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Abstract:
This assessment critically examines how contemporary research explains women’s career progression and leadership development in technology-enabled UK corporate organisations, and how philosophical assumptions shape the evidence, conclusions and interventions produced.
A structured critical review synthesises peer-reviewed business, management, human resource management and leadership research published principally between 2020 and 2026. Five themes are examined alongside a philosophical and methodological appraisal of Chang’s (2026) qualitative study of gender inequity in information technology.
Women’s progression is not adequately explained by individual ambition, competence or confidence. It is produced through connected organisational mechanisms, including leadership behaviour, cultural expectations, access to sponsorship and strategic assignments, succession practices, flexible working and digitally mediated talent decisions. Positivist evidence identifies disparities but may treat contested definitions of merit as objective. Interpretive and critical-feminist approaches reveal lived experience and power, while critical realism provides the strongest basis for connecting those accounts to observable career outcomes.
The assessment proposes a Gender-Inclusive Leadership Development Framework that positions inclusion as a repeatable organisational capability rather than a portfolio of isolated initiatives. It integrates inclusive leadership, equitable talent management, responsible digital governance and outcome measurement.






1. Introduction:
1.1 Background and organizational problem
Gender inclusion has become a strategic governance and talent issue because women’s participation in employment has not produced equivalent access to organisational authority. Women represented approximately 41% of the global workforce but only 28.8% of senior leadership roles in 2025 (World Economic Forum, 2025). According to Salazar (2023) women's involvement also helps achieve broader economic and social goals, such as the Sustainable Development Goals. Although diverse leadership may support decision quality, innovation and organisational resilience (McKinsey et al., 2023), equality should not depend solely on a business case. Equitable access to opportunity, authority and reward is also a matter of organisational justice.
The challenge is acute in technology-enabled organisations, where digital platforms, artificial intelligence, people analytics, virtual collaboration and digital learning influence recruitment, work allocation, performance evaluation and promotion (Lenka, 2023). These technologies can improve consistency, but they can also reproduce discrimination through historical data, proxy variables, opaque models and weak governance (Naoum et al., 2026). Gender inclusion is therefore connected to environmental, social and governance responsibilities, corporate legitimacy and accountable human-resource management (CIPD, 2023). Inclusive leaders must combine belonging with recognition of difference, challenge exclusion and ensure that digital and hybrid practices do not create new opportunity gaps (Ferdman et al., 2021; Fitzsimmons et al., 2025).
UK evidence demonstrates a pipeline rather than an entry-only problem. Women comprise about 21% of technology teams, while career stagnation, work–life conflict and unsupportive cultures contribute to intentions to leave (BCS, 2023; DSIT, 2025). Board representation has improved, yet women remain less visible in executive positions carrying profit-and-loss responsibility and strategic authority (FTSE Women Leaders Review, 2022, 2025, 2026; Brand, 2024). Gender-pay-gap reporting increases transparency (GOV.UK, 2026), but disclosure does not itself alter the informal sponsorship, strategic assignments, leadership criteria and succession decisions through which careers advance (Edger et al. 2026). Flexible working may improve continuity without improving promotion, and mentoring may provide advice without the advocacy associated with sponsorship (OECD, 2025; Shen et al., 2022; TechUK, 2023). Isolated programmes can consequently increase activity or representation while leaving organisational power substantially unchanged (Ajayi, 2026).
       1.2 Research gap, aim and questions
Existing scholarship frequently treats gender diversity, leadership, mentoring, culture and digital transformation as separate topics (Radulovski et al., 2025). This fragmentation limits explanation of how apparently independent decisions accumulate across recruitment, assignment, development, appraisal, succession and promotion (Singh et al., 2026). According to reviews (IFC, 2022) identify weak integration between leadership-development practices and the structural conditions shaping advancement (Deloitte, 2025; Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). Flexible-working and diversity interventions also depend on implementation, managerial accountability and organizational context rather than policy availability alone (CEBMa/CIPD, 2021). Lima et al. (2025) examine the central gap is therefore the absence of a sufficiently integrated, longitudinal account of how technology-enabled UK organizations convert inclusive intentions into women’s sustained progression.
The assessment aims to critically examine contemporary research and develop a conceptual framework for enhancing women’s career progression and leadership development in technology-enabled UK organizations. Its principal question is: How does contemporary research explain women’s progression into senior leadership within UK technology-enabled organizations? Supporting questions examine how progression is conceptualized and measured; which organizational mechanisms enable or constrain it; how digital transformation, AI-enabled HRM and hybrid working create opportunities or barriers; and how ontology, epistemology, axiology and methodology shape knowledge claims.
Gender inclusion is defined here as equal voice, recognition and access to resources, networks and advancement, supported by the removal of structural, cultural and technological barriers (Hall et al., 2023; Barak et al., 2022). Career progression refers to increased responsibility, authority, capability or leadership status, shaped by both agency and organizational context (Ramli et al., 2024). Leadership development includes learning, sponsorship, experience and identity formation that prepare individuals to exercise greater authority (Geerts, 2024). Technology-enabled organizations are corporations in which digital technologies materially shape strategy, operations and people decisions (Verhoef et al., 2021; Tatarinov et al., 2025). Organizational capability denotes the repeatable coordination of people, resources, technologies and routines to achieve a strategic outcome (Groschl et al., 2025).
2. Method for Conducting the Literature Review
A structured critical review was used to examine women’s progression and leadership development in technology-enabled organisations. The search was PRISMA-informed to strengthen transparency in identification, screening and reporting; PRISMA guided study selection rather than the interpretive synthesis itself (Page et al., 2021). Scopus, Web of Science, Emerald, Business Source Complete and ABI/Inform were the principal databases. Google Scholar supported backward and forward citation tracking. Searches covered 1 January 2020 to the final search date in 2026, while earlier sources were retained only when conceptually foundational or directly relevant.
Search strings combined variants of “women in leadership”, “women in technology”, “career progression”, “leadership development”, “gender inclusion”, “inclusive leadership”, “technology-enabled organisation” and “UK corporation” using Boolean operators, phrase searching and truncation. Eligible sources were English-language, peer-reviewed empirical, review or conceptual studies in business, management, HRM, leadership or organisation studies. UK private-sector evidence was prioritised; international and public-sector studies were included only where they offered a transferable mechanism, theory or comparison. Editorials, opinion pieces, purely technical AI studies and research without organisational or career relevance were excluded. Authoritative government, regulator and professional reports supplied contextual evidence but were not treated as equivalent to peer-reviewed research.
Records were screened by title, abstract and full text. An extraction matrix recorded context, theory, philosophical position, design, sample, findings and limitations. Evidence was synthesised across five themes: career progression; inclusive leadership and culture; digital transformation and leadership development; organisational capability; and contemporary bias and AI-governance challenges. The analysis compared theoretical explanations, methodological strength, contextual transferability and the extent to which studies measured perceptions, participation, retention or objective career outcomes.
Quality appraisal considered alignment between research questions, philosophical assumptions, sampling, data generation, analysis and the claims made. Quantitative studies were assessed for measurement quality, confounding, sample adequacy and causal design; qualitative studies were considered through credibility, reflexivity, contextual detail and analytical transparency. Review evidence was assessed for search coverage and synthesis method. This prevented large samples from being treated automatically as stronger evidence.
The review has four limitations. Rapid technological change may date AI and digital-HRM evidence quickly. A UK corporate focus strengthens relevance but limits transferability. Publication bias may favour significant findings or successful interventions. Finally, cross-sectional surveys, retrospective interviews and programme evaluations dominate the field, restricting causal and longitudinal conclusions. Findings are therefore interpreted as context-dependent patterns and plausible mechanisms rather than universal effects.






