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ABSTRACT
This study critically investigates the persistent underrepresentation of women in

executive management within the Gauteng Department of Infrastructure Development
(DID), a pivotal institution in South Africa’s male-dominated public infrastructure
sector. Despite progressive policy frameworks, including the Employment Equity Act
(1998) and national mandates for 50% female representation at all senior levels,
systemic gender disparities remain deeply entrenched.

Guided by African feminist epistemology and employing narrative inquiry, this
qualitative study centres the lived experiences of five women senior managers;
Mariah, Margaret, Mapholba, Kia and Nancy [pseudonyms] to interrogate the complex
organisational, personal and intersectional factors influencing women’s advancement
into executive roles at the DID.

Findings reveal that organisational barriers, including political gatekeeping, pervasive
surveillance and entrenched Boys’ Club networks, systematically obstruct participants
progression. Participants describe confronting the dual burdens of the glass ceiling,
which limits promotion and the glass cliff, where women are assigned high-risk, under-
resourced portfolios intended to absorb institutional failure. This hostile environment
denies women authority, recognition and support, resulting in widespread burnout and
emotional exhaustion.

On a personal level, caregiving responsibilities, lack of mentorship and absence of
formal development pathways exacerbate these challenges, disproportionately
impacting ethnic minority women and compounding systemic exclusion. The
experiences of harassment, marginalisation and intellectual erasure further
underscore gendered institutional violence as a deliberate mechanism to enforce
women’s marginality.

Importantly, the study refutes narratives that blame women for their stalled
progression. Instead, it reveals how institutional complicity sustains inequality by
rewarding conformity to masculinised leadership norms and punishing dissent.
Participants exhibit agency through organisational resistance, subversion and
redefining leadership beyond traditional frameworks.

This research calls for bold systemic reforms, including transparent leadership
pipelines, intersectional HR policies and trauma-informed trusted wellness initiatives.
Genuine gender equity demands dismantling entrenched power structures and
reconstructing institutions on the principles of care, accountability and justice.
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1. Chapter One

1.1 Research title
Factors influencing the advancement of women into executive management in

Gauteng’s infrastructure sector.

1.2 Statement of purpose
The purpose of this research is to determine the factors which influence the

advancement of women senior managers into executive management at the Gauteng

Department of Infrastructure Development [DID].

1.3 Background of the study
On 30 November 2005, Cabinet, through Memorandum 86A of 2005, adopted an

employment equity target aiming for 50% representation of women at all levels of the
Senior Management Service [SMS] by 31 March 2009 (DPSA, 2006). Despite various
policy instruments aimed at promoting gender equality, including the Employment
Equity Act [EEA] of 1998 and the 1997 White Paper on Human Resource
Management, gender equality targets remain unmet nearly two decades later. The
Department of Public Service and Administration [DPSA] highlights that women in
SMS often find themselves "stuck" in specific positions, indicating a persistent barrier
to upward mobility (2006).

1.4 Problem statement
While legislative and policy instruments have increased women's representation in

SMS, gender inequality in the public service persists. It is concerning that when
women are employed in SMS, the majority are at the entry level of Director, level 13
with progressively lessor representation at the higher levels of Chief Director, level 14
[CD], Deputy Director-General, level 15 [DDG] and Head of Department [HoD] or
Director General [DG] level 16. This situation is exacerbated within the public
infrastructure sector which traditionally has a lower representation of women
professionals in the construction and maintenance areas. It is alarming that women at
the bottom rungs of SMS tend to not progress or experience protracted delayed

progression to executive management.
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1.5 Research objectives
Utilising an African feminist epistemology, this study seeks to narrate the factors,

perspectives and experiences influencing the advancement of women senior
managers into the upper rungs of executive management at the DID, a provincial

government, infrastructure sector department.

1.6 Research questions
What are the factors influencing the progression of women into executive management

at the DID?
Sub-questions:
1. What are the organisational factors which influence women’s progression
into executive management?
2. What are the personal factors which influence women’s progression into
executive management?
What are the experiences of ethnic minority women?

Are women inhibitors of their own advancement?

1.7 Rationale of the study
Contemporary research primarily focuses on the factors affecting the progression of

women middle managers to senior management roles (Cross, 2009). Kahn and Louw
(2011) analysed organisational barriers for women in South Africa's public service.
Bello et al., (2022) analysed glass ceiling barriers in Nigeria's construction sector,
while April et al., (2007) and Mpemba (2018) explored factors limiting South African
women's entry into executive roles. Despite this focus, gaps remain regarding
women's upward mobility to executive positions, particularly in South Africa’s public
service. This gap is particularly pronounced in the public infrastructure sector. Rarer
still is the availability of narrative accounts extrapolated from the lived experience of

participants.

An analysis of 14 Gauteng Provincial Government [GPG] Departments including the
Office of the Premier [OoP] (2024), Gauteng Department of Social Development
[GDSD] (2024), Gauteng Department of Human Settlements [GDHS] (2024 ), Gauteng
Department of Agriculture, Rural Development and Environment [DARDE] (2024),
Gauteng Department of Sport, Art, Culture and Recreation [SACR] (2024), Gauteng
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Department of Community Safety [GDCS] (2024), Gauteng Department of Education
[GDE] (2024), Gauteng Department of Economic Development [DED] (2024),
Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs [CoGTA] (2024),
Gauteng Department of Health [GDoH] (2024), Department of e-Government [e-Gov]
(2024), Gauteng Provincial Treasury [GPT] (2024), Department of Infrastructure
Development [DID] (2024a) and Gauteng Department of Roads and Transport [GDRT]
(2024) drawing from their 2023-2024 Annual Reports revealed that of the 610 senior
managers in the province, only 45.4% were female, meaning that the GPG had not
reached 50% representation of women in SMS much less the 50% across all levels of
the SMS [Annexure 1] across the Province.

The data [Annexure 2] indicated that six of the 14 departments; OoP, GDSD, GDHS,
DARDE, GDCS and SACR had achieved between 54%-66% of the target. However,
the remaining eight had not obtained the target. The lowest performing departments
[Annexure 3] included GPT with 40%, DID with 38% and GDRT with 36%. This data
shows a clear disparity in women’s representation between senior management levels
13 and 14 and executive management levels 15 and 16 in Gauteng’s public sector
departments.

When disaggregating the GPG data, women hold 34 out of 90 executive management
positions or 37.8%, while men occupy 56 positions or 62.2%, revealing a significant
underrepresentation of women in executive management. This means that women are
significantly underrepresented at the apex of decision making and influence. At senior
management, women occupy 253 out of 572 positions or 44.3%, closer to parity but
still lagging behind men, who hold 319 positions or 55.7%. This data exposes a
troubling drop in women’s representation as they advance; from 44.3% in senior
management down to just 37.8% in executive management. Meanwhile, men’s share
increases from 55.7% to 62.2%. These figures highlight a throttling of women’s
progression into executive management. Despite a strong presence at lower senior

levels, women face persistent barriers to reaching the top.

Across the departments, there are significantly more women in levels 13 and 14 (253)
compared to executive management (34). While some departments like the OoP and
GDSD have high percentages of women in executive management, most show a
sharp decline in female representation as positions become more senior. Notably,
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departments such as the GPT have a strong female presence in senior management
but no women in executive management roles. Whilst the DID has a large gap in
female representation, with only 22 women out of 60 SMS at levels 13 and 14. This
indicates that although women are well represented at senior management levels, they
face barriers to advancement into executive management. This makes it vitally
important to study the factors influencing the progression of women into executive
management at the DID.

Two of the three bottom performers; the DID and GDRT are within the infrastructure
sector which has a bias to employing male employees. Despite progressive legislation
in South Africa, the infrastructure sector continues to exhibit a strong gender bias
favouring male employees. Women face persistent barriers including discrimination,
harassment and cultural stereotypes that restrict their entry and advancement (Zungu,
2024; English & Le Jeune, 2012). Structural issues such as inflexible work conditions
and lack of mentorship also contribute to their underrepresentation (Sangweni & Root,
2015). Furthermore, policy implementation remains weak, limiting real change
(English & Le Jeune, 2012). These factors collectively reinforce a male-dominated
environment that inhibits gender equity in the infrastructure industry which maybe
reflective of the substantially lower representation of women across all levels of SMS
within these departments.

This study will seek to provide a holistic view of the experiences of five women senior
managers at the DID exploring the factors influencing the progression of women in the
public infrastructure sector into executive management. Through this feminist
narrative inquiry, the research will gather comprehensive narratives from participants
to better understand this phenomenon. The study may provide guidance on how the

sector can attain more gender inclusivity in the upper ranks of executive management.

1.8 Delimitations of the study
The study targets women senior managers within the DID, with deliberate delimitations

to explore the experiences of this specific subgroup within the public infrastructure
sector's SMS. The delimitations are defined by gender, senior managerial role and
geographic location, ensuring that the research question and objectives are aligned
with the chosen study population.
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1.9 Assumptions
The study operates under the assumption that participants will provide truthful

accounts of their experiences. To facilitate honest and comprehensive disclosure,

participants have been provided with assurances of confidentiality.

1.10 Summary
This study investigates the factors influencing the advancement of women into

executive management within Gauteng’s DID. Despite progressive gender equity
legislation, women remain underrepresented at executive levels, particularly in male-
dominated sectors like infrastructure. Drawing on African feminist epistemology, the
research explores the lived experience of five women senior managers through
narrative inquiry. This research investigates the factors influencing the progression of
women into executive management at the DID, with a focus on organisational
dynamics, personal barriers, the experiences of ethnic minority women and the extent
to which women may internalise or contribute to their own marginalisation. The study
seeks to expose structural and cultural inhibitors and contribute towards building more
gender-inclusive, transformative leadership pathways in the public infrastructure

sector.

The subsequent chapter undertakes a critical review of the relevant literature and
delineates the African feminist analytical framework that underpins the theoretical and

analytical orientation of this study.
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2. Chapter Two: Literature review

2.1 Introduction

According to the United Nations Development Programme’s (2023), Gender and
Social Norms Index [GSNI], increasing women's representation in executive
management can challenge stereotypes and drive legal reforms for women's rights,
introducing diverse perspectives and gender-sensitive agendas that influence policy
outcomes. The GSNI highlights that women hold only 31% of executive leadership
positions in public administration globally (UNDP, 2023). Thoni and Volk (2021) argue
that greater representation of women in leadership correlates with improved public
services and development outcomes. The South African government set a gender
equality target to obtain 50% representation of women at all levels of SMS in 2005.
Nineteen years later in 2024, the government had only attained 43% representation of
women in SMS (Makhasi, 2024). This makes it critical to research the factors which

influence the progression of women in SMS to executive management.

Building on the problem statement, scope, research questions and rationale
established in the preceding chapter, this chapter presents a rigorous critique of the
relevant literature and articulates the African feminist analytical framework that
anchors the study’s theoretical and methodological foundation.

2.2 Empirical literature review
The first section on this review will delve into the public service barriers to attain gender

equality in SMS. The latter part will detail the personal limitations to the career

progression of women.

2.2.1 Public service environment: floors, ceilings, doors and benches
According to the DPSA (2009) the SMS is mainly composed of African men, followed

by African women, with lower representation from White men, White women, Asian
men, Coloured men, Asian women and Coloured women. This indicates that while
some women may progress, racial exclusion persists for minorities, suggesting that
intersectional identities, including race and gender can hinder equity. Mello and Phago
(2007) argue that patriarchy continues in the public service, as men in leadership often

appoint other men, impeding women's advancement.
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Kahn and Louw (2011) argue that a glass ceiling restricts women in SMS, where they
mainly reach Director and CD positions but are significantly under-represented in
executive roles. This demonstrates that the public service has not only failed to reach
50% female representation in SMS but also struggles to integrate women at all levels,
indicating a ceiling on their progression. Mathur-Helm (2005) notes that the majority
of women in SMS are African Black, with minimal representation from minority groups,

suggesting prevalent racial discrimination and exclusion within the public service.

Ngalo and Mtsweni (2024) content that the glass cliff which describes a pattern where
women are appointed to leadership roles during periods of institutional crisis or
instability, positions them in precarious roles with limited support and or resources is
present in the South African public service. Toni and Moodly (2019) argue the glass
cliff, reinforces institutional cultures that undermine women's authority resulting in
women leaders face heightened scrutiny, increased risk of failure and reduced long-

term influence.

A DPSA (2007) survey revealed a concerning preference among SMS women for male
managers, who are perceived as more lenient, while female managers were viewed
as stricter and harder on women in junior positions. This could be a manifestation of
queen bee syndrome. This term, coined by Staines et al., (1973), describes women in
executive roles who protect their interests and exclude those in lower ranks (Mathur-
Helm, 2005). Additionally, likeability bias affects women's advancement, as assertive
women often receive less support and fewer promotions compared to equally qualified
men. Women face a double bind, they must be assertive to be perceived as competent
but this can diminish their likability; a challenge men do not encounter (Lean In, 2024).

The DPSA seeks to eliminate barriers to women's mobility in SMS, aiming for a
"barrier-free public service" (2009). The department (2006) highlights the glass ceiling
effect, coined by Loden in 1978, which refers to invisible barriers hindering women's
advancement, including gender-biased rules, limited training, family responsibilities
and negative perceptions of women leaders. McKinsey and Company (2023) identify
performance bias as harmful to women's promotions, with women assessed on past
achievements while men are evaluated for future potential. They recommend

implementing Diversity, Equity and Inclusion [DEI] metrics to ensure that the
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intersectional aspects of women's identities such as race, age, ability and class are
recognised, preventing a homogenous approach to integrating women into executive

management.

