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ABSTRACT  

The representation of female Information Technology Executives in South Africa is far from 

ideal. Research shows that there are more women in Information Technology management 

support functions than in leadership roles. Even though every year the total number of 

Information Technology Executives profiled has increased, from 153 in 2011 to 172 in 2016, 

only 10% average of them are female. This is despite women comprising the majority of 

South Africa’s population. Given the existence of female Information Technology 

Executives, albeit a few, this study discusses factors that contribute to the success of South 

African female Information Technology professionals in achieving Information Technology 

Executive positions, despite the challenges they are faced with. A qualitative research 

approach was followed in conducting the study. Data was gathered using semi-structured 

interviews with fifteen (15) South African female Information Technology Executives. The 

Individual Differences Theory of Gender and Information Technology was employed to 

understand each Information Technology Executive’s influence on her career progression. 

The results indicated the approximate age that female Information Technology professionals 

are likely to achieve Information Technology leadership levels. In addition, the results 

indicated the type of Information Technology management experience that is advantageous 

to female Information Technology professionals’ advancement to Information Technology 

Executive positions. Considering the masculine nature of the Information Technology field, 

the results further indicated the type of support structures that are valuable in manoeuvring 

through the Information Technology leadership labyrinth. The study also found that cultural 

beliefs were changing to accommodate and accept femininity within masculine roles. The 

study contributes to both academia and the Information Technology industry. First, Eileen 

Trauth’s Individual Differences Theory of Gender and Information Technology theory was 

used to understand how Information Technology career challenges faced by South African 

female Information Technology professionals could be overcome to reach Information 

Technology Executive positions. Secondly, the adoption of interpretive methods enabled an 

analysis of multiple case studies, thereby adding to the body of knowledge on women in 

Information Technology. Lastly, the research findings were used to develop a theoretical 

framework that female Information Technology professionals in South Africa could adopt on 

their career advancement journeys. This, in turn, may improve the representation of female 

Information Technology Executives in South Africa.  
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TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

 

Information Technology (IT) 

IT is a term that commonly used to refer to all things related to computers because it covers 

all derivations of Computer Science, Information and Communication Technology (ICT), 

Computing, and Information Systems (Lang, 2007: 206). It includes a combination of 

software, hardware, and services (James, Beeby, Moutloutsi, Shackleton & Evans, 2006; 

Sivakumar & Tamilselvan, 2014). Any form of technology that is used to create, store, 

transmit, and use information of any type falls within the IT space. Much of IT has to do with 

the integration of computer and communication technologies and multimedia. The term IT 

is sometimes referred to as ICT (Moghaddam, 2010: 722).  

 

IT Executives 

Guadalupe, Li and Wulf (2014) define executive managers as the CEO and the managers 

that report directly to him or her. They “have a significant leadership role in the organisation; 

have control over day-to-day operations and have decision-making powers” (Catalyst, 2005; 

BWASA, 2015). From an IT point of view, these executive managers are accountable and 

responsible for ensuring the proper management of IT operations. They are the highest-

ranking executives within the IT fraternity and are often members of top management teams 

(Chen & Preston, 2007; Fortino, 2008: 139; Preston, Chen & Leidner, 2008; Chen & Wu, 

2011; Karanja & Zaveri, 2012). IT Executives occupy executive positions such as Chief 

Information Officer (CIO), IT Director, Chief Technology Officer (CTO), and Chief Operations 

Officer (COO). Keeping in mind that these roles are executive roles, Peppard (2010: 75) 

posits that the label given to the incumbent is not as important as the role that he or she 

fulfils. 
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Top Management Team (TMT) 

The Top Management Team is defined as a team of individuals who represent the top tier 

in an organisation (Auh & Menguc, 2005). They are generally key executives who are 

responsible for making critical strategic decisions and providing direction to the organisation 

at large. The team consists of diverse people with different expertise and experience to 

improve decision quality and organisational performance (Buyl, Boone & Hendriks, 2014). 

Moreover, the members of the TMT work together effectively to achieve organisational goals 

(Dawson & Kauffman, 2010). They essentially have the overall responsibility for running the 

organisation (Ranganathan & Jha, 2008). Some of the TMT executives include the Chief 

Executive Officer (CEO), the Chief Financial Officer (CFO), and the Chief Operating Officer 

(COO). The top management team is also known as the C-suite and reports directly to the 

CEO, who is the main actor of the team (Buyl et al., 2014; Guadalupe et al., 2014). 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The number of women in the workplace has increased over the years (Fernandez, 2007: 1; 

Branson, Chen & Redenbaugh, 2013). Despite the continued increase of women in the 

workplace, the progression of women to top management levels is generally slow, compared 

to their male counterparts (Davidson & Burke, 2011: 1; Fisher & Neihouser, 2013). Cheung 

and Halpern (2010) state that women tend to get stuck in middle management, with very 

few making it to top leadership positions. Thornton (2015: 11) concurs that “while women 

make up 22% of senior management globally, they continue to be concentrated in 

management support functions rather than in leadership roles”. The concentration of women 

in management support roles suggests that there are barriers for women to progress to 

executive management positions. O’Neil, Hopkins and Bilimoria (2008) posit that even 

though women move up the ranks in organisations, most organisations are still male-

dominated. 

While the representation of women at executive management level is still low, there has 

been some improvement over the years. For instance, the International Business Review 

(IBR) survey reported a 3% global increase in the number of women in leadership positions 

from 2011 to 2012 (Thornton, 2013: 4). The increase in the number of women in executive 

management positions in South Africa is also evident, albeit nominal, with women 

constituting 14.7% of all executive management in 2004 (BWASA, 2007) and 29% in 2017 

(BWASA, 2017). The improvement in the number of women in executive positions can be 

attributed to the South African government recognising the crucial role that women play in 

stimulating economic growth (Mathur-Helm, 2011: 362). In a drive towards improving female 

representation at executive levels, the South African government put in place measures to 

break down the barriers that prevent women from progressing upward in the organisation’s 

hierarchy. These measures included the introduction of policy and legislative instruments 

such as the Employment Equity Act (ICT Empowerment Charter Working Group, 2004).  

Much as women’s participation in the labour force is improving, their underrepresentation in 

the Information Technology (IT) field has nevertheless been experienced globally (Mathur-

Helm, 2011: 363). Notwithstanding the efforts of concerned leaders, the percentage of 

women in the IT industry has remained stubbornly low (Harvey Nash, 2014). Typical factors 
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that have been cited as the reasons for hindering women’s participation in the IT field include 

the traditional masculine culture of the IT environment (Drury, 2011) and cultural 

stereotyping of women who work in a male-dominated field such as IT (Lee, Stewart & 

Calugar‐Pop, 2016). Other factors include job descriptions subtly discouraging women from 

applying for IT jobs (Ashcraft, Mclain & Eger, 2016) and lack of appropriate mentoring and 

sponsorship for women to advance in their IT careers (Drury, 2011). 

In South Africa, the IT sector is one of the major contributors to South Africa’s gross domestic 

product (GDP) (ICT Empowerment Charter, 2004; Gillwald, Moyo & Stork, 2012). In her 

speech at the Women’s Month commemoration in August 2015, Deputy Minister of the 

Department of Telecommunications and Postal Services Hlengiwe Mkhize made a note of 

the government’s continued drive towards the transformation and inclusion of women in the 

IT sector (Mkhize, 2015). The drive towards transformation extends to IT Executive 

positions, where the underrepresentation of women is more apparent (Clark, 2012: 1; Thiele, 

Miller & Berg, 2013; Rogers, 2015: 95). The IT industry is perceived to be gender biased; 

as such, there are fewer female IT Executives (Evans, 2006: 91; Major, Davis, Sanchez-

Hucles, Downey & Germano, 2007: 77).  

The various editions of the CIO Directory from ITWeb, which profile South African IT leaders 

at executive level in both private and public sectors, show the extent to which female IT 

Executives are underrepresented. Even though every year the total number of IT Executives 

profiled has increased, from 153 in 2011 to 172 in 2016, only 10% average of the IT 

Executives profiled are female (ITWeb, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016). Mathur-Helm 

(2011: 371) posits that “barriers and challenges remain deep-seated for women of all races 

embarking on executive careers”. This is because women are not seen to exhibit the 

commanding and controlling leadership style that men exhibit. Nonetheless, the fact that 

there are female IT Executives in South Africa, though a few, shows that these barriers are 

surmountable. These female IT Executives were essentially able to break through the glass 

ceiling1 that exists in the IT environment, despite it being outside the norm. For South Africa 

to improve the representation of women in IT Executive levels, a deeper understanding is 

                                            

1 The glass ceiling is a term referring to situations where women find it hard to advance beyond a certain level 

within an organisation (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Clark, 2012: 4; Fisher & Neihouser, 2013). 
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needed of how the existing female IT Executives succeeded to overcome the inherent 

barriers of a male-dominated field. After all, having more women in leadership positions may 

lead to a genderless concept of leadership (Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell & Ristikari, 2011). 

This chapter continues to provide the background to the problem, the problem statement, 

the motivation for conducting the study, along with the objectives that the study aims to 

achieve. The chapter concludes with the expected research contribution of the study.  

1.2 PROBLEM BACKGROUND 

The IT sector was traditionally considered to be a male-dominated environment (Trauth & 

Quesenberry, 2006; Pretorius & Villiers, 2010; Appelbaum, Asham & Argheyd, 2011; Clark, 

2012: 3), which has resulted in masculine values predominating in the profession (Reid, 

Allen, Armstrong & Riemenschneider, 2010). Because of these masculine values, the IT 

discipline has become more attractive to men than women (Lang, 2007: 221). Furthermore, 

research shows that the masculine culture of IT discourages girls at a very young age from 

participating in the discipline (Clark, 2012: 4). This ultimately results in a low presence of 

women in the IT field. 

Much as the IT sector has continued to grow over the years, this growth has not led to an 

increase in women’s presence in the IT workforce (Griffiths & Moore, 2010; Castaño & 

Webster, 2011). One study (Harvey Nash, 2014) confirmed that “gender diversity in the IT 

workplace remains very unbalanced”. Moreover, initiatives such as gender diversity 

programmes are not making significant progress, hence the reality of women’s 

underrepresentation in the IT workforce in general (Major et al., 2007: 72; Griffiths & Moore, 

2010; Evans, 2012; Lee et al., 2016).  

The IT sector provides many unprecedented opportunities for IT professionals (Arun & Arun, 

2002; Lumley, Coetzee, Tladinyane & Ferreira, 2011). Despite the many opportunities within 

the IT sector, Evans (2012) argues that women are nonetheless underrepresented. Even 

with the increasing number of female managers, Eagly and Carli (2007) posit that women 

are still a minority at executive levels. Having fewer women in entry-level positions within 

the IT field subsequently results in the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions 

(Adya, 2008: 602; Mckinney, Wilson, Brooks, Leary-Kelly & Hardgrave, 2008).  

Thornton (2015: 11) states that 18% of Chief Financial Officer (CFO) roles are held by 
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women globally, with only a third of women (9%) likely to be Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) 

or Chief Operating Officers (COOs). Only 4% of women are likely to be IT Executives. This 

is shown in Figure 1-1.  

 

Figure 1-1: Proportion of women leadership roles globally  
Source: Thornton (2015: 11) 

 

On the contrary, Gartner estimates a global average population of female IT Executives to 

be between 10% and 14%, with variances in different regions of the world (Nunno, Edwards 

& Lee, 2015). However, “there is still a huge underrepresentation of women in IT leadership 

roles” (Harvey Nash, 2012). After all, leaders are predominantly portrayed as masculine, an 

image which is more congruent with men’s than women’s self-perception (Bosak & Sczesny, 

2008). 

The underrepresentation of women in IT is a worldwide phenomenon (Trauth,  Quesenberry 

& Huang, 2008). The underrepresentation of women in South Africa’s IT sector “corresponds 

with the current reality for women across the globe” (Mathur-Helm, 2011: 363). It is 

worthwhile to explore the status of women in executive IT leadership positions in a few 

international countries to determine how South Africa compares with them. The problem 

background is therefore described by exploring the underrepresentation of female IT 

Executives internationally and in South Africa. 
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1.2.1 The international situation 

The number of women in the US labour force has been fluctuating over the past years. In 

2008, the US had 46.5% of women in the labour force, which was an increase from 46.4% 

in 2007 and 46.3% in 2006 (Mathe, Michie & Nelson, 2011: 205). However, the female US 

labour force has been slightly decreasing over the past few years, with a 0.5% decrease 

from 2012 to 2013 (57.9% and 57.2% in 2012 and 2013 respectively) and a 0.2% decrease 

from 2013 to 2014 (57.2% and 57% in 2013 and 2014 respectively) (United States of 

America, 2014a, 2014c). 

According to Mathe et al. (2011: 209), “women in the workplace are making significant 

progress in obtaining managerial and professional positions”. In fact, of the 57.2% employed 

women in 2013, 51.4% of them were employed in management, professional and related 

occupations, with 28.8% in chief executive positions (United States of America, 2014c). 

Nevertheless, only 21% of women in the US hold senior management roles, a rate which 

has not improved much since 2004 (Thornton, 2015: 5). 

Even though women in the US comprise approximately half of the labour force, they are 

nonetheless underrepresented in the US IT workforce (Trauth et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2016). 

Of the employed women in 2014, 46.9% made up the US IT workforce (United States of 

America, 2014b). Ashcraft and Blithe (2010) maintain that the percentage of women in IT 

has been declining since 1991. 

It was found that 30% of US IT Executives did not have women in management level 

positions (Harvey Nash, 2012). Furthermore, a decrease in the number of female IT 

Executives in the US was noted. With the lack of women in IT management levels and 

because such positions in part lead to IT Executive positions, it is therefore expected that 

women would be underrepresented in IT Executive roles in the US.  

The representation of women in the US IT labour force also varies by race. People in the 

US are generally classified into four primary races, namely, Asian, white, Hispanic, and black 

or African American (United States of America, 2014c). In 2009, the US Bureau of Labor 

Statistics reported that the overall IT workforce constituted 18% of white women, 4% of 

Asian women, 2% of African American, and 1.5 Hispanic women (Ashcraft & Blithe, 2010). 

These figures suggest that female IT Executives in the US are also not proportionally 
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represented at race levels.  

The underrepresentation of women in leadership roles is also seen in countries that belong 

to the European Union (EU). In fact, countries in the EU are reported to be worse than the 

US when it comes to the representation of women in executive IT leadership roles (The 

Guardian, 2014a). While the EU has upheld legislative reforms that encourage gender 

equality (BBC, 2012 cited in Claus, Callahan & Sandlin, 2013), attempts to create a gender 

balance among leadership ranks have not yielded substantive practical results (Claus et al., 

2013). 

The UK has also seen an increase in the number of women in junior and middle 

management; however, progress in executive management has stalled (Chartered 

Management Institute, 2013). The number of men in general leadership positions exceeds 

that of women, reporting 18% of male managers and senior officials and 11% of women 

managers and senior officials (Labour Force Survey, 2015). Much of these large gaps in the 

UK are attributed to the thinking that men possess characteristics that are required in 

management (Wilson, 2011: 112).  

Thornton (2015: 8) states that women hold only 15% of top IT jobs in Europe; nevertheless, 

the UK is trailing behind the rest of Europe when it comes to gender diversity in the IT 

discipline (The Guardian, 2014b). In 2014, recruiter Harvey Nash reported only 7% of female 

IT Executives in the UK, which was a decrease from 2013 (Harvey Nash, 2015). The 

percentage of female IT Executives in the UK is considered to be below the global average, 

which therefore makes the UK even less diverse in IT Executive positions (Harvey Nash, 

2015). 

In India, where the IT industry continues to grow fast (Gupta, Raychaudhuri & Haldar, 2015), 

the growth of women participating in the IT labour force has been noted (Gupta, 2015: 666; 

Shanmugam, 2017: 353). In 2011, the Indian National Sample Survey (NSS) reported that 

women represented 21% of the IT labour force, and in 2016 the figure had risen up to 30% 

(Raghuram, Herman, Ruiz-Ben & Sondhi, 2017). Nonetheless, there are fewer women in IT 

management positions (Arun & Arun, 2002), thus indicating the gender imbalance in IT 

leadership levels. Eighteen per cent of female IT Executives in India were reported in 2014 

(Raghuram et al., 2017). This is despite women being equally qualified and capable as their 

male counterparts (Suriya, 2008).  
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1.2.2 The South African situation 

Between 1995 and 2005, South Africa experienced more than double the number of female 

managers, resulting in an average annual growth rate of 8.4% of female managers (South 

Africa, 2006). According to Evans (2006: 90), one of the reasons South Africa saw an 

increase in the number of women in management positions was its emancipation from the 

apartheid regime, which introduced a culture that supports equal accessibility for all to the 

business world. Nonetheless, South Africa has not made significant progress in terms of 

senior roles held by women since 2004 (Thornton, 2015: 7). This is despite the change in 

laws and the availability of access to equal opportunities (April, Dreyer & Blass, 2007). 

Davidson and Burke (2011: 15) submit that passing country legislation to equalise or 

improve the representation of women at higher-level managerial jobs does not work as well 

as expected. To concur, Mathur-Helm (2011: 367) highlights that “South African 

organisations have failed to see their women managers in the role of senior leaders”. 

Compared to private sector organisation, government institutions are however making 

positive strides in ensuring a better representation of women in leadership positions 

(BWASA, 2015).  

In 2016, women accounted for 51.1% of the total South African population (STATSSA, 

2016). Essentially, women represent the majority of the South African population; therefore, 

one would expect a significantly higher representation of women in all sectors, at different 

levels, including executive positions. However, the published results of the BWASA 2017 

census found that women constitute only 29% of executive managers.  

An analysis of the South African IT leaders at executive level as profiled by ITWeb in the 

CIO directories from 2011 to 2016 gives an indication of the extent to which female IT 

Executives are underrepresented in both the public and private sectors. This is indicated in 

Figure 1-2. 
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Figure 1-2: South African IT Executives by gender 
  

The data in Figure 1-2 shows that there is a far-from-ideal participation of female IT 

Executives in South Africa. Male IT Executives are clearly dominating executive IT 

leadership positions in significant numbers. In essence, the proportion of women in 

executive IT leadership positions to their presence in the overall population is significantly 

below average. Nonetheless, there have been slight improvements over the years. 

According to Littrell and Nkomo (2010), women are perceived not to have leadership 

potential, and their leadership behaviours differ from traditional male leaders. These societal 

stereotypes contribute to the underrepresentation of female IT Executives. Furthermore, 

Trauth et al. (2008) assert that cultural diversity also plays a role in the underrepresentation 

of women in the IT workforce. This holds true for South Africa given that the country is 

culturally diverse with multiple racial groups. 

The roles of women in society and in the IT sector are based on socio-cultural beliefs that 

vary across countries (Trauth et al., 2008). April et al. (2007) add that the societal values 

and expectations to which women are subject to are unique to South Africa. Thus the socio-

cultural explanations for the glass ceiling in South Africa’s IT sector are specific to South 

Africa and do not apply to other countries (April et al., 2007). Trauth et al. (2008) state that 

“diversity of cultural backgrounds of women in a single country can result in wide variation 

in their relationships with IT”. It is deduced that the cultural beliefs in the different South 
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African racial groups can filter through to organisations, therefore resulting in the inability of 

women to advance to IT Executive positions.  

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The lack of proportional gender representation at IT leadership levels in South Africa is 

illustrated in Figure 1-2. Based on these statistics, an average of only 10% of women occupy 

IT Executive positions. This is despite the majority of the population of South Africa 

consisting of women. The problem of lack of adequate participation of women in the IT field 

is cited to be a result of structural and societal factors (Ahuja, 2002; Mathur-Helm, 2005: 

62). Compared to other traditionally male-dominated fields such as medicine and law, Trauth 

and Quesenberry (2006) posit that the dominance of males over females in the IT field is 

not changing.  

1.4 RESEARCH MOTIVATION AND SIGNIFICANCE 

Women around the world continue to face persistent gender gaps in the workplace, with 

South Africa ranking 18 out 142 countries on the 2014 World Economic Forum’s Global 

Gender Gap Index (BWASA, 2015). The concern regarding the underrepresentation of 

women in leadership positions is not only an equal rights or human rights issue but is also 

because “excluding women from leadership roles impacts on productivity and militates 

against a workforce characterized by a diversity of workers” (Noble & Moore, 2006). “The 

2014 Global Gender Gap Report found that companies with top quartile presentation of 

women in executive positions generally perform better than companies with no women at 

the top with a 47.0% average return on equity” (BWASA, 2015). There is even more 

compelling evidence that shows the benefits of having women at leadership levels, but still 

there is minimal progress in the representation of women at all levels of management 

(Chartered Management Institute, 2013).  

According to Trauth et al. (2008), “the IT workforce is diverse with respect to nationality but 

not sufficiently diverse with respect to gender”. The gender imbalance in IT has a significant 

impact on the industry (Adya, 2008: 602) because it limits innovation. The different 

perspectives that women bring to the innovation process provide an added benefit to both 

consumers and organisations (Wentling & Thomas, 2009). Therefore, it would serve 

organisations well to reduce the gender gap at all levels of IT.  
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Clark (2012: 1) adds that IT Executives constitute the least diverse segment of IT’s overall 

population in terms of gender. From a South African perspective, the Gender Initiative 

Institute (2004 cited in Mathur-Helm, 2011: 363) suggests that the lack of representation of 

South African women in IT leadership positions has as much to do with race as it does with 

gender. However, based on the data depicted in Figure 1-2, an assertion is made that 

gender is a dominant factor when it comes to the underrepresentation of female IT 

Executives in South Africa.  

Despite the extensive literature on the general underrepresentation of women in IT (e.g. 

Evans, 2006; Quesenberry & Trauth, 2007; Lang, 2007; Trauth et al., 2008; Reid et al., 

2010), Dawson and Kauffman (2010) contend that “there has been a great deal written about 

gender differences in top management positions, including in the IT field”. Such literature on 

gender differences in IT top management positions focuses more on the statistics, race, 

education levels, salary disparities, and workplace culture (e.g. Eagly & Carli, 2007; 

Wentling & Thomas, 2009). Nevertheless, not much is known about why some women have 

succeeded in fulfilling IT Executive roles, despite existing structural and social barriers 

particularly in a culturally diverse country such as South Africa. Soe and Yakura (2008) 

stress that it is the responsibility of women to overcome these barriers. 

The presence of few female IT Executives in South Africa motivated the researcher to 

conduct a study that would provide insights into the influences that shape South African 

females in the IT profession to advance to top IT leadership positions at an individual level. 

Furthermore, by conducting this study, the researcher would be able to discover and 

understand the challenges faced by female IT professionals as they pursue IT Executive 

positions and how to navigate through these challenges. The findings will lead to the 

development of intervention programmes that will improve the representation of female IT 

Executives in South Africa. Such programmes will support the government’s drive towards 

the transformation and the inclusion of women in the IT sector, particularly in top IT 

leadership levels. After all, it is not good enough that South African women can easily 

become senior managers but not advance to become executive managers (Mathur-Helm, 

2005: 59). Barsh and Yee (2012) assert that the advancement of women to leadership 

positions is encouraged by other leaders due to the identified benefits of a diverse leadership 

structure. The South African IT industry therefore stands to generate stronger business 

results with an improved representation of female IT Executives.  
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1.5 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS 

The main aim of the study is to establish enabling factors for South African female IT 

professionals’ advancement to IT Executive positions. Understanding how South African 

female IT professionals can break through the glass ceiling and successfully advance to IT 

Executive positions will subsequently increase women’s participation in IT leadership roles. 

The study is informed by narratives of female IT Executives who have overcome systematic 

negative influences to occupy IT leadership positions. Based on the main research objective, 

the following primary research question is answered: 

What are the factors that can enable female IT professionals in South Africa 
advancing to IT Executive positions?  

The main research objective will be achieved when the following secondary objectives are 

met: 

Secondary research objective 1: The IT field is known to be a masculine field that 

socialises women away from it. Moreover, Powell (2012: 131) indicates that leadership is 

originally associated with men and masculinity. Littrell and Nkomo (2010) support that 

women are perceived not to have the leadership potential and their leadership behaviours 

differ from traditional male leaders. This infers that a leader is expected to possess specific 

competencies that are associated with men. It is however noted that in South Africa there 

are female IT Executives in various organisations who have defied these stereotypes. 

Therefore the objective is to explore those competencies that benefit female IT professionals 

when advancing to IT Executive positions. This research objective addresses the following 

research question:  

Secondary research question 1: Which competencies are required for one to be a 

successful female IT Executive? 

Secondary research objective 2: Women are confronted with a variety of obstacles that 

impede them from attaining leadership positions (Rhode & Kellerman, 2007: 6). The same 

applies to the IT field whereby female IT professionals encounter barriers or challenges that 

prohibit them from reaching IT leadership levels (Eagly & Carli, 2007). Acknowledging the 

presence of female IT Executives in South Africa, albeit small, it is noted that these women 

have overcome these barriers. To understand how barriers for women to advance to IT 
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leadership positions are overcome, the following research question is asked: 

Secondary research question 2: What are the strategies for overcoming barriers to 

progressing to IT Executive positions? 

Secondary research objective 3.1: Since its inception, IT revolved around men and the 

machines they built (Clark, 2012: 3). This made women’s positions in the IT field secondary 

to men’s, resulting in them being given supporting roles in the field (Clark, 2012: 3; Rogers, 

2015: 96). Furthermore, leadership roles are traditionally considered male-stereotypic roles 

(Cutler, 2014). In view of the fact that the IT Executive is more a leading role than a 

supporting role, this infers that female IT Executives are occupying roles traditionally meant 

for men. This objective seeks to understand the role of the IT Executive as occupied by 

women by asking the following research question: 

Secondary research question 3.1: What are the job expectations of female IT Executives?  

Secondary research objective 3.2: Exploring the female IT Executives’ job expectations 

gives an indication of a typical career pathway one would need to follow to attain the IT 

leadership role. As Clark (2012) states, it is crucial for women with aspirations to fulfil IT 

leadership roles to understand the pathways that might lead them there. With women in IT 

usually given supporting roles in the field (Clark, 2012: 3), inference is made that the 

progression of female IT professionals to IT leadership positions follows a route that starts 

with fulfilling support roles. As a result, this research objective aims to determine the female 

IT professionals’ career pathways that lead to IT Executive roles. The secondary research 

objective results in the following research question:  

Secondary research question 3.2: What is the career path followed by female IT 

professionals towards the fulfilment of the IT Executive role?  

Secondary research objective 4: South Africa is culturally diverse with multiple racial 

groups, namely, African, white, coloured, and Indian (Statistics South Africa (STATSSA), 

2011; Adams, Van de Vijver & De Bruin, 2012). Mathur-Helm (2011: 371) posits that 

“barriers and challenges remain deep-seated for women of all races embarking on executive 

careers”. It is noted from the review of literature that the underrepresentation of female IT 

Executives is more focused on race, education levels, salary disparities, and leadership 

levels (e.g. Lang, 2007; Quesenberry & Trauth, 2007), but not much is known about the 
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influence that culture has on the underrepresentation of female IT Executives, particularly in 

a culturally diverse country such as South Africa. Within the IT sector, the roles of women 

are defined according to socio-cultural beliefs (Trauth et al., 2008). As such, women 

individually experience various socio-cultural influences that shape their inclinations to 

participate in the IT field (Trauth, 2002). To gain clarity on how cultural factors influence the 

underrepresentation of female IT Executives, this study explores the cultural beliefs that 

influence attitudes about female IT Executives in South Africa. The secondary objective 

results in the following research question:  

Secondary research question 4: How does culture influence the progression of South 

African female IT professionals to IT Executive positions? 

1.6 DELINEATION AND LIMITATIONS 

Contributions of the study cannot be assessed without examining the study’s limitations. The 

following limitations apply: 

• The study is confined to South African female IT Executives residing in the Gauteng 

province. Only those women who belong to the four officially recognised racial groups 

in South Africa, namely, African, coloured, Indian, and white racial groups, were 

considered. Gauteng province has the highest population size (STATSSA, 2011) and 

contributes the highest percentage (34%) to the overall national economy 

(SouthAfrica.info, 2015).  

• The theoretical framework that will be constructed as part of this study will be a 

generic guideline for improving the representation of female IT Executives in South 

African organisations, irrespective of the industry that they are in. Much as women 

are generally underrepresented in executive positions (BWASA, 2017), there might 

be limitations in the framework if applied to improve the representation of women in 

other top leadership levels in South African and international organisations. 

1.7 UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS 

The study will be based on the following assumption: 
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• South African women in the IT industry are equally marginalised across different race 

groups when it comes to leadership appointments. As a result, the 

underrepresentation of female IT Executives is irrespective of racial group. 

1.8 EXPECTED CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE STUDY 

This study will contribute to the field of Information Systems (IS) from the perspective of 

women in IT management in the following ways: 

• A theoretical framework is developed to guide the advancement of female IT 

professionals to IT leadership positions. This will subsequently result in the 

improvement of the representation of female IT Executives in South Africa 

• To explain the bearing that cultural beliefs have on the underrepresentation of female 

IT Executives 

• To articulate personality traits that female IT professionals need to have in order to 

advance to IT Executive positions 

• To highlight expected job functions of female IT Executives 

1.9 THESIS STRUCTURE  

The thesis consists of seven (7) chapters. Each chapter is described below. 

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study – This chapter provided an overall introduction 

to the study by articulating the identified research problem. To give context to the 

research problem, the problem background is outlined from both the international and 

South Africa perspectives. Based on the research objectives, the research questions 

that the study will answer were formulated. 

Chapter 2: Theoretical Underpinning – This chapter presents Eileen Trauth’s 

Individual Differences Theory of Gender and IT (IDTGIT) as it relates to the study. 

Chapter 3: Literature Review – This chapter explores available literature that relates 

to the study. This will give better insight into the research problem. The literature 

survey will cover the following topics: 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 17 

• Theme A: Describing the Job of an IT Executive – Understanding what the IT 

Executive role entails is of crucial importance to the study. The theme provides 

context by first explaining how the IT Executive position evolved.  

• Theme B: Understanding the IT Career Pathway – The aim of this theme is to 

provide a broad understanding of the underrepresentation of women in IT by 

exploring the points in the IT pipeline where women are lost. This includes the 

challenges that women are faced with throughout the IT career pipeline along 

with motivations to enter, stay in the IT field, and advance to IT Executive 

levels. 

• Theme C: Defining the Leadership Concept – The IT Executive role is itself a 

leadership role in IT. Leadership is generally perceived to be suitable for men. 

As such, leadership traits are discussed. Additionally, leadership from the 

perspective of gender is explored.  

• Theme D: Barriers in the IT Field – This theme explores the typical barriers 

that women are faced with as they advance towards IT Executive positions. 

The concepts of the glass ceiling and labyrinth are discussed in detail.  

• Theme E: South Africa’s IT Environment – Trauth, Quesenberry and Morgan 

(2004) posit that information about the geographic region within which data is 

collected provides context to the responses of the research participants. This 

theme therefore puts the South African IT Environment into context as it 

relates to the study. 

• Theme F: Defining the Concept of Culture – The environmental influences 

construct of the Individual Differences Theory of Gender and IT includes a sub-

construct that deals with cultural attitudes and values. “Recognizing the 

significance of culture is essential within our global world” (Claus et al., 2013). 

As Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010: 25) point out, to understand how 

people relate in organisations, it is essential to understand the societies they 

live in. As such, the concept of culture is described through the lens of Geert 

Hofstede. The theme also touches on the perceived gender roles. 
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Chapter 4: Research Design and Methodology – This chapter discusses the 

research design and methodology employed to conduct the study. This also includes 

the data collection and data analysis methods that were adopted. 

Chapter 5: Data Analysis and Discussion – The aim of this chapter is to present 

the analysis of the data collected from each research participant and an interpretation 

thereof. As part of the data analysis, emerging themes from all the responses were 

identified. The discussion around the identified themes was also aligned with 

constructs of the adopted theoretical framework. 

Chapter 6: A Theoretical Framework for Female IT Professionals’ Advancement 
to IT Executive Positions – The outcomes of Chapters 6 form the basis of a 

theoretical framework for improving the representation of female IT Executives in 

South Africa.  

Chapter 7: Conclusion and Recommendations – The study is concluded by 

answering the primary research question. The research contribution is also 

evaluated, and recommendations for future research are provided based on the 

insights gained through the findings from the study. 

1.10 CONCLUSION 

It has been reported that organisations with a good representation of women in executive 

leadership positions perform better (e.g. 2014 Global Gender Gap Report). If South African 

organisations have a better representation of women at executive level, the country’s 

economy could potentially improve. The underrepresentation of female IT Executives in 

South Africa is an issue that is noticeable in both the private and public sector. Although 

South Africa’s affirmative action legislation to a large extent addressed gender inequality in 

women’s career advancement, it is not adequately resolving the poor representation of 

women in IT leadership roles. With the IT industry being one of the top industries in South 

Africa, it is indispensable to better the representation of female IT Executives.  

Noting that there are female IT Executives in South Africa, though a few, shows that barriers 

in the IT field are surmountable. To understand the complex factors that contribute towards 

the underrepresentation of female IT Executives in South Africa, the IDTGIT was adopted. 
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The secondary research objectives relate to the three constructs of the theory: (1) Individual 

identity; (2) Individual influences; and (3) Environmental influences. 

This chapter has provided a background to the study and an outline of the study by 

highlighting the research problem from both the international and South African 

perspectives. The chapter also specified the rationale behind conducting this study. In so 

doing, research objectives were also emphasised.  
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Chapter 1 Summary 

Research Problem The problem of the underrepresentation of women in 

IT is a global problem, most of which is prevalent at 

leadership levels. South Africa is facing far-from-ideal 

participation of female IT Executives/IT leaders in 

South Africa.  

Research Motivation Existing literature concentrates more on the general 

underrepresentation of women in IT but not so much 

on the underrepresentation of women at IT leadership 

positions. Given the presence of female IT Executives 

in South Africa, it is vital to understand how and why 

these women succeeded in breaking through the glass 

ceiling that exists in the IT sector despite existing 

structural and social barriers particularly in a culturally 

diverse country such as South Africa. The South 

African IT industry stands to generate stronger 

business results with an improved representation of 

female IT leaders. This will benefit South Africa’s 

economy, keeping in mind that the IT sector is one of 

the major contributors to South Africa’s GDP.  

Research Objective The main aim of the research is to determine how 

South African female IT professionals can break 

through the glass ceiling and successfully advance to 

IT Executive positions. 

Table 1-1: Summary of Chapter 1 
 

The next chapter explains the theoretical framework that was used to guide the study. 
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2 THEORETICAL UNDERPINNING  
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter provided an introduction and background to the study. This study 

belongs within the gender and IT research discipline; therefore, this chapter reviews 

theoretical foundations that relate to gender and IT researches. Adam, Howcroft and 

Richardson (2004) maintain that the concept of gender and IT in research is not adequately 

theorised. In agreement, Trauth et al. (2004) bring out that the lack of sufficient theory in 

understanding the basis of the underrepresentation of women in IT is one of the research 

challenges. Lack of such theories will result in the gender implications of new IT 

transformations being continuously ignored. Nevertheless, there are three theoretical 

perspectives that are typically used in gender and IT researches, namely, gender 

essentialism, social construction, and individual differences. Social construction is 

considered another form of gender essentialism (Trauth, 2013). Both essentialism and social 

construction are typically found in gender researches that focus on exploring gender 

differences. Unlike essentialism and social construction, the focus of individual differences 

gender theorisation is on individuals of a particular gender. 

Since the objective of this study is to understand how female IT Executives in South Africa 

managed to overcome the barriers in the IT field, a theoretical framework that explores 

influencing factors at an individual level was sought. As a result, the IDTGIT was then 

employed as a theoretical lens for guiding the research. The next section discusses aspects 

of IDTGIT in detail. A detailed discussion on IDTGIT forms the foundation for the rationale 

behind the use of this theory.  

2.2 INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES THEORY OF GENDER AND INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGY 

Trauth (2009) identified three forms in which the under-theorisation of gender and IT 

research exists. The first form of under-theorisation is called pre-theoretical research. With 

this form, there is no theory that guides the research project nor informs the data collection 

and analysis methods. Another form is whereby research is guided by a theory-in-use; 

however, the theory itself is not explicitly discussed. In such cases, the research becomes 

difficult to discuss, challenge, or extend. This particular form of under-theorisation is referred 

to as implicit-theoretical research. The last condition, insufficient-theoretical research, is a 

result of theories about gender and IT not fully catering for the variation in men and women’s 
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relationships to IT and the IT field. Typical examples of these theories are gender 

essentialism and social construction. These two theories have been identified as dominant 

theories in gender and IT researches (Trauth, 2002; Trauth et al., 2004; Trauth, 2006), with 

the gender social constructionist theory being the most dominant theory (Trauth, Cain, Joshi, 

Kvasny & Booth, 2016). They provide differing perspectives as far as women’s participation 

in IT is concerned. 

Gender essentialism argues that the gender imbalance in IT is attributed to the underlying 

people’s fixed biological or psychological attributes (Trauth, 2002; Trauth et al., 2004; 

Trauth, 2006; Trauth, 2013). Because of the gender biological differences, Trauth (2006) 

draws inference that the essentialist perspective to gender and IT research is that women 

and men should be treated differently. On the other hand, the social construction perspective 

considers the internalised and accepted social shaping or social construction of gender to 

be informative of women’s participation in IT (Trauth, 2002; Trauth, 2013; Trauth et al., 

2016). This means that the social construction of female identity and that of the IT field as a 

main domain are incompatible (Trauth, 2002; Trauth et al., 2004; Trauth, 2006).  

The distinguishing attribute between the two theories is that the former attributes the 

underrepresentation of women in IT to biological forces, whereas the latter focuses on 

societal forces. Nonetheless, they have three common features when explaining the 

underrepresentation of women in IT. First, they both bear the assumption that observed 

differences in men and women’s behaviours are fixed, inherent, and immutable (Trauth, 

2002; Trauth et al., 2004; Trauth, 2013). The differences are derived from the underlying 

biological sources (for essentialism) or societal forces (for social construction). Secondly, 

they provide compatible theoretical orientation for researches whose focus is to explore 

gender differences (Trauth, 2013). Lastly, when theorising using either essentialism or social 

construction factors influencing the participation of women in IT are analysed at a group 

level (Trauth, 2002; Trauth, 2013). That is, men are treated as a single group and women 

are treated as a single group. 

The two aforementioned prevailing theoretical perspectives discussed suggest gaps in 

literature for a theory that explains gender participation in IT at an individual level (Trauth, 

2002; Trauth et al., 2004). Such a theory would form the middle ground between the 

essentialist and social constructionist perspectives. In an effort to address the insufficient-
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theoretical research form, Eileen Trauth formulated IDTGIT to bridge the gaps between the 

essentialist and social constructionist views. IDTGIT rejects the essentialist argument but 

deepens the understanding of social construction theory (Trauth, 2002). It is further 

considered a theoretical alternative to the essentialist and socialist perspectives on the topic 

of underrepresentation of women in a technical work environment (Trauth, 2006; Cain & 

Trauth, 2013). 

IDTGIT was developed so that (1) the underrepresentation of women in the IT field could be 

explained by identifying influencing factors and (2) the justification for those women who 

overcame barriers and entered the IT field could be determined (Trauth et al., 2016). The 

primary purpose of this theoretical framework is so that the various reasons for the gender 

gap in the IT sector could be understood (Trauth, 2002). It is an alternative theory for 

explaining the underrepresentation of women in IT, as it provides an extension of existing 

feminist theories such as feminist standpoint theory and liberal feminism (Trauth, 

Quesenberry & Yeo, 2008; Trauth, 2013). It does so by first focusing specifically on women 

in IT by putting emphasis on understanding the social shaping of gender and IT at an 

individual level. Secondly, the theory aims to provide more depth into the nature of 

influencing factors. It takes into consideration the underlying gaps of the essentialist and 

constructivist perspectives by embracing the notion of individual differences in gender and 

IT research studies (Trauth, 2002; Trauth et al., 2004; Trauth, 2006; Trauth, Quesenberry & 

Huang, 2006; Trauth, 2013). This is why it is called Individual Differences. 

The viewpoint for IDTGIT is based on the argument that women individually experience a 

variety of factors that explain their participation in IT (Trauth, 2002; Trauth et al., 2008a; 

Trauth, 2013). “It looks to socio-cultural interpretation of IT work and power relations to 

explain the level of participation by women in IT” (Trauth et al., 2004). The theory 

acknowledges that women and men are individuals with different IT skills and therefore 

respond to the social shaping of gender in unique ways that vary across cultures (Trauth, 

2006; Trauth et al., 2006; Trauth et al., 2008a). This means that while women in a particular 

society may experience similar situations relating to gender roles and IT, their interpretation 

and response will vary as a result of individual factors (Trauth et al., 2008a). In other words, 

IDTGIT looks at individual differences among women through their interaction with the IT 

environment. With that said, it focuses on differences within the genders rather than between 

the genders with the aim of understanding specific influencing factors (Trauth, 2006; Trauth 
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et al., 2008a, 2008b). IDTGIT is expressed in gender intersectionality and minority gender 

theories which “introduce the nuance and within-gender group variability found by 

considering biological sex in conjunction with other salient identity characteristics” (Trauth, 

2013). 

The individualistic perspective is contrary to the essentialist and constructivist views which 

both treat gender at a group level of analysis as opposed to the individual level (Trauth, 

2002; Trauth, 2013). Essentially, with the individualistic perspective, emphasis is on the 

relationship between an individual’s gender and the IT profession. IDTGIT finds the reasons 

for gender underrepresentation through the analysis of individual responses to generalised 

societal influences (Trauth, 2006). This means that the theory allows for women to be 

analysed in a social context, thus contradicting research that “decontextualizes women’s 

experiences by generalizing from a single data set to all women everywhere” (Trauth et al., 

2008a).  

IDTGIT identifies the causes of gender underrepresentation by examining factors that 

contribute to how individuals internalise and respond to gendered messages (Trauth et al., 

2008a). The theory argues that by understanding both the personal characteristics and 

environmental influence, the individual responses to societal influences can also be 

understood (Trauth et al., 2004; Trauth, 2006). It recognises that social influences and 

personal characteristics have a bearing on the participation of women in IT. 

IDTGIT comprises three primary constructs which form the structure of the conceptual 

framework of individual gender differences for participating in the IT field (Trauth et al., 2004; 

Cain & Trauth, 2013). They collectively provide an explanation as to why women enter and 

remain in the IT field (Trauth et al., 2004; Trauth, 2006; Trauth et al., 2008a, 2008b; Trauth 

et al., 2016). The constructs assist in understanding the individual and environmental factors 

that influence women’s decisions to pursue IT professions. As shown in Table 2-1, each 

construct has embedded sub-constructs.  
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Construct Sub-construct Examples 

Individual Identity Personal demographics Age, ethnicity, socio-economic 

class 

 Type of IT work (i.e. career 

items) 

Software development, IS 

design 

Individual Influences Personal characteristics Educational background, 

personality traits, abilities 

 Personal influences Mentors, role models, 

significant life experiences 

Environmental Influences Cultural influences Attitudes about women and IT  

 Economic influences Cost of living, availability of IT 

employment 

 Societal infrastructure 

influences 

Availability of childcare 

facilities, institutional climate 

 Policy influences Laws about gender 

discrimination and maternity 

leave 

Table 2-1: IDTGIT constructs and sub-constructs  
Source: Trauth et al. (2016) 

 

The individual identity construct captures the data that describes an individual (Trauth et al., 

2004). It includes both personal demographic items and information on the type of IT work 

that an individual is involved in (i.e. professional/career items). The construct is essential for 

refining the notion of IT work with respect to the underrepresentation of women (Trauth et 

al., 2004). The data is further correlated with each individual woman’s differences in 

experiences and influence, including their responses to such influences. The construct looks 
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at individual ways that each woman responds to challenges and issues that they are faced 

with in the IT field (Trauth, 2002). 

The individual influences construct includes personal characteristics and personal 

influences of women in the IT field. Personal characteristics are about factors such as one’s 

educational background and personality traits. The focus of personal influences is on the 

people and experiences that moulded one’s career in the IT profession.  

Environmental influences are those factors that provide context to an individual’s response 

to a situation within his or her geographical region (Trauth et al., 2004; Cain & Trauth, 2013). 

