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Abstract
In the digitalization debate, gender biases in digital technologies play a significant role because of their potential for social
exclusion and inequality. It is therefore remarkable that organizations as drivers of digitalization and as places for social
integration have been widely overlooked so far. Simultaneously, gender biases and digitalization have structurally imma‐
nent connections to organizations. Therefore, a look at the reciprocal relationship between organizations, digitalization,
and gender is needed. The article provides answers to the question of whether and how organizations (re)produce, rein‐
force, or diminish gender‐specific inequalities during their digital transformations. On the one hand, gender inequalities
emerge when organizations use post‐bureaucratic concepts through digitalization. On the other hand, gender inequali‐
ties are reproduced when organizations either program or implement digital technologies and fail to establish control
structures that prevent gender biases. This article shows that digitalization can act as a catalyst for inequality‐producing
mechanisms, but also has the potential to mitigate inequalities. We argue that organizations must be considered when
discussing the potential of exclusion through digitalization.
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1. Introduction

In organizational sociology, digitalization and gender
equality are recognized challenges that are widely dis‐
cussed separately. On the one hand, research on gender
inequalities in organizations (e.g., Wetzel, 2014) shows
that it is worth focusing on the structures of organiza‐
tions to explore inequalities. In the digitalization debate,
on the other hand, programmed gender biases play a
major role due to their potential for social exclusion
and inequality (Kohlrausch & Weber, 2020). At the same
time, digitalization is associatedwith hopes formore gen‐
der justice and neutrality, as physicality is ascribed a
smaller role in the digital space (Piasna & Drahokoupil,
2017) and as it comes with new career opportunities

(Rajahonka & Villman, 2019) or access to employment,
income, and education (Hilbert, 2011, p. 21). Since the
1990s, there has been discussion about whether the
internet has the potential to change gender relations
and identities, adopt roles beyond gender stereotypes,
and soften the gender division of labor (Haraway, 1991).
So far, articles rarely ask how gender and organiza‐
tion interact in the process of digital transformations.
Instead, the debate mostly centers on the transforma‐
tion of specific occupations (e.g., Regin, 2022). We con‐
sider this blank space remarkable given the formative
and impactful function of organizations as drivers of dig‐
italization (Büchner, 2018) and as loci of social integra‐
tion (Schimank, 2005). Starting from the thesis that the
reproduction of gender inequality is reinforced despite
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the promises of salvation by digital technologies, we
show the intertwined relationship of organizations, digi‐
talization, and gender. Therefore, we introduce the ques‐
tion of whether and how organizations (re)produce, rein‐
force, or diminish gender‐specific inequalities during
their digital transformations.

To answer our question, we bring into dialogue the
literature on the relationship between gender and orga‐
nization and between digitalization and organization.
In this conversation, two relations crystallize: The first
shows the influence of digitalization processes on organi‐
zations and the accompanying organizational restructur‐
ing. During their digitalization, organizations are imple‐
menting new post‐bureaucratic management concepts
and forms of work. These have the potential to reinforce
gender inequalities. The second relation emerges when
organizations influence digitalization processes. Gender
inequalities are usually built into digital technologies
within organizations that program and produce them.
When technologies are applied in other organizations
or the social environment, they reproduce the gender
inequalities programmed into them. Even if algorithms
are explicitly tested for their gender‐influencing con‐
sequences and are as neutral as possible, it is often
the organizations applying them that undo this func‐
tion. While having the literature on gender and tech‐
nology in mind, we will not explicitly summarize this
extensive body of literature but introduce it selectively
into our argument. This decision was made due to the
perspective chosen in this article, which centers on
the organization.

To discuss the specific challenges of digitalization pro‐
cesses in organizations concerning gender inequalities,
we address theoretical assumptions about the relations
of digitalization and organization as well as gender and
organization (Section 2). We then show examples of how
organizations and digital transformations (re)produce,
reinforce, and diminish gender inequalities (Section 3).
Finally, we discuss the interplay of gender, organization,
and digitalization to derive consequences and proposals
for action (Section 4).

We base this article on a non‐binary and gen‐
derqueer understanding of gender. When we use
the term gender, we include genderqueer, agender,
non‐binary, trans, or intersex people. Nevertheless, our
argumentation builds on existing studies that—with a
fewexceptions (e.g., Hofmann, 2014)—performanalyses
under binary gender categories or latently carry them
along (e.g., Kohlrausch & Weber, 2020).

