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ABSTRACT
This study focuses on the persistence of gender inequality in Swedish forestry education. The many
strategic documents stand in contrast to the experienced inequalities depicted in the forest sector’s
#MeToo movement. Both #slutavverkat and the open letter, written by female students, describe
harassment and sexist behaviour. Theories about the culture of silence and bystander behaviour –
are used to analyse the continuation of the norms that make harassment possible. Through an
analysis of focus groups and interviews, we identify mechanisms that allow for the continuation of
gender inequality. It is shown that strong traditions and hierarchical relations between students
have contributed to the continuation of the culture of masculine domination. This culture has been
allowed to flourish in hidden arenas such as the student union and social media, often in the form
of sexist jokes that have been tolerated. Leadership at different levels has formulated measures to
promote gender equality, but at the same time has failed to hear and react sufficiently to
discrimination. This has in turn contributed to women’s silence. #slutavverkat and the open letter
have led to increased awareness, but remaining challenges include the barriers that prevent
bystanders from acting in a more prosocial way.
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Introduction

Despite a political agenda and plenty of measures for gender
equality, inequality persists in forestry education at Swedish
universities. This became evident in the forestry sector’s
own #MeToo call #slutavverkat1 and in an open letter that
was sent during the spring of 2018 to the Swedish University
of Agricultural Sciences (SLU)2 and to the forestry sector, from
female students in the forest science programme (From
Hashtag to Action 2018). They describe a culture permeated
by sexism, harassment and discrimination, primarily against
women. The open letter bears witness to sexist behaviour
by older men in the forestry sector, but also to harassment
from fellow students, making it clear that this is not a genera-
tional issue.

Sweden has strong national gender equality goals with a
special equality strategy for the forestry sector (Government
Offices of Sweden 2011). In this strategy, gender equality in
forestry education is defined as men and women having the
same opportunities and conditions when it comes to edu-
cation, choice of study and individual development
(Swedish Forest Agency 2019). A number of projects and strat-
egies have been implemented so far, involving higher edu-
cation institutions as well as the forestry sector, with the
purpose of improving opportunities for a gender equal edu-
cation (see e.g. Lidestav et al. 2011; Wickman et al. 2013;
Andersson and Lidestav 2015). If assessed by the quantity of
reports, strategies and measures, much has been done to
promote gender equality, but according to the witnesses

from spring 2018, Swedish forestry education still faces
severe challenges.

The first studies of the #MeToo movement in Sweden pri-
marily analyse testimonies, for example in the military sector
(Alvinius and Holmberg 2019) and the forestry sector
(Johansson et al. 2018). In these studies, the testimonies
are analysed to increase understanding about how resist-
ance is expressed and articulated. Johansson et al. (2018),
as well as the Swedish Forest Agency (2019), call for more
research into the mechanisms that allow sexist behaviour
and harassment in the forestry sector. The present study
contributes with an analysis of interviews and focus groups
with students, teachers and leadership representatives, to
obtain a better understanding about why gender inequal-
ities, harassment and sexism persist in forestry education.
Vainio and Paloniemi (2013) claim in their study of Finish
forest owners that the masculine culture is so strong that
both women and men prefer to support it rather than chal-
lenge it. Earlier studies have also shown that women adjust
to the norms that men set in the forestry sector, and by not
making gender an issue, it is possible to blend in to the
culture (Vainio and Paloniemi 2013; Baublyte et al. 2019).
The open letter is a powerful example of a departure from
that strategy, being instead an act of contestation and
making gender an issue.

In the aftermath of #slutavverkat and the open letter, there
was a strong urge to “do something” about the situation
within forestry education. Both SLU leadership and forest
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companies wanted to show that they took this seriously
(www.landskogsbruk.se). They reacted by highlighting their
already existing gender equality work, but also by additional
initiatives. In the light of these efforts, it is crucial to discuss
to what extent doors have been opened and what challenges
remain.

The following research questions guide the analysis:

. What are the mechanisms that allow the continuation of
discrimination and sexual harassment within forestry
education?

. What are the possibilities and challenges for a more gender
equal forestry education following #slutavverkat and the
open letter?

Gender and forestry

Previous research on gender in the forestry sector reveals amas-
culine culture. Even if the sector has, during recent decades,
changed to more white collar work and an increase in the
number of women working and studying in the sector (SFA
2014), the norm of hard physical work that is regarded as unsui-
table for women, seems to stick (Brandth and Haugen 2005,
p. 153; Andersson and Lidestav 2016; Johansson et al. 2019).

A special issue on Gender and Forestry in the Scandinavian
Journal of Forest Research (2010) gives a global overview of
how gender matters to the practices of forestry (e.g. policy,
family). It finds that forestry is embedded in larger societal
power structures, and argues that decisions on how forests
are to be managed are fundamentally “political in character”
rather than “scientific or technical” (Lidestav & Reed 2010:4).
The forestry sector is changing along with the rest of
society and needs to address, for example, climate change,
biodiversity, and conservation, which in turn means that
new skills and competences are needed. This process of
change has led researchers to assume that women entering
“modern forestry” may be able to challenge the “all-male
structures” (Lidestav et al. 2011; Johansson et al. 2019). But,
women’s place in forestry remains gendered, and studies
show that women work in consultancy/ training, adminis-
tration, environmental and conservation tasks while male for-
esters work with production and forestry science (Arora-
Jonsson and Ågren 2019; Johansson et al. 2019). As Johansson
et al. writes: “the notion of manual forestry labour as an embo-
died experience and as work that entails particular assump-
tions about the (male) bodies marked by such experience is
still present in constructions of ‘real’ forestry workers” (2018,
p. 4). In addition, Johansson et al. (2018) say that sexualised
forms of male control and harassment (as reported in #slutav-
verkat) is a reminder that female foresters and students, are
seen foremost as representations of women in the sector,
rather than being true professionals.