In 2007, the DPSA introduced the 8 Principle Plan of Action to promote women's
empowerment and gender equality in the public service, aiming to create a non-sexist
policy environment, meet equity targets, support gender mainstreaming, implement
empowerment programs and ensure effective monitoring. Despite these and other
interventions, the needle moved from 34.87% in 2009 to 43% in 2024 (Makhasi, 2024),
signalling a minuscule shift of 8.13% over 15 years. Kahn and Low (2011) assert that
it will take centuries for women to attain parity with men in executive management

roles.

The progression of women SMS in infrastructure is even more constrained. Dicke et
al., (2019); Jacobs (2019) and Stewart et al., (2021); find that societal expectations
and gender stereotypes significantly shape career choices, leading women toward
caregiving and service-oriented fields, while men are often encouraged to enter
engineering, technology and construction. According to Aydin and Erbil (2022); Cheng
and Yang (2021); Civici and Yemiscgioglu (2021); Madikizela and Haup (2010); Naoum
et al., (2020); Naismith et al., (2017) and Shola and Abdulazeez (2020); women in the
infrastructure sector encounter barriers to advancement due to the industry’s, boys
construction club which is traditionally masculine with sexist attitudes manifesting as
biased gender social norms. The International Labour Organisation [ILO] (2017)
describes unconscious gender bias, as autopilot cognitive associations with traditions,
norms, values, culture and stereotypes regarding women's abilities and leadership
which can result in biased evaluations, scant promotions and limited access to senior

positions.

The ILO’s (2017) findings on unconscious gender bias highlight systemic barriers that
restrict women’s advancement, directly impacting an organisation’s bench strength by
narrowing the internal leadership talent pipeline. Bench strength refers to an
organisation’s ability to identify, develop and retain internal talent ready to assume
leadership roles. This supports long-term sustainability and reduces dependency on
external hires (Lyness & Heilman, 2006). It is closely linked to succession planning
and maintaining organisational continuity. The concept draws on organisational
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theories such as Role Congruity Theory, which explains how leadership perceptions
are influenced by gender stereotypes (Eagly & Karau, 2002). The Stereotype Content
Model also provides insight, showing that women may be viewed as warm but less

competent. This perception affects leadership assessments (Fiske et al., 2002).

Advantages of bench strength include leadership stability, cost-effective succession,
and improved employee engagement (Heilman, 2001; Lyness & Heilman, 2006).
However, risks include internal homogeneity, favouritism and the reinforcement of
existing inequalities, particularly if diversity is not prioritised (Zhang, 2019; Heilman &
Lyness, 2006). Nzimakwe and Pillay (2014) argue that political interference in senior

appointments further erodes the effectiveness of leadership pipelines.

Developing bench strength requires several strategic initiatives. Succession planning
and regular talent reviews help identify high-potential employees (Zhang &
Rajagopalan, 2010). Structured leadership programmes, including job rotations and
challenging assignments, prepare candidates for complex roles. Mentorship and
coaching provide targeted support and enable knowledge transfer. Strong
performance management systems, including consistent feedback, help align
personal development with organisational goals. Furthermore, DEI initiatives expand
the talent pool and ensure that leadership development efforts are equitable (Zhang &
Rajagopalan, 2010).

Finally, bench strength is essential for leadership continuity and organisational
resilience. To be effective, organisations must embed inclusive practices, address
bias, and invest in structured development frameworks. This approach not only
prepares future leaders but also enhances fairness, innovation and long-term

performance.

Despite efforts to advance gender equality in South Africa’s public service, systemic
barriers, unconscious bias and limited bench strength hinder women’s progression to
executive roles, necessitating inclusive, intersectional leadership development
strategies. Therefore, it is vital to study the experiences of women SMS in the
infrastructure sector to determine the factors influencing their progression into

executive management.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663




2.2.2 Personal factors: work-life-wife
In South Africa, societal norms expect women to take career breaks to fulfil their

caregiving responsibilities creating the perception that women are not ideal workers,
a discriminatory practice which impacts negatively on their career progression (April
et al., 2007). Booysen (2007) and Pile (2004) assert that a significant challenge for

women in senior management is balancing career and family responsibilities.

Waldfogel (1998) argues that the belief that women must sacrifice family to pursue
executive careers remains prevalent. The findings of the April et al., (2007) study
indicate women in leadership roles rely on home support systems, such as au pairs,
domestic help and engaged partners to focus on their careers, acknowledging that
they could not succeed without this assistance. However, not all women benefit from
these support systems and many cannot depend on their partners for assistance. In
South Africa, married women face increased cultural, social and caregiving
responsibilities, yet the literature offers limited exploration of the work-life-wife
balance.

Societal pressures regarding women's child-rearing roles significantly impact their
career decisions related to work-life balance (April et al., 2007). According to Correll
et al., (2007); Burgess, (2013); and Kim and Hahn, (2022), women face a motherhood
penalty in the workplace, resulting in perceptions of lower competence and
commitment, reduced salaries, fewer advancement opportunities and less

representation in leadership roles compared to fathers and childfree women.

Role incongruity described by Torres et al., (2024) highlights the conflict between
traditional female roles and leadership expectations, disadvantaging women and
gender-diverse individuals who are mothers from ascending to executive leadership
positions due to the stereotypical association of leadership with masculinity and its
incongruity with the stereotype of feminine mothering.

Societal expectations, caregiving responsibilities and the motherhood penalty hinder
South African women’s leadership progression, as role incongruity and limited support
systems challenge their ability to balance work, life, and cultural norms. Given the host
of personal factors and the agency exhibited from women, it is imperative to study this
phenomenon within the appropriate context.
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2.3 Analytical framework
Feminism has developed through three distinct waves from the nineteenth to the

twenty-first centuries, each shaping its discourse (Hooks, 1998). The first wave
prioritised the legislative rights of middle-class white women in the first world, while
the second wave expanded the feminist agenda but ultimately led to a hegemonic form
of feminism that overlooked diversity (Truth, 1851) . The third wave critiqued this
hegemony, emphasising the diverse and non-monolithic nature of women's
experiences (Walker, 1991).

These waves fall short in addressing the complexities of women's issues in Africa.
Naidu (2010) argues that African women's experiences cannot be conflated with those
of black women globally due to their unique socio-political contexts. Feminist and
Black feminist theories often create a dangerous homogeneity that obscures individual
narratives. Sowa (2015) advocates for recognising African women's agency and

personal strategies, moving beyond victimisation.

Sen (2017) posits that agency is vital for human development, emphasising the
freedom to pursue individual values. Biased gender norms undermine women’s
agency, manifesting as imposter syndrome and low self-confidence, which can hinder
career advancement. Davies (1991) highlights how oppressive discourses perpetuate
women's subordination, urging feminist researchers to create counter-narratives that
visibilise women's agency. Management texts are in the main authored by men,
directed at men and from the positionality of men, excluding women from the discourse
(Crainer, 2003). Texts with a masculine bias can fail to address emerging trends in the
workforce pertaining to the progression of women from senior management into

executive management (Kellan, 2008).

Intersectionality is a theoretical framework that explores how different social identities,
such as race, gender, class, sexuality and disability interact to create unique
experiences of privilege and oppression. Coined by Crenshaw (1989), the term
critiques the limitations of single-axis approaches in feminist and anti-racist thinking.
Crenshaw introduced intersectionality to highlight the compounded discrimination
experienced by Black women, who are often excluded from dominant narratives in

both feminist and racial justice movements.
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Collins (1986) augmented the concept through her theory of the matrix of domination,
emphasising that oppressions are interconnected and structurally embedded.
Similarly, Mohanty (1984) critiqued the colonial underpinnings of Western feminism,
arguing for a more global and postcolonial perspective that centres women from the
Global South. Greenaway and Eibach (2008) added the concept of intersectional
invisibility, showing how people with multiple marginalised identities are often rendered
invisible in both social and institutional contexts.

Intersectionality is essential as it provides a more nuanced and holistic understanding
of social inequality. It informs inclusive research practices, promotes equity in policy-
making and ensures that voices at the margins are acknowledged. By recognising the
complexity of individual identities and systemic power, intersectionality offers a critical

lens for creating meaningful social change.

The African Feminist Forum [AFF], established in 2006, adopted a Charter of Feminist
Principles affirming a commitment to dismantling patriarchy. This research aligns with
the AFF's approach, focusing on African women as subjects within their historical
contexts while emphasising their agency. The study will employ postmodern feminist
theory as its critical framework to explore factors influencing the progression of women

senior managers into executive roles.

2.4 Summary
This chapter offers a comprehensive literature review examining factors influencing

women’s advancement into executive management, particularly in South Africa’s
public service and infrastructure sector. It explores organisational barriers such as the
glass ceiling, gender biases and racial exclusion, alongside personal challenges
including work-life balance and societal expectations. The chapter critically engages
with feminist theory, emphasising African feminist perspectives and intersectionality to
address unique socio-political contexts. It highlights the persistent
underrepresentation of women in senior roles despite policy efforts, underscoring the
need for inclusive leadership development grounded in nuanced, context-specific

frameworks.
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This study contextualises the experiences of five women in senior management levels
13 and 14 in the public infrastructure sector, illustrating how they navigate challenges
and leverage resources to advance their careers, demonstrating that their agency is

active and impactful despite constraints.

The upcoming chapter will outline the research methodology employed to explore
factors influencing women’s progression into executive management at Gauteng’s
DID. Grounded in African feminist epistemology and postmodern feminist theory, it
leverages qualitative narrative inquiry to capture rich, contextualised experiences of
women senior managers. It details sampling, data collection, analysis, ethical
considerations and validation strategies; emphasising reflexivity, participant agency
and rigorous ethical research practices to ensure trustworthiness and meaningful
insight.
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3. Chapter Three: Research Methodology

3.1 Introduction
This study explored the factors that influence the advancement of women into

executive management positions within Gauteng’'s DID. By employing an African
Feminist epistemology, it narrates the personal experiences, perspectives and
contextual factors that affect women senior managers’ ascension to higher levels of

leadership within the department.

3.2 Research design and decisions
The methodological approach of this study aligns with Feminist and African Feminist

perspectives, aiming to highlight the unique voices and agency of participants. African
feminisms critique traditional academic norms, arguing for increased rigor,
positionality, reflexivity and alternative data collection methods to enrich knowledge.
This critique challenges the hegemonic discourse surrounding gender in management
research (Limerick & O’Leary, 2006). The interpretivist management philosophy used
here leverages qualitative methods; particularly narrative inquiry to acknowledge the
researcher’s subjective role in knowledge creation (Neuman, 2021).

Grounded in postmodern feminist theory, this study adopts the concept of nonunitary
subjectivity, viewing selfhood as a dynamic process (Weedon, 1987; Smith, 1993).
Unlike positivist paradigms, which portray researchers as detached, this approach
underscores the value-laden and gendered nature of research (Saunders et al., 2020).
The study followed an inductive approach, employing qualitative narrative inquiry to
generate theoretical insights. A preliminary literature review informed the development
of an interview guide and subsequent analyses has revisited the literature to ensure
alignment with findings. The goal was to provide a holistic understanding of the
experiences of women senior managers at the DID. By focusing on narratives that
extend from just before their entry into senior management up to the interview, the

research captures a contextualised view of their journeys (Chase, 2011).

3.3 Population
The study focused on women senior managers at the DID. Of the 55 SMS inclusive of

both genders as of May 2025; 24 or 44% of the target population are women, with 15
Directors, five CDs, three DDGs and one at HoD level (DID, 2024 b) [Annexure 4].
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Among them, two are from ethnic minority racial groups, while the majority of this
population 98% identify as African (DID, 2024 b). This study focused on a sample of
five women participants regardless of race. This sample includes women senior
managers involved in various professions, including infrastructure development,
maintenance, finance, property, the Expanded Public Works Programme [EPWP],
Infrastructure Research, Planning and Systems [IRPS] and corporate services.

3.4 Sample and sampling method
The sample for this narrative inquiry consists of five participants, chosen to ensure

diversity and depth rather than representativeness (Saunders et al., 2020).
Participants were selected based on gender and their vocation as senior managers in
level 13 and 14. Two sampling strategies have been employed; purposive self-
selection and snowball sampling. Initially, potential participants were informed via
email [Annexure 5] and text message, allowing them to volunteer. Following this,
participants recommended others, expanding the pool (Noy, 2008). Snowball
sampling is reliant on participant referrals and can introduce participants who are in
close proximity to the referrers (Wagner et al., 2017), possibly introducing selection
bias and network-bias (Hancean, Lubbers2 & Molina, 2021).The sampling process
concluded once five participants were obtained.

3.5 Research Instruments and data collection
In-depth, semi-structured narrative interviews were the primary data collection

method. This approach fostered an egalitarian environment, empowering participants
in the knowledge creation process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). A preliminary literature
review guided the development of the interview guide [Annexure 6] enabling flexibility
in questioning to extract rich, meaningful data (Richie et al., 2013).

Interviews were conducted in settings chosen by participants to ensure the privacy
and comfort of participants. The duration of each session was between 210-300
minutes. With permission [Annexure 7], interviews were audio recorded and
transcribed totalling 197 pages of transcripts, supplemented by field notes and
unstructured observations to enrich the data (Punch, 2014). The researcher
maintained a reflective diary to document thoughts, reflections and emotional
responses during data collection.
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3.6 Data analysis strategies and interpretation
Data was analysed using thematic narrative analysis. Initial themes were noted in field

observations and the reflective diary. The transcription process ensured alignment
between oral and written soft data, preserving individual narratives while extracting

themes and patterns relevant to the sample (Saunders et al., 2020).

