
this exhibition is an exploration of norms. Who is deemed ‘normal’ enough to 
represent us as a society? And in turn, who is missing from the picture entirely?

In 2012, the City of Gävle proudly unveiled new posters in the windows of the City 
Hall, reflecting life in Gävle. In the days after the campaign launch, a concerned 
citizen called the city. ‘Do you understand how these pictures diminish young girls?’
Taking a closer look at the images they had chosen to represent the city, they found 
that most of them depicted active boys and men, and passive girls and women.  
To make matters worse, there were almost no elderly or non-white people 
in the photos, and zero same-sex couples or people with disabilities.

The City of Gävle realised that they had failed in mirroring all of 
its citizens. And decided to change. They enlisted ‘The Gender 
Photographer’, Tomas Gunnarsson. Together with the citizens of Gävle 
who rallied behind the project, who volunteered as models, they 
created this exhibition and an accompanying guide book – to inspire 
and encourage inclusive and equal communication.

note: What you’re seeing in this exhibition are Swedish norms. Norms 
are cultural and differ from country to country. What do the norms look 
like in your country?
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A big thank you to all the models who made this exhibition possible: Kicki, Magnus, Oliver, Totte, Kerstin, Eileen, Esther, Bobbo, Jazz, Markus, Ikram, Zejnab, Fanny, Basem, Christine, Jesper, 
Ella, Alice, Linnéa, Sergio, Victor, Håkon, Manno, Johan, Magnus and Ludwig. 

About this exhibition

In addition to this exhibition, a guide book has been produced 
that will be available together with the exhibition. Find out more 
about the project on:  
sharingsweden.se/toolkit/images-that-change-the-world
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SIMPLE DIVERSITY ANALYSIS

1. Count women and men.
   

2. Who’s active and who’s passive?
   25 ACTIVE MEN IN THE PICTURES, ONE GIRL.

3. Look for diversity. In these images there are…

• Only 2 people over 60
• Only 2 people with non-Nordic background
• 0 same-sex couples
• 0 people with (visible) disabilities
• 1 seagull

MEN

37 21

WOMEN

Girls sitting and looking at boys.
Boys standing, looking away.

Gävle residents like to watch active men even at the cinema!

A city where men do  
and women watch

These are images the City of Gävle used to advertise the city in 2012. If we were to go by these 
images alone, it would be easy to assume that Gävle is mostly inhabited by physically fit and active 

white men and boys, a couple of single mothers, several passive girls ... and a seagull.

Guy running

Dudes chillin'

The only active girl.  
Carefully petting a horse.

Boy jamming.
Girl listening.

Super cute, but still  
boys doing stuff!5

Happy boys
h

BOys jamming

Girls passively watching...
... brave boys

The only people over 60 in Gävle!?

Super cool boys counqering nature 
and urban jungles

Passive girls, 
smiling and 

posing for the 
camera

Boys reading comics

U

Mom sitting, 
watching and 

admiring
What!?

Seagull!

WOman with kids

AGAIN!



A Gävle family in 2012...
The man being active and showing his skills. The woman 

looking on passively, acting very impressed.

... and again in 2016.
We gathered the same family once more, but this time we 
inverted the gender stereotypes by having mommy score 

while daddy acts as the cheerleader.

#GENDERRENOVATION



GÄVLE 2019
Now the picture is more complete – 

with the addition of Kerstin and Eileen, 
who married in 2009 when same-sex 

marriage was legalised in Sweden.

GÄVLE 2012
Before this project, the 
City of Gävle’s image vault 
only contained images of 
heterosexual couples. Is it 
really possible that all of 
Gävle’s 100,000 residents 
are straight?  
Of course not!

THE 
MISSING 
IMAGE



the city of gävle’s 2017 campaign featured residents 
recommending their favourite summertime activity in the 
city. The first person to appear in the campaign was Esther, 
a 3-year-old with Down’s syndrome. Esther’s disability 
was not the focus, nor even mentioned in the ad: she 

was simply portrayed as an example of a Gävle resident. 
This is inclusive and equal communication: when anyone 
– regardless of gender, ethnicity, age, disability, sexual 
orientation or religion – can represent an ordinary citizen  
in any given situation, and not just their specific group.



What colour is 
‘skin-coloured’?

norms are the characteristics society regards as 
normal. So, what’s the norm in Sweden? Take a look at 
‘skin-coloured’ adhesive bandages. Do they cater to a wide 
variety of different skin tones to mirror the diversity  

of Sweden’s population? No. The term ‘skin-coloured’ is 
often mistakenly used as a synonym for ‘white skin’. A small 
everyday reminder for Swedes with other skin colours that 
they are not included in the norm.



THE MEDIA
VS.

Non-Nordic population

People over 60 years old

Gender

IN REALITY

IN REALITY

IN THE MEDIA

IN THE MEDIA

IN THE MEDIA

21 % 

25 % 

IN REALITY 49,8 % WOMEN

31 % WOMEN

How does the media compare  
to reality in your country?

SOURCES:  
1. The Global Media Monitoring Project 2015. whomakesthenews.org 
2. ‘Visibility patterns of gendered ageism in the media buzz: a study of the representation of gender  
and age over three decades’, Feminist Media Studies, Maria Edström, University of Gothenburg, 2018. 
3. Rättvisaren 2018, Rättviseförmedlingen, 2018. rattviseformedlingen.se/equalisters

Reality
in Sweden

← 5 %

13,3 %



IMAGINE 
A BOSS!



you can’t be what you can’t see. Images can limit 
our ideas about who we can become, or what a boss, 
a nurse, a prime minister, or a great parent looks like. 
But images also have the power to do the opposite. 
They can make us realise that we are not set in stone, 
and increase our scope of action to shape our own lives.

