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The aim of this study is to investigate what women do in disaster situations and how both men 
and women perceive and discuss the work of women. These patterns were evidenced in the stories 
that were told following the largest forest fire in the modern history of Sweden in July 2014. 
The study is based on 31 retrospective interviews with volunteers involved in combating the forest 
fire and concentrates on stories about the supportive work of women during this disaster. The 
results indicate that women were praised when they followed traditional norms but were deni-
grated when they performed what were viewed as male-coded tasks. The stories reveal norms 
concerning what a woman is and is not by focusing on women’s age and clothing and by directly 
and indirectly questioning their abilities and authority. The norms are also rendered visible by 
the positive attention that women receive while describing doing what is expected of them. 
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Introduction
On 31 July 2014, a large-scale forest fire broke out in the county of Västmanland, 
Sweden. It developed into the largest forest fire in the country’s modern history. In 
addition to the official response of the local and regional authorities, an unofficial 
response followed. This was initiated voluntarily, heavily involving the local com-
munity (Johansson et al., 2018). The response engaged a total of 2,300 people (includ-
ing volunteers) (Lidskog, 2018). 
 During larger rescue operations, the division of labour indicates who is in control 
of and who has access to the incident site and who can be excluded (Kvarnlöf and 
Johansson, 2014; Johansson et al., 2018). Taking control of the incident site accords 
power over storytelling pertaining to the disaster. For instance, an elderly care home 
that, during a fire, becomes an incident site is no longer just a place for care, nurture, 
emotions, or the maintenance of everyday duties (Fotaki and Harding, 2012; Harding, 
Ford, and Fotaki, 2012). Rather, when a disaster is defined, such as a major forest 
fire, some participants are automatically thrust into the centre of the story, while 
others are relegated to the periphery (cf. Danielsson, 2016). This has an impact on 
the division of labour during disaster response, where the firefighting remains on the 
frontline, and other tasks enabling the firefighting remain on the periphery. 
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 Traditionally, formal disaster response and emergency services organisations such 
as the fire brigade have been male-dominated (Tyler and Fairbrother, 2013a, 2013b; 
Kvarnlöf, 2015; Parkinson, Duncan, and Archer, 2019). Professions such as those 
within the rescue service are not only male-dominated, but also strongly linked to 
norms and ideals of masculinity (Ericson, 2020). The field of disaster management is 
often associated with traditional values of hegemonic masculinity, including phys-
ical strength, technical skills, and authority (Maleta, 2009; Kvarnlöf, 2015; Ericson 
and Mellström, 2016). The masculine hierarchical approach that shapes the disaster 
management field results in the need to save others who are presented as victims, 
namely women, children, and the elderly (David, 2010; Enarson and Pease, 2016). 
From the standpoint of a masculine hierarchical approach, men’s experiences of 
disasters focus on handling emergencies and making critical decisions during an 
emergency, whereas women’s experiences are associated with equally important but 
largely neglected, women-coded tasks, associated with providing social care and 
services ( Jansson and Linghag, 2015; Danielsson, 2016; Oscarsson and Danielsson, 
2018). The hierarchal approach has been criticised for disregarding the fact that 
there are actors other than emergency personnel involved in disaster management 
(Kvarnlöf, 2015; Enarson, 2016; Ericson and Mellström, 2016; MSB, 2016). Personnel 
engaged in women-dominated activities, such as the provision of healthcare, school, 
and care services, are constantly prepared for handling disasters and unexpected 
events. Apart from the fact that women do act in extreme circumstances, a constant 
readiness is routinely evident in their daily activities (Oscarsson and Danielsson, 
2018), but this readiness and women’s roles in managing social disasters are rarely 
acknowledged as disaster management techniques and resources in research, evalu-
ations, and reporting by the media. 
 Disasters are social phenomena and thus are about society, and not, as Perry (2007) 
mentions, about the source of damage. Disasters can be characterised as a ‘social 
disruption that originates in the social structure and might be remedied through 
social structural manipulations’ (Perry, 2007, p. 11). This makes the social dimen-
sion of disaster an important issue for research.
 This paper analyses the work of women in connection with the 2014 forest fire in 
Västmanland. Adopting a gender perspective, we highlight the work of women that 
is frequently taken for granted and remains largely ignored in official evaluations 
after disasters or in disaster management studies. 

