
Gender Work Organ. 2024;31:554–575. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/gwao554

1Tampere University, Tampere, Finland
2University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland

Correspondence
Melisa Stevanovic, Faculty of Social Sciences, 
Tampere University, Tampere 33013, Finland.
Email: melisa.stevanovic@tuni.fi

Funding information
Academy of Finland, Grant/Award Number: 
339263

Abstract
Difficulties of documentation characterize many problem-
atic experiences of social interaction. Here, we study such 
difficulties by analyzing a case in which an employee tells 
her supervisor about the gendered dismissal that she has 
experienced at work. Using video-recorded performance 
appraisal interviews as data and conversation analysis and 
positioning analysis as methods, we examine how the expe-
rience of gendered dismissal lends itself to a documentable 
issue. We describe the process by which the problem that 
the employee initially described as an organizational lead-
ership issue became redefined as a personal matter, which 
was not the responsibility of the supervisor. We show how 
this happened by the supervisor refraining from treating the 
employee's problem as “tellable” on its own terms, which 
led to the employee repeatedly changing her storyline. We 
argue that the persistence of inequalities in organizational 
interactions may be due to documentation difficulties, which 
are anchored in cultural expectations that bias the tellability 
of events in ways that promote gender inequality.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

For over four decades, scholars have argued that workplace organizations are gendered in multiple ways (e.g., 
Acker, 1990, 2006, 2011; Britton, 2000; Cranford, 2012; Halford & Leonard, 2001; Kanter, 1977; Korvajärvi, 1998; 
Martin, 1997, 2006; Rodrigues, 2018; Rudman & Glick, 2008). Most prominently, Joan Acker (1990, 2006) has argued 
that organizations valorize men's bodies and lives and that the organizational processes, including communicative 
interactions between and among women and men, create systematic advantages for (particularly white) men over 
women. Subsequently, an ever-growing body of literature has demonstrated how gender inequalities may be produced 
through subtle interactional processes that often go unnoticed (e.g., Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004; Britton & Logan, 2008; 
D’Enbeau, 2017; Fletcher, 1999; Gill et al., 2017; Halford & Leonard, 2001; Keisu & Brodin, 2023; Korvajärvi, 2011; 
Martin, 1992, 2001, 2003; Nentwich & Kelan, 2014; Olakivi & Wrede, 2019; Reskin, 2003; Ridgeway, 1997; Veijola & 
Jokinen, 2008). Despite their subtlety, these interactions still effectively exclude and undermine female and nonbinary 
workers at the same time as their experiences thereof exhaust them and impair their identities, self-esteem, and confi-
dence (Cockburn, 1988; Cohn, 1985; Collinson & Collinson, 1996; Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Martin, 1992, 2001, 2003, 
2006; Pierce, 2002).

The problematic experiences of gendered interactional processes have been argued to be often difficult to 
“document” (Acker, 2006, p. 451). We conceive the notion of “documentation” metaphorically, as referring to all 
interactional practices through which organizational actors may factualize their experiences to others, includ-
ing both formal written complaints and spoken narrative accounts of the problematic events given in informal 
settings. As documentation is essential for others to be able to evaluate the situation and intervene if needed, 
all documentation difficulties effectively promote the persistence of gender inequalities (Acker, 2006). Yet, 
the precise interactional mechanisms that underlie the problems of documentability have not yet been much 
researched. Previous feministic organizational literature has emphasized the complexity and hopelessness of the 
organizational processes associated with attempts to address problems of gender and inequality, as people end 
up having to talk about the same things over and over again, in different ways and to different people, while still 
practically heading nowhere (see, e.g., Ahmed, 2021). In addition, it has been suggested that the experiences of 
gendering might come across as too petty or trivial to raise (Krefting, 2003; Valian, 1999)—at least without risk-
ing being labeled “oversensitive or smallminded” (Morley, 1999, p. 2) or unable to just accept “how workplaces 
are” (Gill et al., 2017, p. 1). To be able to “connect the dots” between these different explanations for the same 
phenomenon, we need to have a deeper understanding of the precise interactional mechanisms that underlie the 
problems of documentation.

In this paper, we maintain that the reproduction of gender inequalities in interaction is anchored not only 
in the primary disempowering interactions (e.g., undervaluation) that women experience in the workplace but 
also in the “meta interactional” events in which women try to tell others about their (primary) disempowering  
experiences of gendering. Here, we will consider this type of “communicative labor” (Ahmed, 2021, pp. 34–35, 
81) on a micro scale as it realizes within a single telling episode. In our explication of the series of troubles that 
a teller faces when trying to offer a convincing and plausible account of her experiences of gendering, we will 
draw from both conversation analysis (Clift, 2016; Heritage, 1984; Schegloff, 2007) and a strand of discursive 
research called positioning analysis (Davies & Harré, 1990). This combination of discursive approaches allows 
us to address both how problems of documentation show in the turn-by-turn unfolding of the telling episode 
(conversation analysis) and why this happens—that is, what are the social threats that the tellers seem to be moti-
vated to avoid at each moment (positioning analysis). In this way, we will gain new understanding of the precise 
interactional mechanisms by which problems of documentability operate and how they serve the maintenance 
of inequalities.
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2 | GENDERED DISMISSAL AS FAILED AUTHORITY

The undervaluation of women and their work is a well-examined phenomenon, which can be evidenced, first and 
foremost, in the gender pay gap (see e.g., Korvajärvi, 1998; Koskinen Sandberg, 2017; Steinberg, 1990). According to 
much feminist research on organizational communication (see e.g., Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004; Britton & Logan, 2008; 
D’Enbeau, 2017; Fletcher, 1999; Gill et al., 2017; Korvajärvi, 2011; Martin, 1992, 2001, 2003; Nentwich & Kelan, 
2014; Reskin, 2003; Ridgeway, 1997; West & Zimmerman, 1987), this undervaluation is constantly reproduced in the 
“interactions between women and men, women and women, men and men, including all those patterns that enact 
dominance and submission” (Acker, 1990, p. 146–147).