The construct comprises four sub-constructs that are related to geographical data. These 

include cultural attitudes about women and IT in a particular geographic area; the region or 

the country’s economic and policy influences; as well as the availability of infrastructure in 

that region. Cultural influences refer to attitudes towards women in IT as they inform their 

career choices and lives. The societal infrastructure relates to information about the kind of 

infrastructure that is available to support women in the IT field. Economic and policy data is 

used to give further context on socio-cultural factors.  

2.3 RATIONALE FOR THE CHOICE OF THEORY 

A theory provides a possible explanation or explanations to a particular situation (Hofstee, 

2006: 30). According to Trauth (2006), the choice and use of theory are fundamental in 

understanding factors resulting in the underrepresentation of women in IT. Therefore, it is 

imperative to select and employ a theoretical perspective that is suitable for understanding 

factors that influence the underrepresentation of female IT Executives in South Africa. Upon 

understanding these factors, recommendations that address the IT gender gap at leadership 

levels can be formulated.  

Among three theoretical perspectives that are typically used to explore the causes of the 

underrepresentation of women in IT, the researcher opted for IDTGIT to guide the study. 

Essentialism and social construction perspectives were eliminated for the following key 

reasons: 

1) Essentialism and social construction analyse women at a group level. These views 

neglect to see women as individuals and therefore assume that they respond to the 
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challenges in IT in the same way. This can result in a distorted outcome of the 

research. 

2) Both essentialism and social construction perspectives equate “gender research” with 

“gender differences research”, thus they are most suitable when exploring differences 

between genders. The purpose of this study is not to explore differences between 

genders but rather to understand typical characteristics that female IT professionals 

need to overcome as barriers in IT as they progress towards IT leadership levels. 

3) The essentialist perspective attributes the underrepresentation of women in IT to 

biological factors only, whereas the social construction perspective only focuses on 

the social construction of IT as a male domain that is deemed not suitable for women 

(Trauth et al., 2004). 

The advantage of IDTGIT is that it characterises various factors that account for the poor 

representation of women in IT (Trauth et al., 2008a). It does not only limit the causes of the 

underrepresentation of women in IT to biological or societal forces. This is similar to Ahuja’s 

model of factors influencing the participation of women in IT. The primary aim of Ahuja’s 

model is “to reduce sources of leakage in the IT career paths of women” (Ahuja, 2002). The 

model focuses on the social and structural factors that affect women’s IT careers at three 

different stages: choice, persistence, and advancement. However, its biggest limitation is 

the difficulty in separating external influences from individual influences (Ahuja, 2002). 

Contrary to Ahuja’s model, the IDTGIT finds the causes of gender underrepresentation by 

examining a combination of individual characteristics and environmental influences (Trauth 

et al., 2004; Trauth et al., 2008b). Employing IDTGIT for this study will therefore give a better 

understanding of the gender gap at IT Executive levels. 

Another added advantage of IDTGIT is its consideration of women as individuals rather than 

grouping them as a single entity. Trauth (2006) states that varied individual responses to 

societal influences help in determining the reasons for gender underrepresentation. 

Moreover, Adam and Richardson (2001) contend that gender researches emphasise “the 

making of knowledge through the lived experiences of women’s lives”. This can be achieved 

by understanding the within-gender variations of the female IT Executives. Thus, using 

IDTGIT the researcher was able to gather the individual responses from female IT 
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Executives so as to determine the causes of the underrepresentation of female IT 

Executives in South Africa.  

All the three constructs of IDTGIT were employed in the study. The individual identity 

construct was applied to analyse the IT Executive role as fulfilled by women. The individual 

influences construct was used to study the traits and educational backgrounds of the female 

IT Executives. The presence, or lack, of mentors for female IT professionals pursuing IT 

leadership roles was also studied as part of the individual influences construct. Wentling and 

Thomas (2009) argue that cultural factors influence the participation of women in IT. As a 

result, the environmental influences construct was adapted to examine the cultural 

influences (i.e. attitudes about female IT Executives) for female IT professionals pursuing IT 

Executive positions. The constructs of IDTGIT were used to analyse the interview data so 

as to develop a theoretical framework that will guide female IT professionals to advance to 

IT Executive positions in South Africa. 

2.4 CONCLUSION 

The chapter presented the theoretical framework on which the study is based. Although the 

essentialist and social construction theories are both used in gender and IT-related research 

studies, they were found not sufficient for this study. The primary reason these two theories 

were not chosen is that they do not adequately address all the encompassing factors 

contributing to the underrepresentation of women in IT. On that account, Eileen Trauth’s 

Individual Differences Theory of Gender and Information Technology was selected as the 

theoretical foundation for guiding this study. Research implications of the theory choice are 

outlined in Table 2-2.  
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Theory Description Implications 

Essentialism Gender participation in IT is 

evaluated based on differences 

relating to biological or 

psychological factors. Analysis 

is done at a group level. 

IT is male-dominated; therefore, 

women are not deemed suitable 

to fulfil IT Executive roles 

because they are biologically 

different from men.  

Social-construction Gender participation in IT is 

evaluated based on societal 

factors. Analysis is done at a 

group level. 

Only the perceived IT culture is 

used to explain the 

underrepresentation of women in 

IT. Attitudes towards the IT 

environment are the same; thus, 

female IT professionals would 

react in the same manner.  

Individual differences of 
gender and IT 

Gender participation in IT 

evaluated based on both 

personal and environmental 

factors. Differences are within 

gender rather than between 

genders. Analysis is done at an 

individual level. 

Responses to participation in IT 

are captured per individual. This 

gives variations of factors that 

influence women to pursue 

careers in IT. This inhibits 

generalisation of results as each 

individual responds to 

environmental messages 

differently. 

Table 2-2: Implications of theory choice 

 

The next chapter provides a theoretical base that addresses the study through a review of 

relevant literature underlining the key concepts that are crucial to the study. The IDTGIT 

constructs were used to inform the literature study outlined in Chapter 3. Figure 2-1 

illustrates the relationship between the IDTGIT constructs and the literature study themes. 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 31 

 

Figure 2-1: Relationship between IDTGIT constructs and literature study themes 
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION  

The preceding chapter focused on the theoretical underpinning of the study. This chapter 

provides context to the overall study by reviewing the literature that is related to the research 

problem. Considering the amount of literature work one has to review and the importance of 

balance, it is crucial to have the literature review structured properly (Hofstee, 2006: 94). 

The researcher structured the literature review into relevant themes that relate the IDTGIT 

constructs outlined in Chapter 2. This ensured that the discussion around relevant literature 

is organised.  

The next section presents the scope of the literature review in relation to the research 

themes.  

3.2 SCOPE OF LITERATURE 

Figure 3-1 depicts the scope of the literature review that covers the various topics to be 

studied in this study.  

 

 

Figure 3-1: Scope of literature 
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To develop a framework that will aid South Africa’s female IT professionals to progress to 

IT Executive positions (area G in Figure 3-1), the literature study covering themes A to F of 

Figure 3-1 was conducted. A high-level description of each theme is provided below. 

THEME A – Describing the job of the IT Executive: This part of the literature review 

describes what it means to be an IT Executive. This is done by first examining how 

the role evolved. Secondly, the expectations of an IT Executive are outlined by 

reviewing the typical functions and required competencies to effectively execute 

these functions. The competencies are discussed in terms of applicable skills (both 

soft and technical) and knowledge (with respect to the required knowledge and 

background education).  

THEME B – Understanding the IT career pathway: The IT discipline bears many 

career opportunities for all genders. This section provides an overview of the IT 

career pathway. An evaluation of the IT career pipeline is provided to understand 

why there is low representation of women in the IT field. Career anchors are 

discussed to understand the motivations for choosing a career. Despite the issues in 

the IT career pipeline, there are women who have entered and stayed, hence the 

need to explore typical career anchors that exist. 

THEME C – Definition of leadership: In view of the IT Executive being a leadership 

role in the IT field, this theme discusses the concept of leadership. Leadership traits 

of an effective leader are also presented. According to Eagly and Johannesen-

Schmidt (2001), the impact of gender on leadership style becomes apparent on 

measures of style that reflect agentic and communal traits. As such, literature on 

leadership from the perspective of gender is reviewed to establish gender differences 

in leadership styles. 

THEME D – Barriers in IT: The poor representation of female IT Executives 

necessitates a discussion around the obstacles that women are confronted with that 

impede them from attaining IT leadership positions. The “glass ceiling” is a 

phenomenon used to explain the barriers in IT. This phenomenon has however been 

contended by other researchers who subsequently argued for the IT leadership 

labyrinth as a form of IT barrier for women. On that account, this section discusses 
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how the glass ceiling and labyrinth phenomena influence the underrepresentation of 

female IT Executives. 

THEME E – Explaining the South African IT sector: South Africa’s IT sector is 

considered one of the major contributors to South Africa’s GDP (ICT Empowerment 

Charter, 2004; Gillwald et al., 2012). In this theme, the contribution of South Africa’s 

IT sector to the country’s economy is reviewed in terms of IT employment and the 

overall participation of women in the IT sector. 

THEME F – Understanding the concept of culture: The definition of culture is 

described and explained from various perspectives. This includes a discussion 

around the history behind Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. This section also reviews 

literature to explore the gender roles that are considered typical for men or women. 

The six literature review themes collectively address the IDTGIT constructs. Figure 3-2 

depicts the literature study themes that address the respective constructs. Some of the 

themes have an overlap with other constructs because they cover topics that relate to these 

constructs.  

 

Figure 3-2: Relationship between IDTGIT constructs and literature study themes 
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The individual identity construct is covered by theme A and in part theme B. The respective 

topics in these themes relate to factors that lead to understanding the make-up of an IT 

Executive. This way an individual can determine whether he or she identifies with the role 

or not. In theme A, the IT Executive job is defined from the perspective of expected job 

responsibilities and required competencies. In light of the fact that the IT Executive position 

is a highest-level position in IT, the IT career pipeline is discussed in theme B to highlight 

career path points that result in the underrepresentation of women at IT leadership level.  

Factors associated with the individual influences construct are addressed by the remaining 

parts of theme B and topics covered in themes C and D. Career anchors discussed in theme 

B form the basis of one’s influences to career choices. Traits that define leadership are 

discussed in theme C, as they are associated with personal characteristics of individuals in 

leadership positions. To further explain personal influences that mould people’s careers, 

theme D looks into the typical barriers that exist in the IT field.  

Both themes E and F provide a link with the environmental influences construct. Theme E 

explores the IT industry in the context of South Africa. Theme F, on the other hand, 

discusses the typical cultural gender norms that inform and influence people’s behaviours.   

3.3 THEME A: DESCRIBING THE JOB OF THE IT EXECUTIVE  

Guadalupe et al. (2014) define executive managers as the CEO and the managers that 

report directly to him or her. They “have a significant leadership role in the organisation; 

have control over day-to-day operations and have decision-making powers” (Catalyst, 2005; 

BWSA, 2015). From an IT point of view, these executive managers are accountable and 

responsible for ensuring the proper management of IT operations. They are the highest-

ranking executives within the IT fraternity and are often members of top management teams 

(Chen & Preston, 2007; Fortino, 2008: 139; Preston et al., 2008; Chen & Wu, 2011; Karanja 

& Zaveri, 2012). IT Executives occupy executive positions such as Chief Information Officer 

(CIO), IT Director, Chief Technology Officer (CTO), and Chief Operations Officer (COO). 

Because these roles are executive roles, Peppard (2010: 75) posits that the label given to 

the incumbent is not as important as the role that he or she fulfils. 
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3.3.1 Evolution of the role of the IT Executive  

The IT function was previously considered a support function primarily focused on ensuring 

that IT systems were functioning properly and meeting business needs (Gerow, 2012: 78). 

However, as organisations grew more dependent on IT, both operationally and strategically, 

IT systems became a critical resource for the daily operations of organisations (Karahanna 

& Watson, 2006). As such, top management teams recognised the strategic and more 

central role that the IT function plays (Gerow, 2012: 78; Lim, Stratopoulos & Wirjanto, 2012). 

The shift from IT being just a support function in organisations to being a driver of competitive 

advantage, strategic change, and innovation resulted in the natural evolution of the 

management of the IT function (Peppard, Edwards & Lambert, 2011; Lim et al., 2012). To 

reflect the perceived strategic role of IT in organisations, the IT Executive role was 

subsequently created (Lim et al., 2012;  Hunter, 2010: 125). Essentially, the existence of an 

IT Executive is as a result of organisations recognising the importance of information and 

the underlying technologies, including the management thereof (Chen & Preston, 2007; 

Hunter, 2010: 125).  

According to Hunter (2010: 126), the rationale behind having IT Executives in organisations 

is to ensure that there is alignment between the business and technology. Cano, Fernandez-

Sanz and Misra (2012) state that aligning technology and organisational goals is the top 

priority for the IT Executive. Chen and Wu (2011) add that such an alignment creates 

business value and helps to shape business vision and strategy in order to gain competitive 

advantages for an organisation. Lim et al. (2012) posit that having an IT Executive will result 

in the effective management of IT resources and capabilities. This means that the change 

in the focus of IT made way for a more comprehensive approach to the management of the 

IT discipline. Cano et al. (2012) postulate that the poor management and productivity of IT 

raised many concerns for CEOs, thus the need to have an IT Executive.  

The requirement for business and technology alignment prompted the need for the IT 

Executive to be a technical and business manager responsible for deploying IT solutions 

that generate value-adding information for organisations (Chun & Mooney, 2009). Because 

of the strategic positioning of the IT function and the need for IT Executive role, the role of 

the data processing manager was henceforth replaced by an executive dealing with the use 

of IT from a strategic management viewpoint (Hunter, 2010: 125; Lim et al., 2012). Chun 
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and Mooney (2009) echo the same sentiments by stating that the role of the IT Executive 

evolved from data processing to acquiring, implementing, and maintaining the technical 

infrastructure required to process the organisation’s information.  

In essence, the IT Executive role was traditionally a role that focused on technology and the 

management of IT operations. The reason for the narrow and limited focus on technology 

was because the IT function in organisations operated in silos and mainly provided an 

efficiency-based support function (Chen, Preston & Xia, 2010). Gerow (2012: 78) asserts 

that many organisations place IT at the centre of their business strategies, thus eliminating 

the silo functioning of IT. Chen and Wu (2011) agree that the IT function has now become 

ubiquitous and prevalent across the entire organisation.  

3.3.2 The IT Executive job description 

To understand expectations from individuals fulfilling the IT Executive roles, the IT job 

description is evaluated. A job description is a statement that articulates functional 

information of the job such as tasks, responsibilities, skills, and level of authority (Durai, 

2010; Rohlander, 2014). Rohlander (2014) also adds that a series of qualifications related 

to the job must be stated in the job description. Exploring the IT Executive job description 

gives an indication of a typical career pathway one would need to follow to attain the IT 

leadership role. As Clark (2012) claims, it is vital for women with aspirations to fulfil IT 

leadership roles to understand the pathways that might lead them there.  

This section describes the job of an IT Executive in terms of the overall role and the 

associated competencies. The role of the IT Executive covers job responsibilities, while 

competencies cover the required skills. The level of authority is explained in terms of the IT 

Executive’s reporting hierarchy. 

3.3.2.1 The role of the IT Executive 

As IT becomes increasingly important towards the organisation’s strategy and operations, 

so does the role of the IT Executive (Banker, Hall & Hu, 2008; Chen et al., 2010; Hodgson 

& Lane, 2010). As such, IT Executives have become high-ranking executive-level leaders 

rather than mere service providers (Chen & Preston, 2007; Chun & Mooney, 2009), who are 

hired essentially as strategists first and infrastructure manager second (Fortino, 2008: 140). 

However, Chen et al. (2010) note that the constant changes in technology and business 
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have made it difficult to clearly define the role of the IT Executive. Initially, the role of the IT 

Executive was meant to provide a link between the data processing department and the 

organisation’s executive managers (Hunter, 2010: 125). This implied that the IT Executive 

had to focus more on IT operations. However, given the strategic positioning of IT, the focus 

of the IT Executive role changed to be primarily on business imperatives (Chun & Mooney, 

2009). The role of the IT Executive changed significantly over the years from being an 

operational IT provider to a strategic organisational leader leveraging the knowledge and 

use of IT for shaping corporate strategy (Fortino, 2008: 141; Chen et al., 2010; Hunter, 2010: 

125). This is attributed to the growing complexity of organisations and continuously changing 

technology environments (Chen et al., 2010). Kahn and Blair (2009: 140) add that the IT 

Executive role changes regularly as a result of the increasing dependency on digital 

information. Smaltz, Sambamurthy and Agarwal (2006) further highlight that the ambiguity 

in the role of the IT Executive results in lack of clearly defined tasks and roles. Moreover, 

given that the role is at times devised to accommodate the environment in which it operates, 

it will inevitably continue to evolve (Peppard et al., 2011). Hence this role is in itself argued 

to be dynamic (Allison, 2010: 2). 

As the role of the IT Executive continues to evolve, the responsibilities thereof continue to 

expand (Hunter, 2010: 125; Peppard et al., 2011). According to Fortino (2008: 141), the 

responsibilities of IT Executives are influenced by how the organisation operates and its 

current business strategy. The general responsibilities of an IT Executive as suggested by 

literature are listed in Table 3-1. 

Fortino (2008) Chun and Mooney (2009) Thudugala and 
Weerawarana (2013) 

Customer management IT strategy alignment to business 

strategy  
Change management  

IT strategies alignment to 

organisation vision 

Purchasing and vendor 

management 
Stakeholder management 

Process management Contribute to corporate strategy IT service management 

Identifying opportunities to 

improve the business by 

Business process innovation and IT budgeting 
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Fortino (2008) Chun and Mooney (2009) Thudugala and 
Weerawarana (2013) 

leveraging IT design 

Build flexible and scalable 

IT business architectures 

Managing IT costs  Project management 

Manage IT budgets  Contract facilitation IT and business strategy 

alignment 

Manage IT performance  Architecture planning People management  

Relationship management IT service delivery and 

management 

IT governance 

Change management    

People management   

Table 3-1: General IT Executive responsibilities 

 

Chen and Wu (2011) submit that for IT Executives to be able to perform optimally, it is 

imperative that they recognise and understand their responsibilities and the contributions 

they make to the organisation. 

There are many varying views about the role of the IT Executive (Smaltz et al., 2006). 

Various authors have sought to examine the role of the IT Executive (e.g. Banker et al., 

2008; Chen et al., 2010; Hunter, 2010; Peppard et al., 2011). To describe the generic role 

of the IT Executive, Mintzberg’s Model of Managing is adopted (Figure 3-3). Mintzberg 

(2013) provides a generic model to describe the role of senior executives in any organisation 

as shown in Figure 3-3. In essence, the model shows the manager between the unit he or 

she manages, the rest of the organisation, and what is outside the organisation (e.g. 

customers, suppliers, and trade officials) (Mintzberg, 2013). In Mintzberg’s context, a 

manager and a leader mean the same thing. According to Baschab and Piot (2007), the 

complexity around the role of the IT Executive is as a result of the wide variety of business 

constituencies, outside suppliers, and staff that he or she must manage on an ongoing basis. 
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Baschab and Piot’s argument provides the basis for applying Mintzberg’s Model of 

Managing in describing the generic role of the IT Executive.  

 

Figure 3-3: Model of Managing 
Source: Mintzberg (2013) 

  

The model specifies the following roles to describe what senior executives do: 

• Communicating 

• Controlling 

• Leading 

• Linking (to the outside) 

• Doing 

• Dealing 

• Framing 

• Scheduling 
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Each of the aforementioned roles are described in Table 3-2.  

Role Description 

Communicating Involves collecting and disseminating information in an effort to 

ensure information flow around the manager. This information can 

either be documented or transmitted verbally. The role 

encompasses the following aspects: 

- Accessing any available and useful information about 

internal operations and external events, trends and 

analyses, and everything imaginable. 

- Since the manager oversees an entire business unit, he or 

she is expected to know a bit about every speciality that 

exists internally or externally, thus making him or her the 

nerve centre of the unit. 

- Disseminating information to other people within the 

business unit. 

- Representing information about the business unit to 

various stakeholders, thus making the manager the 

spokesperson of the business unit. 

Controlling Involves directing the behaviour of subordinates. Control of a 

business unit is typically done by exercising formal authority. The 

following forms of controlling exist:  

- Guiding the behaviour of their subordinates by designing 

and implementing projects, structures, and systems. 

- Delegating specific decision-making activities and 

execution of certain tasks to someone else within the 

business unit. 

- Passing judgement on other people’s decisions. 

- Allocating necessary and sufficient resources such as 
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Role Description 

money, materials, equipment, and human resources. 

- Getting beyond targets into the operations of the business 

unit they are responsible for. 

Leading Leadership is a necessary component of management that is 

exercised with individuals (one on one), with teams, and with the 

entire business unit or organisation. It involves: 

- Helping individuals to bring out the energy that exists 

naturally within them. 

- Helping to develop individuals within the business unit. 

- Helping to build and maintain teams inside the business 

units. This requires team-building efforts that involve 

bonding people into cooperative groups as well as 

resolving conflicts within and between these groups so that 

they can get on with their work. 

- Helping to establish and strengthen organisational culture.  

Linking Involves building and maintaining a web of relationships with 

numerous individuals and groups outside the business units. 

Linking comprises the following components: 

- Networking, whereby managers spend time building up 

networks of outside contacts and establishing coalitions 

with external supporters. 

- Playing a figurehead role by representing the business 

units officially to external stakeholders. 

- Using networks to gain support for the business units by 

conveying relevant information to appropriate stakeholders. 

- Transmitting influence to others in the business unit. 
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Role Description 

- Controlling what information and influence should be 

passed and how. Managers are not just channels for 

passing through information and influence but are also 

valves in these channels. Basically, managers are 

gatekeepers and buffers in the flow of influence and 

information. 

Doing Refers to active involvement in tasks whereby the manager is 

personally hands-on with the actions that determine what the 

business unit should do. There are two aspects of the doing role, 

namely: 

- Managing projects proactively, whereby managers can 

head up projects themselves or join others on the projects 

mostly because they are concerned about the outcomes. 

- Handling disturbances by reacting to changes forced on 

the business unit. 

Dealing Managers do deals with internal and external stakeholders. The 

two main components of the dealing role are: building coalitions 

around specific issues (mobilising support) and using these 

coalitions with established networks to conduct negotiations. As 

figureheads, managers add credibility to the negotiations; as nerve 

centres, they bring comprehensive information to bear on them; in 

positions of authority, they are able to commit the necessary 

resources in real time. 

Framing It refers to how the manager identifies purpose, by focusing on 

issues and developing strategies. With framing, the context for 

everyone else working in the business unit is established.  

Scheduling Scheduling brings the frame to life, by determining what the 

manager seeks to do and how to use his or her available degrees 

of freedom to do it. Moreover, the manager’s schedule can have 

enormous influence over everyone else in the business unit 
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Role Description 

because whatever gets into the manager’s agenda is considered a 

crucial matter for the business unit.  

Table 3-2: Mintzberg’s managerial roles 
Source: Mintzberg (2013) 

 

IT Executives are required to provide guidance in the strategic exploitation of information 

and IT resources (Banker et al., 2008; Chen et al., 2010; Chun & Mooney, 2009; Peppard 

et al., 2011). Hunter (2010: 126) maintains that the IT Executive “must attempt to bridge the 

gap between information technology and the business”. In support of the notion by Hunter, 

Fortino (2008: 139) and Cano et al. (2012) assert that the primary goal of the IT Executive 

is to align technology and organisational mission, vision, and strategic goals. This involves 

carefully considering the future and direction of the organisation when implementing 

technological innovation in the organisation (Fortino, 2008: 139). In so doing, technology 

can be leveraged to add value to the organisation by enhancing business decisions. 

Over and above the general roles of the senior executive as defined by Mintzberg, Chen 

and Wu (2011) conducted a study to identify the most significant roles of an IT Executive. 

These are outlined in Table 3-3. 
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Role Description 

Business visionary To lead the executive team in developing a business vision that 

captures opportunities presented by IT. 

Business system thinker To think through new business models and introduce new 

management processes that leverage the emerging/enabling IT/IS 

to achieve strategic alignment between business and technology 

and integrate firm-wide IT efforts with business purposes and 

activities. 

Value configure To define an organisation’s strategic future, with an unrivalled 

understanding of the ideas that are being deployed throughout the 

organisation and even outside its boundaries. 

Entrepreneur To identify business needs and develop solutions that change 

business situations and ensure that rapidly evolving technical 

opportunities are understood, planned, implemented, and 

strategically exploited in the organisation. 

Infrastructure builder To create the coherent blueprint for a technical 

platform/infrastructure which responds to present and future 

business needs. 

Organisational designer To devise and continuously adapt an IT organisation that responds 

to the business-side (business model/process) realities. 

Relationship builder To facilitate a wider dialogue, establishing understanding, trust, 

and cooperation among business users and IT specialists. 

Informed buyer To strategically deploy external resources in a manner that 

maximises the effectiveness of internal resources and lower 

organisational costs. 

Table 3-3: IT Executive roles 
Source: Chen and Wu (2011) 
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To add to the list, other authors have also identified the following additional roles of the IT 

Executive:  

• To occupy a central role in visioning, guiding, and implementing the organisation’s IT 

management practices (Smaltz et al., 2006). 

• To ensure seamless service delivery to the organisation by contributing to the 

organisation’s strategy (Karahanna & Watson, 2006). This can be done by 

incorporating IT effectively into the overall business strategies (Khallaf & Skantz, 

2011).  

• To oversee the organisation’s overall IT deployments that contribute to the 

organisation’s performance in terms of efficiency and strategic growth (Chen et al., 

2010). Taking into account that strategic leadership “entails substantive decision-

making responsibilities in that the strategic choices they make can have profound 

effects on organisational performance” (Karahanna & Watson, 2006), it therefore 

suffices to consider IT Executives as strategic leaders.  

• To provide an intermediary between IT and the business at large by integrating the 

IT function with business operations (Chen & Wu, 2011). This requires the IT 

Executive to have a holistic understanding that crosses functional boundaries 

(Karahanna & Watson, 2006). 

Considering that the IT Executive is the leader of the IT function, Smaltz et al. (2006) 

maintain that the IT Executive should be judged in terms of the role that he or she performs. 

After all, a leader role represents the “beliefs about the behaviours that are appropriate for 

leaders” (Powell, 2012: 121). According to Fortino (2008: 141), the role of the IT Executive 

is primarily business focused. Hence the study by Hodgson and Lane (2010) found four 

business-orientated dominant roles of the IT Executive, namely, Leadership; Process 

improvement and innovation; Relationship building; and Value-add services – strategic 

leadership. 
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3.3.2.2 IT Executive competencies 

There are different meanings associated with the word competency, with no consensus on 

the correct definition (Yang, Wu, Shu & Yang, 2006; Hashim, 2008: 261; Stevenson & 

Starkweather, 2010). For example, Boyatzis (2008: 6) defines competency as “a set of 

related but different sets of behaviour organized around an underlying construct”. On the 

other hand, Willcocks and Feeny (2006) define a competency as a distinctive set of suitable 

skills, motivations, and behaviours that contribute to achieving specific activities and 

influencing business performance. According to Hashim (2008: 261), “competencies place 

equal weight on attitudes, feelings, and motivation, in addition to knowledge and skills”.  

Based on these definitions, it is evident that a competency can be regarded as a capability 

or ability to perform a task. Most of the definitions are noted to suggest that knowledge, 

skills, abilities, and other characteristics underlie effective job performance, thus enabling 

employees to add value to the organisation (Bozkurt, 2011: 10). Hashim (2008: 262) concurs 

that the definitions of competency show a relationship between competencies and 

performance rather than personal qualities. Regardless of the elusive definition of the term 

competency, competencies are considered essential in completing specific tasks (Yang et 

al., 2006; Stevenson & Starkweather, 2010).  

According to Yang et al. (2006), the term competency encapsulates different aspects of 

things, such as employee qualities, skills, knowledge, characteristics, and attributes required 

to perform a task. Hashim (2008: 261) points out that competency can be viewed as the 

things that organisations do well; the qualities that people should possess; or the knowledge 

and skills required to perform a task. Bozkurt (2011: 10) adds that to perform a task 

successfully, it is crucial for one to have the right personal attributes, skills, and the 

necessary knowledge. Boyatzis (2008: 10) asserts that one of the benefits of a competency 

is that it can be learned and developed in adulthood. 

Xiao (2006: 374) notes that it is not easy to define common competencies that are required 

to do work well. Such competencies are vital because they are linked to individuals rather 

than the jobs they perform (Hashim, 2008: 262). Competencies in leadership positions have 

been evaluated over a number of years (Stevenson & Starkweather, 2010). Effective 

leadership competencies are viewed either through generalisability or contextually (Xiao, 

2006: 375). Through generalisability, it is argued that if someone is effective in his or her 
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own culture, then they will be effective in another context (Xiao, 2006: 375). Effective 

leadership competencies, on the other hand, are viewed as context-specific and involve 

occupational differences as well as cultural differences (Xiao, 2006: 376). Competencies are 

also used to distinguish outstanding performers from others in a defined job context 

(Bozkurt, 2011: 10). To distinguish outstanding leaders from average leaders, Boyatzis 

(2008: 6-7) suggests that the outstanding leaders need to possess the following clusters of 

competencies: 

• Cognitive competencies  

• Emotional intelligence competencies 

• Social intelligence competencies 

Bozkurt (2011: 32) contends that competencies differ from leader to leader. This is because 

the leader’s competencies have to correspond specifically with organisational goals (Fortino, 

2008: 145). Cano et al. (2012) support that each IT Executive requires a different set of 

competencies that are in line with the organisation’s strategic goals. Such competencies will 

ensure that IT is embedded in and aligned with the business strategy (Gerow, 2012: 78). 

Cano et al. (2012) argue that there are extensive competencies associated with IT 

Executives. Moreover, to be effective in his or her role as an IT Executive, the incumbent 

requires a wide variety of competencies (Von Urff Kaufeld, Chari & Freeme, 2009). However, 

it is deemed unrealistic for the IT Executive to have all the related competencies (Fortino, 

2008: 145; Cano et al., 2012). In addition, given the dynamic nature of the role of the IT 

Executive, Allison (2010: 2) states that some competencies become insufficient for future 

success. Consequently, Bozkurt (2011: 32) contends that it is imperative for a leader to 

possess only core competencies because they increase the chance of the leader to be 

successful. With core IT competencies, Willcocks and Feeny (2006) assert that the IT 

Executive will be able to facilitate the use of IT in order for an organisation to be successful. 

Additionally, SpencerStuart (2005 cited in Hodgson & Lane, 2010) states that the IT 

Executive should embody the leadership competencies of the CEO so that he or she can 

ensure alignment of IT and organisational objectives. Chen and Preston (2007) maintain 

that IT Executives’ competencies refer primarily to the personal skills, knowledge, and 

abilities of IT Executives. This means that for an IT Executive to be able to perform his or 

her work adequately, specific skills and knowledge are required. In addition to knowledge 
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and skills, competencies also place equal weight on attitudes, feelings, and motivation 

(Hashim, 2008: 261). 

Yukl (2010: 44) refers to skill as the ability to do something effectively. Inglis and Aers (2008: 

170) state that a skill is a key concept that is extremely broad and applied everywhere such 

that it can potentially become meaningless. Xiao (2006: 374) shares the same views that 

the meaning of skills is dependent on the context in which it is applied. This means different 

people can have a different understanding of skills. Despite the different understandings of 

what a skill is, researchers agree that a skill is acquired through training. For example, 

Bhattacharyya (2011) asserts that a skill involves training on a series of actions that must 

be performed to accomplish a goal or a task. Similarly, Bozkurt (2011: 25) brings out that a 

skill is a competency that is learned in order to carry out pre-determined activities. Xiao 

(2006: 377) and Yukl (2010: 44) also agree that skills are acquired through education or 

learning and are transferable across firms.  

Skills can be categorised into two parts (Bhattacharyya, 2011), namely: 

• Soft skills – these include supervisory skills, interpersonal skills, and general business 

skills. Interpersonal skills are those that enable effective communication and 

interaction between people. General business skills enable managers to be able to 

successfully run the organisation and support available organisational infrastructure. 

• Technical skills – these can be observed, demonstrated, and tested. These relate to 

skills that are only useful for a specific job (Bozkurt, 2011: 25) 

Because the IT Executive evolved from a technical environment, IT Executives are inclined 

to have strong technical backgrounds. However, given that IT Executives have the immense 

and difficult task of solving broad organisational challenges, Costello (2011: 64) points out 

that the skills of the IT Executive should span beyond IT. Chester (2011: 62) agrees that if 

the IT Executive puts much focus on technical skills, he or she runs the risk of being reactive. 

Rust (2012: 1) supports that technical skills on their own are not sufficient for the IT 

Executive to successfully lead the organisation. Conversely, Smith (2013) argues that IT 

Executives who rely solely on their technical subordinates for technical decisions can 

jeopardise their careers, as inappropriate decisions could easily be made. After all, IT 

Executives who do not have technical skills find it challenging when it comes to evaluating 
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and assessing complex technological issues (Ernest & Young, 2012). Moreover, given that 

the IT Executive is a member of the top management team (TMT), possessing technical 

skills also enables them to better give advice to the executive team in terms of appropriate 

technologies to invest in (Chen & Wu, 2011; Cano et al., 2012). Much as technical skills are 

essential in ensuring the IT Executive’s success (Smith, 2013), these must be mixed with 

soft skills. The extent to which technical skills are required for competent IT Executives, as 

compared to soft skills, is demonstrated by Owen (2012).  

According to Owen (2012: 24) and Von Urff Kaufeld et al. (2009), as one advances in his or 

her IT career, technical skills become less important, as shown in Figure 3-4. This means 

that the IT Executive is not expected to have the same level of both the soft and technical 

skills.  

 

Figure 3-4: Leadership skills and career 
Source: Owen (2012: 24) 

 

Figure 3-4 shows that the IT Executive’s soft skills outweigh the technical skills in terms of 

importance. Fortino (2008: 144) and Cano et al. (2012) concur that the IT Executive’s core 

competencies are based more on a business-orientated set of skills than technical skills 

because of the critical need to have regular contact with other executives, customers, and 

personnel. This is expected because the IT Executive, as already mentioned, is part of the 

top management team, and therefore needs to operate at a strategic level. Rust (2012: 2) 

points out that IT Executives are required to have soft skills so that they can engage 
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adequately with all employees in their respective departments. In so doing, they will be fully 

recognised as leaders. On the contrary, Dawson and Kauffman (2010) argue that since the 

IT Executive oversees all aspects of IT, he or she is expected to possess significant technical 

knowledge over and above process and business knowledge. This is disputed by Peppard 

(2010: 85) who states that the assumption that the IT Executive position requires strong 

technical skills results in many organisations hiring a technologist for the role. The IT 

Executive is arguably more than a technology expert who must be able to express IT benefits 

to the organisation using business terms (Gerow, 2012: 78). Having superior management 

competencies ensures that IT Executives are able to understand business priorities, 

opportunities, and needs for the strategic exploitation of IT (Chen & Wu, 2011). 

As far as knowledge is concerned, Becerra-Fernandez and Sabherwal (2010: 17) guard 

against using the concept of knowledge interchangeably with data and information, as these 

concepts have completely different meanings. Information is derived from data, whereby 

data is processed and structured in a way that provides context, relevance, and purpose 

(Becerra-Fernandez & Sabherwal, 2010: 18). Bozkurt (2011: 24) defines knowledge “as 

expertise and skills acquired by a person through experience or education; the theoretical 

or practical understanding of a subject, what is known in a particular field or in total; facts 

and information or awareness or familiarity gained by experience of a fact or situation”. 

Knowledge is essentially derived from some type of information (Becerra-Fernandez & 

Sabherwal, 2010: 18). There are two common types of knowledge: explicit and tacit 

knowledge (O’Dell & Hubert, 2011: 3). O’Dell and Hubert (2011: 3) define explicit knowledge 

as what is typically found in documents, formulas, procedures, models, manuals, and other 

places. The authors define tacit knowledge as that which is based on one’s belief or 

experience. Contrary to explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge cannot be documented because 

it is individualistic (Becerra-Fernandez & Sabherwa, 2010: 26).  

Cheung and Halpern (2010) claim that few women make it to executive management level, 

in positions such as CEO and IT Executives, despite their level of education. The reasoning 

behind this claim is that more women across the world are noticeably enrolling in higher 

education in pursuit of careers in management (Appelbaum et al., 2011). Cano et al. (2012) 

assert that a good academic education, as well as solid professional experience, can serve 

the IT Executive well.  
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According to Aiken and Gorman (2013), there are no uniform mandated qualifications for 

the IT Executive, as opposed to TMT members such as the CFO. Nonetheless, Fortino 

(2008: 1878) has found that typical IT Executives’ qualifications are computer science or 

management information systems degrees, plus an appropriate master’s degree. Cano et 

al. (2012) highlight that a master’s level qualification in an IT-related discipline is the main 

requirement for someone in an IT Executive position. However, McGee (2008: 2) points out 

that organisations these days do not put much emphasis on tertiary education when hiring 

IT Executives. It is rather preferable for the IT Executive to have prior experience in IT 

management or have previously fulfilled the same role in another organisation (Cano et al., 

2012). Therefore, it is fundamental for IT Executives to develop a broad competency in 

business management so that they are able to deal with the challenges of the changing 

environment (Chen & Wu, 2011). As such, McGee (2008: 1) recommends that people who 

wish to pursue IT Executive opportunities should acquire at least one or two years’ 

experience in non-IT business unit management, particularly if they are technically educated 

and/or have extensive IT experience. 

3.3.2.3 IT Executive reporting hierarchy 

According to Smaltz et al. (2006), the IT Executive’s structural power is described in terms 

of the hierarchical level of the IT Executive and his or her presence in the TMT. There are 

differing views on the appropriate level of the IT Executive’s strategic decision-making 

authority (Preston et al., 2008; Peppard et al., 2011). According to Peppard et al. (2011), 

some perceive the IT Executive role not to be strategic enough to be part of the top 

management team, while others argue that the role is not only critical to IT strategic planning 

but also to organisational strategic planning. When regarded as a true peer by the top 

management team, the IT Executive can provide a unique way of shaping the future of the 

organisation (Enns, Mcfarlin & Huff, 2007). Conversely, the IT Executive is seen only as 

managing a support function, therefore not worthy to be part of the top management team. 

This infers that organisations position the IT Executive differently on their organisational 

structures. The opposing viewpoints are due to the diverse responsibilities of the IT 

Executive across organisations (Peppard et al., 2011).  

Despite the existence of the IT Executive role, Ranganathan and Jha (2008) point out that 

IT Executives in many organisations do not have the necessary authority and decision-
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making right. Preston et al. (2008) posit the following factors to be determinants of the IT 

Executive’s strategic decision-making authority: (1) organisation climate; (2) organisational 

support for IT; (3) IT Executive’s structural power; (4) IT Executive’s personal level of 

strategic effectiveness; and (5) partnership between the IT Executive and top management 

team. To make IT strategic decisions, the IT Executive needs to have the necessary level 

of power in the organisation (Preston et al., 2008). This level of authority is called structural 

power. Structural power is the IT Executive’s “level of legitimate power due to his or her 

formal position within the hierarchy of the organisation” (Chen et al., 2010). 

Enns et al. (2007) note that managing issues that are of strategic importance to the 

organisation is one of the key roles of the IT Executive. Therefore, without the appropriate 

level of structural power for the IT Executive, strategic IT initiatives will not be in line with the 

overall organisational strategy, thus resulting in IT not necessarily contributing towards the 

success of the organisation (Banker et al., 2008). According to Chen et al. (2010), a higher 

level of structural power provides the IT Executive “with the legitimacy, opportunity, and 

leeway to bridge the gap between business and IT and shape the perceptions of other 

business executives about the strategic value of IT”. This infers that the structural power of 

the IT Executive warrants a formal membership in the TMT.  

Preston et al. (2008) submit that the IT Executive’s power base within the organisation 

determines the level of authority that the IT Executive has. Banker et al. (2008) support that 

the IT Executive’s reporting level has a significant reciprocal relationship with the orientation 

of the IT department in the organisation. According to Karahanna and Watson (2006), most 

frequently the IT Executive is part of the top management team. Enns et al. (2007) posit that 

the role of the IT Executive “has progressed from ‘new kid on the block’ to member of the 

top management team”. Guadalupe et al. (2014) state that the composition of the TMT forms 

the basis of the firm’s organisational structure. Being a member of the TMT, the IT Executive 

gets to enhance his or her business knowledge through interaction with other business 

executives (Lim et al., 2012).  

Furthermore, the IT Executive adds to the diversity of TMTs, which, in turn, results in 

enhanced heterogeneity with the TMT structures and a common understanding of the role 

of IT (Ranganathan & Jha, 2008; Karanja & Zaveri, 2012). Karahanna and Watson (2006) 

maintain that in order to exercise the strategic options afforded by IT, it is imperative that 
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there be a strategic partnership between the IT Executive and the top management team. 

The implications of this partnership include providing a better understanding of the IT 

Executive’s strategic domain and the ability of the IT Executive to have greater decision-

making latitude (Preston et al., 2008). As a result, IT Executives are considered valuable to 

the organisation because they bring a different perspective to the TMT and ensure alignment 

between IT and organisational strategy is achieved (Chun & Mooney, 2009).  

Preston et al. (2008) concur that the IT Executive who is at peer level with other senior 

executives is “successful in educating, advising, and actively influencing other senior 

executives”. Peppard (2010: 86) reports that if there are no strong relationships between the 

IT Executive and the members of the top management team, the IT Executive is likely to 

struggle to influence the organisation’s strategic direction. Members of the top management 

team have a varying impact on strategic decisions, with the CEO delegating the decision 

influence to the appropriate TMT member based on level of expertise (Buyl et al., 2014). 

Karanja and Zaveri (2012) note that because of the dominance of IT in organisations, the IT 

Executive can influence strategic decision making. Therefore the presence of the IT 

Executive in TMTs will improve decision making around IT-related matters and ensure 

effective deployment of IT (Preston et al., 2008; Ranganathan & Jha, 2008). 

According to Karanja and Zaveri (2012), even though the role of the IT Executive is newer 

than the roles of other members of the top management team such as the CEO and CFO, 

the IT Executive has become more influential due to the multifaceted role of IT in 

organisations. The elevated status of the IT Executive to member of the top management 

team is a result of the increased reliance of organisations on IT (Ranganathan & Jha, 2008). 

Lim et al. (2012) suggest that “there is a positive relationship between the hierarchical power 

of senior IT Executives and the likelihood that the firm will develop superior IT capability”. 

This is probable considering that IT is seen as a strategically valuable asset to the 

organisation (Ranganathan & Jha, 2008; Chen et al., 2010). The positioning of the IT 

Executive at top leadership level is evidence of the recognised importance of the IT 

department to the fulfilment of the organisational strategy.  

Bearing in mind that members of the top management team report directly to the CEO 

(Guadalupe et al., 2014) does not necessarily mean the IT Executive reports to the CEO. 

For instance, IT Executives can report to the COO or CFO, in order to bridge the gap 
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between IT and operations or finance respectively (Gerow, 2012: 78). However, Chun and 

Mooney (2009) claim that studies have shown that many IT Executives report directly to the 

CEO. Gerow (2012: 78) posits that the IT Executive who reports directly to the CEO, thus a 

member of the TMT, has the greatest influence on the joint development of organisational 

and IT strategies. In cases where the IT Executive reports to a higher reporting structure 

such as the CEO or CFO and is a member of the TMT, the IT department tends to be 

strategically orientated (Raghunathan & Raghunathan, 1993 cited in Banker et al., 2008). 

Otherwise, the IT department is seen as purely operational. 

Although the IT Executive has to effectively influence the CEO (Enns et al., 2007), Banker 

et al. (2008) report that what is valuable is to have the IT Executive reporting structure 

aligned with the strategic positioning of the organisation. In other words, it does not really 

matter if the IT Executive reports to the CEO or the CFO, as long as the IT Executive’s 

positioning is aligned with the organisation’s strategy. Therefore the CEO-CIO reporting 

structure is not always the best approach for all organisations. On the contrary, Fortino 

(2008: 139) highlights that it is ideal for the IT Executive to report directly to the CEO and be 

a member of the TMT. 

Banker et al. (2008) suggest that the alignment between the organisation’s strategic position 

and the IT Executive reporting structure has an influence on the performance of the 

organisation. This means that if there is no alignment between the IT Executive reporting 

structure and the strategic position of the organisation, then organisational performance 

would be poor, regardless of to whom the IT Executive reports. Ranganathan and Jha (2008) 

share the same views that organisations that have IT Executives as members of the TMT 

are likely to perform better than those with IT Executives not sitting at the TMT table. 