It could be argued that in a forestry sector that is changing,
with greater consideration of environmental issues and
increased administrative work, there would be more opportu-
nities for women. However, Johansson et al. (2019) concludes
that this space is conditioned and that the burden of chan-
ging the sector lies with women themselves. Few studies

have addressed the young generation and how these out-
lined aspects of continuity and change within forestry
influence students and the gendered culture in forest
education.

Policies and strategies as attempts to change the
gendered culture

The gender equality strategy of the forestry sector, estab-
lished in 2011, states that forestry education should be attrac-
tive for both women and men (Government Offices of
Sweden 2011). Examples of measures initiated by projects
that followed the strategy include increasing the gender
equality competence among leadership and teachers
(Andersson and Lidestav 2015), and producing information
for forest companies and other actors where students have
study visits (Wickman et al. 2013). Other planned measures
at that time were, for instance, to integrate gender perspec-
tives in student education (Lidestav et al. 2011), a course for
teachers, and a seminar series for those in leadership positions
(Wickman et al. 2013). Measures like these are built on the
assumption that inequalities are a matter of ignorance, and
with increased knowledge things will change (Powell 2016).
In Wickman et al. (2013), it is further emphasised that the
most important thing for establishing a gender equal edu-
cation is that the leadership shows that they are serious
about their engagement. Gender equality work is often
regarded as a long and slow process. Wickman et al. (2013,
p. 4) depict the work as being at the beginning of a journey
and LRF (Federation of Swedish Farmers) describe it as a mara-
thon (Holmqvist 2017).

After #MeToo, this focus on a slow change seems to be less
prominent. One example is LRF, who in relation to the #MeToo
call in the green sectors, urges both leadership and individuals
to act, giving concrete examples of how to do this (LRF 2018).
It is also clear that the events of spring 2018 influenced policy.
One example of this is the Government Offices of Sweden
(2018), who explicitly request the Swedish Forest Agency to
take into account #slutavverkat and the open letter when pro-
posing gender equality actions.

On the one hand, the many projects and strategies that
express the need for gender equality in forestry education
can be interpreted as a strong commitment to gender equal-
ity from the forest sector and the university. On the other, the
measures implemented seem to have failed to change the
prevalent gender culture that affects forestry education and
student relations.

The continuation of the masculine culture

In this section, we introduce and define key terms for this
article: sexual harassment and discrimination, cultures of
silence, and bystander behaviour. We have an abductive
approach where the conceptual framework and theory have
been part of a pre-understanding, as well as emerging
during the analytic process. For example, the focus on bystan-
der behaviour emerged as a result from the focus groups and
interviews.
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Sexual harassment and discrimination

The #MeToo movement of the forest sector highlights
different forms of sexual harassment. It has been argued
that it is not necessarily desirable to find a common and
simple definition of sexual harassment since the concept
involves contradictions and ambiguities (McDonald 2012).
Our understanding of the concept here includes unwelcome
physical, verbal and non-verbal acts with sexual allusion
(Fnais et al. 2014; Henning et al. 2017) and, as such, sexual har-
assment is one form of discrimination. It includes behaviours
that put someone in an uncomfortable and sometimes hostile
situation (Fnais et al. 2014; Henning et al. 2017). Here, discrimi-
nation is used to describe being disadvantaged or offended,
with the focus on the experience of the person who is
exposed. In our study we specifically look at discrimination
and sexual harassment against women but we are more inter-
ested in analyzing what makes these acts possible than in the
actual testimonies. The ambiguity of the term (McDonald
2012) is discussed in our study, where different individuals
appear to have different views about whether something is
sexual harassment or not, for example in the context of
making jokes.

When trying to explain why sexual harassment and dis-
crimination occur in an organisation, there is often reference
to a specific culture that has developed over time. A culture
consists of values, beliefs, norms and behaviours (De Welde
and Stepnick 2015; Nardone 2018). Research has shown that
women in forestry adapt to and accept the masculine
culture and existing norms (Follo 2002; Baublyte et al. 2019).
The open letter highlights that the culture is also something
that men who do not fit into the norm feel that they need
to adapt to and accept (From Hashtag to Action 2018).
However, we see norms as dynamic, contradictory and chan-
ging (Connel and Pearse 2015), and therefore possible to
change. The culture and norms also exist in, and are
influenced by, a certain place. For example, previous studies
on the academic culture of SLU (Powell 2016) displayed a
male-dominated environment where ideas of what suits
women and men carry stereotypical ideas, such as how
family and care roles circumscribe the possibilities for
women to stay in academia. McDowell (1999) describes a
culture as sets of social relations and connections that tie
people and places together, and that certain practices are
maintained by social relations of power and exclusion. We
argue that practices forming the masculine culture within for-
estry education are maintained by different mechanisms.
Important contributors to these are silence and bystander
behaviours, which themselves illustrate how power relations
are manifested.

