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THE SECOND SHIFT GOES DIGITAL: GENDERED BARRIERS
TO IT LEADERSHIP IN KAZAKHSTAN

This article examines how women in Kazakhstan’s IT sector balance caregiv-
ing responsibilities with leadership advancement. Using an explanatory se-
quential mixed-methods design, the study combines workforce data from 32
IT companies with qualitative interviews and group discussions with women
in managerial and executive roles. The quantitative findings reveal persistent
disparities in executive advancement despite the substantial representation of
women in the workforce and mid-level management. Qualitative analysis
identifies three interconnected mechanisms that shape these inequalities:
work—care temporal conflict, the symbolic penalties attached to organisational
flexibility, and relational exclusion through limited mentorship, weak role
modelling, and unequal access to informal leadership networks. The findings
demonstrate that women’s underrepresentation in executive leadership cannot
be explained by individual choices or organisational practices alone, but rather
emerges from the interaction between workplace cultures, caregiving expecta-
tions and institutional arrangements that continue to assign primary care re-
sponsibility to women. By extending feminist concepts such as the ideal worker
and the maternal wall into the post-Soviet context, the article argues that the
IT sector in Kazakhstan reflects a hybrid configuration in which technological
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modernisation coexists with traditional gender roles. The study contributes to
debates on gender, leadership, and social policy by linking women’s leadership
trajectories to broader family and labour policy arrangements.
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Global debates on the underrepresentation of women in STEM leadership
roles have largely focused on individual factors such as ambition, skill develop-
ment, and mentorship when considering career advancement. While these are
important factors, feminist scholarship shows that they often obscure the struc-
tural conditions that shape career trajectories, particularly those linked to car-
egiving, time allocation, and emotional labor (Ely, Meyerson 2000a,b; Wajc-
man 2013; Hochschild, Machung 1989). These tensions are particularly evident
in post-Soviet contexts such as Kazakhstan, where neoliberal market reforms
coexist with long-standing family traditions and gendered expectations.

Kazakhstan’s family policy remains highly maternalized, offering limited
support for balancing employment and caregiving. Paid maternity leave covers
126 calendar days, while childcare benefits are limited in both duration and
amount (Egov.kz 2024). Although childcare leave is legally available until a child
reaches the age of three, compensation is only provided during the initial postnatal
period. Access to public early childhood education and care is also uneven, par-
ticularly outside major cities, which increases reliance on extended family net-
works and private provision (UNICEF 2022; Bureau... 2025). Alongside these
limitations, Kazakhstan has experienced a gradual expansion of flexible and re-
mote working arrangements. Recent labour reforms have expanded flexible work-
ing regimes and telework regulations, increasingly specifying employer responsi-
bilities regarding equipment provision, work-time monitoring, and equality and
privacy protections (Lockton Global 2023; Bayazitova 2023; Rodl & Partner
2025). However, formal flexibility does not automatically reduce gender barriers.
In practice, its implementation remains uneven, while cultural stigma continues to
discourage many women, particularly mothers, from using such arrangements.

Taken together, the Kazakhstani context comprises a limited care infra-
structure, a family policy regime that prioritises motherhood, and a growing yet
socially ambivalent system of labour flexibility. These institutional constraints
and gendered expectations shape women’s career trajectories in the IT sector.

Programs designed to promote women in STEM tend to prioritise education
and early career participation, paying less attention to retention and advancement
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after entering the labour market. Without organisational mechanisms that sup-
port continuous employment, such as stigma-free flexibility and more inclusive
systems of evaluation and promotion, these initiatives are unable to effectively
transform persistent gender hierarchies in employment. This combination of in-
stitutional constraints and cultural expectations is the context in which women in
Kazakhstan’s IT sector must navigate and renegotiate their career paths. Against
this backdrop, this article asks how institutional conditions and organisational
expectations shape women’s career trajectories in the Kazakhstani IT sector
when they are balancing employment and caregiving responsibilities. We argue
that caregiving responsibilities, particularly motherhood, remain a central factor
in achieving a sustainable work-life balance and in shaping women’s leadership
trajectories. The IT sector is analytically significant because it embodies the
paradox of high innovation alongside persistent traditional gender roles: a sphere
widely perceived as modern and meritocratic, yet still structured by deeply em-
bedded ideal worker norms and masculine leadership expectations.

By integrating feminist organizational theories with the realities of post-
Soviet economies, this study makes two contributions. First, it demonstrates how
the maternal wall manifests within Kazakhstan’s IT sector, producing structural
consequences such as restricted promotion and interrupted careers, as well as
symbolic forms of sanctioning expressed through doubts regarding women’s
capabilities. Second, the study shows how the ideal worker norm is reproduced
within a transitional economy, where organisational success is still associated
with constant availability and a willingness to prioritise work over personal life.
The article therefore makes a contribution to international feminist debates by
showing how global mechanisms of gendered exclusion are reflected through the
institutional and cultural particularities of the post-Soviet context.