According to Gerow (2012: 78), some of the IT Executive’s attributes that may influence the 

organisation’s performance include the IT Executive’s business and technical knowledge 

and the connections that he or she has established.  
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3.3.3 THEME A Summary 

Summary: 

 

The strategic positioning of the IT field has resulted in the introduction of an IT Executive 

position. The IT Executive role has evolved from being focused on technology and the 

management of IT to being primarily focused on business imperatives. These business 

imperatives include providing guidance on the strategic exploitation of information and IT 

resources as part of bridging the gap between IT and the business. The IT Executive role 

continues to evolve due to changing business environments. The continuous evolution of the 

IT Executive role means the responsibilities thereof continue to expand. Nonetheless, there 

are general responsibilities of the IT Executive that are cited in literature. To perform these 

responsibilities, IT Executives need to possess a set of competencies. Competencies in 

themselves differ from leader to leader, and they need to correspond with organisational goals. 

The IT Executive competencies, in particular, include soft skills, technical skills, and relevant 

IT knowledge. For the IT Executive to be influential in his or her role, it is critical that the role 

be appropriately placed on the organisational structure. The common trend is that the IT 

Executive reports to either the CEO or CFO. However, there is no standard for the IT Executive 

reporting level in the industry. 

Insights: 

 

It is noted that the role of the IT Executive is accountable for all functions of IT. The role has 

evolved from just overseeing IT operations to being a strategic partner to the business at large. 

This implies that whatever the IT Executive does, it must be in line with the strategic direction 

of the organisation. It is furthermore required that the individual fulfilling the IT Executive role 

have the right competencies to execute his or her function as the head of the IT department. 

Contrary to popular belief, literature shows that technical skills are not as important as soft 

skills. Although there is no uniform formal IT qualification that the IT Executive should possess, 

it is still necessary to have a backing of a formal IT qualification. Understanding the type of 

work that an IT Executive gets involved in and the competencies required to do the work, an 

individual can determine if she identifies with the role or not. In addition, given that the IT 

Executive is a member of the top management structures, he or she would need to engage 

with the business at a strategic level. This means that the IT Executive would be required to 
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mostly speak business language rather than IT language. This is the reason why some 

authors recommend a business type qualification for IT professionals pursuing IT Executive 

positions. This way, the IT Executive role will be able to contribute meaningfully to the 

organisation. As far as the reporting level of the IT Executive is concerned, there is no 

prescription as to whom the role should report. What is important is that the role is aligned to 

the business strategy. 

Table 3-4: Summary and insights of Theme A: The IT Executive job 
 

3.4 THEME B: UNDERSTANDING THE IT CAREER PATHWAY 

The definition of a career is “a sequence or combination of occupational positions held 

during the course of a lifetime” (Super, 1957: 286 cited in Joseph, Boh, Ang & Slaughter, 

2012). Career paths are defined as “models or prototypes characterising the career 

sequences of a group of individuals” (Joseph et al., 2012). Typically, a traditional career path 

suggests that career progression follows an orderly fashion in sequential stages through 

education, labour market entry, and career development (Castaño & Webster, 2011). The 

implication of this linear approach is that successfully completing all stages results in a 

positive outcome. 

Castaño and Webster (2011) contend that the linear progression through an IT career does 

not make provision for other factors that influence entry into the IT field. Nelson and Veltri 

(2011) agree that an approach to IT career development comprises a set of decision-making 

processes. This means that women who aspire to be IT professionals base their decisions 

on various factors. On that account, Nelson and Veltri developed a framework that combines 

both process and factor approaches to embrace the complexities of career development of 

women in IT (Figure 3-5). 
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Figure 3-5: Framework for career development of women in IT 
Source: Nelson and Veltri (2011) 

 

The ecological factors in Figure 3-5 are associated with five subsystems. The microsystem 

relates to personal interactions with people in various environments such as the home, 

school, peers, or the work setting. The mesosystems include interactions between two or 

more microsystems, for example, the relations between an individual’s home and work 

environments. Exosystems portray linkages between subsystems that indirectly influence 

the individual’s immediate context such as neighbours and friends of the family. 

Macrosystems describe the cultural attitudes and ideologies of the environment in which an 

individual lives. Lastly, the chronosystem refers to the patterns resulting from environmental 

events and transitions over the life course, as well as socio-historical circumstances 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2004 cited in Nelson & Veltri, 2011). The framework also considers 

individual differences that influence the IT career development process. The dynamic 

person-process-context-time interactions subsequently result in different IT career 

outcomes. 

Joshi, Kvasny, McPherson, Trauth, Kulturel-Konak and Mahar (2010) posit that there are 

promising career prospects in the IT field. Individuals can follow either one of the distinct IT 

career paths: a technical IT career or a managerial IT career (Joseph et al., 2012). An IT 
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profession with technical orientation is usually divided into three categories: IT-specific 

disciplines, IT-intensive, and IT supportive discipline (Njoki, Wabwoba & Micheni, 2016). 

Table 3-5 lists examples of each category of the technical IT discipline.  

IT-specific disciplines IT-intensive disciplines IT-supportive occupations 

• Artificial Intelligence 

• Computer Science 

• Computer Engineering 

• Computational Science 

• Database Engineering 

• Computer Graphics 

• Human-Computer 

Interaction 

• Network Engineering 

• Operating Systems 

• Performance Engineering 

• Robotics 

• Scientific Computing 

• Software Architecture 

• Systems Security 

• Aerospace 

Engineering 

• Bioinformatics 

• Cognitive Science 

• Digital Library Science 

• E-commerce 

• E-financial Services 

• Genetic Engineering 

• Information Sciences 

• Information Systems 

• ICT-mediated 

Instructional Design 

• Knowledge 

Engineering 

• Multimedia Design 

• Telecommunications   

• Transportation 

• Computer Technician 

• Helpdesk Technician 

• Network Technician 

• Professional IT Trainer 

• Security Specialist 

• Systems Administrator 

• Web Service Administrator 

• Web Identity Designer 

• Database Administrator 

Table 3-5: IT categories 
Source: Njoki et al. (2016) 

 

Lumley et al. (2011) point out that the IT labour market continues to present increased career 

opportunities for IT professionals. Nonetheless, there is still a shortage of IT professionals 

(Quesenberry & Trauth, 2012). Despite the many available career opportunities in the IT 

field, Castaño and Webster (2011) argue that the entry of women in IT has not only stalled 
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but has gone into reverse. Some companies are experiencing staffing shortfalls as far as 

women in IT are concerned (Kindsiko & Türk, 2017). The underrepresentation of women in 

IT is as a result of varied and complex factors (Castaño & Webster, 2011). The next section 

discusses where and how the shortfalls of women in IT came into being. 

3.4.1 Shrinking IT career pipeline 

The pipeline model is primarily used to illustrate “the flow of people who move through 

different transition points or junctions along this path and to look for trends that are specific 

to women and minorities” (Vitores & Gil-Juárez, 2015). It is essentially used to highlight the 

decreasing number of people along the pipeline. The pipeline model is also applied to the 

career stages. The career pipeline consists of distinct segments corresponding to 

educational stages (Soe & Yakura, 2008). From one stage of the pipeline to the next, the 

pipeline becomes narrow as a result of the diminishing number of girls or women 

(Blickenstaff, 2005: 369; Castaño & Webster, 2011; Vitores & Gil-Juárez, 2015). This 

metaphor is referred to as the “leaky pipeline” (illustrated in Figure 3-6).  

 

Figure 3-6: Leaky pipeline 
Source: Soe and Yakura (2008) 

 

Vitores and Gil-Juárez (2015) explain the leaky IT career pipeline as follows: A girl should 

be entering the pipeline when she enters school by taking IT-related preparatory courses 

which help her become experienced in the use of computers. Further along the pipeline, a 

young woman would then major in an IT-related course such as computer science, thus 

graduating from an IT discipline. At the end of the educational pipeline, this woman would 
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enter the IT workforce pipeline, advancing from entry-level positions to more senior 

positions. 

Soe and Yakura (2008) assert that a leakage at one stage of the pipeline naturally accounts 

for the shortage in subsequent stages. This implies that the loss of girls/women in IT starting 

in elementary school level all through to tertiary level subsequently results in the gender 

imbalance seen in the IT workforce. Castaño and Webster (2011) submit that due to the 

leaky IT career pipeline, the female talent pool that employers can recruit from is small. 

Hence this phenomenon is frequently used to explain the underrepresentation of women in 

IT (Nelson & Veltri, 2011; Vitores & Gil-Juárez, 2015). Castaño and Webster (2011) add that 

the IT career pipeline also leaks throughout employment as IT career progresses to an 

extent that women are almost absent from senior roles in IT professions. This, in turn, 

explains the underrepresentation of women in IT Executive positions. 

According to Vitores and Gil-Juárez (2015), research shows that exclusion from and 

disaffection of the IT field is usually formed before secondary or high school. Adya and 

Kaiser (2005) support that decisions to enter the IT field are possible at age 11-17. Although 

girls in this age group may not be fully exposed to the long-term implication of their career 

choices, the majority of them have already decided against careers in technology. It is during 

secondary or high school stages that gender interests in IT are well established, including 

girls’ lack of interest in IT-related careers. In contrast, though, Ahuja (2002) argues that 

career choices are made at tertiary level and also at entry-level jobs. Nonetheless, high 

school girls with an interest and aptitude in IT begin majoring in IT and end up opting for 

another area of study before graduation, whereas those who graduate with IT degrees 

choose an alternative field as a career (Blickenstaff, 2005: 369). 

The “leakages” of women from the IT career pipeline are sometimes attributed to women 

considering alternatives to careers in IT or failure to advance through the various stages of 

the IT career pipeline (Appianing & Van Eck, 2015). Various reasons have been cited to 

explain why women disappear from the ICT career pipeline. These reasons are outlined in 

Table 3-6. 
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Contributing factor Description 

Long work hours The IT work demands sometimes require women to 

work long periods. Long hours are sometimes also 

associated with travel (Griffiths & Moore, 2010; 

Castaño & Webster, 2011). 

Lack of work-life balance As female IT professionals become mothers, they 

find it difficult to manage the work-life balance. 

Managing both domestic and work duties is 

considered “living two lives”. Women struggle to 

separate career and personal goals. Attempting to 

detach domestic and work encourages a personal 

conflict. However, men can trade one off for the 

other to maintain a balance (Griffiths & Moore, 2010; 

Castaño & Webster, 2011). 

Masculine IT environment Girls, college students, and parents perceive the IT 

field as a male domain based on the experiences of 

many women in IT fields (Appianing & Van Eck, 

2015). 

Parents’ influence Parents have influence on their children’s career 

aspirations and choices. Therefore, their perception 

of the IT environment being suitable for men may 

lead girls to describe the IT field as ‘uncool’. Only 

girls who receive the support from their parents 

pursue careers in IT (Appianing & Van Eck, 2015). 

Absence of female role models  

 

Female models/mentors in IT environments are 

seldom talked about; hence, female college students 

with an aptitude for IT become discouraged, as they 

do not have female figures they can relate to in the 

field. However, the situation has improved over the 

years, as there are more strong female role models 

in the IT industry than there were a decade ago 
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Contributing factor Description 

(Castaño & Webster, 2011; Nelson & Veltri, 2011; 

Appianing & Van Eck, 2015). 

Cultural pressures  There are stereotypes about gender roles and IT. In 

some cultures, the IT occupation is believed to be 

suitable for men only. Therefore, college women in 

such cultures refrain from pursuing careers in IT 

(Nelson & Veltri, 2011; Appianing & Van Eck, 2015). 

“Nerdy” IT profession Female students believe that the IT field is for nerds 

and involves sitting in front of computers all days 

with minimal social interaction. The perceived nerdy 

culture of the IT field undermines women’s interest in 

the field and their confidence in being able to 

succeed in it. As a result, they reject IT courses and 

cite that they would prefer people-orientated careers 

(Nelson & Veltri, 2011; Warren, Young & Williams, 

2012; Appianing & Van Eck, 2015).  

Computer self-efficacy 

 

Women tend to see themselves lacking IT-related 

abilities. Low computer self-efficacy impacts 

women’s attitudes towards IT, thereby influencing 

their IT career intentions (Joshi et al., 2010; Nelson 

& Veltri, 2011; Appianing & Van Eck, 2015). 

Table 3-6: Factors contributing to the leaking IT career pipeline 
 

Regardless of the inhibiting factors discussed above, there are women who manage to enter 

and stay in the IT career pipeline. Ahuja (2002) states that there are three dependent stages 

of an IT career: career choices, career persistence, and career advancement. Career choice 

is the probability of a woman choosing a career in IT. Career persistence refers to the 

likelihood that a woman will not drop out of the IT workforce. Career advancement is the 

possibility of a woman advancing in her IT career. The next section discusses the motivating 

factors driving women to pursue careers in IT. 
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3.4.2 IT career anchors 

A person’s measure of success is subjective and driven by a need for meaningful and 

fulfilling work that is in line with his or her career anchors (Coetzee & Schreuder, 2014). 

Bhattacharyya (2011) defines a career anchor as “a syndrome of talents, motives, and 

values, which gives stability and direction to a person’s career”. These talents, motives, and 

values shape a person’s attributes that help him or her to conceptualise his or her own 

career. In other words, career anchors provide a starting point for career development 

(Tinline & Cooper, 2016). Moreover, they act as motivational forces that influence a person’s 

career decisions and preferences for work (Schein, 1990 cited in Coetzee & Schreuder, 

2014). 

Edgar H. Schein has defined eight mutually exclusive career anchors that help people to 

make effective career decisions and achieve career success (Bhattacharyya, 2011; 

Quesenberry & Trauth, 2012; Coetzee & Schreuder, 2014; Tinline & Cooper, 2016): 

1. Technical/Functional competence (TF) – People with such competence prefer 

technically satisfying jobs to managerial level. They are committed to the profession 

and consider their work as primarily important rather than the benefits and/or future 

prospects. They value the achievement of expert status among peers and recognition 

for skills.  

2. General Managerial competence (GM) – This competence is a fundamental 

characteristic for those who desire power, influence, and advancement up the 

corporate ladder. These people are found to have interpersonal competence (the 

ability and desire to handle a variety of interpersonal and group situations; analytic 

competence (ability to identify problems, analyse the same, and develop situations 

to resolve the problems); emotional competence (ability to handle high levels of 

responsibility and remain cool in challenging situations)). They value being a 

generalist rather than a specialist, which makes them suitable for managerial 

positions in an organisation. 

3. Autonomy/Independence (AU) – People with this competence prefer to work at their 

own pace. They value increased autonomy and personal freedom in job content and 

settings. They desire freedom to achieve and demonstrate one’s competence. They 
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value the freedom to define their own work in their own way.  

4. Security/Stability (SE) – These people value job stability and security (financial and 

employment tenure). They desire predictability and recognition for loyalty. This type 

of people get motivated only when they are ensured a stable career environment 

which may not at times be fitting for their level of knowledge and skills. 

5. Entrepreneurial Creativity (EC) – People with this competence value income, 

profitability of the organisation, opportunity for creativity, and identification of new 

businesses, products, or services. They desire power and freedom to create wealth, 

high personal visibility, and public recognition.  

6. Service/Dedication to a cause (SV) – This type of people value helping others, 

organisational mission, and working for the greater good of organisations or 

communities. They desire influence and the freedom to operate autonomously in the 

pursuit of personal values or higher life purpose/goal. 

7. Pure Challenge (CH) – This competence is for people who value novel or 

challenging work and testing personal endurance through risky projects or physically 

challenging work. These are people who desire power and influence to be competitive 

and win.  

8. Lifestyle (LS) – People with such competence value a balanced lifestyle and 

flexibility. They desire the freedom to balance work with family and personal growth.  

In 1982, DeLong extended Schein’s career anchors by adding Identity and splitting the 

Security/Stability anchor into independent anchors, namely, Organisational Stability and 

Geographic Stability (Quesenberry & Trauth, 2012). Quesenberry (2007) defined these as 

follows:  

9. Identity – This refers to people with a desire for status resulting from working at 

prestigious organisations.  

10. Organisational Security – This is one’s desire for organisational/job security such 

that an individual stays loyal to an organisation. A trade-off of security can be career 

advancement. 
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11. Geographical Security – This type of people value geographical security. They stay 

faithful to a geographic region where they work. Security can be in the form of 

geographic stability such as living in a single community for an extended period of 

time. A trade-off of security can be career advancement. 

Based on his research, Schein maintained that over time, people develop a single career 

anchor that stabilises, guides, and constrains a person’s individual career path (Wils, Wils 

& Tremblay, 2010). He argued that people who are unable to identify with a single dominant 

anchor means that their occupational identity has not been established yet (Rodrigues, 

Guest & Budjanovcanin, 2013). However, later research has contradicted Schein’s notion 

by proving that people identify with more than one career anchor (Tinline & Cooper, 2016).  

Rodrigues et al. (2013) revealed that people have primary and secondary anchors. The 

primary anchors are what people primarily use when making career decisions. The 

secondary anchors also play a role in influencing a person’s career, however not as strong 

as the primary ones. Considering secondary anchors provides rich insights for 

understanding people’s career choices and pattern (Rodrigues et al., 2013). Wils et al. 

(2010) concur that having several career anchors allows individuals more options and 

flexibility to manage their career path. After all, people are expected to move through career 

cycles, thus increasing their knowledge base and employability prospects rather than 

achieving and seeking to remain at one stage of their career (Rodrigues et al., 2013). 

Bhattacharyya (2011) suggests that there are certain career anchors that relate to specific 

occupations. Hence evidence of career anchors among IT professionals has also been 

established, however with research showing mixed specific findings (Quesenberry & Trauth, 

2012). The majority of researchers have reported managerial competence and technical 

competence as the two primary career anchors among IT professionals (Quesenberry, 

2007). 

With regard to the career anchors of the female IT workforce, a study by Quesenberry and 

Trauth (2012) revealed that all career anchors were found among female IT professionals. 

One major finding of the study was that the majority of female IT professionals identified with 

a diversity of career anchors that included managerial competence and technical 

competence.  
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Schein’s career anchor metaphor is grounded in an individualistic perspective of careers 

and disregards other structural pressures that shape people’s career preferences 

(Rodrigues et al., 2013). This means that the anchor metaphor emphasises agency over 

social and family relations. Structural and social factors play a role in women’s decisions to 

pursue careers in IT (Ahuja, 2002; Vitores & Gil-Juárez, 2015). Diekman, Brown, Johnston 

and Clark (2010) agree that social roles are critical in understanding the reasons why people 

pursue technology-related careers. Figure 3-7 represents a model for the social and 

structural determinants of women’s careers in IT. 

  

Figure 3-7: Social and structural determinants of women’s careers in IT 
Source: Adapted from Ahuja (2002) 

 

According to Ahuja (2002), social factors include women’s view of themselves and the views 

of women held by society at large. Structural factors are exhibited in institutional support 

structures (Adya & Kaiser, 2005).  

Creamer, Lee and Meszaros (2006) also identified key factors that are directly associated 

with women’s interest and choice in IT career. These key factors include race, parental 

support, positive attitudes about the attributes of IT workers, amount of computer use, and 

frequency of communication with various information sources. 

Social Factors 
 

• self-expectations  
• gender stereotypes  

Structural Factors 
 

• role models and 
mentors 

• access to 
technology 

 

Career choice in IT 

Career persistence in IT 

Career advancement in IT 
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3.4.3 THEME B Summary 

Summary: 

 

Women’s IT career development involves decision-making processes. Ecological factors and 

individual characteristics contribute to women’s IT career development. The IT career 

development processes result in different IT career outcomes. One of these outcomes includes 

distinct career paths. An IT professional can either follow a technical IT career path or a 

managerial IT career path. Despite the many career opportunities in the IT field, it has been 

noted that there are various factors that “force” women off the IT career pipeline. The IT career 

pipeline starts from elementary or pre-schooling until the workplace. Losing young girls in the 

early stages of the IT career pipeline results in fewer women in the IT talent pool. A number of 

reasons have been cited that attribute to the leakages of women from the IT career pipeline. 

Nevertheless, there are some women who remain motivated to pursue careers in IT, with some 

even attaining top IT leadership levels that are usually achieved by men. Women’s IT career 

anchors can either be primary or secondary. Both types of career anchors play a role in 

influencing a person’s career, with the primary anchors being stronger than the secondary ones. 

Women make decisions to pursue careers in IT based on social and structural factors. 

Insights: 

 

The IT field is multi-disciplined, providing many career opportunities for all genders. However, 

career development in IT is not a linear process. Considering that the IT field has many 

disciplines, different IT professionals can follow different paths that ultimately reach the same 

goal. Some women who pursue careers in IT find themselves opting out of the IT career pipeline 

for various reasons. Similarly, other female IT professionals, albeit a few, stay in the field. By 

virtue of staying in the field and progressing to leadership positions, it is inferred that these 

women can identify with the IT Executive role. Additionally, there could also be specific career 

anchors that drive them to persist and advance to IT leadership levels once they have entered 

the IT field. Despite the many opportunities in the IT field, women who choose to leave the field 

are actually more than those who choose to stay. This infers that factors that make the IT field 

unattractive to women could be stronger than those that make women stay in the field. It is for 
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this reason that the IT career pipeline leaks even more in the workplace than it does in the 

schooling phases. 

 

Table 3-7: Summary and insights of Theme B: IT career pathway 

 

3.5 THEME C: THE CONCEPT OF LEADERSHIP 

The term leadership is defined differently across leadership studies (Cutler, 2014; 

Northouse, 2016: 2). Moreover, there is no consensus on a standard working definition, as 

leadership scholars explain it according to a perspective that is of interest to them (Yukl, 

2010: 20; Northouse, 2016: 2). The reason for the varying definition for the term leadership 

is because the term itself is a word taken from the common vocabulary and applied as a 

technical term in a scientific discipline without it being properly defined (Yukl, 2010: 20). This 

has caused confusion with regard to the meaning of leadership. Yukl goes on to state that 

sometimes terms such as power, authority, management, administration, control, and 

supervision are used to describe leadership, with management being the most controversial.  

There is agreement among scholars of leadership that management and leadership are not 

equivalent. However, the degree of overlap is the bone of contention (Yukl, 2010: 24). For 

example, Bennis and Nanus (1985) and Zaleznik (1977) assert that leadership and 

management are not only qualitatively different, but they are also mutually exclusive (cited 

in Yukl, 2010: 24). This means that an individual cannot be both a leader and a manager at 

the same time. Managers are seen to be primarily focused on how things get done, whereas 

leaders are interested in what things mean to people (Yukl, 2010: 25). Yukl argues that 

empirical research does not support the association of leadership and management with 

different types of people. Such views are prone to negative stereotypes.  

Because of the many leadership definitions that exist, in the mid-1960s Ralph M Stogdill 

conducted an analysis and review of literature on these (Cutler, 2014). From the study, 

Stogdill observed that the various definitions of leadership have common features. He 

grouped these features into 11 classifications, namely: 

1. A focus of group process 
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2. Personality and its effects 

3. The art of inducing compliance 

4. The exercise of influence 

5. Act or behaviour 

6. A form of persuasion 

7. A power relation 

8. An instrument of goal achievement 

9. An effect of interaction 

10. A differentiated role 

11. The initiation of structure 

Despite the differing leadership definitions, there is however a general agreement that the 

act of leading people involves a process of influencing them to contribute towards the 

achievement of the leader’s vision (Yukl, 2010: 21; Cutler, 2014). There are two forms of 

influence that a leader can exert on people: direct and indirect leadership (Yukl, 2010: 23). 

Direct leadership is when a leader influences his or her subordinates, whereas indirect 

leadership is when influence is cascaded from the top to the lower levels of the 

organisational hierarchy. 

Yukl (2010: 26) points out that the definition of leadership is both arbitrary and subjective; 

hence, it is difficult to give a universal definition. However, Northouse (2016: 6) posits that 

leadership comprises the following components: 

• Leadership is a process – this implies that leadership is not a trait or characteristic 

that a leader has, but rather a transactional event between the leader and his or her 

followers. Denis, Langley and Rouleau (2010) also concur that leadership is not an 

individual attribute but rather a coalitional phenomenon within the organisation and 

among top leaders of an organisation. 

• Leadership involves influence – this is concerned with effects that the leader has on 

followers. 

• Leadership occurs in groups – a leader influences a group of individuals to 

accomplish a common goal. 
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• Leadership involves common goals – given that the leader and followers are meant 

to have a mutual purpose, the leader has to work with followers toward a common 

goal.  

Northouse (2016) subsequently indicates that “leadership is a process whereby an individual 

influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal”. However, for the purpose of 

this study, the definition of leadership as provided by Yukl is adopted. “Leadership is the 

process of influencing others to understand and agree about what needs to be done and 

how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish 

shared objectives” (Yukl, 2010: 26). The definition includes efforts to influence (both direct 

and indirect), takes into consideration facilitation of work done by a group, and ensures that 

everyone works towards a common goal. Although the two definitions are similar, Yukl’s one 

is more robust and explicit. Hence it is justifiably adopted in this study. 

3.5.1 Leadership traits 

An individual is expected to possess a particular set of traits to become a successful leader 

(Yukl, 2010: 45). Therefore leadership traits are usually associated with leader effectiveness 

as a form of high performance (Zaccaro, 2007). According to Cutler (2014), people having 

leadership traits are considered to be suitable for positions authority. Zaccaro (2007) notes 

that leadership traits have shifted from being defined as heritable qualities. Only traits such 

as height, weight, and physique are hereditary, whereas others such as knowledge about a 

particular subject matter are dependent on experience and learning (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 

1991).  

Zaccaro (2007) defines leadership traits as “relatively coherent and integrated patterns of 

personal characteristics, reflecting a range of individual differences, which foster consistent 

leadership effectiveness across a variety of group and organizational situations”. Zaccaro’s 

definition of leadership traits encompasses three key components. First, leadership traits 

should be considered as a collection of attributes that influence leadership performance. As 

such, they cannot be treated in isolation. Secondly, the definition includes personal attributes 

that promote stability in leader effectiveness. Although traditionally leadership traits referred 

to personality attributes, the new perspective of leadership traits includes motives, values, 

and expertise. This perspective is shared by Yukl who considers traits as individual attributes 

covering aspects of personality, temperament, needs, motives, and values (Yukl, 2010: 43). 
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This definition puts emphasis on individual differences that contribute towards effective 

leadership. The last component of Zaccaro’s definition relates to the enduring quality of 

leader attributes (Zaccaro, 2007). 

Schermerhorn (2013) reports that early leadership research involved the identification of 

universal leadership traits that distinguish effective from ineffective leaders. However, a 

study conducted by Stogdill (1974 cited in Yukl, 2010: 46) concluded that there are no 

universal leadership traits. Yukl (2010: 46) notes that although some traits may increase the 

likelihood that a leader will be effective, they however do not guarantee effectiveness. This 

implies that leaders with different sets of traits could be equally successful if presented with 

the same situation. 

Cutler (2014) posits that as much as male and female leaders require a certain set of traits 

to be effective in their role, there is no consensus as to a definitive list of those required. 

Table 3-8 lists some leadership traits as identified by various leadership scholars. 

Kirkpatrick and Edwin 
Locke (1991 cited in 
Schermerhorn, 2013) 

Stogdill (1974 cited in 
Yukl, 2010: 46) and Cutler 
(2014) 

Daft (1999 cited in Judge, 
Bono, Ilies & Gerhardt, 
2002) 

Drive 

Self-confidence 

Creativity 

Cognitive ability 

Job-relevant knowledge 

Motivation 

Flexibility 

Honesty and integrity 

Adaptable to situations 

Alertness  

Assertive 

Cooperative 

Decisive 

Dependable 

Dominant 

Persistence 

Self-confident 

Alertness 

Originality 

Creativity 

Personal integrity 

Self-confidence 

 

Table 3-8: Leadership traits 
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Schermerhorn (2013) asserts that certain traits are common among the best leaders. On 

that account, they have been repeatedly identified by various leadership researchers as 

illustrated in Table 3-8. 

Leadership traits can be categorised into either agentic or communal characteristics. Agentic 

characteristics are associated with men, whereas communal characteristics are ascribed 

more to women than men (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Agentic characteristics 

include assertiveness, influence, dominance, independence, and ambition. Communal 

characteristics include being affectionate, kind, sympathetic, and cooperative.  

Rosette and Tost (2010) argue that communal traits are increasingly becoming valued 

leadership characteristics associated with effective leadership. As women continue to 

occupy male-stereotypic roles, they are also adopting agentic attributes (Cutler, 2014). 
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3.5.2 Gender and leadership 

The last two centuries have seen the presence of women in the workforce increasing 

significantly (Fernandez, 2007: 1; Branson et al., 2013). Despite women being just as 

equally qualified as men to fulfil leadership roles, they are found to be saturated in middle 

management levels and few making it to top leadership positions (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). 

Thornton (2015: 11) agrees that “while women make up 22% of senior management 

globally, they continue to be concentrated in management support functions rather than in 

leadership roles”. Similarly, Rhode and Kellerman (2007: 2) posit that there are fewer 

women at the top of the most influential leadership hierarchies and more at the bottom. Much 

as a growing number of women aspire to leadership positions (Rhode & Kellerman, 2007: 

6), their progress to reach leadership positions is however slower than their male 

counterparts (Davidson & Burke, 2011: 1; Fisher & Neihouser, 2013).  

Taking into consideration the scarcity of women in leadership positions, it is therefore 

warranted to explore leadership in association with gender. Rosette and Tost (2010) note 

that stereotypes for men are in line with traditional expectations of leadership behaviours, 

while stereotypes for women tend to diverge from traditional expectations of leadership 

behaviours. In fact, societal stereotypes are considered to be the greatest barriers for 

women reaching executive management levels (Ahuja, 2002). It is not that women cannot 

do the job, but it is because “women do not carry the symbols, do not correspond to the hero 

images, do not participate in the rituals, or are not supposed to foster the values dominant 

in the men’s culture” (Hofstede et al., 2010: 45-46). Hence the stereotype around how 

women behave is associated with non-leadership (Bosak & Sczesny, 2008). Thornton 

(2015: 13) points out that stereotypes and gender bias have a significant impact on women’s 

path to leadership. It is therefore not surprising that women are underrepresented in IT 

leadership positions. 

Research also suggests that female leaders display different leadership styles compared to 

their male counterparts (Butterfield & Grinnell, 1999 cited in Littrell & Nkomo, 2010). 

Exploring differences in male and female leaders’ leadership styles assists in explaining the 

underrepresentation of females in executive leadership levels (Cuadrado, Navas, Molero, 

Ferrer & Morales, 2012). As a result, this section explores gender and leadership differences 

by focusing on gender stereotypes and leadership styles.  
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3.5.2.1 Gender stereotypes 

Gender stereotyping is a topic that has been widely explored, with extensive literature 

around it. For example, a search on Google Scholar for articles that contained the words 

“gender stereotype” or “gender stereotyping” in their titles returned in total about 377 results 

from the years 2005 to 2015, that is, over a 10-year period (Google Scholar, 2016). There 

is no firm consensus among gender scholars on the appropriate use of the terms “sex” and 

“gender” in relation to gender stereotyping (Wharton, 2009: 18). The terms are either used 

almost interchangeably, or “gender” is used completely instead of “sex”, while in some cases 

the two concepts are differently employed. It is therefore important to clarify what is meant 

by the term “gender” in the context of this study. 

Gender is a notion that is said to be usually complicated by class, race/ethnicity, and other 

differences (Acker, 2006: 442). In its simplest form, gender represents the differences 

between men and women based on societal perceptions (Acker, 2006: 444; Ridgeway, 

2011: 1). Alesina, Giuliano and Nunn (2013) add that the differences between men and 

women are explained in terms of the differences in cultural beliefs about the appropriate role 

of women in society.  

Much as gender is related to the sex of an individual (Mihalčová, Pružinský & Gontkovičová, 

2015), it is also attributed to various characteristics of people (Wharton, 2009: 23). These 

characteristics are also considered to be influenced by cultural attributes (Ridgeway & 

Kricheli-Katz, 2013). Also, it is more than sets of traits or behavioural dispositions that people 

possess based on a sex category that they are assigned to (Wharton, 2009: 7). If conceived 

merely as a representation of male and female characteristics in social life and culture, 

Wharton (2009: 6) emphasises that the definition will be narrow. This implies that a concise 

and less narrow definition of gender comprises both the biological and the social aspects.  

There are different definitions of gender; however, these definitions embody the natural (i.e. 

biological, physiological, or genetic) and social features. For example, Wharton (2009: 7) 

defines gender as a system of social practices that creates and maintains gender differences 

and also organises relations of inequality based on these differences. A similar definition is 

provided by Ridgeway (2011: 7), which states that gender is “a system of social practices 

within society that constitutes distinct, differentiated sex categories, sorts people into these 

categories, and organises relations between people on the basis of the differences defined 
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by their sex category”. This means that gender forms the basis upon which social resources 

are distributed, thus indicating relations of inequalities in the social scene (Wharton, 2009: 

39). 

Wharton (2009) provides three reasons why gender plays a pivotal role in social life. The 

first reason is that gender shapes the identities of individuals and determines individuals’ 

behavioural characters. It is noted that people may have many identities; nonetheless, 

Wharton (2009: 9) argues that gender identity may be the most crucial in influencing the 

standards which people hold for themselves. There is no agreement as to how gendered 

characteristics are acquired; however, researchers understand and accept that gender 

defines “how people see themselves, the ways they behave, and how they view others” 

(Wharton, 2009: 9). The second reason that Wharton gives around the importance of gender 

in social life is that gender shapes how people interact in social settings. Taking into account 

that identities are derived from and sustained through social interactions, social interaction 

provides a setting in which gender is materialised and enacted (Wharton, 2009: 10). Lastly, 

Wharton states that gender is important because it organises social institutions which are 

either formally or less formally organised. Overall, gender plays a vital role in shaping and 

providing meaning to individuals, social relations, and institutions of any type. Over and 

above the reasons provided by Wharton on the importance of gender, Ginige, Amaratunga 

and Haigh (2007) add that gender also provides a means of describing the cultural, social 

and psychological traits of individuals in terms of masculinity or femininity. 

According to Wharton (2009: 39), people learn what is expected of them because of their 

gender, and they also learn how to display specific characteristics. This means that people 

are not necessarily born with such characteristics. Learning and instilling typical male or 

female characteristics influences behaviour (Mihalčová et al., 2015). Wharton (2009: 31) 

refers to the process through which people learn what society expects of them as male or 

female as socialisation. Having these societal expectations infers that people can tend to be 

judged according to what is appropriately masculine or feminine. After all, the perceived 

conceptions about men and women are not only different but sometimes also contradict one 

another (Heilman, 2012: 115). Wharton (2009: 128) thus maintains that the different 

characteristics associated with each gender can result in gender stereotypes. Dandapat and 

Sengupta (2012) also affirm that dividing the behaviours according to different genders 

furnish the potential for gender stereotyping. 
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Duehr and Bono (2006) define gender stereotypes as “categorical beliefs regarding the traits 

and behavioural characteristics ascribed to individuals on the basis of their gender”. 

Mihalčová et al. (2015) share the same sentiments that gender stereotypes are conventional 

ideas in people’s minds about the characteristics and social roles of men and women. 

Cunningham and Macrae (2011) concur that the stereotypes stem from specific beliefs 

about the sexes as prescribed by culture. “These cultural beliefs about social difference are 

shared stereotypes” (Ridgeway & Kricheli-Katz, 2013). As a result, the power of gender 

beliefs to influence behaviour is not necessarily endorsed by individuals but rather merely 

accepted as public rules by which they will be judged and expected to act (Ridgeway & 

Kricheli-Katz, 2013). Cunningham and Macrae (2011) further add that these beliefs are 

generally developed by associating a particular object, role, or behaviour with the concepts 

of masculinity and femininity.  

In simple terms, gender stereotypes are generalisations of men and women in terms of their 

attributes or characteristics (Heilman, 2012: 114). Essentially, gender stereotypes are the 

specific characteristics, attitudes, values, and behaviours that the society deems appropriate 

for a particular gender (Ginige et al., 2007). This implies that gender stereotypes serve as 

expectations about what attributes each gender should have and how they should behave. 

Ridgeway and Kricheli-Katz (2013) assert that gender stereotypes are used to also form the 

basis for people to compare themselves against others, and therefore establishing a 

probable behaviour of the individuals. Examples of typical characteristics of males and 

females are outlined in Table 3-9.  

Male Characteristics Female Characteristics 

Have higher social status. Inability to make quick decisions 

Orientated on achievements, therefore are 

highly competent, aggressive, ambitious, 

task-focused. 

Show concern for others by being kind, 

helpful, caring, and sympathetic. 

Inclined to take charge, therefore are 

assertive, dominant, self-sufficient, forceful, 

independent. 

Denote collaborative deference by being 

obedient and respectful.  
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Male Characteristics Female Characteristics 

Denote rationality, therefore are more 

analytical, logical, objective. 

Lack logical thinking.  

 Are emotionally sensitive. 

 Have affiliative tendencies such as warmth 

and friendliness. 

Table 3-9: Male and Female characteristics 
Source: Heilman (2012: 115), Acker (2009: 225), and Mihalčová et al. (2015)  

 

The expectations from each gender have descriptive and prescriptive properties 

(Vinkenburg, Van Engen, Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2011; Heilman, 2012: 114) and can 

at times be biased against the different genders (Mihalčová et al., 2015). Descriptive gender 

stereotypes state exactly what women and men are like, while prescriptive gender 

stereotypes state what women and men should be like (Vinkenburg et al., 2011; Heilman, 

2012: 114). The key difference between these categories of stereotypes is that one is explicit 

and the other is implicit. Table 3-10 provides a comparison of the two categories. 
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Descriptive Stereotype Prescriptive Stereotype 

Characterisations of men and women are 

consistent across culture, time, context. 
Designate the “should” or “should nots”. 

Serves as heuristics for forming quick 

impressions about people. 

Penalties are imposed if violated. 

Automatically influence the perceiver’s 

judgement without the perceiver being aware of 

it. 

 

Table 3-10: Comparison between descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes 
Source: Heilman (2012) 

 

To analyse the content of gender stereotypes, Dandapat and Sengupta (2012) propose four 

separate components, namely, traits, behaviours, physical characteristics, and occupations. 

These four components are used to differentiate males from females and are represented 

in Figure 3-8.  

  

Figure 3-8: Components of gender stereotyping 
Source: Dandapat and Sengupta (2012) 
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Although the components in Figure 3-8 differ, people use information about one to make 

judgements about another, thus creating an interdependent network of associations 

(Dandapat & Sengupta, 2012). The potential problem with such associations is that they 

serve to promote gender stereotyping (Cunningham & Macrae, 2011). Dandapat and 

Sengupta (2012) concur that the network of information is used to make certain conclusions 

regarding gender-related characteristics. The way people are viewed simply because of the 

gender group they belong to can either be a positive or negative thing (Heilman, 2012: 115). 

According to Mihalčová et al. (2015), most of the time gender stereotypes give rise to 

discrimination towards women. However, given that women are considered to lack what is 

prevalent in men, just as much as men are considered to lack what is prevalent in women, 

Heilman (2012: 115) contends that the assumption that women are always negatively 

affected by gender stereotypes is incorrect. 

The impact of gender stereotypes can be observed in society and also in the work 

environment. Within the societal context, the impact is so vast that Cunningham and Macrae 

(2011) consider it an insidious societal problem. In the work environment, gender 

stereotypes are considered one of the direct factors that lead to discrimination (Dovidio & 

Hebl, 2005 cited in Duehr & Bono, 2006). According to Dandapat and Sengupta (2012), 

women are victimised by gender stereotypes and are thus forced to view their environment 

with fear and suspicion. In fact, Heilman (2012: 116) states that descriptive gender 

stereotypes are said to be most problematic for women in the work environment only if they 

negatively affect expectations about their performance. Through the process of gender 

socialisation, men and women tend to develop different skills to the extent that they 

approach work differently and consequently end up in different kinds of occupations 

(Wharton, 2009: 168). Heilman (2012: 114) argues that whether the gender stereotype is 

descriptive or prescriptive, it can influence a woman’s career progress from different angles. 

From a descriptive stereotype point of view, Heilman explains that women are perceived not 

to have the attributes necessary to succeed in traditionally male positions. For instance, 

women are stereotyped as communal and men as agentic, thus qualifying men for 

leadership roles (Duehr & Bono, 2006; Eagly & Carli, 2007).  

Prescriptive stereotypes, on the other hand, create normative expectations for men’s and 

women’s behaviour such that women who directly or indirectly violate gender norms are 

devaluated and derogated (Heilman, 2012: 115; Powell, 2012: 122). Women who are 
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dominantly communal are criticised for not being agentic enough, while those who are highly 

agentic are criticised for lacking communion (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Powell, 2012: 125). These 

double standards negatively impact women’s career progression into leadership roles as a 

result of them being perceived not to have the right qualities. Women who have succeeded 

in attaining leadership roles or highly masculine roles requiring agentic qualities are 

considered to be exceptionally competent (Rosette & Tost, 2010). 

3.5.2.2 Leadership styles 

Research shows that men and women somewhat have different leadership styles (Eagly & 

Carli, 2007). As women are starting to occupy roles that were traditionally occupied by men, 

the subject of differing leadership styles becomes important to explore. Leadership style is 

defined as “relatively stable patterns of behaviour that are manifested by leaders” (Eagly & 

Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). A number of leadership styles exist in literature. For this study, 

the most popular leadership styles found in research studies are discussed. 

Autocratic Leadership – This style refers to leaders who make all the unilaterally decisions 

without consulting other team members (Cuadrado et al., 2012; Cutler, 2014). It is the most 

appropriate style for when a leader is required to make decisions quickly, and there is no 

need for team input or agreement.  

Democratic Leadership – This style is participative because leaders involve and consult 

other team members in the decision-making process (Cuadrado et al., 2012; Cutler, 2014). 

The style is effective when team consensus is required. 

Task-orientated Leadership – Leaders are concerned with accomplishing tasks by 

organising task-relevant activities (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Cuadrado et al., 

2012). 

Relationship-orientated Leadership – Leaders put emphasis on maintaining quality 

relationships with others by tending to their followers’ well-being and satisfaction (Eagly & 

Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Cuadrado et al., 2012). 

Transformational Leadership – With the transformational leadership style, leaders are 

focused on inspiring, mentoring, and motivating employees to go beyond the call of duty and 

add value to their organisation (Hoyt, 2010; Vinkenburg et al., 2011). Leaders act as role 
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models and use their personal influence to encourage their subordinates to perform at their 

full potential (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Cuadrado et al., 2012). 

Transactional Leadership – This style is about establishing exchanging relationships 

between the leader and the subordinates and focuses on subordinates’ self-interests (Hoyt, 

2010; Vinkenburg et al., 2011; Cuadrado et al., 2012). “Such leaders manage by clarifying 

subordinate responsibilities, monitoring their work, and rewarding them for meeting 

objectives and correcting them for failing to meet objectives” (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 

2001). 

Laissez-faire Leadership – The style gives subordinates a high degree of decision making 

(Cutler, 2014). Because leaders take a step back as far as decision making is concerned, 

this style of leadership fails to take responsibility for managing and is thus a sort of non-

leadership (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Vinkenburg et al., 

2011). 

According to Cuadrado et al. (2012), men generally assume autocratic and task-orientated 

leadership styles because of their agentic qualities. Women, on the other hand, exhibit 

democratic and relationship-orientated leadership styles because of their relationship with 

the components of the “communal” dimension. It is therefore inferred that democratic and 

relationship-orientated leadership styles are feminine leadership styles, whereas autocratic 

and task-orientated are considered masculine leadership styles. Hoyt (2010) agrees that 

women lead in a more democratic manner than men, although this tendency decreases 

when they are in male-dominated roles.  

Although transformational and transactional leadership styles are different to each other, 

Eagly and Carli (2007) posit that most leaders adopt at least some elements of both types. 

They argue that female leaders, however, often struggle to cultivate a leadership style that 

combines communal and agentic qualities. On the contrary, Hoyt (2010) asserts that the 

transformational leadership style can be an effective leadership style for women, as it is not 

a distinctly masculine style. It encompasses communal components that are associated with 

women (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Cuadrado et al., 2012). 
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3.5.3 THEME C Summary 

Summary: 

 

Leadership is defined differently across various studies. Although there is no consensus around 

the meaning of leadership, the distinction between leadership and management is 

acknowledged. Leadership is made up of four components. Leaders exude leadership traits. 