Women’s role in disaster
Different social norms, cultural beliefs, and collective practices define the order of 
gender (Enarson and Morrow, 1998). These gendered social systems are exacerbated 
in times of disaster. Women’s role in society centres on family life, and many women 
have to take on the burden of both earning a living while also caring for their fam-
ily members (Lalasz, 2005).
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 Social rules governing people’s behaviour exist in organisations and in society as a 
whole, where male dominance is maintained and strengthened by the cultural system 
and where expectations and norms are identified in the field of disaster manage-
ment, before a disaster happens (see, for example, Harding et al., 2011; Danielsson, 
2016; Ericson and Mellström, 2016). The norm in the field of disaster management 
follows the hegemonic ideal that portrays men as strong and active, and women as 
caring and vulnerable (Ariyabandu, 2009; Katila and Eriksson, 2013; Liu, Cutcher, 
and Grant, 2015). This ideal further associates women with family life and men 
with public life (Katila and Eriksson, 2013). The stereotype that women are being 
‘filtered’ into work that reflects family life is evident in the world of work and in the 
realm of volunteerism (Mills, 1988; Danielsson and Overud, 2008). For instance, 
women often actively care for the family in everyday life and fulfil the same role 
during disaster situations. Yet, as important as this role is, it is not emphasised in 
disaster management (Ariyabandu, 2009).
 During and following disasters, women are regularly ‘doubly burdened’ ( Juran, 
2012). This also gives them a central role in the disaster. They work hard in the wake 
of disasters, while still maintaining their ascribed gendered expectations in the 
‘private sphere’ of the home and family (Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Scanlon, 
1998). Women’s tasks during and after a disaster, both inside and outside the home, 
have largely gone unnoticed in disaster research. As their primary place is com-
monly in the private sphere, their work has generally been seen as less legitimate. As 
Enarson and Morrow (1998, p. 2) argue, even if women can be described as more 
vulnerable to the effects of disasters than men, ‘vulnerability to disasters are [sic] not, 
however, equally distributed’. Vulnerability is not the result of some biological dif-
ferences; instead, it is a result of sociopolitical factors, including gender inequality 
(Tyler and Fairbrother, 2013b). Women’s work often goes unnoticed, even to the 
extent that it influences disaster practice (Enarson and Morrow, 1998). How gen-
dered social systems work in disaster response remains largely unexamined (Enarson 
and Morrow, 1998; Enarson, 2008). 
 Media reports focus on the male-dominated technical work of firefighting more 
than they concentrate on the more female-dominated task of providing care (Forsberg 
Kankkunen, 2014). One example is the tasks assigned to female teachers during a 
school fire: these are not considered important enough to mention in media reports 
(Danielsson, 2016). Another example is the reconstruction that followed Hurricane 
Mitch in Central America in 1998 (Bradshaw and Linneker, 2009): although women 
and men worked side-by-side to evacuate people, women’s efforts were perceived 
solely as geared towards assisting men. If a woman’s effort was not complementary or 
did not contribute directly to a man’s, it was considered less worthy. Such invisibility 
is generally associated with low-status professions and tasks, which are frequently 
female-coded occupations.
 Another kind of invisibility surrounds what is perceived as normal, that is, the 
norm with respect to high-status professions and tasks (Star, 1991), such as that of 
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an incident commander. The norm is to assign these tasks to men. However, even 
though Forsberg Kankkunen (2014) suggests that it is the professional position itself 
that carries the power and not the gender, the consequence, nonetheless, is that male-
coded work is visible, whereas female-coded work is rendered invisible.
 Studies of disasters often focus on tasks performed by professionals employed by 
fire and rescue organisations, and these are highlighted by the media and acknowl-
edged in evaluations (Ericson and Mellström, 2016). As the work that women perform 
during a disaster is regularly ignored and is frequently not considered in the planning 
process or in disaster response, important undertakings such as providing food and 
care become invisible. Relegating women to these overlooked and ignored house-
hold tasks prevents them from contributing their vast knowledge and experiences 
during critical situations (cf. Fotaki and Harding, 2012; Sjöstedt Landén, 2012).
 In disaster management, ‘the doing’ is elucidated as a deeply rooted construction 
of power relations in which professionals from male-dominated rescue organisa-
tions assume responsibility for the scene or location. Thus, the location becomes the 
scene for disaster management (Giritli Nygren, Öhman, and Olofsson, 2017).
 One of our theoretical premises in this paper is that the normalisation of disaster 
management can be understood as the legitimation of certain positions and actions 
during a disaster and the simultaneous marginalisation of others (Fotaki and Harding, 
2012; Harding, Ford, and Fotaki, 2012; Danielsson, 2016). Feminist theory has a long 
tradition of exploring the concept of ‘doing gender’, which has recently become more 
widespread in the risk and disaster management literature (West and Zimmerman, 
1987; Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Enarson, Fothergill, and Peek, 2006; Giritli Nygren, 
Öhman, and Olofsson, 2017). 
 Feminist researchers have long claimed that organisations are heteronomous and 
therefore those who are a part of one must accept heterosexual norms (Harding et al., 
2011). However, we see that some stories continue to be defined as central while 
others are completely ignored (Prasad and Banerjee, 2008; Danielsson, 2016). Disaster 
management is no exception in this respect, as there is a strong norm in the field that 
defines which stories receive coverage and which relationships are expected and 
accepted. This power structure contributes to the creation of gendered patterns in 
disaster management (Ross-Smith and Kornberger, 2004; Harding et al., 2011).
 Below we highlight women’s efforts during the 2014 forest fire in Västmanland 
and how they have been discussed and considered. We describe women’s positions 
and work, both at different gathering points used during the response and within their 
homes, and relate this information to the norms in the field of disaster management.

The 2014 forest fire in Västmanland
This study is empirically based on a large-scale forest fire that began on Thursday, 
31 July 2014, in Västmanland, Sweden. The first alarm was received by the emergency 
switchboard (SOS Alarm) that afternoon. Initially, two separate operations conducted 