For the purposes of this study, the IT sector comprises companies in-
volved in software development, digital platforms, fintech, e-commerce, and
related industries. Unlike the broader STEM category, which includes the
natural sciences, engineering, and mathematics, IT is considered a distinct
subsector in which gender barriers are particularly evident amid digitalisation
and rapid organizational change.

Theoretical framework

The underrepresentation of women in leadership roles is now recognised
as being due not only to a lack of women in the talent pipeline or a lack of in-
dividual ambition, but also to gender-based institutional structures that influ-
ence career advancement. In STEM and technology sectors in particular,
leadership trajectories are shaped by expectations regarding availability, pro-
ductivity, and professional commitment that frequently intersect unequally
with caregiving responsibilities. Work—care tensions therefore constitute
mechanisms through which leadership inequalities are reproduced, not merely
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private or logistical challenges. This study draws primarily on two intercon-
nected concepts: the ideal worker norm and the maternal wall (Acker 1990;
Hochschild 1997; Williams 2001). Together, these concepts provide a frame-
work for understanding how organisational and cultural expectations shape
women’s career trajectories in Kazakhstan’s IT sector.

The ideal worker norm refers to organisational expectations that employees
will be continuously available, fully committed, and largely unconstrained by re-
sponsibilities outside of work (Acker 1990; Williams 2001). Leadership cultures
structured around this norm often equate professional competence with uninter-
rupted labour, long working hours and high responsiveness. Meanwhile, caregiv-
ing obligations are either marginalised or rendered invisible by institutions (Acker
1990; Hochschild 1997). Although these expectations are formally gender-neutral,
they historically reflect employment patterns associated with workers whose car-
egiving responsibilities are externally absorbed. Within managerial and executive
settings, therefore, professional commitment is often assessed not only by perfor-
mance, but also by visibility, flexibility, and the willingness to prioritise organisa-
tional demands over one’s personal life. The maternal wall complements this
perspective by explaining how motherhood becomes associated with reduced
professional commitment and diminished leadership suitability (Williams 2001).
Unlike broader forms of gender discrimination, the maternal wall specifically re-
fers to penalties in the workplace that are associated with caregiving and repro-
ductive roles. These penalties may include slower promotion, interrupted careers,
exclusion from high-status assignments, and assumptions of reduced competence
or availability (Williams 2001). Organisational expectations and cultural narra-
tives of intensive motherhood operate together to reinforce structural and sym-
bolic barriers that shape women’s access to leadership positions (Acker 1990;
Williams 2001; Hays 1998). Understanding the interaction between these mecha-
nisms is central to understanding women’s managerial careers. In leadership cul-
tures that reward uninterrupted availability and intense work commitment, moth-
erhood may be seen as a deviation from the ideal worker model. Women are thus
positioned within a dual normative structure, expected to demonstrate profes-
sional commitment while simultaneously fulfilling intensive caregiving expecta-
tions. Rather than representing separate pressures, the ideal worker norm and the
maternal wall reinforce each other to create barriers to advancement.

Several additional perspectives help to explain how these pressures are
experienced and negotiated in everyday life. For instance, scholarship on the
second shift highlights the unequal distribution of unpaid domestic labour and
the temporal distortions produced when paid work and caregiving overlap
(Hochschild, Machung 1989; Hochschild 1997). Role conflict theory likewise
conceptualises work and family obligations as competing rather than naturally
complementary, requiring continuous negotiation (Greenhaus, Beutell 1985).
These tensions are further illuminated by boundary and segmentation per-
spectives. Boundary and border theories emphasise how individuals manage
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transitions between professional and family roles (Ashforth et al. 2000; Clark
2000), whereas segmentation and integration approaches examine strategies
for organising these domains (Kreiner 2006). In digitalised labour environ-
ments, such negotiations are increasingly taking place in a work—life blended
context, where long working hours and constant availability are normalised
and often rewarded (Kossek, Lautsch 2012). Stone’s (2007) concept of career
rhythm adds a temporal dimension to these processes, suggesting that women
often adjust their professional involvement throughout their lives in response
to caregiving responsibilities and changing family circumstances.

Here, these perspectives are not treated as separate explanatory theories,
but as mechanisms through which the ideal worker norm and maternal expec-
tations are enacted and experienced. The mental load of family coordination
and planning intensifies these pressures further (Daminger 2019), and the co-
existence of ideal worker and ideal mother expectations can lead to overwork,
burnout and sometimes withdrawal from leadership roles (Hays 1998; Sed-
dighi, Corneliussen 2021). Recent research likewise highlights the often invis-
ible micromanagement within dual-earner households, showing that caregiv-
ing demands remain unevenly distributed despite women’s participation in the
labour market (Turnbull et al. 2023).