Such traits can be classified as either agentic or communal. Agentic leadership traits are 

associated with men, while communal leadership traits are associated with women. Because 

leadership is mostly associated with men, most women fulfil middle management positions. 

Only a few women advance to leadership positions. Their progression to leadership positions 

is slower than that of their male counterparts. Gender stereotypes regard men more suitable 

for leadership positions. Gender stereotyping is common both in society and the work 

environment. Most prevalence in the work environment is observed at senior leadership levels. 

Gender stereotypes are classified as either descriptive or prescriptive. They are also analysed 

in terms of traits, behaviours, physical characteristics, and occupations. Women who attain 

leadership positions typically adopt agentic leadership traits. A leader typically employs a 

particular leadership style in his or her functions. These leadership styles are also associated 

with gender.  

Insights: 

 

There are many definitions of leadership. Literature shows that there is a clear distinction 

between management and leadership. What is common, though, from the varying definitions is 

that leadership revolves around people, whereas management is more focused on tasks. 

Consequently, the two terms cannot be used interchangeably. Leadership requires an individual 

to possess a particular set of traits. Effective leaders have the right set of leadership traits. This 

means that traits can either make or break a leader. Some traits are considered feminine, while 

others are considered masculine. Evidently, female IT professionals would identify with the IT 

leadership role, since they predominantly possess feminine leadership traits. The classification 

of leadership traits subsequently results in gender stereotypes associated with leadership. 

These gender stereotypes are portrayed both in the social and professional settings. Certain 

leadership traits are deemed to be more appropriate for men than women. Expectations about 

how people must behave are influenced by their gender. This means that what is expected of 
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men differs from what is expected of women. The set expectations from the different genders 

subsequently result in gender inequalities. Hence women are generally frowned upon when 

they are seen to possess leadership traits associated with men. The IT industry is not exempt 

from gender stereotyping. For instance, IT is traditionally perceived to be a masculine industry. 

This has resulted in the current underrepresentation of women at IT Executive levels. However, 

female IT professionals who are able to exude masculine traits could be influenced to progress 

to IT leadership levels. It is also noted in literature that men and women lead differently; thus, 

they possess different leadership styles. 

Table 3-11: Summary and insights of Theme C: Leadership 
 

3.6 THEME D: BARRIERS IN IT 

“Barriers” generally refer to obstacles that prevent people from progressing further. In the IT 

context, the term “IT barriers” is used to describe obstacles that prevent individuals from 

participating in the IT workforce (Soe & Yakura, 2008). The barriers in the IT field contribute 

to the leakage in the IT career pipeline because they restrict women from persisting and 

advancing in the field (Ahuja, 2002). Rhode and Kellerman (2007: 6) agree that women are 

confronted with a variety of obstacles that impede them from attaining leadership positions. 

This infers that female IT professionals face a number of obstacles that prevent them from 

reaching IT Executive levels. Eagly and Carli (2007) posit that barriers or challenges that 

prohibit women from becoming IT Executives are not always obvious. 

A number of IT barriers have been cited in literature. Previous research studies have 

identified social barriers to be responsible for the advancement of women into senior 

positions (Mathur-Helm, 2005: 62). In support, Ahuja (2002) and Castaño and Webster 

(2011) have indicated social expectations and work-family conflict as a typical barrier for 

women in IT. Castaño and Webster (2011) argue that IT work at times requires people to 

put in long working hours. This poses a challenge for women, as they either choose to 

postpone maternity or juggle parenthood and work simultaneously. As O’Neil et al. (2008) 

point out, women’s careers are embedded in life contexts whereby families continue to be 

liabilities to women’s career development. Regardless of the situation, Wajcman (1998 cited 

in Castaño & Webster, 2011) asserts that women still face stereotyped assumptions about 

family responsibilities undermining their career commitment. Another example of an IT 

barrier relates to the masculine gender stereotypes associated with the skills and knowledge 
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required to succeed in the IT field (Trauth et al., 2016). The perception here is that women 

are not equipped to acquire technical knowledge and skills.  

To explain the barriers in IT, the glass ceiling phenomenon is used. However, some 

researchers have identified limitations with the glass ceiling concept and subsequently 

introduced the labyrinth phenomenon. The next sections describe the IT barriers in detail 

using both the glass ceiling and labyrinth concepts.  

3.6.1 The glass ceiling 

Ryan and Haslam (2007) maintain that the most commonly documented explanation of the 

poor representation of women in leadership positions is the glass ceiling phenomenon. To 

have a label defining this situation indicates that difficulties in women attaining leadership 

roles are not only confined to IT.  

The phenomenon was coined by the Wall Street Journal in the 1980s (Bendl & Schmidt, 

2010; Zeng, 2011: 312; Clark, 2012: 4). Generally, the glass ceiling is a term referring to 

situations when women find it hard to advance beyond a certain level within an organisation 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007; Clark, 2012: 4; Fisher & Neihouser, 2013). It is a phenomenon used to 

describe the largely invisible or transparent barrier to women’s access to leadership 

positions in organisations because of their gender (Ryan & Haslam, 2007; Acker, 2009: 223; 

Stainback, Kleiner & Skaggs, 2015). The glass ceiling is specifically encountered by women, 

while men often accelerate into leadership positions by means of a glass escalator (Haslam 

& Ryan, 2008). According to Zeng (2011: 312), the barrier is subtle and impenetrable, 

blocking women’s advancement in a management hierarchy. The transparent barrier 

“suggests that women are being misled about their opportunities, because the impediment 

is not easy for them to see from a distance” (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  

Because women are denied advances in the organisation because of their gender, April et 

al. (2007) reason that the glass ceiling does not cause gender inequality but rather is a result 

thereof. However, Zeng (2011: 312) asserts that the glass ceiling is not about the outcome 

of gender but rather the adverse experience of women in the process of advancing to 

leadership positions. Moreover, Fisher and Neihouser (2013) state that the glass ceiling 

further creates a social disadvantage for women. This is because the glass ceiling emulates 

policies and practices that deliberately aim at discriminating against women when it comes 
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to senior positions (Clark, 2012: 4). The IT sector was traditionally considered to be a male-

dominated environment (Trauth & Quesenberry, 2006; Pretorius & Villiers, 2010;  

Appelbaum et al., 2011; Clark, 2012: 3), which has resulted in masculine values 

predominating in the profession (Reid et al., 2010).  

The fact that there is some representation of women in executive management, including in 

IT, shows that the glass ceiling can be broken. Moreover, a number of barriers for women 

advancing into leadership positions have been identified. Such barriers exist globally 

(Schein, 2007: 7). For example, according to Mathur-Helm (2005: 62), previous studies have 

identified social barriers to be responsible for the advancement of women into senior 

positions. The work-life conflict that women professionals experience because of their strong 

commitment to family responsibilities has also been identified as one the most important 

reasons for women not attaining leadership positions (Buddhapriya, 2009: 31). Trauth et al. 

(2006) cite issues such as social contexts, media influences, education, and work 

environment as the reasons for the underrepresentation of women in IT.  

These different barriers as identified by various researchers infer that the glass ceiling 

phenomenon does not adequately describe the experiences of women who reach barriers 

at executive level. Hence the existence of the glass ceiling has been challenged. This is 

despite the acknowledgement and acceptance of the glass ceiling phenomenon over the 

years. 

Eagly and Carli (2007: 6) believe that the idea of the glass ceiling as an invisible, absolute, 

and impassable barrier does not incorporate the complexity around the advancement of 

women into leadership positions. They argue that more barriers, which are not as subtle as 

the glass ceiling phenomenon implies, exist not only above women but are all around. As 

such, the authors suggest that the labyrinth metaphor better captures the essence of those 

factors that confront women in their professional endeavours.  



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 88 

3.6.2 The leadership labyrinth 

The leadership labyrinth conveys a challenge-riddled journey that women navigate through 

towards leadership positions. The notion of the labyrinth is clearly supported by Mihalčová 

et al. (2015) by arguing that the concept of the glass ceiling is created by various barriers. 

There are various barriers that make up the leadership labyrinth (Eagly & Carli, 2007: 6), 

thus resulting in gender-leadership gaps. According to Mihalčová et al. (2015), these barriers 

are the results of stereotypes that generate more suitable working conditions for men than 

women. Northouse (2016: 399) contends that the leadership labyrinth revolves around three 

types of barriers (Figure 3-9).  

 

Figure 3-9: Leadership labyrinth for gender-leadership gaps  
Source: Adapted from Northouse (2016) 

 

Human Capital Differences: Education, work experience, and skills are cited as 

contributing factors towards the gender-leadership gap (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Fisher & 

Neihouser, 2013). Eagly and Carli (2007: 64) claim that women have less human capital 

investment (e.g. education, work experience, and skills) than men. This argument is based 
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on the fact that men are considered to be more orientated on career development, while 

women are more focused on family care (Mihalčová et al., 2015). The dearth of qualified 

women is a result of the leaking pipeline (Northouse, 2016: 399). The leaking pipeline refers 

to a situation whereby women face a disadvantage at each step of their career and “leak 

out” on the way to the top (Zeng, 2011: 313). 

Conversely, Cheung and Halpern (2010) posit that there is a growing trend of women’s 

higher educational achievement. Northouse (2016: 399) concurs that women are achieving 

higher education levels at a faster rate than men. Nonetheless, few of them make it to the 

executive management levels such as CEO and IT Executives despite their level of 

education (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). Having more educated women results in an 

overflowing “pipeline” of managers ready for advancement to top-level executive positions 

(Cheung & Halpern, 2010).  

Because women put more effort on managing family responsibilities than men, their careers 

are frequently interrupted (Eagly & Carli, 2007: 64). This results in women having shorter 

careers and ultimately less work experience than men (Eagly & Carli, 2007: 64, 2008). 

Despite men sharing in nurturing roles (Perrone, Wright & Jackson, 2009), women are still 

the primary caregivers (Rhode & Kellerman, 2007: 11). Buddhapriya (2009: 33) asserts that 

men and women both have the challenge of balancing work and life; however, women are 

affected more since they do most of the work associated with household activities. Domestic 

obligations contribute to women’s job experience and subsequently their advancement to 

leadership positions (Eagly & Carli, 2007: 58), thus resulting in a leadership gap. Mihalčová 

et al. (2015) agree that the problem of harmonisation of work and family requirements is a 

source of the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions. According to Northouse 

(2016: 401), women have fewer developmental opportunities than men. Northouse (2016) 

argues that the “gender differences in developmental opportunities may be driven in part by 

the prejudice women experience in the domain of leadership”. 

Gender Differences: Gender differences help explain why women are less likely to be 

considered for leadership positions than similarly situated men (Rhode & Kellerman, 2007: 

9; Northouse, 2016: 401). Northouse (2016: 402) posits that women are underrepresented 

in leadership positions because of the perceived differences in leadership style and 

effectiveness. The beliefs that women’s leadership styles are different from men’s 
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(descriptive beliefs) or the expectation that women should have certain leadership styles 

(prescriptive beliefs) hinder women’s leadership path (Koenig et al., 2011; Vinkenburg et al., 

2011). Women are said to use transformational leadership styles more than men (Cheung 

& Halpern, 2010;  Northouse, 2016: 402). “Transformational leadership is more congruent 

with the interpersonal characteristics associated with women leaders than with the 

aggressive and hierarchical characteristics associated with male leaders” (Cheung & 

Halpern, 2010).  

In view of the fact that transformational leadership has a greater association with effective 

outcomes, it would then be expected that women would generally be more effective leaders 

(Cheung & Halpern, 2010;  Northouse, 2016: 402). However, it has been found that female 

leaders are devaluated by their male subordinates because of their transformational 

leadership style (Ayman, Korabik & Morris, 2009). When comparing male and female 

leadership effectiveness, studies have found that male and female leaders were equally 

effective (Northouse, 2016: 402). Nevertheless, the leadership effectiveness is also 

dependent on the congruity between the leader role and the gender role (Powell, 2012: 125). 

Bearing in mind that leadership is originally associated with men and masculinity (Eagly & 

Carli, 2007: 90; Schein, 2007: 7; Powell, 2012: 131), women are therefore at a disadvantage. 

As noted in Section 3.5.1, leaders require a certain set of traits if they are to be effective 

(Cutler, 2014), most of which are masculine (Rhode & Kellerman, 2007: 7; Koenig et al., 

2011; Heilman, 2012: 116). Rhode and Kellerman (2007: 8) add that on average women 

lack the willingness to engage in self-promoting or assertive behaviours. Traits or 

characteristics that people assign to women, men, and leaders contribute to the challenges 

that women face on their journey towards leadership positions (Koenig et al., 2011). The 

underrepresentation of women in leadership positions is in part attributed to the perception 

that women do not possess the traits required of a leader (Ryan & Haslam, 2007; Schein, 

2007: 8). Rhode and Kellerman (2007: 6) add that the mismatch between the qualities 

traditionally associated with women and those traditionally associated with leadership serve 

as obstacles for women seeking leadership positions. Moreover, the presence of women in 

top leadership positions is considered a violation of the feminine gender norm (Major et al., 

2007: 77; Heilman, 2012: 116;  Powell, 2012: 122). This is because women leaders have to 

adapt to a typically “male” way of work (Mihalčová et al., 2015).  
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Prejudice: Women’s progress in leadership is also hindered by gender stereotypes 

(Giscombe, 2007: 390; Schein, 2007: 7). All else being equal, men appear more qualified to 

fulfil leadership roles by virtue of their gender alone (Schein, 2007: 7). “Men are seen as 

more similar to the leader stereotype than women are, producing disadvantage for women” 

(Koenig et al., 2011). If women conform to the female gender role, they are deemed not 

suitable for leadership roles because they do not meet the expected requirements (Powell, 

2012: 125). Additionally, women are faced with feminine competency bind, whereby acting 

feminine is perceived negatively and acting competently is considered masculine (Major et 

al., 2007: 77). Women leaders are prejudiced based on the usual mismatch between 

people’s mental associations about women and leaders (Eagly & Carli, 2007: 96). Giving 

consideration to the fact that women are subjected to prejudice when they are considered 

for leadership roles (Powell, 2012: 134), it is henceforth not surprising that even to date 

leadership-related functions are still dominated by men (Mihalčová et al., 2015).  

Powell (2012: 125) affirms that “leader and gender stereotypes put female leaders at a 

distinct disadvantage by forcing them to deal with the perceived incongruity between the 

leader role and their gender role”. The leader stereotypes represent beliefs about the 

psychological traits that define the characteristics of a leader (Powell, 2012: 121). For as 

long as leadership positions are considered male in gender type, it is therefore expected 

that the positions would be held by men as they possess the required characteristics 

(Schein, 2007: 7). Moreover, Schein (2007: 7) and Powell (2012: 126) agree that gender-

stereotyping leadership positions create a bias against women when making leadership 

selection, placement, promotion, and training decisions. 

Men are generally rated higher than women on leadership qualities, even if women behave 

in exactly the same manner (Rhode & Kellerman, 2007: 7; Ryan & Haslam, 2007). After all, 

leader stereotypes reflect the dual notion of “think manager – think masculine” and “think 

manager – think male” (Powell, 2012: 126). Koenig et al. (2011) add that the gender 

stereotypical belief of “think manager – think male” is mostly found in organisations 

regardless of the sector to which they belong or the culture of the country. The strength and 

persistence of the “think male – think manager” attitude makes the efforts to improve the 

representation of women in leadership positions difficult (Schein, 2007: 12). As a result, the 

incongruity between the leadership role and the female gender role increases the gender-

leadership gap. 
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Stainback et al. (2015) posit that women who successfully navigate through the leadership 

labyrinth and gain access to leadership positions are likely to be exceptional. However, 

Haslam and Ryan (2008) indicate that women’s “leadership positions are relatively risky or 

precarious since they are more likely to involve management of organisational units that are 

in crisis”. The authors refer to this notion as the “glass cliff”, an extension of the glass ceiling. 

Fisher and Neihouser (2013) add that women encounter the glass cliff when they are placed 

in positions doomed for failure from the start. 

3.6.3 THEME D Summary 

Summary: 

 

The IT field has barriers that prevent individuals from pursuing careers in IT. Although there are 

a number of barriers in the IT field, social barriers are noted to be responsible for women’s IT 

career advancement. Both the glass ceiling and labyrinth metaphors are used to explain the 

underrepresentation of female IT professionals. The difference between the two is that the 

former focuses only on obvious barriers for women advancing to top positions, while the latter 

recognises that women face more challenges throughout their IT careers that are usually not 

so obvious. The leadership labyrinth consists of barriers relating to human capital differences, 

gender differences, and prejudice. The existence of female IT Executives means that the 

barriers in IT are surmountable.  

Insights: 

 

The IT industry has a myriad of obstacles that prevent women from participating substantially 

in the field. This implies that the poor representation of female IT Executives can be attributed 

to the obstacles that women face in the IT field. These obstacles are sometimes visible, hence 

the glass ceiling phenomenon. Other obstacles are not as visible; thus, there is the leadership 

labyrinth. The labyrinth metaphor gives full context to the difficult challenges that women face 

in their pursuit of leadership positions. Despite the barriers that exist in the IT field, it is evident 

that female IT professionals who have succeeded in achieving IT Executive positions broke the 

glass ceiling and manoeuvred through the IT leadership labyrinth. 

Table 3-12: Summary and insights of Theme D: IT barriers 
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3.7 THEME E: EXPLAINING THE SOUTH AFRICAN IT SECTOR 

South Africa’s IT sector is the responsibility of the Department of Telecommunications and 

Postal Services (South Africa, 2014). It has been identified as one of the key sectors of 

South Africa (James et al., 2006). The sector is one of the major contributors to South 

Africa’s economy (ICT Empowerment Charter, 2004; Gillwald et al., 2012; STATSSA, 

2017a).  

According to the Information and Communication Technology satellite account for South 

Africa report of 2017, the IT sector was found to have directly contributed 2.7% of South 

Africa’s total GDP and fared better than only the agriculture sector (STATSSA, 2017a). 

Figure 3-10 shows the percentage contribution of the IT sector to gross value added in 

comparison with other industries. 

 

Figure 3-10: ICT sector contribution to gross value added compared with other industries 
Source: STATSSA (2017a) 

 

The less than 10% contribution to the GDP of South Africa shows that the IT industry is not 
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contributing enough towards economic development in South Africa (Breytenbach & De 

Villiers, 2012). It is additionally a far cry compared to the leading developing nations such 

as India, Taiwan, and China (ICT Empowerment Charter, 2004). This is because South 

Africa is primarily a consumer of IT products and services, rather than a manufacturer 

thereof. Nonetheless, the South African IT sector is the largest in Africa in terms of 

technological capacity, investment, and turnover (ICT Empowerment Charter, 2004).  

With respect to the employer base, the Media, Information and Communication 

Technologies Sector Education and Training Authority (MICT SETA) reported a total of 11 

317 IT organisations as per the SARS database. Small-sized IT organisations (those with 

less than 50 employees) constitute 95.96% of all the employers in the sector. Table 3-13 

shows the number of IT organisations in South Africa according to size.  

Small (0-49) Medium (50-149) Large (150+) 

10 860 303 154 

 

Total 11 317 

Table 3-13: Number of IT companies in South Africa 
Source: MICT SETA (2015) 

 

Most of the employers are based in the industrialised provinces of South Africa. The 

Gauteng province has the most representation of IT employers, at 42% share of employers 

(MICT SETA, 2015).  

Although the industry is not contributing substantially to the country’s economy, it is noted 

in the MICT SETA Sector Skills Plan (MICT SETA, 2015) that South Africa’s IT industry is 

mature. Despite the government recognising the IT sector to be of strategic importance to 

the future growth and prosperity of South Africa (ICT Empowerment Charter, 2004), the 

World Economic Forum Report found that the country is yet to leverage the potential benefits 

of the IT sector (DTPS, 2014). Gillwald et al. (2012) agree that South Africa has ignored the 

transformative potential of information technologies to stimulate economic growth and 

employment. This is because large sections of the South African population lack basic IT 

skills; IT services are costly and thus inaccessible; and there is an insufficiently developed 
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infrastructure.  

In light of the IT sector’s low contribution to South Africa’s economy, it is therefore paramount 

to understand the employment status in this sector. In the next section, a review of literature 

is undertaken to provide context around South Africa’s IT labour market. “The labour market 

is the key arena in which most individuals engage with the economy” (Department of 

Women, 2015a). 

3.7.1 South Africa’s ICT labour market 

Indicators show that the IT labour-consuming industries such as in South Africa’s are 

growing, but South Africa’s ICT labour market is not suitably positioned to be in a competitive 

state (Breytenbach & De Villiers, 2012). A report on the state of South Africa’s IT sector as 

published by the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (ICASA) shows 

that the sector employed 335 000 people (ICASA, 2016). It is argued that it is difficult to 

determine the exact number of people employed in the IT sector (MICT SETA, 2015). 

Because of the unavailability of disaggregated employment data from STATSSA, MICT 

SETA estimated the number of employees using workplace skills plan submissions as 

illustrated in Figure 3-11. The difference between the figures from ICASA and MICT SETA 

confirms the difficulty in estimating the number of people employed in South Africa’s IT 

sector. 
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Figure 3-11: Number of employees 
Source: MICT SETA (2015) 

 

As shown in Figure 3-11, the employment numbers in the IT sector were fluctuating between 

2010 and 2015. The reason thereof is because of the changing nature of the IT industry, 

which requires varying skills as technologies develop (ITWeb, 2010). Moreover, the demand 

side of the South African IT labour market is usually uncertain and regularly changing 

(Breytenbach, De Villiers & Hearn, 2013). The dynamic nature of the IT industry has resulted 

in the industry experiencing skills shortages that are difficult to address, as it is never-ending 

(Lotriet, Matthee & Alexander, 2010). The Career Junction’s “Information Technology Job 

Report” found that poor skills availability was a major contributing factor towards South 

Africa’s IT industry struggling to compete globally (ITWeb, 2010).  

The shortage of IT skills in the South African market has been noted and acknowledged by 

various stakeholders such as the government, training providers, and industry (Roodt & 

Paterson, 2008; Lotriet et al., 2010; Cohen, 2012; De Villiers, Johnson & Cremer, 2012; 

Kirlidog, Van der Vyver, Zeeman & Coetzee, 2016). However, Lotriet et al. (2010) assert 

that “establishing the extent of the shortage and the nature of skills needed is difficult”. In an 
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effort to attempt to estimate the extent of South Africa’s IT skills shortage, the ITWeb and 

the Joburg Centre of Software conducted a survey and found the skills shortage to be as 

high as 70 000 IT practitioners (which is more than 25% of the current workforce) (Cohen, 

2012). 

De Villiers et al. (2012) identified several factors that contribute to the IT skills shortage in 

South Africa. These are summarised in Figure 3-12. 

 

Figure 3-12: IT skills shortage causes 

 

There is a general acceptance that having people with IT skills can boost the economies of 

the 21st century (Lotriet et al., 2010). The IT skills shortage in South Africa is in itself a 

concern for the industry and the country as a whole (Roodt & Paterson, 2008; Calitz, Evert 

& Cullen, 2015). This is because the shortage of skilled IT professionals in South Africa 
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contributes to the weakening economy (ITWeb, 2010). De Villiers et al. (2012) concur that 

IT skills have an immense influence on the growth of the South African economy; thus, the 

shortage thereof may hinder the country’s economic growth if left unattended to. 

According to Calitz et al. (2015), the IT labour market sources its workers through a supply 

chain starting at secondary school level, through tertiary education to graduate level. Kirlidog 

et al. (2016) identify IT service providers and in-service training initiatives as other channels 

for supplying skilled workers into the occupational IT labour market. Kirlidog et al. (2016) 

state that an educated workforce is the most critical aspect of an IT industry in any country. 

Consequently, the South African government has invested resources in infrastructure and 

institutions to address the growing IT labour supply concerns (Breytenbach et al., 2013). 

Despite these investments, the IT skills gap in South Africa is increasing (Kirlidog et al., 

2016). Breytenbach and De Villiers (2012) point out that investing in the education of IT 

graduates will serve as stimulation for the growth of South Africa’s economy.  

Of the 335 000 people employed in the IT sector in 2015, the state of South Africa’s IT sector 

report highlights that less than a third (31%) of these were female (ICASA, 2016). The next 

section explores the participation of women in South Africa’s IT sector. 

3.7.2 Participation of women in IT 

Women in South Africa make up the majority of the South African population at 51.1% 

(STATSSA, 2016), of which 38.3% of women are part of the country’s workforce (STATSSA, 

2017b). The overall South African labour force is estimated to have seen an average annual 

increase of 3.9% in 2010 to 2015, with employment among women growing rapidly than 

men at 2.5% per annum (Department of Women, 2015b). These increases were as a result 

of the introduction of policy and legislative instruments such as the Employment Equity Act 

(ICT Empowerment Charter Working Group, 2004). The Employment Equity Act, among 

other things, aims to “promote the constitutional right of equality and the exercise of true 

democracy” (South Africa, 1998). The Act aims to ensure that people in designated groups, 

e.g. black people and women of all races, are reasonably represented at all levels of the 

workforce. In addition, the Department of Women had implemented programmes aimed at 

facilitating and promoting economic empowerment and participation of women in the labour 

market (Department of Women, 2015a).  
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Although economically active women have higher levels of education than their male 

counterparts, few of them are found to be participating in high-skilled areas that have 

traditionally been dominated by men (James et al., 2006; Department of Women, 2015b). 

Such high-skilled areas include the IT sector. The participation of women in the IT sector 

has been identified as one of the challenges facing the sector (ICT Empowerment Charter, 

2004). This is a problem that starts early on with girls at a young age because they perceive 

the IT field to be biased towards men (Margolis & Fisher, 2003 cited in Clark, 2012: 4). This 

perception is a result of the established tradition that careers in IT are for males (Rogers, 

2015: 96). 

The underrepresentation of women in IT is noted both in education and employment (Dlodlo, 

Mvelase & Krause, 2010; Pretorius & De Villiers, 2010). Kırlıdoğ and Zeeman (2011) assert 

that IT education will result in ease of employment in the South African IT sector. 

3.7.2.1 Education 

South Africa’s gender equity efforts have seen an increase in the proportion of female higher 

education students, albeit at a slower pace (Kırlıdoğ & Zeeman, 2011). However, most 

female students are observed to be enrolling in the humanities, health, and social sciences 

(Kırlıdoğ & Zeeman, 2011; Powell & Chang, 2016). Data from the Department of Education’s 

Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS) and from universities’ 

published annual financial statements shows that 41 284 people enrolled for IT-related 

courses (i.e. computer and information sciences) across South Africa in 2015 (Centre for 

Higher Education Trust (CHET), 2017). The enrolments range from undergraduate degrees 

to doctorate degrees. The size of higher education enrolments sets the maximum number 

of potential people graduating with IT qualifications and ultimately joining the IT labour force 

(Roodt & Paterson, 2008). However, according to Breytenbach and De Villiers (2012), most 

students in South Africa do not seem to be attracted to IT education regardless of the 

existing shortage of skills.  

Keeping in mind that the majority of South Africa’s population comprises women, few women 

enrol for IT-related courses in higher educational institutions (Pretorius, Mawela, Strydom, 

De Villiers & Johnson, 2015). Kırlıdoğ and Zeeman (2011) concur that IT education is not 

popular among South African women. They have found that almost half of women 

consistently enrolled in IT courses as compared to their male counterparts. Since the HEMIS 
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data does not give an indication of how many female students register for IT courses, it is 

therefore inferred that almost half of 41 284 people who enrolled for IT-related courses in 

2015 were women. 

Kırlıdoğ and Zeeman (2011) assert that there is a general trend of declining IT enrolments, 

with the rate of enrolments for women declining at about the same rate as for men. This 

decline has a negative impact on the number of women in the IT workforce of the country 

(Pretorius et al., 2015; Kirlidog et al., 2016). Alexander, Schoeman, De Kock, Alexander and 

Piderit (2011) agree that the noticeable shortage of female students enrolling for IT-related 

degrees results in the underrepresentation of female IT professionals in the IT workforce. 

3.7.2.2 Employment 

In the past, South African women of all races were not allowed to achieve their full economic 

potential due to both legislative and non-legislative discrimination (James et al., 2006). 

During the country’s emancipation from the apartheid era, gender equity policies that aimed 

at granting everyone access to equal opportunities were implemented (Evans, 2006: 90; 

James et al., 2006). Moreover, South Africa has constructed an all-inclusive Constitution 

that promotes women empowerment and gender equality. To support the Constitution, the 

Department of Women, Children and People with Disabilities (DWCPD) passed the Women 

Empowerment and Gender Equality bill. Other pieces of legislation used to enforce the 

empowerment of women include the Commission on Gender Equality Act (1996), the Skills 

Development Act (1998), the Employment Equity Act (1998), and the Promotion of Equality 

and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act (2000). Despite the existence of these laws, the 

underrepresentation of women in South Africa’s IT industry prevails (Pretorius et al., 2015) 

Figure 3-13 shows the gender distribution of employees in the IT sector. 
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Figure 3-13: Employee gender distribution in the IT sector 
Source: MICT SETA (2015) 

 

The low participation of women in the IT sector is not only a problem for industry but also for 

women themselves and the country as a whole (James et al., 2006). A study conducted by 

Pretorius and Villiers (2010) found the following as factors that contribute to South Africa 

having few female IT professionals:  

• Women perceive the IT industry to be technical, whereas women generally prefer 

non-technical or softer jobs. 

• The IT industry is considered masculine, thus not attractive to women. 

• The demanding nature of the IT industry in terms of long working hours conflicts with 

the traditional role of women as homemakers. 
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3.7.3 THEME E Summary 

Summary: 

 

South Africa’s IT sector is key to the country’s economy, although its GDP contribution is 

unsatisfactory. Nevertheless, the country’s IT industry is deemed mature. The poor contribution 

of the IT sector to South Africa’s economy is due to a lack of basic IT skills; costly and 

inaccessible IT services; and an insufficiently developed infrastructure. The number of people 

employed in South Africa’s IT sector has been fluctuating substantially over the years. This is 

as a result of the changing nature of the IT industry. The country is also faced with a shortage 

of IT skills. Several factors that contribute to the IT skills shortage in South Africa have been 

identified. The IT sector is not considered attractive to women both in education and 

employment. Less than a third of IT professionals employed in South Africa’s IT sector are 

women. The country has however put in place pieces of legislation to support women 

empowerment and gender equality. 

Insights: 

 

An international study has found that South Africa was not leveraging the potential benefits of 

IT. This explains why the country’s IT sector ranks lower than other developing nations as far 

as contribution to GDP is concerned. Another reason for the IT sector’s poor performance can 

be attributed to the country’s lack of basic IT skills. In light of the dynamic nature of the IT 

industry, the continuous introduction of new IT skills is thus inevitable. This subsequently gives 

rise to South Africa’s IT industry experiencing skills shortages. Furthermore, the extent of the 

IT skills shortages is difficult to assess and address. Over and above the shortage of IT skills, 

South Africa also has a problem of the underrepresentation of women in IT education and 

workplace. The poor representation of women in both IT education and the workplace ultimately 

results in the underrepresentation of female IT Executives in the country. This is despite women 

making up over 50% of the country’s total population. To promote women’s participation in the 

IT workforce, the government has put in place programmes and pieces of legislation in this 

regard. 

Table 3-14: Summary and insights of Theme E: South Africa’s IT sector 
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3.8 THEME F: THE CONCEPT OF CULTURE 

Trauth et al. (2008a) assert that underrepresentation of women in the IT workforce combined 

with increased cultural diversity has resulted in a practical problem within the IT field. As 

such, practical interventions that consider cultural diversity in an effort to improve the 

representation of women in the IT field are required. This is because complex cultural and 

societal factors have a direct influence on the participation of women in IT (Ahuja, 2002). 

To conduct research relating to culture, it is imperative to first understand what culture 

means. The concept of culture is so broad and complex that it is difficult to arrive at a single 

definition. Cohen (2009: 194) even goes as far as saying “defining culture is exceptionally 

tricky”. Fischer (2009: 29) also agrees that defining culture is a formidable challenge, which 

is fuzzy and includes many facets (Leung & Van de Vijver, 2008). Newman (2005: 11) 

considers culture as a slippery and elusive subject “because it is part of taken-for-granted, 

everyday reality, it is hard to see”. Chhokar, Brodbeck and House (2008) add that culture is 

generally used to differentiate collectivities from one another using certain parameters; 

however, there is no standard definition of culture. 

For over a hundred years, culture has been a concept of interest studied in the cultural 

anthropology discipline and also in academic areas (Straub, Loch, Evaristo, Karahanna & 

Srite, 2002). Thus scholars in these areas have produced numerous, diverse, and 

sometimes contradictory definitions of culture with different levels of complexity (Straub et 

al., 2002; Leidner & Kayworth, 2006). Despite the varying definitions of culture, Straub et al. 

(2002) argue that historically the definitions of culture tended to be based on a conceptual 

– rather than based on deductive processes – line of reasoning. Moreover, the authors add 

that most definitions of culture were formulated through argumentation or were empirically 

derived.  

What makes culture challenging to define is the multiple constituents of it, which include 

material culture, subjective culture, and social culture (Cohen, 2009: 195). Therefore, 

defining culture could depend on the form of and the domain within that culture. Broadly, 

culture refers to the result of human interaction (Luthans & Doh, 2012: 108). According to 

Cohen (2009: 199), culture can be defined in terms of meaning, information, or knowledge. 

However, Leung and Van de Vijver (2008) submit that there is consensus among 

anthropologists that the definition of culture comprises two characteristics. The two 
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characteristics are that (1) culture is a collective phenomenon that is shared and (2) culture 

is learned and not genetically transmitted. Over and above these two characteristics, 

Luthans and Doh (2012: 108) state that scholars of culture believe that other characteristics 

of culture include that: 

• Culture is passed down from one generation to the next, that is, it is 

transgenerational.  

• Culture is based on the human capacity to symbolise or use one thing to represent 

another; thus, it is symbolic.  

• Culture is patterned, which means it has structure and is integrated. This implies that 

a change in one part will bring changes in another.  

• Culture is adaptive, whereby it is based on the human capacity to change or adapt, 

as opposed to the more genetically driven adaptive process of animals.  

In contradiction, Straub et al. (2002) bring out that shared values are the central feature and 

distinguishing characteristic of a culture.  

Hofstede’s work, which is more frequently used in cross-cultural research (Straub et al., 

2002), supports most definitions. In defining culture, Hofstede’s argument was that for 

people to act together, they need to understand and be aware of the differences between 

their cultures (Ford, Conelly & Meister, 2003). The premise of Hofstede’s definition of culture 

is from the view that culture is a collective phenomenon, comprising unwritten rules, which 

is partly shared with people in the same environment wherein it is learned (Hofstede et al., 

2010: 6). Luthans and Doh (2012: 108) concur that culture is acquired knowledge that 

people use to interpret their experiences and to generate social behaviour. This implies that 

culture is not something that people are born with, but rather learned from society. In this 

context, learned means modified by culture and unique personal experiences (Hofstede et 

al., 2010: 7). As such, Hofstede’s definition of culture states that culture “is the collective 

programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people 

from others” (Hofstede et al., 2010: 6).  

According to Chiang (2005: 1546), Hofstede’s definition of culture is arguably the most 

widely used. Ford et al. (2003) point out that Hofstede’s definition had in essence been 

accepted prior to Hofstede’s work; however, by developing a taxonomy of culture, Hofstede 
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was able to extend the field of research in culture.  

Hofstede is considered one of the most prominent scholars of all time to study and research 

on culture (Straub et al., 2002). Moreover, Straub et al. (2002) state that Hofstede’s work is 

unique, as it provides a way in which culture value can be assigned to a particular group of 

people. Hofstede’s definition of culture is therefore accepted as central to this study. 

According to Hofstede et al. (2010: 6), culture is not embedded in genes, but it rather stems 

from the social environment that one interacts with. It is for this reason that the distinction 

between human nature, culture, and an individual’s personality is necessary. Such a 

distinction is illustrated in Figure 3-14. It should be noted that the boundaries between nature 

and culture, and between culture and personality are still to be clarified (Hofstede et al., 

2010: 6).  

 

Figure 3-14: Three levels of uniqueness in mental programming 
Source: Hofstede et al. (2010: 6) 

 

Attributes of Human Nature (Hofstede et al., 2010: 6) 

• Represents the universal level in one’s mental software.  

• It is hereditary, that is, transmitted genetically. 
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• Determines an individual’s way of functioning from a physical and psychological point 

of view. However, such can be modified by culture. 

Attributes of an Individual’s Personality (Hofstede et al., 2010: 7) 

• Represents a person’s unique set of mental programmes that are not necessarily 

shared with others. 

• Based on traits that are partly inherited and partly learned.  

There are different ways in which cultural differences manifest (Hofstede et al., 2010: 7). For 

example, Leidner and Kayworth (2006) argue that “values represent a manifestation of 

culture that signify espoused beliefs identifying what is important to a particular cultural 

group”. Straub et al. (2002) posit that culture is primarily manifested through core values. 

Hofstede, on the other hand, has used the metaphor of an “onion” to explain and understand 

culture. Hofstede et al. (2010: 7) suggest that culture is manifested through a combination 

of symbols, heroes, rituals, and values, with values being the core of culture. Using the onion 

metaphor, each level that manifest culture is illustrated as the skin of an onion (see Figure 

3-15). This illustration shows the levels of depth that each of these attributes contributes to 

the manifestation of culture. 

 

Figure 3-15: Manifestations of culture at different levels of depth 
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Source: Hofstede et al. (2010: 8) 

 

The outer layers of the onion, i.e. symbols, heroes, and rituals are grouped together as 

practices of culture. Symbols include words, gestures, or objects that are associated with a 

particular meaning recognised by those who share the culture (Hofstede et al., 2010: 8). 

Heroes, on the other hand, are people who possess highly valued characteristics in a culture 

and thus serve as models for behaviour (Hofstede et al., 2010: 8). These people can either 

be alive, dead, real, or imaginary. Rituals are a sequence of collective activities performed 

as prescribed in culture and are considered socially essential (Hofstede et al., 2010: 9).  

At the core of the onion, values are found. “To understand a culture more deeply, we need 

to peel the ‘onion’ layer by layer to touch its core” (Fang, 2006: 74). Values are in essence 

cultural norms that are unconsciously embedded in society and in each individual (Kohun, 

Burcik & Skovira, 2012). “Values refer to relationships among abstract categories that are 

characterised by strong affective components and imply a preference for a certain type of 

action” (Straub et al., 2002). Luthans and Doh (2012: 113) add that values are the basic and 

firm beliefs that people have regarding what is right and wrong, good and bad, important 

and unimportant. Values are tendencies to prefer one thing over another (Hofstede et al., 

2010: 9). Preston, Karahanna and Rowe (2006) contend that values and attitudes inform 

people’s behaviour and preferences. Similarly, Straub et al. (2002) and Luthans and Doh 

(2012: 113) agree that values influence people’s cognitions, attitudes, and behaviours. 

Therefore, Hofstede et al. (2010: 158) argue that “culture is heavy with values, and values 

imply judgment”. Considering that values are core to culture, it suffices to say that culture 

has a fundamental influence on people’s behaviour in a predictable and uniform way 

(Chiang, 2005: 1546). 

Hofstede clearly differentiates values and practices. According to Hofstede et al. (2010: 9), 

values are acquired early in life and are not visible to outsiders observing or studying a 

particular culture. Moreover, they are learned from the culture in which an individual is raised 

(Luthans & Doh, 2012: 113). Once values are learned, they become integrated into an 

organised system of values that is relatively stable in nature (Straub et al., 2002). Practices, 

on the other hand, are learned later on in life and are the visible part of cultures (Hofstede 

et al., 2010: 19). This means that as practices change, the values remain firm and 
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unchanged. Because they are at the deepest level, it is henceforth suggested that values 

are the most persistent element of culture. Furthermore, given that values determine 

behaviours (Fang, 2006: 74), inference is made that the cultural values that were learned 

and adopted at a young age can influence people’s practices as they grow older.  

Like most definitions of culture, Hofstede’s definition is based on values (Preston et al., 

2006). Hofstede’s definition suggests that culture consists of a set way of thinking that is 

based on values and is shared across members of a particular society (Straub et al., 2002). 

The shared cultural attributes, which are inherently psychological, include “motives, values, 

beliefs, identities, and interpretations or meanings of significant events that result from 

common experiences of members of collectives and are transmitted across age 

generations” (House & Javidan, 2004: 15 cited in Chhokar et al., 2008). These values are 

passed on from one generation to another without discussion, thought, or action (Kohun et 

al., 2012). Transmitting culture from one generation to the next is done through socialisation 

processes (Fischer, 2009: 29). This implies that culture is created through sharing of 

common attributes. The shared component is what distinguishes one group of people from 

another (Fischer, 2009: 29). After all, collectively, members of the same culture prefer to 

view the world in a similar way (Preston et al., 2006). Identifying and describing culture on 

the basis of value patterns that are shared across individuals and within groups is widely 

accepted (Straub et al., 2002). Earley (2009: 24) argues that culture is not a value (or set of 

values), but rather the meaning associated with aspects of the world around people. Leung 

and Van de Vijver (2008) concur that culture is emphasised to be an interpretation of 

meanings. 

Culture endures through generations; therefore, there is no group that can escape its own 

culture (Hofstede et al., 2010: 11-12). The rationale behind this argument is that each group 

of people, to which almost everyone belongs, carries several layers of mental programmes 

that correspond to different levels of culture (Hofstede et al., 2010: 17-18). Hofstede et al. 

(2010) highlight the following levels at which culture can be conceptualised: 

• National level (i.e. one’s country) 

• Regional and/or ethnic and/or religious and/or linguistic affiliation level  

• Gender level (i.e. male or female) 
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• Generation level (i.e. grandparents, parents or children) 

• Social class level (i.e. educational opportunities in relation to one’s occupation) 

• Organisation, departmental, and/or corporate levels 

Another barrier is “a set of widely shared conscious and unconscious mental associations 

about women, men, and leaders” (Eagly & Carli, 2007). Understanding that “culture is the 

collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category 

of people from others” (Hofstede et al., 2010: 6), it is inferred that this barrier is closely 

associated with cultural beliefs. It is worth noting that no one can be separated from his or 

her cultural and social environment (Lang, 2007: 223). People who live or lived within the 

same social environment typically share the same culture (Hofstede et al., 2010: 6).  

Hofstede et al. (2010: 18) note that sometimes there is a conflict between the mental 

programmes from these levels; for example, gender values might conflict with ethnic values. 

Differences in values are commonly attributed to cultural differences (Taras & Steel, 2009: 

43). Chiang (2005: 1546) maintains that cultural differences are often more visible when 

comparing societies. “The distinctions in societies can improve our understanding related to 

people’s values and behaviours. Hofstede’s paradigm provides a clear and consistent way 

of comparing different cultures through the use of cultural dimensions” (Fang, 2006: 72). 

These dimensions are mostly concerned with values (Kohun et al., 2012). A discussion 

around these dimensions is explained in the section that follows.  

3.8.1 Hofstede’s dimensions of culture 

To describe how cultures differ and to predict people’s behaviours, Hofstede applied a wide 

variety of disciplines which include psychology, sociology, history, political science, 

economics, and anthropology (Chiang, 2005: 1546). While there are a number of 

methodologies available for understanding the influence of national cultures on IT 

management and IT as a whole, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are commonly used (Ford 

et al., 2003). Preston et al. (2006) concur that Hofstede’s cultural dimensions enable 

researchers to examine how different cultural values relate to relevant IT behaviours or 

preferences. Moreover, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are considered to be stable and 

useful in conducting empirical studies in various disciplines (Preston et al., 2006).  



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 110 

Hofstede conducted a survey in International Business Machines (IBM) with the aim of 

studying the values of people from different countries. According to Hofstede et al. (2010: 

28), cultures are compared by measuring their values. Thus, Hofstede’s study of values 

ultimately aimed at comparing the cultures of IBM employees. Hofstede’s approach to 

studying people’s values in various countries involved a study of a large body of survey data 

obtained from IBM’s employees. The study was in the form of questionnaires, whereby 116 

000 questionnaires were sent out to IBM employees who spanned over 70 countries. 

According to Luthans and Doh (2012: 116), Hofstede’s study is the largest organisationally 

based study to have ever been conducted. Hofstede preferred questionnaires because they 

eliminated bias by showing the differences in answers between the respondents (Hofstede 

et al., 2010: 28). Of the 116 000 questionnaires that were sent out, responses were received 

from over 60 000 people from over 50 countries.  