Women’s invisible work in disaster contexts

the firefighting process, one from each of the two municipalities that were affected 
by the fire. As it was not the first forest fire in the area that week, it was initially not 
considered as unusual. However, the fire spread rapidly and soon became the larg-
est forest fire in the country in modern times. On Tuesday, 5 August, the County 
Administrative Board of Västmanland assumed responsibility for the rescue organi-
sation from the municipalities and set up a more unified rescue operation with only 
one incident commander in charge (Asp et al., 2015; Johansson et al., 2018).
 Throughout the entire course of this disaster, a large number of volunteers—or-
ganised and unaffiliated—got involved in the operation (Johansson et al., 2018; Persson 
and Uhnoo, 2018). From the beginning, volunteers fought the fire. Farmers from 
nearby villages used their manure tanks to fight the fire. They worked in parallel 
rather than together with the official rescue organisation. By the third day, the official 
rescue organisation called for help from the Home Guard and the Voluntary Resource 
Groups (Frivilliga Resursgruppen), which supports Swedish municipalities. A few 
Facebook groups were also established in the course of the event with the aim of 
helping by collecting gear and materials and assisting in the evacuation of animals, 
acting as an intermediary by providing box stalls in stables. Volunteers worked in 
the forest and at different gathering points where those engaged in the firefighting 
were located. One of these gathering points was in the village of Ramnäs, where the 
volunteers were a part of and offered support to the rescue operation headquarters, 
that is, the place from where the incident commander served. Most volunteers who 
supplied food to those fighting the fire operated from the headquarters as well. 
Another gathering point was the village of Västerfärnebo, where the municipality 
of Sala had situated an information spot staffed by the Voluntary Resource Groups. 
People went to this spot to sign up to serve as volunteers. A third gathering point 
was a warehouse in the village of Riddarhyttan, storing gifts and supplies received 
as donations. In addition, there were other places where volunteers congregated to 
assist in various ways in the rescue operation (Asp et al., 2015).

Method
This study is based on retrospective interviews and focuses primarily on women who 
volunteered and their stories about the supportive work they did during the 2014 
forest fire in Västmanland. We investigate both what is highlighted and central to 
the stories on women’s work as well as what is silenced and ignored. The narrative 
(that is, the stories told during the interviews) formed a method of observing how 
gender plays out in the stories with respect to the management of the forest fire 
(cf. Giritli Nygren, Öhman, and Olofsson, 2017).

Selection

Different types of volunteers were interviewed: organised volunteers and volun-
teers from extended organisations, and unaffiliated volunteers such as participants in 
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emergent groups and spontaneous volunteers (cf. Dynes, 1970; Johansson et al., 2018). 
Organised volunteers comprised members of organisations involved in disaster man-
agement and who were expected to work during such emergencies. These groups 
included the Red Cross, Home Guard, voluntary defence organisations, and Volun-
tary Resource Groups. Volunteers from extended organisations included entities such 
as the Federation of Swedish Farmers (Lantbrukarnas Riksförbund), companies, 
supermarkets, and family businesses that participated in and volunteered for disaster 
relief efforts. Unaffiliated volunteers consisted of both participants in emergent groups 
and spontaneous volunteers that, among other tasks, took care of the cooking for 
those engaged in firefighting. There were also unaffiliated volunteers who, as private 
individuals, supported the rescue endeavours. None of the volunteers were involved 
in direct firefighting.
 The organised informants were selected through their respective organisations and, 
in part, using a snowballing technique. We asked all interviewees to suggest others 
who they thought would be interested in being interviewed for the study. The snow-
balling technique was utilised to ensure that we reached interviewees who were 
active in the disaster response (Berg, 2007). In our search for other types of volun-
teers, such as voluntary personnel from extended organisations and unaffiliated 
members of emergent groups, we asked the organised volunteers to recommend 
people who had been very involved in the response operation. These interviewees 
were then asked to suggest still other volunteers.
 For this study, 31 volunteers were interviewed (13 women and 18 men), 16 organ-
ised volunteers (8 women and 8 men), and 15 unaffiliated volunteers (5 women and 
10 men). They worked at different places close to the incident site during the fire and 
on a variety of issues. 

Procedure

The collection of empirical data began more than a year after the forest fire. The 
interviews were conducted in 2015 and 2016 and lasted between 60 and 120 minutes 
each. The interviewers followed a guide that covered questions such as when and 
how the volunteers were involved, what their support entailed, what equipment or 
resources they had available to them, and with whom, if anyone, they collaborated. 
Follow-up questions were asked for clarifications. The interviews were conducted at 
the informants’ preferred location. With one exception (owing to practical circum-
stances), two researchers were present at all interviews ( Johansson et al., 2018).
 The interviews were retrospective in nature, and as the forest fires received a lot 
of media attention, this could have affected the informants’ memories of what hap-
pened. However, the questions posed and the informants’ stories are centred on 
their actual actions. These stories are also supported by other informants who had 
similar recollections, and by different evaluations (although limited) performed after 
the fire (Asp et al., 2015; MSB, 2015; Skogsbrandsutredningen, 2015). 
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 All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The quotations in the text have 
been translated by the authors. In some instances, additional information has been 
inserted in a quotation; such additions are in brackets. The respondents are identified 
as follows: the letter ‘I’ followed by a number (such as ‘I5’), to denote participants in 
individual interviews, and the letter ‘G’ followed by two numbers (such as ‘G3.2’), 
where the first number represents the group and the second number represents the 
group member, to denote participants in group interviews.

