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Abstract

Purpose – Despite more than 50 years of research into gender and work, the impact of women occupying
managerial positions persists to be under-represented in mainstream human resource management (HRM)
literature. The purpose of this article is to identify and explore the perceptions of womenwho decided to choose
their career path either in IT or HR positions to explore their motivation, career strategies and success factors.
Design/methodology/approach – Twenty semi-structured interviews were conducted with women
occupying either IT or HR managerial positions. The study included two datasets: (1) women representing
managerial positions in IT and (2) women representing managerial positions in HR.
Findings – Women holding HR managerial positions took action to achieve the intended position in their
dream industry since their studies. On the contrary, the choice of the IT industry was one undertaken by
candidates with no previous IT experience. Because the IT sector is dominated by men, women in these
positions still had to prove their competences.
Research limitations/implications – The research showed that women cannot be ignored in the science,
technology, engineering andmathematics (STEM) industry, and they prove a valuable resource formanagerial
positions in IT or HR departments in many sectors.
Originality/value – The research underpinned a new boundaryless careermodel for both HR and IT positions.
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Introduction
It is well documented that women – historically and globally – have been under-represented
in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), as many young women
continue to avoid educational, career or entrepreneurial opportunities in these fields. Women
show a historic and worrying gap in disciplines related to science and technology except for
professions in healthcare. Although most countries have more women than men enrolled in
tertiary education, the number of women in tertiary education who choose STEM is around
15% (UNESCO Director-General, 2009–2017, 2017).
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A STEM labor force is a fundamental tool for responding to the needs of the 21st century
society. Evidence shows that increasing gender diversity in STEMmay lead tomore effective
problem-solving and improved innovation abilities (Kahn&Ginther, 2017), having long-term
effects not only on gender equality but also on economic development. According to Quir�os
et al. (2018), more women in digital jobs would benefit the European gross domestic product
(GDP) by up to 16tn euros per year. Improving the position of women in society – especially in
the labor market – is a crucial issue in national policies. One of the policies discussed is the
implementation of gender quotas in top positions and company boards.

Governments invest significant financial resources in supporting STEM research and
commercialization activities due to the assumed socioeconomic returns pertaining to wealth,
employment creation and socioeconomic development.

The basic argument for hiring women is that the manager’s gender or managerial-level
gender composition impact the career prospects of women employees. Research shows that
the perception of women as candidates for top positions in companies is different from the
perception of men. Female candidates are assessed less favorably compared to identical male
candidates. Therefore, females may be judged less favorably as CEO candidates, thus
receiving lower remuneration and an overall negative attitude (G�orska, 2017).

Despite the appallingly low proportion of women in the IT sector, especially in senior roles,
they still can appear in the spotlight. By consistently demonstrating their expertise, women in
technological professions have gained enormous recognition around the world. Their actions
have demonstrated to the entire world how important it is for the tech industry to hire more
women. Moreover, diversity and inclusivity are now important considerations when hiring,
which has allowed women to enter jobs previously reserved primarily for men.

We should prepare more women for careers in the tech industry because according to
research, demand for IT and programming skills will grow by around 90% over the next 15
years (Bughin, Hazan, Dahlstr€om, Wiesinger, & Subramaniam, 2018). Businesses
systematically report about the expected tech skills shortages, especially in the next three
years. A study that examined how tech companies’ philanthropy and corporate social
responsibility (CSR) investments could improve the gender diversity of the tech pipeline
suggests that the tech sector must expand its talent pool quickly by investing in and
attracting underutilized talent, especially among women (Conway, Ellingrud, Nowski, &
Wittemyer, 2018). Therefore, although few women hold managerial positions, we should still
consider: How the womenwho do occupymanagerial positions reached their positions?What
were their strategies and motivations? Moreover, the constraints on and support for women
in STEM are a relatively under-researched field, despite the importance of such activities.

In light of the above, we seek to investigate the strategies of women employed in HR and
IT managerial positions: especially their career motivation, strategies and success factors.
We selected these three elements to best understand the three stages of a career: beginning
(choice of career), development (career strategies for achieving managerial position) and
current state (the success explained by success factors).

We selected these industries because more and more women choose to pursue careers in
the IT industry albeit this sector mainly focuses on hiring men. On the other hand, HR
departments always employed mostly women. Therefore, this interesting research thread
was to show similarities and differences in women’s career strategies. To that end, we
conducted semi-structured interviews with women occupying managerial positions in IT
and HR.