3. Critical Literature Review
The literature indicates that women’s under-representation in leadership is not adequately explained by deficits in ambition, competence or technical human capital. It is better understood as the cumulative effect of opportunity allocation, cultural expectations, leadership behaviour and digitally mediated decision systems. The five themes below distinguish evidence of access and retention from evidence of promotion, authority and remuneration.
3.1 Women’s Career Progression in Technology-Enabled Organisations
UK evidence challenges a simple supply-side explanation. Women in IT occupations are, on average, more likely than men to hold higher-education qualifications, yet this advantage is not reflected consistently in pay or seniority (BCS, 2024; White et al., 2025). The glass ceiling remains useful for describing restricted access to senior authority, but it can imply that inequality occurs only immediately below executive level. A lifecycle perspective is stronger: selection, work allocation, development, appraisal, remuneration, promotion and exit can each produce small disparities that accumulate over time (Hing et al., 2023). Informal assignment of high-visibility technical work or assessment of “potential” through uninterrupted availability may appear neutral while producing gendered effects.
Leadership-pipeline data reinforce this distinction between representation and authority. Women occupy a substantial proportion of FTSE board positions, but executive directorships and chief-executive roles remain much less balanced (FTSE Women Leaders Review, 2026). Because the figures cover large UK corporations rather than technology companies alone, they cannot establish sector-specific causes. They nevertheless show why board diversity is an insufficient proxy for operational power. Evaluation should trace access to profit-and-loss responsibility, strategic assignments, sponsorship, succession pools and promotion. Das et al. (2023) review of 143 studies similarly found that research concentrates on boards and top-management teams, with less attention to retention and promotion earlier in the pipeline. Bonesso et al. (2024) show that agency and self-efficacy interact with contextual support; treating confidence as the principal remedy risks attempting to “fix” women while leaving opportunity structures unchanged.
Reproductive and family assumptions illustrate distinct mechanisms. UK evidence links unsupported menstrual symptoms and stigma to attendance, disclosure and perceived career effects, but does not demonstrate widespread recruitment discrimination (Adegoke et al., 2025). Stronger causal evidence comes from Bapna and Funk’s (2025) quasi-experimental study of an Indian maternity-leave reform, where some employers reduced interview invitations for women when anticipated costs increased. Barhate et al. (2021) identify a different household mechanism: some educated married women’s continued employment depended on family permission and support. These studies are institutionally distant from UK corporations, yet they show why employer assumptions, caring structures and household power should not be collapsed into a single explanation of women’s “choice”. Shinde and Rakshase (2022) provide an extreme example of structural coercion among Indian agricultural workers, it is not transferable to UK technology employment but demonstrates how work systems can treat reproductive health as a productivity cost rather than redesigning conditions.
Progression can also expose women to unequal risk. Morgenroth et al. (2020) meta-analysis found a small, context-dependent tendency for women to be selected for precarious leadership roles, consistent with the glass-cliff thesis. Appointment alone is therefore not proof of inclusion; the quality, resources and risk of the role matter. Employee accounts emphasise restricted networks, rigid career models, caring responsibilities and unsupportive cultures, whereas organisations may attribute under-representation to skills shortages or preference (GOV.UK, 2025). Methodologically, representation statistics establish where inequality exists but not how it is produced; interviews reveal mechanisms but not prevalence. Longitudinal, gender-disaggregated records are needed to locate where recruitment, assignments, development, ratings, promotion and exit diverge.
This also clarifies how progression should be measured. Headcount and board ratios capture presence, while pay, role scope, budget responsibility and decision rights capture authority. Retention indicates continuity, not advancement, and programme completion indicates exposure, not capability transfer. A credible leadership-pipeline analysis should therefore examine transition rates between career stages and compare similarly situated employees. Without these distinctions, organisations may report improvement while women remain concentrated in advisory, support or non-executive roles.
Table 3.1 Distinguishing evidence of participation, continuity and progression
	Measure
	What it demonstrates
	What it does not establish

	Representation
	Presence at a career level or governing body
	Executive authority, role quality or equal progression rates

	Retention
	Continuity of employment
	Promotion, pay growth or access to strategic responsibility

	Programme participation
	Access to an intervention
	Capability transfer or subsequent advancement

	Promotion and authority
	Movement into greater responsibility and decision rights
	That the process was equitable without an appropriate comparison


Hing et al. (2023), FTSE Women Leaders Review (2026) and Bloom et al. (2024).