Analysis

The interviews were analysed individually by the two authors using thematic analysis 
based on the work of Boyatzis (1998). The themes drawn from the thematic analy-
sis provided a framework for organising our data and identified central elements in 
relation to the aim of the study, that is, the work of women during the forest fire. 
The interviews were read in-depth and key features were identified. There was a 
continuous dialogue between the authors during the entire coding procedure. The 
analysis focused on the praxis of voluntary work, what the female volunteers did, 
and how their work was perceived both by themselves and by others. 
 The interviews were first coded based on the type of organisation in relation to the 
work performed and the location of the work done by women during the disaster. 
For example, a citation such as ‘They put [the bread] in bags and then we sat down 
and prepared egg sandwiches. Well, the girls did this’, was interpreted as a typical 
means of filtering the women into female-coded work at the gathering points, and 
how this work was perceived by the male informant. This code was related to other 
codes on what women did at the gathering points.
 During the interviews, we sought in particular to identify the places where women 
were located and the tasks that they performed during the disaster. We also exam-
ined whether gender was a main category, and whether it garnered attention during 
the interviews. While the interviews did not concentrate on gender issues per se, it 
could be discerned from the stories that gendered division of labour was considered 
during the disaster.
 Our analysis contributes to descriptions of what women do in a concrete disaster 
context and how these activities can be interpreted and retold. By examining the 
informants’ stories about the work conducted by women, we explore what is empha-
sised and what is marginalised and silenced (Malhotra and Carrillo Rowe, 2013). 
Our analysis spotlights different types of volunteers and their stories and perceptions 
regarding the work done by women and how it is talked about, to see what stories 
are presented as being more central or suppressed and peripheral during the forest fire.
 Thematic analysis is suggested to ‘provide accessible and systematic procedures for 
generating codes and themes from qualitative data’ (Clarke and Braun, 2017, p. 298). 
Codes are described as the building blocks for themes that are underpinned by a 
central organising concept: a shared core idea. Themes provide a framework for 
organising and reporting.
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Ethics
The interviewees were fully informed of the topic and focus of the study. No sensi-
tive questions were asked as we were aware of the possibility that our questions might 
trigger traumatic memories in some participants. We made sure that all informants 
were informed about which questions to expect before the interview to ensure that 
they were comfortable in participating. All interviewees provided informed consent.

Volunteers’ positions during the disaster in Västmanland
The case study in this paper, like disaster management operations in general, had 
characteristics akin to a military top-down structure (cf. Fordham and Ketteridge, 
1998; Kvarnlöf, 2015). This affects volunteers’ positions in relation to the work, as the 
dominant males tend to set the agenda for women’s involvement in the operation and 
determine what is important and what should be emphasised. Women have access 
to and a certain authority over the private sphere, where they ensure that everyday 
duties and responsibilities, such as cooking and caring for children, are fulfilled. A 
woman’s authority in the public sphere is limited, and even more so in the sector of 
disaster management (Fordham and Ketteridge, 1998).
 The work of the volunteers received little attention in media coverage of the 2014 
fire. Rather, the disaster itself was the primary focus. For instance, the media focused 
on technical issues and male-coded tasks such as the number of water-bombing 
planes in the air, the size of the area that was burning, and the number of firefighters 
in the forest. The periodical Ny Teknik (2014) reported on 6 August 2014: ‘There are 
somewhere between 150 to 200 people fighting the fire on the ground. An additional 
50 people are helping out in other ways’ (emphasis added by the authors). When 
volunteers were mentioned, it was in more general terms such as ‘helping out’ or 
‘assisting’. For instance, the periodical Tjugofyra7 (2018) wrote in August 2018: ‘More 
than 6,000 volunteers wanted to support’ (emphasis added by the authors). 
 Evaluations of the forest fire (Asp et al., 2015; MSB, 2015; Skogsbrandsutredningen, 
2015) underlined the firefighting efforts and other male-coded tasks, while the work 
of the volunteers was accorded only minimal attention. Of all coverage of the fire, 
only a small percentage described the efforts of the volunteers or referenced the 
number of volunteers. Even less attention was given to the female-coded tasks that 
were essential to the overall rescue operation.

Women at gathering points

Women were involved in various activities at the gathering points and in nearby areas. 
The activities mentioned by women in the interviews were female-coded tasks such 
as cooking and supplying coffee and sandwiches to those fighting the fire. Other 
activities included managing certain types of transport and providing tools and 
necessities, ranging from toothbrushes to chainsaws. A female volunteer from a com-
pany explained: 
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. . . we did not have any toothbrushes. So, the following day, we arranged for toothbrushes, 
toothpaste, and stuff like that (I10, female, organised).

 Another female volunteer said: 

If they needed chainsaws, it was arranged. We had walkie-talkies, phones, food, clothes, and 
several other things. When something was asked for, we got it done (I12, female, organised).

 Certain tasks during the incident were perceived as more gender-neutral and were 
performed by male and female volunteers: both stood guard at the barriers, pulled 
water hoses, and assisted with different types of transport. A woman who partici-
pated as an organised volunteer discussed the containers she helped move:

For example, I assisted in rearranging these containers supplied by the Swedish Civil Con-
tingencies Agency. There were a lot of containers all over the place. . . . A four-wheeler with 
a trailer and then there were hoses, and all the accessories (G2.1, female, organised).

 Many people showed up at the gathering points with a desire to help. The women 
who arrived first were the ones who allocated assignments to the people who came 
later. If there was no room for the later arrivals at the gathering points, they were 
asked to contribute by performing tasks that could be completed in their own homes—
tasks that they normally did at home. A female volunteer located at the gathering 
point admitted:

They were frustrated about the fact that they could not [stay on at the site and engage first-
hand] so I told them to bake buns, we needed that. [They said] ‘Yes, alright’, and went 
home to bake buns (I17, female, unaffiliated).

 These narratives detailed the relationships among the women and how those arriv-
ing first directed the others to work from home. In this case, the female volunteer 
reinforced the image of what is considered to be women’s work by giving other 
women traditional female-coded tasks such as cooking, baking, and washing clothes. 
Another task for the volunteers at the gathering points was to butter sandwiches. 
For instance, the previous day’s bread had been picked up at the local grocery and 
sandwiches were prepared for the firefighters. A male volunteer perceived this as 
‘women’s work’, saying:

They put [the bread] in bags and then we sat down and prepared egg sandwiches. Well, 
the girls did this (I9, male, organised).