The article is structured as follows. First, we will critically review the relevant literature
regarding self-efficacy career models and success factors, which we will follow with a brief
presentation of the IT and HR sectors. We will then discuss research methods and present
research results, ending with a final discussion and conclusion.
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Literature review
Motivation and self-efficacy
Motivation is a psychological persuasion that involves one’s eagerness or enthusiasm to
endeavor a set goal at the expense of hard work and sacrifices. Motivation is the primemover
of human behavior, a dynamic element (Narayanasamy, Ruban, & Sankaran, 2019), and a
critical component of learning, namely a psychological process that describes one’s
willingness to use the best of their abilities to achieve a singular aim. Thus, motivation is a
determining factor, one’s inner driving force to accomplish personal or organizational
objectives. Kozłowski (2009) defines intrinsic motivation as a force that induces the
achievement of values and calls to action; this motivation can manifest itself as an interest or
a passion for something.

Intrinsic motivation means that someone engages in acting for the sake of the activity
itself. When someone is intrinsically motivated, they act for the pleasure derived from
participating in learning (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Intrinsic motivation remains an important
construct, reflecting the natural human inclination to learn.

The relationship between the motivation to choose a profession and the motivation to
work was also studied by Prokopczuk (2012), whose study on a group of teachers in Poland
confirmed that the influence of the desire to do a job (intrinsic motivation) is related to the
effectiveness of motivational systems with non-financial rewards.

On the other hand, the study of self-efficacy inmaking professional decisions derives from
Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy: self-efficacy is “the belief that it is possible to successfully
perform the behavior required to produce results.” The theory of self-efficacy has been used
to explain that self-efficacy leads to specific behaviors of individuals as a role and direct
function (Zimmerman, 2000). Bandura explains self-efficacy in the context of the social
learning theory, as self-efficacy determines whether a person takes up a job, what kind of
work they take, and how long they continue to work in all aspects of human development
(Betz, Hammond, & Multon, 2005). A person with low self-efficacy tends to avoid this
behavior while a person with high self-efficacy tends to effectively continue this behavior
(Watson, Brand, Stead, & Ellis, 2001). The key assumption of the self-efficacy theory is that
one’s self-appraisal influences associated outcome expectations and behaviors (Sandau,
Bredow, & Peterson, 2013).

Career models
Research on careers found that individuals are increasingly becoming more self-directed
(Briscoe, Hall, & Frautschy DeMuth, 2006; Hall, Yip, & Doiron, 2018; Hirschi & Koen, 2021).

A career can be defined as a series of experiences, positions and endeavors gathered in
professional life (Juchnowicz, 2014). In another approach, career dynamics describes career
progression, namely climbing higher career levels by way of promotion, expansion or role
enrichment (Armstrong, 2007). A career can also be viewed as a constellation of many
“functions performed by an individual simultaneously or sequentially throughout life”
(Cybal-Michalska, 2012).

In the traditional understanding, the course of a career usually proceeds in accordance
with the natural geriatric and social processes to which a person is subjected. Stages of career
development contain the following elements (Listwan, 2006):

(1) growth, exploration of opportunities and labor market entry (up to approximately 20
years of age)

(2) full participation, early development and experimentation (up to approximately 40
years of age)

(3) effective period of work and late development (up to approximately 55 years of age)
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(4) stagnation and regression (up to approximately 65 years of age)

(5) retirement (from approximately 65–70 years of age)

Today, new career models are emerging, including such elements as lifelong learning,
flexibility and multifaceted development (Syper-Jędrzejczak, 2010). We should mention new
forms of work organization, such as remote work, employee leasing, outsourcing, work
contracting, self-employment and seasonal work (Bednarska-Wnuk & Januszkiewicz, 2012).
In the new career paradigm, there are elements of strategic career planning, potential
diagnosis, analysis of strengths and weaknesses, deliberate acquisition of qualifications,
planning, consistent pursuit of goals (Sidor-Rządkowska, 2018), and the choice of a career
path consistent with predispositions and beliefs (Chaberek-Karwacka, 2013).

While the traditional career model dominated the industrial economy and assumed
assignment to an organization, the modern model of a planned career mostly depends on the
individual, who based on the created career portfolio, makes choices for a specific profession,
industry and profitable activities. With this assumption, there appeared the phenomenon of
externalizing the responsibility assigned to each individual, as excessive orientation on a
professional career may lead to an imbalance between work and other areas of life
(Tomaszewska-Lipiec, 2016).