Organisational reproduction of gender inequality also operates through
leadership cultures and informal systems of inclusion and exclusion. Feminist
leadership scholarship has shown that leadership is not merely a formal role, but
rather an identity that is constructed through recognition, networks, and institu-
tional validation. Fletcher (2004) conceptualises this as the 'relational underbelly'
of leadership, highlighting the often invisible social and emotional dynamics that
sustain authority and legitimacy. Similarly, Ibarra and her colleagues emphasise
the importance of identity work and the leadership identity gap. This is where
women may struggle to imagine themselves or be recognised as legitimate lead-
ers within organisational environments that are dominated by men (Ely et al.
2011; Ibarra et al. 2013). Consequently, women’s leadership trajectories are often
described as labyrinthine rather than linear. They are shaped not only by formal
hierarchies, but also by exclusion from informal networks and homosocial sup-
port systems (Eagly, Carli 2007; Kanter 1977). The scarcity of executive women
who are also mothers may further reinforce these dynamics by limiting role mod-
els and opportunities for mentorship and sponsorship. These processes constrain
advancement and shape perceptions of leadership legitimacy and belonging.

While these international feminist frameworks provide the central analytical
lens for this study, their application varies across institutional contexts. Much of
the literature on work—family conflict and organisational flexibility has emerged
in Western welfare settings, where public care infrastructure and family policy
partly mitigate tensions between employment and caregiving. In contrast, Ka-
zakhstan combines neoliberal labour-market reforms with enduring collectivist
traditions, maternalised family policy and limited state care provision (Dugarova
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2019; Meurs et al. 2021). This post-Soviet environment exacerbates the conflict
between organisational expectations and caregiving responsibilities. While for-
mal flexibility may coexist with persistent stigma, extended family networks of-
ten compensate for insufficient public support. Studies from Kazakhstan and the
wider CIS show that women navigate these conditions through boundary man-
agement, professional self-regulation and support from their families. For exam-
ple, Kuzhabekova et al. (2024) document how early-career women in STEM
adopt masculine communication styles and rely on support from their extended
families, while Mikhailova et al. (2023) show how mothers across the CIS employ
planning and cognitive coping strategies to manage work—family spillover. Other
research has identified boundary crafting, strategic over-performance and nego-
tiation of family arrangements as mechanisms that support women’s participation
in the labour market (Kasper, Schmidt 2005; Ezzedeen, Ritchey 2009; Brumley
et al. 2021; Wynn, Rao 2019). However, women in managerial and executive IT
positions are largely absent from this literature.

This gap is analytically important. Existing research has largely focused on
early-career women in STEM or work—family conflict more broadly, paying less
attention to how executive women in post-Soviet IT sectors simultaneously navi-
gate organisational expectations and caregiving. Building on international femi-
nist theory while situating it within Kazakhstan’s institutional context, this study
examines how the ideal worker norm and the maternal wall are reproduced, nego-
tiated, and experienced across women’s leadership trajectories in the IT sector.

Methodology

Research Design

This study uses an explanatory, sequential, mixed-methods design to ex-
amine why women are still underrepresented in executive roles in Kazakhstan’s
IT sector. The research integrates two components implemented in sequence:
(1) quantitative data on workforce composition across employment levels (col-
lected and analysed first) and (2) qualitative interviews and focus groups with
women in managerial and executive positions (conducted subsequently to ex-
plain and contextualise the patterns identified in the quantitative analysis). This
design enables analysis at structural and experiential levels, allowing the ex-
amination of statistical patterns of gender inequality alongside the organisa-
tional and lived dynamics that shape women’s leadership trajectories.

Ethical Considerations

Data collection took place between October and November 2024. Partici-
pants were informed of the study’s aims, the voluntary nature of participation,
and their right to withdraw at any stage. Written or verbal informed consent
was obtained prior to each interview and small-group discussion. To ensure
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confidentiality, personal identifiers were removed during transcription and
analysis, and quotations are presented anonymously or under pseudonyms with
participants’ consent. Following completion of data collection, the study proto-
col, including consent procedures, confidentiality safeguards, and the planned
use of the collected materials, was reviewed and approved by the Ethical Com-
mittee of Almaty Management University (Protocol No. 5, 19 May 2025).

Quantitative Data and Analysis

Sampling and Data Collection. Structured data requests were sent to 55
IT companies operating in Kazakhstan. Companies were selected using pur-
posive organisational sampling to capture the composition of workforce across
different segments of the IT sector. Inclusion criteria required companies to:
(1) have operated in Kazakhstan for at least three years, (2) have locally based
product development teams, and (3) have Kazakhstani nationals in their lead-
ership structures. Of the 55 companies approached, 32 voluntarily provided
anonymised workforce data. The resulting dataset included information on
gender composition across employment levels (entry-, mid-, and executive-
level positions), as well as promotion data disaggregated by gender. The per-
centages reported in the analysis refer to the proportion of women and men in
the overall workforce, in managerial and executive roles, and among employ-
ees who advance into leadership positions.

