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Abstract

Women represented 57% of the labor force, but only 20% in the technology industry (United States Labor
Department Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). Therefore, we utilized narrative inquiry research design with
feminism and gender role incongruity theories as theoretical frameworks to investigate five women’s experiences
becoming leaders of major technology organizations. We collected data from interviews and documents. Data
analysis revealed four major themes: climb your ladder, know your worth, discover your career, and nurture your
vision. The findings suggested that the primary barriers for women entering and staying in the technology field
were removed by intrinsic motivation augmented by personal persistence, passion for learning, creativity, and
efficiency. The female technology leaders in this study shared valuable, diverse leadership perspectives that may
benefit male technology leaders. All participants exhibited an ability to nurture team members and organization
goals using soft skills to ameliorate the rigid and fast-paced technology industry.
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In the late-20th century, United States employment opportunities shifted from industrial to information computing
(Tripathy, 2017). According to Beckhusen (2016), there were 450,000 employees in American information
technology jobs in 1970. The United States technology industry increased by 3% in 2016, bringing the total
number of workers to seven million (CompTIA, 2017). Initial technology job growth was impacted by the
introduction of affordable home and work computers in the 1960s and 1970s, but the employment opportunities
increased tenfold between 1970 and 2014 as businesses harnessed the benefits of increased productivity
(Beckhusen, 2016). According to Rodriguez (2017), many current technology industry employees are immigrants
because the United States does not have enough natural born citizens to fill the positions. U.S. Department of Labor
(2015) projections indicated American universities will only produce enough graduates to fill 29% of technology
specialists’ jobs.

America does not have enough skilled talent to fill the jobs made available in the growing field of technology and
there are disproportionately low numbers of female technology workers and female technology leaders
participating in technology careers (Ashcraft, McLain, & Eger, 2016; Moye, 2017; United States Labor
Department, 2015; Zweben & Bizot, 2016). The United States Department of Labor Bureau reported that women
currently represent 57% of the workforce. However, women face a significant gender gap as evidenced by a
current 25% participation rate in the field of technology and 6% participation as technology leaders (Ashcraft,
McLain, & Eger, 2016; Harvey Nash CIO Survey, 2015; United States Labor Department, 2015).
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Trends in the last twenty years indicate a steady decline in the percentage of females in technology (Ashcraft,
McLain, & Eger, 2016).

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of identified females in their efforts to participate in
technology careers as workers and become technology leaders. The primary research questions included:

1. What are the experiences of identified female leaders prior to participating in technology careers as workers and
leaders?

2. What barriers, if any, did identified technology female leaders encounter in their efforts to participate in
technology careers as workers and become technology leaders?

3. What strategies did identified female technology leaders use in their efforts to participate in technology careers
as workers and leaders?

Feminist theory and the gender role incongruity theory undergird the theoretical framework and ultimately
provided a lens for the data analysis (Daiute, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Feminist theory is the philosophical
discourse which aims to understand the nature of gender inequality. This theory is based on three basic principles:
first, the relationship between men and women has almost always been unequal and oppressive; second, all known
societies have been patriarchal; and third, all major social institutions have been characterized by male dominance
(economy, political systems, family and religion). Feminist theory explores both inequality in gender relations, and
the constitution of gender was used to explain women’s underrepresentation in technology leadership positions
(Carlson & Ray, 2011).

Gender Role Incongruity

Women who fail to professionally advance are caught below the “glass ceiling,” a term associated with workplace
gender discrimination (Sipe, Johnson & Fisher, 2009). Sipe et al. (2009) reported five reasons that prevent women
from breaking through the glass ceiling: workplace discrimination, insufficient mentoring, stereotyping, family
conflicts, and inadequate funding. They indicated feminine systems theorists illuminated the issues surrounding the
glass ceiling to eradicate the problem in organizations. However, men in decision making positions continue to
hire males and maintain stereotypical notions about the value of women in the workplace, which hinder female
advancement beyond the glass ceiling (Wentling & Thomas, 2009). McEldowney, Bobrowski and Gramberg
(2009) suggested the glass ceiling was no longer a concern, but rather the more refined idea of role incongruity
which had far reaching implications beyond basic stereotyping.