The culture of silence

It is crucial to discuss how harassments are noticed and toler-
ated when trying to explain their continued existence.
Research shows that women who experience high levels of
harassment also see their organisation as tolerant of sexual
harassment, meaning that: … complaints are not taken
seriously, it is risky to complain, and perpetrators are unlikely

to be punished. (Fitzgerald et al. 1997, p. 586). In other
words, these women have little hope of support, nor any
trust that things will change, if they speak up. Instead, they
fear being questioned or disregarded (Morrisson and Milliken
2000). To be silent could therefore be a strategy to protect
yourself, but at the same time, it allows harassment and injus-
tice to continue (De Welde and Stepnick 2015). Alvinius and
Holmberg (2019, p. 1262) define a norm of silence as a behav-
iour of a group of people that by unspoken consensus does not
mention, discuss, or acknowledge the experience of women. This
silence does not just concern the exposed individuals but
involves a whole group where individuals could have
different reasons for being silent.

A culture of silence can be seen at three different levels:
cultural, organisational and individual (Bird 1996). Cultural
factors include how the organisation is coloured by the predo-
minant discourses of, for example, a strong loyalty-culture
where speaking up is not possible. Organisational factors
include blocking dissent, questioning and criticising, and bar-
riers to horizontal discussions of conflict and to organisational
learning. Individual factors include fear, vulnerability or
feeling inarticulate (Bird 1996). In this article we focus
mainly on individual factors, even though we recognise that
all three levels affect each other.

Bystanders’ role

A culture of silence is closely related to what literature calls
“bystander behaviour”. A bystander is not directly involved
as a victim or a perpetrator; while witnessing an act of harass-
ment the bystander typically passively ignores the event and
waits for others to act (Fenton et al. 2016). Recently, bystander
training has been recognised as a promising tool for changing
bystander behaviour towards more prosocial actions (Fenton
and Mott 2018; Hennelly et al. 2019; Paull et al. 2019). A more
prosocial bystander is a person witnessing an event and inter-
vening in a positive way. This in turn shows the person who is
harassing, and other bystanders, that the harassment is
socially unacceptable (Fenton and Mott 2017). These ideas
could be linked to theories of normative social behaviour,
where perceptions of what others do and what I am expected
to do influence behaviour. The bystander training aims to
change the perception that behaviours, such as sexual harass-
ment, are socially acceptable (Mabry and Turner 2016).

However, there are barriers to a more prosocial bystander
behaviour. Research shows that sexist jargon and sexist
behaviour among a group of male students encourage
other male students to behave in the same way (Angelone
et al. 2005). Berkowitz (2010) also emphasises that mispercep-
tions about what other male peer norms look like prevent
men from intervening. In other words, men might think that
other men are ok with the masculine norm and sexism.
Research also recognises that the reason bystanders within
a group of university students do not intervene is fear: the
perceived risks are higher than the incentive to act (Paull
et al. 2019). Those risks are related to a feeling that the organ-
isation accepts the behaviour. The feeling of being powerless,
and that authority would not react even if the bystander were
to say something, are important incentives to keep quiet. This
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inclination to inaction is strengthened by observing that
when other bystanders speak up, nothing or very little
happens (ibid). It has been suggested that in a hierarchical
situation, where for example someone in a leadership position
is harassing an employee, bystanders are three times less
likely to intervene (Chakroun and Soudre-Lécué 2014). Our
study also involves harassment that takes place on social
media. Myers and Cowie (2019) show how bystanders’ behav-
iour is important in determining whether the bullying con-
tinues and whether posts are shared and go viral. They also
underline the bystanders’ fear of becoming victims them-
selves if they defend the person who is exposed. These
different explanations of barriers for a prosocial bystander
behaviour highlight that relations of power are important
underlying mechanisms. In our study this relates to relations
between leadership, teachers and students, as well as hierar-
chies and relations within the student group.

Material and methods

To be able to discuss the mechanisms involved in discrimi-
nation we need insights into, and an understanding of, the
experiences of students, teachers and leadership. With a com-
bination of focus groups and individual interviews we have
been able to analyse these groups’ own explanations of
why discrimination and sexual harassment is happening.
Moreover, we have been able to discuss different kinds of
behaviour and the feelings attached to these behaviours.

We recruited the participants for the focus groups and the
interviews through reaching out to students in their class-
rooms, and through emails to teachers, students and
leaders. In the initial contact, we presented the project and
asked if they would want to participate. Once we made
these connections, we were given the names of others who
would possibly be interested in speaking to us. Initially, it
was most challenging to find male students who wanted to
participate, but through contacts with the student union,
and with help from teachers, we succeeded. These contacts
made it possible to also meet individuals who were not
especially interested in gender issues.

Focus groups and interviews with students

Four focus groups of students from the forest science pro-
gramme were conducted. Two groups consisted of female
students, with three participants in each group; one mixed
group had three men and one women; and finally, one
group contained four men. These smaller groups were good
for discussing gender relations. That students already knew
each other was seen as an advantage since it could make it
easier to start a discussion. The decision to have some
single-sex groups was based on two reasons. Firstly, since
women at the programme have witnessed harassment it
might be hard to talk about these kind of experiences in
the presence of men. Secondly, that both men and women
should feel as free as possible to reflect on experiences and
thoughts about the other gender and about relations
between men and women (see also Bosco and Herman 2010).