As participation was voluntary, however, the dataset is not representative
of Kazakhstan’s IT sector and may reflect self-selection effects. Nevertheless,
it enables organisational patterns of gender representation and career advance-
ment to be identified across participating firms.

Data Analysis. Descriptive statistical analysis was conducted using Mi-
crosoft Excel. Median values were used to minimise the influence of outliers
and variation in company size. The analysis focused on three principal indica-
tors: (1) women’s overall representation within the workforce, (2) women’s
representation at line-management and executive levels, and (3) the differenc-
es in promotion probabilities between men and women across company sizes
and organisational contexts.

Qualitative component

Participants’ selection and data collection. The qualitative component
consisted of four in-depth interviews with women in executive (C-level) posi-
tions, and four small-group interviews with mid-level female managers (n = 9).
A total of 13 participants were recruited for the study. Participants were re-
cruited through purposive sampling designed to ensure variation in terms of
company size, ownership structure (private and multinational firms), and
sectoral specialisation, including fintech, e-commerce, and enterprise technol-
ogy. The combination of individual and small-group interviews enabled explo-
ration of both leadership trajectories and shared organisational experiences.
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Executive participants were interviewed individually, while small-group inter-
views involving two or three mid-level managers were conducted among par-
ticipants with comparable professional roles and compatible schedules.

A semi-structured interview guide was developed in accordance with the
study’s theoretical framework. Themes explored involved leadership pathways
and critical career turning points, experiences of workplace barriers and gen-
dered expectations, work—care negotiations, and perceptions of professional le-
gitimacy, self-confidence, and organisational belonging. All interviews were
conducted via Zoom between October and November 2024. Sessions lasted 60—
90 minutes and were audio-recorded with the participants’ informed consent.

Data analysis. The interview recordings were transcribed and analysed
using thematic analysis, following the six-phase framework proposed by
Braun and Clarke (2006). This process included familiarisation with the data,
initial coding, theme development and review, and final thematic interpreta-
tion. Coding focused on recurrent patterns related to caregiving responsibili-
ties, role conflict, leadership identity, organisational expectations, and gen-
dered workplace norms.

Themes identified included 'care work as a filter, 'impostor syndrome, 'mas-
culinized leadership norms, 'mentorship gaps, and 'success as gender deviance.
In keeping with the explanatory sequential design, the qualitative themes were
interpreted in relation to the quantitative patterns identified in the first phase of
the study. The aim was to explain the organisational and social mechanisms un-
derlying the disparities observed in women’s leadership advancement.

Findings and discussion: work-life balance as a gendered
filter for leadership advancement

Both quantitative and qualitative findings reveal gender disparities in
leadership trajectories within Kazakhstan’s IT sector. While women represent
approximately 43—48 % of employees and 43—50% of line managers across
company sizes, advancement into executive leadership is far more uneven. The
representation of women at C-level varies across organisational contexts, while
their progression into executive positions declines sharply with company size.
In small firms (1-50 employees), 6.3 % of women advanced into C-level posi-
tions, compared to 4.4 % in medium-sized firms (50-300 employees), 0.8 % in
larger organisations (300—1000 employees), and just 0.3 % in firms employing
over 1000 people. These patterns suggest that organisational scale and struc-
ture may shape women’s opportunities for executive advancement, with larger
organisations potentially reinforcing barriers to leadership progression.

Qualitative data revealed clear differences in how professional commit-
ment and career advancement were experienced by mothers and childless
women. Younger and childless participants often described a work—life blend
and intensive work engagement as a sign of ambition and a pathway to career
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advancement. By contrast, mothers emphasised the need to establish clearer
boundaries between work and caregiving, while also describing how such
boundary-setting could hinder promotion prospects. These contrasting experi-
ences suggest that motherhood and life-course transitions reshape women’s
relationship with organisational expectations, particularly in workplaces
where leadership is still associated with constant availability and uninterrupt-
ed professional commitment.

Table 1 summarises workforce composition and leadership representation
across company sizes. The percentages of 'becoming line managers' and 'becom-
ing C-level' refer to the proportion of all female and male employees who ad-
vanced into those roles. As the data were obtained voluntarily from 32 companies,
the results should be interpreted as illustrative of organisational patterns rather
than as being statistically representative of Kazakhstan’s IT sector as a whole.