Eagly and Karau (2002) initially examined the theory of role incongruity in conjunction with males or females
employed in occupations that were traditionally not associated with their societal role. Based on these social roles,
women are typically described and expected to be more communal, relations-oriented, and nurturing than men,
whereas men are believed and expected to be more assertive and independent than women (Cejka & Eagly, 1999;
Eagly & Carli, 2007; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Layne, Vostral, & Boyer, 2010; Paustian-Underdahl, Walker, &
Woehr, 2014). Brumels and Beach (2008) later defined role incongruity as the inability to meet the obligations,
personal skills, morality or expectations set by society for that role. Role incongruity not only was an evaluation
based on alignment with typical social roles made by peers, but it was also an influential factor in how females
viewed their capabilities. Henning and Weidner (2008) contend a female in a leadership role may experience self-
inflicted stress because the role requirements for leadership conflicted with typical feminine role requirements.
Grounded in the family perception of the female role, women tend to seek those career fields that are nurturing,
socially important, and extensions of the home (Schmidt, 2012).

Schmidt (2012) examined the strict southern normalization of a woman’s role in society as analyzed in the history
curriculum in South Carolina. He found that the curriculum included very few women in history, and the portrayal
of the included women was framed by the Deep South view of women as homemakers. In another study, Lublin
and Brewer (2003) found wider pay gaps and poor workplace treatment for the female workers of southern states.
They compared the status of women in the United States based on a number of categories including employment
and earnings. Each state was rated with a letter grade, but none of the southern states were given an overall grade
higher than a C-. This low score indicates a huge gender gap in the Southern region of the USA.

On a larger geographical scale, Layne, Vostral, and Boyer (2010) compiled a number of essays related to feminist
technology which stated, Euro-American culture associated technology with masculinity and nature with
femininity. Technical knowledge domains are congruent with the male role which prevents women from wanting to
be in the field and men accepting women in the field (Layne et al., 2010). Eagly and Carli (2007) dismissed the
metaphor of glass ceilings as an accurate portrayal of women’s professional advancement now that there are female
chief executives in various industries. To better describe the continued barriers at various stages in advancement,
they referred to female progression as a labyrinth which has multiple dead ends, but with persistence, awareness,
and analysis can be navigated (Eagly & Carli, 2007).
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Saucerman and Vasquez (2014) reported on a situation involving the American company, Mattel. As reported by
the New York Times, Mattel had several sexist infractions exhibited in a few of their Barbie dolls and
accompanying books (Mattel Says, 1992). In 1992, one of their dolls had a string that when pulled would trigger a
recording that said, “Math class is tough. Party dresses are fun” (Mattel Says, 1992). Mattel pulled the doll off the
shelves amid public complaints stereotyping girls as inferior in math (Mattel Says, 1992). In 2010, Mattel released
the Computer Engineer as the 126th career doll in their “I Can Be” Barbie doll line (Chang, 2010, p. 1). The
Barbie Computer Engineer doll had an accompanying book which portrayed a conversation between Barbie and her
friend about the new computer game Barbie was designing (Lorenz, 2014). As the conversation progressed, Barbie
clarified that she was only doing the design because she needed the boys’ help to make the designs turn into a real
game (Lorenz, 2014). Kuther and McDonald (2004) argued that toys can affect central identity and gender role
association, especially Barbie which has become an iconic American symbol. Environmental and educational
influences determine a female’s ability to step outside of traditional expectations, (Saucerman & Vasquez, 2014).
Moreover, interaction with women from a variety of backgrounds and in positions of power allowed females to
visualize non-traditional roles (Richman, Vandellen, & Wood, 2011).