3.2 Inclusive Leadership and Organisational Culture
Inclusive leadership can create voice, belonging and psychological safety, but relational benefits do not automatically become career advancement. Korkmaz et al. (2022) review of 107 papers identifies four recurring dimensions: support for uniqueness, team belonging, appreciation and wider organisational inclusion. Belonging without recognition may require women to assimilate into masculine occupational norms; recognition without belonging may mark them as outsiders without redistributing authority. The relevant test is whether women can influence decisions and gain access to career-building opportunities.
Psychological safety provides one plausible mechanism. It enables employees to question assumptions, admit error and raise concerns without disproportionate interpersonal risk, it is not equivalent to comfort or reduced accountability (Edmondson and Bransby, 2023). In technology work, safety may allow women to challenge technical or algorithmic decisions and seek visible assignments. Mohase et al. (2025) found that psychological safety mediated the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice among 146 South African remote and hybrid workers. The cross-sectional, non-UK and non-gender-specific design prevents causal claims about women’s promotion, but it supports a mechanism that can be tested in comparable workplaces.
Organisational justice determines whether inclusion is credible. Distributive justice concerns outcomes, procedural justice the consistency of decision processes, and interactional justice respectful treatment. In a multi-wave, multisource study, Qi et al. (2023) found that interactional justice strengthened relationships between inclusive leadership and promotive and prohibitive voice, while procedural justice influenced prohibitive voice only. Although the Chinese construction context limits transferability, the findings show that employees evaluate inclusive behaviour against experienced fairness. A leader may invite voice while assignments, ratings or promotions remain opaque.
Transformational, authentic and inclusive leadership make complementary contributions (Klinger et al., 2020). Transformational leadership can mobilise digital change, but its leader-defined vision may encourage conformity; evidence for long-term follower transformation remains limited (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Authentic leadership can strengthen trust, but a sincere leader may still reproduce exclusionary beliefs, and the construct remains contested (Gardner et al., 2021). Inclusive leadership is most directly concerned with belonging, difference and participation, although its literature often measures a socially constructed, multilevel experience through cross-sectional employee surveys. No theory alone explains whether voice becomes authority.
The critical conclusion is that leadership behaviour requires organisational infrastructure. Representation targets, awareness events and training are insufficient where access, supervisor support and career penalties remain unequal (Casper et al., 2025). Transparent assignment criteria, calibrated performance assessment, equitable development access, sponsorship, promotion audits and executive accountability are the conversion mechanisms. Without them, women may be encouraged to speak while remaining excluded from the work and relationships that determine progression.
Philosophically, this theme exposes a level-of-analysis problem. Survey studies commonly model leader behaviour as an individual variable and voice as an employee outcome, although inclusion is produced simultaneously through relationships, teams, policies and institutional norms. A multilevel design would test whether inclusive behaviour has stronger career effects where promotion procedures are transparent and senior leaders are accountable. It would also compare employee perceptions with actual allocation and promotion records rather than if a positive climate necessarily redistributes opportunity.
Table 3.2 Critical comparison of leadership perspective
	Perspective
	Contribution
	Principal limitation

	Transformational leadership
	Mobilises collective direction and digital change
	A leader-defined vision may encourage conformity and understate power

	Inclusive leadership
	Combines belonging, uniqueness, appreciation and voice
	Relational inclusion may not alter structural opportunity allocation

	Authentic leadership
	Supports trust, self-awareness and relational transparency
	Sincere behaviour can still reproduce gendered or exclusionary norms


Siangchokyoo et al. (2020), Gardner et al. (2021) and Korkmaz et al. (2022).

3.3 Digital Transformation and Leadership Development
Digital technologies operate as sociotechnical amplifiers rather than neutral solutions. They can widen access to recruitment, learning, visibility and flexible work, but they can also scale historical inequality through data, model objectives, interface design and managerial use. Their effect depends less on technical sophistication than on governance and organisational context.
AI-enabled HRM can process applicants consistently and identify skills at scale, but consistency is not fairness. Models trained on previous hiring or promotion outcomes may learn that successful leaders resemble historically promoted men. Career breaks, working patterns, location and employment history can act as gender proxies. The Information Commissioner’s Office found recruitment tools that enabled filtering by protected characteristics, inferred gender or ethnicity from names, collected excessive data or retained it indefinitely, subsequent audits produced almost 300 recommendations (ICO, 2024, 2026). These findings establish governance weaknesses, not the prevalence of discriminatory outcomes across all UK organisations.
Digital talent platforms create a similar tension. Skills databases and internal marketplaces can make women visible beyond their immediate manager, while automated “high potential” classifications may formalise gendered assumptions about mobility, presence and leadership style. Wiblen and Marler’s (2021) case study found different talent-identification practices around the same technology within one organisation because local relationships and managerial interpretations shaped use. Technology therefore participates in, rather than replaces, organisational judgement.
Hybrid working provides unusually strong causal evidence for retention. Bloom et al.’s (2024) randomized trial involving 1,612 technology employees found that allowing two days of remote work reduced employee turnover from 7.20% to 4.80%. For women, the rate of leaving decreased from 9.19% to 4.18%. There was no noticeable negative impact on performance or software output. Promotion did not improve significantly. The single Chinese organization limits transferability, but the result is important that is digital flexibility can retain women without increasing authority. In Great Britain, hybrid work is now widespread (ONS, 2025), so location-neutral appraisal, equitable allocation of visible work and deliberate sponsorship are essential if flexibility is not to create a proximity penalty.
Digital leadership also extends beyond technical competence. Tahiry et al.’s (2026) review identifies digital strategic thinking, insight, change capability and talent development, but the field more often examines innovation or performance than gendered careers. Bartsch et al. (2021) discovered that providing task direction and using relational leadership both helped improve performance during rapid virtualization, and this effect was influenced by autonomy and team cohesion. The cross-sectional, pandemic-specific design cannot establish long-term effects, yet it challenges the assumption that platforms can substitute for relationships. Digitally capable leaders may still use surveillance, inequitable work allocation or narrow performance metrics.
Technology-enabled learning expands access and personalisation, and its use has grown among UK learning professionals (CIPD, 2024; Ekuma, 2024). However, access to content is not equivalent to leadership development. Hillberg Jarl’s (2024) review found that role modelling, supportive relationships and opportunities to interpret experience shape workplace learning, while objective causal evidence remained limited. Online participation will not generate progression where women lack protected learning time, sponsorship, stretch assignments or opportunities to exercise new capabilities. The evidence therefore supports responsible integration of technology with relational leadership and career systems, not technological determinism.
The evidence hierarchy is uneven. Regulatory audits identify actual governance failures but not their aggregate career effect; case studies reveal how local managers reshape technology but cannot estimate prevalence; surveys identify associations but remain vulnerable to common-method bias and Bloom et al.’s (2024) experiment provides stronger causal inference within one organisation. Comparative longitudinal studies are consequently needed to examine whether the same platform generates different gendered outcomes under different governance arrangements. This would treat digital maturity as an organisational condition, not simply the number of technologies adopted, across comparable organisational contexts.
Table 3.3 Digital opportunities, gender-related risk and organizational controls
	Digital practice
	Potential opportunity
	Potential risk
	Required control