The social and interactional processes surrounding gender inequalities concern not only the unjust treatment of 
low-status women but also very specifically concern women in management and higher executive positions. First, 
according to gender stereotypes, when a woman seeks high authority over others, it is doubtful that she is a warm 
and caring person, which tends to trigger resistance and hostility in those around her (Ridgeway, 2011; Rudman 
et al., 2012). Thus, female leaders are caught in a double bind: if they are effective leaders, they are considered too 
masculine and aggressive, but if they adhere to the cultural norms of femininity, they are perceived as too indecisive 
and weak to be a good leader (e.g., D’Enbeau, 2017; Kanter, 1977; Martin, 1992; Pierce, 1995; Ridgeway, 2011; 
Rudman et al., 2012). The double bind is also related to the cultural phenomenon of the glass ceiling—a “socially 
constructed process” (Buzzanell, 1995) in which gendered patterns of interaction devalue women and their work 
(D’Enbeau, 2017; Rodrigues, 2018; Ross-Smith & Kornberger, 2004). Furthermore, although women have been able 
to improve their organizational standing by acting collectively against gender-based discrimination, those who seek 
higher managerial and supervisory positions often have to face their struggles alone (Burstein, 1989; Gray, 2003; 
Rodrigues, 2018). In other words, for women in managerial positions, such undervaluation may take on its own 
special tone. The problem consists of others refraining from endorsing the woman's dominant position. It is this 
specific type of gendered dismissal that we investigate in this paper.

To elucidate the concrete interactional practices of gendered dismissal enacted at the level of the 
turn-by-turn sequences of interaction, we draw on the notion of deontic authority. Deontic authority refers to the 
right of a person to determine action and expect compliance from others (Stevanovic, 2018, 2021; Stevanovic 
& Peräkylä, 2012). It may be not only based on a person's structural position in a hierarchy but also be modified 
by people's gendered, ageist, and racist perceptions of each other's levels of knowledge-based expertise (e.g., 
Acker, 1990, 2006). It has been argued that social interaction—not least in organizational contexts—is filled 
with implicit contestations of deontic authority and that people constantly negotiate their professional, cultural, 
and social identities in and through these subtle power plays (Stevanovic, 2018). As a result, the violations of a 
person's legitimate domain of deontic authority rights are also often very intricate. This idea affects the under-
standing of gendered dismissal, which will be here—for the purposes of this study—conceptualized as a lack of 
endorsement of deontic authority, driven by gendered presuppositions and ideologies. This specific type of gendered 
dismissal may be assumed to be something that women managers in particular are likely to encounter in inter-
actions with various others (i.e., not only men). In addition to “hostile sexism,” these behaviors could incorpo-
rate forms of “benevolent sexism,” which has been found to damage gender equality (e.g., Glick & Fiske, 1997; 
Krefting, 2003; Rudman & Fetterolf, 2014; Rudman & Glick, 2008). The idea of gendered dismissal as a lack of 
endorsement of deontic authority is also in line with the argument that the interaction practices that reproduce 
gender inequalities are often routine, pervasive, and nearly invisible, even to their practitioners (Fletcher, 1999; 
Gherardi, 1994; Martin, 2001; Rogers, 1992).

3 | TALKING ABOUT (PROBLEMATIC) INTERACTIONAL EXPERIENCES

When a woman has experienced gendered dismissal in the form of a lack of endorsement of her deontic author-
ity, she may seek to tell others about that problematic interactional experience. To be later able to appreciate the 
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challenges that a teller may face in this endeavor, we will first discuss how “meta interactional” events have been 
approached in various lines of discursive research. Below, we will provide a brief overview of these bodies of litera-
ture, focusing on those studies that are particularly relevant to our considerations.

First, conversation analytic research on storytelling has shed light on the moral obligations of the storytellers and 
recipients. Storytellers need to be able to create an environment for an extended period of talk without interruptions 
(Hall & Matarese, 2014; Sacks, 1992). As telling a story takes a relatively long time, the teller needs to ascertain that 
the story is tellable (e.g., Ochs & Capps, 2001)—telling a story without a relevant point constitutes a loss of the tell-
er's face (Norrick, 2005). The recipients, in turn, are expected to affiliate with the emotional perspective conveyed 
in the telling (Stivers, 2008). If recipients do not respond adequately, tellers typically pursue a better response 
(Jefferson, 1978; Peräkylä & Ruusuvuori, 2012; Selting, 2010; Stivers, 2008), which suggests that they experience 
the situation as stressful (Koskinen, 2021; Peräkylä et al., 2015; Stevanovic et al., 2019). However, the tellers seldom 
explicitly voice the lack of response as a problem; instead, they modify their storyline to offer the recipients new slots 
to respond (Jefferson, 1978). In this paper, we propose that affiliation and tellability are interconnected: the recipient 
affiliation immediately validates the tellability of the story, whereas a lack of such affiliation suggests that the story 
potentially lacks tellability.