3.7 Limitations
The study acknowledges potential limitations, such as the Hawthorne Effect, where

participants alter behaviour due to awareness of observation (Sujatha et al., 2019).
Building rapport helped mitigate this issue. The findings may not be generalisable to
all public service contexts due to the specificity of the DID and the infrastructure sector;
however, the study aimed to provide a rich, contextual understanding of women’s
experiences within this environment (Punch, 2014). Reliance on participants’ memory
presents another limitation. To enhance reliability, the researcher created timelines to
cross-check recollections. Portelli (2009) emphasises that oral narratives vary with
each telling, necessitating an integration of the researcher’s reflections on identity and
positionality in the analysis.

3.8 Transferability
This study generated a “rich, thick description” (Creswell & Poth, 2018), allowing

readers to assess transferability based on the richness of the data, bolstered by
detailed field notes and reflective journaling.

3.9 Truthfulness and validation
The study committed to a transparent research process. Creswell and Poth (2018)

suggest documenting key insights and disclosing biases to ensure validation. This
qualitative study considered truthfulness and validation, which may be confirmed
through the triangulation of several sources of data including of audio recordings,
transcripts, field notes and informed consent documentation. The researcher discloses
that their professional affiliation grants access to the purposive study population. This
is counterbalanced by the study populations agency and right to reject or accept
participation. The researcher's familiarity with the environment enhances
understanding, while peer review was facilitated through the research supervisor.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT 24 STUDENT #2824663



3.10 Trustworthiness
This study committed to a research process that is fair, honest, truthful, confirmable,

and unbiased. Aware of potential transference and countertransference, the
researcher maintained reflexivity, recognising their privilege as both a woman and
researcher with senior management experience. To mitigate bias, the researcher
chose a study population which did not report to them and adhered to all access
protocols as a student. The researcher positioned themself strictly as a researcher,
openly acknowledging similarities and differences with participants and discussing
these transparently. No third parties were present during interviews. Following
Neuman’s (2014) ethical guidance, the researcher avoided exploitation of participants.
Participants were not compensated financially but all consented to audio recording
and data use. This feminist approach embraces value-laden research rooted in
women’s experiences (Shipman, 1997).

To uphold confidentiality and in keeping with the African feminist praxis and reflexive
foundation of this study, participants were invited to create their own pseudonyms.
This was not merely a protective measure but a deliberate act of agency; allowing
each woman to name herself, assert her identity and situate her voice within the

research on her own terms, while remaining anonymous.

3.11 Ethical considerations
This research adhered to the Protection of Personal Information Act [POPI], ensuring

responsible data management. Participant confidentiality is paramount, with identities

known only to the researcher and supervisor.

Rigorous de-identification maintained confidentiality with self-selected pseudonyms
used in reporting. De-identification, the process of removing or altering personal
identifiers to prevent individual identification, is vital in feminist research to safeguard
privacy and uphold ethics (Swales, 2021). It protects vulnerable groups, such as
participants in this study, from further harm or stigmatisation (Harding, 2020). Rooted
in a feminist ethic of care, this approach firmly prioritises the wellbeing of participants,
minimising risk while pursuing scientific knowledge with a deep sense of responsibility
and respect for participants; at the centre of the research (Franzke et al., 2020). De-

identification disrupts power imbalances by anonymising marginalised voices
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(Harding, 2020) and supports data justice by preventing the exploitation of sensitive
data (Weinberg, 2020). Ultimately, it reflects a broader commitment to ethical,
inclusive and socially responsible research.

This academic qualification is funded through a bursary from the DID, which imposes
no restrictions on research topic, location, academic oversight or influence on the
contents thereof. The contractual conditionalities hinge on the successful completion
of the qualification within the prescribed timeframe and the adherence to a prescribed
work-back period; failing which the bursary value must be repaid.

Permission has been obtained from the DID [Annexure 8] for onsite research. Written
informed consent [Annexure 7] was secured from participants including permission
for audio recording. The researcher acknowledges the right of participants to decline
participation and committed to their welfare, pausing or terminating interviews if
distress arose. An ethical clearance certificate was obtained from Wits Business
School [Annexure 9].

3.12 Summary
This chapter outlines the study’s feminist research methodology, grounded in African

feminist epistemology, to explore the experiences of women senior managers in
Gauteng’s DID. Using qualitative narrative inquiry, it prioritises reflexivity, positionality,
and ethical rigour. Five participants were purposively selected and rich, in-depth
interviews were conducted and thematically analysed. The chapter discusses
sampling, data collection, analysis and validation strategies, alongside ethical
considerations, including confidentiality, de-identification and informed consent.
Researcher reflexivity, trustworthiness and the value-laden nature of feminist inquiry
are emphasised, affirming participant agency and ensuring responsible, non-
exploitative knowledge production within a respectful and contextually grounded

framework.

The forthcoming chapter introduces the study's five participants and presents key
research findings. The chapter sets the stage for deeper qualitative analysis by
providing individual participant backgrounds and contexts, which help frame their lived
experiences within the broader structural challenges identified.
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4.Chapter Four: Research Findings

4.1 Introduction

As at May 2025, the DID had 55 SMS. 31 or 56% male and 24 or 44% are female. The
largest number of females were located in Director level with 15 females to 24 males.
At CD level there were five females and six males. There were no persons of colour
in the executive management. There were five persons of colour across the SMS. Two
of the five were female (DID, 2025a).

According to the DID’s EEA submission in form of EEA4 reports (2024b) the total
remuneration for levels 13 and 14 was R 746 188 77. African males earned R41 065
500 against African females, R 23 851563. Coloured males earned R2 733 027 and
Indian males R1 433 355 while coloured females R1 593 762 and Indian females

R1 433 355. The total remuneration for persons of colour was R7 193 499. Across
the SMS, men collectively earned over R45 200 00 while women earned just under
R26.9 million. The average male salary stood at R1 460 000, while the average for
females lagged behind at approximately R1 120 000. This translated into a gender pay
gap of 23.2% less for females. African males earned nearly double the total of African
females. Indian and Coloured females earned on par with their male counterparts on

the same level.

Participants in this study were either Directors or CDs. They are aged between 35 to
65 years old, each of these five professionals has between three and 35 years of
senior management experience. Academically distinguished, they hold NQF levels
ranging from Bachelor to Master’s degrees, with several boasting more than three
qualifications. None were promoted internally, each was appointed from outside the
organisation. Their annual remuneration spans from R1 217 000 to R1 717 000. All
are parents, navigating the demands of leadership alongside personal realities; two in
stable marriages or relationships, three amid relationship or marriage uncertainty or
separation. See [Annexure 10] for a list of participants in the order they volunteered to
participate in this study.

The forthcoming section will introduce and contextualise participants. Participants are
identified by self-selected pseudonyms and are presented in the order they

volunteered.
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4.2 Overview and contextual background of participants
This section provides an overview and contextual background of the five participants

involved in the study.

4.2.1 Mariah: Good enough for the work but not the title
Mariah is a seasoned public servant whose career spans multiple layers of

government. She is grounded in a strong academic foundation and a resolute
commitment to people-centred service. Her leadership is rooted in growth,
transformation and a deep sense of purpose, all balanced with an unwavering

dedication to family and community upliftment.

“I'm the type of person that values development,” Mariah reflects. “Success for me is
about impact; what contribution have | made to your life to help you move forward?”
This philosophy underpins her approach to leadership. It is measured not in titles, but
in transformation. Whether improving processes or delivering services, she is driven
by the question of how systems can better serve people. “We put processes in place
and analyse and understand exactly where the issues are,” she says, speaking with
the calm authority of someone who has led change from the ground up.

Beyond her formal roles, Mariah mentors’ young people, encouraging them to be
intentional in their career paths and to strive for excellence. She has also created
platforms for women to heal and grow. “True growth starts at the personal level,” she
explains, recognising that professional success is hollow without personal grounding.

For Mariah, faith, reflection and nurturing others are essential parts of leadership.

Yet even with her depth of experience and evident capability, Mariah has not been
immune to the systemic barriers faced by women in leadership. “I was acting in the
role for years but | wasn’t even shortlisted when the post was advertised,” she says.
“It was given to a male who was less qualified than me.” Her experience, unfortunately,
is not an isolated one. “You’re good enough to do the work but not good enough for
the title or the pay.”

Working in a male-dominated environment has compounded these frustrations. “Even
now at the DID, the opportunities don’t come to us. It's always all male first, regardless

of race, and then women.” The daily grind has left her with little time or space to focus
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on her own growth. “You start meetings at 6 am and they run late into the evening.
After those meetings, you're often told that the report is due at 6 am the next morning,
so you're indirectly told not to sleep.”

Her honesty is disarming, especially when she reflects on how the system stifles
potential. “Work is a waste of time. We wake up to repeat the same thing all the time.
Lack of purpose, recycling the problem.” She adds, “There’s a culture here that
prevents progress. The system itself is a barrier. Systems thinkers say that the
objective of the system is to sustain itself. There is nothing | can do to change the
system.”

Still, Mariah does not stop dreaming. “I need an exit strategy,” she declares. Her
ambition is to contribute at a national level, to influence standards and shape the
quality of public service. “I'm tired of sitting at platforms where you don’t contribute
towards the narrative or have real influence. Where we’re not heard.” And yet, through
it all, she continues to lead with conviction, with clarity and with care.

4.2.2 Margaret: System of selective protection and structural ceilings
Margaret is a resilient and principled public servant whose career spans across

multiple departments and sectors. She is a matriarch and a caregiver, supporting
atypical family members while simultaneously pursuing a higher NQF qualification.
Her leadership is grounded in public value, people development and unwavering
integrity.

“People often assume I'm not contributing,” she says calmly. “But when it comes to
actual work, it's me who develops them.” This quiet but impactful style of leadership
often goes unrecognised and Margaret is candid about the exclusion she has faced
throughout her career. “The development paths are not the same. Some men are
protected; they're moved strategically and placed where they’ll grow. But when it
comes to others, especially women, they create structural blocks to keep you stuck. If
you're not aligned with their agenda, you're left in one position until you decide to leave

on your own.”

Despite successfully delivering results and passing audits, she often finds her efforts
ignored or attributed to others. “In practice, | feel like I'm just collecting a salary. I'm
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disengaged. | often find myself bored and detached, sometimes not even listening in
meetings. | believe that’s due to the trauma I've experienced. It’s like I'm emotionally
shut down.” The environment at senior management level, she notes, is deeply toxic.
“It's hostile and not safe. Agendas are pushed and there’s no trust. You fear speaking
out because of possible retaliation. There’s no compassion or humanity. It's all about
removing people. It's systemic and endorsed from the top.”

She is forthright about the gendered barriers that continue to undermine leadership
development. “There’s a structural ceiling. Promotions are driven by motives, not
merit.” Even when women do break through, she explains, the support they receive is
conditional. “I'm looking for a job that comes with a promotion. | want to advance the
knowledge | have. Right now, I'm facing stagnation. That’'s why I'm furthering my
qualifications. | want to relate what’s happening inside with the world outside.”

Her most recent redeployment was deeply demoralising. “I was moved without
consultation. There was no onboarding, no communication. | was excluded from
meetings.” The stress led to hospitalisation for major depression and sensory
impairment “No one even acknowledged it when | returned,” she says quietly. Still,
Margaret holds fast to her purpose. “Even in the face of exclusion, | remain steadfast.”
Her vision is clear. She hopes to contribute at a national level, where experience,
ethical leadership and humanity are not only valued but expected.

4.2.3 Mapholba: Once you join the DID you stagnate and regress
“I’'m an acquired taste. I'm no longer going to put myself in a position where | constantly

have to prove myself to anyone.” With this powerful declaration, Mapholba, a
seasoned professional with a strong background outside the public service,
encapsulates a profound shift in mindset. She has not been satisfied with her
progression at the DID, “Since | joined the DID it feels like someone removed the
wheels, slammed on the brakes. I'm trying to walk the car forward with my feet”. A
mother and family-centred leader, she is now actively prioritising inner peace,

autonomy and personal integrity over traditional career aspirations.

‘I no longer have aspirations within the public service,” she admits. Frustrated by
chaotic internal politics and a stagnant professional culture, “once you join the DID,
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you stagnate. You even regress,” she has set her sights on a Chief Operating Officer

[COOQ] role in a more structured and progressive environment.

Yet her contributions have been significant. “One of my proudest achievements has
been leading teams from mediocre to exceptional performance,” she says, having
brought visibility and systems thinking to a neglected division. Her strategic leadership
aligned internal teams and external stakeholders, creating a foundation for credible
service delivery. Mapholba’s leadership philosophy is rooted in empathy and trust. “I
don’t micromanage. | care about my team as human beings first,” she states. Still, she
doesn’t feel equally respected by senior leadership, 1 am valued only for the outputs

| deliver, not as a person.”

Her gendered critique of the SMS is sobering: ‘It is a Boys’ Club... We’ve lost the will
to appoint women in senior roles.” Despite her credibility she describes herself, “I'm
like that tool in the toolbox you reach for when you’re in trouble” yet recognition

remains absent.

Mapholba’s journey is one of resilience, clarity and unshakable dignity. She no longer
begs to be seen. She delivers, she leads, and she walks away, whole and unbroken.

4.2.4 Kia: | don’t want the degradation
Kia is a seasoned and deeply resilient public servant. Her influence has been shaped

not only by time but by enduring grit, care and clarity of purpose. A woman of quiet
strength, Kia brings to her work a complexity grounded in lived experience, personal
sacrifice and deep institutional knowledge.