	AI-enabled HRM
	Consistent processing and wider reach
	Historical bias, proxies and opaque decisions
	Impact testing, human review and appeal

	Talent platforms
	Skills visibility and internal mobility
	Automated gendered “potential” criteria
	Audits of assignments, succession and promotion

	Hybrid working
	Flexibility and improved retention
	Reduced visibility, networks and sponsorship
	Location-neutral appraisal and deliberate sponsorship

	Digital learning
	Scalable, flexible development
	Unequal time and weak transfer into opportunity
	Protected time, blended learning and experiential work


Wiblen et al.  (2021), Bloom et al. (2024), Ekuma (2024) and Tahiry et al. (2026).

3.4 Organisational Capability for Gender Inclusion
The presence of mentoring, flexible work or leadership programmes does not itself demonstrate gender-inclusive capability. Inclusion becomes an organisational capability when interventions are integrated into repeatable, accountable routines governing recruitment, assignments, development, succession, promotion and retention.
Mentoring offers knowledge, feedback and psychosocial support. Agbo et al. (2022) found associations between mentoring, perceived organisational support and subjective career success among 307 women in Indian IT. Cross-sectional self-report evidence cannot establish promotion effects, and perceived success is not equivalent to increased pay or authority. Sponsorship is more politically consequential because sponsors use influence to advocate for appointments and visible assignments. Interviews with 57 women leaders showed that sponsorship supplied both strategic opportunities and confidence, but almost all reported sponsors were men (Gröschl et al., 2025). This illustrates both value and dependency, women’s access to power may continue to rely on already powerful men. Retrospective interviews with successful leaders also introduce survivorship bias.
Succession planning converts development into a route to authority. Dahlan’s (2024) small Saudi higher-education study found limited understanding and formalisation of succession for women. The context is not directly transferable, but the mechanism is relevant: undocumented criteria allow familiarity, networks and subjective notions of readiness to shape selection. Technology organisations therefore need published eligibility criteria, calibrated assessment, gender-balanced succession pools and records of access to strategic technical assignments.
Women-only development programmes can strengthen self-awareness, confidence, networks and leadership identity. Gardiner et al. (2023) found consistent experiential benefits but much weaker evidence of promotion, pay or sustained organisational change. Gierke et al. (2025) identifies relevant practices across the HR lifecycle while cautioning that some recommendations exceed the underlying evidence. Development should therefore combine formal learning with senior sponsorship, protected time, experiential work and a documented path into succession and promotion.
Flexible working supports continuity but is not inherently progression neutral. Most UK employers offer some flexibility (CIPD, 2025), yet Bloom et al. (2024) show that retention can improve without promotion. Casper et al. (2025) similarly report small or inconsistent effects where supervisor support, access and culture vary. Capability requires location-neutral performance evaluation, equitable allocation of visible work and monitoring of promotion by gender and working pattern.
The Women in Finance Charter illustrates the activity–outcome gap. In 2023, most signatories reported actions on retention or promotion, including leadership programmes, succession and sponsorship, but only one in eight measured impacts (HM Treasury and New Financial, 2024). Longer-term data show improved senior representation among signatories, yet voluntary participation, different targets and the absence of a counterfactual prevent causal attribution (HM Treasury and New Financial, 2026). Applying dynamic-capability theory, organisations must sense inequality through disaggregated data, seize opportunities through coordinated interventions and transform routines in response to outcomes (Konopik et al., 2022). The decisive question is not whether initiatives exist, but whether they reliably redistribute opportunity and authority.
Table 3.4 Evidence and capability implications of organizational interventions
	Practice
	Mechanism
	Evidence limitation
	Capability implication

	Mentoring
	Knowledge, feedback and career guidance
	Subjective, cross-sectional outcomes
	Connect support to sponsorship and progression tracking

	Sponsorship
	Advocacy, visibility and influential opportunity
	Retrospective evidence and survivorship bias
	Formalise access and monitor sponsored outcomes

	Succession
	Identification and preparation of future leaders
	Small, context-specific qualitative samples
	Use transparent criteria and calibrated pools

	Leadership development
	Skills, identity, networks and experience
	Limited objective promotion and pay evidence
	Evaluate advancement, not completion or satisfaction

	Flexible working
	Continuity, access and retention
	Promotion effects remain uncertain
	Protect flexible workers from visibility penalties


Gardiner et al. (2023), Dahlan (2024), Bloom et al. (2024), Gröschl et al. (2025) and Gierke et al. (2025).