Hofstede’s study of values emanated from the study that was done in 1954 by sociologist 

Alex Inkeles and psychologist Daniel Levinson in 1954 (Hofstede et al., 2010: 29-30). The 

two researchers’ study was in relation to national culture. The study highlighted the following 

common worldwide issues which were classified as problems that had an impact on the 

functioning of societies and their members (Hofstede et al., 2010: 29-30): 

• Relation to authority 

• The relationship between individual and society 

• The individual’s concept of masculinity and femininity 

• Ways of dealing with conflicts, including the control of aggression and the expression 

of feelings 

The empirical findings from Hofstede’s study matched the findings from Inkeles and 

Levinson of 20 years prior (Hofstede et al., 2010: 30). This means that the answers of IBM 

employees in the different countries identified the same problems that were identified by 

Inkeles and Levinson. The results from the survey essentially demonstrated that the way 

people think is constrained by culture (Hofstede et al., 2010: 37). Based on the identified 

problem areas, Hofstede defined four cultural dimensions. “A dimension is an aspect of a 

culture that can be measured relative to other cultures” (Hofstede et al., 2010: 31). These 

cultural dimensions, which together form a four-dimensional model (4D model) of differences 
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between national cultures, were named (1) Power Distance; (2) Collectivism versus 

Individualism; (3) Femininity versus Masculinity; and (4) Uncertainty Avoidance (Hofstede 

et al., 2010: 31). A fifth cultural dimension was later added when a new questionnaire called 

the Chinese Value Survey (CVS) was administered by Michael Bond and Hofstede. The 

new cultural dimension was then labelled Long-Term versus Short-Term Orientation 

(Hofstede et al., 2010: 38), thus giving rise to the five-dimensional model (5D model).  

Table 3-15 outlines the characteristics of the five cultural dimensions. These five dimensions 

represent common issues in the cultural systems of countries and are centred on five 

fundamental areas of human behaviour (ITIM International Culture and Management 

Consultants, 2015). Additionally, they form the basis of what Culture GPS Lite refer to as 

the 5D model. Culture GPS Lite is an app developed for the iPhone, iPad, and Android 

devices to navigate through intercultural differences based on Hofstede’s 5D model. 
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5D Model 

Cultural Dimension Low Characteristics High Characteristics 

 
Power Distance (PDI) 
 

The extent to which the less 

powerful members of society 

expect and accept power is 

distributed unequally. 

 

- Low dependence needs 

- Inequality minimised 

- Hierarchy for convenience 

- Superiors accessible 

- All should have equal rights 

- Change by evolution 

 

- High dependence 

- Inequality accepted 

- Hierarchy needed 

- Superiors often inaccessible 

- Power holders have 

privilege 

- Change by revolution 

 
Individualism (IDV) 
 

Individualism: people look 

after themselves and their 

immediate family only. 

 

Collectivism: people belong 

to in-groups (families, clans, 

or organisations) who look 

after them in exchange for 

loyalty. 

 

- “We” consciousness 

- Relationships have priority 

over tasks 

- Fulfil obligations to family, in-

group, society 

- Penalty implies loss of “face” 

and shame 

 

- “I” consciousness 

- Private opinions 

- Fulfil obligations to self 

- Penalty implies loss of self-

respect and guilt 

 
Masculinity/Femininity 
(MAS) 
 

Masculinity: the dominant 

values are achievement and 

success. 

 

 

- Quality of life, serving others  

- Striving for consensus 

- Work in order to live 

- Small and slow are beautiful  

- Sympathy for the unfortunate  

- Intuition 

 

- Performance ambition, a 

need to excel 

- Tendency to polarise 

- Live in order to work 

- Big and fast are beautiful 

- Admiration for the 
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5D Model 

Cultural Dimension Low Characteristics High Characteristics 

Femininity: the dominant 

values in society are caring 

for others and quality of life. 

successful achiever 

- Decisiveness 

 
Uncertainty Avoidance 
(UAI) 
 

The extent to which people 

feel threatened by 

uncertainty and ambiguity 

and to try to avoid such 

situations. 

 

- Relaxed, less stress 

- Hard work is not a virtue per 

se 

- Emotions not shown 

- Conflict and competition seen 

as fair play 

- Acceptance of dissent 

- Flexibility 

- Less need for rules 

 

- Anxiety, greater stress 

- Inner urge to work hard 

- Showing of emotions 

accepted  

- Conflict is threatening 

- Need for agreement 

- Need to avoid failure 

- Need for laws and rules 

 
Long-Term Orientation 
(LTO) 
 

The extent to which a society 

shows a pragmatic future-

orientated perspective rather 

than a conventional historical 

or short-term point of view. 

 

 

- Absolute truth 

- Conventional/traditional 

- Concern for stability 

- Quick results expected 

 

 

- Many truths 

- Pragmatic 

- Acceptance of change  

- Perseverance 

Table 3-15: Characteristics of cultural dimensions 
Source: Adapted from Culture GPS Lite (ITIM International Culture and Management Consultants, 

2015) 

 

Another cultural dimension was later identified by Misho Minkov through his in-depth 

analysis of the World Values Survey (Hofstede et al., 2010: 38). This particular dimension 

showed a correlation with the Long-Term versus Short-Term Orientation dimension and was 
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therefore named Indulgence versus Restraint. The introduction of the sixth cultural 

dimension resulted in the six-dimensional model (6D Model). The Indulgence versus 

Restraint is fairly new; therefore, there is no sufficient data collected to make it as significant 

as the other dimensions (Kohun et al., 2012). Ford et al. (2003) state that “these dimensions 

allow national-level analysis and are standardized to allow multiple country comparisons”.  

3.8.1.1 Critique of Hofstede’s cultural framework 

Despite the popularity and importance of cultural research, Hofstede’s work has endured 

some criticism (Chiang, 2005: 1545; Jones, 2007: 3). Hofstede’s critics spanned different 

disciplines, for example, Myers and Tan in Information Systems; McSweeneys in Human 

Resources; and Baskerville in Accounting. The issues raised regarding Hofstede’s 

framework are primarily methodological and theoretical (Baskerville-Morley, 2005: 389; 

Chiang, 2005: 1547). The theoretical basis on which Hofstede established his methodology 

has resulted in Hofstede’s dimensions being rejected in social sciences of sociology and 

anthropology (Baskerville, 2003: 6). 

Table 3-16 sets out a summary of Hofstede’s criticisms by various scholars.  
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Methodological Concerns 

Hofstede’s survey was only restricted to one large multinational corporation: International 

Business Machines (IBM). Therefore, this limited the generalisability of the findings mostly at 

societal level. A study fixated on only one company cannot possibly provide information on 

the entire national cultures. 

Because the surveys were focused only on IBM, it is believed that a strong corporate culture 

may dilute the scores on the dimensions. 

Hofstede used a single method of data collection for measurement, which is considered too 

limited.  

Surveys are not deemed appropriate instruments for accurately measuring cultural 

differences. 

The outcomes of Hofstede’s work have a possibility of arbitrariness. This is based on 

Hofstede’s assumption that national culture is a homogenous whole, whereas most nations 

comprise groups of ethnic units or subcultures. 

Taking into consideration that the survey was conducted during the times of political 

instabilities, the outcomes, particularly those pertaining to Masculinity and Uncertainty 

Avoidance, may have been subjected to political influences. Moreover, the sample used 

lacked data from socialist countries as well as from less affluent Third-World Countries. 

Hofstede’s analysis was based on only 40 subjects (40 data points corresponding to 40 

countries); thus, it had an increased likelihood of sample error. Furthermore, some of 

Hofstede’s questions were used more than once, whereas others had significant cross-

loadings. This questioned the statistical integrity of Hofstede’s results. 

Theoretical Concerns 

The construction of Hofstede’s dimensions is deemed too narrow and confined only to the 

study of work-related values, which are not the same as national values. 

Some dimensions were considered inappropriately labelled, particularly the masculinity vs 
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femininity cultural dimension. Some perceive the label to be sexist.  

The dimensions restrict the measurement of culture. For example, Power distance is 

considered a poor indicator of inequality. 

Cultural values are assumed to be stable over time. However, Hofstede’s work is considered 

too old to be of any modern value and no longer valid given today’s rapidly changing global 

environments, internationalisation, and convergence. 

The identified number of cultural dimensions is not sufficient to give information about cultural 

differences. 

Hofstede’s work has also been criticised for being culture-bound, whereby the cultural 

dimensions assume that culture falls along national boundaries. It is argued that since 

cultures are not necessarily bound by borders, therefore culture cannot be studied by 

analysing nations. After all, cultures do not equate to nations. 

Hofstede’s work does not provide valuable guiding intelligence. 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are used to analyse and measure culture at a national level; 

however, several studies apply this national measure to groups or individuals. 

Table 3-16: Hofstede’s criticisms 
Source: Ford et al. (2003), Baskerville (2003), Baskerville-Morley (2005), Chiang (2005), Jones 

(2007), and Luthans and Doh (2012) 

 

Despite all the criticisms around Hofstede’s work, “it is generally accepted that Hofstede’s 

framework provides a coherent theory for explaining national variations in culture” (Chiang, 

2005: 1547). 

3.8.2 Gender roles 

Buddhapriya (2009: 33) posits that almost every society can attest that gender differences 

exist in both work and family boundaries. Historically, there was a belief that the work and 

family are “separate worlds”, thus corresponding with the belief that the responsibilities of 

women and men are distinct and non-overlapping (Wharton, 2009: 109). The division of 

responsibilities into male and female domains forms the basis for gender roles (Dandapat & 
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Sengupta, 2012). Wharton (2009: 82) notes that throughout history and the world, tasks 

have been assigned on the basis of gender, thus resulting in divisions of labour.  

According to Alesina et al. (2013), the gender division of labour differs significantly from 

society to society. The roles of women and men are carefully divided within family structures 

(Wharton, 2009: 105). Globally, in comparison to men, the lives of women are more home-

centred (Mikkola & Miles, 2007). Depending on the culture, women can either participate in 

employment outside of the home or remain within the home while the men are the 

breadwinners (Perrone et al., 2009; Alesina et al., 2013). Where women participate solely 

in the domestic sphere, they are therefore primarily responsible for taking care of children 

and providing emotional support and the men are wage-earners (Wharton, 2009: 106). 

“These roles were transmitted to each generation through processes of socialisation” 

(Wharton, 2009: 106). As boys and girls observe these gender-specific roles around them 

in their families, they develop a tendency to try to fit in with this model, thus triggering a cycle 

of inequalities between women and men throughout life (Dandapat & Sengupta, 2012). 

Nonetheless, it is argued that this type of traditional structure was functional for both family 

solidarity and the larger society (Wharton, 2009: 106).  

Perrone et al. (2009) posit that gender roles in family and work domains are continuously 

changing. Wharton (2009: 109) agrees that “work and family are not static, unchanging 

institutions, but reflect and adapt to developments in the wider society”. The traditional view 

that men are breadwinners and women are caregivers and homemakers has shifted over 

time (Gordon & Whelan-Berry, 2005). This view changed as women entered into the paid 

labour force. Wharton (2009: 109) asserts that as women entered the paid labour force, it 

was acknowledged that work and family were not separate, but rather they intersected in 

complex ways. Moreover, because of the changes in social norms, men and women deem 

both work and family roles important (Gordon & Whelan-Berry, 2005). 

The introduction of women to the paid labour force has resulted in the role of women 

changing to focus beyond the home front (Dandapat & Sengupta, 2012). As such, men and 

women end up sharing both provider and nurturing roles (Gordon & Whelan-Berry, 2005; 

Perrone et al., 2009). This implies that with the continuous change in the relations between 

men and women, the relations between work and family are also expected to be redefined 

(Wharton, 2009: 109). Consequently, there is a tight link relationship between gender, 
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family, and work.  

Taking into account these changes in the social norms, Rhode and Kellerman (2007: 11) 

argue that women are still expected to be the primary caregivers. This is because in some 

cases the home sphere is considered a woman’s territory and therefore men are excluded 

from childcare (Mikkola & Miles, 2007). Similarly, Ramírez and Ruben (2015) suggest that 

there is an assumption that women are expected to focus more on reproductive tasks 

instead of productive tasks inherent in the labour force. As a result, women have to take up 

both the responsibilities of the housewife and that of a professional career woman 

(Dandapat & Sengupta, 2012). As career women, women are not able to spend enough time 

during the tender age of their children; therefore, they often suffer from a guilt complex 

(Buddhapriya, 2009: 33). Additionally, much is expected from working mothers than working 

fathers, and they are occasionally criticised as parents or professionals (Rhode & Kellerman, 

2007: 12). The challenges of dual responsibilities occasionally produce role conflict and 

eventually result in much stress and role strain (Buddhapriya, 2009: 33; Perrone et al., 

2009). These challenges, in turn, limit women’s access to paid work (Ramírez & Ruben, 

2015) and often dictate women’s career choices (Dandapat & Sengupta, 2012). 

3.8.3 THEME F Summary 

Summary: 

 

Culture bears many definitions in research, but the most popular definition is that of Hofstede. 

Culture is manifested through a combination of symbols, heroes, rituals, and values, with values 

being its core. Culture sets expectations as to how people should behave. Because culture can 

be conceptualised at different levels, including gender, stereotypes are therefore expected. The 

core of culture is values. Values are norms that are unconsciously embedded in society and in 

each individual. Cultural differences are often more visible when comparing societies. People 

who live or lived within the same social environment typically share the same culture. Hofstede 

defined six cultural dimensions in order to compare different cultures. These cultural dimensions 

are mostly concerned with people’s values. The application of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

is common and well accepted in IT research. The popularity of Hofstede’s work has inevitably 

endured criticism from other culture research scholars. Culture inherently influences gender 
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roles in society. The introduction of women to the paid labour force has resulted in the role of 

women changing to focus beyond the home front. 

Insights: 

 

Literature shows that culture is not a static concept. Since culture is learned, it is susceptible to 

evolution as people’s circumstances change. This implies that a change in culture will result in 

a change in how people behave. Moreover, there are defined gender roles associated with 

cultural beliefs. Since the South African government is driving initiatives to include women in 

paid labour force, such initiatives are sometimes contradictory to cultural norms. The issue is 

exaggerated further as women are encouraged to join male-dominated fields such as IT. The 

general underrepresentation of women in the IT workforce combined with the country’s cultural 

diversity poses a practical problem within South Africa’s IT sector. Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions can be adopted to determine the influence of culture on the underrepresentation of 

female IT Executives in South Africa. 

Table 3-17: Summary and insights of Theme F: Culture 
 

3.9 CONCLUSION 

The growing importance and dependence of IT in organisations have resulted in the need 

to manage IT at a strategic level. This saw the role of the data processing manager evolving 

from a mainly technology and IT operations management role to a more strategic role. 

Elevating this role to a higher level was primarily to ensure that there is alignment between 

the business and technology. Because the IT function was strategically positioned, the role 

of the IT Executive emerged. Literature also mentions that the poor management and 

productivity of IT raised many concerns for CEOs, hence the need to have an IT Executive. 

Much ambiguity around the exact role of the IT Executive has been noted. This is as a result 

of the constant changes in technology and the growing complexities of organisations. At 

times, the IT Executive role is devised to accommodate the environment in which it operates, 

thus making it dynamic. In view of the many varying views about the role of the IT Executive, 

Mintzberg’s Model of Managing was adopted in order to describe the generic role of the IT 

Executive. The model generally specifies the roles that senior executives must perform. 
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Some scholars have also identified additional roles that are specific to the IT Executive (e.g. 

Smaltz et al., 2006; Chen & Wu, 2011; Khallaf & Skantz, 2011). 

In light of the strategic position of the IT function, there are differing views around the 

appropriate level of the IT Executive’s strategic decision-making authority. It is argued that 

IT Executives of some organisations do not have the necessary authority and decision-

making right. To make IT strategic decisions, the IT Executive needs to have structural 

power within the organisation. Such decisions can be made if the IT Executive is properly 

positioned in the organisation. Moreover, the IT department will also be in a position to better 

serve the organisation and deliver on its mandate. According to literature, having the IT 

Executive as part of the top management team is becoming a more acceptable and common 

approach. In this manner, the strategic partnership between the IT Executive and the top 

management team will be enhanced. Additionally, the TMTs will be more diversified, 

resulting in a common understanding of the role of IT in the organisation. Although members 

of the top management team report directly to the CEO and with studies showing that many 

IT Executives report directly to the CEO, what is essential is to have the IT Executive position 

aligned with the organisation’s strategy. This implies that whomever the IT Executive reports 

to is immaterial. After all, the CEO-CIO reporting structure is not always the best approach 

for all organisations. 

Competencies required for an IT Executive have been highlighted. It is noted that 

competencies differ from leader to leader; however, to be an effective leader, it is crucial for 

one to possess cognitive competencies, emotional intelligence competencies, and social 

intelligence competencies. There is a wide variety of competencies that are associated with 

IT Executives, but it is not realistic for one to possess all of them, as some of them might be 

insufficient in the long run. Only core competencies are therefore necessary. These core 

competencies should be sufficient enough for the IT Executive to successfully facilitate the 

use of IT for organisational success. Competencies are primarily made up of skills and 

knowledge. With regard to the required skills of an IT Executive, soft skills are considered 

more important than technical skills. As far as the required IT Executive’s knowledge is 

concerned, literature shows that IT and business management expertise are vital. 

Gender influences much of what is expected of individuals. Subsequently, individuals learn 

how to display specific characteristics pertaining to their gender. Gender in its own provides 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 121 

a means of describing the cultural, social, and psychological traits of individuals in terms of 

masculinity or femininity. These gender characteristics result in gender stereotypes. Most 

often gender stereotypes discriminate against women, particularly when it comes to senior 

management levels. For instance, one of the stereotypes bears the notion that leadership 

positions require masculine traits other than feminine traits. With the IT sector traditionally 

considered to be a male-dominated environment, this has resulted in masculine values 

predominating in the profession. With that said, there is a low representation of women in IT 

leadership positions.  

Over and above the gender stereotypes, women are further confronted with a variety of 

obstacles that impede them from attaining leadership positions. The glass ceiling 

phenomenon is often used to explain the poor representation of women in leadership 

positions. However, this phenomenon is only focused on an invisible, absolute and 

impassable barrier that women tend to experience when they pursue leadership positions. 

However, given the complexity around the advancement of women into leadership positions 

and the many barriers that women come across, most authors suggest that the labyrinth 

metaphor better captures the essence of those factors. The leadership labyrinth conveys a 

challenge-riddled journey that women navigate through towards leadership positions. The 

various barriers that make up the leadership labyrinth result in gender-leadership gaps. 

The leadership labyrinth is also evident in South Africa’s IT sector, whereby female IT 

professionals find it difficult to progress to IT leadership positions. South Africa, like other 

countries, is faced with the challenge of the underrepresentation of women in the IT sector 

as a whole. The underrepresentation of women in IT is noted both in education and 

employment. This is despite more than half of the country’s population comprising women. 

However, measures are in place to ensure women’s participation in South Africa’s IT labour 

force gradually improve. The IT sector is one of the major contributors to South Africa’s 

economy, contributing 2.9% of South Africa’s total GDP. The dynamic nature of the IT 

industry has resulted in the industry experiencing skills shortages that are difficult to 

address. The IT skills shortage in South Africa is attributed to several factors ranging from 

a reduced number of IT enrolments to the brain drain. The shortage of skills has a negative 

impact on the IT sector’s contribution to the country’s economy. 
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With cultural norms playing a role in gender stereotyping, literature on concepts of culture 

was reviewed. Despite the many meanings associated with culture, it is agreed that culture 

is mainly shared and is learned. Hofstede’s definition of culture encompasses most 

definitions; therefore, it is adopted for this study. Hofstede’s cultural domains are typically 

used to describe how cultures differ and to predict people’s behaviours. Despite the 

popularity and importance of Hofstede’s work in cultural research, it has endured some 

criticism by scholars from different disciplines. Such criticism is classified as either 

methodological or theoretical.  

The next chapter describes the research design and methodology that was adopted to 

conduct the study.  
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4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The foregoing chapter reviewed literature relevant to this study. This chapter explains the 

research methodology that was followed in conducting the study with the aim of addressing 

the research problem posed in Chapter 1. The researcher adopted the research onion 

defined by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009: 108) to formulate the research 

methodology (see Figure 4-1). The research onion describes the steps followed by 

researchers when formulating a research methodology. 

 

Figure 4-1: Research onion 
Source: Saunders et al. (2009: 108) 

 

To answer the research question, the researcher is dependent on the data that is collected 

and subsequently analysed. However, as depicted in Figure 4-1, this is the centre of the 

research onion. To get to this central point, first the research philosophy is defined. 

Secondly, an appropriate research approach is attached to the defined research philosophy. 

Thirdly, the research design is adopted. The research design focuses on the three layers of 

the onion, namely, research strategy, research choice for data collection techniques and 
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analysis procedures, and the time horizons within which the research project is undertaken. 

According to Hofstee (2006: 108), a research design describes an overall individual’s design 

to conducting a research project, whereas a research method explains in detail how one or 

more research designs were applied for the individual’s specific purposes. 

4.2 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY 

The research philosophy is explored through the concept of research paradigms (Saunders 

et al., 2009: 118). Saunders et al. (2009) define a research paradigm as “a way of examining 

social phenomena from which particular understandings of these phenomena can be gained 

and explanations attempted”. Research studies are based on underlying philosophical 

assumptions that form the foundation of the research (Myers, 2013: 24). The assumptions 

in this study relate to the underlying ontology and epistemology that guide it. According to 

Joubish, Khurram, Ahmed, Fatima and Haider (2011: 2084), a typical research paradigm 

framework comprises ontological (perceived realities around the research phenomena), 

epistemological (grounds upon which the validity and scope of the knowledge obtained are 

based), and methodological components. It is henceforth vital to first classify and 

characterise the research inquiry such that the appropriate ontological and epistemological 

assumptions are properly defined.  

Considering that the main aim of this study is to explore ways in which female IT 

professionals can successfully reach IT Executive levels, this study was classified as 

qualitative (non-numeric). This is in accordance with Myers’ categorisation that qualitative 

research studies are conducted for exploration purposes (Myers, 2013: 9). De Villiers (2005: 

112) and Anderson (2006: 4) point out that with qualitative research methods, the 

phenomena are understood in their natural settings. The phenomenon is interpreted 

according to the meanings that people associate with it (Joubish et al., 2011: 2083). For the 

researcher to adequately answer the stated primary and secondary research questions, it 

was critical to capture the views and perspectives of the participants in the study. This ability 

is an attribute of a qualitative research type (Yin, 2011: 8).  

There are various research philosophies that are used to guide qualitative researches. 

Examples of research philosophies include positivist, interpretive, and critical research 

paradigms (Olivier, 2009: 112; Myers, 2013: 37). This study adopted an interpretive research 

philosophy. The next section describes an interpretive research philosophy based on its 
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ontological, epistemological, and methodological stances.  

4.2.1 Interpretive research 

Interpretive research is appropriate for studying human behaviour and social phenomena 

(De Villiers, 2005: 111). Furthermore, this approach does not aim to prove or disprove a 

hypothesis, but rather identifies, explores, and explains the relationship and 

interdependency between specific factors in a particular social setting (Oates, 2006: 292; 

Saunders et al., 2009: 116). Keegan (2009: 25-26) agrees that interpretive research is a 

“useful approach to qualitative research when the aim is to understand research participants, 

how they think and behave within a certain context, at a particular moment in time”. Goldkuhl 

(2012: 142) and Johari (2009: 25) assert that in an interpretive study, the researcher is 

primarily engaged in understanding the phenomenon within cultural and contextual 

situations. This draws the inference that interpretive research provides researchers with a 

better understanding of how people interpret their social and contextual situations. As a 

result, researchers can discover new interpretations through interpretive research methods.  

Interpretive research holds the ontological position of multiple realities that are based on 

people’s perceptions and are dependent on time and context (De Villiers, 2005: 111; Joubish 

et al., 2011: 2082). In other words, as people’s perceptions change, so does their reality. 

Myers (2013: 39) and Goldkuhl (2012: 137-138) bring out that social reality is constructed 

through language, consciousness, and subjective shared meanings. From an ontological 

point of view, the researcher considered that individual’s realities to be different and 

subjective. It is noted that ontology and epistemology in interpretive researches are linked; 

therefore, they cannot be viewed separately (Goldkuhl, 2012: 137-138).  

Epistemologically, interpretive inquiries are subjective because of the assumption that 

knowledge is purely based on the research participants’ interpretations of the world 

(Keegan, 2009: 22). Goldkuhl (2012: 137-138) and Olivier (2009: 112) maintain that 

subjectivity is essential in interpretive research inquiries, as the subjective meanings in the 

social world are used as building blocks in theorising. Considering that reality is created by 

people’s opinions of situations, De Villiers (2005: 111) posits that interpretive research 

studies yield subjective research outcomes. This is because when conducting an interpretive 

study, the researcher is both the research participant and the observer (Myers, 2013: 39). 

Goldkuhl (2012: 138-139) emphasises that “the researched subjects (‘the participants’) are 
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interpreters and co-producers of meaningful data”. Evidently, both the researcher and the 

participants contribute towards the knowledge acquired through interpretivism, thus socially 

constructing the reality. Because “knowledge has meaning only within a given situation or 

context” (Joubish et al., 2011: 2082), it is therefore imperative for the researcher to have the 

shared meaning of a social phenomenon as the people being studied. This will ensure that 

the researcher understands the social or cultural phenomenon from the inside without any 

imposition of prior understanding of the situation (Myers, 2013: 39). 

Bearing in mind that an interpretive research is qualitative, it is therefore inherent that 

qualitative approaches to data collection are used. Qualitative data collection methods are 

those that allow for the capturing of a respondent’s language and behaviour (Joubish et al., 

2011: 2084). Such data is not mathematically quantifiable because it consists of words and 

sentences rather than numbers. Unstructured data collection methods such as interviews, 

documents, participant observations, and videotapes are typically used to collect qualitative 

data (Joubish et al., 2011: 2084). The use of techniques such as case studies, interviews, 

and observations in interpretive inquiries allows the researcher to get insight into cultural 

aspects, organisational practices and human interactions (De Villiers, 2005: 112). 

Myers (2013: 26) posits that qualitative methods generate a great deal of data; thus, it is 

imperative to have an adequate plan in place to analyse such data. Qualitative data analysis 

results in findings that relate to human experiences; as such, data interpretation is crucial 

(De Villiers, 2005: 112). There are unique strategies that are employed when analysing 

qualitative data which involve identifying, coding, and categorising patterns and themes 

within the collected data (Joubish et al., 2011: 2084). These strategies ensure that emphasis 

is given to the important aspects of the data collected such that the subject at hand can be 

better understood or explained (Myers, 2013: 166). According to Oates (2006: 267), 

qualitative data analysis is “dependent on the skill of the researcher to see patterns and 

themes within the data”, which Joubish et al. (2011: 2084) argue that it is a weakness of the 

qualitative inquiry. Identifying themes is an important task in qualitative research (Ryan & 

Bernard, n.d. cited in Welman, Kruger & Mitchell, 2005: 211). 

4.2.2 Motivation for using interpretivism 

According to De Villiers (2005: 112), interpretivism investigates research questions that use 

verbal data. Moreover, “interpretive techniques allow participants to use their own words 
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and images, and to draw on their own concepts and experiences” (Johari, 2009: 27), hence 

the need for a research paradigm that will allow the researcher to verbally interact with 

participants in order to determine factors that influence the underrepresentation of female 

IT Executives in South Africa. The rationale for adopting an interpretive philosophy for this 

study was primarily built on the ontological and epistemological assumptions behind it.  

Interpretive studies are typically ideal for projects whose participants are from 

underrepresented or marginalised groups of any form (Ladson-Billings & Donnor, 2005 cited 

in Creswell, 2007: 24). Statistics show that female IT Executives are underrepresented in 

South Africa (cf. Section 1.2.2, Figure 1-2). This served as justification for the researcher to 

take an interpretive stance in conducting this study.  

The interpretive research philosophy aims to make sense of an existing social reality 

whereby certain conditions serve to disadvantage other individuals in societies (Creswell, 

2007: 24), which in this case are the female IT Executives in South Africa. The subjective 

nature of interpretive studies is important for the researcher to fully understand the different 

views of research participants regarding the factors that hinder progression of female IT 

professionals to IT Executive positions. The interpretive research philosophy helped the 

researcher to subjectively and contextually interpret the collected data in order to understand 

the factors that influence the underrepresentation of female IT Executives. 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the IDTGIT was used as the theoretical underpinning of the 

study. The IDTGIT informed the theoretical framework that was developed as part of the 

research. As a result, the research approach adopted was inductive. With an inductive 

research approach, Saunders et al. (2009: 126) assert that data is collected and a theory is 

developed based on the outcome of the data analysis. 
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4.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

A research design is a logical plan for conducting the entire research project (Myers, 2013: 

19; Yin, 2011: 75). Yin (2011) further adds that research designs are used to strengthen the 

research validity and also ensure that the data collected addresses the research topic being 

studied (Yin, 2011: 75).  

To determine how female IT professionals can advance to IT leadership positions, gathering 

insights from female IT Executives is beneficial. This involves understanding their 

motivations and actions that led them to beat the odds and achieve IT leadership levels. 

According to Myers (2013: 5), “to understand peoples’ motivations, their reasons, and the 

context for their beliefs and actions in an in-depth way” is a key feature of qualitative 

research. It is for this reason that qualitative research methods were applied when 

conducting this study. 

Figure 4-2 provides a roadmap of the activities that were performed throughout the entire 

research project. 
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Figure 4-2: Research design 

 

The research project started when a problem was identified. This was done via an analysis 

of literature on the topic of interest (1). From the identified gap in literature, a primary 

research problem and the related objectives of the study were defined (2). Giving 

consideration to the wide scope of the primary research question, the related research 

objectives were converted into secondary research questions. A literature review related to 

the overall research topic was conducted in order to provide context to the complete study 

(3). The literature review focused on general themes that encompassed the secondary 

research questions. The focused literature survey provided more depth into the theory base 

pertaining to the study. The research methodology concepts were discussed in an effort to 

establish the appropriate research methodology for conducting the study (4). 
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Details on how the data was collected (5.1) and further analysed (5.2) were presented for 

the study. The data collection and analysis approaches discussed in Section 4.3 were 

implemented accordingly. Subsequent to the analysis of data, a record of the study findings 

was captured (5.3). Research findings were based on the outcome of the analysis of the 

collected data.  

The research findings from the study informed the development of theoretical framework 

(6). The theoretical framework explains how female IT professionals in South Africa can 

advance to IT Executive positions. The study was concluded by answering the primary 

question and providing recommendations for taking the research work further (7). 

4.3.1 Research strategy 

A number of qualitative research methods have been developed for studying social and 

cultural phenomena (Myers, 2013: 8). According to Myers (2013: 25), action research, case 

study research, ethnography, and grounded theory are the most common qualitative 

research methods in business and management, each providing strategies for collecting 

and analysing empirical data.  



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 132 

 

The table below 
pro 

Action Research Case Study 
Research 

Ethnographic 
Research 

Grounded 
Theory 

Purpose Aims to solve 

current practical 

problems and 

concerns while 

emphasising on 

effecting change 

(Oates, 2006: 

155; Myers, 2013: 

59). 

Aims to provide 

“empirical evidence 

to convince other 

researchers of the 

applicability (or 

inapplicability) of a 

particular theory or 

proposition” 

(Myers, 2013: 74) 

and to understand 

complex social 

phenomena (Yin, 

2014: 4). 

Aims to 

understand 

peoples’ culture 

by observing 

and being part 

of the 

population 

under study 

(Oates, 2006: 

173; Myers, 

2013: 93). 

Primarily for 

theory 

development 

based on the 

data gathered 

from individuals 

sharing the 

same 

experiences 

(Creswell, 2007: 

63; Myers, 

2013: 104). 

Features Researcher 

actively 

participates in the 

research process 

by deliberately 

interfering with the 

subject matter 

and while 

simultaneously 

studying the effect 

of the intervention 

(Myers, 2013: 60). 

Used for studying 

contemporary real-

life situations 

without the 

researcher 

controlling the 

events (Myers, 

2013: 76; Yin, 

2014: 14). 

The researcher 

is heavily 

involved in 

fieldwork 

whereby he or 

she is 

completely 

immersed in the 

day-to-day 

activities of the 

participants 

(Creswell, 

2007: 68; 

Myers, 2013: 

79).  

Results in new 

and rich findings 

(Myers, 2013: 

104) 
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The table below 
pro 

Action Research Case Study 
Research 

Ethnographic 
Research 

Grounded 
Theory 

 
The researcher is 

an observer rather 

than an active 

participant (Myers, 

2013: 61) 

“Focuses on an 

entire cultural 

group” 

(Creswell, 

2007: 68). 

Theoretical 

sampling is 

adopted so that 

a theory can be 

formulated 

(Creswell, 2007: 

64). 

Can also be 

used for coding 

data (Creswell, 

2007: 64; 

Myers, 2013: 

104). 

Advantages Research study is 

practically 

relevant (Myers, 

2013: 65). 

Research study is 

realistic because it 

addresses 

problems that other 

researchers can 

identify with 

(Myers, 2013: 82). 

 

Provides in-

depth 

understanding 

of the research 

participants and 

the broader 

context within 

which they 

operate (Myers, 

2013: 97). 

Ideal for 

studying 

regular, 

repeated 

processes, such 

that patterns are 

identified 

(Myers, 2013: 

109-110). 

 Theories are tested 

or explored in any 

real-life situations 

(Myers, 2013: 82). 

Being involved 

in fieldwork 

allows the 

researcher’s 

assumptions to 

be challenged 

Research is 

conducted 

systematically, 

with detailed 

steps for data 

analysis 

(Creswell, 2007: 
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The table below 
pro 

Action Research Case Study 
Research 

Ethnographic 
Research 

Grounded 
Theory 

(Myers, 2013: 

97). 

68; Myers, 

2013: 110). 

 
The distinct 

advantage of case 

study research is 

when “a how or 

why question is 

being asked about 

a contemporary set 

of events, over 

which a researcher 

has little or no 

control” (Yin, 2014: 

14). 

 

  

Disadvantages Researcher plays 

both the 

participant and 

observer role, 

which can be 

difficult and time-

consuming 

(Myers, 2013: 65). 

Researcher does 

not have control of 

the situation, which 

can jeopardise the 

progress of the 

study (Myers, 

2013: 83). 

Fieldwork and 

data analysis 

take a longer 

time than other 

methods 

(Myers, 2013: 

98). 

First-time users 

become 

overwhelmed at 

coding level, 

whereby scaling 

up to larger 

concepts or 

themes is 

considered a 

difficult task 

(Myers, 2013: 

110). 
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The table below 
pro 

Action Research Case Study 
Research 

Ethnographic 
Research 

Grounded 
Theory 

Results in biased 

findings whereby 

the researcher 

can overstate the 

importance of the 

intervention 

(Myers, 2013: 66). 

Case study findings 

cannot be 

generalised beyond 

the case under 

study (Yin, 2014: 

20). 

Because the 

researcher is 

not a detached 

observer, 

therefore the 

findings might 

be based on 

objectivity 

(Oates, 2006: 

174). 

  

 Time-consuming as 

a result of the high 

dependency on 

research 

participants and the 

data analysis 

process (Myers, 

2013: 83). 

  

Table 4-1: Comparison of research strategies 
 

Each of the research strategies in Table 4-1 can be used with the interpretive approach 

(Myers, 2013: 25) because they allow the use of field studies to gather knowledge by 

examining humans within their social settings (Johari, 2009: 25). Comparing the different 

approaches outlined above, the case study and ethnographic researches were deemed 

equally attractive for this study. However, Creswell (2007: 68) submits that ethnography 

focuses an entire cultural group whereby there is interaction with the research participants 

through observation. Another key distinguishing factor between ethnography and case study 

is that ethnography relies primarily on fieldwork (Myers, 2013: 79). In view of the study at 

hand, ethnography was therefore deemed a less suitable approach. The next section 

describes the case study research approach in detail. 
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4.3.2 Case study research 

The objective of case study researches is to contribute to researchers’ knowledge of 

individual, group, organisational, social, and related phenomena (Yin, 2014: 4). Different 

definitions for case study exist in literature; however, they all focus on the need to 

understand a complex social phenomenon. For instance, Moore, Lapan and Quartaroli 

(2011: 243) and Hancock and Algozzine (2006: 11) define a case study as an investigative 

approach that is aimed at exploring complex phenomena and the meanings for those 

involved in order to gain an in-depth understanding thereof. Similarly, Yin (2014) provides a 

twofold definition of a case study that covers the scope and the features of a case study:  

• “A case study research is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon (the case) in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2014: 

16).  

• “A case study inquiry copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will 

be many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result relies on 

multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion, 

and another results benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to 

guide data collection and analysis” (Yin, 2014: 17).  

Case study research is an all-encompassing method that can be conducted according to 

positivist, interpretive, or critical tenets, thus indicating that case study research can adopt 

any philosophical paradigm (Oates, 2006: 147; Myers, 2013: 79). When conducting case 

study researches, Myers (2013: 77) states that context and the phenomenon being studied 

cannot be separated because context is part and parcel of the story. A case study research 

includes individuals, groups, and institutions as the units of analysis (Welman et al., 2005: 

193). 

There are different case study researches. A case study can either be (1) exploratory – used 

to provide a better understanding of the research problem; (2) descriptive – for providing a 

thorough analysis of the phenomenon being studied; and (3) explanatory – which is an 

extension of the descriptive case study for explaining situations, testing, or comparing 

theories (Oates, 2006: 144; Myers, 2013: 75; Yin, 2014: 7). Hancock and Algozzine (2006: 
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16) argue that case study researches are generally more exploratory than confirmatory 

whereby themes or categories of behaviour and events are identified, rather than prove 

relationships or test hypotheses.  

With case studies, Yin (2014: 4) maintains that researchers focus on a “case” and retain a 

holistic and real-world perspective. Case study research strategies can be based on either 

a single case or multiple cases (Oates, 2006: 144; Yin, 2014: 18). Typically if the study aims 

to build a theoretical framework and has implications towards different cultural settings, 

multiple case studies are therefore deemed necessary (Johari, 2009: 26-27). Multiple case 

studies can either be conducted at one or multiple sites where a number of cases with 

common characteristics are examined so that they can be compared (Moore et al., 2011: 

247). Oates (2006: 144) agrees that each case in a multiple case study approach should be 

investigated on an individual basis with the aim of identifying similarities and differences 

between the different cases. The main advantage of multiple case studies over single case 

studies is that the latter is considered to yield more compelling evidence (Oates, 2006: 144).  

According to Yin (2014: 45), the quality of a case study research is judged according to the 

commonly used logical tests in Table 4-2. 
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Test Description 

Construct validity Sufficient operation measures for the concepts being studied are 

developed.  

Researcher used subjective judgements to collect data. 

Internal validity Inferences are made about causal relationships whereby the 

researcher believes certain conditions resulted in other conditions. 

External validity The study’s findings are generalisable within a particular domain of 

study. 

Reliability Different researchers are able to reach the same findings and 

conclusions if the same procedures are followed for the same case 

study. 

Table 4-2: Case study quality tests 
Source: Yin (2014) 

 

4.3.3 Motivation for using case study approach 

The case study approach was suitable for this study for the following reasons: 

• Context is crucially significant for this study, and case study supports the interpretive 

stance that was adopted. 

• Hancock and Algozzine (2006: 15) assert that case studies address a phenomenon, 

which for this research project is the underrepresentation of female IT Executives in 

South Africa. 

• Case study approaches allow for the phenomenon being researched to be studied in 

its natural context, bounded by space and time (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006: 15). As 

such, the study was grounded in Gauteng, South Africa.  

• De Villiers (2005: 112) highlights that case studies provide insight into cultural 
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aspects, organisational practices, and human interactions. Considering that this 

research project involves exploring cultural aspects, adopting a case study approach 

was therefore justified.  

• If a study is focused on building a theoretical framework, multiple case studies with 

distinctive identities are necessary. Building a theoretical framework is one of the 

objectives of this study, hence the use of multiple case studies (Johari, 2009: 26). 

A multiple case study research approach was followed because the study is about the 

experiences of female IT Executives. Moreover, a multiple case study was preferred, since 

the comparisons contribute to the research conclusions (Olivier, 2009: 14). 

4.3.4 Data collection 

Qualitative approaches for data collection were used for the study. Data collection in 

qualitative researches involves collecting data at the site where participants experience the 

problem being studied, rather than bringing them into a contrived situation or sending out 

instruments to complete (Creswell, 2007: 37). For case study approaches, data can be 

obtained from multiple sources such as interviews, documentation, and observations 

(Hancock & Algozzine, 2006: 16; Creswell, 2007: 38; Myers, 2013: 26; Yin, 2014: 103). 

Collecting data from multiple sources allows the researcher to cover a broader spectrum of 

historical and behavioural issues (Yin, 2014: 120). These sources of information are what 

make the case study research descriptive (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006: 16).  

Yin (2014: 119) posits that “case studies using multiple sources of evidence were rated more 

highly in terms of their overall quality, than those that relied on only single sources of 

information”. According to Yin (2014: 113), “interviews are an essential source of case study 

evidence because most case studies are about human affairs or actions” and are 

corroborated with information from other sources. Thus, the researcher used both interviews 

and documentation as sources of evidence.  

4.3.4.1 Interviews 

Myers (2013: 119) points out that interviews are commonly used in gathering qualitative data 

and are usually found in case study research inquiries (Yin, 2014: 110). One major 

characteristic of a qualitative research is its ability to represent the views and perspectives 
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of the participants in a study (Yin, 2011: 8), which is what the researcher was aiming for with 

the use of interviews. Walsham (2006: 323) brings out that “interviews are a part of most 

interpretive studies as a key way of accessing the interpretations of informants in the field”. 

As such, the researcher was able to capture the actual information as provided by the 

participants without her own preconceptions. The data collected through interviews was the 

primary data because it reflected the interviewees’ own sense of reality. Myers (2013: 120) 

defines primary data as that which is unpublished and gathered directly from people.  

In qualitative research, data is generally collected in an unstructured way (Joubish et al., 

2011: 2084), using unstructured interviews (Welman et al., 2005: 197). Additionally, Myers 

(2013: 121) reasons that because there are few, if any, pre-formulated questions, 

unstructured interviews allow participants the freedom to say everything they want without 

a set time limit. The researcher used semi-structured open-ended interviews in order to gain 

a better understanding of the participants’ experiences. A few pre-formulated questions were 

contained in the questionnaire purely to guide the interview; however, additional questions 

were added as the interviews progressed. This was crucial, as the researcher needed as 

much information as possible around the experiences of the female IT Executives 

throughout their career paths towards IT leadership roles. The interview questions were 

tested and continuously improved prior to conducting the official interviews with the identified 

participants. This allowed the researcher to capture the actual information as provided by 

the participants without any preconceptions. The researcher grouped the interview 

questions into themes to guide the conversation and for easy reference during data analysis. 

Moreover, the interview questions were structured to be in line with the IDTGIT constructs. 

Interaction between the researcher and the participants during data collection is one of the 

principles of an interpretive research paradigm, which basically means “that empirical data 

generation is seen as a process of socially constructed meanings; that is socially 

constructed by researchers and participants” (Goldkuhl, 2012: 138-139). The interviews 

were conducted on a one-on-one basis rather than as focus groups, as the researcher 

wanted to get individualistic views from each participant. 

The interviews were recorded to ensure that information was captured accurately. 

Permission to record the interviews was sought at the start of the interview. In addition, the 

researcher made notes so that the process for evaluating the responses was seamless.  
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Participant selection 

Considering that the researcher used interviews for collecting data, it is thus relevant to 

discuss the sample of the participants that was selected. The sampling frame was based on 

a population of South African individuals working in the IT field. Keegan (2009: 35) defines 

a research sample as the research participants to be included in the overall study, who will 

reflect the objective of the research along with the target audience. However, according to 

Myers (2013: 9), the outcome of the study cannot be easily generalised from a sample to a 

population. 

Sampling can be done in two ways, namely, probability and non-probability sampling (Oates, 

2006: 96). When selecting a sample using a probability sampling technique, the respondents 

are randomly chosen with the belief that they represent the population being studied. This 

method provides a better position for generalising to the wider population. On the contrary, 

with non-probability sampling, the samples are chosen without any knowledge of a proper 

representation of the population. This, in turn, makes generalisation difficult.  