Professionally headhunted into senior management through cadre deployment, Kia’s
rise was no accident. She stepped into leadership during a period of instability,
managing “broken systems” while two male directors engaged in a power struggle. ‘I
just stepped in quietly and did the work,” she says, describing her calm but assertive
intervention. Self-taught in government finance and systems, she became a respected
and effective leader.

However, Kia’s career has also been marked by deep institutional betrayal linked to
sexual harassment. She endured politically motivated enforcement processes “without
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legal standing,” leading to emotional collapse, financial devastation and the erosion of
her family’s support. “| wasn'’t ok for a very long time,” she reflects. Yet even then, she
found healing through action. Building a road in her rural village “probably saved me,”

she explains, a literal act of repair during a time of personal disintegration.

Her personal life, too, offered little relief. Isolated by a disengaged partner during her
lowest professional moments, Kia turned inward. “I think I’'m more measured. | protect
myself. | don’t let people in easily anymore.” This isolation forged a sharper, more
reflective leadership style; one marked by empathy, discernment and quiet authority.
Kia’'s life extends far beyond her job title. She is a family genealogist, hairdresser,
florist and caretaker. She rejects offers of executive roles that compromise her
integrity. “| don’t want the degradation.” Instead, she leads with conviction: “If you don’t
want people to be afraid, then don’t lead with fear.”

4.2.5 Nancy: DID is not my company - they will replace me
Nancy is a seasoned public servant whose career spans across the private sector and

government. With technical depth, a sharp intellect and unwavering personal values,
she has emerged as a principled leader who values truth over title and purpose over

position.

Her dynamic career reflects a restless intellect. “| get bored easily,” she admits,
describing her progression from the private sector into various public roles. Appointed
as senior manager, she later chose to withdraw. “I had to take a step down to grow,”
she explains. “That crowd, the SMT [Senior Management Team] and EMT [Executive
Management Team], was really inhibiting my growth. | don’t want to be a DDG,” citing
the politics and lack of objectivity at that level.

Nancy’s leadership style is marked by trust, output and high standards. “I'm the
opposite of a micromanager. I'm an output-driven leader.” Yet her independence and
honesty often made her a misfit in rigid bureaucratic environments. “Without my
values, I'm nothing,” she says. Her time in SMS left emotional scars. “It took away my
drive. It started to affect my confidence. | was depressed.”

The toll extended to her personal life. “It affected my relationship, my children. | had
to go for therapy.” In time, she regained perspective. “The DID is not my company. If |
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die, they’ll replace me.” This realisation sparked a shift: her focus is now firmly on her
health, family and meaningful contribution.

Today, Nancy is “the happiest [she’s] ever been.” She remains involved through
professional bodies and envisions a future as a COO in the infrastructure sector.
“Opportunities now seek me,” she says, grounded, fulfilled and clear on what truly

matters.

4.3 Thematic Analysis
This section will present and contextualise the five participants who form the basis of

this study. The forthcoming section will disaggregate the data gleaned from the soft
data into the four focal points of this study; examining the organisational and personal
factors which influence women'’s progression into executive matters. The later analysis
will delve into the lived experiences of ethnic minority women and investigate the

inhibitors of their advancement into executive management.

4.4 Organisational factors which influence women’s progression into
executive management

Organisational structures and cultures continue to obstruct women's advancement into
executive management through deeply embedded mechanisms of exclusion and
control. The dual phenomena of the glass ceiling and glass cliff reflect how women are
both denied upward mobility and strategically positioned in precarious, high-risk roles
devoid of institutional support. Participants’ professional credibility is routinely
undermined through intellectual erasure, marginalisation and exclusionary decision-
making. Moreover, sexual harassment and verbal abuse are normalised as
instruments of organisational discipline, reinforcing gendered power hierarchies.
These dynamics expose a systemic pattern of institutional violence that not only
silences dissent but also consolidates male-dominated leadership norms within

executive spaces.

4.4.1 Recognition, credibility and professional value: The invisible battle for
acknowledgement

Across the narratives, participants describe persistent struggles to have their
expertise, contributions and leadership recognised within a system that frequently

diminishes or appropriates their value.
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4.4.2 Glass Ceiling
Margaret states, “I've been a senior manager forever and I'm still here. There's a

structural ceiling.” Her remark points directly to the enduring, invisible barriers that
constrain upward mobility, regardless of professional experience or academic
qualifications. Similarly, Mariah expressed:

No personal growth, no financial growth, nothing. But I'm invisible unless they
need a scapegoat.” She further reflects: | lost interest when decisions were
made without considering the facts. When we were given information but then
went in the opposite direction, that's when | became frustrated. I've been in
situations where | would refer back to the facts and say, here’s the evidence.
Let's deal with this. But people didn’t want to engage with the evidence and
that’s when things became difficult.

These statements illuminate how professional expertise is routinely disregarded,

resulting in career stagnation and a deep sense of professional disillusionment.

4.4.3 Glass cliff
Mapholba introduces the metaphor of the toolbox to describe her experience: “I'm like

that tool in a toolbox you reach for when you're in trouble.” This resonates strongly
with the concept of the glass cliff, where women are elevated into unstable or doomed
roles, often in crisis situations and set up to fail. She continues, “I was given a project
everyone knows is a non-starter... If | fail, they’ll point fingers.”

Nancy corroborates this view:

Women in SMS are set up to fail... the projects they give you... it's not
necessarily for you to succeed... just so that you can be shamed and softened.

These insights reveal a deliberate use of project assignments as a form of
organisational control, where failure is both anticipated and exploited to maintain

existing power structures.

4.4.4 Glass cliff & glass ceiling intersection
Mariah voices this precariousness: “No, | don’t feel safe... we are waiting for something

to push us out of the system.” Women are appointed to risky roles without support,
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while upward mobility is blocked by the glass ceiling, as Margaret explains with
“structural ceiling.” Mapholba, “But this work is outside my profession, beyond my
capabilities. | tried to refuse but was told thou shalt do it! So, I'm muddling through. |
think others were scared to fail, so they handed it to me. If | fail, they’ll point fingers.”
Mariah, “I feel that the system is working so hard to get me out of the system. | have
to do everything they give to me regardless of my workload or resource constraints.”
Kia, “There’s no way of feeling safe in this place.” Nancy, “It's not just about the
decisions. It's the tone. The way they look at you like you don’t belong. They belittle
you to remind you of your place.”

This intersection of the glass ceiling and glass cliff reveals a deeply entrenched,
gendered organisational culture that both restricts participant’s upward mobility and
exposes them to heightened risk and scrutiny. Participants are appointed to high-
stakes roles lacking sufficient support or resources [glass cliff], while systemic barriers
[glass ceiling] prevent them from progressing further.

Mariah and Kia describe a hostile environment where participants feel unsafe and
overburdened, expected to overperform without protection. Mapholba’'s coerced
acceptance of tasks beyond her scope highlights how participants are set up to absorb
failure, used as buffers in crisis. Margaret’'s term “structural ceiling” underscores the
institutionalised nature of these barriers. Nancy’s reflection adds a layer of
psychological marginalisation, where participants are subtly devalued and excluded.

Together, these testimonies illustrate an organisation where participants are
simultaneously blocked from advancement and exposed to risk. They are held
responsible without authority and made visible only when there is something to lose.

Kia, Nancy, Mariah’s and Margaret’'s experiences demonstrates that sexual
harassment, verbal abuse, intellectual erasure and exclusion are not isolated
behaviours. They are deployed as mechanisms of political dominance and social

punishment.

Kia recounted her experiences of sexual harassment with a politician:
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| was asked to present a Strategy. But when | got to the [meeting venue], it was
just him - the venue was completely empty. He was prancing around, trying to
stretch out the interaction... | realised | had to leave. | said, Here’s your
document. I'm done. | walked away. After that, a whole sequence of disciplinary
action unfolded. | was punished for saying no!

The abuse did not end there. Kia adds concurrent sexual harassment by an executive

manager:

He followed me out of the dinner and tried to enter my room. A colleague
stopped him. That's what power looks like here. If you resist, they isolate you.
They remove you from meetings, teams, even your work.” She reflects further
on the emotional and psychological toll: “It creates a lot of anxiety because you
do think that this person has the power to do other things that hurt you...
Coming to terms with it was not easy. Because you question yourself, the
question, would it have been easier for me to just go along with this? Because
the lead-up to the sanctions after both incidents made me understand that my

refusal was the reason that this was happening.
Nancy adds another layer, noting the systemic nature of the abuse:

Sex for jobs is... is literally endemic. Look, I've been in situations where people
will be explicit to say I'm not going to renew your contract. Let’s talk about it.
You'll tell me where we’ll meet and then I'll sign. | did not have work in the
province for a while because | refused. Then, at DID, I've also had people refuse
to sign my performance agreements because I've refused to engage in sex.

Mariah shares her own experience of verbal abuse:

He [manager] pointed at me and screamed at me saying who do | think  am?...
| didn’t report it. Why must | do that? Nothing will happen!

This gendered coercion is compounded by intellectual erasure according to Nancy:
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People listen attentively and the next thing is being pitched in your absence. It's
a culture. DID is a poachers’ paradise. They take your ideas and sell them.
There’s no shame!

Margaret experienced systemic exclusion and isolation when forcibly moved to a
new portfolio:

To make matters worse, the entire team went on leave shortly after | joined and
no one was available to onboard me. | later learned | was being deliberately
sidelined. When my boss arrived, they refused to work with me. The working
environment deteriorated quickly.

These accounts show how sexual and verbal abuse coupled with intellectual theft and
exclusion are instrumentalised within professional settings to delegitimise, isolate and
silence women in SMS. Verbal, sexual and institutional abuse function as tools of
discipline to marginalise women who resist compliance or visibility. The normalisation
of such behaviours reflects how violence is woven into the structure of organisational

power.

4.5 Personal factors which influence women’s progression into executive
management

Women's progression into executive management is profoundly shaped by personal
burdens that intersect with institutional neglect. Participants navigate chronic burnout,
caregiving overload and inadequate partner support, all while managing relentless
professional expectations. Emotional resilience emerges as both a survival strategy
and a form of silent resistance, as women self-censor, withdraw and conform to
oppressive norms. Many adopt quiet rebellion; redefining success through personal
growth, wellness and autonomy rather than institutional approval. These adaptive
strategies reflect the psychological cost of leadership under gendered strain and
reveal how women reclaim agency in environments where systemic structures fail to

accommodate or recognise their full human realities.

4.5.1 Burnout, caregiving and the double burden
Participants face burnout as they juggle caregiving and professional demands, with
little institutional support for their dual roles.
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Kia reveals how family responsibilities are assumed without question:

I've taken over a lot of responsibility in the family... It fell into my lap. And work

doesn’t care. They act like | have no life.

Nancy highlights the unrealistic expectations placed on women leaders: “A
homemaker can’t be 24/7 with you as an executive. But this job demands everything.”

Mariah voices the emotional cost of this imbalance:

I’'m sacrificing my children... Even my own time is gone... | can’t go to the gym...

Exercise helps me de-stress... | can’t even do that.

Mapholba’s experience adds a relational dimension, as work strain disrupts her

presence at home and tests her family’s patience:

| wasn’t present for my child. My partner was supportive but frustrated. We even

considered me changing jobs.

These narratives depict the unsustainable cost of carrying multiple roles without

adequate support.

4.5.2 Conditional or limited partner support
Participants express frustration at unequal partner support, which is often conditional,

limited or inconsistent.

Kia describes a partner whose quiet lack of investment contrasts sharply with her
ambitions:
He wasn’t very vocal about it but his actions spoke volumes... It's hard when

you’re climbing up and someone else isn’t as invested.

Nancy explains that support hinges on traditional roles - once boundaries blur,

support diminishes:

The support goes in such a way that | must understand my role as a partner and
mother... The minute it starts to overstep into a personal life... Then it becomes

less acceptable and he is less supportive.
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Mariah recalls little to no encouragement or care during illness:

| don’t even remember him supporting me... He wouldn’'t ask me about my
goals. When I'm sick, he tells the children to be quite and not bother me but

every minute, he [partner] will be the one coming to ask me something.

Margaret highlights emotional absence and minimal involvement, especially during
critical times like education or health crises:

He's not there for me. If he wants something, he waits until I'm asleep. The kids
pass on his messages. When | did my second qualification... he vanished again

-working elsewhere.

Mapholba shares a more supportive partnership, with her partner actively helping and

championing her career:

He's very supportive towards me and towards my career. He’s always
championed me. When our child was sick, my partner would bring clothes, food
and relieve me when | needed a break. But he won'’t sleep in a hospital.

While Mapholba experiences comparatively better partner support, it still stops short
of fully sharing caregiving burdens. Margaret’'s account introduces more complex
relational dynamics, including emotional absence and health-related caregiving.

4.5.3 Emotional resilience, coping and self-management

In response to pervasive abuse and exclusion, participants describe a range of
emotional and behavioural strategies to survive in their work environments. To protect
their psychological wellbeing, participants engage in subversion in the form of strategic
silence. Mapholba notes: “| don’t speak unless | have an agenda item.” Kia similarly
shares: “I've learned to speak when it's worth it and not to speak when it’s not.” Nancy
reflects on her own withdrawal: “It shifted simply because... | just felt... it's not received
well... so | decided to take a step back”. Mariah admits: “| self-censor in meetings... |
can sit through an entire meeting and say nothing.”

Margaret describes a significant loss of confidence:
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| have no confidence in this department. | no longer have public speaking
confidence either. They’ve broken me down. When | speak, | feel exposed. If |
say anything in meetings, it might reveal how absent my boss has been and I'm
not willing to take that risk.

These accounts highlight the emotional labour required to endure such environments

and position resilience as both a coping mechanism and a form of resistance.