Table 1
Gender Composition, Leadership Representation, and Advancement
by Company Size in Kazakhstan’s IT Sector
Company size (number of workers)

Indicator (Median) 1-50 50-300 300-1000 | 1000+
Share of women in the company,% 48.48 % 39.33% 45.03 % 43.95%
Share of women in line management,% 50.00% 42.86% | 48.98% 47.58%
Share of women at C-level,% 16.67 % 40.00% 16.67 % 25.00%
Share of women becoming line managers,% 13.0% 12.9% 10.1% 13.6%
Share of women becoming C-level,% 6.3% 4.4% 0.8% 0.3%

Source: Developed by the authors from field data (2024).
Work-Care Temporal Conflicts as a Leadership Filter

Throughout the interviews and group discussions, a recurring pattern
emerged: the tension between caregiving and leadership was not only experi-
enced as personal or logistical, but also as institutional, moral, and temporal.
In Kazakhstan’s IT sector, the years typically associated with professional
advancement (ages 27 to 35), often coincided with childbirth, parenting, and
an increase in unpaid domestic labor. Rather than being experienced as per-
sonal detours, these life stages were perceived as structural frictions against
workplace cultures that valued unbroken presence, late-night availability, and
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constant professional visibility. As one participant recalled, her promotion
coincided directly with the realities of her new role as a mother:

When my child was only three months old, my manager called me: 'I need

you, and I need you in a new role as a lead.' I was still breastfeeding... We

agreed that I would retire after the New Year, but I still felt that I was needed
everywhere and at once (Head of Agile Delivery and PMO, mother of two).

This account illustrates how organisational timelines often override per-
sonal rhythms, positioning women as perpetually out of sync with institutional
expectations. The framing of leadership opportunities as urgent and non-nego-
tiable left participants navigating what Hochschild and Machung (1989) termed
'time binds,' where care and career demands persistently contradict each other.
Other participants reported similar moments of constrained choice, marked by
emotional ambivalence: 'l came back from maternity leave six months after the
birth because there was a crisis in the team. Then I told myself: either family or
career. I chose a career, and I still blame myself sometimes' (Lead Software
Engineer, mother of one). The language of sacrifice was strikingly consistent.
Returning to work early did not necessarily resolve tensions, but often intensi-
fied feelings of guilt and moral uncertainty: 'When you work and raise children,
you always think: "Am I sacrificing something important?" And most often, you
sacrifice your career' (Head of Agile Delivery and PMO, mother of two).

These narratives resonate with the concept of the 'maternal wall' (Wil-
liams 2001), whereby caregiving responsibilities are penalised both symboli-
cally and materially. Promotion opportunities were frequently described not
only as professional milestones, but also as moral dilemmas framed in terms
of a binary choice between 'family or career,’ with emotional and professional
costs attached to either option.

At the same time, however, these experiences were not shared uniformly
across participants. Younger and childless women often described their inten-
sive work engagement very differently. Long working hours, high responsive-
ness and the seamless integration of work into personal time were often seen
as energising and professionally rewarding: 'Since I don’t have a family yet,
I am fully at work. I have no restrictions — I can be on call at 11 pm and "fix
something" on the weekends' (Ul/UX Team Lead, no children).

These accounts reflect what Kossek and Lautsch (2012) describe as
a work-life blend, whereby the boundaries between work and personal life are
blurred and experienced as compatible with ambition and career acceleration.
For younger, childless participants, constant availability often signalled com-
mitment and professional momentum. By contrast, mothers rarely described
such flexibility as empowering. Motherhood often triggers a re-evaluation of
temporal priorities and professional engagement, accompanied by a growing
need to establish clearer boundaries between work and childcare. As one par-
ticipant explained:
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'

Before, I could sit at my laptop until night, and I liked it. I was 'in the flow.
Now, with a child, it’s important for me to close my laptop at 6 and be at home
completely: without reading phone notifications, without 'T’1l think about this
in parallel' (Lead Software Engineer, mother of one).

Another participant described a similar transformation: 'I used to be
ready to work 24/7. I liked it — to be needed, to participate in everything. But
now it is important for me to have a schedule. So that in the evening I can just
be a mother' (Founder, Marketing and Creative Agency, mother of two).

This reorientation was not merely logistical, but ideological too. Rather than
reflecting disengagement or declining ambition, setting boundaries represented
an attempt to establish sustainable forms of professional and personal presence.
However, participants repeatedly emphasised that such recalibration often had
negative consequences for their careers: After having a child, I realized that if
1 don’t set boundaries for myself, no one else will. But when you do set borders,
your career prospects immediately "grow dim™ (Head of Agile Delivery and
PMO, mother of two). The conflict between caregiving and leadership was fur-
ther intensified by what Daminger (2019) terms 'mental load,' i.e., the emotional
and logistical coordination of family life which is often invisible to employers.
Even within households perceived as egalitarian, responsibility for organising
and remembering family needs remained unevenly distributed: 'In our family,
everyone seems to be equal, but [ am still the one who remembers what the child
needs for the holiday, who monitors the kindergarten, doctors, and children
workshops' (Founder, Marketing and Creative Agency, mother of two).