Gross (2003) defined feminism as “freedom from the prison of gender roles” (p. 8). She indicated both male and
female gender roles are confining culturally imposed prisons. Furthermore, she argued that traditional female
gender roles are especially destructive of a woman’s wellbeing in that women were exclusively expected to nurture
the family without equal responsibility of those tasks to males which secluded women and belittled their
competence. Gross firmly believes feminism is the effort to change oppressive gender roles.

LIS

In another study Suter and Toller (2006) examined the characteristics of feminists as “independent”, “not afraid to
be alone,” and “having a different way of thinking” (p. 139). They also alluded to the duality of being a feminist
who 1is capable of being feminine. One participant reported that a woman was capable of being “soft and
nurturing” but still able to “stand up” for their viewpoint (p. 139). Suter and Toller concluded that feminism and
female gender roles were synonymous and that the feminist movement was still hindered by societal gender role
assignments.

Eagly examined workplace prejudice caused by gender role incongruity (Hogg & Knippenberg, 2003). Hogg and
Knippenberg (2003, p. 89) found a “convergence of the psychological attitudes of women and men in traditionally
masculine domains” in which women are becoming more masculine in order to assimilate in male dominated
environments. Conversely, they noted leadership styles as migrating from authority figures using dominance in the
workplace to authority figures using nurturing techniques of empowerment and authentic communication. Hogg
and Knippenberg (2003) contend this convergence showed leadership as female stereotypical and less male
authoritarian, and concluded that a possible androgynous middle ground exists wherein the “characteristics ascribed
to women match leadership roles as well as those ascribed to men” (Hogg & Knippenberg, 2003, p. 90).

Feminist Theory

Eagly and Karau, (2002); Henning and Weidner, (2008); Saucerman and Vasquez, (2014); Suter and Toller, (2006)
examined feminism theories and gender roles separately and synonymously as field experts suggest they are one
and the same. Gross (2003) defined feminism as the pursuit of breaking free from gender roles. Feminism theories
and gender role incongruity intersect in their focus on the female experience and were used to help understand
alternate ways that female technology leaders may perceive their experiences (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Gray et al.,
2015).

A common thread in feminism theory exists in the view that the law lacks equal attention to women relative to men
(Armani, 2013). The researchers examined gender equity policies and laws to determine the extent to which
political legislation and government support have impacted gender specific issues (Fifty Years after the Equal Pay
Act, National Equal Pay Task Force, 2013). The goal was to include information to explore the history and current
condition of the female experience and to determine the extent to which the law supports or opposes females with
specific emphasis on workplace legislation.

The United States Technology Industry

United States technology industry interest groups pushed policy makers to allow increased work visas to enable
them to hire skilled talent outside of the United States (Hickey, 2013). More Americans could fill the skills gap, but
the industry overlooks talented women, African Americans and Hispanics (Rodriguez, 2017). Ashcraft et al.
(2016) reported the need for American education institutions and employers to employ specific strategies to harvest
female talent in technology and narrow the skills gap in the United States. Zweben and Bizot (2016) reported that
15.7% of computing related Bachelor degrees were awarded to females. Twenty-five percent of computing
occupations belonged to women (Ashcraft, McLain, & Eger, 2016). The New York Times, as reported by Miller
(2013), observed the doors to the expanding technology field “remain virtually closed to women” (p. 1).
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Moreover, women are absent from technical managerial positions. Gettings, Johnson, Brunner, and Frantz (2007)
noted equal representation in technical leadership would take over 40 years at the current pace. The Harvey Nash
CIO Survey (2015) revealed that the percentage of female Chief Information or Technology Officers in the United
States as 6%. Huge technology corporations like Google reported, “17% of their technical staff was represented by
females” even though “women constitute half of the United States working force” (Whitney & Ames, 2014, p. 28).
Despite federal grants for gender representation in non-traditional employment, women lacked equal workplace
representation in technical fields (Kuruvilla, 2014).

Common Barriers in the Workplace

Grounded in the family perception of the female role, women tend to seek those career fields that are nurturing,
socially important, and extensions of the home (Schmidt, 2012). Schmidt (2012) investigated the strict southern
normalization of a woman’s role in society as analyzed in the history curriculum in the South Carolina. He found
that the curriculum included very few women in history and the portrayal of the included women was framed by the
Deep South view of women as homemakers.