4.5.4 Strategic resistance and quiet rebellion
Despite the toxic environment, participants describe subtle but powerful forms of

resistance aimed at reclaiming agency and self-preservation.

4.5.5 Conforming to survive
Participants often must conform and mask their true selves, adopting survival

strategies to navigate exclusionary workplace cultures.
Nancy explains that survival in leadership means adopting the dominant culture:

Women have had to adopt that culture of survival. You look around and the only
ones still here are the ones who learned how to play the game.

Kia expands on this, describing how women change their behaviour based on the

audience:

We are learning how to navigate around all the perceptions of how we are
supposed to be. You show up differently depending on who’s in the room.
That’s not growth. That’s survival.

Mapholba shares the personal cost: becoming someone she is not:

| became someone | wasn't, just to survive. My natural self is not rewarded
here. | had to pretend become less assertive, more apologetic. And even then,
it's not enough.

Participants’ experiences underscore the emotional dissonance required to “fit in”

and survive in leadership environments shaped by gendered expectations
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4.5.6 Beyond this “mess”: Subversion & redefining success
Participants describe deliberate withdrawal as both a survival tactic and a quiet act of

agency manifesting as subversion.

Kia explains: “I just made the decision to stop fighting and focus on self-preservation”.

Nancy shares that she changed the way she responded to work demands:

It was the best decision | could have made in my life. | stopped volunteering. |
stopped trying to belong. | stopped going to Sunday meetings. What is it that
you will do on a Sunday that you can't do on a Monday morning? | just think it's
crazy. | explore my wellness interests. | embrace that space. And | go deep into
that space of wellness and healing. And yeah, that journey fulfils me even

religiously.

Participants redefine success beyond institutional measures, instead framing it
through autonomy, peace and spiritual or personal development. Mariah:

We just don’t care. We just don’t care. That’s our power now. | can go and look
for a contract... R2 500 per hour. That’s the plan now.”

Mapholba is intentional about the change that she wants to effect:

I've enrolled in religious college. It's grounding me. That’s leadership too. Last
year, | started aggressively applying. | put in about four applications. This year,
after speaking with my Coach, | realised | need to work on personal
development, particularly social intelligence. At this level, you must navigate
things carefully. I'm developing myself and getting psychologically ready. If an
opportunity came up, I'd take it, but I'm not aggressively looking. When [ finally
stopped working the punishing hours, | saw how dysfunctional it had been. I'm
much happier now. | noticed my child didn’t even recognise me until late last
year. Now, they come to me, tell me stories and seek me out. That connection
means everything. I've stopped doing afterhours work and attending Sunday

meetings. | refused. I've learned to say no.
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Margaret is furthering her academic qualifications: “Studying. Giving myself an
intentional topic, that helps me understand policies and see beyond this mess.”

These narratives illustrate the agency of participants demonstrated via a shift away

from institutional validation toward self-determined trajectories.

4.6 Experiences of ethnic minority women
Ethnic minority women face entrenched structural and cultural barriers that

systematically undermine their progression into executive management. A pervasive
Boys’ Club culture, reinforced through informal networks, political patronage and
performative gender inclusion, entrenches male dominance and marginalises women
- particularly those from underrepresented ethnic or cultural groups. Participants report
exclusionary leadership practices, inequitable workload distribution, and differential
treatment based on gender and perceived cultural “fit.” Even under female leadership,
patriarchal norms persist. Advancement is frequently contingent not on merit but on
personal alliances and conformity. These intersecting dynamics expose how race,
gender and politics coalesce to sustain institutionalised exclusion and obstruct
leadership equity.

4.6.1 Toxic workplace culture, gender barriers and political dynamics
The narratives from participants reveal a deeply entrenched culture of gendered

exclusion within the DID, where participants face systemic barriers that hinder their

professional advancement and well-being.

4.6.2 The Boys’ Club and weaponised abuse
Workplace environments emerge as deeply gendered and politically charged, with

cultures of exclusion, favouritism and systemic abuse that serve to maintain male
dominance while punishing female resistance. Participants describe an enduring

male-dominated workplace culture, often sustained even under female leadership.
Margaret articulates this directly:

There is definitely a Boys’ Club culture. Some people are protected, especially
those with relationships at higher levels. This club uses informal networks to

shield perpetrators and exclude women.
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Mapholba echoes this sentiment:

Even under a female executive manager. It remains a Boys’ Club. The most
qualified people often don’t get appointed... a woman is sent in to clean up
the mess.

Nancy offers a nuanced perspective: “DID is a Boys’ Club open to some women by
invitation... you're part of the Boys’ Club, but in a different way; to serve a purpose.”

Mariah reinforces the perception of performative gender inclusion: “I do believe the
environment operates like a Boys’ Club, even with a female executive manager - she
behaves more like one of the boys.” Kia adds: “We have a Boys’ Club. We've got a
female executive manager but she’s still managed by a man somewhere.” Mariah
further reflects: “DID culture is unique. It means that to maintain my seat, | had to work

300 times more than my male counterparts.”

4.6.3 Structural Career Barriers
Workplace insecurity is exacerbated by gendered abuse and institutional neglect,

leaving participants vulnerable to marginalisation and career derailment. Mapholba
reveals: “Here [DID] if someone is not doing the work, they [executive managers] move
the work to someone else. The system overloads the overperformers and does not

reward them.”
Mariah highlights the harsh double standards participants face:

Males are always respected. When a female presents, the feedback tone is
different, almost like you're stupid. The tone is always high-pitched. You're
getting whipped!

Kia echoes this, describing how male and female senior managers receive vastly
different treatment from leadership:

When MEC chairs there is a difference when male and female SMS present or
ask questions. MEC will not use words like ‘That’s not true’ with the males. But
with women, he will openly say it. If a male DDG presents and there is poor
progress but attributes poor progress to external factors, the MEC will not
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comment. However, when a female presents citing external factors, the MEC
will immediately question her on how the measures she put in place to mitigate
those external factors. You can see the comments that come from the MEC
when women SMS speak. He puts poor value in the contribution of women. The
executive manager has a slight social thing about how they responds to male
SMS which could be based on their tradition and or religious beliefs.

Mapholba adds layers of exclusion based on ethnicity, gender and cultural fit,

underscoring the compounded barriers women face:

Firstly, I'm the wrong ethnicity. Secondly, I'm the wrong gender. And thirdly, |
don’t fit the culture.

Nancy points out that political alignment and favouritism determine who advances,

leaving many women participants invisible:

It depends who the executive manager is. You'll find some groups are
prioritised, others are invisible. And women who don'’t align politically? They
don’t stand a chance.

Mariah sums it up, revealing a system driven by personal relationships and a Boys’
Club mentality:

When it comes to women in senior management, it's not about the work you
produce. It's about personal encounters. If | like you, you'll move up... People
who are liked, get projects, get support, get clarity on who to talk to. Some
people are just smooth talkers and they get by. It’s like a Boys’ Club.

These narratives expose the institutionalisation of intersectional discrimination and

its role in reinforcing exclusionary power structures.

4.7 Inhibitors of advancement
Women's advancement into executive management is actively obstructed by

institutional sabotage, political gatekeeping and gendered leadership norms.
Appointments are often performative, with preselection, patronage and loyalty
superseding merit. A lack of mentorship, coaching, sponsorship and training creates
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a missing ladder that renders upward mobility inaccessible. Leadership remains coded
in a masculine register, punishing women for embodying the very assertiveness
expected of leaders. The Queen Bee Syndrome and fractured sisterhood further
entrench isolation and competition. These systemic inhibitors not only stall careers but
exact a profound emotional, physical and psychological toll - transforming leadership

into a space of chronic survival rather than empowerment.

4.7 .1 Institutional sabotage and stalled progression
Systemic barriers both overt and covert prevent participant's upward mobility, eroding

trust in the DID’s organisational fairness and meritocracy:

4.7.2 Patronage, preselection and political gatekeeping

Leadership is often performative, constrained by patronage, gatekeeping and
preselection, where loyalty is rewarded and merit is systematically sidelined.

For Kia, appointments are politically driven and reduced to box-ticking exercises:

Public service appointments are fraught with political interference... the job was
advertised for compliance.

Nancy underscores how progression rewards compliance over competence:

Progression is not about skill. It is about being a walkover... a yes person. I've

seen excellent women passed over because they refuse to be subservient.

Margaret echoes this, describing recruitment as performative with outcomes pre-
decided:

They advertise, but they already know who's getting the position. It's a
performance. A fagade.

Mariah adds that, despite doing the work, recognition and progress remain out of
reach:

There is a lot of injustice... From the time | joined the DID, I've had to learn how

to do the work with little progress or recognition... The system itself is a barrier.
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Participants consistently speak of occupying leadership positions with no real
authority, protection or institutional support. Power becomes symbolic rather than
substantive, with the burden of responsibility but no autonomy.

4.7.3 The missing ladder: Lack of mentorship and growth
Over the years the DID has had 20 internal promotions within the SMS (DID, 2025b).

Twelve promotions have been male with eight females. All participants in this study
have been recruited from outside the DID and none have been promoted internally.
Additionally, none of the participants have been trained, mentored, coached or
sponsored by the DID nor have they furthered their academic qualifications through

internal bursaries or personal finance.
Mariah'’s frustration with the lack of formal training reflects a deeper systemic neglect:

| haven’t been on training from the time | started here. | have put in several

requests but nothing has been approved. And | know it’s deliberate.
Nancy shares a similar experience:

No mentorship, no coaching, no promotions, no programmes. You stagnate and
then they ask why you're not ready.

Mapholba adds that when opportunities do arise, they are often exploitative:

Opportunities are mentioned only when someone wants to use you. It's not

about development - it's about delegating undesirable work and dressing it up.

The participants accounts reveal a pattern of organisational neglect that stifles
development while masking it as personal inadequacy. At the DID, eight out of 20
promoted employees are women, this 40% representation indicates some progress.
However, women frequently encounter biases in which their suitability for leadership
is judged against masculine norms (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Lyness & Heilman, 2006).
They also tend to receive feedback that highlights interpersonal strengths rather than
leadership potential. This can negatively influence promotion outcomes (Heilman,
2001). The DID has not developed adequate bench strength for women in the senior
management to progress to executive management.
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4.7.4 Performing power in a masculine register
This sub-theme analyses how leadership remains encoded in a masculine register,

rewarding emotional suppression, assertiveness and dominance - traits long
associated with patriarchal ideals. Women navigating this terrain face an entrenched
paradox; they must demonstrate authority within a structure that punishes them for
exhibiting the very traits it demands.

This context provides fertile ground for the Queen Bee Syndrome (Staines et al., 1973;
Mathur-Helm, 2005) where some women in senior roles, having succeeded by aligning
with dominant masculine norms, may consciously or unconsciously distance
themselves from other women. This distancing is not necessarily an innate disposition
but often a survival strategy in a system that tolerates only a narrow version of female
success. When Mariah states, "As a senior manager, you don’t have decision-making
power... Everyone directs," it reveals how constrained leadership roles can be
particularly for women. In such positions, aligning with the existing masculine power

structure may feel like the only route to legitimacy or influence.

Nancy’s observation that leadership culture is "very male" points to the expectation
that women must assimilate rather than transform executive norms. As women rise
through the ranks, they encounter likeability penalties for asserting themselves in ways
expected of leaders. The quote from Kia encapsulates the resulting double bind:
"You're not supposed to raise your voice... too soft... too hard... There’s no right way."
This no-win scenario reflects the likeability bias. Women must be assertive to be
perceived as competent yet are penalised for such behaviour because it contravenes

gender norms.

In response, some women may strategically suppress emotions, remain silent or
refrain from affiliating with other women, reproducing Queen Bee behaviours not out
of malice but as a means of surviving in a hostile structure. This internalised
compliance further entrenches the masculine status quo and isolates other women

seeking advancement.

By framing leadership as a performance within a masculine script and integrating
Queen Bee Syndrome and likeability bias, it becomes clear that women in SMS roles

are not only contending with external stereotypes but also complex intra-gender
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dynamics and systemic constraints. This creates a leadership landscape where
performing power demands not just competence but a finely tuned emotional

calibration and sometimes, a painful disavowal of solidarity.

4.7.5 Fractured Sisterhood and Gendered Competition
While shared gendered experiences might be expected to foster solidarity, participants

describe a competitive atmosphere among women, shaped by scarcity and systemic
pressure. Nancy observes: “Women almost want you to suffer as well. They think, ‘I
went through this - so should you”. Kia similarly notes: “Support is not as widespread

as we would hope.”

This sub-theme points to internalised patriarchal norms and organisational cultures
that reward individual endurance over collective empowerment. The intersection of
emotional resilience, lack of safety and fractured sisterhood in the workplace reveals
a complex landscape where women navigate systemic barriers, gendered
expectations and emotional tolls. These survival strategies, while adaptive, highlight
the need for structural change to foster genuine inclusion and support for women in

leadership roles.

4.7.6 Emotional, physical and psychological cost of staying
Participants offer stark accounts of how enduring toxic leadership and institutional

neglect affects their health, identity and sense of self.

4.7.6.1 Leadership as illness

Leadership is often seen as strength, but for many, it comes at a deep personal cost.
Nancy, Mapholba, Margaret and Mariah reveal how toxic expectations can erode
health, peace and purpose. Leadership as illness explores how systems of power can

turn leadership into a source of harm.

For Nancy, the pressure became so severe it affected her physical and mental
health:

| was sick to a point where | was taking a lot of sick leave but also having to see
a psychologist. It was just to unsettle, break... directly impacting my health, my

mental state.
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Mapholba echoes this, describing overwhelming anxiety:

It cost me my peace. | was anxious all the time. | ended up in emergency care.