Participants frequently described leadership opportunities as being in-
compatible with the demands of caregiving rather than being beyond their
competence: '/ was offered to transfer to management, but I understood that
Iwouldn’t be able to handle it. My children were small then, and I told myself:
I’ll still have time. Although, to be honest, such chances don’t happen often'
(Head of Agile Delivery and PMO, mother of two). Several women also re-
called paternalistic assumptions regarding motherhood and leadership: 'There
were times when they said: "You just gave birth, you need less stress." But no
one asked what I wanted myself' (Lead Software Engineer, mother of one).
These experiences suggest that the maternal wall operates not only through
formal career interruptions, but also through anticipatory assumptions about
the preferences and capabilities of mothers.

Participants repeatedly described the expectations associated with the
ideal worker and the ideal mother (Hochschild 1997; Hays 1998) as contradic-
tory and exhausting. Both roles demanded constant emotional investment and
uninterrupted availability. One executive described this pressure starkly: 'You
have no right to be tired. Especially if you're a mom, you should be grateful
you were even allowed to get to this level' (Head of Agile Delivery and PMO,
mother of two). Even seemingly supportive questions could generate self-
doubt and reinforce perceptions of inadequacy: 'When you are asked: "How
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would you cope with such a schedule?"” you start to doubt. You think: what if
I really can’t handle it?' (Lead Software Engineer, mother of one). The cumu-
lative effect of these pressures is emotional exhaustion and moral disorienta-
tion: 'It’s as if you're constantly proving that you're "normal” both at work and
at home. But this normality is only enough to burn you out' (Director of IT
Product Development, no children). For some women, these tensions culmi-
nated in burnout: '/ was always on edge. I wanted to be a good mother and
a good leader. And the result: burnout and guilt on all fronts' (Founder, Mar-
keting and Creative Agency, mother of two).

Taken together, these accounts challenge explanations of women’s slower
advancement based on individual preference or lack of ambition. Instead, they
highlight a persistent conflict between organisational temporal expectations
and caregiving realities. While younger and childless women may experience
the same organisational norms as energising and career-enhancing, mothers
often experience them as restrictive and professionally costly. Work—care con-
flict thus emerges not simply as a personal struggle, but as a gendered filter
that shapes access to, and the sustainability of, leadership trajectories.

Organisational flexibility and symbolic punishment

Despite the formal expansion of flexible working policies in Kazakhstan
and the growing visibility of 'care-friendly' workplace arrangements, partici-
pants repeatedly emphasized a striking discrepancy between policy and prac-
tice. Within organisations, officially sanctioned flexibility is often undermined
by unwritten expectations of constant responsiveness and professional visibil-
ity, particularly for those aspiring to leadership positions: 'On paper, we have
a flexible schedule. But in reality, you always have to be online. Especially if
you want your career to grow' (Marketing Team Lead, no children).

Participants described flexibility not as a straightforward accommoda-
tion, but as a conditional privilege shaped by organisational norms and infor-
mal expectations. In this sense, the 'flexibility' on offer often appeared more
nominal than practical, reinforcing rather than weakening the ideal worker
norm (Acker 1990). Even where flexible arrangements formally existed, many
women avoided using them to avoid being perceived as less committed profes-
sionals. More troubling was the gendered stigma attached to making use of
such policies. Participants repeatedly noted that caregiving responsibilities
were interpreted differently depending on gender. While men who prioritised
family responsibilities were often viewed positively, women faced skepticism
regarding their competence and professional commitment: 'When a man has
three children, it’s heroic. But for a woman, it’s a warning: "Oh, how would
she cope?™ (Director of IT Product Development, no children).

This asymmetry aligns with the analysis of gender stereotypes by Ely and
Meyerson’s (2000b), whereby the same behavior (caregiving) enhances men’s
reputations while diminishing women’s. According to this symbolic logic, fa-
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therhood may signify maturity and responsibility, whereas motherhood can
raise doubts about a woman’s reliability and suitability for leadership roles.
Participants suggested that, even when managed alongside demanding work-
loads, caregiving frequently had a professional cost, affecting evaluations,
salary reviews and prospects for advancement. One interviewee summarised
this experience as an 'unspoken tax' on motherhood.

These experiences highlight a form of symbolic punishment that not only
penalises women for their caregiving roles, but also for requiring adjustments to
their work roles. Even when formally sanctioned by company policy, the very act
of pursuing balance between work and care, became legible as evidence of in-
sufficient ambition or resilience. These symbolic penalties therefore operated
not outside of, but often through, formal flexibility policies. Participants also
linked these organisational experiences to Kazakhstan’s broader policy environ-
ment. Although maternity leave and childcare provisions formally exist, women
consistently described these supports as limited and unevenly accessible. Rather
than mitigating workplace penalties, these policy arrangements often reinforce
the expectation that women are the primary caregivers. Participants noted that
employers often anticipated prolonged absences, reduced commitment, or di-
minished availability from mothers. Consequently, formal entitlements were
experienced less as mechanisms of support and more as signals that reinforced
gendered assumptions about women’s relationship to work.