2. Theoretical Framework: The Relationship Between
Organizational Structures, Digital Transformations,
and Gender Inequalities

We pose the question of the (re)production or avoid‐
ance of gender inequalities during digital transforma‐
tions centering the organization as a mediating social
system. The systems‐theoretical view of organizations

makes it possible to precisely grasp their specifics and
to distinguish them as social systems from families or
groups of friends in which gender inequalities also occur.
Organizations are decision‐based social systems that have
purposes, steep or flat hierarchies, and a fixed set of
members (Luhmann, 2000). Analytically, two types of
structures can be distinguished in organizations: formal
and informal ones (Luhmann, 2000). Formal structures
regulate membership conditions and are manifested
in decisions about personnel, communication channels,
and programs. Informal structures fill the gaps in the for‐
mal structure and stabilize it in this way. This specific
look at decided formal structures and their correspond‐
ing informal counterparts is why we use systems the‐
ory as an analytical model. Because organizations can
make decisions regarding either their digitalization pro‐
grams or their diversity measures, they have the lever to
regulate gender inclusion and exclusion. As this perspec‐
tive on organizations focuses primarily on structures and
the “function” of these structures, our contribution—and
we consider this to be an advantage of this theoretical
setting—does not beginwith individual actions and inten‐
sities, but rather with the structural basis for the analysis
of inequalities. Additionally, as systems theory is intercon‐
nected with other theoretical assumptions we can lean
on already existing discourses about the relation between
organization and digitalization as well as between organi‐
zation and gender and bring those into dialogue.

In the international discourse, discussions about the
digitalization of and in organizations do not have a
specific affinity for a systems theoretical perspective.
The relationship is broadly discussed under questions
of new organizational dynamics such as those of decen‐
tralized organizations (Alaimo & Kallinikos, 2022; Vergne,
2020), co‐constitution of organization and digitalization
(Faraj & Pachidi, 2021), or new organizational forms
(Davis, 2016, among others). Digitalization is also dis‐
cussed as part of heterogeneous contexts such as hos‐
pitals (Bruni, 2005), policing (Brayne & Christin, 2021),
or processes of categorization on online music discov‐
ery platforms (Alaimo & Kallinikos, 2021). In organiza‐
tional sociology, the systems theoretical debate on digi‐
talization has recently gained momentum (Kette & Tacke,
2021), and sheds light on the digital transformation con‐
cerning organizational formal and informal structures.
At the same time, it emphasizes that organizations should
be understood not only as systems transformed by digi‐
talization (Husted & Plesner, 2020) but also as drivers of
digital transformations (Büchner, 2018). They drive digi‐
talization by developing, using, changing, or distributing
digital, algorithmic products (e.g., Jöstingmeier, 2021).

It is undisputed that digital transformations are lead‐
ing to greater formalization in organizations (Büchner,
2018). Contrary to management hopes, the introduc‐
tion of digital technologies does not lead automatically
to an improvement of the organization. Instead, for‐
mal decisions are needed about the organizational struc‐
tures and the use of these technologies (Rajahonka &
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Villman, 2019, p. 16). For example, decisions are required
concerning which technologies are introduced and who
can or may use them, and how. It is determined which
and how data is collected, evaluated, and used. Central
to the management of business processes in organiza‐
tions are enterprise resource planning (ERP) software
systems such as SAP, which formalize decision‐making
programs, process structures, or personnel issues (Roski,
2021, p. 431). Organizational decisions are programmed
into the systems, but the software systems themselves
also contain a technical decision‐making framework.
Organizations can do little to intervene in this and orga‐
nizational members must adopt it (Ametowobla, 2022;
Mormann, 2016).

The impact digitalization has on organizational deci‐
sions and processes is also shown by the discourse on AI
systems and algorithms (Besio et al., 2021; Kette, 2021).
Büchner and Dosdall (2021, p. 336) show how algo‐
rithms are made “actionable” by and in organizations
by embedding their results or categorizations into the
organizational decision structure. This means that com‐
panies decide based on the preliminary decisions of the
algorithms. The technology thus gains a decision‐making
capacity like that of organizations.

The use of digital technologies is also accompanied
by differentiations of informal modes of action (Büchner,
2018) and shifts in (informal) power relations in orga‐
nizations (Muster & Büchner, 2018). Formal structures
impressed by software systems necessitate informal
workarounds that are established around technologies
(Lammi, 2021; Roski, 2021). Organizational members
deviate from the intended use by either not or incor‐
rectly using implemented technologies or by manipulat‐
ing them (Baumgart et al., 2023).