Powell and Sang (2015) contend that women who worked outside the home in male dominated fields like
technology and engineering reported many common issues. They argued that exclusion from events, projects, or
training opportunities limited the scope of experience and contributed to consequent promotion by-pass. This issue
is the most difficult to overcome. Other barriers include prohibitive advancement and unequal pay (De Welde et
al., 2007). Ultimately, Cukier (2009) blamed a deficit in support systems for women who desire a balance of work
and family life for the absence of women in the challenging, time-consuming technology sector.

Orser, Riding, and Stanley (2012) conducted a study to determine career challenges and response strategies of
women in the advanced technology sector. They recruited 195 women to participate in an online survey and
yielded 115 responses. Most participants reported personal barriers such as the perception that the time-consuming
technology field did not allow for a balance of work and family life. Participants also reported workplace barriers
including exclusion from events, projects, or training opportunities also limited the scope of experience and
contributed to consequent promotion by-pass. One participant cited mistrust by a male manager who denied her a
professional learning opportunity because he felt she was likely to use sick leave or leave the company due to
family reasons. Participants who were not given career advancement opportunities simply left and sought other
employment (Orser et al., 2012). Chou et al. (2012) described the exodus of females from science and technology
fields in different stages of their careers due to personal grievances and ultimate resignations as the “leaky
pipeline,” (p. 159). Demaiter and Adams (2009) stated female technology leaders should be constantly apprised of
gender disproportionality in the technology field to avoid unconsciously ignoring the issue because they have
managed to be successful. Consistent awareness would allow female technology leaders with influence an
opportunity to affect change and educate future generations of women interested in technology as a career and it
would help to break the glass ceilings kept in place by women who are just trying to survive (Demaiter & Adams,
2009).

Demaiter and Adams (2009) referred to women behaving as conceptual men at work to blend in with the male
dominated environment. These women would assimilate by compartmentalizing life at work which included
dropping feminine ideals and dressing to adopt masculine behaviors and activities like golf (Demaiter & Adams,
2009). These findings may suggest women can be part of the problem because women tend to conform to the male
dominated organization (Miller, 2004). Miller (2004) explored experiences of women engineers and noted female
assimilation to masculine systems as unintentional reinforcement of masculine hierarchy. Women in this study
denied that gender is salient and avoided female actions like displays of emotion or empathy towards colleagues.

Problem Solving Strategies

Richman, Van Dellen, and Wood (2011) cited the importance of a female role model as the primary strategy to
overcome feelings of inadequacy for a girl considering a high-tech field. Powell et al. (2012) reported female
career decisions centered on other influential people, social and financial rewards, and the potential enjoyment the
career could provide. Saucerman and Vasquez (2014) defined influential people as parents, teachers, peers and,
media personalities. The combination of positive reinforcement from these people and a growth mindset showed
statistical gains in female participation in technical fields (Saucerman & Vasquez, 2014). Instructional strategies
like collaborative learning, project based learning, and relevant career connections were cited as countermeasures
for negative perceptions (Dugan, Fath, Howes, Lavelle, & Polanin, 2013). Also, noted in the study was the
inclusion of leadership efficacy enhancements directed towards persistence and career success, which included
philanthropic endeavors, mentoring, and club leadership activities (Dugan et al., 2013). Leadership development
stimulated inherent attitudes conducive to technical fields like sustained curiosity, love of learning, and the need to
make valuable contributions (Wentling & Thomas, 2009). With these problem-solving strategies in place, females
were more likely to choose technology fields for their program of study.
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Methods