Taken together, these accounts suggest that organisational flexibility in
Kazakhstan’s IT sector operates within a persistent contradiction. Although
formal flexibility policies and legal provisions have expanded, their practical
application is still influenced by informal expectations and gender-based
stigma. In this environment, flexibility does not necessarily reduce work—care
conflict. Instead, it may become another area through which commitment is
tested and women’s leadership aspirations are symbolically undermined.

Leadership, Organisational Culture, and Relational Exclusion

Alongside work-life tensions and the limitations of organisational flexi-
bility, a striking theme that emerged from the participants’ narratives was the
institutional absence of mentorship, structured leadership development and
accessible role models. This issue impacted both mothers and childless wom-
en, though those with caregiving responsibilities often described its conse-
quences as particularly severe. This absence was experienced as a form of or-
ganizational silence that individualized the burden of advancement and repro-
duced gendered hierarchies, far from being a peripheral issue. Building on the
work of Ibarra et al. (2013), who argue that leadership pathways are embedded
within informal relationships and identity work, these accounts reveal how the
lack of developmental support restricted not only women’s career progression,
but also their sense of legitimacy and belonging in leadership roles. One par-
ticipant reflected on this absence by comparing Kazakh companies to the
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more structured mentoring environments she had previously encountered:
I wish there were more transparent systems that helped girls, especially those
without strong mentors, to view themselves more objectively, to feel less shy,
to propose more, to ask more, and to demand more. In my previous company,
we all had a buddy and a mentor, someone you could go to with any question
if you felt awkward asking your manager. In IT, this is rare. And that makes it
harder for women. Guys are naturally more confident, they don’t even need
mentors (Founder, Marketing and Creative Agency, mother of two).

Participants who had entered leadership roles frequently described doing
so without any structured onboarding, strategic guidance or affirmative feed-
back: 'When I became a lead, I had no support. No one to one, no clear under-
standing of where to go. Everything was trial and error' (Ul/UX Team Lead,
no children). These experiences reflect the 'leadership identity gap' described
by Ely et al. (2011), whereby women are left to develop professional identities
in isolation. The lack of mentors and role models restricted access to both
practical guidance and symbolic affirmation. Participants repeatedly de-
scribed leadership as something they had to 'figure out alone, with no visible
pathways or institutional encouragement.

This absence was not merely experienced as a lack of training. Rather, it
exposed what Fletcher (2004) terms the ‘relational underbelly’ of leadership —
the often invisible processes of recognition, affirmation, and identity construc-
tion that sustain professional confidence, yet which remain marginal within
masculinised models of organisational success. Several participants described
leadership transitions as emotionally solitary: 'When I rose to management, no
one said: "You're great." There was no feedback, no recognition. Only new
challenges' (Commercial Director, no children). 'You seem to have achieved it,
but all the time you feel like you were just thrown into the water and told: swim
however you want' (Chief Executive Officer (E-commerce), no children).

The emotional consequences of this organizational silence were signifi-
cant. Without mentors or visible models of successful leadership, participants
lacked both practical guidance and symbolic validation. This pattern resonates
with Eagly and Carli’s (2007) argument that, when unsupported, women’s lead-
ership paths are not only 'labyrinthine' but also emotionally depleting. Partici-
pants described leadership as requiring continual self-legitimation. One partici-
pant defined mentorship as not only career management, but also a relational
form of reassurance and professional recognition: 'It would help me a lot to just
hear: you're on the right track, you're doing well. But instead there’s silence. Or
criticism' (Chief Operating Officer (Tech Services), no children).

Relational exclusion also operated through access to informal networks.
As Kanter (1977) theorised, homosocial reproduction often sidelines women
from informal networks that facilitate advancement. Participants repeatedly
described this dynamic as being embedded within everyday organisational
life. 'Men have their own chats, their own friends-managers. And women often
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have no one to discuss difficulties with. This is also about access to power'
(Chief Executive Officer (Digital Media), no children). The lack of symbolic
representation further reinforced these dynamics. Participants noted the scar-
city of visible female executives, particularly female leaders who were also
mothers: 'I have never seen a female director in our company. There was no
one to follow as an example. It was as if you were always inventing your path
from scratch' (UI/UX Team Lead, no children).

Taken together, these narratives suggest that organisational culture repro-
duces exclusion through not only formal hierarchies, but also mentorship,
recognition and network access. Women were excluded not only because op-
portunities were absent, but also because pathways into leadership were so-
cially opaque and symbolically unsupported. In this sense, relational acts as
a cumulative mechanism through which organisational cultures perpetuate
masculine leadership norms and restrict women’s ability to envision,, access,
and sustain executive careers.