They said it was stress-related. And | still went back to work the next week.

Margaret highlights the emotional damage of constant judgment and the risks of
speaking out:

It's hostile and not safe. The one-sided judgement demoralises you. And when
you try to speak out, you're marked.

Mariah adds the exhaustion of impossible workloads and eroded personal time:

| don’t have time to pick up my kids on time. You start meetings at 6 am and
they run late into the evening. Then you are allocated tasks which means you'’re
indirectly told not to sleep... | don’t think | am still at the right place and | will not

achieve my goals.

Leadership is not portrayed as a role of empowerment but as a space of intense
personal cost. The dominant narrative is one of survival, enduring psychological
distress, systemic exclusion and moral injury while attempting to fulfil professional

responsibilities.

4.7.6.2 Psychological toll of harassment
Harassment in leadership spaces inflicts a deep psychological toll, where survival

demands emotional labour, forced resilience and constant self-protection.

Nancy captures the personal impact of workplace harassment: “It was just to
unsettle, break... directly impacting my health, my mental state.”

Mariah offers a broader institutional perspective:

We don’t promote women senior managers from inside. We bring them from
outside. This is a toxic place. Recently, two senior managers had to be taken
away by ambulances... If you don’t find a way to release anger and pressure,

it will consume you.
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Mapholba illustrates the daily grind of this emotional burden:

| worked late into the night, even weekends. The HoD would send me feedback
at 9pm, expecting changes by morning. It was unfair. | had done my work. My
social life vanished. | couldn’t say no. But | realised | was allowing it. Eventually,
| set boundaries. I'd say, I'm at school. If you need anything, work with my
schedule.

These accounts underline the emotional labour required to endure such environments
and position resilience as both a coping mechanism and a form of resistance and

subversion.

4.8 Further insights from participants
Participants in this study navigate a professional landscape that is far from linear. It is

less a career ladder and more a complex labyrinth, riddled with institutional betrayal,

invisible ceilings, steep cliffs and weaponised abuse.

Within the DID, recognition is strategically rationed. Safety remains conditional and
progress is systematically controlled by deeply entrenched gendered, racialised and
political hierarchies. The metaphors evoked by the participants themselves: Toolbox,
Survivor and Animal Kingdom are not simply rhetorical devices. They serve as
conceptual frameworks that expose an organisational ecology structured not only to
challenge but to erode.

Mapholba’s Tool Box:

I’'m like that tool in the toolbox you reach for when you're in trouble. | feel like a
tool in someone’s arsenal, pulled out when needed. | don’t know what that says
about my value, but | do know | have credibility. People know that if they want
a specific output or a certain standard of work, they’ll get it from me. But in some
ways, | feel used, especially when there’s work that must be done properly.
Even if it's not within my scope, it’s still given to me. It's like doing X's work, |
have to do it because I'm trusted to do it better than others, like X, for instance.
Even if I've already got something on my plate, the task will still come to me
because they know I'll deliver. So yes, my work ethic is recognised, but I'm not
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sure it aligns with the culture of the organisation anymore. | think they've
realised that my personality wouldn’t allow me to be involved in anything
unethical. So, they’ve decided where | fit in.

The organisational culture described here is extractive, hierarchical and morally
ambiguous. It celebrates output while isolating ethical actors from influence.
Recognition is tactical, not transformative. Trust is used to justify overwork and ethical
consistency becomes a reason to limit scope, not expand leadership. The metaphor
of the "tool in the toolbox" reflects a deeper institutional view of people as
interchangeable and instrumental, reinforcing a culture of utility over humanity.

Kia’s Survivor:

Do you know the Survivor series? There’s a social game, performance game
and a game on how you manipulate people. | equate our working environment
to that. In Survivor’s tasks to win immunity, | feel that in our environment that
validation on working hard and achieving doesn’t necessarily always come. |
feel that our social game because of our social construct; men have an easier
way of being obnoxious socially but if | was to do the same as C does, in the
way that he speaks, | would be viewed as totally unacceptable. In fact, | would
be viewed as the stereotype of a wayward, crude, raw and rough woman. There
are different levels of acceptance for males and females. How it relates to our
work environment is the social game, is how you play nicely with the powers
that be and suck up and do the dirty work gets you further along. M is a typical
example. He is lazy and does nothing all day but his social game is brilliant. He
has aligned himself to the executive manager so much so that they do not
isolate him for poor performance. That social game that we play is very
important. The manipulation is how someone is able to use the social game to
manipulate those in power to view those downstream. The manipulators also
offer value to those on top by appointing X service provider. This results in
gaining political capital and influence. Women don’t play the social and
manipulation game as well as men. We are perceived as being softer or risk
being negatively typecast if we join that game. Being brass and rude is allowed

for men but not for women.
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Kia’s comparison of the DID workplace to Survivor reveals an organisational culture
dominated by social manipulation, political alignment and gendered double standards.
Success is not rooted in performance, but in strategic relationships with power. Men
benefit from leniency and social boldness, while women risk being typecast if they
behave similarly. Kia notes that validation for hard work is rare, while manipulation and
compliance are rewarded. The culture privileges image over merit and normalises
gender bias, where traits seen as assertive in men are condemned in women.
Ultimately, the environment fosters survival through politics rather than ethical

performance or professional excellence.

Nancy uses the vivid Animal Kingdom metaphor to characterise DID’s organisational

culture:
Animal Kingdom? You know those animals that feed off a carcass? Hyena’'s?
That’s DID culture. It is just something else. Honestly. it’s like watching Animal
Kingdom on Discovery Channel, where people [SMS] are just hyenas feeding
off a dead carcass. They don’t even make that kill, but they’re around to eat.
Actually, everyone is just pulling whatever it is that they can for themselves.
That’s DID culture. It’s a survivalist kind of culture and it’s brutal.

Nancy’s depiction of the organisational culture as an "Animal Kingdom" reveals a
brutal, survivalist environment marked by opportunism and self-interest. The metaphor
of hyenas feeding off a carcass reflects a workplace where individuals benefit from
others' efforts without contributing meaningfully. There is no collective accountability
or collaboration - only a scramble for personal gain. This imagery illustrates a toxic
culture driven by competition, resource hoarding and predatory behaviour. Trust and
integrity are absent, replaced by a ruthless ethos where survival depends on exploiting
whatever advantage one can find. Nancy’s account highlights the deep ethical and

structural decay within the organisation.

Finally, the DID organisational culture, as captured through Mapholba’s "Toolbox",
Kia’'s "Survivor" and Nancy’s "Animal Kingdom" metaphors, is extractive, hierarchical
and profoundly unethical. Individuals are valued for utility, not humanity - used when
convenient and discarded when inconvenient. Recognition is transactional, granted
not for integrity or competence, but for alignment with informal power structures. Kia’s
account exposes a system where manipulation and image-management outweigh
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genuine performance, while Nancy reveals a predatory ecosystem devoid of
collaboration or accountability. These metaphors though unique to each participant;
converge in portraying a workplace defined by survivalism, moral compromise and
institutional betrayal. Women who exhibit ethical consistency or resist exploitation are
sidelined, while those who conform to toxic norms are protected or rewarded. Trust
becomes a burden and credibility results in overwork without advancement. Together,
these narratives lay bare a culture that not only fails to support its members but actively
undermines justice, equity and collective well-being. The DID thrives on erosion, not

empowerment.

4.9 Discussion
This study reveals a sobering, complex portrait of how participants in senior

management roles at the DID endure institutionalised exclusion, abuse and burnout
under the guise of leadership. While numeric gains suggest transformation, the deeper
reality reflects an entrenched, gendered organisational culture that undermines
substantive empowerment. Gender equity in this context remains largely symbolic,
often achieved through the promotion of women into precarious roles without

institutional support.

4.9.1. The glass ceiling, glass cliff and the politics of risk
At the heart of the DID organisational culture is the dual burden of the glass ceiling

and the glass cliff. Women are blocked from promotion due to structural bias
[Margaret’s “structural ceiling”] while simultaneously appointed to high-risk, under-
resourced portfolios designed to absorb institutional failure. Mapholba describes being
handed work “beyond [her] capabilities” under threat of compulsion, while Mariah and
Kia describe hostile environments where they must “do everything” despite lacking

resources or support.

This reflects a pattern of instrumentalisation, where women are made hyper-visible in
crises but remain invisible in reward structures. Nancy’s observation that “they belittle
you to remind you of your place” shows how exclusion is psychological as well as
structural. These testimonies align with Acker's (1990) concept of gendered
organisations, where formal roles conceal informal power structures shaped by

masculinity.
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4.9.2. Sexual harassment, intellectual erasure and exclusion as tools of discipline
Participants report experiences of sexual harassment, verbal abuse and intellectual

theft not as anomalies but as mechanisms of social control. Kia was punished for
rejecting sexual advances from a politician and an executive manager. Nancy notes
that “sex for jobs is endemic,” where performance contracts and evaluations are used

coercively.

Mariah’s account of verbal abuse and Nancy’s of idea theft, where women’s
contributions are appropriated and credited to others - highlight the normalisation of
gendered dispossession. These behaviours function as disciplinary tactics to silence,
destabilise and delegitimise women in senior management. This validates Ahmed'’s
(2012) and Scully’s (2020) analyses of how institutional violence is routinised under

bureaucratic rationality.

4.9.3. The missing ladder: developmental neglect and biased leadership assessment
Not a single participant in this study has been promoted internally, mentored,

sponsored or trained by the DID. All were externally recruited. Mariah’s multiple
unapproved training requests and Nancy’s experience of “no coaching, no mentorship,
no promotion” exemplify how the DID masks its neglect with narratives of personal

unpreparedness.

Despite 40% of SMS promotions going to women, these numeric indicators obscure
developmental gatekeeping. Women are often evaluated based on interpersonal
traits, not leadership potential (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001), while men
receive clearer succession pathways. Mapholba highlights how “opportunities” are
often disguised attempts to offload undesirable work.

The DID lacks bench strength. Women are present but unsupported. Their leadership
remains conditional, not cultivated. This aligns with Lyness and Heilman’s (2006)

argument that exclusion from leadership pipelines is a structural, not individual failure.

4.9.4. The emotional, physical and psychological cost of staying
Beneath the institutional barriers lies a deeper human toll. Leadership, in this context,

is not a site of empowerment but one of chronic harm. Nancy, Mapholba, Margaret
and Mariah speak candidly about the physical and emotional deterioration they’'ve
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experienced. Nancy required psychological intervention. Mapholba landed in
emergency care due to stress. Margaret describes demoralisation and fear of reprisal.
Mariah recounts missing her children’s lives and feeling unable to realise her goals.

These accounts reframe leadership as a site of harm not growth. The workplace
becomes a source of moral injury, demanding performance under conditions that
erode wellbeing and identity. Harassment doesn’t end with the incident. It infiltrates
mental and emotional life. Nancy describes how it was “just to unsettle, break.” Mariah
shares that ambulances have had to remove senior managers from work due to ill
health and possibly stress. Mapholba recalls working late nights and weekends, losing
all social connection. The cumulative emotional labour of navigating exclusion, hyper-
visibility and hostility becomes a second shift, a form of invisible work necessary just

to survive.

4.9.5 Burnout, caregiving and the double burden
Work-life integration is a myth for these women. Kia describes absorbing family

responsibilities unacknowledged by her workplace. Nancy states plainly, “This job
demands everything.” Mariah has lost access to even basic forms of care, like
exercise. Mapholba and her partner considered resignation due to her emotional and
physical absence from home. This resonates with Correll et al.’s (2007) Motherhood
Penalty, where caregiving is penalised rather than accommodated. The DID remains
premised on masculine norms of constant availability, rendering women’s dual roles

incompatible with success.

4.9.6 Conditional spousal support
Support at home varies but often mirrors workplace dynamics. Kia and Nancy describe

partners who withdraw support when traditional gender roles are challenged. Margaret
experiences emotional abandonment, even during iliness or study. Only Mapholba
describes active support, though it still stops short of full caregiving parity. Women are
left to carry leadership alone, unsupported at work and only partially supported at
home. The burden of success is individualised, while the cost is collectively borne.

4.9.7 Emotional resilience and strategic silence
Faced with persistent marginalisation, participants adopt tactical silence. Margaret,

Nancy, Mapholba, Kia and Mariah all describe withholding their voices in meetings.
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Nancy reflects on her withdrawal as a protective choice. Margaret has lost her
confidence entirely. “They’ve broken me down.” This aligns with research on emotional
resilience as a form of subversive coping (Crenshaw, 1991; Scully, 2020). Participants
are not passive. They are managing survival in hostile systems through withdrawal,

recalibration and self-protection.

4.9.8 Strategic resistance and quiet rebellion
Despite the harm, participants also describe powerful acts of agency enacted as

withdrawal from institutional expectations, a redefinition of success and investment in

self-determined futures.

4.9.8.1 Conforming to survive
Nancy articulates how survival often demands behavioural conformity. “Women have

had to adopt that culture.” Kia adds that women shift their persona depending on the
room. Mapholba reflects on becoming “someone | wasn’t.” These experiences echo
the concept of emotional dissonance, where the cost of fitting in is authenticity.

Survival becomes adaptation not transformation.

4.9.8.2 Redefining success and reclaiming autonomy
Yet many are now reclaiming agency through quiet rebellion. Kia chooses self-

preservation. Nancy and Mapholba have stopped attending after hour meetings,
investing instead in wellness and healing. Mariah is contemplating a move to private
consulting. Mapholba is focusing on religious education, parenting and social
intelligence. Margaret is studying again, using academic inquiry as a lens for clarity

and purpose.