The research questions connect with a qualitative dynamic narrative inquiry research design. According to Ary et
al. (2014), narrative inquiry allows the researcher to examine the participants’ past with the present to gain
understanding of the essential experience. Study limitations must be identified in qualitative research to provide
credibility and trustworthiness (Patton, 2005). Purposive sampling and the Seidman’s interview process yielded a
body of rich data, but limited number of participants impacts the generalization of study results (Patton, 2005;
Siedman, 2006). The female technology respondents, Anne, Celine, Grace, Margaret, and Summer (pseudonyms
to protect their identity), held chief level positions in the technology domain. Specifically, they included four Chief
Information Officers who ranged in technology leadership experience from 11 to 27 years. The fifth participant
was a Chief Executive Officer of a technology company with 10 years of experience. All the women were
Caucasian. Each of the women worked in different industries which included an international hotel, education
organization, law firm, insurance company, and a privately-owned technology industry. The study did not address
other industries nor different ethnicities. As a result, transferability to groups not represented could be a study
limitation. Interviews following Seidman’s (2013) three step interview process was used to collect rich, meaningful
data in their natural setting. Purposive sampling was used to enlist female technology leaders currently working in
that area. Table 1 includes basic information for the five study participants.

Table 1: Participant Demographic Information
Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity  Age Years in Technology Leadership Current Position

Anne Female White 67 16 Chief Information Security Officer
Grace Female White 57 10 Chief Executive Officer
Summer Female White 57 11 Chief Information Officer
Celine Female White 53 27 Chief Information Officer
Margaret Female White 45 16 Chief Information Officer

The following brief participant profiles provide background narratives including information regarding their family,
school, and work experiences.

Anne was a 66-year-old, wife and mother of one daughter. At the time of the interview, Anne was in her 39th year
of her working career and had 16 years in technology leadership as her current position was Chief Information
Security Office for an international hotel organization. Anne was born in Atlanta but graduated from college in
Minnesota and began her career there. Her dad was a math and science teacher who later worked for a major
computing company. She referred to her mom as a “traditional homemaker.” She had two sisters and two brothers
with whom she learned “team skills, conflict management, and loyalty.” Anne’s career choice was inspired by her
father who she discussed throughout the interview process. Anne’s career path included employment with several
very large and well-known national and international companies within the telecommunications, financial services,
and hospitality industries. Her job roles included systems design and network specialist; and eventually, an
executive encouraged her to pursue a management career path.

Grace was a 57-year-old woman, married with a son and a daughter. At the time of the interview she had been the
Chief Executive Office and co-owner of a technology company for 10 years, but she had previously worked full-
time as a lawyer for nine years. Grace was born in the Washington D.C. area and she had two siblings. Her parents
were both educators in the local school district. As a child, Grace was “a helper...Tom Boy... [and] Daddy’s girl.”
Grace credited her dad, a school principal, as a primary influence in her life and career. In 2007, Grace and her
husband started their privately-owned family technology company. As a startup entrepreneur with limited funding,
Grace had to learn many aspects of running a business. Grace warned the survival of a woman in technology
depends on their ability to work well with men because “...the field is mostly men.” She believed she had the
attributes required of women to be successful in a male dominated profession.

A New York native, Celine was the youngest of four siblings, but her parents divorced, and her mother’s
remarriage to her step father included six more siblings—three girls and three boys. Celine spoke of her step-
father, a chemical engineer, as the “biggest influence” on her life and career choices. Celine chose Political
Science as her undergraduate major and then started her Masters of Science in Policy Analysis and Management;
finishing both at 22 years old. She had several opportunities that broadened her skill set in technology including a
consulting job in the Middle East with her step-father who worked for a major fuel industry. Her experiences
increased her knowledge in computer set up, networking, and storage. A subsequent position with a major vacation
industry was where “I learned to be a Chief Information Officer. I went from being a doer to a team builder with a
focus on processes.” Celine then continued her growth and development through consulting.
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During this time, she worked with different kinds of businesses and “learned a lot and got a broad view.” These
experiences not only solidified her personal mission to contribute to an organization but also to use job experiences
as vehicles for personal growth. She said, “Every day—every job—consider the value you deliver and what you
can learn.”