High flexibility and new forms of work organization – like remote work, employee leasing,
outsourcing, contracting work, self-employment or seasonal work – contribute to the
emergence of new types of careers. New career models appeared due to changes observed in
the environment, including such concepts as career without borders, protean career or
kaleidoscope career:

(1) Protean careermay serve as an example of new career models. It assumes that an
individual is proactive and independent, focused on development, applies educational
and professional experience along with individual predispositions, and is guided by
their own value system (Jakimiuk, 2017). Protean career may be considered a
development process that becomes a route to self-fulfillment (Hall, 2004). Protean
orientation should be expected to be widespread among talented individuals, which
might represent a threat to those that seek to develop and retain highly valued
employees. Highly protean talented individuals show greater organizational
commitment and job satisfaction, but contrary to expectations, they do not show a
higher intention to quit (Redondo, Sparrow, & Hern�andez-Lechuga, 2021).

(2) Boundaryless career is a model in which individuals grow their experience and
personal development beyond the boundaries of their organization: they may be
switching jobs or even occupations (Alonderien_e & �Simkevi�ci�ut_e, 2018). New models
point to the significant burden of responsibility for owncareer that rests on the individual.
In this model, the worker as the owner of “career capital” is to ensure the effective
allocation of this capital and increase their market value (Smolbik-Jęczmie�n, 2015).

(3) Kaleidoscope career focuses on three key dimensions: authenticity (compliance of
tasks with values), balance (good proportions between work and other areas) and
challenges (appropriate work difficulty, realization of one’s potential; Sidor-
Rzadkowska, 2018). Just like a kaleidoscope produces shifting patterns when one
rotates its tube and its glass chips fall into new arrangements so does the
kaleidoscope career describe how individuals adjust their careers patterns by
rotating aspects of their lives to arrange their relationships and roles in new ways
(Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005). Modifications may occur in response to internal
changes, likematuration and experience, or to external environmental events, such as
unemployment or caregiving.
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The three models accentuate that the individual is burdened with responsibility for their own
career. The protean and boundaryless career orientations are by far the most prominent and
influential forms of career orientations examined in the literature to date (Hirschi and Koen,
2021). The new career models carry great changeability, providing new dynamics and the
penetration of boundaries between work and other areas of life. What opens the development
of employee competences to achieve success in the implementation of career planning,
individuals must engage in such actions as recognizing their own potential, possibilities,
values and motivation to take a given career path, then setting a goal, planning a path to
reach it, or opening to opportunities, and finally making corrections and changes in a given
career path or plan. Individuals are faced with a new career strategy, namely the program of
using the diagnosed potential and resources to achieve the goal.

Career success factors
Career success can be viewed as a means to accomplish one’s needs and desires through
achievements, accomplishments, and power acquisition (Lau&Shaffer, 1999). Career success
factors in this study refer to the factors that have helped to achieve career progression in an
organization, such as achieving promotion and climbing the career ladder. We reviewed the
relevant literature to identify women’s career success factors in general.

For career development in a specific professional environment, it is useful to identify the
specific individual or environmental characteristics and requirements that lead different
people to career success in different industries or organizational structures (Akrivos, Ladkin,
& Reklitis, 2007). In every industry, these success factors may be viewed differently. The
practical meaning of this knowledge is critical for both organizations and individuals,
enabling organizations to have the ability to plan more effectively the systems for personnel
training and development. Moreover, this helps individuals to develop career strategies that
enable them to achieve greater success in terms of job position, satisfaction and salary (Ellis
& Heneman, 1990). After all, many organizations are struggling to hold on to their best and
brightest women.

Women’s successful performance – particularly in masculine and demanding situations –
is perceived as a freak phenomenon that is to stem not from their real abilities but from other
external factors (O’Neill, 2002). Similarly, Rigg and Sparrow (1994) indicate that women are
caught between two forms of male prejudice. When women behave with qualities perceived
as more feminine, men like them yet perceive them as unintelligent and incompetent. At the
same time, when women behave and perform assertively, men see them as intelligent and
competent, but they are disliked as supposedly being unfeminine.