Outcome proximity helps explain the evidential gap. Mentoring and programmes are most consistently associated with confidence, support and satisfaction; flexibility with access and retention; and sponsorship with perceived visibility. Evidence becomes weaker as outcomes move towards promotion, remuneration and executive authority. This pattern does not show that interventions are ineffective, but it does show that many evaluations stop before the organisational outcome of interest occurs. Capability assessment therefore requires follow-up periods long enough to observe career transitions and comparison groups capable of separating programme effects from wider organisational change.
3.5 Contemporary Challenges: Human and Algorithmic Bias
The relevant comparison is not biased managers versus objective machines. AI is designed, trained, procured and interpreted within existing organisational systems. Human and algorithmic bias are therefore connected, and responsible leadership must govern the complete decision process.
Unconscious bias describes automatic stereotypes that may influence recruitment, assignment, appraisal and promotion. However, treating it as an internal and readily correctable individual defect obscures job design, networks, opportunity histories and organisational definitions of commitment. Storm et al. (2023) found that bias was commonly individualised, binary, decision-specific and presented as fixable. Onyeador et al. (2021) conclude that training can improve awareness but does not reliably change long-term behaviour or organisational diversity. Training should be treated as education, not evidence of inclusion; structured criteria, documented reasons, calibrated panels and outcome audits provide stronger controls.
AI recruitment and promotion tools may reduce inconsistent judgement, but biased training data, inappropriate targets, proxy variables and subgroup error can scale disadvantage. Rapid adoption in UK recruitment increases the urgency of governance (CIPD, 2024). Raghavan et al. (2020) found that public claims by assessment vendors often lacked detail on data, validation and fairness. Regulatory audits identify concrete privacy and discrimination risks (ICO, 2024). Similar concerns arise in promotion systems because historical ratings reflect prior access to visible assignments, working patterns and sponsorship. Models trained to reproduce earlier promotions may encode the profile of historically successful male leaders.
Human oversight is meaningful only when reviewers understand a model’s purpose and limits, can challenge outputs and remain accountable. Otherwise, apparent scientific authority can create automation deference. Employee experiments suggest that reduced human involvement in career decisions can weaken perceived fairness and increase privacy concerns, although hypothetical non-UK designs cannot establish actual gendered promotion effects. Inclusive AI therefore requires participation across problem definition, data selection, interface design, validation and post-deployment monitoring. Intersectional testing is necessary because aggregate results for women may conceal effects associated with ethnicity, disability, age, pregnancy, sexuality or socioeconomic position.
Bujold et al. (2024) found that 63 did not clearly apply a responsible-AI principle, 27 assumed that removing human subjectivity would reduce discrimination without testing the claim. Hunkenschroer and Luetge (2022) similarly found little explicit theory in AI-recruitment scholarship. Participatory work by Madaio et al. (2020) shows that fairness checklists can formalise responsibilities, but checklists are weak where staff cannot pause deployment or escalate harm. UK guidance emphasises safety, transparency, fairness, accountability and contestability (DSIT, 2024), while the EU AI Act classifies many employment systems as high risk for organisations within its scope (European Commission, 2024).
Responsible leadership therefore concerns more than compliance. De Klerk and Jooste’s (2023) review connects it with stakeholder engagement, competing interests and accountability for long-term effects. Senior leaders must own the definitions of performance, potential and readiness embedded in HR systems, commission equality-impact testing, provide explanation and appeal, protect challenge and stop systems producing unexplained disparities. Responsible AI is an organisational governance capability, not a technical certification.
Fairness must also be distinguished from predictive accuracy. A system can perform well overall while producing materially different error or selection rates for under-represented groups. Conversely, statistical parity alone may conceal unequal job relevance or opportunity histories. Governance should therefore combine subgroup performance testing, substantive assessment of job-related criteria and qualitative scrutiny of how outputs influence managerial decisions. This mixed evidence is necessary because discrimination can enter through technical design, organisational deployment or the human response to a model.
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Figure 3.1. How human context, data and deployment can reproduce gendered career outcomes.
Gardiner et al. (2023), Gröschl et al. (2025), Gierke et al. (2025) and HM Treasury and New Financial (2024, 2026). 
3.6 Literature Synthesis and Research Gaps
The five themes reveal relevant evidence but weak integration. Career theories explain restricted mobility; inclusive leadership explains relational conditions; organisational justice explains perceived fairness; human-capital perspectives explain capability development; dynamic-capability theory explains organisational adaptation; and sociotechnical perspectives explain digital decisions. Reviews continue to identify conceptual overlap and evidence dispersed across disciplines and HR stages (De Klerk and Jooste, 2023). The missing unit is a multilevel causal architecture connecting women’s experience, leader behaviour, organisational routines, digital systems and career outcomes.
Digital-transformation and leadership-development research remain particularly separate. Technology may expand learning or flexibility while systems allocating assignments and promotion reproduce inequality. Bloom et al. (2024) demonstrate improved retention without improved promotion, while Bujold et al. (2024) expose untested assumptions of algorithmic objectivity. Organisations also tend to evaluate mentoring, sponsorship, flexibility and development separately. Charter evidence shows extensive activity but limited impact measurement (HM Treasury and New Financial, 2024), so programmes can be reported without establishing whether opportunity, pay or authority changed.
Methodologically, cross-sectional surveys, interviews, representation statistics and programme evaluations dominate. These identify associations and experience but do not trace causal development across recruitment, assignments, appraisal, succession, promotion, pay and exit. Philosophically, measurable constructs such as “merit”, “potential” and “leadership presence” are often treated as neutral, while interpretive studies reveal meaning but offer limited generalisability. A critical-realist, longitudinal mixed-method design is therefore required to test whether mechanisms identified in interviews correspond with observable career trajectories.
The resulting research gap is precise, existing research does not adequately explain how inclusive leadership, equitable development, responsible digital HR systems and accountable organisational routines interact over time to produce, or fail to produce, women’s progression into senior leadership in UK technology-enabled corporations. 
Table 3.5. Evidence-led summary of the research gaps
	Research gap
	What remains unknown
	Required DBA contribution

	Theoretical fragmentation
	How individual, relational, organisational and technological mechanisms interact
	Develop and test a multilevel integrative framework

	Digital–development separation
	Whether digital participation generates leadership authority
	Trace learning and flexibility into assignments, succession and promotion

	Capability gap
	How inclusion becomes a repeatable organisational routine
	Operationalise diagnosis, intervention, governance, measurement and transformation

	Limited longitudinal evidence
	Which practices produce sustained career mobility
	Analyse gender-disaggregated outcomes over time

	Weak philosophical integration
	How power shapes definitions of merit and potential
	Combine critical-realist explanation with mixed methods


Korkmaz et al. (2022), Konopik et al. (2022), Bujold et al. (2024) and Gierke et al. (2025).
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Figure 3.2. Proposed gender-inclusive digital leadership capability cycle.
Korkmaz et al. (2022), Konopik et al. (2022), Bujold et al. (2024), HM Treasury and New Financial (2024), and Gierke et al. (2025)