Organizations are also changing in the process of
their digitalization concerning formats of collabora‐
tion or the introduction of new management concepts.
For example, digital transformation is almost natu‐
rally coupled with the adoption of post‐bureaucratic
organizational models (Muster & Büchner, 2018).
Post‐bureaucratic phenomena include, e.g., flat hier‐
archies, the increase in self‐organized project work,
network‐like structures, or the use of creative and
agile product development methods (Eckstein &
Muster, 2021; Heckscher, 1994). The perceived rise of
post‐bureaucratic models suggests the shift to the dis‐
course on gender in organizations since the abolishment
of the bureaucratic organization is one suggestion for a
more equal society (cf. Britton, 2000, p. 422). Doing so,
the classic work of Acker (1990) on gendered organiza‐
tion claims that organizations themselves are inherently
gendered, for instance, because they are conceptualized
and designed by men. Other famous studies like those
by Cockburn (1985) or Kanter (1977) discuss the social
perception of certain occupations as male or female.
Although there is no room for an extensive overview
of the classic feminist debate on organizations, one can
conclude that those works helped to shape the perspec‐

tive on a socially constructed organization, which dis‐
tinguishes itself radically from the “rational machine”
understanding often propagated in the classic organiza‐
tion studies. However, Britton (2000) points to the short‐
coming of this view, which lies in the lack of a precise ana‐
lytical concept that allows one to grasp the differences
between the organizational level, the societal level, and
the personal level, e.g., personal perceptions of what is
male‐ or female‐coded. Considering this criticism, the
here taken systems theory perceptive seems especially
fruitful, since it enables the analytical shift between soci‐
ety, organization, and interaction. This analytical per‐
spective, however, puts the hope that less bureaucratic
and more digitalized organizations will offer more equal‐
ity within the organization into question. Especially the
focus on interactions that comes with post‐bureaucracy
within organizations is not only crucial for the debate
on organizational implications of digitalization but also
for the one on gender inequalities in organizations. This
is due to the observation that the closer organizations
operate to interactions and the fewer formal rules there
are the more relevant gender becomes (Regin, 2022,
pp. 11–13; Wetzel, 2014, p. 102).

Interactions in organizations usually take place infor‐
mally unless they are formally regulated. This is because,
even if organizational members encounter each other
in a professional context as formal role bearers, (nor‐
mative) gender stereotypes are linked to the roles and
the associated behavioral expectations (Ridgeway, 2001).
Demonstrations of power in the form of sexual assault
(MacManus & MacKinnon, 1979) or more subtle prac‐
tices like the asymmetrical distribution of speech in favor
of male interaction partners occur daily (e.g., Brescoll,
2011). The “new economy” and its informal (career) net‐
works follow on from here: They are characterized by
their homosocial reproduction (Ohlendiek, 2003). This
means that only those who resemble the existing mem‐
bers in as many characteristics as possible (e.g., age, gen‐
der, origin, education) become members (Allmendinger
& Hinz, 1999, p. 199). The lack of standardized career lad‐
ders and assessment systems also opens the space for
inequalities (Bowles et al., 2022). Informality can under‐
mine formally implemented equality strategies or man‐
agement concepts that explicitly focus on gender diver‐
sity in practice (Allmendinger & Hinz, 1999) and degrade
them to shiny projects for the outside world (Hofmann,
2014, p. 394).

But the organization and its formal structures also
reproduce and stabilize patriarchal power relations.
Gender becomes directly relevant at the latest when
positions are formally filled, e.g., when job descriptions
and advertisements incorporate gender‐stereotypical
requirements or when women are considered particu‐
larly suitable or unsuitable for certain jobs based on
physical characteristics (Wilz, 2002, p. 9). Formalized
assessment procedures that apply stereotypical evalua‐
tion patterns produce inequalities in career opportuni‐
ties (Acker, 1990). Glasswalls, ceilings, and escalators can
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be consequences of these recruitment and evaluation
practices (Ohlendiek, 2003, p. 180). This is why Wetzel
(2014, p. 116) refers to organizations as the “inequality
calculator of modernity,” in the sense that they decide
on the inclusion and exclusion of members, and the sug‐
gested equality of members is translated into hierarchy
and other inequality structures. In this context, the ques‐
tion of the extent to which women will be dispropor‐
tionately affected by unemployment becomes relevant,
especially as female‐dominated jobs are increasingly per‐
formed by machines in the future (Cortes et al., 2020,
p. 919; Genz & Schnabel, 2023, p. 6).