The IT as a highly gendered industry
The IT industry is among the fastest-growing businesses in Poland. Rapid technological
advances provide new opportunities and enable lightning developments in this field, so
access to qualified IT staff is becoming an important element for all employers. There is
practically no sector of the economy in which the impact of the IT industry would not be
noticeable. Women are increasingly entering industries once exclusively reserved for men,
including IT. Moreover, let us keep in mind the dynamic of the IT industry, perceived as
demanding, fast-changing and requiring abrupt solutions to problems that arise in this
industry.

Ten years ago, the IT industrywasmainly categorized as a knowledge-intensive industry,
competitive, individualized, sex-segregated, gendered and often offering a chilly climate for
women in terms of organizational culture. Although at first glance the IT profession appears
“gender neutral” (Miller et al., 2000), in which men and women play equal and impartial
roles irrespective of gender, and work expectations are set without regard to gender
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(Jayaweera, Sanmugam, & Wanasundara, 2006; Sudhakar, Farooq, & Patnaik, 2011), the
profession is “gendered” nonetheless (Kovacs, Ryan, & Haslam, 2006). Bhattacharjee and
Takruri-Rizk (2011) state that the IT culture is characterized by competitiveness and
individualism – and is sexualized and gendered – with women employed in such
organizations often having to adjust and fit into the male-dominated work culture. Gender
imbalance is still a key issue in the industry (Balcita, Carver, & Soffa, 2002; Valenduc and
Vendramin, 2005). During the Richard Dimbleby Lecture, the Internet boom pioneer Martha
Lane Fox (2015) identified the under-representation of women in technology companies as a
great concern. Moreover, the social constructionist perspective indicates the social
construction of IT as a male domain that is to be incompatible with the social construction
of women’s identity (Lemons and Parzinger, 2007). Unsurprisingly, STEM industries face the
common issue of attracting and retaining women as an untapped resource (Glass, Sassler,
Levitte, & Michelmore, 2013). Workplaces in the IT sector are not always ideal for women’s
progression and well-being, meaning that women often must adjust and fit into a male-
dominated work culture.

Diversity in the technology sector has become an important topic, and most technology
companies have pledged to increase the number of women and minorities in their workforce.
However, most have made very little progress since. For example, the percentage of female
employees at Google has barely changed over the years. The percentage of female gender
diversity in large global technology firms increased by only 0.3% points, from 30.6% to
30.9%, between 2014 and 2018 (Tiku, 2018). In 2021, this percentage was 33.7% according to
Google’s Diversity Annual Report, which displays a minimal increase.

For the last few years, we see a real change in the number and role of women in IT.
According to the newest research “Women in IT in 2022” by No Fluff Jobs, the share of
women in Poland in IT jobs is growing steadily, starting from 22.4% in 2019, then 23.2% in
2020, up to 24% in 2021. The perception of IT is changing as women perceive IT as a secure
place with good remuneration and flexible working conditions. Nevertheless, the study
discovered that gender discrimination continues.

The peculiarity of the HR industry
In recent years, the HR industry has experienced major changes in functions and the scope of
competences required from candidates. In the past, HR departments were perceived mainly
through administrative, documentation, payroll or legal functions, sometimes called “hard
HR.” Over the years, the scope of activity has expanded to include training, employee
development, improvement of work quality and satisfaction surveys, which together with
recruitment processes (acquisition, deployment and retention) used to be called “soft HR.”
Currently, processes such as talent management (Gallardo-Gallardo & Thunnissen, 2016),
diversity management (Jayne & Dipboye, 2004) and age management (Stachowska, 2012) are
treated as modern personnel functions. Moreover, interest grows in facing the challenges
posed by robotization and the use of artificial intelligence in personnel processes like the use
of chatbots for recruitment (Przegalinska et al., 2019). The HR departments received new
tasks: cost optimization and internal business consulting (Grabus, 2014). Such evolution has
created a new position of HR Business Partner, which operates at the interface between
personnel and business activities, covering many areas and roles, constantly redefined in the
literature and in practice. These new functions pose a challenge to HR departments and
require the strengthening or reinvention of competences required by the people who want to
associate their careers with this industry.

Professionals in the HR industry are now required to act and measure organizational
effectiveness, measure their impact on business performance, and maximize the return on
investment in the organization’s human capital (Vosburgh, 2007). At the same time, the role of
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women in the HR industry is changing, meaning they hold the highest positions in their
industry, lead teams, make strategic decisions, advise and sit on the boards of companies.
Although technology has entered every field, the HR sector continues to be perceived as
softer, staffed mostly with women, whose actions require more care and whose decisions
take time.