The discussion themes for the focus groups were: ideas
about how a forester should be and act (culture and norms);
relations between men and women in education; reactions
to #slutavverkat and the open letter; explanations for why har-
assment continues; and finally, thoughts and ideas about the
way forward. We encouraged participants to reflect on their
own and other people’s behaviours and what they thought
were the reasons behind these. We were careful not to
judge anyone based on what they said. Follow-up questions
such as “why do you think it is hard to react when someone
says something that is not ok?” were carefully framed to
encourage participants to describe others more openly and
to also feel it was less threatening to reflect upon their own
behaviour. In this way, we deepened our understanding of
the mechanisms behind, for example, bystander behaviour.
However, the participants always spoke about the more
severe sexual harassments being performed by others
rather than by themselves.

The focus groups lasted from one to two and a half hours.
We also had three individual interviews with women. One of
them had recently graduated from the forestry science pro-
gramme and talked more in retrospective about the edu-
cation. In total, we met 17 students: ten women and seven
men. We met students from different years of the programme,
with a majority from the later years. Students came from
different parts of Sweden and from both cities and country-
side. Our impression is that students participated in the
focus groups with great interest, which made our material
rich with many different experiences, views and fruitful
discussions.

Interviews with teachers and leadership

We conducted four interviews with teachers and ten inter-
views with people in a position of leadership. In the latter
group, most also had teaching experience. Two leaders
were representatives from forest companies with experience
of collaboration with forestry education. Only two of the inter-
viewees were women, reflecting the male majority in forestry
education. Themes covered in the interviews were teaching
and relations to students, gender equality work, reactions to
#slutavverkat and the open letter, and the way forward. The
themes that we had talked about in the focus groups were
also touched upon during the interviews.

Analysis

As a first step of analysis we reflected on the focus groups and
interviews immediately after performing them. These notes
made it possible to identify interesting themes that
emerged during the conversations and that we could dig
deeper into during the following focus groups and interviews.
The interviews were transcribed verbatim and thereafter we
identified three overarching themes and coded the transcripts
in associated sub-themes that emerged during the analysis.
The three main themes, and their sub-themes in brackets,
are: (1) Explanations for the continuation of the masculine
culture (hierarchy and traditions, hidden arenas, bystander
behaviour, culture of silence); (2) Possibilities for contestation
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(new group of students, #Me-Too as inspiration); (3) Reactions
to #slutavverkat and the open letter (reflections, possibilities,
resistance). We recognise that interviewees might not have
been comfortable expressing critical views about feminist or
gender equality work. As a result, we see that resistance is
mostly apparent when interviewees talk about others.

In our presentation of findings, we have distinguished
between male, female and mixed focus groups, but since
the organisation is rather small, we do not spell out the
gender of the interviewees in order to protect their anon-
ymity. In the following text, focus groups have been shor-
tened to FG.

Results

In the first section we discuss the explanations for the continu-
ation of the masculine culture that recurs in our focus groups
and interviews. A culture that enables discrimination and
sexual harassment to continue. We then move on to the pos-
sibilities for contestation. Finally, we discuss if there is a
#MeToo effect in forest education and discuss the reactions
to #slutavverkat and the open letter to identify the challenges
that persist.

Explanations for the continuation of the masculine
culture

The forest science programme has a long tradition, starting in
the nineteenth century. The admission requirements of mili-
tary service and experience of forest work almost guaranteed
a masculine culture and male domination. The first woman to
obtain an exemption from this regulation started her edu-
cation in 1962 (Wickman et al. 2013). Recently, the proportion
of women has increased and in 2019 constituted 31% of the
students admitted to the forest science programme (Admis-
sion Office, SLU, 2020-01-22). Apart from the fact that men
have always dominated the education programmes in terms
of numbers, three other explanations for the prevailing mas-
culine culture are revealed by our study: firstly, the close
knit environment; secondly, a strong hierarchy within the
student group; and thirdly, traditions within the student
union.

Hierarchy and traditions in the “SLU bubble”
The male students describe a close knit environment at

SLU:

2: And we are quite a few students at SLU as well, when com-
pared to other universities

3: … and there are no others, some others sit and eat lunch but
it is like nothing, so it is difficult to get outside the SLU bubble
(FG men).

The class becomes very important for their social life. One
student said that the student group could be described as a
large family (interview student). The forest science pro-
gramme involves long study trips, which are described as
positive for creating a sense of belonging, but also an arena
where the male norm has been cultivated and expressed
(interview teacher).

It is emphasised that younger students have great respect
for older students, which creates a hierarchy that is men-
tioned in several interviews (interview student; FG men; FG
mixed; FG women 1). This respect seems to originate from
the nulling (fresher activities), and from the student union
where the older students are in charge of the different activi-
ties. As one student in the mixed focus group said: If there are
older students there, you stand like a lamb. Women students
emphasise how older students, fitting the masculine forestry
norm (which has also included harassment of women),
recruit new students to their group (FG women 1; FG
women 2).

Traditions connected to student union activities are
described as important for the identity as a forester. These tra-
ditions are considered to be positive and something that
many look forward to participating in (interview student).
However, some of the traditions, for example song texts,
enhance the gendered culture and support the male norms
of forestry. A normative culture in the student union is seen
as something that shapes students and their relations with
each other (interview leadership), and traditions and rituals
are mentioned as a way in which norms are conserved and
reproduced. As one teacher expressed it:

I think there are still a lot of behaviour patterns that are quite’male’;
it’s not that anyone consciously, how to put it, tries to marginalise
female students − but indirectly they do it somehow, definitely.