 These female-coded tasks, namely preparing sandwiches and baking buns, were 
anchored by connecting food to the needs of the firefighters. By doing so, women 
acquired legitimacy to stay at the scene of the incident, not as professionals, but as 
support for the firefighting staff. 
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 In many instances, the firefighting staff were forced to remain for long periods 
of time at the immediate scene of the fire and thus were unable to return to the 
gathering points to eat. In such circumstances, the volunteers delivered food and 
coffee to them, which was highly appreciated by the firefighting staff. A female vol-
unteer stated: 

We were three girls. We cooked hot food, although it was 30 degrees Celsius. We put the 
food into Styrofoam boxes, which I delivered (I12, female, organised).

 In the evenings, the firefighting staff required basic physical care and support as 
well as the opportunity to talk about their experiences. Under normal conditions, 
debriefings were performed at the workplace after each incident:

The difference between day and evening, when it gets dark . . . was that one noticed that 
the firefighters talked gladly. During the daytime, they usually wanted something to eat 
or drink, like coffee or something, but when they walked around in the evening, not doing 
much, they talked to us rather gladly. They wanted to tell us what they were experi-
encing. It was almost as if we were psychologists . . . we provided them a bit of relief 
(I10, female, organised).

 A woman who served as a volunteer through a company described how women 
had to take care of emotional work as well. Although the women were appreciated 
for their efforts, and actively contributed to the overall mission using their compe-
tence and skills, they were made to fit into traditionally female roles. People also 
reported to the incident site in their capacity as professionals, such as a nurse who 
signed up as a volunteer. She cared for the firefighters and ensured that they got 
enough fluids. It was also reported that staff who worked in large-scale catering 
establishments interrupted their holidays to cook and deliver food to the firefighters.
 The narratives convey that it was often women who coordinated the activities at 
the gathering points to ensure that the firefighters and rescue staff were fed, taken 
care of, and had a place to sleep. To a great extent, women volunteers contributed to 
the rescue work, but did not participate in the actual firefighting process. However, 
one woman, who came from a farm, watered the firebreaks. While the women’s 
work facilitated and supported firefighting in many ways, only a few examples are 
highlighted here. Their efforts, both with respect to traditionally female tasks and 
the more male-coded ones such as guarding and delivering tools to firefighters, 
reveal the human resource they constituted when society was exposed to the fire. 
Even while doing male-coded tasks, women continued to perform female-coded tasks 
too. One illustration is the woman who initially worked watering firebreaks and 
ended up supervising the cooking and transport of food at the gathering point. This 
way, she reconverted to female-associated norms. 
 The stories show women’s depth and capacity with respect to the tasks that they 
performed, from traditionally female ones such as cooking and caring to more norm-
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breaking ones such as pulling water hoses and assisting with different types of trans-
port. In the prevalent power structure that is commonly applied to rescue operations, 
women often end up performing traditionally more female-coded tasks. Another 
breach of the norms was evident in the story of a woman who participated in the 
firefighting, which ‘exhausted’ her; hence she was depicted as not strong enough for 
the endeavour. Male firefighters were also exhausted after fighting the fire, but this 
was portrayed in the context of the support provided by the women, who arranged 
a place for them to sleep after a taxing turn in the firefighting process. This suggests 
that firefighting is not for women. However, other tasks that women did were just 
what women did, and were not spoken of as challenging.

Women at home

‘I had to manage the entire farm, making sure that everything continued as usual, 
that everyone was fed and so on’, said one of the women (a story told by G5.1, female, 
unaffiliated) interviewed. She managed the entire farm back home along with the 
seasonal employees, while her husband and brother were driving tractors and helping 
to fight the fire. ‘It was like, trying to put all things in order. Above all, the week-
days [and day care] for the children’. But it was not just their own home and farm 
that she had to look after. In addition to caring for her children, she also cared for 
her brother’s children when he was away fighting the fire. The children had to be 
driven to and from day care and they needed to be given their dinner. As well as 
their own animals, they had animals that had been evacuated to her farm from 
another farm, and all of them had to be cared for. She helped her father evacuate 
the animals from different farms: ‘We evacuated 60 cattle and bulls. It is not easy 
to do that because they are let out in the spring, and they are not used to having 10 
people trying to capture them and put them on a truck straightaway’. In the midst of 
all this, she was filling thermoses with coffee and making sandwiches and cookies 
for her husband who was going out to fight the fire. 
 This is the story of a female farmer who described the amount of work and respon-
sibilities she had, and how she had to support her husband’s well-being and manage 
their farm so that he could continue fighting the fire. When the men were out work-
ing in the forest, it was often the women who managed the domestic work, or as a 
male volunteer put it: ‘The wives are at home [doing the domestic work]’ (I18, male, 
unaffiliated). The expression ‘at home’ is interesting in this context since it projects 
a woman as a passive person and not, as in the example above, someone who man-
ages the entire farm while simultaneously caring for her husband. 
 The male volunteers did not talk much about their families in the interviews. It 
was understood that they had someone at home who took care of everything. The 
norm regarding what is considered to be female and male work was clarified by the 
fact that what women do at home is invisible and ignored, whereas men’s work, such 
as firefighting, is highlighted as important. This is also evident in the narrative of a 
woman who left home to work with other members of a Facebook group that collected 
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food equipment and material for the people involved in the response or who were 
affected by the fire. She left the domestic work to her husband when she left him at 
home with the children each day. She set out early in the morning and returned late 
at night. In her words:

My husband was a little grumpy in the beginning as we have two small children. . . . When 
I left home, one child had his first birthday, on the day when the forest fire began. The other 
was two-and-a-half years old, so he had to stay home with them (I3, female, unaffiliated).