Analyzing the literature review and reports on the IT andHR industries, we notice the lack
of research that would compare the career strategies of women in leadership positions in
these two sectors. This study helped to fill the diagnosed research gap. Although these
sectors are so different in terms of dynamics, job roles and demands, we believe that there are
commonalities among the three discussed aspects: motivation, career strategy and success
factors.

Research methods
To capture the similarities and differences between career strategies for women in the two
discussed industries, we had to consider the individual perspectives of women to examine
strategies used bywomen in their career development. The studywas exploratory, conducted
in an interpretivist paradigm to understand the perspectives of women in IT and HR
managerial positions. In line with Sch€utter and Boerner’s (2013) study, the exploratory
approach is appropriate for two reasons: scant previous research on career strategies of
women in IT and HR from a Polish perspective and the need to understand the subjective
perceptions and experiences of these women. Based on the literature review, we hypothesized
the model C. On the basis of the literature review the following hypothesised model has been
developed (see Figure 1):

The first step of the research procedure was to create a questionnaire for in-depth interviews.
We selected the qualitative methodology that enables the exploration of complex situations,
while the interpretivist approach enables the investigation of the perspectives of those
involved, thereby giving meaning to their experiences (Denzin, 2001). The second step
involved choosing the research sample. Concerning the choice of the IT women who decided
to partake in the research, the sample was derived using snowball sampling, in which the first
two authors contacted a fewwomen through their networks and through themgained further
contacts. As a result, we obtained the final sample of 10 women working on various technical
projects in companies in Poland. Nonprobability sampling was used to select respondents
from the HR industry, whowere invited according to their positions and among the corporate
partners of the SGH Warsaw School of Economics.

In the third step, we conducted semi-structured interviews in Poland from May to June
2019 with 20 women. The interview participants who expressed an interest in taking part in
the research received a participant information sheet, interview guidelines and participation
consent form prior to the interview. Interview guidelines were developed by reviewing and

Figure 1.
The

hypothesized model
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synthesizing the literature. The guidelineswere used as the basic structure for conducting the
interviews. During the interviews, we asked questions based on the guidelines. However, we
simultaneously allowed the interviewees to discuss and elaborate on any further issues that
they felt were important. In fact, we deliberately used questions in the interview guidelines
that triggered this process. We adopted this approach to encourage the interviewees to
introduce their own perspectives to the discussed problem, rather than simply answer the
interview questions in a reactive manner. Prior to each interview, we introduced the research,
the study objectives, and the basis for the interview, enabling the interviewees to
appropriately respond to the questions.

The interviews provided a holistic overview of the perceptions of women in terms of their
motivation to choose a career in the desired sector, career strategies and success factors in
acquiring their positions. The interviews lasted between 35 and 60 minutes. We made notes
about the most important points, including overall impressions and emergent ideas after the
interviews. The data were coded with letters and numbers: A1 for the first person from the
group of ITmanagers, A2 for the second and so on. Accordingly, B1, B2 and so on, for the HR
group. For detailed data, see Tables 1 and 2. Following this thematic approach, we moved to
the fourth stage: labeling, sorting and comparing themes. Furthermore, we systematically
compared the interviews to assess any irregularities and differences in the data. In terms of
external validity, the aim was more theoretical than statistical generalization in order to
capture the main themes based on in-depth qualitative evidence.

The main objective of the research was to fill the research gap by comparing the career
strategies of women in leadership positions in the HR and IT industries. The study focuses to
answer the following specific research questions:

RQ1. What was the motivation to choose a career in IT and HR?

RQ2. What career strategies did women take to advance in HR and IT?

RQ3. What are the career success factors for career development in HR and IT?

Tables 1 and 2 present the sample characteristics.
The data were analyzed using content analysis, as recommended by Bardin (2011). What

emerged is that 80% of interviewees had no IT background, 60% of them were single.