Summer was born in Ohio to Duke University alumni parents. Her mother did not work outside the home and her
Dad was in the Navy prior to holding an administrative position in a well-known, national tire organization with an
office in a southeastern metropolitan city. She had three brothers, the youngest of whom was ten years older than
Summer. She referred to herself as an, “Oops...the only girl and spoiled rotten.” Her dad was an inspiration in her
life and exposed her to traditionally male hobbies. Tragically, her father died while she was in college. Within a
very short period of time, Summer transitioned from a young underclassman to a full-time caregiver and
breadwinner.

To make ends meet, Summer took a job as a claims adjuster with a major, national insurance company with an
office in her Ohio hometown. Summer eagerly accepted and conquered new leadership challenges by using her
experience with adversity to her advantage. When personnel changes in the company prompted an executive to ask
Summer to take the Chief Information Officer (CIO) position in the company, she remembered her response as,
“Okay, you know I have never done this, [but 1] have supported every part of the business, and I love technology,
and I know how to bridge the gap, so I’'m going to do it.” Because Summer has experienced so much hardship, she
felt she could relate to others making her an “ ... empathetic leader ... people call me the ‘People’s CIO’ because I
walk around and I want to know what people are going through...what I can do to help support them.”

Margaret was born in Macon, Georgia, but her parents settled in a small town in southeast Georgia near other
family. Both of her parents graduated from the University of Georgia. Her dad was a salesman who traveled often,
while her mother worked several different education technology leadership roles, including Business Education
teacher, student information system coordinator, and, now, a Chief Information Officer for a small education
publishing company. Margret graduated with honors from Georgia with a degree in Management of Information
Science. After college graduation, she was unsure about her career path. She chose to explore different career
options by working for a consulting firm. She landed an opportunity with a large consulting firm which invested in
a 12-week leadership program for new employees that exposed her to Dale Carnegie public speaking and business
etiquette.  Other consultative jobs exposed her to the computing, networking, supply chain, and insurance
industries. She finally found a career path when she was encouraged by a male executive to pursue her first
technology leadership position with a major insurance organization in 2001. Margaret asserted technology leaders
needed a “balance of super techy and soft skills. The strongest CIOs understand both business processes and
technology ... the challenge for technology leaders is constant change.” She felt that continuous professional
development would allow leaders to stay ahead of change.

According to Daiute (2014), constructing a narrative involves “creating meaning and a sense of who they are” (p.
12). These narratives revealed the personality and identity of study participants (Daiute, 2014). Rich, meaningful
feedback from participants and my observations created a collective account to make meaning of participant
experiences. Daiute’s (2014) dynamic narrative inquiry diversity principle along with significance analysis guided
the data collection and analysis process. Data was analyzed through the lens of a feminist interpretive framework.
Data coding revealed emergent themes. Study credibility and dependability was girded with rich data, triangulation,
and member checking, while bias and assumptions were checked through self-reflective memos. The goal was that
the female technology leaders participating in the study will find the process enlightening and meaningful. By
sharing their experiences, other females may benefit from lessons learned and consider the field.

Results and Discussion

Participant perception, experiential knowledge, and the study purpose generated the theme of climb your ladder
with a sub theme of firm foundation that included the value of role models and mentorship.