The focus groups reveal that when changes that affected
the party traditions were suggested during student union
meetings, there was an emotional response (FG men).
Hence, efforts to change these traditions have met with
resistance.

In line with the study by Alvinius and Holmberg (2019) of
the military sector, the forestry students develop into a cohe-
sive group through spending time together and sharing
experiences, and this promotes the creation and maintenance
of masculine norms. The strong hierarchy reveals a power
structure where older students are more influential in the for-
mation of the existing norms and the way traditions are main-
tained. This seems to encourage younger students to behave
in the same way as older students and make it hard for those
who do not conform to challenge the existing order.

Exposure in hidden arenas – examples from student
union and social media

Exposure to gender-related harassment exists in all arenas of
education. Here we focus on the student union and social
media, arenas that are largely hidden for teachers and univer-
sity leadership. We regard these arenas as important for
shaping relations between students and thus for affecting
the gendered culture at the forest science programme.

Sexist jokes and misogynous songs are described as part of
the party culture at the student union. When alcohol is
involved, more invidious opinions are expressed (FG men;
FG women 1). Even after revisions of the songbook, some
men have used these old sexist songs as provocation. The
interviewees expose the existence of physical sexual harass-
ment, unwelcome compliments and jokes during student
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union gatherings (FG women 1; FG women 2). One inter-
viewed student describes how she thinks that women have
adapted to this party culture: Maybe we have subconsciously
just put a lid on it and, almost that we have accepted it (inter-
view student). She thinks that women accept behaviour in this
milieu that they would have reacted to somewhere else.
Earlier research (Follo 2002) shows a normalisation process,
where women have accepted and avoided reacting to prevail-
ing masculine norms.

In our study, bystanders are described as a middle group,
between those strongly associated with the masculine norm
and those outside it. Referred to as coat-turners, bystanders
could turn against those outside the norm if someone
within the norm group requested it. The passive behaviour
of bystanders and their unpredictable loyalties were high-
lighted as important factors supporting the continuation of
harassment (FG women 1).

Women students told us about how fellow men students
have created accounts on social media, open for all students
to join. In these accounts, posts were uploaded in which
women were humiliated, as well as posts expressing both
homophobia and racism. Moreover, in the same accounts,
interest in nature conservation, as well as being a vegetarian
or vegan, were ridiculed. Social media accounts have also
been used to deride posts from women. As #MeToo, and #slu-
tavverkat started, posts were uploaded that had the aim of
dismissing the stories (FG women 1; FG women 2; interview
student). Other examples are chat forums where men
discuss the appearance of women students, and when some
of the men questioned the ethics of this, they were also ridic-
uled (FG women 1). In the focus groups, we were told by both
women and men, how some of the chat conversations also
spread beyond the initial group, and how this generated
difficulties in student relations. Social media comes across in
our study as an arena where derogative comments towards
women have flourished. As such, it maintained the masculine
norm and defined what was possible for a forestry student to
express or not. When posts on social platforms were chal-
lenged, the authors defended them as being jokes and
satires (FG women 1).

The women who were exposed or who challenged deroga-
tive posts rarely got any open support visible on the social
media platforms. The support was instead given in person
and in private (FG women 2; interview student). This is in
line with the results from Bastiaenses et al. (2015), who says
that, in general, bystanders are more inclined to show
support to the harassed person privately, rather than in
public. The explanations for this are the imagined risk for
the bystanders to be exposed themselves, and the uncertainty
over whether public support would actually help the harassed
individual. Everyone who is a member in the group can see
harassment on social media. If no support is given, it
becomes evident and visible to everyone. Women who
were exposed therefore felt lonely and experienced severe
negative feelings (FG women 2; interview student). There
were disagreements among women students about
whether it was worth taking up the fight and whether this
was something that should be discussed, or even whether it
was a problem or not (interview student). The events on

social media, and the negative effect these had on exposed
students, probably had a deterrent effect on the bystanders’
willingness to act.

The student union and social media are examples of arenas
that have become protected zones where harassment could
continue. However, things that have happened at the
student union and on social media affect the student environ-
ment in the classroom, and the other way around: events at
lectures could have effects in the union building (FG
women 1). Some students have avoided certain courses and
in some cases considered quitting their education. These
repercussions bring attention to whether the university is
responsible for student activities outside the education
room or not.

The mechanism of the culture of silence

Focus groups and interviews reveal a great complexity in the
culture of silence involving teachers, students and the leader-
ship. One crucial aspect of the silence lies in the reaction (or
lack of reaction) from teachers when subtle or open discrimi-
nation and harassment take place. In focus groups and inter-
views, students said that teachers seldom reacted when male
students behaved in an inappropriate way and if they did, the
teachers received a hostile response. As one women explains:
They [teachers] come in for an occasional lecture and hear an
inappropriate joke among the students, they don’t want to be
dragged in to this (FG women 1). Students also give examples
of future employers, who they have met during fieldtrips,
making sexist jokes and how no one reacts, not in the
actual situation and not afterwards (FG women 1; FG
women 2; interview student).

Interviewed teachers explain this by saying that teachers
generally might feel uncomfortable about drawing the line
at something they feel is not okay. The teachers also explain
the lack of reaction by saying that many teachers probably
think that students are grown-ups and if inappropriate behav-
iour happens, the students need to sort this out by them-
selves (interview teacher). One teacher explains:

You always risk a conflict when you speak up. You have no idea
how contradictory the other person is, if you will achieve a
change or if it creates a bad atmosphere that will hang on the
rest of the time you spend together.