The literature shows that in the discussion of gen‐
der inequalities in the context of digitalization, organi‐
zations should be considered as an influencing and con‐
trolling system. It became clear that both digitalization
and gender are interwoven into organizational structures
and have an impact on them. Therefore, it would be use‐
ful to ask to what extent gender inequalities are rein‐
forced by processes of digitalization in the organization
or whether it even offers the potential for reducing gen‐
der inequality. In the following, we show how organiza‐
tions (re)produce gender inequalities during their digi‐
tal transformation.

3. What Goes Around Comes Around: On the
Organizational (Re)Production of Gender Inequalities

To show how organization, digitalization, and gender are
related, we focus on two parts where gender inequalities
are (re)produced in organizations in the context of digi‐
tal transformation: when digitalization, even apart from
the use of specific technical artifacts, changes the struc‐
tures of an organization (Section 3.1) and when organi‐
zations develop, influence, and adapt how technical arti‐
facts function (Section 3.2). Thus, on the one hand, we
ask about the organizational effects that result from dig‐
italization projects of organizations. On the other hand,
we are interested in the extent to which digitalization is
given a specific direction by the organization (for this per‐
spective, see also Kette & Tacke, 2021, p. 7).

3.1. Post Bureaucracy and Young Boys Networks: How
Digitalization Changes Organizational Structures

In the following, we show three aspects of how digi‐
talization promotes gender inequalities in organizations:
Digitalization introduces post‐bureaucratic management
fashions that reinforce gender inequalities because they
rely on interactions rather than formal regulations (A);
digitalization ensures a shift in power relations in favor
of male software developers and computer scientists (B);
the use of mobile devices leads to a dissolution of work
boundaries and thus to a double burden on women who
perform care work (C).

(A) Contrary to the hopes for equality associated
with post‐bureaucracy or the new world of working (on
this, see Piasna & Drahokoupil, 2017), gender inequali‐

ties are instead reproduced. Even if the increase in post‐
bureaucratic structures is accompanied by formalization
(for example, by strongly regulating interactions), inter‐
actions are primarily characterized by informality. Thus,
the emphasis is on networks, self‐organized teams, and
flat hierarchies (Williams et al., 2012), all of which oper‐
ate close to interactions.

Professional networks are considered a catalyst for
a successful career. Especially under the heading “old
boys network” it has been shown how “old (white) men”
provide each other with jobs and sought‐after positions
in organizations and that women do not have access to
such networks equally (Scheidegger & Osterloh, 2004,
p. 201). This can put women in a paradoxical situation:
Women are excluded from powerful men’s networks
while women’s networks—if they exist—are ridiculed or
even trigger negative consequences if there is a per‐
ception that women are favored (Joshi et al., 2015,
p. 1535;Williams et al., 2012, p. 566). It can be suggested
that the problem is exacerbated by digitalization as net‐
works shift their interaction to digital communication
platforms. As a result, the networks stay invisible and
become unattainable for women due to digitalization.

In self‐organized teams, where a common final prod‐
uct overshadows individual performance, it becomes
more important to highlight one’s skills and professional
achievements. Williams et al. (2012) show that women
are negatively interpreted by male teammates when
they highlight their accomplishments and that theymust
fight even harder than men for recognition of their work
(Williams et al., 2012, pp. 557–560). In digital interac‐
tions, this problem may aggravate women, as it requires
an increased staging of one’s performance because par‐
ticipants must establish their presence and addressabil‐
ity through communicative explication (cf. Herzogenrath,
2021, p. 422).

With a flattening of hierarchies and the resulting
reduction of positions in personnel management, the
likelihood of women reaching a management position
also decreases. Studies have shown that the strategic
top management of listed companies is in favor of flat‐
ter hierarchies, but only at the hierarchical levels below
them (Pasero, 2004, p. 148). This implies that the strate‐
gically decisive and correspondingly highermanagement
levels are mainly occupied by men (Joshi et al., 2015,
p. 1516) and that the vertical segregation of high hierar‐
chical positions does not change (Pasero, 2004, p. 148).

In summary, we showed that if post‐bureaucratic
organizational concepts also come into play during dig‐
italization, this can exclude women from interactions,
obscure the visibility of their achievements, and reduce
career opportunities. Piasna and Drahokoupil (2017,
p. 327) appeal that especially in the context of the New
Work discussions the role of practice at the workplace
and organizational level should be recognized as perpet‐
uating gender‐related labor market segmentation.