 Here, the norm whereby women stay at home and take care of the children and do 
the domestic work has been broken. This is proven by the fact that it is not brought up 
as something special or strange when it is the woman who stays at home. Although 
the idea that wives were there to take care of domestic work was shared by several 
people who engaged in the incident, it was a notion that existed in society before the 
fire broke out. This manifested, for instance, when one of the informants (a female 
organised volunteer) described a conversation she had with a firefighter before the 
disaster. The firefighter said that there was no need for organised emergency volun-
teers to arrange food and coffee because ‘our [the firefighters] wives will take care 
of that’ (I2, female, organised). This represent a traditional view of the division of 
labour in the context of firefighting (Ericson, 2020). 
 At the same time, the narratives about managing the home reveal that there are 
many domestic tasks that must be taken care of. In the introductory story, the woman 
not only had to manage her own home, children, and animals, but also her brother’s 
children and other people’s animals. This put a double burden on the women ( Juran, 
2012). They maintain the expectations in the ‘private sphere’ while also working hard 
in the wake of disaster (Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Scanlon, 1998) and contribut-
ing more directly to rescue operations (cf. Fordham and Ketteridge, 1998; Enarson 
and Morrow, 1998; Enarson, Fothergill, and Peek, 2006; Ariyabandu, 2009), such as 
the evacuation of livestock threatened by the fire.
 Women who lived in nearby villages came to the gathering points and offered to 
help. However, they were told by the women who were already on site that there 
were more than enough people at hand. One woman volunteer said:

Women from the local district arrived and wanted to pitch in as well . . . of course, we 
could not all be on site, even if we would have liked to (I17, female, unaffiliated).

 The women who supervised the canteen suggested that the newcomers should 
return home and offer support by doing other female-coded tasks such as baking and 
washing. Women received a great deal of appreciation for their baking, and many 
did so even without any requests from the people involved in the rescue operation. 
A woman volunteer said:

Well, I will never forget the ladies in Ramnäs who delivered freshly baked buns in the even-
ing, saying, ‘We thought you needed something to cheer you up’ (I2, female, organised).
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 Another woman, who participated as a volunteer through a company, observed:

Everyone who was able to, did lend a hand. The most admirable was when a woman 
who lived in the village baked and brought over a cake. When the firefighters came in at 
night . . . [we said] ‘All right boys, here is coffee and cake’. . . . And the ladies baked 
cookies and there was always fresh bread at hand (I10, female, organised).

 Much of what the women did at home remains invisible as compared to the front-
line. This was not acknowledged as real work in the stories told, although it was 
simultaneously recognised and appreciated by the men in the interviews. For instance, 
there was a constant need to get clothes washed, and a story emerged about a woman 
who came to the gathering spot and took care of the dirty laundry:

If anyone wanted to have their clothes washed then . . . [she who] lives by the church 
can safely do the laundry . . . they [rescue staff ] left their bags with dirty laundry on 
the staircase and the next day, the bag was back, filled with clean clothes. Simply crazy 
(I10, female, organised).

 Women saw doing laundry as a means to contribute, but this was not recognised 
in the planning process or in relation to the organisation of the gathering spot. It 
was, like most other female-coded work, seen as mere support work that was second-
ary to other tasks.
 The stories clearly delineate the existing power structure in the rescue operation. 
Women constituted a resource during the major disaster through the work they did 
beyond the immediate scene of the fire. They were often directed to perform tra-
ditional female-coded work at home. They also had to take over male-coded work. 
Women supported those working on the frontline by providing them with food while 
simultaneously assuming the man’s duties at home, and attending to other chores that 
had to be managed. This work is not identified with firefighting and is not made 
visible in the narratives in any other way than in some brief comments such as: ‘My 
wife will handle that’. The work that these women did was neither seen as voluntary 
nor core work-related; it was just seen as work that women did. Although their efforts 
were appreciated and their work was extremely important, they were not given much 
attention in the media coverage, the research literature, and in official reports on 
the incident. These traditionally female tasks are seldom acknowledged, as men-
tioned in other research (see, for example, Katila and Eriksson, 2013; Liu, Cutcher, 
and Grant, 2015). There are no comments on the woman who managed the home 
and the farm. Even in the specific interview, this was not revealed until after the 
‘important story’ of what her husband did. This can be understood in terms of the 
fact that she was located in the private sphere and adhered to the norms of taking 
care of domestic work. Her other tasks, such as evacuating cattle, were also not 
documented. As a woman’s place is the home, it is deemed unworthy of attention 
(Fotaki and Harding, 2012; Harding, Ford, and Fotaki, 2012).
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Woman in the field: breaking gender norms