This shows the kind of risks teachers consider before they
intervene. The absence of confirmation from a teacher that a
behaviour is not acceptable, in turn leads to women’s silence
and a hesitation to take their problems further, to teachers
and the leadership. We were told about situations where stu-
dents did turn to the teachers and the leadership but that
these attempts gave little or no effect. In many cases,
female students instead kept their experiences to themselves
or only told some of their closest friends. The women told us
about being worried that it would backfire if they spoke up.
For example, that it would negatively influence their social
life or their career possibilities (FG women 1; FG women 2;
interview student). Women who have expressed their views
to those who have harassed them have been further intimi-
dated. This reveals that the young women have surveyed

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF FOREST RESEARCH 313



the possibilities for support and been convinced that this is
not strong enough and therefore made the decision to not
take it further.

Interviews and focus groups also reveal another aspect of
silence, that young men are silent during discussions about
gender equality. They describe how they might feel uncom-
fortable when gender comes up on the agenda:

4: It is so with all sensitive subjects that you don’t talk too much
about it, because it feels like you have to think a lot, so that
you really don’t hurt anyone.

3: So that you are not called hostile against women.
4: So that you not say something inappropriate or lousy, that’s

where the problem is maybe (FG mixed).

These young men are afraid of being labelled as someone
who is hostile against women if they engage in a discussion
about gender equality and it turns out that their views on it
differ. They also feel provoked by those who go too far and
are overreacting (FG mixed). One teacher also emphasises
that students are concerned that they must think the right
way and are expected to say certain things when discussing
gender equality.

In summary, the culture of silence involves a complex web
of interactions, communication, interpretations and relations
between students, teachers and the leadership. This leader-
ship includes the student union and teachers, as well as
formal leaders at the university. It is evident that the non-reac-
tion from leadership on different levels plays a crucial role in
explaining why women become silent about their experiences
of harassment, sexism and discrimination. When women have
reacted and through that attempted to challenge norms, they
have experiences of not being taken seriously. According to
earlier research, this leads to a feeling of being powerless. A
presumption that the leadership would probably not react
to a complaint leads to the exposed individual, as well as
bystanders, keeping quiet (Paull et al. 2019). In line with our
study, Morrisson and Milliken (2000) show that there is a
danger in speaking up. It could risk relations and start
conflicts. This is an important explanation for the silence wit-
nessed in forestry education. However, despite this culture of
silence, a space of contestation became possible after the
#MeToo movement in early spring 2018.

Possibilities for contestation

The open letter from the female students to the university and
the forestry sector described the situation experienced by a
few graduating year groups, but our interviews show that
this experience was not unique to these classes. What was
described in the open letter has been a part of the forestry
sector for a long time.

New group of students
It has been a change in the share of the kind of people that starts
the school… in the old days were all foresters interested in
hunting… today it might not be that they are here because
they like forest machines and production, but for that they like
ecology and biology… . (FG mixed)

This description of the shift in the student group towards
an increased number of students interested in environmental

and green questions recurs in interviews with both students,
teachers and the leadership. This change is a part of the expla-
nation of why a polarisation has occurred in some groups. In
some groups, the values of the productive forest, being inter-
ested in hunting and eating meat, contrast with, for example,
being interested in sustainability, nature conservation and
being a vegetarian. Since there are more women in the
environmental track of the education programme and more
men in the production track (FG mixed), this polarisation
has to some extent been gendered and arguments between
the groups have sometimes been expressed as harassment
towards women.

A broader recruitment of students, in combination with the
increased importance of forest values other than production,
seems to have improved the opportunities for students inter-
ested in green issues to have their values heard and under-
stood. Consequently, women also got more space since a
larger share of women choose the environmental track of
the education programme.

#MeToo as inspiration
As previously mentioned, female students experienced that it
was hard to get any reaction from the leadership, other than
from a few women who were engaged. However, after the
#MeToo movement they also started to get reactions from
men (FG women 1; FG women 2). Women who wrote the
open letter received support from teachers and people in lea-
dership positions. Compared to the situation before #slutav-
verkat, it seems that women now had more reason to
believe that their voice might be listened to. However, inter-
views with both students, teachers and leadership with
insight into the process indicate that the perceived risk of
writing the letter was high, with worries that it would affect
the career as well as the social situation of those who spoke
up. The #MeToo movement made discussions possible and
it became feasible to create supportive relations between
women, to describe the situation and provide a language of
description (Hill et al. 2015). When norms are made visible,
it is easier to de-legitimise them (Carvalho et al. 2019). In
the next section, we will discuss the opportunities for
change that this visibility created.

Reactions to #slutavverkat and the open letter – what
about a #MeToo effect in forestry education?

The open letter has attracted attention up to the highest gov-
ernmental level and both SLU and forest companies have
expressed both the will and the urgency of acting. One of
the interviewed teachers also emphasised: I think it was
good that this came from the students themselves, that they
started this push, because it is hard for us to do anything. This
indicates that students protesting together were more power-
ful than they had expected. It was no longer possible to ignore
women’s accounts.

Only a joke? – A process of reflection
Young women describe two different forms of reaction to the
forest sector’s #MeToo movement. Some of the young men
started to reflect on their own behaviour and wanted to talk
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with the women about this. However, others behaved even
more extremely and claimed that the witnesses in the open
letter were exaggerated and accused women of not being
able to take jokes (FG women 1; interview teacher).