Table 4-3 lists different sampling techniques. 

Probabilistic Non-probabilistic 

Random Purposive 

Systematic Snowball 

Stratified Self-selection 

Cluster Convenience 

Table 4-3: Sampling techniques 
Source: Oates (2006: 96) 

 

Yin (2011: 88) posits that for qualitative researches, purposive sampling is usually used in 

order to ensure that the study units selected yield the most relevant and abundant 

information about the research topic at hand. According to Oates (2006: 98), purposive 

sampling is done by deliberately selecting the sample that typically offers a wide variety 

instead of choosing a cross-section of people to represent the wider population. For this 
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study, the researcher adopted purposive sampling technique.  

The sample consisted of 15 female IT Executives representing the four population groups 

of South Africa. To ensure the correct balance of all population groups, South Africa’s 

percentage distribution of the population according to the population groups was used as a 

guideline. South Africa’s total population comprises 79% black Africans, 8.9% coloureds; 

2.5% Indians, and 2.5% whites (STATSSA, 2011). The population group split of the 15 

participants mirrored the South African population group split. All the participants were 

based in Gauteng, which is the economic hub of South Africa with three large cities and over 

65% of the country’s IT industry (Cohen, 2012). It is in this province where most 

organisations’ IT Executives are found; hence, it was the area of choice. The interviews 

were conducted to the point of saturation, whereby no new information was discovered. The 

point of saturation was reached after the 12th interview; however, the additional three 

interviewees were included to confirm the point of saturation. The interviews were conducted 

over a period of two and half months and each interview took an average of one hour. The 

participants were female IT professionals who have successfully advanced to IT leadership 

positions.  

Keeping in mind that the participants were IT Executives at the time the study was 

conducted, the study followed a cross-sectional time horizon. A cross-sectional time horizon 

is when a particular phenomenon (or phenomena) is studied at a particular time (Saunders 

et al., 2009: 155). 

4.3.4.2 Documents 

Documents were also used as another data collection method, though a secondary source 

of data. Yin (2014: 107) states that when conducting case study researches, documents are 

important in corroborating and augmenting evidence from other sources. Evidence from 

documents has an added advantage of building a richer picture than that obtained from 

interviews (Myers, 2013: 151). As such, the researcher used documents to supplement the 

data collected from the interviews. These documents were obtained from the Internet and 

libraries. The quality of the documents used was assessed in terms of authenticity, 

credibility, representativeness, and meaning (Scott, 1990 cited in Myers, 2013: 158).  

In the next section, the approach that was followed for data analysis is described including 
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the outcomes thereof.  

4.3.5 Data analysis 

“Data analysis consists of examining, categorising, tabulating, testing or otherwise 

recombining evidence to produce empirically based findings” (Yin, 2014: 132). With the vast 

amount of data that gets collected through qualitative researches, qualitative data analysis 

approaches assist in focusing on the most critical aspects of the data collected (Myers, 2013: 

166). Yin (2011: 177) argues that even though there is no prescribed and standard way of 

analysing qualitative data, the process generally entails following a five-phased cycle as 

depicted in Figure 4-3. 

 

Figure 4-3: Qualitative data analysis phases 
Source: Yin (2011: 178) 

 

The two-way arrows in Figure 4-3 illustrate that the five-phased qualitative data analysis is 

not performed in a linear fashion, but rather imply that the phases are recursive. Table 4-4 

presents a brief description of each phase. 
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Data analysis phase Description 

Compiling The data collected from different sources is 

organised in a systematic manner to ensure a 

better and thorough analysis.  

Disassembling The compiled data is broken down into more 

abstract units of information such that apparent 

themes are identified.  

Reassembling Themes are used to reorganise the disassembled 

data into different groups. 

Interpreting Once the data has been reassembled, a new 

narrative is created. 

Concluding Conclusions for the entire study are drawn from 

the interpretations made. 

Table 4-4: Phases of data analysis 
Source: Yin (2011: 178-179) 

 

Before conducting the data analysis, the researcher transcribed the recordings into written 

text. Welman et al. (2005: 211) posit that recordings can only be processed the same way 

as handwritten notes if they are transcribed to text first. During the disassembling and 

reassembling phases, the researcher applied the thematic content analysis (TCA) 

technique. The TCA technique is used to analyse data that is in textual form. According to 

Clarke and Braun (2013), TCA is effective as a basic method because (a) it can be used 

with a wide range of research questions, varying from those about people’s experiences or 

understandings to those about the representation and construction of particular phenomena 

in particular contexts; (b) it can be used to analyse different types of data ranging from 

secondary sources such as media to transcripts of focus groups or interviews; (c) it works 

with any size of data sets; and (d) it can be applied to produce data-driven or theory-driven 

analyses. The researcher followed the six phases of TCA as outlined by Clarke and Braun 

(2013) to ultimately identify the common themes emanating from the interviews. The six 

TCA phases are (1) familiarisation with the data, (2) coding, (3) searching for themes, (4) 
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reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) writing up (Clarke & Braun, 

2013). The process was conducted in a linear fashion whereby the preceding phase was 

completed prior to commencing with the succeeding phase. 

The researcher analysed the data based on her own interpretation, since the data collected 

from the interviews and documents was of a qualitative nature. IDGIT was also used to guide 

the analysis of data. The considerable amount of data resulting from a qualitative research 

method requires the data to be reduced to manageable and understandable texts (Welman 

et al., 2005: 213). In the coding phase of TCA, the researcher assigned codes to the smaller 

pieces of data, with similar items assigned the same code. Myers (2013: 167) defines a code 

as a word “used to describe or summarise a sentence, a paragraph, or even a whole piece 

of text, such as an interview”. Welman et al. (2005: 214) also share the same view that 

codes are labels that give meaning to the raw data so that it can be organised and 

categorised according to the identified themes. Myers (2013: 167) asserts that coding is one 

of the easiest ways to analyse qualitative data. 

There are different types of codes, for example, descriptive codes (open codes), interpretive 

codes (axial or selective codes), theoretical codes, and pattern codes (Myers, 2013: 168). 

According to Welman et al. (2005: 214), descriptive codes need minimal interpretation, 

whereas interpretative codes “relate to the reasons, explanations, and motives behind the 

factual information”. Coding is done in three sequential stages, namely, open coding, 

selective coding, and theoretical coding (Oates, 2006: 275; Myers, 2013: 105-107). Table 

3-5 describes these coding stages. 
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Coding Stage Description 

Open coding Analysing and summarising terms and concepts 

found in the data by using succinct code. Open 

codes are descriptive, implying that they identify, 

name, and categorise phenomena found in the 

text. 

Selective coding Involves an interpretation of categories and 

properties. The focus is on the codes that have 

emerged as being vital in explaining the complex 

phenomenon under study. 

Theoretical coding Inferential and/or predictive statements about the 

phenomena are created, thereby formulating a 

theory. This is achieved by specifying explicit 

relationships between individual interpretive 

constructs. 

Table 4-5: Phases of coding 
Source: Myers (2013) and Oates (2006) 

 

For the study, open coding was used to summarise terms and concepts found in the 

collected data. This was done by assigning specific codes to the selected words and phrases 

until reaching a higher conceptual level of category within which the texts fell. Selective 

coding was done after open coding, whereby the conceptual constructs were refined to such 

an extent that the researcher was able to explain the interaction between the descriptive 

categories. Theoretical coding was guided by IDTGIT. Theoretical coding was further used 

to define the theoretical framework that explains the phenomena under investigation. 
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4.4 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The researcher applied moral principles when planning, conducting, and reporting her 

research so that there are no negative effects from the research project.  

This study involved human participants; therefore, ethical considerations were anticipated. 

As a result, the researcher: 

• Sought informed consent from the people who were interviewed beforehand. A 

consent form was developed that explained the purpose of the study and the risks 

and benefits of participating. Participants were not forced to participate and were 

given the freedom to withdraw at any time should they chose to.  

• Compiled an information sheet that included information about the research project 

and how the data was used.  

• Ensured confidentiality and privacy of the people being interviewed. As such, the 

names of the participants were not divulged under any circumstance without 

permission from the participants. Pseudonyms were used where applicable. This is 

also in line with the Protection of Personal Information (POPI) Act. 

• Remained responsible to the participants where there was any conflict of interest. 

• Informed the participants of the results of the study. 

• Ensured that no harm befell the participants by conducting interviews in safe 

locations. 

With regard to data collection and analysis, the following ethical principles were considered: 

• Data was collected honestly using the appropriate data collection methods. 

• Only findings based on the collected data were reported on, including any negative 

findings. 

• Collected data was kept for as long as required by the university. 
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• All information copied or referenced from other sources was acknowledged 

accordingly. 

• The researcher maintained subjectivity at all times while acknowledging that the 

research participants owned the information collected.  

Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of Pretoria’s ethics committee. The 

researcher did not proceed with the research without review and approval from the 

committee. 

4.5 CONCLUSION 

The study employed an interpretive research paradigm in order to understand how female 

IT Executives in the study successfully maneuverer the challenges in the IT field to achieve 

IT leadership levels. Adopting the interpretive research paradigm ensured that the 

researcher gained a better understanding of how people interpret their social and contextual 

situations pertaining to the phenomena under study. 

With the adopted research strategy being the case study approach, the chapter also 

presented an overview of case study researches. The rationale for choosing a multiple case 

study approach was also clearly articulated (cf. Section 4.3.5). 

Data was collected by conducting interviews with 15 female IT Executives. When analysing 

the collected data, Yin’s five-phased qualitative data analysis process was followed. The 

five-phased qualitative data analysis process was also supported by the TCA method. 

Following this process ensured that data analysis was done properly and rigorously in order 

to obtain accurate research results. Table 4-6 shows a summary of the research design and 

methodology. 
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Method Option 

Research Philosophy Interpretivism 

Research Approach Inductive 

Research Strategy Multiple Case Study 

Time Horizon Cross-sectional 

Data Collection Interviews using semi-structured, open-ended interview 

questions 

Data Analysis Yin’s five-phased qualitative data analysis process with open 

coding and theoretical coding. The TCA technique was used to 

identify emerging themes from the collected data 

Table 4-6: Summary of methodology and design 

 

The next chapter presents an analysis results from the study.   
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PART 2 

RESULTS 
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5 DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
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5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter described the methodology that was employed in conducting the 

study. It explained the use of interviews as a method for data collection. In this chapter, 

interview data collected from fifteen (15) research participants is analysed and presented. 

The participants were female IT professionals who have successfully advanced into IT 

leadership positions.  

This study aims to explore the individual factors that contributed to the success of female IT 

professionals in reaching IT Executive positions. Since the IDTGIT focuses on individuals, 

each participant was treated as a single case study. This aided the researcher to identify 

and understand the uniqueness of each case where applicable. To understand how these 

individuals found their way through the IT leadership labyrinth, it is crucial to examine not 

only their demographic differences but also their experiences. These experiences provide 

full insight into each research participant.  

To give context to the experiences of each research participant, the chapter starts by first 

presenting background profiles of each IT Executive. Then an analysis of the data obtained 

from the interviews is provided. Consistent with the study questions, the interview questions 

were grounded on the three constructs of IDTGIT, namely, individual identity, individual 

influences, and environmental influences. The transcribed interview data was analysed 

using the TCA method whereby common themes were identified. These themes represent 

the factors that influenced the participants’ entry into the IT field and their advancement to 

IT Executive positions. The discussion of results explains how these factors contributed to 

the career advancement of the IT Executives who participated in the study. The chapter 

concludes by providing a summary of the chapter. 
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5.2 PROFILES OF FEMALE IT EXECUTIVES 

Fifteen (15) women were interviewed for this study. The selection of the participants was 

based on their occupation. Table 5-1 is a brief background profile of each participant. The 

overview of the participants is represented using the adapted research constructs defined 

by Lamb and Kling (2003). The participants’ names are concealed to maintain anonymity. 

The participants were not asked for their exact ages, but rather an indication of their age 

ranges.  
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Case description: IT Executive 1 

Table 5-1: Profile of IT Executive 1 

Personal Demographics  Executive 1 is a black African woman in her late 40s. She is 

married with two children. She has an undergraduate diploma in 

IT and a master’s degree in IT. She also has various management 

certificates including project management and leadership 

management. 

Career Background She has occupied various positions ranging from software 

development, business analysis, project management, and other 

IT management positions. She worked for companies in the 

mining, financial, aerospace, ICT, and telecommunications 

sectors. She has been in three IT Executive positions. Her first 

one was as a CIO, then CTO, and she is currently working as a 

CIO. She has more than eight years of experience in an IT 

Executive role. In total, she has 24 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 1 found the male-dominated IT environment not 

accommodative for females, especially when she started to 

occupy management roles. Often she was regarded as being less 

committed because she had female responsibilities at home. 

Acknowledging the challenges she was faced with, she learned to 

be assertive. Moreover, she identified senior people in the 

industry and sought advice from them on how to overcome IT 

barriers.  

Networking channels Occasionally joins IT forums that add mutual value and attends 

conferences. 

Also uses LinkedIn as a platform for networking. 

IT Industry Affiliations Affiliated with Women in ICT, which is an entity of the Black IT 

Forum), African Data Science Association, and Project 

Management Institute.  

Other Provides mentorship to other female IT professionals. 
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Case description: IT Executive 2 

Table 5-2: Profile of IT Executive 2 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 2 is a short and petite black African woman in her early 

40s. She is single and does not have children. Her qualifications 

include a computer science degree and a master’s degree in 

project management. 

Career Background Before occupying an IT Executive role, she worked as a software 

engineer, project manager, and programme manager. She 

worked for companies in the academic, transport, public, and 

aerospace sectors. She is currently working as a General 

Manager Service Development (IT). She has been in this role for 

two years. Overall, she has 16 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 2 attributes her success mostly to her past experiences. 

In her early years when she had just started in a management 

position, her height, race, and gender worked against her. The tri-

factor challenge ultimately affected her emotionally. As she 

matured, she learned that hard work, an above-average work 

ethic, and composure were the best attributes. In fighting the 

boys-club attitude, she has learned to be assertive and stand her 

ground so that she is not taken for a pushover. 

Networking channels Uses the forums she is affiliated with for networking. 

IT Industry Affiliations She is a member of the Institute of Directors in Southern Africa 

(IoDSA), Project Management South Africa (PMSA), and 

International Institute of Business Analysis (IIBA). 

Other She served on two boards. 
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Case description: IT Executive 3 

Table 5-3: Profile of IT Executive 3 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 3 is a black African woman in her early 40s. She is 

single with one child. She is a qualified chemical engineer and has 

a number of IT-related certificates including business analysis, 

project management, and business process management.  

Career Background Even with an engineering degree, her first job was a systems 

engineer. She also occupied roles such as business analysis, 

project management, business process specialist, and IT 

management. Her first IT Executive position was as a CIO in the 

public sector. She is currently working as a CIO in a railway 

company. Overall, she has 18 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 3 had the advantage of having mentors, who were 

influential to her success. Coming from an engineering 

background with a passion for IT, she knew from the start of her 

IT career that she would need guidance to navigate the industry 

challenges. She noted that she was often undermined because of 

her gender. As a result, she would get buy-in from male 

colleagues regarding certain aspects because they were listened 

to. She continues to be successful in her current role because of 

this approach.  

Networking channels Attends ICT conferences and uses platforms such as LinkedIn.  

IT Industry Affiliations None. However, used to be a member of the Institute of IT 

Professionals of South Africa.  

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 4 

Table 5-4: Profile of IT Executive 4 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 4 is a black African woman in her late 30s. She is 

married with two children. She has two undergraduate degrees, 

one in natural sciences and another one in IT. She also has a 

master’s degree in management, along with IT specialist 

certificates such as IT governance and project management.  

Career Background She has worked in the public sector for 15 years. Her previous 

occupations include IT programmer, systems analysis, 

knowledge management, and IT management. She has been in 

the IT Executive role for almost one year. Overall, she has 16 

years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

When she was promoted to a management position, her direct 

reports were mostly older and were men. The cultural stereotypes 

were an impediment to her management role. To overcome these 

challenges, she equipped herself with leadership and people 

management skills. Through these skills, she learned how to deal 

with male direct reports in a firm but respectful manner. In 

addition, she was also mentored by successful men and women 

from whom she leveraged off their experiences. 

Networking channels Attends ICT conferences and uses platforms such as LinkedIn. 

IT Industry Affiliations She is a member of the Information Systems Audit and Control 

Association (ISACA). 

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 5 

Table 5-5: Profile of IT Executive 5 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 5 is a black African woman in her mid-40s. She is 

married with three children. She has an undergraduate degree in 

science and an undergraduate diploma in IT. She also has a 

master’s degree in business administration. Some of her 

professional development certificates include IT service 

management and fundamental management. 

Career Background Her first job in IT was as a system administrator. She worked 

mostly in the IT infrastructure domain in a middle- and senior 

management capacity before working as an IT Executive. She 

has occupied IT Executive roles in various public sector entities. 

She has more than nine years’ experience of IT leadership. 

Overall, she has 17 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Being resilient and relentless are two personality traits that helped 

Executive 5 to achieve the IT Executive role. When she would find 

herself being discriminated against because of her gender, she 

confronted the situation by being assertive. To break the 

stereotypes that women were not capable of leading in IT, she 

learned IT operations concepts and acquired leadership skills by 

completing a master’s degree in business administration. The 

other strategy that she employed to ensure career progression 

success was to regularly consult senior IT professionals for 

advice.  

Networking channels Partakes in a couple of formal networking sessions that are held 

around Gauteng. 

IT Industry Affiliations Affiliated with Gartner & TM Forum. 

Other Mentors female IT professionals. 
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Case description: IT Executive 6 

Table 5-6: Profile of IT Executive 6 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 6 is a black African woman in her late 30s. She is 

married with three children and one more on the way. She has a 

national diploma in information science and an honours degree in 

information management. She is currently studying towards a 

master’s degree in business information systems. She has also 

done courses such as business analysis, information security 

management, and IT governance. 

Career Background She started her career as an administration officer before working 

as an information officer. She worked mainly in the IT knowledge 

management discipline in a middle- and senior management 

capacity. She is currently working as an IT Executive and has 

been in the role for less than one year. Overall, she has 14 years’ 

work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Since Executive 6 did not come from an IT background, she 

learned IT concepts so that she could engage properly with other 

IT professionals. She also learned that living according to cultural 

stereotypes was not going to help her career advancement 

opportunities. As a result, she developed masculine personality 

traits by going for general management training courses. She 

additionally made sure that she had good working relationships 

with her managers who, in turn, became supportive towards her 

career aspirations.  

Networking channels Networks within the organisation only.  

IT Industry Affiliations None. 

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 7 

Table 5-7: Profile of IT Executive 7 

Personal Demographics  Executive 7 is a black African woman in her late 30s. She is 

married and has two children. She completed a national IT 

diploma as an undergraduate study. She has two master’s 

degrees, one in business information systems and another one in 

business administration management.  

Career Background She started her IT career as an analyst programmer. Prior to 

occupying management roles, she also worked as a business 

information consultant. She worked in various middle-

management positions before working as a senior manager. She 

has occupied three IT Executive positions in private sector 

companies within the hospitality and telecommunications 

industries. She has more than seven years’ experience in IT 

leadership. Overall, she has 16 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 8 is career-driven. She put much energy in her career; 

as a consequence, she had children when she was older. She 

always identified opportunities that would make her recognised. 

In additions, she took the initiative to approach people in the IT 

industry to coach and mentor her. She deliberately chose male 

coaches and mentors because the IT industry respects such. Her 

eagerness and drive drew attention to other male IT professionals 

who took an interest in her career progression. 

Networking channels Uses LinkedIn as a networking platform. 

Attends various conferences in the industry. 

IT Industry Affiliations Member of the Tshwane University of Technology Council 

providing ICT advisory services. She also has a CIO practice 

certificate as one of her professional development qualifications. 

Other Gives motivational talks and participates in round-table 

discussions with women in leadership positions. 
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Case description: IT Executive 8 

Table 5-8: Profile of IT Executive 8 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 8 is a black African woman in her mid-40s. She is 

married and has three children. She has a bachelor of commerce 

degree and a master’s degree in IT.  

Career Background Her first job in IT was as a software consultant offering system 

support services. She worked in the telecommunications, mining, 

public, and health sectors. She is currently working as a CIO and 

has been in the position for two years. Overall, she has 17 years’ 

work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 8 attributes her success to consistently proving herself 

by excelling in her job. She realised that in order to be 

acknowledged by male colleagues, she had to put in more effort 

in her duties. At times, she had to sacrifice spending time with her 

family because of the demanding IT environment. The harder she 

worked, the more recognition she got, which subsequently helped 

her career progression. 

Networking channels Attends many IT conferences, summits, and symposiums.  

IT Industry Affiliations None. 

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 9 

Table 5-9: Profile of IT Executive 9 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 9 is a black African woman in her early 50s. She is 

married and has one child. Her qualifications include a bachelor’s 

degree in social sciences and a master’s degree in IT.  

Career Background She started working as an IT consultant and has occupied roles 

such as business architect, IT account manager, project manager, 

and senior manager in business processes management. She 

worked for companies in the IT, utilities, and traffic management 

sectors. She has less than one year’s experience as a CIO. 

Overall, she has 19 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 9 gives credit to a female mentor who played a role in 

her career advancement. Her mentor was from a business 

environment instead of IT. She needed someone whom she could 

relate to and who would understand women’s struggles in a male-

dominated environment. Her mentor imparted leadership skills to 

her, which she consequently applied in her work environment. 

From the experiences and lessons shared by her business 

mentor, she learned how to deal with traditional IT stereotypes 

that she was consistently faced with. She also learned when and 

how to apply masculine traits while maintaining her feminine 

stature. Through guidance from her mentor, she gained respect 

from her male counterparts and was therefore recognised to be a 

worthy leader. 

Networking channels Uses LinkedIn as a networking platform. 

Attends various conferences in the industry. 

IT Industry Affiliations None. 

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 10 

Table 5-10: Profile of IT Executive 10 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 10 is a black African female in her late 30s. She is 

divorced with two children. She holds a computer science degree 

and an honours degree in informatics.  

Career Background Her early IT career occupations include IT system test analyst and 

testing manager. She worked mostly in the IT systems 

implementation domain. She worked for companies in the 

telecommunications and banking sectors. She has less than two 

years’ experience as an IT Executive. Overall, she has 15 years’ 

work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Most of Executive 10’s career success is attributed to having 

mentors, being ambitious, and creating her own opportunities. 

Being a black African in a male-dominated environment, she was 

faced with various challenges. Her mentors trained and guided 

her to overcome these challenges. Her career ambition helped 

her to take chances with positions that she was not necessarily 

qualified for but knew she was capable of doing. By taking such 

positions, it meant she needed to work hard to prove herself. 

Furthermore, they also helped her to advance to higher-level 

positions. 

Networking channels Attends CIO symposiums.  

She also used to attend networking breakfast sessions hosted by 

Microsoft. However, she has since stopped because of lack of 

time. 

IT Industry Affiliations Affiliated with Gartner, Information Systems Audit and Control 

Association, and the Institute of IT Professionals of South Africa. 

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 11 

Table 5-11: Profile of IT Executive 11 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 11 is a coloured woman in her mid-40s. She is divorced 

and has three children. She has an undergraduate and honours 

degrees in informatics. She acquired a management 

development certificate in addition to her informatics 

qualifications. 

Career Background Her first IT job was as a technical systems support officer. Prior to 

fulfilling an IT Executive position, she occupied roles such as 

information systems advisor, business applications manager, and 

IT relationship manager. She has less than one year’s experience 

in an IT Executive role. She has only worked in one company in 

the utilities sector. Overall, she has 19 years’ work experience in 

IT.  

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 11 advanced her studies by completing a postgraduate 

degree. She identified this as a key difference between her and 

90% of male IT professionals who were already occupying 

management positions. When a management position became 

available in the organisation, she knew she was on par with most 

male contenders. Because she matched the required skills for the 

job, she was then appointed. The same approach worked for her 

in moving up the career ladder whereby she identified the skills 

required for the role and equipped herself accordingly.  

Networking channels Informal networking sessions at work with peers.  

IT Industry Affiliations A member of the Institute of IT Professionals of South Africa. 

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 12 

Table 5-12: Profile of IT Executive 12 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 12 is a coloured woman in her late 30s. She is single 

and does not have children. She has an information systems 

degree, coupled with an honours degree in technology 

management. She also studied for a postgraduate diploma in 

business administration. 

Career Background She started her IT career work as a business support officer. She 

worked mainly in the IT service management environment, where 

she occupied roles such as application support manager, project 

manager, and service delivery senior manager. She has been in 

an IT Executive role for less than one year. She has only worked 

for a company in the utilities sector. Overall, she has 13 years’ 

work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Over and above acquiring the right skills, Executive 12 managed 

to successfully advance to a leadership role through the help of 

mentors, hard work, and adopting masculine behaviours. She has 

had mentors throughout her career whom she regularly consulted 

for advice on how to deal with work challenges. Her relationships 

with the mentors helped her to navigate power struggles in the 

field. In every task that she was given, she made sure that she 

performed exceptionally well. This, in turn, opened career doors 

for her. To earn respect from her male colleagues, she acquired 

technical skills to complement her soft skills. She learned early in 

her career that she needed to operate on the same level as her 

male counterparts so that she could be noticed for her abilities.  

Networking channels None. 

IT Industry Affiliations None. 

Other None. 
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Case description: IT Executive 13 

Table 5-13: Profile of IT Executive 13 

 

Case description: IT Executive 14 

Personal Demographics  Executive 13 is an Indian woman in her mid-30s. She is married 

and has no children. Her qualifications include a degree in 

computer science and an honours degree in computing. Some of 

the professional development courses she attended include 

financial management, project management, leadership 

development, and IT services management. 

Career Background Her first IT role in her early career years was a systems analyst. 

She has also worked as a project manager, IT contracts manager, 

senior IT advisor, before advancing to an IT leadership level. She 

has been in the IT leadership position for less than a year. She 

has only worked for a utilities company; however, she worked in 

multiple business areas including finance and supply chain 

management. Overall, she has 13 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 13 achieved the leadership role by working twice as 

hard as her male counterparts. In so doing, she proved that she 

was on par with them technically and intellectually. To earn 

respect from her male counterparts, she also learned to emulate 

masculine leadership styles where necessary. Furthermore, she 

increased her skills set through finance management, project 

management, and general leadership training. Empowering 

herself with the right leadership skills and gaining work experience 

put her at an advantage for the IT leadership role. 

Networking channels Attends casual network sessions especially when there is an IT 

product launch.  

IT Industry Affiliations A member of the Institute of IT Professionals of South Africa.  

Other None. 
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Table 5-14: Profile of IT Executive 14 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 14 is a white woman in her late-50s. She is married with 

children. Her qualifications include an undergraduate computer 

science degree and postgraduate degrees such as Masters in 

Information Systems and PhD in Information Systems. 

Career Background She started her IT career as a systems developer. Some of the 

occupations she fulfilled include systems analysis, project 

management, business analyst, and various IT management 

roles. She has been an IT Executive for about six years and 

worked in the television and telecommunications industries. 

Overall, she has 28 years’ work experience in IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 14 had male mentors who were supportive throughout 

her career advancement journey. She also grabbed opportunities 

that made her abilities visible to others. Through these 

opportunities, she gained exposure to areas that allowed her to 

move up the career ladder. She additionally embarked on soft 

skills training initiatives that provided her with a foundation for a 

leadership role.  

Networking channels Uses LinkedIn and conferences as networking channels. 

IT Industry Affiliations Affiliated with the Association of Information Systems (AIS), South 

African Institute of Computer Scientists and Information 

Technologists (SAICSIT), Institute of IT Professionals of South 

Africa (IITPSA), and Knowledge Management Society of SA 

(KMSA). 

Other None 
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Case description: IT Executive 15 

Table 5-15: Profile of IT Executive 15 

 

Personal Demographics  Executive 15 is a white woman in her late-50s. She is married with 

two children. She does not have tertiary education but has 

acquired training in courses such as project management, data 

management, and leadership management. 

Career Background She started her IT career journey as a systems developer. She 

occupied roles such as data analysis, data architect, project 

management, and various IT management roles. She is currently 

working as the Head of IT in a financial services company. She 

has also worked for companies within the financial services 

sector. Overall, she has more than 25 years’ work experience in 

IT. 

Achieving the IT 

Executive role 

Executive 15 has strong masculine personality traits which helped 

her progress to IT leadership positions. To develop her skills, she 

consistently identified projects that needed skills that she did not 

have. Such opportunities provided her with hands-on training and 

challenged her to work hard and succeed. She additionally 

sacrificed her time with her family over work responsibilities. 

Making such sacrifices demonstrated her eagerness to succeed.  

Networking channels Networks through the Data Management Association and the 

International Institute of Business Analysis. 

IT Industry Affiliations None. 

Other None. 
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5.2.1 Summary of participant demographics 

This section provides a summary of the demographics of the research participants. The 

population representation of the 15 participants is in line with South Africa’s population group 

composition. The black African population group constitutes the majority of South Africa’s 

population, followed by coloureds and whites who are equally represented, and then the 

Indian population group who are the least represented (STATSSA, 2011, 2017a). As a 

result, the majority of the research participants were black African (10), followed by an equal 

representation of both coloureds (2) and whites (2), and lastly one (1) Indian. The 

percentage split by population group is illustrated in Figure 5-1. 

 

Figure 5-1: Participant population group composition 

 

The participants’ ages ranged between 31 and 60. The majority of women (46.67%) were 

between the ages of 41 and 50. None of the participants were below the age of 30 or over 

the age of 60. Figure 5-2 shows the percentage composition of the sample by age. 
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Figure 5-2: Percentage composition by age 

 

As far as the marital status of the participants is concerned, 66.67% of them are married, 

26.67% of them are single, and only 6.67% of them are divorced (see Figure 5-3). Moreover, 

the majority of the female IT Executives (73.33%) have kids, whereas 26.67% does not have 

kids. 

 

Figure 5-3: Percentage composition by marital status 
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Table 5-16 provides a summary of the participants’ demographic data. 

Participant 
ID 

Population 
Group 

Age Marital Status Children 

1 Black African 41-50 M Y 

2 Black African 41-50 S N 

3 Black African 41-50 S Y 

4 Black African 31-40 M Y 

5 Black African 41-50 M Y 

6 Black African 31-40 M Y 

7 Black African 31-40 M Y 

8 Black African 41-50 M Y 

9 Black African 51-60 M Y 

10 Black African 41-50 D Y 

11 Coloured 41-50 D Y 

12 Coloured 31-40 S N 

13 Indian 31-40 M N 

14 White 51-60 M Y 

15 White 41-50 S Y 

Table 5-16: Summary of participants’ demographic data 
 

All the participants are IT Executives with IT leadership experience ranging from less than 

one year to more than ten years (see Figure 5-4).  

 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 172 

 

Figure 5-4: Percentage composition by IT leadership experience 

5.3 RESULTS 

The analysis of the interview data was based on the researcher’s interpretation thereof. 

Since the basis of the interview questions was the IDTGIT, the data analysis is guided by 

the IDTGIT constructs, namely, Individual Identity, Individual Influences, and Environmental 

Influences. 

To address the objectives of the study, the six steps of TCA were followed as described in 

Section 4.3.7. Through the TCA process, some key themes and sub-themes were identified 

in Figure 5-5. 
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Figure 5-5: Thematic content map 

 

The sections that follow present the results of the analysed data in relation to each IDTGIT 

construct. After the presentation of the results, a discussion thereof is provided.  

5.3.1 Individual identity construct 

The individual identity construct captures the data that describes an individual (Trauth et al., 

2004). It includes both personal demographic items and information on the type of IT work 

that an individual is involved in (i.e. professional/career items). The IT Executives’ personal 

data such as age, race, and marital status aimed to capture the general characteristics that 

identified each individual (see Appendix A for the demographic data as asked in the 

interview instrument). This information also enabled the researcher to group the responses 

during the analysis phase. Along with the participants’ personal data, the research questions 

that follow addressed the individual identity construct: 
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What are the job expectations of female IT Executives?  

Taking into consideration that women are generally associated with support roles and not 

leadership roles, the objective of this research question is to explore the role of the IT 

Executive as occupied by the female IT Executives. In describing the IT Executive role, the 

responsibilities and the traits thereof are taken into account. Additional to the description of 

female IT Executives’ role, the path to achieving the role is explored. The following research 

question also adds to the holistic understanding of the role of female IT Executives: 

What is the career path followed by female IT professionals towards the 
fulfilment of the IT Executive role? 

Table 5-17 shows the interview questions that addressed the individual identity construct. 

Interview Questions Interview Question Objective 

Explain the functions of your 
job, i.e. what does your job 
entail?  

 

The individual identity construct captures an 

individual’s type of IT work, which in this case is 

the IT Executive job. This question aims to 

understand the role of the IT Executive as fulfilled 

by women and the responsibilities thereof. 

Explain your career path into an 
IT Executive role.  

The IT Executive is a top position in the IT field; 

therefore, one has to work his or her way up the 

career ladder to achieve this role. The question 

aims to determine the paths that female IT 

Executives followed to achieve this level.  

What are the typical skills 
required for an IT Executive 
position?  

 

To effectively and successfully perform the 

functions of the IT Executive, it is vital to possess 

the relevant skills. The question seeks to 

understand the skills required for one to be an IT 

Executive as perceived and possessed by the 

participants. 

Table 5-17: Individual identity construct related questions and objectives 
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5.3.1.1 Presentation of results 

From the analysis of the responses from the IT Executives to the questions outlined in Table 

5-17, the key themes and sub-themes in Table 5-18 were identified. 

Theme Sub-theme 

Linear career path None 

Genderless leadership Soft and technical skills balance 

Table 5-18: Individual identity construct themes 

 

Table 5.19 shows an example of the data extract from which themes relating to the individual 

identity construct emerged. 
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Raw Data Identified Themes Sub-themes Interpretation of themes 

“I started working in IT as an officer providing 
technical system support services. I then 
progressed to management and later became 
an IT Executive.” (IT Executive 11) 

“I started a career in IT as developer and 
progressed to IT Executive level over the 
years.” (IT Executive 1, 14) 

Linear career path None Progression to the IT Executive level 
follows a linear and hierarchical 
path. There are key career stages 
that one goes through to get to the 
top IT leadership position.  

“To be regarded as an effective leader, you are 
expected to make decisions and make sure 
that they are implemented. This requires one 
to be assertive. Because you also work with 
people, you need to show compassion and be 
trustworthy.” (IT Executive 5) 

“In a nutshell, my job is about managing the IT 
operations and ensuring that there is alignment 
between the IT strategy and the organisational 
strategy.” (IT Executive 8) 

“I am accountable for delivering IT systems 
that address the business needs. I also lead a 
team of IT professionals; therefore, I am 
responsible for the general well-being of the 
team.” (IT Executive 15) 

Genderless leadership Soft and technical skills 
balance 

 

This theme indicates that IT 
leadership is suitable for both 
females and males. The research 
participants possess the skills 
presumably found mainly in males. 

Table 5-19: Data analysis extract for individual identity construct 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 177 

5.3.1.2 Discussion of results 

In an effort to understand the IT Executive role from a female perspective, it is necessary to 

explore this role holistically. Not only is it vital to examine the job responsibilities of a female 

IT leader but also the path towards the IT leadership level. The experience gained on the 

path to IT leadership positions prepares one to be able to undertake the responsibilities of 

the IT Executive role. The discussion of results is organised according to the themes that 

emerged from the data. 

(a) Linear career path 

For the participants to have achieved the IT Executive positions, they had varying career 

sequences. A career sequence refers to a series of occupations in an individual’s work 

history (Joseph et al., 2012). Table 5-20 presents the career sequences of each participant.
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Participant 
Number 

IT Support occupations Middle IT management 
occupations 

Senior IT management occupations 

1 Software Developer 
Business Analyst 
Data Architect 

Senior Business Consultant 
Process Manager 
Manager (Process 
Architecture and Quality 
Strategy and Integration) 

Line Manager 
(Process 
Management) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IT Executive 

2 Software Developer 
System Requirements Analyst/ Business Analyst 

Project Manager 
Programme Manager 

Portfolio Manager 

3 System Engineering 
Process Engineering 
Business Analyst 

Project Manager IT Management 
Consultant 
 

4 IT Programmer 
System Analyst 

Assistant Manager (IS) 
Deputy Director IM 

IT Senior Manager 

5 System Administrator 
 

Production Manager 
Risk Manager 

Senior Manager IT 
Infrastructure 

6 Information Officer 
Principal Information Officer 

Assistant Director (KM) 
Deputy Director (KM) 
 

KM Manager 

7 Data Technologist (Programmer) 
Data Analyst 
Analyst Programmer 
Strategy and Planning Analyst 

Lead Architect  Manager: IT Strategy 
and Enterprise 
Architecture 

8 SAP Consultant Manager SAP Support 
Business Solutions Manager 

Global Applications 
Manager 

9 IT Consultant 
Business Architect 
Senior Consultant 

IT Account Manager 
IT Project Manager 
Manager (Business 
Processes) 

Senior Manager 
(Business Processes) 

10 System Developer 
Test Analyst 
Test Automation Specialist 

Test Lead 
Testing Manager 
Business Area Manager 

Senior Manager – IT 
Solution Delivery 
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Participant 
Number 

IT Support occupations Middle IT management 
occupations 

Senior IT management occupations 

Testing and Implementation 
Manager 

11 System Support Services Officer 
Information Systems Advisor 

Business Applications 
Manager 
 

Business Relationship 
Manager 

12 Business Support Officer 
 

IT Change and Release 
Manager 
Manager IT Services 
IT Business Relationship 
Manager 

Senior Manager 
Infrastructure 
Services 

13 Systems Analyst 
Business Process Analyst 
Contract Manager 

Project Manager Business Manager 
(IT) 

14 Systems Developer 
System Analyst 

IT Project Manager Facilities Manager 

15 System Developer 
Data Analyst 
Data Architect 

Data Architecture Team Lead 
Project Manager 
 

Head of Data 
Management 
IT Programme 
Manager 

Table 5-20: Participants’ career sequences 
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The results show that there is no uniform career sequence for IT Executive positions. For 

instance, 40% of the participants have previously worked as system developers or 

programmers, while the majority (60%) of them have not. Nonetheless, they have all 

successfully progressed to IT Executive positions. This means that system development 

experience does not necessarily imply that one will not be considered for an IT Executive 

position and vice versa. However, it is noted that most of those who did software 

development/programming (83.33%) have also occupied analyst positions. Moreover, an 

analyst-type occupation is noted to be a common occupation for most of the participants 

(53.33%). It is inferred that analyst-type occupations require analytic competence. Analytic 

competence is considered one of the characteristics of those desiring to advance to 

leadership positions (Coetzee & Schreuder, 2014; Tinline & Cooper, 2016). Furthermore, 

the analyst-type occupations provide a platform for one to engage with the business. 

Essentially, this means that an analyst-type occupation is advantageous to progressing to 

an IT Executive role. 

The IT workforce is heterogeneous (Joseph et al., 2012); as a result, organisations have 

different names for different IT job occupations. As illustrated in Table 5-20, the different IT 

job occupations have been categorised into four groups, namely, IT Support, Middle IT 

management, Senior IT management, and IT Executive occupations. Each category makes 

up an IT work stage. Based on the data analysis, it is seen that upon IT job entry, the female 

IT Executives in the study advanced to leadership positions by following a linear career path. 

The IT career paths of the participants comprised four IT work stages. 

Support occupations are classified as IT entry-level jobs. At this level, all participants 

indicated that they were new to the IT work environment and had no job experience. As a 

result, they could not have had management skills to have people reporting to them. It is 

noted that men and women are considered ready for high-level positions after several years 

of work experience (Ahuja, 2002). Considering that support occupations are lower than 

management positions, inference is made that the participants needed to gain work 

experience prior to advancing to management roles. Entry into a management role was 

when they advanced to middle management positions. It was at this stage that they all had 

small teams of people reporting team. The teams consisted of people in support 

occupations. The management experience gained in middle management positions assisted 

them to progress to senior management positions. At senior management level, they 
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indicated that the responsibilities were more and they were responsible for bigger teams. 

Senior management positions prepared the participants for IT Executive positions. As IT 

Executive 7 stated: 

“When I was senior manager, I had managers reporting to me, as the area I was 

heading was big. It was at this time where I would sometimes stand in for our IT 

Executive when he was not available.”  

From the results, it is noted that advancement to a high-level position is dependent on the 

experience gained from a lower-level position. According to Castaño and Webster (2011), a 

linear career path means that following and completing sequential career stages will result 

in a positive outcome. Evidently, the IT Executives in the study followed a hierarchy of 

positions to achieve the executive level. It is therefore deduced that progressing to IT 

Executive positions, female IT professionals need to first go through the aforementioned 

three IT work stages.   

(b) Genderless IT leadership 

The results indicate that IT leadership does not have gender. This means that female IT 

professionals are as equally capable of fulfilling IT Executive roles as their male 

counterparts. The capability of female IT Executives in the study is illustrated by discussing 

two emergent sub-themes. 

(i) Soft and technical skills balance 

As female IT Executives, the participants have certain job responsibilities that they are 

expected to do as part of their role. Figure 5-6 shows the general responsibilities that define 

the role of the female IT Executives as indicated by the participants. The identified 

responsibilities of the IT Executives are similar to the general responsibilities of any IT 

Executive as listed in Table 3-1 (cf. Section 3.3.2.1). It is therefore inferred that the 

expectations of female IT Executives are similar to those of male IT Executives. This 

supports the assertion by Fortino (2008: 141) that the responsibilities of the IT Executives 

are influenced by how the organisation operates and its current business strategy.  
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Figure 5-6: Responsibilities of female IT Executives 

 

To perform the responsibilities in Figure 5-6, the participants mentioned the need to possess 

the right skills. Skills give one an ability to do something effectively (Yukl, 2010: 44). Skills 

required to perform a task can either be soft skills or technical skills (Bhattacharyya, 2011). 

Soft skills are suitable in functions that deal mostly with communication and interaction with 

people (Bhattacharyya, 2011). On the other hand, technical skills are useful to accomplish 

specific tasks relating to technology or finances (Bozkurt, 2011: 25). 

As illustrated in Figure 5-6, the responsibilities of the female IT Executives require both soft 

skills and technical skills. This shows that the skills of the interviewed female IT Executives 

are not limited to IT. As Costello (2011: 64) states, the skills of IT Executives should span 

beyond IT. The participants all possess a combination of both technical and soft skills that 

enable them to perform their responsibilities. Smith (2013) points out that much as technical 

skills are essential in ensuring the IT Executive’s success, these must be mixed with soft 

skills. Rust (2012: 1) supports that for an IT Executive to successfully lead the organisation, 

technical skills alone are not sufficient. 

The participants acknowledged that in pursuit of IT leadership positions, they had to acquire 

soft skills. This implies that their IT career foundation was based mostly on technical skills. 
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IT Executive 5 stated: 

“When I started working, I went on various technical training courses. They were 

relevant then and I believe they are still relevant now. However, when I got into 

management I realised that I needed to empower myself with people management, 

conflict management, and relationship management skills.” 

According to Owen (2012: 24) and Von Urff Kaufeld et al. (2009), as one advances in his or 

her IT career, technical skills become less important. This means soft skills for IT Executives 

outweigh technical skills. Considering that soft skills are generally associated with females 

(Clark, 2012: 3; Matteson, Anderson & Boyden, 2016), female IT Executives are better 

positioned to fulfil this role. Ultimately, the nature of the role of the IT Executive involves the 

difficult task of solving broad organisational challenges (Costello, 2011: 64). This is a 

demonstration of the strategic level at which the IT Executive operates. For this reason, 

there is justification for soft skills to outweigh technical skills.  

Even though the technical skills of IT Executives are deemed less important than soft skills, 

it is essential to strike a balance between the two skills domains. Chester (2011: 62) argues 

that if the IT Executive puts a great deal of focus on technical skills, he or she runs the risk 

of being reactive to business needs. Similarly, soft skills are required for the IT Executive to 

be able to engage adequately with employees and IT business stakeholders (Rust, 2012: 

2). Striking a balance between the soft skills and technical skills, the female IT Executives 

will be better equipped to apply the right skills for the right situations. After all, having the 

right skills increases the chances of a leader being successful (Bozkurt, 2011: 32). 
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5.3.1.3 Summary of results 

Summary: 

 

The data relating to the individual identity construct identified two themes, namely, linear career 

path and genderless leadership. With the linear career path, it was noted that the path to IT 

Executive positions involves going through three IT career stages before reaching the IT 

Executive levels. In the first stage of their IT careers, the female IT Executives occupied entry-

level jobs, of which none involved management tasks. Exposure to management was when 

they moved to middle management positions. The third IT career stage towards the IT Executive 

position was occupying senior IT management positions. It is only after the IT senior 

management positions that the IT Executive roles were achieved. In the last theme, genderless 

leadership, it is noted that leadership capability is not related to gender. This is indicated by the 

soft and technical skills required for IT Executive roles. By virtue of women possessing both 

soft and technical skills, it was noted that the IT Executive job is just as suitable for men as it is 

for women. 