Second, the “meta interactional events” in which a speaker describes prior interactional encounters 
frequently involve reported speech (e.g., Bangerter et al., 2011; Couper-Kuhlen & Klewitz, 1999; Drew, 1998; 
Heinrichsmeier, 2021; Holt, 1996, 2000; for an edited volume, see Holt & Clift, 2007). Dramatizing the events 
of a story through reporting the speech of a prior speaker enhances the story's vividness, authenticity, and enter-
tainability, and in this way, also its tellability (Van De Mieroop & Clifton, 2013). However, when the story is about 
a problematic interactional experience, reported speech can also serve as an implicit criticism (Günthner, 1997; 
Haakana, 2007; Holt, 2000; Ruusuvuori & Lindfors, 2009). Reported speech enacts the problem instead of merely 
describing it (Benwell, 2012), while the manner of imitation draws attention to the complainant's stance toward that 
speech as a violation (Drew, 1998, p. 321).

Third, in conversation analysis, stories about misconduct have often been analyzed as complaints (e.g., Drew, 1998; 
Edwards, 2005; Günthner, 1997; Haakana, 2007; Heinemann & Traverso, 2009; Heinrichsmeier, 2021; Ruusuvuori 
et al., 2019; Ruusuvuori & Lindfors, 2009; Selting, 2010; Whitehead, 2013). Studies have described complaining as a 
delicate activity that requires carefully managing the degree of the self that is invested in the complaint. A complaint 
may easily cast the complainer in a negative light (Edwards, 2005; Whitehead, 2013), which is why complainants 
work to distance themselves from the negative dispositional identities of a moaner, whiner, habitual complainer, or 
an otherwise irrational and oversensitive person (e.g., Clift, 2013; Edwards, 2005; Symon, 2005). Thus, while using 
reported speech, enactment, and imitation to embellish an account of misconduct may well enhance its tellability, 
all these may become problematic if the account is to be taken seriously as an objective “document” of events. In 
the context of a work organization, the employee's problem is taken seriously when the supervisor not only vali-
dates their emotional experience but also treats it as something relevant to management and organizational leader-
ship. Thus, to be able to call for intervention, the complainants need to keep their accounts credible. It is possible, 
however, that the more implicit the reported misconduct is, the more difficult it is for the teller to cast it as a tellable 
story without embellishing it with such detail that draws attention to the teller's own moral and psychological dispo-
sition (e.g., Tholander, 2019). If this is the case, a “better” story may—paradoxically—serve as a “worse” call to take 
the problem seriously.

Fourth, and finally, research in positioning analysis (Davies & Harré, 1990) allows us to consider how tellers 
continually adjust their unfolding stories to meet social concerns. As any story, accounts of problematic interactional 
experiences involve “storylines,” which refer to “strips of life unfold[ing] according to narrative conventions” (Harré 
& Dedaic, 2012, p. 51). These storylines, in turn, position individuals or reaffirm their positionings (Van Langenhove 
& Harré, 1999)—that is, the rights and duties that the momentary storyline implies for the actors (Kayi-Aydar, 2021). 
The irresistible nature of storylines becomes emphasized when an unfolding storyline positions a participant in an 
unfavorable way, which they nonetheless feel obliged to conform with (Davies & Harré, 1999, p. 40). Here, we 
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suggest that one crucial reason why a storyline might prevail—despite the unfavorable positions that it imposes 
on a participant—is to secure the tellability of the story in the face of recipient behavior that has cast doubt on its 
relevance.

4 | RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In this paper, we analyze a case drawn from a performance appraisal interview, in which a female employee tells 
her male supervisor about the gendered dismissal that she has experienced from her subordinates. Drawing on a 
combination of conversation analysis (Clift, 2016; Heritage, 1984; Schegloff, 2007) and positioning analysis (Davies 
& Harré, 1990), we will analyze the series of social concerns, troubles, and face threats that the employee teller 
encounters when trying to document her experiences of gendered dismissal. Our analysis is guided by the following 
three research questions:

•  How does the experience of gendered dismissal lend itself to a documentable event? (RQ1)
•  How does the employee manage the tellability of her account in response to her supervisor's conduct? (RQ2)
•  How are gendered presuppositions made relevant and reinforced in and through the telling sequence? (RQ3)

5 | DATA AND METHOD

In this study, we draw on a data corpus of 125 video-recorded performance appraisal interviews in organiza-
tions in various fields (e.g., education, banking, and the media). A performance appraisal is the process by which 
supervisors evaluate their subordinate employees' performance to determine pay rises, promotions, or training 
needs (Grote, 2011). Critical literature commonly conceives performance appraisals as governmental techniques 
through which supervisors produce reflexive, self-governing, and enterprising employees (Fejes, 2008; Du Gay 
et al., 1996). However, supervisors can practice equality in performance appraisals (Asmuss, 2013) and act as 
leaders who take responsibility for solving the employee's organizational problems (Dessler, 2012). Therefore, 
the performance appraisal is not an inevitably individualizing technique—whether it is the employee or the 
supervisor who adopts responsibility over the discussed problem, is, to an extent, negotiated in situ and thus an 
empirical issue.