These are not exits. They are strategic reorientations. Success is no longer defined by
institutional validation but by peace, autonomy and presence. As Nancy puts it, “It was

the best decision | could have made in my life.”

4.10 Conclusion
The DID offers formal inclusion but withholds substantive empowerment. It promotes

women into fragile roles, disciplines resistance through psychological and institutional
violence and fails to provide the infrastructure for sustainable leadership. What
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emerges from these findings is a portrait of invisible labour, strategic resistance and

reimagined success.

Transformation cannot rely on representational metrics or performance targets alone.
It requires dismantling the structural logics of exclusion, violence and neglect, and
investing instead in a leadership model rooted in care, support and justice.

Together, participant’s stories paint a powerful picture of systemic challenges at the
intersection of gender, work and family, underlining the urgent need for cultural,
organisational, and social transformation to support women’s wellbeing and career

sustainability.

The final chapter concludes the research by examining the systemic barriers that
impede the advancement of women senior managers within the DID. It explores
organisational and personal factors shaping women’s progression, highlights the
intersecting experiences of ethnic minority women and analyses the key inhibitors to
their advancement. Rejecting deficit-based explanations, the chapter demonstrates
that stalled progression is rooted in institutional dysfunction rather than individual
failings. It reflects on the research process as a feminist space that fostered healing,
agency, and honest dialogue. The chapter offers key recommendations, including
structural reform, intersectional policy frameworks, gender-responsive leadership
development, and trauma-informed wellness support. Ultimately, it calls for a feminist
transformation of the DID, redefining leadership through care, inclusion and justice,
rather than compliance with a self-preserving and exclusionary system.
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5. Chapter Five: Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Introduction
This research has investigated the factors influencing the progression of women senior

managers into executive management at the DID, located in Gauteng’s public
infrastructure sector. The study has answered the question and sub-questions detailed
below:

5.1.1 Organisational factors which influence women’s progression into executive
management

Women’s progression into executive management is obstructed by organisational
structures and cultures that embed mechanisms of exclusion and control. The glass
ceiling and glass cliff illustrate how women are denied upward mobility and
simultaneously placed in precarious, unsupported roles. Participants describe how
their professional expertise is routinely undermined, ignored, or appropriated, leading
to career stagnation and disillusionment. Structural ceilings prevent growth despite
qualifications, while risky assignments without support expose women to heightened
scrutiny and blame. Theories such as Role Congruity Theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002)
and the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002) highlight how leadership
remains constructed around masculine norms, rendering women’s competence

suspect and their presence conditional.

Sexual harassment, verbal abuse and intellectual erasure are used as tools of
organisational discipline, silencing women who resist or assert autonomy. These are
not isolated incidents but systemic practices that reinforce gendered power
hierarchies. Women are punished for refusing advances, excluded from teams and
subjected to emotional and psychological harm. The use of precarious roles as
organisational control further maintains male-dominated leadership.

The intersection of the glass ceiling (Kahn & Louw, 2011) and glass cliff (Loden, 1978)
reveals a culture where women are simultaneously blocked from progressing and
exposed to failure. Participants feel unsafe, overburdened and coerced into roles
outside their scope. Despite initiatives to eliminate barriers, progress remains slow.
This illustrates how institutional norms and embedded biases continue to shape

women’s experiences and hinder genuine transformation within executive
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management. The DPSA’s (2009) utopian vision, of a "barrier-free public service" is a
dystopian reality according to participant narratives.

5.1.2 Personal factors which influence women’s progression into executive
management

Women’s progression into executive management is shaped by personal factors
rooted in the work-life-wife strife, which highlights the triple burden of professional
work, domestic labour and spousal roles. Entrenched gender norms assign caregiving
and household responsibilities primarily to women, which contributes to the perception
that they are not ideal workers (April et al., 2007). This results in the motherhood
penalty (Correll et al., 2007), where women are viewed as less competent and
committed, leading to fewer leadership opportunities, reduced pay, and slower career

progression.

Participants report high levels of burnout from juggling demanding leadership roles
and unrelenting caregiving responsibilities, echoing Booysen’s (2007) and Pile’s
(2004) findings on the emotional and physical toll of dual roles. The unequal and
conditional partner support described by participants reflects April et al.'s (2007)
observation that only some women have access to enabling home support systems.

Participants adopt coping mechanisms such as strategic silence and conformity,
behaviours linked to role incongruity theory (Torres et al., 2024), which highlights the
conflict between feminine caregiving expectations and masculine leadership ideals. In
response, participants engage in quiet rebellion, redefining success through wellness
and personal development, thereby resisting institutional norms and asserting agency
(Sen, 2017) within restrictive systems. Sowa (2015); Davies (1991); Crainer (2003)
and Kellan (2008) advocate for counter narratives which tell the stories of women
without masculine bias demonstrating the agency of women, this research actively

demonstrates this transformational lens.

5.1.3 Experiences of ethnic minority women
The experiences of minority women in senior management are shaped by

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), where overlapping identities such as race,
ethnicity, gender and political alignment compound discrimination. Participants’

narratives reveal how structural barriers and organisational cultures marginalise
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minority women, even within gender inclusion efforts. The Gender and Social Norms
Index (UNDP, 2023) confirms persistent bias in public administration, where women’s
leadership is often symbolic or performative, this research confirms the bias persists.
The construction Boys’ Club (Aydin & Erbil, 2022); culture, evident in DID, reflects
role incongruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), as leadership remains coded as
masculine. Even with female executives, patriarchal norms persist, aligning with the
Queen Bee Syndrome (Staines et al., 1973), where some women in power uphold the
same exclusionary structures. Minority women report exclusion from informal
networks, biased feedback and disproportionate workloads. These dynamics echo the
glass ceiling (Loden, 1978) and performance bias (McKinsey, 2023).

Participants' testimonies demonstrate intersectional invisibility (Greenaway & Eibach,
2008), where their contributions are undervalued and advancement depends more on
political patronage than merit. Cultural misalignment further marginalises those who
do not conform to dominant norms (Mathur-Helm, 2005). These realities reflect a lack
of inclusive bench strength (Lyness & Heilman, 2006), limiting ethnic minority women’s
access to executive pipelines. Systemic reform must therefore prioritise intersectional

feminist frameworks to dismantle these enduring barriers.

5.1.4 Women as inhibitors of their own advancement
Framing women as inhibitors of their own advancement misrepresents the broader

institutional and political architecture that limits their agency. Agency, defined by Sen
(1999) as the freedom to pursue goals one values, is systematically undermined by
organisational cultures that deny women autonomy, support, and recognition. Within
masculinised leadership models (Eagly & Karau, 2002), women’s assertiveness is
penalised through likeability bias (Heilman, 2001), forcing them to suppress authentic
leadership styles in order to survive. This emotional calibration is not self-sabotage but
rather adaptive agency under constraint.

The Queen Bee Syndrome (Staines et al., 1973) is frequently misread as betrayal. In
reality, it reflects strategic positioning by women in systems that reward conformity to
patriarchal norms. Similarly, fractured sisterhood often results from scarcity created by
political gatekeeping, patronage, and stalled progression—not a lack of solidarity. As
intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989) shows, women must navigate overlapping
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forms of exclusion based on race, gender and perceived loyalty. These factors limit
not only opportunity but also psychological safety. Participants demonstrate agency
not in control over advancement but in resisting burnout, setting boundaries and
continuing in the face of systemic sabotage. What is often labelled as personal failure

is, in fact, institutional failure to enable meaningful, empowered leadership for women.

Ultimately, this research illuminates the complex, often hostile terrain that participants
navigate in their progression into executive management at the DID. Organisational
factors such as patronage, political gatekeeping and cultures of surveillance actively
inhibit women’s advancement, as participants describe being overlooked, undermined
and excluded despite competence. The emotional toll is severe, with several
participants reporting burnout, anxiety and health issues directly linked to institutional

dysfunction.

Personal factors, including caregiving responsibilities, lack of mentorship and
internalised survival strategies, also shape participant’s trajectories. Many participants
struggle to balance multiple roles without adequate organisational support and some
begin to question whether enduring in such spaces is worth the cost. For minority
women, the barriers are compounded by race, ethnicity and political non-alignment,

revealing intersectional exclusions that demand specific attention.

5.2 Reflections and limitations on the research process
Crucially, the research challenges the assumption that women are inhibitors of their

own advancement. While some reflect on internalised limitations, the broader findings
expose institutional failures rather than individual deficits. The interviews became
spaces of resistance where participants reflected, reclaimed voice and redefined
leadership on their own terms. Ultimately, the study shows that without structural
reform, resilience becomes a burden and leadership remains symbolic rather than

transformative for women senior managers at the DID.

This research is grounded in a African Feminist ethos that values emotional safety,
lived experience and relational trust as central to knowledge production. Through
carefully facilitated interviews, women participants in senior management at the DID
were given space to speak freely, reflect deeply and challenge systems that often
silence or diminish them.
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A core aim was the creation of a sense of psychological safety and emotional
liberation. Participants described the interviews as a rare opportunity for honest,
reflective dialogue. Nancy shared, “If you had not mentioned that my name would not
be published, | would have approached it differently. But because you did, | felt
liberated to share my experiences.” Mariah expressed, “Some of the questions you're
asking me gave me a reflective moment. | can’t remember when last, I've actually used
time to reflect on my life.” For many, the interview space was not just data collection

but a site of emotional release and clarity.

This research engages with the complexities of oral narration, recognising that
memory, voice and the relationship between interviewer and participant all shape the
narrative. The interviewer is not neutral but becomes part of the story. Throughout this
process, participants were not only sharing their experiences but were also observing
and interpreting the interviewer (Portelli, 2009). The researcher mindfully asked
participants about their perceptions of the researcher, acknowledging that this
dynamic influences the data. These insights revealed personal reasons behind their

participation, offering a richer more layered understanding.

Relational intelligence and trust were also repeatedly acknowledged. Participants
attributed their openness to the researcher's empathy and presence rather than
shared identity. Nancy noted, “Had you not been mature enough to deal with the

emotions of this discussion, the outcome would have been different.”

While shared womanhood sometimes offered a sense of ease, participants often
emphasised that connection came more from the researcher’s approach than their
demographic identity. Mapholba said, “You could have been a man, and if you

approached it in the same way, the result would have been the same.”

The interviews also facilitated critical reflection as a feminist act. Margaret
acknowledged, “By simply talking and reflecting on the questions, | realise | need to
be more assertive.” Nancy added, “Speaking truth to power is a very career-limiting
trait to have.” For many, this space allowed them to confront internalised limitations

and reconsider their roles within an unjust system.
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In effect, this research became more than a data-gathering exercise. It was a feminist
space for connection, healing and reclaiming voice. A safe space where trust and
reflection offered participants a sense of agency and affirmation within an oppressive

professional environment.

This research exposes the profound dissonance between the rhetoric of gender
equality and the lived realities of women participants in senior management at the DID.
The participants’ narratives are marked by emotional fatigue, stalled progression and
deep structural injustice. According to participants, the DID remains hostile to women’s
full participation, not only through exclusionary practices but through the active

weaponisation of abuse, politics and surveillance.

Despite these challenges, participants demonstrate remarkable emotional resilience,
constructing new meanings of leadership grounded in self-care, spirituality and
alternative definitions of success. These acts of agency manifest as quiet rebellion
and subversion reflecting an urgent need to reimagine leadership as relational,

humane and inclusive, rather than transactional, aggressive and masculinised.

However, resilience should not be romanticised. The burden of adaptation lies
overwhelmingly on women, while the DID evades responsibility for reform. Without

structural change, resilience becomes another word for tolerated suffering.

5.3 Limitations

Building trust during the interview took time and both active and close listening. There
was an ebb and flow to the interview cycle (Makana, 2018). The ebb was in the early
stage of the interview cycle when participants were evaluating the researcher and
apportioning their level of trust and confidence in the researcher. The researcher is an
African feminist with a background in social science and mindfully included a set of
questions at the final stage of the interview to solicit the interview experiences of
participants.

When reflecting on the interview process all participants’ said that they were surprised
at their level of openness and unfiltered responses. Kia confided deeply personal
experiences, saying, “The level of comfort you've [researcher] created has made it
easy to have this conversation.”

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT 63 STUDENT #2824663



Margaret voiced initial scepticism about the researcher's intent, revealing a broader
institutional distrust. Margaret highlighted the isolation created by fragmented
organisational structures. She was sceptical about the researchers trustworthiness
and was expecting to be interrogated on her work performance despite receiving a full
brief on the scope of the interview:

To be honest, before coming here, | thought | should make sure not to discuss
any private matters. | was cautious about that. If someone were to find out about
me - I'd be careful. | also thought that you might not be interested in my story. |
even went through my policy documents because | thought you were checking
my work knowledge but this [interview] was only about my personal

experiences.

Nancy reflected that she thought that the researcher would be biased:

At first, | thought this interview was going to be very personal; like it would come
from a place of hurt, especially considering what we all go through at the DID.
| say this because I've been through the same pain. So, | expected the
questions to come from a space of bias or let me just say, from a space of not
being fully healed. But it didn’t come across that way at all. | have to give you
[researcher] credit for that because | really thought your questions would be
biased.

The extended duration of the interviews and the emotional responses the questions
evoked for participants, meant that the researcher had to proceed cautiously, pausing
when necessary and proceeding with care and at a pace suitably tailored to each
participant. This meant that the fieldwork was lengthy and intensive.