(B) The growing relevance of information technol‐
ogy professions during digitalization results in a shift of
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power within organizations. Power is shifting in favor
of the people who deal with software development
and programming and thus with increasingly important
“zones of uncertainty” (cf. Crozier & Friedberg, 1979)—
these are mostly “structurally dominated by men and
symbolically associated with masculinity” (Prietl, 2019,
p. 8; see also Rajahonka & Villman, 2019, p. 15). In the
process, not only are there fewer women among soft‐
ware developers but the few that do exist are being
marginalized and seen as less able (Joshi et al., 2015,
p. 1519). For example, a quantitative study on the code
database GitHub shows that the acceptance rate of “pull
requests” from female software developers is higher
than from men, but the trend reverses once the gen‐
der of the pull requestor is visible (Imtiaz et al., 2019;
Terrell et al., 2016). The so‐called pull request is used
to inform other developers when software developers
have uploaded a new version of their product so they
can use, test, and further develop the product. Among
other things, this leads to the fact that women perceive
their skills as being lower than those of male computer
scientists (Acilar & Sæbø, 2023, p. 243; Rajahonka &
Villman, 2019, p. 15). This also makes the horizontal
segregation of occupational groups addressed by gen‐
der research particularly important (e.g., Jarman et al.,
2012), as it can be assumed that homosocial reproduc‐
tion (cf. Ohlendiek, 2003) along the trait of gender is
strengthened by the sheer quantitative weight of male
developers. Homosocial reproduction occurs because
male computer scientists with managerial jobs prefer
people who are similar to them (Williams et al., 2012,
p. 563). The gender differences then occur not only
because there are hardly any female computer scientists,
but additionally, because they are not in the positions to
make personnel decisions (Joshi et al., 2015).

On the contrary, the study of Rajahonka and Villman
(2019) shows that digitalization can also be seen as
a career driver for women. The interviewed women
underlined that their competencies in the use of and
perspective on technology and social media created
great opportunities to advance in their careers and to
improve their standing in the organization (Rajahonka &
Villman, 2019, p. 19). However, the interviewees were
all asked to develop themselves and their digital com‐
petencies and had a positive attitude toward lifelong
learning. The authors, therefore, summarized that “dig‐
ital tools must be properly domesticated and combined
with self‐management skills to be able to enhance both
women’s well‐being and opportunities to develop and
advance in their careers” (Rajahonka & Villman, 2019,
p. 22). The problem here is that the responsibility for
the unequal situation of women is attributed to the indi‐
viduals themselves, for example by attesting a lack of
motivation or the lack of urge to spend money on things
other than digital technology and the improvement of
digital skills (van Dijk, 2012, p. 57). Additionally, women
do this lifelong learning in addition to their paid labor and
unpaid care work while, for men, a large part of this care

work is still omitted and they can use this time to expand
their skills (Arroyo, 2020, p. 183; see also section C).

To sum up: The digitalization of organizations can
reinforce existing power relations or may shift them in
favor of male organizational members—first because IT
skills are demanded andmoremen have these skills; sec‐
ond because the positions that can fill jobs are more
likely to be held by men who hire their peers; third
because the few IT products by women that exist in orga‐
nizations are held in low esteem. Nevertheless, the gain‐
ing importance of social media in organizations and the
women’s user and practice‐oriented view on technology
can also create new career opportunities—if women are
willing to spend their free time and money gaining new
skills about digital tools.

(C) With digital transformations, forms of mobile
work become a new standard of everyday working life.
Mobile workplaces create opportunities for organiza‐
tional members and especially women to find a bal‐
ance between work, family, and hobbies (Piasna &
Drahokoupil, 2017). However, studies show that this
assumption can also be a trap: For women with fam‐
ilies, mobile working can lead to a double burden, as
they must organize paid work and care work in paral‐
lel. If organizations do not provide guidelines that show
howboundariesmust be drawn between family lives and
the increasingly flexible digitalizedwork, overload and an
increase in work will follow (Rajahonka & Villman, 2019).
Furthermore, due to the informal expectations of organi‐
zations, fathers are more inclined to invest the flexibility
thus gained in paid work (Liebig & Peitz, 2017).

What was exacerbated during the pandemic by
homeschooling regulations was also a problem before‐
hand, especially forworkingwomen in heterosexual part‐
nerships: in particular, societal expectations and largely
unchanged assumptions about unpaid work at home
(Kromydas, 2020, p. 8) or that domestic chores cause
women to have to balance family care work with pro‐
fessional work demands (Goh, 2013, p. 1020; Turner
& Norwood, 2013, p. 397). The use of mobile devices
“enables women to work two shifts at the same time”
(Nagy, 2020, p. 73). Women are simultaneously bur‐
dened with two expectations—those of the employer
and those of the family—which can be cited as a further
reason for structural gender inequality (Arroyo, 2020,
p. 182; Wajcman, 2004). It is striking that studies about
queer or non‐heterosexual couples find that the distri‐
bution of work and care tasks is far more egalitarian
(Buschner, 2014; Kurdek, 2007).