The performance appraisal interviews in our data were between a supervisor and one of their subordinate 
employees. The corpus contained 84 supervisors (42/42 females/males) and 122 subordinates (69/53 females/
males) altogether (gender based on self-identification). The mean age of the supervisors was 43.7 (SD = 8.7) years and 
the subordinates 44.2 (SD = 9.7) years. In the recruitment process, the supervisors were contacted first and asked to 
recruit one or two of their own subordinates.

Data collection took place at the premises of the participating organizations either in a meeting room or the 
supervisor's own office. The participants were seated at a table, and a stand for two video cameras was placed 
between them. In each case, the supervisor conducted a typical performance appraisal interview, in accordance with 
their organization's guidelines—in the same way as they would have done if they had not participated in the study. 
The researcher waited in an adjacent room or in the hallway during the recordings. On average, the discussions lasted 
51 min (SD = 13 min) with a maximum duration of 1 h 2 min and a minimum duration of 15 min.

The study was carried out in accordance with the recommendations of the Finnish Advisory Board on Ethical 
Integrity. All the participants gave their written informed consent in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

Methodologically and conceptually, the study draws from the tradition of conversation analysis, a qualitative 
method for studying how language and embodied behaviors are used to construct sequences of initiating and respon-
sive actions (Clift, 2016; Heritage, 1984; Schegloff, 2007). The data analysis involves scrutiny of stretches of talk, 
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which focuses on the ways in which participants design specific actions and thereby create or delimit opportunities 
for action for their co-participants. The analysis proceeds on a case-by-case basis and is typically accompanied by 
detailed transcription (for conventions, see Hepburn & Bolden, 2017; Schegloff, 2007, pp. 265–269). The transcrip-
tion process increases the researcher's sensitivity to details of interaction (Jefferson, 1985), whereas the inclusion of 
transcripts in publications allows readers to check the validity of the analytic claims made in the study (Peräkylä, 1997). 
However, the analysis itself is conducted based on the original recordings with the videos allowing the researcher to 
simultaneously consider both verbal and embodied features of interaction.

In addition, to explore the malleable nature of the unfolding accounts of interactional experiences, we draw on 
positioning analysis (Davies & Harré, 1990), focusing on the ways in which a teller seeks to evade the unfavorable 
positions that the emerging storylines impose on them (Harré & Dedaic, 2012; Kayi-Aydar, 2021; Van Langenhove 
& Harré, 1999).

We examined the data corpus, searching for instances of “meta interactions,” in which the employee told their 
supervisor about a problematic interactional experience. In our first analysis round, we searched for references to 
interaction problems with colleagues, realizing that almost all such accounts referred to past interactional events 
in a very abstract manner (e.g., I am excluded//They control situations//There is no dialog), without the tellers quoting 
their own or each other's utterances verbatim. As we became aware that concrete turn-by-turn unfolding quota-
tions from the problematic interactions were extremely rare (e.g., He said… and then I said…), we began to focus 
our investigation on these. Knowing that such accounts are relatively common in everyday interactions (see e.g., 
Bangerter et al., 2011; Couper-Kuhlen & Klewitz, 1999; Drew, 1998; Heinrichsmeier, 2021; Holt, 1996, 2000), we 
were surprised at their rarity in the performance appraisal interviews. Although some accounts involved verbatim 
quotations of other people's utterances, these utterances did not constitute the core of the teller's problem, which 
is why we excluded them from further investigation. Finally, we concluded that the rarity of these accounts was an 
important phenomenon in itself, as it suggested that in this context, tellers may orient to these detailed accounts 
of  interaction as inherently problematic. Next, we present the clearest case that we found in the data, which may also 
shed the most light on the documentation difficulties described above.

We transcribed the participants' original Finnish speech using conversation analytic conventions, subsequently 
translating it into English. Below, we will also present video frames of the participants' embodied conduct at those 
moments of interaction that are specifically relevant for our analysis, the timing of the conduct in relation to partici-
pants' speech being indicated in the transcripts (see the labels Frame1, Frame2, etc.). Due to space limitations, we will 
show only the English translations of the data extracts analyzed here. The original Finnish transcripts can be obtained 
from the corresponding author on request.

6 | ANALYSIS

Our analysis examines an account of gendered dismissal given by an employee (Lisa) to her supervisor (John) in a 
media organization. The analysis is divided into eight sections, each of which describes one phase of the unfolding 
telling sequence. Overall, the episode begins with Lisa presenting the general problem and ends with her backing off 
from her complaint. Our analysis seeks to explain why this happens.

6.1 | Presentation of the general problem

In Extract 1, Lisa presents the problem as something that occurs to her “by the way” (line 1). She complains about 
some people engaging in “strange commenting” (line 3).
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Lisa displays a great deal of difficulty producing the account as indicated by the multiple silences in lines 1–6. 
In this way, she positions herself as unwilling to make a complaint about her coworkers. She presents the problem 
as something that may not be “clear to them” (line 4), which implicitly justifies her decision to mention the matter to 
John. Lisa also presents herself as a team worker (lines 8–9, 14) and someone whose insights are worth listening to 
(lines 12–14). Finally, she describes the problem, which is that some people told her to “just go ask the ad designer” 
(i.e., another authority at the workplace). In its context, the utterance can be understood as a complaint that others 
did not treat what she said as authoritative enough and suggested that she ask another person's approval.

John responds only minimally (line 19), after which Lisa expands her description with an increment (“something 
like that”, line 20), which obscures the precise form of the violation, but nevertheless—most importantly—provides John 
with a new slot to affiliate with Lisa's problem presentation. However, John still refrains from responding (see Figure 1).