Discussion: Kazakhstan as a Post-Soviet Configuration
of Gendered Leadership

The findings of this study suggest that the underrepresentation of women in
executive leadership positions within Kazakhstan’s IT sector cannot be ex-
plained by individual ambition, skills deficits or isolated organisational practices
alone. Rather, leadership trajectories emerge at the intersection of temporal de-
mands, institutional arrangements, and organisational cultures that privilege
uninterrupted availability and masculine models of professional commitment.
Three mechanisms were particularly evident. First, work—care temporal conflict
acted as a leadership filter, with caregiving responsibilities and career advance-
ment being organised around competing temporal logics. Second, formal flexi-
bility often coexisted with symbolic penalties, leaving women to navigate or-
ganisational expectations that rewarded availability while stigmatizing care-re-
lated adjustments. Third, leadership cultures reproduced exclusion relationally
through unequal access to mentorship, recognition, and informal networks that
shape leadership identity and advancement.

While these mechanisms resonate with international feminist theories of
the ideal worker and the maternal wall (Acker 1990; Hochschild 1997; Wil-
liams 2001), the Kazakhstani case highlights how such dynamics are refracted
through a distinct post-Soviet institutional environment. Unlike welfare re-
gimes where public care infrastructures partially mitigate work—family ten-
sions, Kazakhstan combines market-oriented reforms with enduring familial
expectations and relatively limited state support for caregiving (Dugarova
2019; Meurs et al. 2021). This creates a hybrid configuration in which leader-
ship exclusion is reinforced simultaneously through organisational cultures,
family policy arrangements, and cultural norms surrounding motherhood.
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The findings contribute to feminist scholarship in two respects. First,
they show that gender-based exclusion from leadership roles in Kazakhstan’s
post-Soviet IT sectors is not sustained by a single barrier, but rather by the
interaction of temporal, symbolic, and relational mechanisms. Second, they
suggest that organisational flexibility and individual coping strategies are in-
sufficient to resolve these tensions when broader institutional arrangements
continue to assign caregiving primarily to women. In this sense, Kazakhstan’s
IT sector illustrates the coexistence of technological innovation and persistent
gender traditionalism, rather than a failure of modernisation. Rather than
viewing work—life balance as a matter of personal adjustment, this study dem-
onstrates that it is an institutional and cultural process through which leader-
ship opportunities are enabled, constrained, and legitimised differently.

Conclusion

This study examined women’s leadership trajectories in Kazakhstan’s IT
sector by combining organisational data analysis with qualitative account analy-
sis. While women achieved entry into the workforce and mid-level management
at comparable rates to men, advancement into executive leadership remained
substantially more limited. Interview findings illuminate the mechanisms be-
hind this disparity, showing how work—care conflict, constrained flexibility, and
relational exclusion intersect to shape women'’s career trajectories.

The findings suggest that barriers to women’s leadership cannot be un-
derstood solely as matters of individual ambition or organisational choice. For
women with childcare responsibilities, the tension between caregiving and
leadership was not merely practical, but also moral and symbolic. For many
participants, leadership was experienced not only as a professional aspiration
but also as a negotiation between competing social expectations surrounding
work, motherhood, and legitimacy.

This study is subject to several limitations. The evidence is based on a rela-
tively small and self-selected sample of companies and participants and should
therefore be interpreted as illustrative rather than statistically representative.
Nevertheless, the consistency of organisational patterns and interview narra-
tives suggests that the identified mechanisms are not isolated experiences, but
rather reflect broader structural dynamics within Kazakhstan’s IT sector.

The findings also have implications for social policy. Women’s attrition
from leadership positions emerged not solely as an organisational outcome, but
also as a consequence of the institutional distribution and support of care respon-
sibilities. The limited accessibility of childcare, leave arrangements that continue
to place the primary responsibility for caregiving on mothers, and the uneven
implementation of flexible working policies within organisations suggest that
leadership inequality is partly embedded within the wider architecture of family
and labour policies. Therefore, addressing these barriers requires coordination
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across both policy and organisational domains. Expanding childcare infrastruc-
ture, encouraging more gender-balanced caregiving arrangements and strength-
ening women’s retention and advancement within STEM leadership pipelines
could help to reduce some of the structural barriers identified here. At an or-
ganisational level, reducing the stigma surrounding flexibility, recognising non-
linear career paths and strengthening mentorship and sponsorship structures
could help to create leadership environments in which professional advancement
is less dependent on conformity to uninterrupted, masculine models of work.
When viewed through a social policy lens, women’s advancement in leadership
roles is not only a question of workplace equality, but also of how states, employ-
ers, and families collectively organise care, employment, and social inclusion.
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