Climb Your Ladder

This theme illustrates how participants overcame discriminatory societal and political barriers as they advanced
into powerful positions or titles within their organizations. Eagly and Carli (2007) described the difficult females’
career trajectories as not simply climbing a ladder, but rather a tedious process of navigating through a labyrinth
with multiple dead ends and challenges that require persistence to successfully traverse. The technology industry is
particularly difficult for females as American technology industry recruitment and employment has targeted mostly
males (Ashcraft, McLain, & Eger, 2016; Dermody, 2012; United States Labor Department, 2015; Whitney &
Ames, 2014). Large technology corporations like Google employ 17% females with technical roles (Whitney &
Ames, 2014, p. 28). All the participants overcame societal and political discriminations by accepting new growth
opportunities, facing prejudices, and enduring life challenges in their own unique and persistent ladder climb.
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Female technology leaders are hindered by societal gender role assignments which favored nurturing and
predictable career fields, but they overcame the obstacles by accepting new growth opportunities and challenges
(Schmidt, 2012; Suter & Toller, 2006). For Anne, Celine, Summer, and Margaret, challenge was not just
something to overcome, but also something they aggressively sought. Each woman shared that if there was nothing
new to learn at a company, they would seek another job. All participants in this study worked hard to acquire new
skills essential in the rapidly changing technology industry, and realized that in addition to understanding
technology, they also needed to be proficient on the business operations of their companies. One participant
acknowledged that, ““... business and technology are getting so much more intertwined.” another equated the
importance of business and technology. She stated, “... you can find people that with a technical background, but
you need people that can relate to the business and really help drive revenue.” Participants reported quitting their
jobs if they no longer help advance their careers. One participant shared appreciation of a stimulating working
environment “...I learned. I challenged myself; challenged my thinking; challenged what was important to me.”
They all shared a passion for learning that stemmed from childhood school success and then continued to increase
as they persistently pursued growth opportunities. Female technology leaders were hindered by societal gender
role assignments that favored nurturing and predictable career fields, but they overcame the obstacles with a
passion for learning in new opportunities, and a growth mindset when faced with challenges.

While each participant faced growth challenges in her job, they also faced inherent political challenges associated
with workplace gender discrimination. One participant faced resentment for simply being a woman in technology
leadership. Anne shared her struggles traversing a hostile work environment where she had to “... work harder, be
better, know more, outthink him and outsmart him.” Other participants faced discrimination for simply being
pregnant and often resorted to hiding the pregnancies to avoid exclusion from workplace projects. Several
researchers have found that some women hide their pregnancies as a strategy to remain viable in their position
especially in fields like technology and engineering (Harris & Giuffre, 2010; Powell & Sang, 2015). Celine and
Summer reported unequal gender representation in technology leadership which is supported by national statistics
that indicated 6% female participation in technology leadership (Ashcraft, McLain, & Eger, 2016; Harvey Nash
CIO Survey, 2015; United States Labor Department, 2015). Sallie said, “The biggest challenge has been when |
moved into a role [previously held by a man] and not given the recognition that I'm doing that role until I’ve
proved myself.” Each of them addressed these challenges with the notion that persistence, in spite of politically
discriminatory practices, insured their success.

While participants faced external barriers associated with societal gender role assignments and political
discrimination, they also faced internal struggles steeped in societal expectations for maintaining a balance between
their work and life. This was a deeply personal struggle—different for each participant—that required each of
them to be more creative with constraints and better with building boundaries centered on knowing when it is time
to plow forward in their careers and when it was time to shift their priorities at home. With each decision,
participants had to be self-assured that it was acceptable to make work and life balance choices that may not match
societal expectations for women. Celine did not allow the roles of ‘mom’ or ‘wife’ to be excuses for not moving to
the top. She pushed the boundaries of societal expectations for a woman and moved away from her daughters to
follow her career path. In the process, she and her daughters redefined the role of ‘mom’ and found their own
happy balance on their own terms and not by society’s standards. She said, “I’ve had to make some huge trade-offs
between family and career to be in this position... and I think that’s part of the challenge.”

On the other hand, Summer quit college and changed her career on several occasions to be the primary caregiver to
one of her family members. Despite choosing family over career, Summer landed the role of Chief Information
Officer in a major organization. She said, “I have a very strong faith, a personal relationship with God, my husband
is my second priority, my children, my family... my job is a means to an end.” Margaret proved to be a true
picture of work and life balance as she and her husband supported each other in their career goals. She said, “I’ve
done it. I have a good marriage and I have two kids that know me and I’'m involved and care about their lives. I
have had to sacrifice ... there are gives and takes on both sides.” Each of the participants did not let life challenges
stop them; they simply climbed their ladder another way, which allowed them to stay true to the moms, wives,
sisters, daughters, business women, and friends they wanted to be. Overall, support systems for women who desire
a balance of work and family life do not exist in the time-consuming technology sector (Cukier, 2009).