Interviewee
Education
background Employment sector Age

Marital
status

Years of
experience in IT

A1 Bachelor’s degree –
Technological

Construction
company

41–45 Single Above 16 years

A2 Management degree IT
telecommunication

36–40 Single From 11 to 15

A3 Economics Banking 36–40 Married From 11 to 15
A4 Linguistics,

Management
Banking 36–40 Single From 11 to 15

A5 Banking and Finance Banking 36–40 Married From 11 to 15
A6 Management Banking Below 30 Married Up to 5 years
A7 IT Banking 30–35 Single From 11 to 15
A8 Economics Banking 36–40 Married with

two kids
From 11 to 15

A9 Management Banking 30–35 Single From 11 to 15
A10 Finance and Banking Telecommunication 30–35 Single From 6 to 10

Source(s): Own elaboration

Table 1.
Profile of the
interviewees of women
representing IT
managerial positions
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When analyzing the data, we used the constant comparative method in search of repeating
words or topics that were conceptually consistent for all participants. One data segment from
the participant was then compared with another by the same or another participant to
determine similarities and differences. Based on a similar dimension, the data were grouped
together and then assigned a preliminary name to classify key concepts and ideas.

Findings
Motivation to choose a certain career path
In response to RQ1, respondents named a few different factors.

Wemay conclude that the main motivation for women who have chosen a career in the IT
industry are the following three factors:

(1) personal interest in IT

(2) remuneration and allowances

(3) high demand for workers in IT positions

Women repeatedly stressed that working in the IT industry can be exciting and interesting
as such work is neither boring nor monotonous. They are oriented toward practical
thinking, discovered a shortage in the labor market, and decided to seize the opportunity.
These results of the study are consistent with the theory of self-efficacy, which states that
self-efficacy leads to specific behaviors of individuals as a role and direct function
(Zimmerman, 2000). Although the respondents did not have IT education, they felt they
could learn specific skills, emphasizing that new IT skills acquisition should be parallel to
the learning of other skills.

For women in HR, the remuneration and allowances option was rejected by most
respondents as the possible motivator for working in HR departments. On the contrary, the
main motivator for taking up work in the HR industry was the opportunity to work with
people, educate, influence their development and support them in their professional work. At
the same time, this motivator became the benefit of working in this industry. There also
appeared a link between work and previously diagnosed interests in psychology and
sociology. Another motivator was the possibility of translating into practice issues that

Respondent Education Sector
Years of
experience in HR Age

Marital
status,
married

B1 Russian filology Fintech, IT 16 41–45 Yes
B2 Pedagogy/

andrology
Health 11–15 41–45 Yes

B3 Psychology IT advisory services,
technology, new media

More than16 41–45 Yes

B4 Psychology Banking More than 16 More than 45 Yes
B5 Psychology Engineering 11–15 36–40 Yes
B6 Social psychology Media More than 16 36–40 Yes
B7 Psychology Consulting 11–15 30–35 Yes
B8 Management and

marketing
Real Estate 11–15 36–40 Yes

B9 Economy Banking 11–15 36–40 Yes
B10 Management Medical, life-science More than 16 More than 45 Yes

Source(s): Own elaboration

Table 2.
Profile of the
interviewees

representing HR
managerial positions
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interested respondents already during their studies, as well as the combination of soft and
hard competences. The need to combine soft and hard skills at work was also highlighted in
the context of modern business requirements for personnel tasks. Table 3 summarizes the
results.

The research results showed that the motives for pursuing a career in the IT and HR
industries are different; especially the “remuneration and allowances” factor, which was
strongly indicated bywomen in IT and strongly rejected bywomen in HR. Moreover, wemay
conclude that respondents chose a career that agrees with their personal interests.

Career strategies
As for the RQ2, the findings showed several strategies. The respondents’ narratives revealed
that task orientation, hard work, tackling challenges and risk at work were the main
professional expectations in the IT industry. These expectations are consistent with the male
characteristics that characterize the male terms: authoritative, tough, individualistic (Syed &
Murray, 2008), aggressive, persistent, competitive, assertive (Karakowsky, McBey, &
Chuang, 2004), masculine and task-oriented (Erwin, 2010).

Three different strategies were used by the interviewed women not only to survive in the
male-dominated IT industry but also to make careers in gender-atypical work environments.
In the first strategy, some women adopted masculine traits by referring to Hofstede’s male
culture. Other women employed a hybrid approach, aware of the required gender roles in
different situations, and thus skillfully combining hard and soft skills. The third strategy
focused on self-confidence: the women worked hard to show remarkable achievements.