‘What are you going to do? What are you helping out with?’. A man asked these 
questions of a young woman who was lightly dressed, with sandals on her feet (a 
story told by I13, female, organised). She responded saying that she was asked to 
water the firebreak. The man looked at her with a curious expression and asked, 
‘What will you use to do that?’. ‘Well, that!’ said the woman, pointing at a manure 
spreader with a watering tank standing on the other side of the road. A little suspi-
cious, the man asked how much ‘that tub’ held and the woman answered saying, 
‘Well, 25,000 litres, 25 cubic metres’. Finally, she got the man’s attention, and he 
showed her where she could go to fill up her tank. ‘We have water pumps’, the man 
said. The woman replied that she would fill the tank herself using a tap. The man was 
astonished and asked, ‘Are you filling up 25,000 litres by yourself ?’. The woman 
got back after a short while and the man wondered if something was wrong. ‘Didn’t 
you reach the pump?’ he asked. But the woman’s tank was already full and ready 
for watering.
 The young woman with the manure spreader, who was first met with suspicion, 
later received positive attention for performing a male-coded task. This narrative 
emphasises the deviation, that is, a young woman with a manure spreader, from the 
norm of what is expected of women during a disaster. When two male informants 
described the woman, the gender norm was clearly evident in their narrative:

Then, a girl came . . . with a big a manure spreader and a 12-ton trailer. . . . It kind of got 
you talking. It turns out she had a mission in the rescue operation. She had been contracted 
to go out to water the firebreak. After a while, the mission ended. Then, we realised that 
she was not only a nice person, but also a useful resource (I8, male, unaffiliated).

Then, she comes along with her, oh my gosh, machines. You do not play around with the 
gear she brought along. She was allowed to have machines that block the roads while driving. 
These machines are the real stuff (I9, male, organised).

 The woman was described as a young girl who was nice and useful, but not as a 
professional or as someone who had a position in the field of disaster management 
given that her competence and skills were left out of the discussion (cf. Sjöstedt 
Landén, 2012). She had also been contracted, which strengthened her legitimacy, but 
there was no mention of her competence. Her manure spreader, however, attracted 
attention. While it was the manure spreader that made her a useful resource in the 
rescue operation, that factor was separated from the woman as a person who was 
only seen as a ‘nice girl’. The way they spoke about the woman and her tractor 
demonstrates the power structure in the field of disaster management, where the 
concept of women in power is seen as a deviation from the norm among those who 
are considered as professionals in the context of rescue operations. To understand 
why the woman, a young girl, is located at the site of disaster, her identity was 
rooted in exterior attributes, specifically, in her status as a person having a contract 
and as the owner of a manure spreader.
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 As a woman, it was difficult to make one’s presence felt or to be taken seriously, 
especially for someone who was seen as a ‘young girl’. The attitudes of others were 
rather hostile. Women were perceived as not living up to expectations and norms. 
A male volunteer remarked:

It was a bit odd when the evacuation order was released. A young girl came along. She could 
not show any ID card or references to identify who had issued the evacuation order . . . the 
person who came had no status. I mean, it must be a person carrying some authority to 
bring such an important message (I21, male, unaffiliated).

 This story exemplifies the power structure in the field of disaster management in 
that young girls cannot bring an evacuation order without proving that they are a 
part of the power structure. In this case, the proof had to be in the form of an iden-
tification card or a reference as to who sent the order with the woman (cf. Harding 
et al., 2011; Sjöstedt Landén, 2012; Ericson and Mellström, 2016; Formark, Mulari, 
and Voipio, 2017). As a young girl, she did not have any inherent authority in the 
male hierarchy of the disaster management field. Thus, she could not give an order 
without proof of who had initiated it. If we compare this woman with the woman 
with the manure spreader, it is clear that the latter was able to show two physical 
documents that connected her to the rescue operation, specifically, indicating that 
she had a contract and that she was the owner and proprietor of a manure spreader.
 Overall, the tasks that women performed were those that are traditionally asso-
ciated with women, a finding reported in other studies (see, for example, Toscani, 
1998; Vinjas Serrat, 1998). They received a great deal of praise and appreciation when 
they carried out female-coded tasks, but that praise was limited to the immediate 
time and did not find mention in official reports. A male informant underlined: 
‘There were a lot of girls who worked very hard’ (I19, male, unaffiliated). Even the 
volunteers themselves, those in their homes as well as those at gathering points, 
described their roles as being stereotypical and gender-based. A male volunteer said: 
‘My wife and sister were also there [in Västerfärnebo] for a couple of days . . . and 
were cooking food and driving gear on some occasions’ (I18, male, unaffiliated). A 
female volunteer claimed: ‘It was divided based on gender. The women made sand-
wiches and the men were out in the woods’ (G4.2, female, unaffiliated). The woman 
who made the above statement was performing ‘men’s work’. She added: ‘Yes, I 
was the only girl’. Other volunteers noticed when the norm was broken, that is, 
when a woman was working at the incident site with the men, as evidenced by the 
statement below:

Then, a couple of girls from the village came, they brought food at lunchtime. They were 
also wondering what the fuck she was doing there. So, it was very gender stereotyped 
(G4.1, male, unaffiliated).