Insights: 

 

IT career progression requires some level of experience in the field. When one enters the IT 

field, a clear assertion is that she does not have adequate experience to occupy a senior 

position. As such, to be a female IT Executive, work experience is important. Such experience 

is gained through years of occupying various positions in a linear fashion, starting with support-

level positions. Support-level positions essentially provide platforms for one to be accustomed 

to the IT field. Exposure to the IT field by occupying support-level positions paves the way for 

female IT professionals to advance to management-level occupations. Management positions 

also differ in level of seniority. At middle management level, female IT professionals are given 

the opportunity to gain management experience that would propel them to senior management 

levels. Similarly, senior management occupations prepare one to advance to IT leadership 

positions. IT management experience is pivotal to female IT professionals’ advancement to IT 

Executive level. In essence, preparation is needed for IT Executive positions. This means one 

cannot move from being in a support occupation straight into IT Executive position. As one 

moves from a low-level occupation to a high-level occupation, the responsibilities thereof also 

differ. The responsibilities of female IT Executives are no different from the general 
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responsibilities of an IT Executive as derived from literature. This means that there are no IT 

Executive job descriptions designed specifically for a particular gender. The organisational 

expectations from female IT Executives are mainly driven by an organisation’s strategic 

direction rather than gender. For female IT Executives to perform the responsibilities related to 

the role, necessary skills are also required. All in all, it means that a female IT professional is 

deemed eligible to perform IT Executive tasks if she is backed by both IT experience and skills. 

A combination of both soft and technical skills warrants the success of female IT Executives. 

Considering that for the role of the IT Executive, technical skills outweigh soft skills and that soft 

skills are generally associated with females, women therefore have an upper hand over men in 

a role. This means that despite the IT Executive position being traditionally directed at male IT 

professionals, it has since evolved to be suitable for females.  

 

5.3.2 Individual influences construct 

The individual influences construct covers personal characteristics and personal influences 

of women in the IT field. The focus of personal influences is on the people and experiences 

that moulded one’s career in the IT profession. The following research questions relate to 

the individual influences construct: 

Which competencies are required for one to be a successful female IT 
Executive? 

The objective of this question is to understand the female IT Executive’s competencies that 

enabled her career progression. Competencies essentially capture aspects such as an 

individual’s knowledge and attributes required to perform a task (Yang et al., 2006).  

What are the empirical strategies for overcoming barriers to progressing to IT 
Executive positions? 

As women progress to leadership positions, they are confronted with a variety of obstacles 

(Rhode & Kellerman, 2007: 6). The objective of this research question is to understand the 

typical challenges experienced by female IT professionals and determine how the female IT 

Executives in the study overcame these barriers.  

Table 5-21 shows the interview questions that addressed the individual influences construct. 
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Interview Questions Interview Question Objective 

What motivated you to pursue a 
career in IT? 

In view of the IT field being male-dominated, 

the aim of this question is to understand 

factors that contributed to the participants 

embarking on a career in IT. 

On your path towards the IT 
Executive role, what challenges 
did you experience as a 
woman? How did you overcome 
these challenges to reach the 
position you are in? 

Literature notes that women are generally 

faced with obstacles that hinder them from 

achieving leadership levels. As a result, the 

glass ceiling concept was coined. Given that 

the IT participants in the study have managed 

to break the glass ceiling and advance to IT 

Executive positions, this question aims to 

explore the challenges that they faced and 

understand how they overcame them. 

Which leadership traits do you 
perceive to be appropriate for 
an IT Executive role? 

 

Leadership traits are associated with leader 

effectiveness (Zaccaro, 2007). Positions of 

authority such as the IT Executive require a 

certain set of leadership traits. The aim of this 

question is to establish leadership traits that 

are associated with IT Executive positions and 

how the IT Executives in the study identify with 

them.  

What personality traits do you 
believe may have helped you to 
succeed in achieving the IT 
Executive role?  

Working in a male-dominated field, it is 

expected that female IT Executives will be 

working mainly with men. Furthermore, 

leadership positions are generally associated 

with men. The question aims to identify 

personality traits that helped the participants 

succeed in achieving the IT Executive position. 

This data was further corroborated with the 

leadership traits identified as part of the 

individual identity construct. 
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Interview Questions Interview Question Objective 

What is your educational IT 
background, i.e. formal 
qualifications? 

To be able to perform a task, one needs to be 

armed with the necessary skills. Knowledge 

acquired through formal education is also 

considered a skill. Considering that the IT field 

is broad with a variety of IT-related 

qualifications, the question seeks to determine 

the type of IT-related learning that the IT 

Executives in the study acquired. 

Did you receive any 
professional development 
training that assisted with your 
career progression? If so, how 
did it/they assist with your 
career progression? 

Formal education such as degrees and 

diplomas are not the only methods of acquiring 

knowledge. The question aims to identify other 

training interventions that are connected to the 

IT Executive role. The sub-question aims to 

determine the usefulness of such training 

interventions.  

Table 5-21: Individual influences construct related questions and objectives 

 

5.3.2.1 Presentation of results 

An analysis of the responses from the IT Executives to the questions outlined in Table 5-21 

revealed the key themes and sub-themes shown in Table 5-22. 
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Theme Sub-theme 

Unsystematic IT career entry Interest 

Advice 

Job security 

Accidental IT career entry 

Leadership behaviour Combination of agentic and communal 

leadership traits 

Continuous career development None 

Career advancement support structures Mentors 

Immediate managers 

Table 5-22: Individual influences construct themes 

 

Table 5-23 shows an example of the data extract from which themes relating to the individual 

influences construct emerged. 
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Raw Data Identified Themes Sub-themes Interpretation of themes 

“There was a hype around IT at the 
time, so I changed careers to 
guarantee a job.” (IT Executive 5) 

“I never had exposure to IT, so I 
decided to go for it.” (IT Executive 
12) 

“I have always enjoyed STEM-
related subjects, so I was motivated 
to pursue a career in IT.” (IT 
Executive 13) 

Unsystematic IT career 
entry 

Interest 

Advice 

Job security 

Accidental IT career entry 

People embark on a career in IT based on 
various factors. This implies that 
motivations for pursuing a career in IT 
differ from person to person.  

“I have had to continuously fight the 
‘boys-club’ mentality and find ways 
of asserting myself.” (IT Executive 2)  

“The IT field is male-dominated; 
therefore, women are sometimes 
undermined and treated differently 
than men. As a result, women tend 
to change their behaviours.” (IT 
Executive 3, 8, 11) 

Leadership behaviour 

 

Combination of agentic and 
communal leadership traits 

 

The dominance of males in the IT fields 
has resulted in prevailing masculine values 
that favour men over women. As women 
occupy roles that were traditionally 
occupied by men, their leadership 
behaviours change to fit their profiles. 

“Over and above my formal IT 
education, I acquired management-
type qualifications which focused 
more on soft skills.” (IT Executive 1) 

“Being in IT without a formal IT 
qualification, I went for professional 
certificates that enabled me to 
perform my job well.” (IT Executive 

Continuous career 
development 

None The skills relevant for advancement to the 
IT Executive role are acquired throughout 
one’s career journey. This means that 
learning new skills is not a once-off event. 
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Raw Data Identified Themes Sub-themes Interpretation of themes 

3) 

“I found my formal IT qualification to 
be too generic and technical; 
therefore, I focused on programmes 
that were in line with my job 
aspirations of being a leading 
people.” (IT Executive 7) 

“As an IT Executive, I am the 
interface between IT and the 
business; therefore, communication, 
interpersonal, and negotiation skills 
are very important. I had to do 
management courses to acquire 
these skills.” (IT Executive 11) 

“I’ve never really had a mentor, but 
consulted various people for advice 
where needed.” (IT Executive 5) 

“My mentors were men in IT who 
held high positions.” (IT Executive 7) 

“I had very supportive managers 
who influenced my career 
progression.” (IT Executive 6, 13) 

Career advancement 
support structures 

Mentors 

Immediate managers 

To overcome the challenges that female IT 
Executives were faced with as they 
pursued their leadership positions, they 
had support structures in the form of 
mentors and immediate managers. These 
support structures provided guidance 
when and where required. 

Table 5-23: Data analysis extract for individual influences construct 
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5.3.2.2 Discussion of results 

The factors that influenced the IT Executives’ progression to IT leadership levels were 

investigated from tertiary levels. According to Ahuja (2002), career decisions become well 

established at tertiary levels and entry-level jobs. In essence, the start of a career begins at 

tertiary level. The IT Executive’s influences were explored from the start of their careers 

throughout their journeys to IT leadership levels. The discussion of results is categorised 

into the themes that emerged from the data. 

(a) Unsystematic IT career entry 

A career starts when a person makes a career choice (Ahuja, 2002). In light of the many 

careers that exist within various industries, there is a probability of an individual choosing a 

career in IT. However, making a career choice is dependent on various career anchors 

(Schein, 1990 cited in Coetzee & Schreuder, 2014). This infers that the female IT 

Executives’ career choices were based on various factors, thus making IT career choices 

unmethodical. Unmethodical IT career entry means there is no standard method for 

choosing a career in IT. The data from the unmethodical IT career entry theme revealed four 

sub-themes that relate to reasons behind the female IT Executives’ career choice. Table 5-

24 shows the number and percentages of participants who addressed each sub-theme.  

Sub-theme Number of 
participants 

% of participants Executive ID 

Job security 5 33.33 2, 4, 5, 7, 9 

Accidental IT career entry 5 33.33 3, 6, 11,12, 7 

Interest 4 26.67 1, 8, 10, 13 

Advice 4 26.67 1, 4, 14, 15 

Table 5-24: IT career selection theme 

 

The sub-themes represent the factors that contributed to the IT Executives’ career choice. 

From Table 5-24, it can be seen that some participants chose an IT career based on a 

combination of factors. Regardless of the women in the study being IT Executives, the 

results show that the majority of them (66.66%) did not have aspirations to be IT 

professionals. Half of them attribute their choice of a career in IT to a need for job security, 

while the other half regard their IT career choice as accidental. Notwithstanding the reasons 
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for choosing a career in IT, all the participants did not drop out of the field to pursue other 

careers. Instead, they persisted until they advanced to IT leadership positions. Ahuja (2002) 

confirms that career choice, career persistence, and career advancement are dependent on 

one another. 

(i) Job security 

Without regard for the women in the study being IT Executives, the results show that 33.33% 

of them did not initially have aspirations to be IT professionals. They attributed their choice 

of a career in IT to a need for job security. As IT Executive 4 said: 

“After completing my BSc in Natural Sciences, I found it difficult to find employment. 

I then pursued a career in IT, as there were many job opportunities at the time.” 

This implies that the South African IT sector offered better job opportunities than other 

sectors. The career opportunities in the IT field ensured a stable career environment for the 

research participants. The IT Executives identified a career in IT to be a better and easier 

option to join the labour force. Considering that the IT field has promising career prospects 

(Joshi et al., 2010), this group of participants evidently sacrificed their passions for financial 

stability. Despite the IT career not being their first career choice, they nonetheless made a 

success of it. Choosing a career based on the need for job stability and security is one of 

the effective ways of pursuing a particular career and achieving career success (Coetzee & 

Schreuder, 2014; Tinline & Cooper, 2016).  

(ii) Accidental IT career entry 

Another 33.33% of the participants also did not have IT career aspirations from the start. At 

no point did they plan to be in the IT environment. Eighty per cent (80%) of them pursued 

other careers that landed them in the IT space while already in the workforce. IT Executive 

6 stated:  

“I studied Library and Management science, which I had no idea it was linked to the 

IT field. It was only when knowledge management became a popular concept that I 

started working closely with people in IT.” 
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Twenty per cent (20%) of this group of participants diverted to IT while they were still in their 

tertiary schooling. IT Executive 3 said: 

“I studied Electrical Engineering which included a Computer Science module. I then 

studied Biomedical engineering that exposed me to even more aspects of IT. It was 

then that I focused my studies towards IT.”  

This means that people can enter the IT field at any point of their career, be it during tertiary 

schooling or while already employed. Ahuja (2002) confirms that career choices are made 

at tertiary level and also at entry-level jobs. What is also noted is the relationship between 

the IT field and other fields. Exposure of these IT Executives to IT came as a result of them 

being exposed to other disciplines. 

(iii) Interest 

Other IT Executives (26.67%) indicated that their decision to select a career in IT stemmed 

from an interest in the field. This interest was established mostly during their schooling years. 

Vitores and Gil-Juárez (2015) point out that exclusion from and disaffection of the IT field is 

usually formed before secondary or high school. Inference is made that these participants 

had developed some level of interest in IT in their primary schooling years, albeit not strong. 

This is because girls in primary school are not fully exposed to the long-term implications of 

their career choices (Adya & Kaiser, 2005).  

IT Executive 1 and IT Executive 13 stated respectively: 

“I have always been fascinated by how computers work. Therefore it was a natural 

progression for me to lean towards a career in IT.” 

“In my schooling years, I enjoyed STEM-related subjects. I generally enjoy learning 

and analysing information; therefore, a career in IT was an obvious choice for me.” 

Exposure to IT essentially sparked the participants’ interest in the field. Had they not been 

exposed to IT at an early stage, they probably would have pursued different career paths. 

Structural factors such as access to technology have been noted as determinants of 

women’s decisions to pursue careers in IT (Ahuja, 2002;  Creamer et al., 2006). 
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(iv) Advice 

It came to light that 26.67% of the IT Executives based their career choice in IT on the advice 

received from either a parent or a teacher. The majority of them (75%) brought out that a 

parent was influential in their choosing a career in IT, while 25% of them attributed their 

decision to guidance given by a career advisor at secondary schooling level. In view of the 

IT field perceived to be mostly suitable for men, parental advice in this regard is bound to 

have an influence. Appianing and Van Eck (2015) posit that girls who receive support from 

their parents are likely to pursue careers in IT. This demonstrates girls’ trust in their parents 

as far as making career decisions is concerned. The small percentage of the IT Executives 

who received career advice from their teachers demonstrates lack of career guidance in 

schools.  

(b) Gender prejudice 

Working in a male-dominated environment presented various challenges for the female IT 

Executives. One key challenge that the female IT Executives experienced was gender 

prejudice. This finding agrees with the assertion by Northouse (2016: 399) that prejudice is 

a barrier for women’s attainment of IT leadership positions. Most of the IT Executives 

(86.67%) believed that their gender played a role in how they were treated by their male 

counterparts. In the words of IT Executive 5: 

“When I got the opportunity to be in a managerial role, there were males who blatantly 

refused to report to me. They requested to have me moved to another section that 

had a male manager. At some point, I was made to act in a senior manager position 

for four years, but a male was ultimately appointed in that position.”  

Despite men dominating throughout the IT career hierarchy, the participants indicated that 

they experienced gender prejudice when they started occupying management positions. 

This means it is acceptable for women to work in entry-level IT occupations, but not advance 

to management occupations.  

The results also show that prejudice came from both genders. Male and female IT 

professionals would rather report to a male leader than a female leader. Leadership is 

ultimately associated with men (Eagly & Carli, 2007: 90; Schein, 2007: 7; Powell, 2012: 131). 

Eagly and Carli (2007: 96) assert that women leaders are prejudiced based on the usual 
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mismatch between people’s mental associations about women and leaders. As IT Executive 

7 pointed out: 

“My capability as a manager was questioned by both males and females. Neither 

gender trusted me to manage them largely because they were used to being 

managed by men.” 

Since the number of males in the IT field exceeds that of females, masculine values 

dominating the IT profession are inevitable (Reid et al., 2010). Such values have created an 

IT environment that does not recognise women as capable IT leaders. As it is, the 

underrepresentation of women in leadership positions is in part attributed to the perception 

that women do not possess the traits required of a leader (Ryan & Haslam, 2007; Schein, 

2007: 8). Therefore, to overcome the gender prejudice challenges, the participants 

mentioned that they had to change their behaviours accordingly by adopting new traits.  

Yukl (2010: 45) and Cutler (2014) state that an individual is expected to possess a particular 

set of traits to become a successful and effective leader. All the participants acknowledged 

that there were specific personality traits that made them successful in their IT Executive 

roles. These traits were adopted to match the IT leadership role. IT Executive 2 stated: 

“The ‘boys-club’ attitude has taught me to be more assertive so that I could be 

recognised as an equal. Had I not done that, men would have considered me a 

pushover, which I’m not.” 

Table 5-25 lists the common traits that the participants adopted as they advanced to 

leadership positions. 

Adopted Personality Traits 

Assertiveness Career-driven (Ambitious) 

Vocal (Outspoken) Confidence 

Decisiveness Dominant 

Flexibility Persistence 

Table 5-25: Summary of participants’ adopted personality traits 
 

According to Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001), leadership traits are categorised into 
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either agentic or communal characteristics. It is said that men are associated with agentic 

traits that signify leadership (Rosette & Tost, 2010). This notion infers that the IT Executive 

role as a leadership position in IT would be more suitable for men. However, by virtue of the 

research participants being female IT Executives, it implies they portray agentic leadership 

characteristics that are generally associated with men.  

IT Executive 6 stated: 

“As a female IT Executive, I have to be assertive and decisive so that my authority 

as a leader is not undermined. At the same time, because I work with people, I have 

to be sensitive to their emotions so that we can have a trusting relationship.” 

The results show that female IT Executives in the study consider both agentic and communal 

leadership traits to be vital for effective leaders (see Table 5-26). 

Agentic traits Communal traits 

Assertive Compassionate 

Decisive Humility 

Bold Caring 

Influential Appreciative 

Negotiation Approachable 

 Empathetic 

 Trustworthy 

 Sensitive 

Table 5-26: Female IT Executive leadership traits 

 

Comparing the personality traits that the IT Executives adopted (cf. Table 5-20) with the 

ones listed in Table 5-26, it is noted that most of the adopted personality traits were agentic 

leadership traits.  

Taking into consideration that the IT Executive position is stereotypically considered a male 

occupation, for the participants to adopt agentic characteristics is expected. The IT 

Executives in the study emulated their male counterparts in order to assert their power and 

influence. This is in line with the statement by Cutler (2014) that as women continue to 

occupy male-stereotypic roles, they are also adopting agentic attributes usually associated 
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with men. Adopting the agentic leadership traits infers that the participants supplemented 

their inherent communal personality traits with agentic ones. According to Cutler (2014), 

people having leadership traits are considered to be suitable for positions of authority. This 

means that for the participants to have been considered for and achieved IT leadership 

positions, they would have demonstrated the necessary leadership traits. Mihalčová et al. 

(2015) note that women in top leadership positions have to work and behave like men. As 

such, it is necessary for female IT Executives to adopt agentic traits and adapt to men’s way 

of working. 

The importance of applying different leadership traits in different situations is also noted. For 

instance, if a female IT Executive was to allow others to make decisions on her behalf, she 

will not be seen as an effective leader. Similarly, if she is caring and understanding, such 

qualities would come in handy when she needs to be bold. Women who are dominantly 

communal are criticised for not being agentic enough, while those who are highly agentic 

are criticised for lacking communion (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Powell, 2012: 125). To avoid the 

perception that women do not have the right leadership qualities, it is critical to balance the 

agentic and communal leadership traits.  

Since communal traits are mostly associated with females (Rosette & Tost, 2010), it is 

deduced that females are also suitable for IT Executive positions. This means women signify 

IT leadership just as much as men do. This is contrary to the original belief that leadership 

is more associated with men (Powell, 2012: 131). The results further negate the notion that 

the masculine nature of the IT field socialises women from it. If that were the case, the need 

for communal leadership traits at IT Executive level would be futile. Rosette and Tost (2010) 

assert that communal traits are increasingly becoming valued leadership characteristics 

associated with effective leadership. It is henceforth warranted for the IT Executive role to 

encompass communal traits. 

(c) Continuous career development 

To fulfil their responsibilities as IT Executives, the participants expressed the importance of 

possessing relevant competencies. Bozkurt (2011: 32) notes that possessing the right 

competencies increases the chances of a leader succeeding in his or her role. 

Competencies in the form of skills and knowledge are acquired through education or 
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learning (Yukl, 2010: 44; Bhattacharyya, 2011). The IT Executives acquired some of the 

competencies through academic education.  

A good academic education is considered one of the requirements of becoming an IT 

Executive (Cano et al., 2012). Some 93.33% of the participants indicated that they have 

formal academic qualifications. The majority of them (85.71%) have formal IT qualifications, 

while 14.29% have formal qualifications not related to IT. According to Aiken and Gorman 

(2013), there are no uniform mandated qualifications for the IT Executive. After all, people 

sometimes make their educational decisions at a young age with limited information, but 

later transcend those decisions (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). The formal IT qualifications of 

the participants vary, with a degree in information systems being most common among the 

participants, followed by a degree in computer science. This supports the finding by Fortino 

(2008: 1878) that a typical IT Executive’s qualifications are computer science and 

information systems degrees. Table 5-27 shows the type of formal IT qualifications 

possessed by the participants. 

Qualification Number of 
participants 

% of 
participants 

Computer Science 3 25% 

Information Systems 4 33.33% 

Informatics 2 16.67% 

Information Technology 3 25% 

Table 5-27: Participants’ formal IT qualifications 

 

It was revealed that 53.33% of the participants indicated that they have master’s level 

qualifications. Such qualifications can be considered as catalysts to the progression of 

women to leadership positions. According to Appelbaum et al. (2011), research shows that 

women enrol in higher education in pursuit of careers in management. This infers that a 

master’s level qualification equips the individuals with management skills. Cano et al. (2012) 

posit that a master’s level qualification in an IT-related discipline is the main requirement for 

someone in an IT Executive position. Taking into account that participants’ focus is in the IT 

field, a master’s level qualification in IT would therefore be advantageous. Seventy-five per 

cent (75%) of the IT Executives in the study have master’s level qualifications in an IT-



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 199 

related discipline, whereas 20% have master’s level qualifications in general management. 

Depending on the area of development an individual seeks to address, an appropriate 

master’s qualification is pursued. Regardless of the type of master’s qualification the IT 

Executives obtained, they each had a common goal of empowering themselves to reach 

leadership positions. IT Executive 4 said: 

“I decided to enrol for a masters in management so that I can acquire the necessary 

skills to be an effective manager. The master’s degree also became a stepping stone 

towards a leadership position.” 

While IT Executive 9 stated: 

“I studied a master’s degree in IT so that I could enhance my IT skills and knowledge. 

I also knew that having such a degree would put me one step towards reaching a 

leadership position.”  

As shown in Table 5-20, the IT Executives advanced to leadership positions after having 

had exposure and experience in IT management. A combination of IT management 

experience and academic education helped the IT Executives in the study with their career 

progression. Cano et al. (2012) contend that organisations prefer individuals who have a 

good academic education as well as solid professional experience.  

McGee (2008: 2) notes that tertiary education is no longer emphasised on when hiring IT 

Executives. However, there are a few women who make it to the executive management 

levels despite their level of education (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). These results also confirm 

that only 14.29% of IT Executives succeeded to achieve IT leadership positions without a 

formal IT qualification, while 6.67% had no formal qualification at all. A common attribute is 

that they all have IT management experience that worked to their advantage.  

Over and above the formal qualifications, the participants expressed the importance of 

personal development training. They explained that this type of training was mainly to 

address the soft skills associated with an IT leadership role. Table 5-28 provides an example 

of professional development training courses from which the female IT Executives acquired 

soft skills. 
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Training course Soft skill acquired 

Project Management Professional 

(PMP) 

Leadership 

Presentation 

Communication 

Change management 

Contract management 

Programme for Management 

Development 

Leadership 

Stakeholder management 

Performance management 

Conflict management 

Power of Influence Influencing behaviour 

Negotiation 

Fundamental Management 

Programme 

Leadership 

Stakeholder management 

Performance management 

Advanced Executive Programme Leadership 

Strategy management 

Stakeholder management 

Relationship management 

Crucial Conversations Communication 

Negotiation 

Conflict management 

Table 5-28: Training courses for soft skills 

 

Boyatzis (2008: 10) asserts that soft skills are typically learned and developed during 

adulthood. Considering that the participants attended the training listed in Table 5-28 while 

already in IT management occupations, this indicates that secondary and tertiary schooling 

is mainly focused on technical knowledge. 

(d) Career advancement support structures 

It is reported that career support is valuable in women’s career advancement (Allen, Poteet, 

Eby, Lentz & Lima, 2004). The results show that having support had a positive influence on 

some of the women’s advancement to IT leadership positions. The main support that 

participants received was more in the professional setting. A professional setting refers to 
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both the work environment and the IT industry as a whole. Figure 5-7 indicates the proportion 

of women who have received support as they pursued IT leadership positions.  

 

Figure 5-7: Support received by participants 
 

In the work environment, the findings show that the participants received professional 

support from their immediate managers. Within the IT industry but outside the work 

environment, participants received support from mentors.  

(i) Immediate managers 

Byrne, Dik and Chiaburu (2008) maintain that some employees do not have access to 

mentors; therefore, they rely on their superiors for career advancement support. 

Consequently, it is a norm for the IT Executives in the study to have had support from their 

immediate managers on their career advancement journey.  

IT Executive 6 affirmed: 

“I was fortunate to have had approachable and supportive managers in my career 

journey. They assisted me in climbing the corporate ladder through their advice and 

continuous encouragement, considering the masculine culture of the IT field.” 

Since the participants reported directly to the managers, they evidently interacted with them 

on a regular basis. This made the managers easily accessible. The career advancement 

support from managers is noted to be common because managers are able to spend more 

80.00%

20.00%

Professional support No support



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 202 

time with their subordinates (Kao, Rogers, Spitzmueller, Lin & Lin, 2014). The supportive 

relationship between the participants and their managers played a role in the participants’ 

career advancement. For the IT Executives in this study to have opted for this type of 

support, it implies that they deemed it to be of greater benefit for their career progression. 

Bearing in mind that such support was available within the organisational context, it also 

means that organisations provided platforms that fostered such relationships.  

(ii) Mentors 

The findings also show that the women received support from people who were already in 

leadership positions but not necessarily within their organisations. Some of the participants 

(25%) did not regard such relationships as mentor-mentee relationships. They insisted that 

they never had mentors but had identified individuals in leadership positions whom they 

sought advice from when required.  

In the words of IT Executive 1: 

“To close the mentor relationship gap, I identified people who were already 

established in their careers and asked them for advice whenever I needed 

assistance. They made themselves available to me and were always eager to help.” 

According to Kram and Isabella (1985), mentors are more experienced individuals who 

provide less experienced individuals with career-enhancing functions which help the latter 

to establish a role in the organisation. The typical career-enhancing functions as described 

by Kram and Isabella include facilitating exposure and visibility to knowledge, coaching, and 

sponsorship. Based on this explanation, it is therefore conceded that 25% of the participants 

unknowingly had mentor relations with the more experienced individuals they regularly 

consulted for advice on their journey to IT Executive positions. Ragins (1999 cited in O’Brien, 

Biga, Kessler & Allen, 2010) points out that mentoring is considered a helpful tool for the 

advancement of females in organisations. This is because women generally face additional 

barriers to career advancement compared to men (O’Brien et al., 2010). 

On the other hand, 58.33% of the participants explicitly mentioned that they had mentors 

who helped them advance to IT leadership positions. 

IT Executive 4 stated: 
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“I attribute my IT leadership achievement to the mentors I had throughout my career. 

These were successful individuals who were already in leadership positions across 

various fields including IT.” 

IT Executive 14 said: 

“I had mentors early in my career and all the way through to senior management 

positions. I strongly believe that they played a big role in me being where I am today 

in terms of my career.” 

A noteworthy finding from the results regarding professional support is the gender 

representation of individuals who rendered career advancement support. O’Brien et al. 

(2010) found that males tend to provide career development support more than females. 

Since the majority of IT Executives in the IT field are men, there are high chances of female 

IT professionals being mentored by males. The results show that the participants have 

equally received professional support from both male and female individuals. 

Not all participants had access to professional support structures (see Figure 5-7). Ragins 

(1999 cited in O’Brien et al., 2010) confirmed that despite women generally being less 

powerful than men in organisations, they may not have equal access to developmental 

relationships. To have female IT professionals advancing to IT Executive positions with no 

access to a career advancement structure is therefore expected. Although individuals with 

mentors are said to experience more positive career outcomes (Allen et al., 2004), the 

results show that participants who were not mentored achieved the same level of success.  
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5.3.2.3 Summary of results 

Summary: 

 

The analysis of the data that focused on the IT Executives’ influences and experiences that 

moulded their career identified four common themes. It emerged from the data that the drivers 

for pursuing a career in IT are based on individual factors. The need for job security and 

accidental entry into an IT field were common reasons given by most participants. Interest in 

the IT field and advice received from others were also mentioned as the reasons for some of 

the IT Executives pursuing a career in IT. With the second theme, it was noted that the male 

dominance in the IT field has affected the IT Executives’ personality traits. New personality traits 

were adopted to align with the leadership traits. It also emerged that the IT Executives were 

continuously increasing their skills and knowledge base in order to be effective leaders. To 

overcome the barriers in the IT field, the IT Executives received support from senior individuals 

in the field. 

Insights: 

 

There are no barriers for women to enter the IT field in South Africa. Moreover, females’ 

advancement to IT Executive positions is independent of the reasons for entering the IT field. 

If a female IT professional has aspirations to achieve IT leadership levels, it is crucial that she 

persevere and equip herself with the necessary skills. If one is to pursue an IT Executive 

position, she must identify the type of skills required for the job. If one is not adequately 

equipped to be an IT leader, the chances of them being considered for an IT Executive position 

are slim. If, however, they do get appointed in an IT Executive role without the necessary skills, 

they will struggle to perform. For a female IT Executive, the ability to successfully execute the 

IT Executive functions is key. This is because the stereotypical views that the IT Executive role 

is mostly suitable for men are eminent. These stereotypical views are entrenched by the 

masculine values in the IT field. The masculine values of the IT field have an impact on the 

behaviours of female IT Executives. As a result, female IT Executives tend to behave like men 

in certain instances. This means female IT Executives end up adopting leadership traits that 

are mostly associated with men. However, female IT Executives are women first before they 

are leaders. In essence, they also instil communal leadership traits as part of their role. 

Coincidentally, communal leadership traits are just as valuable as agentic traits for effective 
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leadership. Since communal leadership traits are associated with women, female IT Executives 

are therefore at an advantage.  

The challenges that female IT professionals face in the IT field cannot be overcome by only 

adopting specific leadership traits. It is noted that although female IT professionals can progress 

to IT Executive positions without support from others, the likelihood of success is not always 

guaranteed. Therefore, it is imperative for one to surround herself with people who can mould 

her career. Such support can be from one’s manager or a mentor, the gender of which is 

immaterial. These structures may not necessarily be the same, but their effects are similar.  

 

5.3.3 Environmental influences construct 

Environmental influences are those factors that provide context to an individual’s response 

to a situation within his or her geographical region (Trauth et al., 2004; Cain & Trauth, 2013). 

These factors include cultural attitudes and values. In the context of this study, the cultural 

attitudes towards women in IT Executive positions are examined. As Trauth et al. (2008a) 

state, the underrepresentation of women in the IT workforce combined with increased 

cultural diversity present a practical problem within the IT field. The research question that 

seeks to address the environmental influences is indicated below. 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are adopted as the basis for determining the influence of 

culture on the underrepresentation of female IT Executives in South Africa. 

How does culture influence the progression of South African female IT 
professionals to IT Executive positions? 

Within the IT sector, the roles of women are defined according to socio-cultural beliefs 

(Trauth et al., 2008a). This research question aims to explore the cultural factors that 

influence attitudes about female IT Executives in South Africa. 

 “Interview Question” Interview Question Objective/Goal 

Explain the typical gender 
stereotypes from the 
perspective of your culture, 

Expectations of people’s behaviour are based on gender. 

Gender-specific characteristics result in gender stereotypes 

(Wharton, 2009: 128). The participants in the study come 

from different cultural backgrounds. The question aims to 
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 “Interview Question” Interview Question Objective/Goal 

i.e. what is the perceived 
role of a woman? 

establish the expectations of women from participants’ 

cultural beliefs. 

Please explain the culture 
of an IT field based on your 
observation/experience. 

Hofstede’s definition of culture suggests that culture 

consists of a set way of thinking that is based on values and 

is shared across members of a particular society (Straub et 

al., 2002). As the IT field is male-dominated, the masculine 

values are expected to be instilled. This question was asked 

to understand the IT culture from the perspective of female 

IT Executives, as they have solid experience in the IT field. 

What is it like to be a 
woman in an IT Executive 
role? How are women in IT 
leadership positions 
perceived by society, both 
at the workplace and 
socially?  

Occupying an IT leadership position as a woman is a 

deviation from the norm, as such positions are considered 

to be suitable for men. Therefore, the question seeks to 

capture the experiences of female IT Executives on the 

attitudes of people towards them in both the social and 

professional settings.  

Table 5-29: Environmental influences construct related questions and objectives 

 

5.3.3.1 Presentation of results 

An analysis of the responses from the IT Executives to the questions outlined in Table 5-29 

revealed the key theme and sub-themes in Table 5-30. 

Theme Sub-theme 

Evolving gender roles Ethnic culture 
IT culture 

Table 5-30: Environmental influences construct themes 
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Table 5-31 shows an example of the data extract from which themes relating to the environmental influences construct emerged. 

Raw Data Identified Themes Sub-themes Interpretation of themes 

“A woman is still expected to look after 
the household and children even 
though she is also working.” (IT 
Executive 8, 9, 11, 13) 

“It is no longer taboo to find a man 
looking after the kids while the woman 
is at work.” (IT Executive 12, 15) 

“The IT culture is not accommodative 
to women in general. It is even worse 
when one reaches an IT leadership 
position.” (IT Executive 10) 

 

Evolving gender roles Ethnic culture 

IT culture 

The existence of female IT Executives 
has created a shift in the gender roles 
within the ethnic, workforce, and IT 
cultural spheres. 

Table 5-31: Data analysis extract for environmental influences construct 
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5.3.3.2 Discussion of results 

Society has labelled certain roles to be suitable for either men or women respectively. The 

roles that are mainly fulfilled by men are considered masculine, whereas those fulfilled by 

women are viewed as feminine. Leadership roles are essentially perceived to be masculine. 

It is deduced that the IT Executive role is a masculine role, by virtue of it being in a male-

dominated field and a leadership role. The presence of female IT Executives is evidently a 

violation of the feminine gender norm, since they are occupying masculine roles. This is 

because female IT Executives assume masculine identities in their role as IT Executives. 

Cunningham and Macrae (2011) note that associating a particular role with the concepts of 

masculinity and femininity originates from cultural beliefs. The discussion around the IT 

Executives’ cultural influences is organised according to the theme that emerged from the 

data.  

(a) Evolving gender roles 

While historically it was believed that work and family were separate worlds, it has been 

acknowledged that the two spheres intersect in complex ways (Wharton, 2009: 109). 

Perrone et al. (2009) assert that gender roles in family and work domains are continuously 

changing. Budlender and Lund (2011) highlight that the high rates of unemployment and 

state-orchestrated disruption of family life created by the South African apartheid system 

contributed to the shift in gender roles. Since culture describes the expected roles that must 

be fulfilled by both men and women (Alesina et al., 2013), working women experience 

situations that collide with patriarchal cultures and industries (Bierema, 2016: 120). 

The participants belong to different population groups and different ethnicities. Considering 

that culture “is the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of 

one group or category of people from others” (Hofstede et al., 2010: 6), it is concluded that 

the participants have different cultural beliefs. The data from this theme showed that 

changes in ethnic culture shaped the IT Executives’ career progression. Similarly, the IT 

culture influenced the IT Executives’ career progression because the occupation is in a field 

that has masculine values. 
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(i) Ethnic culture 

Gender roles have specific responsibilities assigned to them. Some responsibilities are 

explicitly for men, while others are for women. This was confirmed by all the participants in 

the study who stated that in their cultures, men and women have different roles. IT Executive 

10 said: 

“In my culture, there are specific jobs that are meant for men and specific jobs for 

females. For example, a woman is expected to cook for the family and look after the 

children while a man provides for his family.”  

Despite the participants’ different cultural beliefs, the results show that the gender-specific 

responsibilities are similar. This is contrary to the assertion of Alesina et al. (2013) that 

gender responsibilities differ across cultures. Based on the results, it is noted that there is 

consensus among the participants that the key role of a man is that of the provider of the 

family, whereas the key role of a woman is to look after the children and the household. As 

the breadwinner or the provider of the family, the man provides the household’s primary 

income through paid work (Chapman, 2004 cited in Meisenbach, 2010). Since the 

participants also get paid for their jobs as IT Executives, it is presumed that they also 

contribute to the household’s income. As women entered the workforce, the traditional view 

that men are breadwinners and women are caregivers and homemakers shifted (Gordon & 

Whelan-Berry, 2005). Not only do the IT Executives in the study look after the household, 

but they also provide for their families. IT Executive 11 stated: 

“Even as an IT Executive, I still have family responsibilities that I must take care of. 

At times this works against me because other male colleagues see it as me being 

less committed to my work.” 

The results show that the roles of female IT Executives have shifted from being solely 

feminine to being a combination of feminine and masculine. As the role of women changed 

to focus beyond the home front (Dandapat & Sengupta, 2012), the IT Executives have to 

maintain a work-life balance. Maintaining a work-life balance was crucial for the 66.67% 

married IT Executives and 73.33% who are mothers. Those who are married indicated that 

they share household responsibilities with their husbands. IT Executive 14 said: 
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“I come from a conservative Afrikaans culture whereby women were generally not 

allowed to work. However, the perceptions of women have changed a lot. It has 

become acceptable for a man to look after the children if the woman is not home.”  

Taking care of children is also a shared responsibility between the IT Executives and their 

husbands where applicable. In other cases, the IT Executives obtained help from 

childminders.  

(ii) IT culture 

Regardless of IT Executives in the study having the necessary competencies to fulfil the role 

of IT Executive, the results reveal that 86.67% are not trusted to lead in the male-dominated 

IT field. Their ability as IT leaders is questioned and doubted. Moreover, they are treated 

differently from their male counterparts because the perception is that women are not 

culturally socialised to assume leadership-type roles. Powell (2012: 134) points out that 

women are subjected to hostility when it comes to leadership roles. This implies that the IT 

culture embraces male IT leaders more than female IT leaders. Preference of male IT 

leaders over female IT leaders is because the IT field has always centred on men, thus 

placing women secondary in the field (Clark, 2012: 3). IT Executive 10 commented: 

“The IT culture is not accommodative to women in general. It is even worse when 

one reaches an IT leadership position. Most often the perception is one was given 

the job to meet employment equity standards.” 

Evidently, Davidson and Burke (2011: 15) highlight that passing country legislation to 

equalise or improve the representation of women at higher-level managerial jobs does not 

work as well as expected. The implication of the ineffectiveness of pieces of legislation such 

as the Employment Equity Act is that inequalities in female and male IT Executives will 

continue to prevail.  

The lack of trust also stems from the stereotypical view that women have limited technical 

knowledge. This is largely because the IT Executive evolved from a technical environment 

that was deemed suitable for men (Hunter, 2010: 125). Acknowledging the scepticism 

around their leadership abilities, the participants have devised strategic means to ensure 

that their authority is not undermined. Over and above adopting agentic leadership traits, 

the participants indicated that at times they would seek support from males before making 
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decisions. The rationale is that male judgements and opinions are often valued. In essence, 

the IT Executives have adopted a demographic leadership style so that they can be 

accepted and trusted by their male colleagues. With democratic leadership style, leaders 

involve and consult other team members in the decision-making process (Cuadrado et al., 

2012; Cutler, 2014). 

The cultural stereotypes of the IT field essentially undermine the creditability of female IT 

Executives. Consequently, the participants have to work harder than their male counterparts 

to prove their worth. At times this caused a work-life conflict. 

5.3.3.3 Summary of results 

Summary: 

 

From the data relating to the environmental influences to IT Executives’ progression to 

leadership positions, evolving gender roles were identified. It emerged that gender roles within 

the ethnic, cultural sphere and IT cultural sphere were changing. The changing gender roles 

showed an overlap between the roles and responsibilities of men and women. Men are doing 

responsibilities that are traditionally meant for women. Similarly, women are occupying 

masculine roles that were traditionally occupied by men.  

Insights: 

 

The existence of female IT Executives is a deviation from the cultural norm, both from the ethnic 

and industry perspectives. There are commonalities between South Africa’s ethnic cultures in 

as far as the gender roles are concerned. From an ethnic culture point of view, women usually 

stay home and look after the household, while men take part in paid labour. As such, the 

experiences of the IT Executives are similar irrespective of their cultural backgrounds. Taking 

care of the household is no longer the sole responsibility of women. Even though the IT 

Executives contribute to the household income as well, they still need to play a role in taking 

care of the household. This means they have to juggle both their work and family lives. 

Acceleration to IT Executive role therefore does not take away women’s household 

responsibilities; however, they are diminished, as these are shared with others. Female IT 

Executives therefore play double roles. From an IT culture perspective, women are not 
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expected to occupy IT leadership positions. Because of these expectations, women’s move 

from IT support functions to leadership roles has been met with scepticism. Being a female IT 

Executive in a male-dominated field whose culture is based on masculine values, it is beneficial 

to find ways to deal with the cultural stereotypes. One of the primary ways of ensuring 

recognition as a female IT Executive is the adoption of male attributes and applying these where 

necessary. After all, being a female IT Executive does not change the femininity of an individual 

but rather enhances the masculinity thereof. The results show that culture is not constant and 

therefore it changes based on circumstances. The female IT Executives in the study have 

successfully managed to work around the cultural beliefs from both an ethnic and IT field 

perspective. This means that cultural beliefs are not hindrances to women’s IT career 

progression.  

 

5.4  CONCLUSION 

This chapter presented an analysis and a discussion of the results obtained from the 

interviews of 15 female IT professionals who have advanced to IT Executive positions. The 

profiles of the IT Executives in the study were provided to give a background history of the 

participants. In addition, a summary of the demographic data of the participants was 

provided to indicate the characteristics of the research sample.  

The analysis of the data was based on IDTGIT so that each participant’s experiences can 

be evaluated as a single instance. The findings from the interviews were summarised and 

grouped according to seven themes that emerged from the data.  

Theme 1 – linear career path – showed that although there was no uniform path among the 

women to an IT Executive position in terms of the typical jobs they occupied throughout their 

journey, the path itself follows a linear progression. Advancement to IT Executive levels 

follows a linear career path starting with support occupations, followed by middle 

management, and then senior management occupations. None of the female IT Executives 

progressed to a leadership role without going through a sequence of occupations. As the 

participants moved from one position to another, they gained experience that prepared them 

for the IT Executive positions. For each participant, the different occupations that they 

fulfilled over the years before becoming IT Executives were indicated.  

From the genderless leadership theme, theme 2, it was indicated that IT leadership is 
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suitable for both females and males. This is based on the finding that both soft skills 

(associated with women) and technical skills (associated with men) are essential for the 

effectiveness of an IT Executive.  

Four key factors that influenced the female IT Executives to choose a career in IT were 

identified as part of the unsystematic IT career entry theme. The first reason that was 

provided is the need for job security taking into account the many opportunities that the IT 

field presented. The second reason is that the participants did not have any aspirations to 

be in IT, but situations in life landed them in the field. The third reason is the interest in IT at 

an early age that channelled the participants in that direction. Lastly, some of the participants 

made their decision based on the advice received from people who are influential in their 

lives. While some participants subconsciously made the decision to enter the IT field, others 

found themselves in the IT field by chance. 

Theme 4 – male dominance – relates to the treatment received by the participants in a male-

dominated field and how such treatment influenced their behaviour as IT leaders. Male 

dominance in the IT field was mostly felt when the participants entered into management 

positions. Masculine values that are not supportive of females are instilled as a result of the 

field being mostly occupied by men. Moreover, the stereotypical notion that leadership is a 

male role put women at a disadvantage as they pursued the IT leadership roles. To 

overcome the leadership stereotypes, the female IT Executives adopted agentic (masculine) 

traits which, combined with their communal (feminine) traits, made them succeed in 

achieving the leadership status. 