4. Philosophical and Methodological Analysis 
4.1 Overview 
Chang (2026) “Decoding the Gender Gap: Unseen Forces of Inequity in IT”, published in Gender, Work and Organization, was selected because it directly addresses women’s progression in information technology and applies an explicit critical-feminist lens. The US study uses an exploratory qualitative design and one-hour Zoom interviews with ten accomplished IT professionals recruited through the researcher’s professional network. Interviews were recorded and transcribed, and analysis moved from codes to categories, themes and an explanatory framework. Including women’s and men’s accounts enabled comparison of differently positioned interpretations, although the small network sample does not support statistical generalisation.
Chang rejects explanations based principally on women’s interest, confidence or technical capability. The study instead identifies interacting stereotypes, masculine occupational norms, definitions of commitment, constant-availability expectations and organisational practices. Women who adopted masculine-coded behaviours reportedly experienced fewer barriers, revealing a distinction between individual advancement and cultural inclusion, adaptation may enable a woman to progress without changing the system. Mentoring, networking and confidence-building can provide support but may leave opportunity allocation and organisational power intact. The study is therefore relevant to this assessment because it conceptualises gender disparity as an organisational problem. Its evidence should nevertheless generate plausible mechanisms, not estimates of prevalence or causal claims about UK corporations.
4.2  Ontological and Epistemological Positioning
Chang (2026) states a critical-feminist theoretical framework but does not formally name an ontology or epistemology. These must be inferred cautiously from the research purpose, questions, methods and interpretation. A theoretical framework is the conceptual lens through which a phenomenon is examined; a research paradigm concerns what is real, what can be known and how knowledge should be produced (Pretorius, 2024). The study is best understood as combining a critical-feminist relational ontology with an interpretive, value-conscious epistemology. Gender inequality is treated as more than individual perception: it is produced through organisational structures, cultural expectations and unequal power. Knowledge of those relations is developed through situated accounts rather than measurement of supposedly neutral variables.
A positivist approach believes that reality can be studied by using careful observation, clearly defined variables, forming hypotheses, and comparing results using statistical methods (Park et al. 2020). Applied here, it could test whether gender predicts assignments, promotion, pay or exit after controlling for tenure, qualifications, working pattern and performance. Such evidence is valuable for estimating the scale and distribution of inequality and for assessing intervention effects. Chang does not make those claims. Ten interviews can illuminate meanings and processes, but cannot estimate prevalence, effect size or statistically generalise.
Strict positivism is also insufficient because “technical credibility”, “commitment”, “cultural fit” and “leadership potential” may not be stable, neutral constructs. Their organisational definitions can encode masculine career norms. Measuring ratings without examining how the criteria were produced may reproduce the assumptions under investigation. Storm et al. (2023) similarly show that bias research often isolates bias as measurable individual cognition while under examining its structural reproduction. Positivist evidence should therefore be retained as one component of a broader explanatory design rather than treated as the only legitimate knowledge.
Chang (2026) methodological epistemology is principally interpretive. Semi-structured interviews allow participants to describe how they understand occupational culture, availability, gender expectations and career barriers. The analysis treats accounts as contextually situated sources of meaning rather than numerical indicators of fixed constructs. Women’s adaptation to masculine norms is consequently interpreted as a response to what the workplace rewards, not simply personal preference. Constant availability is likewise understood as a practice with gendered consequences because caring responsibilities remain unequally distributed.
Interpretivism alone, however, can struggle to explain why similar inequalities persist across settings or why some groups possess greater power to define merit. Critical-feminist organisation scholarship moves beyond documenting perspectives by examining embodiment, institutions and power (Fotaki and Pullen, 2024). Chang adopts this critical move but still relies substantially on retrospective sense-making by successful professionals. Women who exited IT or remained in junior roles may interpret the same structures differently.
Critical realism provides the strongest extension. It assumes that organisational structures exist on their own, not depending on any one account, while also acknowledging that understanding of these structures is limited and can change over time. It distinguishes experience, observable events and the generative mechanisms capable of producing those events (Lawani, 2021). An unequal promotion is observable; informal sponsorship, gendered availability expectations, exclusion from strategic work or an algorithmic definition of “high potential” may be underlying mechanisms whose effects depend on context. Chang’s (2026) “unseen forces” are compatible with this reasoning, but the study does not systematically use retrodiction or compare alternative causal explanations. Participant interpretations are not triangulated adequately with HR records, policies, promotion decisions or decision-makers’ accounts.
Pragmatism contributes methodological flexibility and an emphasis on actionable knowledge (Kelly and Cordeiro, 2020). Chang’s recommendations are practically oriented, but the study neither compares interventions nor evaluates career outcomes. Pragmatism is therefore most useful as a methodological orientation, while critical realism supplies the explanatory foundation and critical feminism retains attention to power. For the proposed DBA research, interviews should identify mechanisms and longitudinal HR data should test whether they correspond with assignments, sponsorship, succession, promotion, pay and exit.
Table 4.1. How philosophical positioning changes the research design
	Dimension
	Positivist alternative
	Chang’s interpretive, critical-feminist position
	Critical-realist DBA extension

	Question
	Does gender predict promotion, pay or retention?
	How do systemic forces sustain gender disparity?
	Which mechanisms generate unequal outcomes, under what conditions and over what period?

	Evidence
	Standardised variables and statistical relationships
	Situated accounts from semi-structured interviews
	Interviews, longitudinal HR records, documents and decision evidence

	Interpretation
	Regularities and possible effects
	Meanings interpreted through gendered power
	Experiences, events and structures connected through generative mechanisms

	Contribution
	Measurement and prediction
	Exposure and critique of inequality
	Explanation, intervention testing and organisational transformation