We may argue that stemming from male norms and ideologies in IT companies, gender-
based job role expectations compel women to deliberately engage in gender-related strategies
if they are to stay and advance in their positions. Some of the interviewed women adopted
male characteristics. The respondents did it in various ways, becoming task-oriented and
taking more responsibilities than they were expected to take. The career model that has been
undertaken by women in IT was that of boundaryless career, by which women take
opportunities as they arise. Most women did not possess an IT background, but they grasped
the chance when it appeared and constantly developed themselves.

Among the women in HR positions, two types of career strategies could be observed. The
first strategy is connected with planning: both the career direction and sometimes even a
specific position in the company structure (like gaining the position of boardmember before a
certain age) were included by respondents in their “career plan.” The interviewed women
have meticulously planned their careers from an early age, most often from the period of
studies, when they first became interested in HR issues. This plan is consistently
implemented in the following years until they reached the desired position. This type of
strategy can be combined with a career model described earlier as a protean career, which is
characterized by proactivity, focus on development and a high level of self-management.

Another type of career strategy was the choice of the HR industry as a field in which you
can pursue your professional interests. Respondents were not planning to achieve any
specific, high positions. They stated in interviews that it was the passion for the

IT industry HR industry

Personal interest in IT Opportunity to work with people
Remuneration and allowances Interest in psychology and sociology
High demand for work in the IT sector Combination of “soft” and “hard” competences

Source(s): Own elaboration

Table 3.
Main motives for
choosing a career in IT
and HR
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implementation of tasks and high competence that resulted in their promotion to higher
positions. The respondents admitted they did not expect to reach managerial positions so
quickly, if at all. Entering higher ranks in the hierarchy sometimes happens in leaps and
bounds. The importance of being open to various possibilities, careful performance of tasks,
and taking care of relations with employees was emphasized in the interviews. Such a
strategy would correspond to the so-called boundaryless career model, in which it is
important to analyze opportunities, exploit links and exceed the scope of one’s position while
remaining open to new possibilities.

The career strategies are presented in Figure 2.

To summarize, there are clear differences in women’s career strategies in both industries. The
women who entered the male-dominated IT environment showed the need to include in their
strategy the actions that prove their position and value. On the other hand, the women who
entered the HR environment often did not believe they could achieve such high positions, so
they did not plan to reach them, focusing only on their passion for cooperation with others.

Career success factors
We assumed that success factors may be differently understood by respondents, and such an
idea was also considered during interviews. Respondents were asked whether they regard
themselves as successful women, and how they understand “success.”We were thus able to
group success factors both for HR and IT positions. The factors may be linked with

Strategy II
hybrid –hard 
work + women 

features 
(building 

relations in a 
team)

Strategy III
a feeling of confidence 
confirmed by  a belief I 

can 

Strategy I
acquring men’s 
features: clear 

taks, 
consequence of 

actions

Strategy I
planned career during the 

studies
Strategy II

choice of HR as a passion followed 
by competences

IT

HR

Source(s): Own elaboration

Figure 2.
Carrer strategies in

IT and HR
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recommendations offered to other women who decide to choose their career path either in IT
or HR. In response to RQ3, the respondents shared the reflections described below.

In the HR industry, respondents agreed that they felt like successful women, but the
dilemma for them was how this success should be understood. They foregrounded their
professional achievements, going through a career path, finding a position within an
organization, gaining professional experience, learning and development, and above all, the
fact that they achieved this status through their own effort, hard work, perseverance and
acquired competences. On the other hand, some respondents referred to the concept of
success as the ability to reconcile many areas of life: professional work along with family and
personal life. When considering the concept of success, the respondents referred also to the
burdens associated with the implementation of such a managerial career path.

Respondents admit that being a woman in the IT industry was a challenge at the early
stage of their careers. The respondents admitted that they were not taken seriously; at the
beginning, they still had to prove their competences, but at a certain level, after confirming
them several times, this element no longer affected their further development.

The interviewed women believed that everything depends on the approach, managers,
organizational culture and the company’s openness to women. The latter element influences
lower-level managers to share this opinion, which enables women to develop in such a
company and stay there for longer. If the organizational culture is closed, development may
not only be hampered but even impossible. The respondents believed that it is very important
to have a diverse workforce today. Hiring mixed teams can have a very positive effect on the
development of your business. The diversity of employees is very important to business
success. Women and men differ not only physically but also in their approach to work,
attitude toward clients and performance methods. If the company makes good use of such
diversity, mixed teams can become assets contributing to increases in productivity,
innovation and creativity of the whole organization.