Given John's lack of uptake, Lisa upgrades her description of the problematic behavior by referencing the violator's 
thoughts (“Hey little girl what are you doing here,” lines 22–23). In this way, Lisa makes it clear that the problem she is 
describing concerns not only the violator's words per se but the gendered (and ageist) presuppositions and attitudes 
that their words reflect—they do not allow her to act as an efficient leader with deontic authority to determine action 
(see, e.g., D’Enbeau, 2017; Kanter, 1977; Martin, 1992; Pierce, 1995; Ridgeway, 2011; Rudman et al., 2012). Only 
when Lisa displays her inability to cope with the problem (“I don't really know how to react to that,” line 24) does John 
react: he changes the position in which he is sitting, orienting to an emerging shift in the ongoing activity (see Figure 2).

In sum, in her original presentation, Lisa frames the problem at hand as concerning both her and her supervisor. 
They have agreed on a certain distribution of labor (the employee being “in charge of the images”), but as some employ-
ees appear not to respect this “agreement,” both Lisa and John are targets of the violation. However, by withholding his 
response, John prompts Lisa to explicate her own interpretation of the problem and its gendered (and ageist) dimensions.

6.2 | Recipient's request for more detail

In response to Lisa's presentation of the problem involving gendered dismissal, John requests more detail (line 34). In 
doing so, he makes Lisa accountable for her complaint.
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F I G U R E  1   Extract 1: Frames 1–3.
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Responding to a telling by asking a question is an inherently ambiguous action (Koskinen et al., 2021). A question 
involves a display of interest, which allows the teller to elaborate, but it may also allow the recipient to redirect the 
focus away from the complaint (Heritage, 2011: 164–168). In this case, the mere asking of the question creates an 
immediate shift in the teller's and recipient's positions in the activity—the telling takes place in response to a ques-
tion. As a result, the teller cannot complain about the problem in general terms, but is made accountable to provide 
concrete examples to support her complaint.

6.3 | Reporting the violator's speech

Extract 3 shows the ways in which Lisa responds to John's request to specify the problem. She assumes a “no-nonsense” 
approach, in which she describes a concrete, single incident in great detail. Her account entails multiple instances of 
reported speech, in which the alleged violator is quoted as saying something problematic.

F I G U R E  2   Extract 1: Frames 4 and 5.
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Lisa does a great deal of interactional work to report the precise exchanges of turns that have taken place. As 
if assuming the position of a witness in court, Lisa orients to a need to “tell the truth, the whole truth and noth-
ing but the truth.” However, the salient irritated tone of voice which Lisa uses in the verbatim quotations of the 
fellow co-worker's utterances underlines the co-worker's hostility toward her (“What is this graphic here?,” line 
52; “What is this?,” line 54; “Well, you should go ask the ad designer,” line 60; “I don't know, decide yourself,” line 
68). In contrast, Lisa presents her own utterances in a neutral and friendly tone of voice, thereby constructing an 
impression of patience with which she has explained the matter to her co-worker (lines 55–59). Lisa also refers to 
her own actions as cooperative (line 67). Only once (lines 61–62) does she present her own conduct as relatively 
assertive. Her display of assertiveness does not, however, encompass the tone of voice and it is also accompanied 
by laughter, which reflects an orientation to the display as delicate. Thus, even if the core problem in Lisa's original 
problem presentation was the other's lack of recognition of her deontic authority, here Lisa—in line with the female 
gender stereotype (Ridgeway, 2011; Rudman et al., 2012)—avoids giving the impression of having dominated the 
depicted encounter.

John still gives no proper response to Lisa. Instead, when a recipient response seems due, there is a considerable 
silence (line 65). Lisa orients to the lack of his response as an indication that her prior account was missing something 
and starts telling him of another analogous event (line 66), enhancing the documentability of the reported violation 
by making it about several such events, and not just about one (cf. Gill et al., 2017; Krefting, 2003, p. 265).

6.4 | Further reporting of the violator's thoughts

Next, Lisa again embellishes her account with references to the violator's thoughts (Extract 4). As in the instances of 
reported speech described above, the utterances of reported thoughts (lines 45–46, 88, 90) are also produced with 
an emotionally salient tone of voice.
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564 STEVANOVIC et al.

In Extract 4, Lisa describes the violator's thoughts as involving an extensive amount of dismissal (“I am here and 
I know,” lines 45–46; “I'm the king,” line 88; “What are you doing there,” line 90). She also makes indirect references 
to the violator's assumption that Lisa is “entering their territory or their patch” (line 95). In this sense, given that 
private thoughts are inaccessible to others, Lisa deviates from her previous court-like, no-nonsense style of docu-
mentation (Extract 3). However, she displays much difficulty in providing this type of description, as apparent in 
her multiple silences, displays of hesitation, and word searches (lines 42–45). In other words, Lisa manages to boost 
the tellability of her account, simultaneously presenting herself as unwilling to think the worst of her co-workers.

The references to the violator's thoughts provide a practical way for Lisa to describe the existence of gendered 
presuppositions and attitudes. However, such a move is a double-edged sword. As the violations are mere thoughts, 
they become increasingly difficult to document.

6.5 | Upgrading the description of the violator's behavior

Thus far in the episode, John has refrained from providing a substantial response to his employee's telling. Now, Lisa 
returns to the overt violator behavior, describing it as much more dramatic than it seemed in the original problem 
presentation (see Figure 3).
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565STEVANOVIC et al.