The young men we spoke with say that they are surprised
and shocked by #slutavverkat and the open letter. One of
them emphasises: I don’t know if it is so that I have not
noticed anything or if one is bad in seeing things or if I have
said things myself (FG mixed). The open letter became an
eye opener that made men start thinking about their own
behaviour and they express feeling unsure about whether
they themselves have behaved in a proper way. Interviewed
men say that it can be hard to talk about gender equality
since it put the focus on one’s own actions. As one of the tea-
chers explains … you get the insight that you have not always
behaved in a proper way, you can be ashamed sometimes
(interview teacher).

One of the interviewed women realised that she had
herself contributed to the norm by, for example, laughing at
inappropriate jokes (interview student). Others told us that
they have heard comments/jokes that they thought were
quite innocent at the time but now when they have heard
so many stories from #slutavverkat and the open letter they
are starting to reflect on it in a different way (FG men; FG
mixed). They also emphasise that different student groups
have different jargons and different ways of joking.

3: If I would hear it only once myself… I would unfortunately
not react on it.

4: I think one would react more, one would put one’s foot down
in another way today and say that it is not okay, if you
compare to two years ago.

1: But then you really need to know that it is meant that way, I
think that is the hard part.

4: But does it have to be meant in a special way? That is also
something to think about if they say something that is not
fair. But I am also a bit like you, afraid of conflicts… (FG men)

In this discussion it becomes an issue whether the things said
are meant to be a joke or not, and whether the observer can
know the intention of the speaker. It is also evident that an
important reason for the bystander not intervening is the
risk of being involved in a conflict.

Sexist jokes have a function of strengthening group feeling
among men (Thomae and Pina 2015). Alvinius and Holmberg
(2019) highlight that gendered incidents are often neutralised
and reduced, and one way of doing this is to say that “it was a
joke”. If the harassment is camouflaged as a joke and it is pre-
tended that any offence given is unintentional, it is easier for
both the speaker and the bystanders to neutralise the serious-
ness of what was said. The person exposed is depicted as a
sensitive person who is easily violated. Women students
were afraid to talk about their experiences through fear of
being ridiculed and that someone would say: But what? It’s
only a joke!

Carvalho et al. (2019) label jokes as micro-aggressions,
since they mediate stereotypical views, sexual hints and tra-
ditional roles of women and men. Pretending that a sexist
statement is a joke could be a strategy for justifying harassing
behaviour (Page et al. 2016). The culture in the forest science
programme seems to have accepted these jokes and the fact

that bystanders have not reacted contributed to their contin-
ued use. Thomae and Pina (2015) point out that the focus on
gender equality could be perceived as a threat to men’s privi-
leged position and jokes are one way of undermining women
and holding on to power. However, students have noticed a
difference since #slutavverkat and the open letter: It feels as
if there is a difference, all are more aware and it feels like the
large group are striving in the same direction, so it becomes
more and more ok to step forward (FG mixed). This indicates
that bystander behaviour might be starting to change from
passive to more prosocial. However, hesitation in acting,
motivated by concern about generating conflict, is an impor-
tant barrier to a more prosocial behaviour that, according to
Fenton and Mott (2017), could challenge the norms that
make harassment possible.

A moment of possibility?
It seems as if it was easier to gain support for gender equality
measures when the open letter made it clear that it was
needed (interview leadership). Suddenly, there was a space
to lift these questions on the agenda. In the time of #slutav-
verkat, the SLU leadership spoke up, in blogs and in inviting
the female students who wrote the letter to meetings. This
gives an impression that the issues were taken seriously,
both within the organisation and in the wider forestry sector.

Women said that they felt empowered by the #MeToo
movement, #slutavverkat and the open letter. They express
how they received strength from each other and describe
that they could walk more upright than before. One woman
explains the importance of the open letter:

If this letter had not happened I would have felt that it would be
hard to walk out to the sector, I would have felt lost and lonely. I
would have more accepted the role that I am a woman and that
I can’t seriously think that I could fit in to this norm. (FG women 2)

This suggests that things that have been accepted before
could now be contradicted. Another effect of #slutavverkat
was that women students started to see that it was possible
to break the silence and to tell someone else about their
experiences. Teachers, comparing their own education with
the present, also conclude that the level of acceptance (of har-
assment) has been lowered (interview teachers). This indi-
cates that the silence could be broken and that women
have more hope of being listened to.

Resistance and priorities
Our material reveals that there seems to be a large group
agreeing with the ideals of gender equality, in principle, but
who in practice have not prioritised it. In addition to this
larger group, there is a small group that is critical of the
#MeToo movement and the work for gender equality. This
group is described as people with power, such as men with
high academic positions who are of the opinion that gender
equality work is unimportant and not necessary (interview
leadership). Among students, those resisting are described
as men with high positions in the student union, who
openly criticise #MeToo and gender equality work (FG
women 2).
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One of the leadership interviewees explains what he
believes are the thoughts behind the resistance:

We have a culture that we don’t understand why we need to
change and it has formed those who sits up there because they
have walked the long way. Those who have survived the culture
are those who are left…Why should I go against it when it has
taken me where I am?

Even though some men have engaged in gender equality
work at the forestry science programme, it is mostly women
who are involved. This is explained by the fact that men will
lose power when women become more equal and therefore
men have less incentive to work for change (interview
teacher, interview leadership). In a context where men are in
a privileged position compared to women, men have an inter-
est in maintaining the system. Some groups of women who
also benefit from the system of male dominance will also
support the system (Ridgeway 2009). This condition is likely
to persist even after #MeToo and is one of the overarching chal-
lenges identified for gender equality work in the future.