Firm Foundation

Most of the study participants cited a father as a primary influence in their life which ultimately provided a firm
foundation for each of them as they climbed their ladders. Margaret’s father died when she was still in high school,
but she said she was motivated by wanting to “make her dad proud.” Each of them said they felt supported,
encouraged, or guided by a father figure which ultimately gave them the confidence to succeed in a male dominated
career path. Most of them also cited male mentors on the job who sustained them in their careers. In fact, Summer
advised upcoming female technologists to seek out a male advocate since the technology was still male dominated.
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The message here is that supportive men are an important ingredient in success for females in technology.
However, Celine and Margaret both reported strong female mentors who encouraged them along their path. For
participants, mentorship is not dictated by gender.

Richman et al., (2011) indicated female role models allow girls considering a high-tech field to overcome feelings
of inadequacy. Aligned with this advice, all of the participants are heavily involved in mentorship opportunities
with other women and young girls considering the field of technology. According to Grace, “The most important
thing is to be able to find a mentor ... They say that eight out of 10 men [have mentors] and only 3 out of every 10
women have a [mentor].” Grace has leveraged her company funding to start a scholarship for disadvantaged girls
who have interest and skills in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Lisa mentors through an
organization called, Pathfinders that partners her with another female technologist for an entire year while Margaret
mentors young alumni from the University of Georgia. Celine reported several mentorship experiences, but she
also stated she often learns from the young people she mentors because “... everybody has value.”

The climb your ladder theme showed how the participants overcame societal and political discriminations by
accepting new growth opportunities, facing prejudice, and enduring life challenges through persistence. The sub
theme of firm foundation portrayed the participants’ strong father figures, male mentors, and female role models as
important influencers in their lives.

Conclusions and Implications

The experiences of females who participated in this study support the notion that women in technology roles
experience social, political and emotional issues because of their gender. Their views may be considered to bridge
the technology field gender divide and decrease disproportionality. This study’s results demonstrate the problems
of inequality still exist. According to Demaiter and Adams (2009), the female technology leader should be aware
of gender disproportionality so that she leverages her influence to affect change. By participating in this study and
with the mentoring work each of them is committed to accomplish, female technology leaders featured in this study
exceeded the standard for female technology leaders helping other female technology leaders.

This study illuminated five female technology executives’ experiences to and revealed the social, political, and
emotional barriers they faced in their technology career trajectories. Barriers include societal gender role
assignments, discriminatory exclusions, and bias against female specific issues like pregnancy and life demands.
With encouragement from their dads, participants worked their way to a Chief level position in the highly
competitive technology field dominated by men. Personality traits like the desire for challenge, ability to
persevere, urge to be assertive, and the courage to discover a new path kept them pushing forward. They overcame
barriers in the industry by accepting new growth opportunities, facing prejudice, and enduring life challenges
through persistence.

Despite limitations, study results may benefit females who are considering the technology field. The findings may
aid the United States Department of Education, state educational agencies, university systems, school districts, and
counselors at all levels in efforts to promote female participation in technology.

The study findings provide knowledge that may assist American technology industries in their efforts to recruit,
train, and promote more females in technology positions, resulting in opening the talent base for skilled American
technologists. Study findings can benefit workplace culture by revealing practices technology organizations can
employ and policies they can include to remove barriers for females so they can consider technology as a viable
and rewarding career.

Possible future research opportunities developed through the course of data analysis. First, a larger sample would
provide even more information to strengthen study findings and conclusions. Second, a similar study focused on a
specific minority ethnicity would illuminate issues specific to racial and gender barriers. Third, a study focused in
a different metropolitan city would provide comparative data to ensure study results are transferable. In fact, a
study which included an international sample would bring to light issues that face females in technology around the
world.

It may also be beneficial to include the perspective of males regarding female leaders in technology. Since each of
the participant pointed to a strong male role model, inclusion of the male perception may point to unknown barriers
and strategies to overcome them. It may also be beneficial to interview subordinates who serve under female
technology leaders regardless of gender.
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