Park et al. (2020), Pretorius (2024), Chang (2026) and Lawani (2021).
4.3 Axiology and Researcher Positionality
Axiology concerns the values that shape problem selection, evidence and desired outcomes. Chang’s (2026) study is explicitly value-conscious: it treats gender inequality as an organisational injustice requiring explanation and change. This emancipatory commitment strengthens the research by making structures visible, legitimising marginalised experience as organisational knowledge and linking findings to managerial responsibility (Fotaki and Pullen, 2024). Value commitment does not invalidate research; the quality question is whether values were disclosed and examined reflexively.
The same lens creates interpretive risk if evidence of structural inequality is privileged automatically over occupational, organisational or career-stage explanations. The published account provides limited information about how contradictory cases or alternative interpretations were handled. A DBA-level analysis should distinguish under-representation, which signals a problem requiring investigation, from direct proof that any specific practice caused discrimination. It should also keep the justice case primary. Organisational benefits such as innovation, retention and talent access are relevant, but equality should not be abandoned when immediate financial returns cannot be demonstrated (Fine, Sojo and Lawford-Smith, 2020).
Chang is gender-sensitive in examining how apparently uniform expectations have unequal effects, but the largely binary comparison risks treating women as homogeneous. Intersectionality requires analysis of how gender interacts with ethnicity, class, age, disability, sexuality, migration and caring roles, not merely recording demographic variety (Abrams et al., 2020). Focusing on successful professionals may also privilege survival narratives.
Recruitment through professional contacts provides sector knowledge but narrows the sample and may influence disclosure. The article offers limited detail on the researcher’s gender, professional relationship to IT or prior DEI commitments. Positionality is not reducible to an insider–outsider label; it concerns how advantage, identity and relationships change across research interactions (Rodriguez and Ridgway, 2023). Continuous reflexivity through journals, analytic memos, negative-case analysis, peer debriefing and an audit trail would have made interpretive decisions more visible and contestable (Olmos-Vega et al., 2023).
4.4 Methodological Quality: Reliability, Validity and Trustworthiness
Quantitative reliability and validity criteria cannot be applied to Chang’s (2026) study as if it were a survey or experiment. No scales, repeated measurements or statistical tests are used, so internal consistency, test–retest reliability and sampling error cannot be calculated. This is not a design failure because the purpose is exploratory understanding. However, interpretively developed constructs such as “systemic forces” and “round-the-clock availability” should not be treated as quantitatively validated measures.
Qualitative quality is better assessed through credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Ahmed, 2024; Rose and Johnson, 2020). One-hour recorded interviews, transparent movement from codes to themes and supporting participant accounts strengthen credibility. It remains moderate because ten retrospective, professionally connected accounts were not triangulated adequately with organisational records, documents or decision-makers. The US IT context supplies analytical propositions, but the small successful sample and differences in UK regulation, employment and care arrangements restrict transferability.
Dependability is supported by a consistent interview format and stated analytical sequence but weakened by limited reporting of interview-guide changes, coding decisions, theme revision and the audit trail. Reflexive thematic analysis does not require multiple coders to produce identical interpretations; it requires theoretical coherence, reflexivity and transparent documentation (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Confirmability is strengthened by the declared critical-feminist lens and evidential extracts, but weakened by limited positionality, negative-case analysis and peer challenge. Overall, the study demonstrates moderate trustworthiness. It credibly generates mechanisms but cannot establish their prevalence or causal effect. Broader purposive sampling, including women who exited technology, and triangulation with longitudinal career records would strengthen a DBA extension.
4.5 Ethical Considerations
Chang’s research addresses sensitive accounts of gendered disadvantage. Voluntary participation and secure storage of Zoom recordings, transcripts and analytical files provide basic protections (Chang, 2025), but network recruitment creates risks of perceived obligation and deductive identification.
Confidentiality requires more than removing names because job titles, employers, locations and distinctive career events may identify participants. The published account gives limited detail about encryption, access, retention and platform-generated data (UK Statistics Authority, 2022). Informed consent should therefore remain ongoing and explicitly cover recording, quotation, future use, withdrawal and realistic limits of confidentiality (UKRI, 2026). Complete anonymity was impossible because the researcher knew participants; the defensible commitment is confidential collection and robust de-identification in dissemination. Identifiability must be assessed against information reasonably available to colleagues and other motivated readers (ICO, 2026).
The equality objective is strong because the study questions systems rather than attributing disadvantage to women. Inclusion is weaker: successful networked professionals may exclude women who left IT, remained junior or experience intersecting disadvantage. Organisational sensitivity is also material because accounts may implicate managers or employers and create reputational or career harm. Independent recruitment, diverse sampling, explicit quotation consent, secure data governance and careful deductive-disclosure review would provide stronger protection without removing the organisational context needed to analyse power.
4.6 Critical Appraisal
Chang’s (2026) principal strength is coherence between its critical-feminist lens, exploratory questions and semi-structured interviews. Detailed accounts from experienced professionals illuminate how occupational norms, constant availability and organisational practices can interact. The study also moves beyond deficit explanations and has direct relevance for leadership and HR intervention.
Its weaknesses substantially limit the claims that can follow. Ten participants recruited through the researcher’s network create selection and survivorship bias, while the emphasis on successful professionals excludes women who left IT or remained in less powerful roles. A US sample cannot be transferred directly to UK employment conditions. Limited positionality, negative-case analysis and triangulation make it difficult to assess competing interpretations. Retrospective accounts reveal meaning but cannot show how common the barriers are or whether they caused differences in promotion, pay or authority. The design therefore supports analytical, not statistical, generalisation.
Alternative philosophies would produce different knowledge. A positivist study could measure gendered differences in assignments, ratings, promotion, pay and retention, but might treat contested definitions of merit as objective. Longitudinal interpretive interviews or ethnography could reveal how gendered meanings emerge in daily practice, although findings would remain context specific. A critical-realist mixed-method design offers the strongest extension by treating Chang’s themes as candidate mechanisms and testing them against longitudinal HR data, documents and decision records (Lawani, 2021). Pragmatism can guide method selection and intervention evaluation but should remain bounded by critical-feminist attention to justice and power (Kelly and Cordeiro, 2020). Chang therefore offers credible exploratory evidence of plausible mechanisms, not evidence of their prevalence or causal effect across technology organisations.
