Discussion

In this study we explore why discrimination and sexual harass-
ment persist in forestry education, despite the many strategy
documents, measures and the leadership’s expressed willing-
ness to work for gender equality. Through an analysis of inter-
views and focus groups with students, teachers and
leadership representatives we have disentangled mechan-
isms that allow this discrimination to continue. Moreover,
we discuss the possibilities and challenges for a more
gender-equal forestry education following #slutavverkat and
the open letter.

A complex culture of silence and a passive bystander
behaviour

This study shows how silence appears at different levels, from
university leadership to teachers in the lecture room, as well
as students leading the student union. Events that have
involved harassment have led to no or very limited reaction
in the organisation. According to Fitzgerald et al. (1997), this
sends the message that the organisation is tolerant of harass-
ment towards women.

The perceived tolerance of harassment against women is
an important explanation for the culture of silence, described,
for example, by Alvinius and Holmberg (2019) and Bird (1996).
Our study adds to the understanding of the complexity of this
concept by showing the multifaceted forms of silence that
make up the culture in forestry education. Teachers are
silent and do not react because they want to avoid conflicts
that may threaten relations with colleagues and students.
Women stay silent because they have learnt that complaints
will not be taken seriously. In addition, they feel that they
risk their social relations and future careers. These are also
the reasons why bystanders stick to a non-acting, silent
behaviour. Gender equality as a discussion theme in edu-
cation can also end in silence. Men explain this with the
feeling that they need to say the right thing. Another

explanation is that many men think that peer norms are toler-
ant of harassment against women (Berkowitz 2010) and there-
fore they do not want to oppose the norms and so risk a
conflict.

Power relations, protected zones and tolerance

The silence and the passive bystander behaviour that is a part
of the gendered culture seems to have evolved due to formal
and informal power and hierarchical structures. In forestry
education, we have identified three aspects that are involved
in maintaining this culture. Firstly, strong traditions, hierarchi-
cal relations between students and a close knit environment
seem to have hampered change towards more gender
equal relations between men and women and preserved
the culture of masculine domination. Secondly, this culture
has been allowed to flourish in hidden arenas such as the
student union and social media. The development of these
arenas into “protected zones” for harassment plays an impor-
tant role in understanding relations between students. This
result indicates that it is crucial to include behaviour on
social media in bystander training. Thirdly, the tolerance of
sexist jokes. Harassment in the form of inappropriate jokes
seems to have been accepted and, as Page et al. (2016)
argue, it seems to have been a way to justify harassing
behaviour.

Towards a more gender equal forestry education

#slutavverkat and the open letter provide examples of
bottom-up initiatives that demonstrated the power of
coming together for a common contestation. They disclosed
the gendered culture, with its informal practices and beha-
viours. To make this visible has, according to our study,
empowered women and shown that it is possible to break
the silence. It has provided spaces for discussion and possible
renegotiation of norms. Men say that #slutavverkat and the
open letter have influenced them to reflect on their own
and other’s behaviour. Men have, moreover, indicated that
it has helped them to see the whole picture. This study con-
tributes by further highlighting how traditions, hierarchies,
sexist jokes, and passive bystander behaviours together nega-
tively influence the situation of women studying in the forest
science programme.

Our study suggests that policy measures and strategies
need to acknowledge the barriers to acting at an individual
level. Moreover, the role of leadership at different levels (tea-
chers, student representatives, university leadership, as well as
informal leaders in social groups) needs to be recognised. Lea-
dership has formulated measures to promote gender equality,
but at the same time has failed to hear and react sufficiently to
discrimination. Part of their mission is to act as role models,
with strategies to deal with harassments and inequalities as
well as what Fenton and Mott (2017) call prosocial bystander
behaviour. To be able to implement this mission, leadership at
different levels needs to have training, support, and clear and
sufficient agendas about how discrimination should be dealt
with. One important aspect is the creation of safe ways to
report harassment and this must include consideration of
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hidden arenas such as social media and the student union.
These efforts could, in turn, reduce what Morrisson and Milli-
ken (2000) refer to as the danger of acting and speaking up.
However, more research is needed on how leadership at
different levels perceive their role and possible ways to act.

Based on our study a suggestion for practice would be to
design bystander training for the broader group of employees
and students. A more prosocial bystander behaviour could
also put more pressure for change on those who are still
resisting gender equality. In our study, small groups, in
which men and women could more unconditionally discuss
their thoughts and feelings about gender equality and their
relations with other men and women, was a well-functioning
format. Within these small groups, discussion could identify
similar thoughts (“I am not alone”) and start reflection about
how behaviours are received (“this behaviour might hurt
others”). This kind of discussion could be a part of bystander
training, with the goal of a bystander behaviour that is more
prosocial.

On the one hand, it could be argued that men are privi-
leged and will continue to act to maintain a particular mascu-
line culture. On the other hand, there are signs that
#slutavverkat and the open letter could hasten the process
towards a more gender equal forestry sector – a process
that we consider necessary in order to attract more students
to the forest science programme and to ensure the re-
growth of labour for the forest industry.

Notes

1. The English translation of slutavverkat is “clear-felled”.
2. SLU is a predominately natural science and interdisciplinary uni-

versity in the green sectors of agriculture and forestry.
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