Lisa describes the violator as “hysterically screaming” (line 125), uses strong metaphors (“like some offended 
queen,” lines 125–126) and expressive gestures (line 129), reports her own critical thoughts (lines 129–130), and rolls 
her eyes (line 130). In and through these practices, Lisa draws from the entertaining discourse of everyday complain-
ing, sharing, and gossiping. In this way, she finally manages to draw John's attention: John raises his gaze from his 
paper (lines 125–126) and requests confirmation of the accuracy of the described events (line 131). This indicates 
that Lisa has now described something newsworthy to John. However, in Lisa's new account, the “king” has become 
a “queen”: In other words, the inappropriate behavior is that of a (possibly older) female colleague who has engaged in 
extreme forms of emotional expression—something that is clearly against the “conventional control of emotions that 
pervades work and organizational processes” (Acker, 1990, p. 152).

From the perspective of finally getting John's attention, Lisa's answer to his question (line 131) is unexpected. 
Instead of orienting to this question as being about the objective features of the violator's behavior, Lisa refers to 
her own initial thoughts as the basis for her previous description (“that's what came to my mind first,” line 133). 
Subsequently (lines 134–135), John challenges the relevance of Lisa's description of her thoughts by making his 
question more precise: he does not ask about her interpretation of the violator's behavior, but about the publicly 
observable characteristics of this behavior—that is, the use of a loud voice, which is something that Lisa's previous 
phrase “hysterically screaming” has indicated. Lisa answers John's question by referring to her female coworker's 
drama-prone personality as the source of the misconduct (lines 136–137), which serves as evidence for the credibil-
ity of the account. In drawing attention to the extraordinariness of the antagonist, the case becomes framed as an 
isolated exception to everyday organizational routines.

F I G U R E  3   Extract 5: Frames 6 and 7.
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566 STEVANOVIC et al.

6.6 | Invoking the recipient's responsibility

Next, Lisa invokes John's responsibility for the current problem. She draws on the idea of cooperation, which is some-
thing that leadership can enable.

In Extract 6, Lisa first implies that the problem she has been describing is something that John may not have been 
aware of and thus cannot be held responsible for, but that simultaneously the problem may be a symptom of a larger 
problem of “cross-communication,” which is certainly something that John should be interested in. Lisa highlights the 
devastating consequences of the problem for the entire organization (“a terrible show and nothing works out,” line 
152). This depiction of a horror scenario involves both “kings and queens” (line 151) who should accept their roles as 
employees who are led by their superiors. However, instead of topicalizing the matter of her (lack of) deontic author-
ity, Lisa displays a strong commitment to the moral values and virtues of cooperation and a distribution of labor in 
which everyone respects each other's field of responsibility and expertise (lines 155–157). In this way, she is again 
emphasizing her subscription to the feminine stereotype, creating a maximal distance to the masculine stereotype of 
a power-hungry leader (Buzzanell, 1994).

Finally, Lisa refers to the issue of inappropriate behavior per se. In a conciliatory spirit, she admits her unfamili-
arity with such behavior (lines 161–162). In so doing, she is invoking the subjective side of the complaint, mitigating 
the accusatory tone of her previous telling. Simultaneously, however, she implies that this type of behavior is uncom-
mon at least in the organizations in which she has previously worked. This highlights the importance of the matter 
from  an organizational and leadership perspective and draws attention to the supervisor's responsibilities regarding 
the organization's atmosphere.

6.7 | Recipient uptake

Invoking organizational and leadership relevance appears to work as an effective way of eliciting a response. For the 
first time, John provides a substantial response to Lisa's telling.
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567STEVANOVIC et al.

John acknowledges the problem in the coworker's reported behavior. However, he uses litotes, a rhetorical 
figure that describes the object through the negation of the opposite (e.g., saying “not bad” instead of “excellent”). 
The key feature of a litotes involves understating what is being referred to, which in this case works to undermine 
the importance of Lisa's problem (“is by no means anyway particularly desirable,” line 165). The word “anyway” 
implies that the assessment is something generic to all human life and not specifically tied to the values of the 
organization. John's next utterances also draw from the same general wisdom of life in which engaging in problem-
atic behavior may vary according to the situation (“we have days and we have days,” line 168; “some days are better 
than others,” line 170). Subsequently, however, John also refers to the specificities of the work organization as he 
acknowledges that the problem might interfere with “getting something common done’ at work (lines 172–173, 
175). However, in stating this, John is again resorting to a litotes (“that doesn't sound like in that sense like the best 
possible,” lines 175, 177), which avoids naming the problem, thus displaying a kind of caution and defensiveness 
(Bergmann, 1992, p. 150). Furthermore, John's use of the phrase “in that sense” emphasizes that his negative assess-
ment should not be considered a rule, but something that only applies to this specific situation in which something 
should be done together.

The supervisor's line of action thus emphasizes a need to understand people who occasionally behave in inap-
propriate ways. Paradoxically, by invoking the notion of people having “good days’ and ‘bad days,” the supervisor may 
even be considered as speaking against masculine practices that condemn strong expressions of emotion in organ-
izations. However, in casting the employee's problem in this way as a petty fight between two potentially irrational 
women in the organization, the supervisor is not treating it seriously enough to call for intervention by the organiza-
tional leadership to remedy it. Whatever the problem is, it is not his responsibility to solve it. Emotions are part of the 
organizational sphere, but only the private and unofficial sphere.