Additionally, organizations are increasingly offering
family‐ and compatibility‐friendly options to encourage
men to take up the “active fatherhood” demanded by
society (Joshi et al., 2015, p. 1535; Liebig & Peitz, 2017,
p. 392). Despite such measures, organizations reveal an
informal expectation that business as usual is also prac‐
ticed in the home office and that committed fatherhood
is equated with career‐rejecting men. The consequence
is that, in contrast to women who use time flexibility and
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autonomy for care work, men invest even more time in
work through mobile working and thus gain an advan‐
tage (Liebig & Peitz, 2017, p. 397). Studies have shown
that, concerning the gender digital divide, the Covid‐19
pandemic resulted in a higher reduction of work hours
for mothers with young children than for fathers (Collins
et al., 2021, p. 110). Similarly, Arroyo (2020) was able
to show that women’s presence in the labor market
and unpaid care work for the family crucially affects the
time available to them for connecting to the internet
and developing their digital skills (Arroyo, 2020, p. 183).
The gender digital divide refers to the unequal access
and use of information and communication technologies
between genders and it is a worldwide phenomenon
(Acilar & Sæbø, 2023, p. 234).

It is interesting to note that in both cases—
concerning the expectations for women and men—the
interviewees in the scientific studies did not place the
responsibility for this on the organizations (Liebig & Peitz,
2017, p. 407; Nagy, 2020, p. 72). Instead, the impor‐
tance of individual agency, lifelong learning programs
of digital inclusion, and the advantages of mobile tech‐
nologies are emphasized (cf. Arroyo, 2020; Rajahonka
& Villman, 2019, p. 16). For organizations, this is func‐
tional: The family‐friendly measures let them shine to
the outside world; formally the offers apply and infor‐
mally their members work in their free time thanks to
mobile technology (Nagy, 2020, p. 79). Thus, if organi‐
zations use post‐bureaucratic concepts during their dig‐
italization that rely heavily on interaction and flat hier‐
archies or enable mobile work in an unregulated way,
there is a risk that equal opportunities in organizations
will be hindered.

3.2. How Organization and Technology Format Each
Other (and Gender at the Same Time)

Further answers to the question of the reproduction or
avoidance of gender inequalities through digitalization
become visible when organizations develop, influence,
or use digital technologies. The fact that digital technolo‐
gies and the algorithms inscribed in them can be dis‐
criminatory is discussed repeatedly (Kohlrausch&Weber,
2020; Wang & Redmiles, 2019). Additionally, the social
construction of technology theory argues that gender
shapes the construction andmeanings of technology and
that technology in turn shapes gender roles (Rajahonka
& Villman, 2019, p. 16). Surprisingly, the role of orga‐
nizations as loci of software production is often over‐
looked. This is relevant because organizations sell biased
technologies or use them themselves, thus incorporating
biases into their structures (A); even if software could
be objectively gender‐neutral and might even promote
gender equity, it is the organization that determines the
impact and use of digital technologies—positively and
negatively (B).

(A) Discriminatory software products are produced
and used in organizations. Technical artifacts are never

value‐neutral, as they are the products of value‐ and
persuasion‐driven subjects (Hagendorff, 2019) who (pre‐
consciously) inscribe discriminatory presuppositions into
digital technologies. As computer software is usually
developed for (and by) male information scientists it
is typically biased in their favor (Rajahonka & Villman,
2019). Big Data and other digital technologies must
therefore, according to Prietl (2019, p. 6), be seen as
“the product of numerous practices of categorization and
classification, of the production of comparability, and of
the demarcation between what gets included and what
does not, between what is considered as relevant and
what is not.” Such biased programming can occur in sev‐
eral ways:

On the one hand, by programming “preexisting
biases,” i.e., discriminatory beliefs of the subject, directly
into the technology or by missing gender‐inclusive fea‐
tures (see Prietl, 2023). An example is the Austrian AMS
algorithm, which selects job seekers according to their
chances of integration into the labor market. It then
assigns them to different categories and automatically
suggests jobs or training opportunities (Lopez, 2019).
However, the user interface only captures binary gen‐
der categories. Non‐binary jobseekers are thus not even
captured or must assign themselves to one of the gen‐
ders. The algorithm is also debatable because the job‐
seeker data is compared to an ideal base group of young
Austrian men whose chances of integration are particu‐
larly high (Büchner &Dosdall, 2021, p. 339). Büchner and
Dosdall (2021, p. 345, authors’ translation) have shown
that organizations tend to “pragmatically use qualita‐
tively problematic but existing datasets rather than
attempting to recreate them or refrain from using them
algorithmically.” When organizations embed biased algo‐
rithms into their decision architecture and make their
consequential decisions based on the algorithmic pre‐
sorting, it can lead to discrimination against women or
other genders.