The participants recognised the need for continuous career development in order to ensure 

the right skills balance. This is discussed in theme 5 – continuous career development. To 

perform the responsibilities of an IT Executive, the data showed that the participants needed 

to acquire specific skills for the job. The skills were mostly acquired through learning. 

Although there are no standard qualifications prescribed for IT Executives, common ones 

were identified from the participants’ profiles. It was evident from the results that to 

guarantee a job in the IT Executive role, female IT professionals had to increase their skills 

by continuing with their studies in the form of postgraduate degrees and professional training 

programmes. 

The female IT Executives indicated that they faced various challenges throughout their 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 214 

journey to leadership levels. To overcome the challenges in the IT field, some of them sought 

professional support. The support structures helped them to advance in their careers as they 

continued to stay in the IT field. Theme 6 focuses on the IT Executives’ support structures. 

The support was received either from an individual’s manager or mentor. Despite the IT field 

being male-dominated, the results showed that the female IT Executives received support 

from both female and male IT professionals. Most of the female IT Executives mentioned 

that the support structures were influential in their advancement to IT Executive positions. 

It also emerged that culture plays a role in defining gender roles. However, the participants 

have experienced that a new norm was developing from a gender role perspective. The last 

theme is therefore about the evolving gender roles within the ethnic and IT industry culture. 

While it was previously unheard of for women to be part of the paid labour force, let alone 

work in male-dominated environments, the status quo has changed. Cultural values have 

changed to the point where both females and males share the nurturing and provider roles. 

The female IT Executives in the study indicated that their roles have shifted from being solely 

feminine to being a combination of feminine and masculine. Within the IT space, they 

highlighted that their capability as female IT Executives is often questioned. This is based 

on the notion that IT leadership is a role for men.  

In the next chapter, a theoretical framework is developed to identify factors that will enable 

female IT professionals to progress to IT Executive positions.  
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6 A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR FEMALE IT PROFESSIONALS’ 
ADVANCEMENT TO IT EXECUTIVE POSITIONS 
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6.1 INTRODUCTION 

Literature shows that female IT professionals are confronted with a variety of barriers that 

prevent them from achieving IT leadership positions. The existence of these barriers has 

resulted in a poor representation of female IT Executives in South Africa. Despite the 

barriers that exist in South Africa’s IT sector, some female IT professionals have 

successfully progressed to IT Executive positions. They have successfully navigated 

through the challenge-riddled IT field to achieve IT leadership levels.  

The preceding chapter provided an analysis of data and discussion for the study. This 

chapter aims to propose a framework that female IT professionals in South Africa can adopt 

to enable their progression to IT Executive positions. The framework is developed based on 

the literature survey and the findings from the study. It uses the stage model of barriers that 

affect women’s entry and performance in the IT field by Ahuja (2002) and the individual 

factors that contribute to women’s participation in IT as defined in the IDTGIT (Trauth, 2002). 

The chapter starts by showing the steps followed to arrive at the proposed framework 

depicted in Figure 6-6. It then provides a conclusion of the chapter.   

6.2 TOWARDS A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR FEMALE IT PROFESSIONALS’ 
ADVANCEMENT TO IT EXECUTIVE POSITIONS 

According to Ahuja (2002), an IT career comprises three stages or transitions that are 

dependent on one another. At each career stage, there are a set of opportunities and 

obstacles to achieving senior positions in the organisation (Ahuja, 2002). Ahuja (2002) 

developed a model that examines the barriers for women in each IT career stage. These 

barriers were classified into social and structural factors as illustrated in Figure 6-1. The 

barriers serve as contributing factors to the leakage of women in the IT career pipeline 

(Ahuja, 2002). 
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Figure 6-1: Stage model of barriers that affect women’s IT career 
Source: Adapted from Ahuja (2002) 

 

Ahuja (2002) argues that during the career choice stage, women make decisions about the 

fields that they would like to pursue a career in. Their decisions are based on factors such 

as social expectations, the nature of the work, and the industry of interest. Once a woman 

has decided to pursue a career in IT, she continues to work in IT despite the challenges she 

may be faced with. It is at this stage that she persists to be in the IT workforce. After several 

years of work experience, a woman would then advance to senior IT positions.  

According to Nelson and Veltri (2011), women make decisions relating to their IT careers 

throughout the different career stages. In accordance with the IT career stages defined by 

Ahuja (2002), it is inferred that women make decisions to either enter, persist, or advance 

in the IT field. The dependency between the IT career stages implies that if a woman decides 

to drop out of the IT field, then there is no likelihood of her advancing to the IT Executive 

position. As a result, Ahuja’s model is used as a foundation for the construction of the 

theoretical framework for female IT professionals’ advancement to IT leadership roles. 
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6.2.1 Construction of the theoretical framework 

Women individually experience a variety of factors that explain their participation and career 

progression in IT (Trauth, 2002; Trauth et al., 2008a; Trauth, 2013). The key barriers to 

female IT professionals’ advancement that were identified from the study include gender 

stereotypes emanating from cultural beliefs, work-life conflict, and lack of support structures 

(see Figure 6-2). These barriers are similar to the typical IT barriers identified by Ahuja 

(2002), Mathur-Helm (2005), and Castaño and Webster (2011) (cf. Section 6.2). 

 

Figure 6-2: Barriers to IT career advancement 

 

Each woman responds to the factors depicted in Figure 6-2 in different ways (Trauth et al., 

2008a). The manner in which each woman responds to career-influencing factors can either 

enable or inhibit her from advancing to IT leadership positions. The IDTGIT primary 

constructs (individual identity, individual influences, and environmental influences) are used 

to collectively explain why women enter, remain, and advance in the IT field (Trauth et al., 

2004; Trauth et al., 2016). Since women’s IT career development process is influenced by 

individual differences (Nelson & Veltri, 2011), Ahuja’s model is therefore modified to 

embrace women’s individual differences as they relate to Trauth’s IDTGIT constructs (Figure 

6-3). 
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Figure 6-3: Influences of women’s IT career development 

 

The construction of the proposed theoretical framework is informed by literature and findings 

from the study (cf. Chapter 5). From the research findings, emphasis is placed on the 

individual factors that enabled the participants to reach IT Executive positions. Consistent 

with the focus of the study being on female IT professionals who are already in the IT 

workforce, the framework aims to promote female IT professionals’ career advancement in 

the IT field regardless of the reasons for entry into the IT workforce. As per findings of the 

study, the IT Executives had different motivations to pursue careers in IT; however, they all 

successfully achieved IT leadership levels. There was no pattern shown where the reasons 

for entering the IT career field influenced the IT Executives’ persistence in the field.  

Taking into consideration the dependency between career persistence and career 

advancement stages (see Figure 6-1), the framework discussions are therefore limited to 

individual factors that enable both career persistence and career advancement of female IT 

Executives. After all, by virtue of the participants being IT Executives, it means that they 

persisted in their IT careers in order to advance to higher positions. The individual factors 

relating to the proposed framework are described in accordance with the IDTGIT constructs: 
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• Individual identity: This section describes personal demographic items of a female 

IT Executive and related IT Executive career items that influence career persistence 

and advancement.  

• Individual influences: The focus of this section is to address personal influences 

that have an effect on the career persistence and advancement of female IT 

professionals.  

• Environmental influences: This section outlines the influences associated with the 

environments in which the female IT professionals operate. 

6.2.1.1 Individual identity 

Organisations regard IT Executives as high-ranking executive-level leaders rather than 

mere IT service providers (Chen & Preston, 2007; Chun & Mooney, 2009). Because of that, 

they are hired essentially as strategists (Fortino, 2008: 140). The IT Executives therefore 

are expected to formulate and implement such IT strategies that align with business needs 

(Li & Tan, 2009). The view that demographics of top executives can influence the strategic 

decisions of the organisation is explained by the upper echelon theory.  

According to the upper echelon theory, executives’ characteristics such as demographics 

have an influence on organisational decisions and practices (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). In 

the upper echelon theory, Hambrick and Mason argued that characteristics such as age and 

career experiences are associated with perceptions that influence the decision making of 

executives. With regard to age, they state that the executive’s age is “negatively associated 

with the ability to integrate information in making decisions and with confidence in decisions, 

though it appears to be positively associated with tendencies to seek more information, to 

evaluate information accurately and to take longer to make decisions”. This means that the 

younger an executive is, the more difficult it would be to make informed decisions. The 

authors observed that career experiences somewhat shape the lenses through which 

strategic opportunities are viewed. In essence, executives with career experience are better 

equipped to influence and drive organisational strategies. 

The above assertions infer that the age and IT career experience matter for female IT 

professionals to progress to IT Executive positions. Based on the age ranges of the female 
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IT Executives in the study, the majority of them are in their 40s (cf. Section 5.2.1). Looking 

at the period they have been fulfilling the IT Executive role, it is noted that they actually 

became IT Executives while they were in their 30s. This is corroborated by a survey 

conducted by Ernest and Young, which found that on average a 43-year-old IT Executive 

has typically been in the position for five years (Ernest & Young, 2012).  

The study found that the IT Executives attributed their success to years of work experience 

in the IT field. Work experience of several years gives an individual an added advantage 

towards progression to high-level positions (Ahuja, 2002). For female IT professionals to 

successfully achieve IT leadership levels, it means they need to have several years of IT 

work experience. According to Joseph, Ang and Slaughter (2005), by gaining work 

experiences over time, an individual is essentially following a particular career sequence. A 

career sequence is defined by a series of occupations in an individual’s work history (Joseph 

et al., 2012). This implies that to gain IT work experience an individual must work in a series 

of IT occupations.  

The female IT professional’s career path towards an IT Executive position involves fulfilling 

IT Support, Middle IT management, and Senior IT management occupations (cf. Section 

5.3.1.1). For support and middle management occupations, the results showed exposure to 

analyst-type occupations and project management to be common among the majority of the 

participants (see Table 5-20). To ensure success in achieving the IT Executive positions, 

female IT professionals have to fulfil IT Support, Middle IT management, and Senior IT 

management occupations in a sequential manner over several years. According to Castaño 

and Webster (2011), following a linear career path whereby sequential career stages are 

completed will result in a positive outcome.  

Joseph et al. (2012) note that experience and career sequences contribute to career 

success. However, to successfully advance to senior positions in IT, an individual must 

persist and not drop out of the IT field. Neither the demographic data of the IT Executives 

nor aspects related to the role of an IT Executive showed a pattern of influence on IT career 

persistence. Nevertheless, it is suggested that managing one’s career by fulfilling various IT 

occupations to gain experience will promote female IT professionals’ persistence in the IT 

field.  
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A female IT professional of the right age and adequate experience will not succeed in an IT 

Executive position if she does not possess adequate skills for the job. Yukl (2010: 44) states 

that the right skills give one an ability to do something effectively. For an IT Executive to be 

successful, Smith (2013) points out that technical and soft skills are important. From the 

study, it was found that in striking a balance between the soft skills and technical skills, the 

female IT Executives were better equipped to apply the right skills for the right situations. 

After all, having the right skills increases the chances of a leader being successful (Bozkurt, 

2011: 32).  

To summarise, an individual’s age, IT work experience, and IT leadership skills serve as 

sources for progression to IT Executive roles, as illustrated in Figure 6-4 (greyed out portion 

of the model is outside the scope of this study). These three factors describe the identity of 

a female IT Executive.  

 

Figure 6-4: Individual identity factors for female IT professionals’ career progression 

 

6.2.1.2 Individual influences 

As a male-dominated field, the IT field presents various barriers that affect female IT 

professionals’ progression to leadership positions. One such key challenge is gender 

prejudice (Northouse, 2016: 399). The results of the study showed that gender played a role 

in how women were treated by their male counterparts as they occupied management 
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positions. Because of the masculine nature of the IT field, there are preconceived opinions 

that women will not deliver when it comes to management positions. As Koenig et al. (2011) 

indicate, “men are seen as more similar to the leader stereotype than women are”. 

Therefore, the IT Executive role is stereotypically a male role. Gender-stereotyping 

leadership positions create a bias against women when making leadership selection, 

placement, promotion, and training decisions (Powell, 2012: 126). This implies that the 

female IT professionals appear less qualified to fulfil IT Executive roles by virtue of their 

gender.  

Gender also defines how people should behave (Wharton, 2009: 9). In essence, expected 

behaviours of men and women would vary. Rosette and Tost (2010) note that stereotypes 

for men are in line with traditional expectations of leadership behaviours, while the 

stereotypes for women tend to diverge from traditional expectations of leadership 

behaviours. As a result, the notion of “think manager – think male” (Powell, 2012: 126) 

means female IT Executives behave like men. After all, if women conform to the female 

gender role, they are deemed not suitable for leadership roles because they do not meet 

the expected leadership requirements (Powell, 2012: 125). The persistence of the IT 

Executives was found to be associated with their personality traits. All the participants 

acknowledged that masculine personality traits made them successful in their pursuit for IT 

Executive roles. These traits matched typical traits of a leader (cf. Table 3-8). 

Supplementary to adequate skills for effective leadership, it is crucial for one to have 

leadership traits. Cutler (2014) highlights that people having leadership traits are considered 

to be suitable for positions of authority. As such, female IT professionals will be deemed 

suitable for IT Executive positions if they possess leadership traits. Typical leadership traits 

are said to be mostly found in men (Rosette & Tost, 2010). This makes men better suited 

for IT leadership positions than women. However, effective leadership requires leadership 

traits associated with both men (agentic traits) and women (communal traits) (Rosette & 

Tost, 2010). The study indicates that IT Executives in the study possessed both agentic and 

communal leadership traits (cf. Section 5.3.2.2 (b)). Women naturally exude communal traits 

(Rosette & Tost, 2010). None of the participants muted their femininity in order to advance 

to IT leadership roles. Instead, they adopted agentic traits that fostered their chances of 

success in a male-dominated field. “Adaptation is used to improve the fit between a person 

and the work environment with identity changing over time as difficulties and demands of 
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roles impact one’s notion of identity” (Buse, Bilimoria & Perelli, 2013). Female IT 

professionals would therefore need to adapt to the IT field by adopting agentic traits in order 

to persist in the IT field and subsequently advance to IT Executive positions. 

As per the findings from the study, the educational background of the IT Executives had a 

positive effect on their career progression. Cano et al. (2012) state that a good academic 

education is considered one of the requirements of becoming an IT Executive. Even though 

there are no uniform mandated qualifications for the IT Executive (Aiken & Gorman, 2013), 

a formal IT qualification is common among female IT Executives. The majority of the female 

IT Executives also possess postgraduate degrees at a master’s level. Research shows that 

women enrol in higher education in pursuit of careers in management (Appelbaum et al., 

2011). In addition, Cano et al. (2012) posit that a master’s level qualification in an IT-related 

discipline is the main requirement for someone in an IT Executive position. However, the 

study also found that some of the IT Executives have master’s level qualifications in general 

management. Considering that soft skills are critical to the success of a female IT Executive 

(cf. Section 2.2.1), female IT professionals need to acquire and enhance such skills. This 

can be done by pursuing personal development training (cf. Section 5.3.2.2 (c)). Investing 

in career development efforts will give female IT professionals the motive to persist in the IT 

field.  

Over and above the required competencies of a female IT Executive as discussed above, 

female IT professionals need to surround themselves with career support structures. The 

results show that having support had a positive influence in some of the women’s 

persistence and advancement to IT leadership positions (cf. Section 5.3.2.2 (d)). A career 

support structure enhances women’s career advancement (Allen et al., 2004). A valuable 

tool for female IT professionals’ advancement to IT Executive positions is mentoring. By 

having mentors, individuals are better positioned to achieve career success (Allen et al., 

2004). It was observed that the female IT Executives in the study who had mentors were 

able to successfully navigate through the barriers in the IT field.  

In summary, factors that shape and influence the progression of female IT professionals to 

IT leadership levels include having personality traits similar to that of leaders, an IT 

qualification, a master’s level qualification, professional development training, and a mentor. 

These factors will give an added advantage to female IT professionals’ career advancement 
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opportunities. Figure 6-5 indicates these factors as components of the proposed framework 

(greyed out portion of the model is outside the scope of this study). 

 

Figure 6-5: Individual influence of female IT professionals’ career progression 

 

6.2.1.3 Environmental influences 

Cultural factors play a key role in the participation of women in IT (Ahuja, 2002). According 

to Hofstede et al. (2010: 6), culture is not embedded in genes, but it rather stems from the 

social environment that one interacts with. Therefore, culture is adaptive and is based on 

the human capacity to change (Luthans & Doh, 2012: 108). Since female IT Executives 

interact with both the social and IT industry environments, it means the cultures embedded 

in these environments can be changed. 

Culture also describes the expected roles that must be fulfilled by both men and women 

(Alesina et al., 2013). As members of particular ethnic groups and members of the IT field, 

females are expected to fulfil specific roles in the respective cultures.  

From an ethnic culture perspective, the results show that female IT Executives are expected 

to look after the household while they are also working (cf. Section 5.3.3.2 (a)). Family 

responsibilities are part of the ethnic cultures of South Africans. This implies that female IT 

Executives occupy both feminine and masculine roles. The study did not highlight family 
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responsibilities as a hindrance to achieving IT leadership positions. The ability for the IT 

Executives to fulfil dual roles enabled them to persist in their IT careers. This means that 

female IT professionals would need to maintain a work-life balance as they progress towards 

IT Executive positions. Maintaining a work-life balance is instrumental in increasing their 

chances of career progression as they compete with male colleagues. To ensure that there 

is no work-life conflict, the results show that female IT Executives have to work harder in 

order to achieve the same career progress as their male counterparts. 

In the context of the IT field, the female IT Executive is the head of the IT department. As 

such, women experience situations that collide with patriarchal IT culture (Bierema, 2016: 

120). Since female IT Executives occupy a role that was traditionally occupied by men, the 

manner in which they use power to lead the IT departments is important. According to Eagly 

and Carli (2007), men and women have different leadership styles. To ensure that they are 

trusted by their male counterparts and their subordinates, female IT Executives have to 

exhibit the correct leadership style. The findings from the study show that the IT Executives 

display a democratic leadership style. 

Being a female IT Executive is a violation of the feminine gender norm, since a woman in 

this role would be occupying a masculine role. This is an indication of a cultural norm that 

women are not equipped to be leaders, let alone be leaders in a male-dominated field. For 

female IT professionals, the ability to maintain a work-life balance, to fulfil dual roles 

(feminine and masculine roles), work hard to compete with male counterparts, and to exhibit 

a democratic leadership style will shape their IT career advancement success as indicated 

in Figure 6-6 (greyed out portion of the model is outside the scope of this study).  
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Figure 6-6: Environmental influences of female IT professionals’ career progression 

 

Figure 6-7 presents an integrated view of the proposed theoretical framework. 
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Figure 6-7: A theoretical framework for female IT Professional’s advancement to IT Executive positions 
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6.3 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, the findings from the study were used to develop a theoretical framework 

that will enable the advancement of female IT professionals to IT Executive positions. The 

theoretical framework uses the concepts of the stage model of barriers that affect women’s 

IT careers (Ahuja, 2002) and the IDTGIT (Trauth, 2002).  

Ahuja’s model formed the basis upon which the proposed framework was constructed. It 

was then refined to include the individual differences (IDTGIT) that influenced the IT 

Executives’ career development process. From each of the IDTGIT construct, the following 

factors were identified as enablers of female IT professionals’ advancement to IT Executive 

positions: 

• Individual identity: A female IT professional is likely to advance to an IT Executive 

position if she is above the age of 30 years, has demonstrated IT work experience 

that is gained by occupying different roles, and has skills balance of both soft and 

technical skills. 

• Individual influences: The study showed that masculine personality traits of female IT 

Executives contributed to their persistence and career advancement, as these 

resembled traits of a leader. For IT leadership positions, a combination of both 

communal and agentic leadership traits are required. Over and above the individual 

characteristics, an IT qualification, a master’s level qualification, and professional 

development training were also noted to be influencers of women’s IT career 

persistence and advancement. Accessibility to a mentor was one of the key factors 

identified as a contributor to the female IT Executives’ success to overcoming the 

challenges in the IT field.  

• Environmental influences: Given that female IT Executives engage in both the family 

and work environments, the ability to fulfil dual roles of looking after the family and 

bringing income, compete with male counterparts by working hard, maintain a work-

life balance, and exhibit a democratic leadership style were noted to influence career 

persistence and advancement. 
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The study did not identify one predominant factor that can contribute to the advancement of 

female IT professionals. The findings instead suggest that a broad range of factors are 

responsible for the progression of the female IT professionals to IT Executive positions. 

These factors are mainly personal rather than organisational or industry related. By taking 

into consideration these elements of the proposed theoretical framework, female IT 

professionals in South Africa may successfully advance to IT leadership positions. This will 

subsequently improve the presentation of female IT Executives in South Africa. 

The next and final chapter concludes the study. It provides contributions of the study and 

recommendations for future research. 
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7.1 INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this study was to determine how South African female IT professionals could 

advance to IT Executive positions. This was achieved by developing a theoretical framework 

to guide female IT professionals’ advancement to IT Executive positions. By adopting the 

proposed theoretical framework, it is envisaged that female IT professionals in South Africa 

will succeed in achieving IT leadership roles, thereby improving the representation of female 

IT Executives in the country. 

To develop the theoretical framework, an interpretive research approach was adopted and 

was underpinned by the IDTGIT as a theoretical framework. The IDTGIT aims to explain the 

underrepresentation of women in the IT field by identifying the influencing factors and also 

accounts for women who have overcome the barriers in IT (Trauth et al., 2016). Interviews 

with 15 female IT Executives were conducted to understand how they have overcome 

barriers in IT to successfully progress to IT leadership positions. The career advancement 

influencing factors of the research participants along with Ahuja’s (2002) stage model of 

barriers that affect women’s entry and performance in the IT field were used to construct the 

theoretical framework.  

To arrive at the theoretical framework as discussed in the penultimate chapter, the study 

sought to answer the research questions that were asked in Chapter 1 (cf. Section 1.5). As 

a result, the chapter starts by answering these research questions. It continues by evaluating 

contributions of the study to the body of knowledge. Then implications of the study are 

presented. The chapter concludes by making recommendations for future studies. 

7.2 ANSWERS TO RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In Chapter 1, a number of questions were asked to determine how female IT professionals 

can successfully advance to IT Executive roles amid a labyrinth of barriers in the IT field. 

These questions are revisited and answered based on the results obtained from the study. 

The secondary research questions are answered first, followed by the primary research 

question. 
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7.2.1 Addressing the secondary research questions 

Secondary Research Question 1: Which competencies are required for one to be a 

successful female IT Executive? 

Literature shows that IT Executives who have the right set of competencies are able to 

perform their tasks effectively. It is further noted that given the dynamic nature of the IT 

Executive role, some competencies become redundant in time. However, an IT Executive 

is expected to possess core competencies that increase his or her chances of success. 

Competencies of an IT Executive are defined in terms of skills and knowledge. Skills are 

classified in terms of soft and technical skills, whereas knowledge is described with respect 

to educational background (cf. Section 3.4.2.2). 

The strategic nature of the IT Executive role requires female IT Executives to have a 

combination of both soft and technical skills. Soft skills are required for the effective 

management of the IT department and engagement with other executives who are part of 

the TMT. Technical skills enable the female IT Executive to adequately drive the 

technological direction of the organisation. On that account, it is imperative for the female IT 

Executive to strike a balance between soft and technical skills (cf. Section 5.3.1.2 (b)). 

As far as the educational background of the female IT Executive is concerned, the success 

of the female IT Executive is influenced by a formal qualification. Although a female IT 

Executive can still achieve IT leadership levels, it emerged from the study that an IT formal 

qualification was advantageous, as it provides a foundation in the IT field. It was also 

established from the study that having a master’s degree propelled the participants into IT 

Executive positions (cf. Section 5.3.2.2 (c)). 

Secondary Research Question 2: What are the strategies for overcoming barriers to 

progressing to IT Executive positions? 

The IT Executive role is traditionally known to be a male-specific role. This is because, first, 

the leadership role is presumably suitable for men while women are considered to be 

suitable for support roles. Secondly, the IT field is a male-dominated field dominated by 

masculine values. Because of these reasons, women are confronted with a variety of 

obstacles that hinder them from progressing to IT leadership levels. There are three 
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empirical strategies that the female IT Executives in the study employed in their pursuit of 

leadership positions. Table 7-1 outlines these approaches as identified from the study. 

IT career advancement strategy Description 

Adoption of leadership traits The masculine values dominating the IT field have 

created an environment that does not recognise 

women as capable IT leaders. These values 

influence how people should behave. With the IT 

field consisting mostly of males, there is a high 

likelihood that a female IT Executive will have more 

males reporting to her than females. To ensure that 

her authority is not undermined, a female IT 

Executive needs to adopt leadership traits that are 

mostly found in men, namely, agentic leadership. 

Such traits are associated with effective leaders. 

The research findings and literature show that 

agentic leadership traits alone are not sufficient for 

female IT Executives. To be an effective IT 

Executive, female IT professionals are expected to 

possess both agentic and communal leadership 

traits. Consequently, female IT professionals who 

have strong communal leadership traits need to 

develop and adopt agentic leadership traits in 

order to succeed in their roles. Similarly, those with 

strong agentic leadership traits need to learn and 

apply communal leadership traits (cf. Section 

5.3.2.2, Table 5-26). 

Professional career 
development 

It emerged from the research findings that a formal 

qualification alone was not adequate for the 

progression to IT leadership positions. IT-specific 

qualifications were noted to equip one with 

technical skills. In answering secondary research 
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IT career advancement strategy Description 

question 2 (cf. Section 7.2.1), the importance of 

soft skills in the role of female IT Executives was 

highlighted. The soft skills mentioned herein are 

typically acquired through professional 

development training courses (cf. Section 5.3.2.2, 

Table 5-28). 

Access to mentors To guide the female IT Executives in navigating the 

IT leadership labyrinth, the research highlighted 

the importance of having support structures. 

Support structures in the form of mentors were 

identified as beneficial throughout the career 

development of female IT professionals. Bearing in 

mind that mentorship is provided by a more 

experienced individual in the field to a less 

experienced individual, such relationships can be 

established internal to the female IT professionals’ 

organisation or within the IT field as a whole. The 

gender of the mentor was noted to be immaterial.  

Table 7-1: Female IT professionals’ strategies for overcoming barriers in IT 

 

Secondary Research Question 3.1: What are the job expectations of female IT Executives? 

The job expectations of female IT Executives differ according to the strategic objectives of 

the organisations they work for. The female IT Executive engages with various stakeholders 

such as the members of the TMT, service providers, internal and external customers, and 

the staff reporting to her. As a result, each stakeholder would have certain expectations from 

the female IT Executive. This makes the role of the female IT Executive complex and 

dynamic. It was noted from the study that there were commonalities among the participants 

with regard to the responsibilities that they undertake as female IT Executives (cf. Section 
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5.3.1.2, Figure 5-7). Based on these responsibilities, the job expectations of female IT 

Executives are summed up as follows: 

• A visionary who will advise the TMT on the strategic direction that the organisation 

must take based on technological trends. 

• A leader to give direction and support her staff in delivering IT services to the 

organisation. 

• A problem-solver who is able to identify business problems and implement solutions 

to address these problems, thereby bridging the gap between IT and the business. 

• A relationship manager who will facilitate communication between IT service 

providers, staff, and the organisation at large. 

• To support business operations by overseeing IT operations and ensuring that 

organisational costs are minimised.  

From the expectations listed above, it is noted that they do not point to the female gender, 

but rather general expectations from any individual occupying the IT Executive position 

regardless of their gender. This infers that the expectations of female IT Executives are 

similar to their male counterparts.  

The job expectations of an IT Executive role are typically outlined in a job description. They 

provide base criteria of who gets appointed to fulfil the IT Executive role. The job descriptions 

differ from organisation to organisation because their strategic objectives are different. Be 

that as it may, the job descriptions are similar in terms of the general responsibilities of an 

IT Executive. This means there is no way of telling if the job would be suitable for a man or 

woman by a simple analysis of the IT Executive job description. In a nutshell, the IT 

leadership role cannot be classified according to gender.  
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Secondary Research Question 3.2: What is the career path followed by female IT 

professionals towards the fulfilment of the IT Executive role? 

Advancement of female IT professionals to IT Executive positions involves following a 

particular career sequence. The study shows that there is no uniform career sequence for 

female IT Executive positions. For example, some female IT professionals may start their IT 

careers as system developers while others may start as IT technicians, but they both end 

up in IT Executive positions. Although the career sequence for female IT Executives is not 

uniform, the results show that the career path is linear. 

The linear career path of female IT Executives includes occupying a series of positions 

within the three key categories, namely, Support, Middle management, and Senior 

management positions. Support-level positions introduce one to work in the IT field. The 

results show that analysis experience is beneficial to the career progression of female IT 

professionals. This is because analyst-type occupations provide a platform for one to 

interact with the business. 

Having work experience in the IT field paves the way for advancement to management-level 

positions, starting with middle management roles. Middle management positions expose 

one to management responsibilities, though at a smaller scale. It is at this level that female 

IT professionals manage smaller teams by managing IT projects. The experience acquired 

from middle management roles presents the female IT professional with the opportunity to 

advance to senior IT management positions. At senior management levels, a female IT 

professional is responsible for managing bigger teams than at middle management levels. 

It was also found that in some cases, some of the people reporting to the senior IT manager 

are middle managers. Senior IT management occupations are a step away from advancing 

to IT leadership positions. The career path of a female IT Executive is depicted in Figure 7-

1. 
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Figure 7-1: Female IT Executive career path 

 

IT management experience is pivotal to female IT professionals’ advancement to IT 

Executive level. This means one cannot move from being in a support occupation straight 

into an IT Executive position. As a result, it is imperative that female IT professionals go 

through the necessary preparatory steps that will enable them to advance to IT Executive 

positions. 

Secondary Research Question 4: How does culture influence the progression of South 

African female IT professionals to IT Executive positions? 

Each female IT professional belongs to both an ethnic group and the IT group. In each 

group, there are inherent cultural values and perceptions about women. From an ethnic, 

cultural perspective, females are generally not expected to fulfil masculine roles, but rather 

nurturing roles. The IT Executive role is in itself a masculine role by virtue of it being a 

leadership role in a male-dominated field. The cultural norm is that women should take care 

of the home and work in elementary occupations, whereas men are the heads of the family. 

As such, being a female IT Executive means occupying both feminine and masculine roles. 

In the context of the IT field, the IT Executive role is “the head” of the IT department. This 

implies that as female IT Executives, women in this position are therefore the heads of the 

IT department. With the understanding that the IT field is male-dominated, having a female 

IT Executive essentially means that the female IT Executive will have dominance and control 

over men. Consequently, this would be in contrast to ethnic, cultural beliefs. Since societal, 

cultural values filter through to the IT work environment, female IT Executives subsequently 

tend to be treated differently compared to male IT Executives.  
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The perceptions that women are not meant for leadership positions in general has resulted 

in female IT Executives being subjected to hostility and prejudice within the male-dominated 

IT field. This is regardless of African female IT Executives having the required competencies 

to fulfil the role of the IT Executive. The prejudices experienced by female IT Executives 

often results in the role of female IT Executives being undermined and their appointments 

being challenged and questioned. To mitigate the issues around how female IT Executives 

are treated, they are then forced to behave like men and work twice as hard in order to be 

as valued and respected as their male counterparts. 

The study highlights cultural beliefs as a potential hindrance to women’s progression to IT 

Executive roles. Although there is acceptance of female IT Executives in South Africa’s IT 

field, it is incumbent on the female IT Executives to still maintain the work-life balance. The 

ability of female IT Executives maintaining a work-life balance is instrumental in increasing 

their chances of career progression as they compete with male colleagues.  

7.2.2 Addressing the primary research question 

The main aim of the study is to establish factors that will enable South African female IT 

professionals to advance to IT Executive positions. This research objective is converted to 

the following primary research question:  

What are the factors that will enable female IT professionals in South Africa 
advancing to IT Executive positions?  

The theoretical framework proposed in Chapter 6 serves as a tool for answering the primary 

research question. It applies the stage model of barriers that affect women’s IT careers along 

with the IDTGIT constructs to explain factors that can contribute to the progression of female 

IT professionals to IT Executive positions. The framework was developed based on the 

interviews conducted with female IT Executives. The participants were from different cultural 

backgrounds with varying experience in the IT field and in the IT Executive role (cf. Chapter 

5). The study was guided by Eileen Trauth’s IDTGIT, whereby the individual experiences of 

the female IT Executives as they progressed to IT Executive roles were explained using the 

constructs of the theory. For each IDTGIT construct, factors that explain how female IT 

professionals can advance to IT leadership positions were identified. These were informed 

by the experiences of the female IT Executives in the study. 
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From the individual identity construct, it was revealed that the identity of a female IT 

Executive can be described by means of her age, IT work experience, and IT leadership 

skills. Female IT professionals of ages over 30 and have IT management experience are 

considered suitable for IT leadership positions. It is at this age that individuals are perceived 

as better equipped to influence the organisation’s strategy. Furthermore, it was noted that 

responsibilities of the female IT Executive require competencies that are acquired through 

education and experience.  

The individual influence construct identified leadership traits, training, and mentorship as 

factors that influence the women’s persistence in the IT field and the progression to the IT 

Executive position. These individual influencing factors were employed as female IT 

Executives’ strategies for career progression. 

Through the environmental influences assessment, the study revealed that both the ethnic, 

cultural and IT industry cultural beliefs have an influence on the women’s IT career 

progression. To circumvent cultural beliefs in both domains, female IT Executives change 

some of their behaviours so as to be accommodated. Despite the cultural perceptions of 

women, the IT Executive expectations are however not gender-specific.  

7.3 EVALUATION OF CONTRIBUTION TO THE BODY OF KNOWLEDGE 

This section outlines the contribution of this study to the existing body of IS knowledge. 

Dinham and Scott (2001) assert that an expectation of a doctoral research is to make 

signification contribution to the discipline in which the research was conducted. Moreover, 

such research work is presented in terms of an overall conceptual framework (Moses, 1985 

cited in Gregor, 2002). The outcome of the research will advance knowledge from 

theoretical, methodological, and practical perspectives. 

The first part of this section describes the criteria used to evaluate the research contribution 

to IS knowledge. The last section then applies these criteria to discuss the contribution made 

by this study.   
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7.3.1 Criteria for evaluating contribution to knowledge in Information Systems 
research 

According to Gregor (2002: 1), the expectation from leading journals is for papers that are 

accepted for publication to make theoretical contributions and add to knowledge. Thus, it is 

essential to clearly understand the nature of theory in IS (Gregor, 2006: 613). Nonetheless, 

not much is known in the IS discipline respecting what constitutes theory in IS and what form 

contributions to knowledge can take (Gregor, 2006: 611). Much of it is attributed to the fact 

that the IS discipline has a number of referent disciplines such as mathematics, philosophy, 

sociology, and management, from which theoretical bases are drawn (Gregor, 2002: 2). 

Each discipline has an influence on the nature of its theory (Gregor, 2006: 613); as such, 

there is no clear-cut stance on what constitutes theory in IS. 

Gregor (2006: 613) posits that IS in general can be better understood through a theory “that 

links the natural world, the social world, and the artificial world of human constructions”. 

Gregor further contends that the practicality of theories allows a body of knowledge to be 

accumulated systematically such that the world can be understood, explained, and 

predicted. 

To solve a particular research problem, Gregor (2006: 619) recommends that a theory that 

is developed should achieve the following goals:  

• Analysis and Description – “The theory provides a description of the phenomena of 

interest, analysis of relationships among those constructs, the degree of 

generalisability in constructs and relationships and the boundaries within which 

relationships and observations hold”. 

• Explanation – “The theory provides an explanation of how, why and when things 

happened, relying on varying views of causality and methods for argumentation”. 

• Prediction – “The theory states what will happen in the future if certain preconditions 

hold”. 

• Prescription – “The theory provides a description of the method or structure or both 

for the construction of an artifact”. 
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Combining the foregoing goals, Gregor (2006: 620) has therefore identified five types of 

theories in IS research in Table 7-2 that are used to evaluate the body of knowledge from a 

particular study. 

 

Table 7-2: Types of theories in IS research 
Source: Gregor (2006: 620) 

 

Type of Theory Description 

Analysis Says what is.  

The theory does not extend beyond analysis and description. 

No causal relationships among phenomena are specified, 

and no predictions are made. 

Explanation Says what is, how, why, when, and where. 

The theory provides explanations but does not aim to predict 

with any precision. There are testable propositions. 

Prediction Says what is and what will be. 

The theory provides predictions and has testable 

propositions but does not have well-developed justificatory 

causal explanations. 

Explanation and Prediction 
(EP) 

Says what is, how, why, when, where, and what will be. 

Provides predictions and has both testable propositions and 

causal explanations. 

Design and Action Says how to do something. 

The theory gives explicit prescriptions (e.g. methods, 

techniques, principles of form and function) for constructing 

an artifact. 
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7.4 CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE STUDY 

This study will contribute to the field of IS at a theoretical, methodological, and practical 

level. 

• Theoretical contribution – The theoretical contribution is twofold. First, Eileen 

Trauth’s Individual Differences Theory of Gender and Information Technology theory 

was used to understand how the IT career challenges faced by South African female 

IT professionals could be overcome in order to achieve IT Executive positions. 

Secondly, due to the poor representation of female IT Executives, a theoretical 

framework was developed to guide the improvement of the representation of female 

IT Executives in South Africa.  

• Methodological contribution – The methodological contribution is through the use 

of multiple case studies underpinned by an interpretive philosophical paradigm. The 

adoption of interpretive methods was used to define a theoretical framework that aims 

to resolve the problem of the underrepresentation of female IT Executives in South 

Africa.  

• Practical contribution – Gaining insights into how the female IT Executives in South 

Africa successfully broke the glass ceiling will enlighten the ICT industry as a whole 

on the practical reasons women do not progress to executive ICT leadership roles as 

much as their male counterparts. These insights formed the basis of a theoretical 

framework that can be applied to improve the status of female IT Executives in South 

Africa. This theoretical framework can potentially influence the organisational 

cultures, skills development policies, and possibly the country’s legislation on 

affirmative action. As Trauth (2002) brings out, with understanding comes greater 

awareness, which, in turn, results in proactive responses by governments and 

employers to curb the underrepresentation of women in the IT field. 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 245 

7.5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The study contributes to the body of knowledge that relates to women in IT. It provides a 

foundation for further studies in women’s IT career advancement in South Africa. 

Accordingly, recommendations for further research are as follows: 

• The study provides insights into the experiences of female IT Executives based in the 

Gauteng province, South Africa. Further studies could broaden the sample and widen 

the area covered in the study by including female IT Executives in other provinces.  

• Since the sample of ethnic groups in the study was based on South Africa’s 

population composition of each ethnic group, a study could be conducted to explore 

the career progression of the female IT professionals from different ethnic groups. 

• Throughout the study, none of the female IT Executives attributed their ability to break 

the glass ceiling to the government legislation that aims to promote participation of 

women in South Africa’s labour force. They all devised their own strategies for career 

advancement. An exploration of the effectiveness of pieces of legislation such as the 

Employment Equity Act is therefore warranted. 

• In this study, comparisons with male IT Executives were not made. Therefore, the 

possibility that male IT Executives may have different individual factors that influence 

their career advancement cannot be ruled out. Further studies could be conducted to 

investigate men’s progression to IT leadership positions upon which comparisons can 

be made. 

• It was noted in the study that female IT Executives progressed to leadership positions 

despite their reasons for pursuing a career in IT. As such, an insightful future study 

could examine the influence of female IT career anchors on their persistence in the 

IT field. 

• Considering that the proposed theoretical framework has not been tested, it is 

recommended that it be tested and refined as further research. 
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7.6 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The poor representation of female IT Executives is a revealing symptom of lack of 

transformation in South Africa’s IT field. Having women saturated in senior IT management 

positions with no organisational and government support for progression beyond this level 

will not resolve the underrepresentation of female IT Executives in the country. The factors 

identified in the study may be helpful in enabling female IT professionals who seek to 

advance to IT Executive positions, thereby improving the representation of female IT 

Executives in South Africa. Of all the factors mentioned in the study, mentoring was 

considered one of the critical factors that can assist in overcoming the barriers in the IT field.  

Although there are various factors that contribute to the underrepresentation of female IT 

Executives, the study revealed that cultural stereotypes might have a substantial 

contribution. As long as current cultural beliefs about the role of women continue to be 

entrenched in the IT field, the number of female IT Executives in South Africa is likely to be 

maintained. However, if the status quo is challenged, then over time more women will be 

seen to fulfil IT Executive positions in both public and private sectors.  

In summary, the overall aim of the study was addressed by developing a framework that will 

enable female IT professionals in South Africa to advance to IT Executive positions as 

discussed in this chapter. Looking through the lens of female IT Executives’ experiences 

provided a better understanding of how they navigated through the labyrinth of the IT field 

and succeeded in breaking the glass ceiling. 

 

“Nothing is a waste of time if you use the experience wisely.” 

(Auguste Rudin) 
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APPENDIX A – PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS FORM 

 

Name and Surname (Optional)  

Age ☐20-30    

☐31-40 

☐  41-50     

☐  51-60 

☐  ≥ 61 

 

 

 

 

Racial Group 

            ☐  Black African 

☐  Tswana      

☐  Tsonga     

☐  Pedi 

☐  Venda      

☐  Sotho 

☐  Swati 

☐  Xhosa     

☐  Zulu 

☐  Ndebele 

            ☐  White 

☐  English         ☐  Afrikaans 

☐  Indian 

☐  Coloured 

Marital Status ☐  Single 

☐  Married 

☐  Divorced 

☐  Widowed 

Kids ☐  Yes             ☐  No 

Designation Business Relationship Manager 

Period in position ☐  < 1yr            ☐  5yrs<>10yr             
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☐  1yr<>5yrs             ☐  > 10 

Highest level of education ☐  Matric             ☐  Postgrad             

☐  Diploma/Degree              
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APPENDIX B – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1) What motivated you to pursue a career in IT? 

*The aim is to understand that factors that contribute to women embarking on a career in a male-

dominated field.  

 

 

 

 

 

2) On your path towards the IT Executive role, what challenges did you experience as a woman? How 
did you overcome these challenges to reach the position you are in? 

*Exploring challenges faced by female IT professionals as they advance towards IT leadership roles 

and how to overcome them. 

 

 

 

 

 

3) Explain the functions of your job, i.e. what does your job entail?  

*This question aims to understand the role of the IT Executive as fulfilled by women and the 

responsibilities thereof. 

 

 

 

 

 



               MJ Meela: 12352269  

 277 

4) What are the typical skills (in general) required for an IT Executive position? Which skills do you 
exercise in your role as an IT Executive? 

*The question seeks to understand the skills required for one to be an IT Executive. Additionally, it 

aims to identify typical skills of female IT Executives.  

 

 

 

 

 

5) What is your educational IT background, i.e. formal qualifications? 

*The question seeks to determine the type of IT-related learning that supports female IT leaders.  

 

 

 

 

 

6) Explain your career path into an IT Executive role.  

*The question aims to determine the paths women take to achieve IT leadership roles, i.e. how they 

got here in terms of work experience.  
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7) Did you receive any professional development training that assisted with your career progression? If 
so, how did it/they assist with your career progression? 

*The question seeks to determine if there is any other training intervention over and above IT that 

female IT professionals need to advance to IT leadership roles. 

 

 

 

 

 

8) Which leadership traits do you think are more appropriate for an IT Executive role? 

*The aim is to establish typical leadership traits of an IT Executive.  

 

 

 

 

 

9) What personality traits do you believe may have helped you to succeed in achieving the IT Executive 
role?  

*The question aims to identify personality traits that female IT professionals need to succeed in getting 

the IT Executive position. 
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10) Explain the typical gender stereotypes from the perspective of your culture, i.e. what is the perceived 
role of a woman? 

*The question aims to establish the expectations of a woman in society.  

 

 

 

 

 

11) Please explain the culture of an IT field based on your observation/experience. 

*The aim is to solicit the views of female IT Executives on the IT culture.  

 

 

 

 

 

12) What is it like to be a woman in an IT executive role? How are women in IT leadership positions 
perceived by society, both at the workplace and socially?  

*The aim here is to understand how society treats women in IT leadership positions, i.e. attitudes 

towards female IT Executives.  
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