 However, this praise described here has not been in focus in post-disaster evalu-
ations or in media coverage of the fire. Although volunteers and their tasks were 
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reported, the contribution of women was rarely mentioned. Volunteers’ contribu-
tions were nowhere in comparison to other issues (cf. Asp et al. 2015). In this sense, 
the gender norms in the field of disaster management were made visible by (i) the way 
in which people talked about them and (ii) ignoring them in, for example, evalua-
tions. The division of labour according to traditional gender roles was evident in 
comments such as: ‘It became very feminine and masculine there’ (I17, female, 
unaffiliated); and ‘It is a macho culture actually. . . . And there were not many girls 
that were allowed to participate. . . . No, they got to cook and transport gear’ (G4.2, 
female, unaffiliated). The quotes indicate what women were not, that is, macho, and 
what their role was, that is, to cook and serve.
 There are several examples of women performing important work during the 
incident by ensuring, for instance, that those who fought the fire, generally men, 
received the support they needed. This work was done in close connection to the 
incident site as well as in their homes. Conditions similar to home were established 
at the gathering points, such as by making food and coffee available, washing the 
laundry, being there to listen and talk to the firefighters, and completing basic clean-
ing chores. In the homes of those who were out firefighting, women not only had 
to fulfil their normal household responsibilities, but also had to carry out tasks that 
they either shared with the men or were entirely completed by the men (cf. Overud, 
2002). Caring for children whose father and/or mother were engaged in the rescue 
and firefighting cannot be overlooked. Without the effort of these women, the offi-
cial operation would not have been possible.
 Traditional gender roles were reinforced by both women and men. For example, 
women were praised and appreciated for cooking, making sandwiches, and listen-
ing. Conversely, the rescue staff (mainly men) received praise and appreciation for 
their heavy firefighting work, as evidenced by the volunteers who cared for them at 
the gathering points. Gender norms were also made note of in the descriptions of 
other activities. When women did male-coded work, they were either viewed with 
suspicion and questioned, or were seen as lacking authority.

Conclusion
Women performed a substantial variety of work and contributed significantly to the 
rescue operations in the wake of the 2014 forest fire in Västmanland. The efforts of 
the women ‘enabled’ firefighting in numerous ways, of which only a few have been 
depicted in this paper. What unites women’s work is that it has only to a minimal 
degree been reported in the media, considered in evaluations, and highlighted in 
research. By making their efforts visible both through traditional female-coded tasks 
and by engaging in more male-coded tasks, we are made more aware of the social 
resources that the work of women constitutes when society experiences a disaster. At 
the same time, the study reveals how traditional gender roles are maintained during 
a forest fire by men and women. Based on the experiences cited herein, it is evident 
that to a large part, gender norms are maintained in the following processes:
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• Appreciation: women who adhere to the norm and perform traditionally female-
coded tasks, such as cooking, baking bread, and caring for the children, are praised.

• Attention: women who do not adhere to the norm but take on tasks that are 
perceived as traditionally male are questioned. However, this does not preclude 
them from receiving positive attention. One should note that negative attention 
is reflected in discussions on the age and clothing of women and when their ability 
and authority, directly or indirectly, are questioned, whereas positive attention is 
reflected in descriptions of women’s resources that use terms such as ‘real stuff ’ 
and ‘big machines’, which is uniquely deviant from what is expected of a woman.

• Unnoticed: domestic work, such as taking care of the house, children, livestock, 
and farm, is almost completely invisible, even though it allowed the men to devote 
themselves to firefighting. Women who followed the norm and carried out tra-
ditional female-coded tasks received appreciation and praise. This was in sharp 
contrast to their efforts at home, which generally remained unnoticed. Hence, it 
is evident that during a forest fire, the traditional female-coded tasks are assigned 
much lower status than tasks such as pulling hoses and firefighting. In other words, 
traditional tasks performed by the females become invisible because of the low 
status associated with them (Star, 1991).

 Women who do not adhere to the norm are the subject of scepticism, although 
they are also viewed positively when their efforts and contributions are described as 
something that deviates from traditional practice. 
 As is often the case when reporting on a disaster, the efforts of public authorities 
are always emphasised. This is also the case with respect to the preventive and pre-
paratory stages, where the resources and responsibilities of the authorities are the 
focus of discussion. Even though it has long been known that volunteers assemble 
and want to help in the event of a disaster (Fritz and Mathewson, 1957; Dynes, 
1970; Quarantelli, 1995; Harding, Ford, and Fotaki, 2012), the depth of the efforts, 
especially by women, is rarely discussed in Swedish society. To some extent, while 
reports on the fire in Västmanland comment on the efforts of volunteers, they did 
not do so equally, as not all tasks carried out by women received enough attention. 
Furthermore, the domestic work performed by women was not cited at all. 
 Earlier studies have shown that in Sweden, gender norms in relation to voluntary 
work also prevail in other situations. Women care for the elderly while men are active 
at sports clubs for young people. And women often do the practical work while men 
end up in leadership positions in voluntary associations (Danielsson and Overud, 2008). 
 This paper assesses women’s work in connection with the forest fire in Västmanland 
in 2014. By adopting a gender perspective, we were able to focus on work done by 
women, especially tasks that are habitually taken for granted, which should be con-
sidered as natural and as important as male-coded tasks in the organisation of public 
disaster management. As mentioned in United Nations Security Council reports, the 
view of women and their work with regard to security measures frequently consti-
tutes a violation (in praxis) of documentation such as Security Council Resolution 
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2493 (2019), by excluding women from full participation in the planning and prep-
aration processes for handling a disaster, and in disaster response. UN Security Council 
Resolutions 1325 (2002) and 2177 (2014) underscore, furthermore, the need to address 
the unique needs of and challenges to women. The need to investigate the inclusion 
of women vis-à-vis other threats to society, such as a disaster, is equally important.
 It should be noted that this is a case study, and as such it does not permit generali-
sations, nor was this its intention. It relies on self-reported data only. However, the 
interview data contribute to our understanding of women’s work during a disaster. 
A broader range of data would have been desirable, and continued research is impor-
tant to gain more in-depth knowledge of the inclusion of women in disaster response 
and disaster management, and to evaluate the generalisability of this work. In par-
ticular, further studies are needed on the relation between the inclusion of women 
in the decision-making and preparedness processes before a disaster and how this 
affects the inclusion of women in disaster response and mitigation processes, as well 
as the meeting of their needs. 
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