On the other hand, if the programs are based
on machine learning, they can condition or reinforce
biases (Prietl, 2023). Such algorithms are often trained
by humans, so subjective value judgments and social
stereotypes end up in the training data. Consider here
Microsoft’s chatbot Tay, which was fed false, racist,
and discriminatory statements when interacting with
humans, so that after less than 24 hours it sent off
tweets like this one: “I fucking hate feminists and they
should all burn in hell” (Verhoeven, 2020, p. 236).
Another example is Amazon’s former recruiting soft‐
ware. The self‐programmed artificial intelligence was
supposed to pre‐select applicants and classify them into
a rating model. The applications of the last ten years
and their respective performance were used as training
data. The results of the AI: Male applicants were pre‐
ferred to female applicants. The reason was not only
that there were simply more male applicants and thus
more male entrants in the previous ten years, but also
that both characteristics with female connotations and
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terms frequently used by women were rated negatively
(Verhoeven, 2020, p. 237). Prietl (2023) states that these
results are not surprising if AI or self‐learning algorithms
use data sets that are inevitably from the past and derive
predictions for the future. In this way, the use of tech‐
nology can perpetuate established social inequality struc‐
tures (Prietl, 2023, p. 59). Thus, the software develop‐
ing organization becomes crucial in the development,
distribution, and use of discrimination‐neutral software.
Reflection on what the systems can represent, what
inequalities are perpetuated by them, and what attribu‐
tions to reality become central in the implementation
and distribution processes of digital technologies. For
organizations, the absence of such reflection means pro‐
cessing gender inequalities.

(B) The progress induced by digital technologies
can be inhibited during their use in the organization.
In other words: If organizations formally implement
anti‐discrimination software, their informal structures
may override this function (Roski, 2021). Just as tech‐
nical systems shape organizational decisions, organiza‐
tions shape how technology functions. For example,
efforts are being made, particularly in human resources
departments, to use digital technologies that avoid
gender biases in personnel recruitment and develop‐
ment processes.

A recent study explores a digital personnel manage‐
ment platform in which all organizational members cre‐
ate a profile, and this is then anonymously proposed for
vacancies (Baumgart et al., 2023). Through anonymiza‐
tion, the software was explicitly programmed to exclude
gender as a factor in personnel decisions. Personnel deci‐
sions would no longer be made based on personal net‐
works, gender, name, origin, sexuality, or one’s appear‐
ance, but solely on professional skills and fit. As a result,
the informal workaround established in the organiza‐
tion was for the anonymous profile holder and the man‐
ager of the vacant position to informally meet for coffee.
In the ensuing interaction, gender again became relevant
to personnel selection.

The anonymity of the internet is associated with the
hope of less gender‐based discrimination as it affords
anonymity and algorithmic rationality based on skills or
past performances. Instead, as Piasna and Drahokoupil
(2017, pp. 325–326) show, in online labor markets, gen‐
der stereotypes play a role in hiring decisions regard‐
ing types of work and contracts for women. Job post‐
ings or search algorithms that require constant availabil‐
ity and instant responsiveness discriminate against work‐
ers who combine online work with other activities, espe‐
cially caregiving.

In summary, the organization formally satisfies the
anti‐discrimination claims, but its informal structures
cancel out this functional potential of digital technology.
Gender is brought to the fore again in the interaction,
which could be disadvantageous for women. In the next
section we would like to discuss different possible solu‐
tions and strategies organizations could adopt to make

their own formal and informal structures more gender
inclusive on the one hand and to reflect on their software
production and use on the other hand.

4. Conclusion and Outlook

Contrary to the hopes associated with digitalization,
our explanations show two things: Organizations are
places that produce or can contain gender inequalities
in and around them. The same is true for (digital) tech‐
nologies that they apply but also produce. By connect‐
ing to the information brought to them, adapting their
decision‐making premises, and thus changing their struc‐
tures, organizations are also formatted, and digitalization
and gender are structurally intertwined. A circulating
relation emerges that can be observed from the organiza‐
tion as a reference problem. Regarding both relations—
whether starting from the digitalization that changes the
organization or starting from the organization that influ‐
ences the digitalization—it became clear that gender
inequalities are reproduced in organizations. Both rela‐
tions proceed as a kind of circulatory loop in which one
dynamic triggers and conditions the other.