This image of Zejnab was inspired by an 
image from Sweden’s largest morning 
newspaper that gives you an idea of 
what a boss is expected to look like: 
male, white, middle-aged, suit-wearing 
and married.

IS THIS WHO
YOU SAW?

ZEJNAB ON THE CHARM
‘Sometimes people say “Zejnab, you’re 
not like them. Those women with head 
scarfs are so withdrawn. You’re so cool!” 

Suddenly I’m we, not them?’
ZEJNAB ON BODY LANGUAGE

‘It’s dangerous to point! I’m a woman 
in a suit, pointing at you and laughing. 
In some countries men would see that as 

a threat to their masculinity.’

Swedish bosses are good at giving praise
 Best in Europe New poll shows that many Swedes  get acknowledgement for their efforts.



Imagine a...

BIKER HORSE LOVER

CARPENTER PRESCHOOL  
TEACHER



The twin girls

kids learn that it’s important for them to choose 
specific clothes, toys, behaviours and activities to fit in with 
their assigned gender. Meet the twins, Ella and Alice. Ella’s 
favourite colour is pink, she takes ballet lessons and likes 

to wear her hair long. Alice loves darker clothing, prefers 
to keep her hair short and is a keen football and hockey 
player. One of the girls is constantly mistaken for a boy.  
Can you guess who?



10 common clichés  
in photos
men and women are constantly portrayed differently in the media, advertising and 
everyday life. So, how do you spot these gender stereotypes? It’s simple... Reverse the gender 
roles! When men pose in stereotypically feminine poses or settings and vice versa, the result is 
striking and often met with laughter or confusion. Which of these 10 common gender clichés 
do you recognise?
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1. THE CONQUEROR
A goal-oriented man laying claim to 
professional or public spaces.

2. THE NURTURER
A relationship-oriented woman taking care 
of others and the home.

3. GREAT MEN, TINY WOMEN
A man photographed from below, 
suggesting power and dominance. A 
woman photographed from above, giving 
the impression of being non-threatening 
and submissive.

4. THE BAD BOY
A man with an aggressive, smoldering gaze, 
leaning against a wall.

5. #MANSPREAD
A man spreading his legs wide, in a show 
of dominance, with a disregard for fellow 
commuters.

6. THE MURDER GAZE
A man with a cold, dominant stare directed 
straight into the camera lens, suggesting an 
intense level of masculinity.

7. THE SUPPORTER
A woman looking at a man with admiration 
and adoration, implying male superiority 
and importance.

8. THE MERMAID
A warm, welcoming and slightly eccentric 
pose, designed to portray the female boss 
as feminine and approachable rather than 
confident and competent.

9. MAKE MEN CLOSE AGAIN
Women are often portrayed as being close, 
tactile and affectionate with each other. 
When men pose in a similar way, it usually 
has comedic or sexual connotations. But did 
you know that in the 1800s, it was common 
for male friends to snuggle up for photos?

10. GET DECORATIVE
Women have endless opportunities to 
express themselves with their looks, but 
men’s beards have endless potential too. 
Why not get fancy by adding a pop of glitter 
or a daisy chain?

9



POSING  
LIKE A BOSS_

Why are successful, powerful women frequently reduced to eye candy 
by the media? Why are men in positions of power not expected 

to smile and pose enticingly for the viewer? If you haven’t noticed 
this discrepancy before, allow Johan Adolfsson, the City of Gävle’s 

communications director, to illustrate it for you.
 

To see a video from the photo shoot, visit: 
sharingsweden.se/toolkit/images-that-change-the-world



sweden has one of the world’s most generous parental 
leave programs, with 480 days paid for by the state. But for 
some reason, Swedish fathers only take around a quarter of 
the days.

Sergio believes it has to do with expectations. When his 
wife was pregnant with his second son, Almar, nobody in 
his workplace asked him if he was going to take parental 
leave. Or even how he was feeling.

Do dads have feelings?



you’ll find him every night in the Railway Pub at Gävle 
Central Station, eating dinner and watching sports. Except for 
the days he can’t get out of his apartment. When Magnus was 
20, he was in a near-fatal car accident and suffered a severe 

head injury. He lost 50 per cent of his vision, his sense of taste 
and smell, and it ended his career both as a mailman and a 
hockey player. He’s not like others, he says. ‘I am like I am. It’s 
like I use to say: I’m normal. But I mean, who isn’t?’

‘I’m normal.  
But who isn ’t?’



THERE CAN BE NO TRUE 
DEMOCRACY AS LONG 
AS DISCRIMINATION 
STILL EXISTS
-
People who defy norms risk being ostracised or subjected to 

violence. By taking a critical look at our deeply rooted societal 

norms, we have the power to turn these damaging structures on their 

heads and move towards a more accepting society.

One of the main tasks of the Swedish Institute (SI) is to facilitate 

democratic, equitable and sustainable global development. A key 

to achieving this goal is to criticise and disrupt existing power 

structures. During the course of this project, SI has had the pleasure 

to collaborate with ‘The Gender Photographer’, Tomas Gunnarsson, 

who uses his powerful photography to see, understand and address 

this important issue; and the City of Gävle, which has become a  

front runner in the communication of inclusion and diversity.

The Swedish Institute (SI) is a public agency that promotes interest and trust in Sweden around 

the world. SI seeks to establish cooperation and lasting relations with other countries through 

strategic communication and exchange in the fields of culture, education, science and business. 

SI works closely with Swedish embassies and consulates.

Place embassy 
logo here