After analyzing the results of the study, we formulated a list of career success factors
presented in Table 4.

Due to the abovementioned changes in the HR industry, the new competences required for
HR positions have come first among the factors. Respondents mentioned as the most
important the ability to combine specific knowledge about HRwith business knowledge, and
an understanding of business, which is to allow HR managers to respond to the business
needs faster and in a more effective way. Moreover, respondents foregrounded the
importance of analyzing individual needs and motives as soon as they arise. Setting
development goals is equally helpful, but this does not suffice without their persistent
pursuit.

IT industry HR industry

Proving competences Combining HR knowledge and business knowledge, continuous
development

Diversified teams Early analysis of personal needs, setting development goals and
pursuing them

Courage, taking new challenges Building professional network, caring about relations, effective
communication

Determination, consequence and hard
work

Building self-confidence

Following ones values, finding a job that corresponds with them
Being open for new possibilities, taking advantage of opportunities

Source(s): Own elaboration

Table 4.
Success factors for
career in IT and HR
industry
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On the contrary, women from the IT industry highlighted that at the beginning of their
careers, they had to prove their competences, constantly learn and tackle new challenges, as
these are obligatory features that must be embraced by women.

Nevertheless, we conclude that both groups show several similar success factors:

(1) building awide range of professional relationships, taking care of these relationships,
communicating well and building trust

(2) building self-confidence and professional image

(3) openness, opportunity, determination, sincerity and independence as the features
needed to progress and achieve a dream position.

Limitations
The main limitation of the research was the fact it was conducted on a relatively small group
with the use of nonprobability sampling. Therefore, the results cannot be generalized to the
entire population. The second limitation is that the data refer only to the Polishmarket, which
further limits the findings generalizability. The third limitation is the list of considered
factors. One may conduct research concerning different factors that influence careers.
Considering the above limitations, the study may still serve as the basis for the
implementation of broader research on a larger research group both in terms of these and
other conditions affecting the formation and implementation of a career path in HR and IT.

Discussion and conclusions
The research allowed us to obtain an in-depth picture of the perception of HR and IT women
managers’ conditions necessary for a career in these industries. Including the determination
in pursuing goals and taking advantage of opportunities appearing in the environment –with
a strong focus on building and maintaining relationships – the skills and personal qualities
indicated by the respondents are the strength of women that contributes to their success.

The women interviewees who hold managerial positions in the HR industry took action to
achieve the intended position in their dream industry since their studies. On the contrary, the
choice of the IT industry stemmed from its opening to potential candidates without previous
IT experience. Because this study was conducted among women professionals, they were
aware of the technical skills needed, as after they joined the industry, they systematically
raised their educational qualifications, which they mentioned as an important factor in
gaining promotion. Since the IT industry is dominated by men, women in these positions still
had to confirm their competences and proof that they can achieve the same results as men.
Notably, mixed, diverse teams composed of women and men remain rare in both industries.
Although diversity and inclusivity are important considerations when hiring employees, the
change will not be implemented properly unless employees and management will not
experience the real benefits of diversity. Therefore, we very strongly recommend organizing
diversity training in both sectors so as to highlight and gain benefits from working in
diverse teams.

Our main input regarding practical implications is that only diverse teams will bring
added value to the complex work organizations face today. In pursuit of their dream job,
women in both industries combine a goal-oriented attitude and consistency in action. The
results of the research confirm the trends described in the literature, regarding changes in
career models, the increasing role in the field of competences in HR business partnering, and
the growing value of the IT sector for womenmanagerial positions. This article contributes to
the field by showing that womenmostly select the boundaryless career model in both sectors.
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Moreover, this study confirmed that character features like determination and self-confidence
are very important for career success, while hard skills are essential only next, which agrees
with Fernando, Amaratunga, and Haigh (2014).

Our findings provide initial support for future studies to further test the relationships
between strategies used by women to gain promotion, their motivation and their career
aspirations in search of success factors.

The article opens future avenues of research about exploring the possible career paths
that could ensure gender-inclusive development in the IT industry. On the contrary, the HR
industry should attract more men to guarantee diversity and inclusivity. Although the IT
sector is more open than most other service sectors to employ women, women in IT still face
difficulties associated with gender, which is not the case in the HR industry. To confirm our
initial qualitative research results, further research might be quantitative. An interesting
option would be to conduct the same study in other countries so as to capture similarities and
differences.
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