Digitalization processes trigger new structures and
forms of work in organizations that can have negative
consequences for the social inclusion of all genders.
If men are the ones with decision‐making power or
creative influence on technologies in these new struc‐
tures, this can in turn influence the design of digitaliza‐
tion processes. A circular movement is also evident in
the other direction: Organizations (unintentionally) pro‐
gram gender biases into the technologies they develop.
When technological products are deployed in organiza‐
tions, they reproduce gender inequalities in the organiza‐
tional structures. These gender inequalities then in turn
influence the products that are produced in the organiza‐
tion. Digitalization can thus act as a catalyst of inequality‐
producing mechanisms, but it also has the potential to
mitigate inequality—which of these occurs can be influ‐
enced with the help of organizational design.

Organizations have one lever to try to mitigate or
prevent all three risks: their formalization. Studies have
shown that formalized organizational structures can
be advantageous for discriminated organizational mem‐
bers (Allmendinger & Hinz, 1999): Regulations on hiring
requirements, promotion criteria, and evaluation proce‐
dures reduce the risk of subjective decisions based on
functionally irrelevant characteristics. Joshi et al. (2015,
p. 1535) propose three issues diversity management
could focus on: “integrating accountability structures
into performance management and compensation prac‐
tices, designing jobs to promote greater equity among
incumbents, and implementing industry‐widementoring
programs for women.” In addition, women can rely on
such formal structures and specifications in the event of
discrimination if these prohibit such action. Even if for‐
mal regulations can cause unexpected informalities as a
consequential problem.
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Regarding gender inequalities in digital software
products, organizations could set up instances that
explicitly monitor the technologies. It would be imag‐
inable that departments that check the “user experi‐
ence” also test the technologies for gender—or other‐
wise discriminatory assumptions. It would also be con‐
ceivable for third‐party organizations to “audit, advise, or
sanction data processing practices at companies or gov‐
ernment institutions” (Hagendorff, 2019, p. 62, authors’
translation). Another possibility might be mandatory
training for software developers to reflect on the risk of
gender biases or to suggest programming ways to avoid
heteronormative assumptions. It could already help, as
Prietl (2019, p. 9) suggests, “protagonists [of Big Data]
acknowledge their own situatedness within social rela‐
tions of power and inequality and the effects this posi‐
tion has on the design of Big Data technologies and
the truth claims that they make.” On a positive note,
there are now even technical software solutions in use
that recognize gender biases in user interfaces and work‐
flows (Vorvoreanu et al., 2019, p. 1) or prevent forms of
social discrimination from being learned by computers
(Hagendorff, 2019, p. 60).

One thing is certain: As social systems that are
present in all areas of modern society, organizations can
play a supporting role in the social inclusion and equal
treatment of all genders (Schimank, 2005). They can
take up the structural potentials that accompany digi‐
tal transformations and reduce (gender) discrimination.
However, since gender equality does not help to fulfill
the organizational purpose (Meuser, 2004, p. 93) and
organizations are under constant pressure to refinance
(Kette, 2012), they have no genuine interest in eliminat‐
ing gender inequalities. While organizations’ initiatives
would be welcome, the appeal must be directed to poli‐
tics,which can put organizations under pressure to imple‐
ment legal measures (for some specific policy action see,
e.g., Hilbert, 2011). In this context, a scientific investiga‐
tion that takes a comparative look at different countries
paying attention to the effects of particularly diversity‐
friendly legislation could be fruitful. Simultaneously, we
suggest that our question concerning the inequality pro‐
ducing digital organization can also be studied concern‐
ing other marginalized groups as, e.g., everyday racism is
also reproduced in digital data (Hepp et al., 2022, p. 2).

We have shown that an organizational sociological
look at the dialogue between gender and organization
as well as digitalization and organization is worthwhile to
understand their mutual relations. What remains is the
wish that the intertwining of organization, digitalization,
and gender will be taken more into account by sociology
andother social sciences in the future and that the role of
organizations in the question of gender inequalities will
be reflected. As Acilar and Sæbø (2023, p. 241) state, it
is not possible to achieve sustainable development and
gender equality without having every gender’s meaning‐
ful participation in the information society.
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