gender on the feelings of disconnection

	5.2. The likelihood of change at DAF and the effect on working life
	5.3. Disconnection and change: by way of conclusion

	6. Reaching for the Gold: Generational Differences and Work-Life Balance
	6.1. Food for thought: How a lunch-talk changed my thesis
	6.2. Work-life balance at DAF
	6.2.1. Career progression and work-life balance
	6.2.2. Do you have what it takes?

	6.3. Concluding: What is next for career progression, work-life balance, and working life at DAF?

	7. Conclusion and Discussion
	7.1. Answering the research question
	7.2. What now?
	7.2.1. Recommendations for DAF
	7.2.2. Reflecting on my research and looking ahead


	References
	Appendix I Topic/ Interview guide used for semi-structured interviews
	Appendix II Extra interview guide for conducting semi-structured interviews
	Appendix III Coding Scheme (with use of ATLAS.ti)