5 Discussion and Contribution
Research philosophy shapes women’s leadership development by determining what counts as reality, evidence and an adequate organisational response. Positivism frames under-representation as a measurable pipeline problem and prioritises promotion, pay, retention and statistical relationships. This evidence is necessary for demonstrating disparities and monitoring change, but it may treat “merit”, “potential” and “leadership readiness” as stable variables when their organisational meanings are disputed. Interpretivism reveals how women experience credibility, sponsorship, flexibility and belonging. Critical-feminist research goes further by examining how those meanings are produced through gendered power. Chang (2026), for example, interprets constant availability and masculine-coded behaviour as organisational mechanisms rather than personal deficits.
Neither measurement nor experience is sufficient alone. Chang’s interviews identify plausible mechanisms but cannot establish prevalence or promotion effects; organisational data can identify disparities without explaining how they arose. Critical realism provides the strongest integrative position because it links observable events with underlying, context-dependent mechanisms (Lawani, 2021). Pragmatism remains valuable for choosing methods and evaluating interventions, provided that “what works” is judged through justice, opportunity and career authority rather than managerial efficiency alone (Kelly and Cordeiro, 2020).
The proposed Gender-Inclusive Leadership Development Framework translates this philosophical synthesis into a testable pathway. Inclusive leadership should strengthen voice, belonging and recognition, but individual behaviour must become an inclusive organisational culture. Within that culture, mentoring develops knowledge and psychosocial support, while sponsorship provides advocacy, visible assignments and access to influential networks. Digital leadership development can expand learning and visibility, but participation becomes capability only when women can apply learning through strategic work, succession pools and decision authority. Career opportunities then support women’s leadership capability, representation and, potentially, organisational performance.
[image: ]
Figure 5.1. Proposed Gender-Inclusive Leadership Development Framework.
(Kelly and Cordeiro, 2020); (Lawani, 2021)
The pathway is provisional and requires empirical testing.
The pathway is conditional rather than deterministic. Organisational justice determines whether opportunities and rewards are allocated transparently. Flexible working influences continuity and whether reduced presence attracts an opportunity penalty. Responsible AI determines whether recruitment, evaluation and promotion systems challenge or reproduce historical inequalities. Digital maturity reflects the organisation’s capacity to integrate technology, data, leadership practice and governance. These moderators can strengthen, weaken or interrupt any stage. Feedback is also necessary because greater representation may reshape culture, sponsorship networks and prevailing leadership norms.
The theoretical contribution is integration. Inclusive Leadership Theory explains belonging, uniqueness and voice; Social Role Theory explains gendered expectations; Human Capital Theory explains capability development; Organisational Justice Theory explains whether capability becomes opportunity; and Dynamic Capabilities Theory explains how organisations sense inequality, seize interventions and change routines (Hanelt et al., 2021). The framework’s central proposition is that women’s capability is necessary but insufficient: progression also requires organisational systems that convert capability into authority.
Methodologically, the assessment recommends a critical-realist, longitudinal mixed-method design, with pragmatism guiding the selection of techniques. Gender-disaggregated HR records should trace recruitment, development, strategic assignments, sponsorship, succession, promotion, pay and exit. Interviews, documents and decision records should explain how outcomes were produced. Comparative organisational cases would identify which mechanisms operate, for whom and under what conditions. This design addresses the literature’s dependence on cross-sectional self-report evidence and the tendency to measure participation instead of progression.
For practice, HR directors should monitor career trajectories rather than programme attendance. DEI leaders should audit sponsorship, assignments and promotion processes. Executive teams should own organisational justice and responsible AI, while leadership-development practitioners should link learning directly to experiential work and advancement. These actions respond to the activity–outcome gap identified in the Women in Finance Charter, where initiatives were common, but impact measurement was limited (HM Treasury and New Financial, 2024).
The DBA contribution is a provisional, actionable Gender-Inclusive Leadership Development Framework explaining how inclusive leadership, organisational capability and digital transformation may interact to improve women’s progression in technology-enabled organisations. It does not claim that the sequence is already causally established. Its value lies in converting fragmented evidence into propositions that organisations can test, refine and use to govern responsible change.
Empirical testing should examine both mediation and moderation. The framework predicts that culture, sponsorship and developmental opportunity mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and progression, while justice, flexibility, responsible AI and digital maturity alter the strength of those relationships. Organisational performance should be treated as a distal and contingent outcome rather than a guaranteed consequence of representation. This preserves the ethical case for equality while allowing the DBA study to test whether coordinated capability also produces measurable strategic value.















6 Conclusion
This assessment demonstrates that women’s leadership progression in technology-enabled organisations is produced through connected organisational systems rather than individual confidence, ambition or technical competence alone. The major themes concern cumulative career barriers; inclusive leadership and culture; digital transformation; mentoring, sponsorship and succession; flexible working; and the interaction between human and algorithmic bias. Across these themes, the decisive distinction is between participation or retention and substantive progression into roles carrying authority, remuneration and strategic responsibility.
Inclusive leadership can strengthen voice, belonging and psychological safety, but relational inclusion has limited effect unless it changes access to assignments, sponsorship, development, succession and promotion. Mentoring and leadership programmes can build knowledge and identity, yet their influence is weak when they are disconnected from advocacy and experiential work. Digital learning and hybrid working can widen access and improve retention without necessarily improving promotion. AI may increase consistency, but it can also reproduce past inequalities through biased data, proxies, opaque classifications and unaccountable human use. Responsible leadership must therefore govern the complete career system.
Philosophically, positivism provides essential evidence about representation, pay, promotion and retention, but may treat contested definitions of merit as objective. Interpretivism and critical-feminist theory reveal how women experience organisational expectations and how power shapes career decisions. Critical realism provides the strongest integrative foundation because it connects those situated accounts with observable outcomes and underlying mechanisms. Pragmatism supports the selection of useful methods, provided usefulness is judged through justice and career authority rather than efficiency alone.
Methodologically, the evidence base remains stronger on perceived barriers, programme experience and short-term retention than on prevalence, causality and long-term advancement. Future DBA research should therefore combine longitudinal, intersectional disaggregated HR records with interviews, organisational documents and comparative cases. Outcomes should include assignments, sponsorship, succession, promotion, pay, authority and exit, not participation alone.
In practice, organisations require executive accountability, transparent opportunity allocation, progression-linked development, flexible career pathways and contestable AI-supported decisions. Sustainable progress demands that organizations go beyond individual diversity programs and build a unified approach that integrates inclusive leadership, fair talent practices, and leadership development supported by digital tools. Only such a system can translate women’s capability into durable opportunity, authority and leadership representation.
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