6.8 | Self-deprecation

At this point, John's stance toward Lisa's problem has become clear. If the problem exists, it is not relevant to 
management and organizational leadership. In response to John, Lisa assumes yet another entirely new approach to 
the issue.
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568 STEVANOVIC et al.

Several times, Lisa strongly displays awareness that the problem is not worth an active intervention, but she also 
highlights her rational approach to the problem and thus distances herself from the negative, gendered position of 
an oversensitive woman (Morley, 1999). In doing so, she calls into question why she brought up the violation in the 
first place—indeed, dealing with this problem has taken up a relatively large proportion of the performance appraisal 
interview. Lisa deals with this problem by invoking a “therapeutic” storyline that highlights the psychological impor-
tance of the discussion to her (“Now I'm just growling to you,” lines 190–191) and thus serves to legitimize the time 
spent discussing the issue. However, to distance herself from the negative position of someone gossiping about other 
employees' problematic behaviors, Lisa immediately adds that she has not “growled” about the problem to others 
(line 191), mentioning that “it's no-one else's business” (line 193). This statement is in stark contrast to the initial 
storyline, in which she cast the problem as one that concerns everyone in the organization and was thus calling for 
the organizational leadership to intervene. Instead, she now frames the problem as strictly personal, beyond any need 
for collective action.

7 | DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS

Given the omnipresence of gender inequalities in organizational life (Acker, 1990; 2006, 2011; Britton, 2000; 
Cranford, 2012; Halford & Leonard, 2001; Kanter, 1977; Korvajärvi, 1998; Martin, 1997, 2006; Rodrigues, 2018; 
Rudman & Glick, 2008), it is not surprising that women may experience what we have here referred to as “gendered 
dismissal.” In this paper, we asked how an experience of gendered dismissal lends itself to a documentable event (RQ1). 
Our analysis has shown that despite the commonality of the problem, it is a challenging interactional endeavor to talk 
about it in a way that leads a supervisor to embrace the problem as relevant to management and organizational lead-
ership. Calling for an organizational intervention seems to require detailed information about the specific problem 
that needs remedying (Acker, 2006), but—in line with what has been pointed out in prior literature (Clift, 2013; 
Edwards, 2005; Gill et al., 2017; Krefting, 2003; Morley, 1999; Symon, 2005; Tholander, 2019; Valian, 1999)—such 
information is not always easy to provide in a convincing manner without the teller coming across as irrational, 
morally questionable, or ignorant about workplace realities. As pointed out by Sara Ahmed (2021, pp. 34–35), when 
trying to address problems of gendering in organizations, “blockages can occur through conversations.” This study 
has contributed to this body of literature by explicating a central interactional mechanism that underlies the problem 
of documentability, which is the teller's need to secure recipient affiliation for their story during their attempts at 
documentation. This fundamental need appears to be strong enough to even trump the teller's original agenda—the 
concern that motivated the telling in the first place.

Documentation difficulties arise also from teller's attempts to describe their problems in a way that would make 
sense culturally, and this is where people's orientations to “tellability” (Norrick, 2005; Ochs & Capps, 2001) become crit-
ical. Thus, in our second research question, we asked how the employee manages the tellability of their account in response 
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569STEVANOVIC et al.

to their supervisor's conduct (RQ2). In this paper, we showed how the employee's constant shifts in her developing 
account could be clarified with reference to problems of tellability, for which each new “storyline” (Davies & Harré, 1990; 
Harré & Dedaic, 2012) could offer a potential remedy (see Figure 4). The employee started by describing the problem as 
relevant to the entire organization. In response to this organizational relevance storyline, the supervisor requested more 
detail, which led the employee to refocus her description on behavioral detail. This witness in court storyline revolved 
around an objective description of the precise turn exchanges that had taken place. To counteract the apparent triviality 
of the reported incidents, the employee started embellishing her account with increasingly dramatic and extreme depic-
tions of the violator's conduct, invoking a mundane sharing storyline. However, the more the teller dramatized a single 
interactional exchange, the more she presented her case as an isolated exception to everyday organizational routines. 
To paraphrase Acker (2006), the actions of others were now made “visible,” but they appeared as isolated and private 
rather than organizationally “illegitimate,” and the telling of such isolated and private actions started to seem like an act 
of organizationally illegitimate “gossiping” about co-workers. The shift from the mundane sharing storyline to the thera-
peutic storyline nonetheless gave the teller the opportunity to cast her telling in a more civilized and legitimate form. The 
account was simply about the employee unburdening her heart—something that would help her cope with a personal 
problem (Jian, 2011). Thus, what began as a general matter for management and organizational leadership became 
a strictly personal matter. As has been postulated in feminist organizational research, gender inequality is constantly 
reinforced by separating public and private worlds (see, e.g., Acker, 1990; Rodrigues, 2018). From this perspective, our 
study has thus revealed a new arena in which such a separation may be routinely reconstructed. In the case analyzed, 
this separation was formed implicitly, as part of the employee's and the supervisor's distinct ways of constructing the 
problematic incidence as belonging to either the official (public) or the unofficial (private) sphere of the organization. 
Much of this happened as if by itself, by the supervisor simply refraining from validating the tellability of the employee's 
problem on its own terms, which led to the employee modifying her storyline to the extent that she practically erased 
the original problem (failed deontic authority based on gendered dismissal) from her account.

This movement from the general, public, and collective organizational sphere toward the private and personal 
sphere of the individual is linked to our third research question: How does the telling sequence reinforce the gendered 
presuppositions and make them relevant (RQ3)? To answer this question, it is central to consider what might have 
motivated the employee to erase the original problem from her account. As pointed at the beginning of this paper 
with reference to the notion of the “double bind,” a lack of power to determine action may stigmatize a female 
manager in two different ways: on one hand, it may be embarrassing for a young female superior to admit such a 
problem––that she has no authority or respect––as this could be interpreted as supporting the stereotype accord-
ing to which women are too weak to act as effective leaders (e.g., Acker, 2011; Kanter, 1977; Krefting, 2003; 
Martin, 1992; Ridgeway, 2011). On the other hand, it may be equally embarrassing for her to deviate from the stereo-
typical female commitment to the moral values and virtues of cooperation and to align with the masculine stereotype 
of the power-hungry leader with a desire for authority and respect (e.g., Buzzanell, 1994). Our analysis has contrib-
uted to the understanding of this double bind by showing how the navigation between, and avoidance of, the two 

F I G U R E  4   Shifts of storyline in the employee's account.
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570 STEVANOVIC et al.

stigmatizing positions takes place in and through the sequences of action within a single telling episode. Intriguingly, 
at one point during the telling episode analyzed in this article, the employee herself ended up displaying considerably 
sexist attitudes toward one of her female colleagues. Instead of being a curious exception, we maintain the possibility 
that the paradoxical phenomena like this may even be quite common in situations in which the accounts of dismissive 
behavior are difficult to support with waterproof evidence. To highlight the generic structural nature of the problem 
within the given organization or community, the teller may be motivated to leave the precise target of the complaint 
initially underspecified. Thus, when the emerging storyline has placed the teller in an unfavorable position, the initial 
underspecification of the complaint target allows the teller to shift the non-present target of the complaint so that 
it comes across as legitimate for both the complainant and the recipient of the complaint. In this case, the casting 
of the target of the complaint as a “hysterical drama queen” enables the emergence of such alignment, allowing the 
teller to take distance from both the “weakness” (cf. hysteria as incapacity) and “power-hungriness” (cf. queenliness) 
poles of the double bind.

8 | CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this paper, we have shown that the reproduction of gender inequalities in interaction is anchored not only in 
the primary disempowering interactions that women experience at the workplace but also—and specifically—in the 
“meta interactional” events in which the primary disempowering experiences take place. In other words, the bases of 
organizational relevance may be undermined not only through the acts of dismissal themselves, but also through the 
ways  in which the tellings of the experiences of dismissal are received. We argue that the interactional phenomena 
that cannot be talked about or “documented” (Acker, 2006) do not lose, but—on the contrary—gain relative signif-
icance, effectiveness, and influence to manage social relations in comparison to those that can be introduced as a 
topic of reflective meta-level discussion.

One might assume that a performance appraisal interview—an institutional context that is designed for the 
discussion of organizational problems and obstacles to performance—enables employees to voice their problem-
atic interactional experiences at the workplace. Performance appraisal interviews therefore serve as a “critical case” 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006) for the study of problematic interactional experiences in organizational contexts. If it is difficult 
to tell one's superior about an experience of gendered dismissal in a way that highlights its relevance for organiza-
tional management and leadership in such interviews, similar difficulties may exist in more spontaneous workplace 
contexts between employees and supervisors. Alternatively, one might conceive performance appraisals as a particu-
larly difficult context for documenting problematic experiences in a managerially relevant manner as performance 
appraisals tend to highlight employees' personal responsibilities (Fejes, 2008; du Gay et al., 1996). Our empirical 
example demonstrated how documentation difficulties can reinforce the individualizing dynamics of performance 
appraisals as governmental techniques.

It has been shown to be the women in higher managerial and supervisory positions in particular who are often 
left to deal with their experiences of gendering alone (Burstein, 1989; Rodrigues, 2018). It is thus easy to see how the 
mechanisms described in this paper effectively strengthen the persistence of organizational gender inequalities. Similar 
negative positionings and respective dilemmas are likely to shape the interactional practices of racialized minorities and 
others who differ from the norm of white, middle-aged men (e.g., Healy et al., 2011). However, people may not have the 
same opportunities to articulate the specific types of negative experiences that intersectionally characterize their gender, 
age, or race/ethnicity. Future empirical research should shed light on such nuances from an intersectional perspective.

As feminist organizational scholars have pointed out, the prevailing social order can only change if attention is 
paid to what has previously been obscured or invisible (see e.g., Acker, 2006; Fletcher, 1999; Krefting, 2003). In this 
case, people in organizations should increase their awareness of the problems of documentability surrounding the 
specific experiences of women in higher supervisory positions. To emphasize the broader significance of their prob-
lems for the organization, the tellers may systematically want to stick to the more abstract and generic descriptions 
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571STEVANOVIC et al.

of the problematic interactional events. However, as we show in this paper, problems occur when the supervisor is 
not satisfied with this abstract and generic level of description but seeks “hard” behavioral evidence for the existence 
of a problem. This is because an exclusive focus on behavioral detail can only be provided with reference to single 
problematic incidents, which draws the attention away from the systematic structural problems that underlie the 
problematic experience. This leads us to suggest that it is not only organizational practices that are gendered but 
that this holds also more widely for the general cultural resources and mechanisms of interaction, which certainly 
underlie and enable all organizational practices. Thus, our understanding of the cultural resources of telling needs to 
be exposed to political imagination, utopian thought, and alternative futures.
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