The sensitive nature of this research, placed the mantle of ethical care on the
researcher to not cause harm to participants’. Extensive de-identification and the use
of participant selected pseudonyms, was key to protecting participants’ privacy and
ensuring their confidentiality throughout the study. By removing or altering any
identifying information, the process helped prevent potential harm or exposure. This
approach was grounded in a deep sense of care and responsibility, placing the

wellbeing of participants at the centre of the research. It aimed to create a safe space
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for honest sharing, especially for those who have experienced marginalisation. De-
identification also helped balance the power between researcher and participants’,
ensuring that voices were heard without risk. It reflects a strong commitment to ethical

and respectful research reflective of the researcher’s African feminist positionality.

Building trust took time, as some participants initially questioned the researcher’s
intent. Interviews were emotionally intense, lengthy and required ethical sensitivity,
tailored pacing, and strong confidentiality to ensure safety, openness and respectful
engagement throughout. Given the length of the interviews, transcription and data

disaggregation was intensive and time consuming.

5.4 Practical Recommendations
To address the deeply entrenched gendered and intersectional inequities identified in

this study, a multi-pronged strategy is required that confronts structural dysfunction

while centring care, inclusion and accountability.

First, the imperative for structural accountability and cultural reform demands the
establishment of independent, impartial mechanisms to investigate and sanction
instances of verbal and sexual abuse. This must be coupled with rigorous audits of
decision-making processes to promote transparency in recruitment, promotions and
project allocation. Such efforts should be underpinned by the dismantling of informal
patronage networks that shield misconduct and undermine organisational integrity,
particularly at senior leadership levels.

Second, fostering gender-responsive leadership development is essential. This entails
the creation of mentorship, coaching and advancement pathways explicitly targeted at
women, especially those from politically and ethnically marginalised groups.
Development programmes must be undergirded by feminist leadership principles that
centre relationality, care and collective responsibility rather than competition and

individualism.

Third, ensuring psychological safety and wellness support necessitates the
implementation of confidential, trusted, trauma-informed wellness initiatives that are
responsive to the specific pressures faced by women in senior roles. The DID has an
externally administered employee assistance service, however none of the
participants feel safe utilising this fearing their confidential information will be
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weaponised against them by the department. Holistic wellness support must include
recognition of caregiving and emotional labour as legitimate dimensions of
professional life, with tangible implications for workload, performance expectations,

and support structures.

Fourth, the integration of work-life balance and flexible arrangements is critical. The
DID’s organisational policies should institutionalise flexible work options, including
remote work, without stigma or punitive consequence. Such measures must be framed
not as special accommodations but as standard practices aligned with contemporary

understandings of productive, inclusive work environments.

Fifth, the DID should adopt intersectional policy frameworks across all HR, wellness
and leadership development efforts. This requires continuous monitoring of equity
outcomes across multiple identity axes, including gender, race, ethnicity, age, life
stage, differing ability status, caregiving status and political affiliation, to ensure that

inclusion efforts are substantive and multidimensional.

Finally, achieving sustainable change will require a commitment to feminist
organisational transformation. This involves moving away from punitive, individualised
performance regimes and towards collective, values-driven cultures that prioritise
wellbeing and justice. Central to this process is the empowerment of women-led
forums inclusive of all SMS regardless of gender to co-create and drive structural
reform from within, ensuring that transformation is both participatory and grounded in

lived experience.

Together, these recommendations constitute a blueprint for a more inclusive, equitable
and humane organisational culture at the DID. This culture affirms women’s leadership
not as an exception or symbolic gesture but as integral to institutional legitimacy and
effectiveness.

5.5 Future Studies
This section outlines key recommendations for future research aimed at deepening

the understanding of gendered barriers to executive advancement in the public sector.

Three recommendations are set forth below.
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Analyse the impact of political versus administrative appointment powers: Given that
political heads [Premiers or MECs] appoint executive level managers, while
administrative heads [HoDs or delegates] appoint senior managers, future research
should examine how these governance arrangements affect gender equity in
leadership appointments. Special attention should be given to the extent to which
political discretion and administrative decision-making support or hinder the 50%

gender parity goal in executive management.

Explore the effects of delegated authority on gender outcomes: A comparative study
across provinces or departments could illuminate how variations in delegated authority
[e.g., from Premiers to MECs] influence the gender composition of executive
appointments. Understanding these power dynamics may uncover structural or
political bottlenecks that obstruct the promotion of women into executive leadership

roles.

Evaluate promotion pathways and career trajectories by gender: Future research
should trace the career paths of male and female senior managers to assess how
organisational structures and decision-making practices differentially impact their
trajectories. This includes analysing gender bench strength, time to promotion,
frequency of acting roles and access to developmental opportunities.

These recommendations can guide future research toward a more nuanced and
systemic understanding of the barriers to gender parity in public sector leadership and
help identify targeted interventions for sustainable transformation.

5.6 Conclusion
This research investigates the factors influencing the advancement of women into

executive management within Gauteng'’s DID, a male-dominated space despite South
Africa’s progressive gender equity policies. Framed through an African feminist
epistemology and conducted using narrative inquiry, the study centres the lived
experiences of five women senior managers. It explores organisational dynamics,
personal challenges, the experiences of ethnic minority women and the ways in which
internalised or strategic behaviours may influence women'’s advancement. The aim is

not only to identify structural and cultural inhibitors but also to contribute toward
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gender-inclusive, transformative leadership models within the public infrastructure

sector.

Chapter One introduces the research problem, providing context, rationale and key
research questions. It identifies the ongoing gender gap at executive levels in the DID
and outlines how African feminist perspectives provide a culturally and politically
relevant lens to explore these issues. The chapter positions the research as an urgent
and necessary intervention into a space where the limited promotion of women senior

managers into executive management chronically persists.

Chapter Two presents a comprehensive review of the literature and articulates the
African feminist theoretical framework underpinning the study. It critically engages with
global and local scholarship on women’s advancement into executive management,
focusing on barriers such as the glass ceiling, tokenism, racial exclusion and societal
expectations around caregiving. The chapter emphasises the relevance of
intersectionality, particularly in the South African context and challenges dominant
Western feminist paradigms by rooting the analysis in African feminist thought. It
makes clear that while legislation exists to promote gender equity, structural and
cultural practices often undermine its intent, leading to persistent underrepresentation
of women in executive roles. The literature also affirms the need for leadership models

rooted in care and contextual awareness.

Chapter Three outlines the research methodology, grounded in qualitative narrative
inquiry and African feminist principles. It details the selection of five purposively
sampled participants and discusses the ethical, reflexive and analytical approaches
used. Emphasising the importance of trust, participant agency and emotional safety,
the chapter shows how the research process became a space for healing and critical
reflection. Through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, the study generated rich,
context-sensitive data that reveal the nuanced and often painful realities of women

navigating leadership in a hostile organisational culture.

Chapter Four introduces the participants and presents the key findings, contextualising
their personal and professional backgrounds. It offers a detailed account of the
organisational and personal factors influencing their progression, highlighting issues
such as the lack of mentorship, institutional surveillance, ethnic exclusion and the
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disproportionate burden of caregiving. The findings expose how the DID creates an
illusion of inclusion while failing to provide the necessary support for sustainable
leadership. Participants’ are often placed in precarious or high-risk roles with little
support, and their resistance to institutional harm is frequently pathologised. Despite
these challenges, participants display strategic resilience, reimagining success
outside traditional models. The chapter argues that transformation cannot rely solely
on numeric targets but must dismantle embedded logics of exclusion and create

systems grounded in care and justice.

Chapter Five synthesises the findings and reflects on the broader implications. It
examines how structural sexism, political patronage and institutional neglect inhibit
women’s progression and wellbeing. The chapter firmly rejects deficit narratives that
blame women for their lack of advancement, instead showing how their withdrawal or
resistance often represents rational responses to systemic harm. The research
process itself becomes a feminist act; providing space for reflection, agency and
healing. It concludes with practical recommendations, including structural reform,
trauma-informed wellness support, intersectional policy frameworks and the
institutionalisation of feminist leadership development. Ultimately, the chapter calls for
a fundamental transformation of the DID, where leadership is redefined through
inclusivity, relationality and collective accountability - offering a powerful vision for
change in the public sector.

In the final analysis, the DID is not a broken system. It is a predatory one, designed
around exploitation. The metaphors participants use say it all:an

= In Animal Planet, women are prey, constantly surveilled and hunted.
= In Survivor, every move is political, every word a risk.

= Astools in a toolbox, women are not valued, just used and discarded.

And yet, participants endure. They operate in a constrained barrier riddled system, a
far cry from the DPSA’s (2009) “barrier-free public service”. They resist with silence,
with strategy, with ethics and with running shoes, books, boundaries, spirituality and
meditation. They refuse to disappear. Kia’s final reflection leaves us not in despair but
in defiant clarity: “It was a dark space... until | stepped outside and realised the sun is
out... Life is not determined by these people.”

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT 69 STUDENT #2824663



6. References

Acker, J. (1990). Hierarchies, jobs, bodies: A theory of gendered
organizations. Gender & Society, 4(2), 139—158.

Ahmed, S. (2012). On being included: Racism and diversity in institutional life. Duke
University Press.

Aydin, M., and Erbil, Y. (2022). Career Barriers of Women Architects in the
Construction Sector. International Journal of Architecture and Planning, 10(1),
136-157.

April, K., Dreyer, S., & Blass, E. (2007). Gender impediments to the South African
Executive Boardroom. South African Journal of Labour Relations, 31(2), 51-
67.

Ampofo, A.A. (2019). ‘One Who has Truth — She has Strength. The Feminist Activist
Inside and Outside the Academy in Ghana'. In Arnfred, S. & Akosua, A.A (Eds).
African Feminist Politics of Knowledge: Tensions, Challenges, Possibilities.
Nordiska: Afrikainstitutet.

Bello F.M., Adogbo K.J., & Maina J.J. (2022). Assessment of Glass Ceiling Barriers to
the Career Advancement of Professional Women in Construction Industry.
Environmental Technology and Science Journal, 14(1), 45-53.

Booysen, L. (2007). Social identity challenges: challenges facing leadership. In. April,
K. and Shockley, M. (Eds.), Diversity in Africa: The coming of age of a continent.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Burgess, N. (2013). The motherhood penalty: How gender and parental status
influence judgements of job-related competence and organizational
commitment. Seminal Research Paper Series, 13(1), 32, 1-11.

Cheng, K.Y., and Yang, R. (2021). The career challenges and success factors for
professional Asian women career development in New Zealand construction
industry. Perth: American Society of Engineering Education.

Civici, T., and Yemiscioglu, $. (2021). One of the Barriers that Female Architects Face
in their Career Development: Glass Ceiling Syndrome. Online Journal of Art
and Design, 9(3), 185-195.

Collins, P.H. (1986). Learning from the outsider within: The sociological significance
of Black feminist thought. Social Problems, 33(6), S14-S32.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT 70 STUDENT #2824663



Correll, S.J., Bernard, S., & Paik, I. (2007) Getting a job: Is there a motherhood
penalty? American Sociological Review 1(69), 1297-1338.

Crainer, S. (2003). The Ultimate Business Library - The Greatest Books that Made
Management. Oxford: Capstone.

Crenshaw, K.W. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black
feminist critique of anti-discrimination doctrine, feminist theory and anti-racist
politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139-167.

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and
violence against women of color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241-1299.

Cross, C. (2010). Barriers to the Executive Suite: Evidence from Ireland. Leadership
& Organization Development Journal, 31(2), 104-119.

Bronwyn, D. (1991). The Concept of Agency: A Feminist Poststructuralist Analysis.
The International Journal of Anthropology, 91(30), 42-53.

Denzin, N.K., and Lincoln, Y.S. (Eds.). (2011). The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative
Research. Thousand Oaks: SAGE.

Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs. (2024). Annual Report
2023-2024. Johannesburg: Department of Cooperative Governance and
Traditional Affairs.

Department of e-Government. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024. Johannesburg:
Department of e-Government.

Department of Infrastructure Development. (2024a). Annual Report 2023-2024.
Johannesburg: Department of Infrastructure Development.

Department of Infrastructure Development. (2024b). EEA 4 Submission to the
Department of Employment and Labour. Johannesburg: Department of
Infrastructure Development.

Department of Department of Infrastructure Development. (2025a). New SMS List for
May 2025. Johannesburg: Department of Infrastructure Development.

Department of Department of Infrastructure Development. (2025a). Promotions: SMS
List for May 2025. Johannesburg: Department of Infrastructure Development.

Department of Public Service and Administration. (2006). A Strategic Framework for
Gender Equality within the Public Service (2006-2015). Tshwane: Department
of Public Service and Administration.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663



Department of Public Service and Administration. (2007). Public Service Women
Management Week 10 Year Review Report 2007-2017. Tshwane: Department
of Public Service and Administration.

Department of Public Service and Administration. (2009).Gender Equality Strategic
Framework for the Public Service. Tshwane: Department of Public Service and
Administration.

Department of Public Service and Administration. (2020). Executive Protocol:
Principles and Procedures for the Employment of Heads of Department (HoDs)
and Deputy Directors-General (DDGs). Tshwane: Department of Public Service
and Administration.

Dicke, A.L., Safavian, N., & Eccles, J.S. (2019). Traditional gender role beliefs and
career attainment in STEM: A gendered story? Frontiers in Psychology, 10,
(1053), 1-14.

Eagly, A.H., and Karau, S.J. (2002). Role congruity theory of prejudice toward female
leaders. Psychological Review, 109(3), 573-598.

English, J., and Le Jeune, K. (2012). Do professional women and tradeswomen in the
South African construction industry share common employment barriers
despite progressive government legislation? Journal of Professional Issues in
Engineering Education and Practice, 138(2), 145-152.

Fiske, S.T., Cuddy, A.J.C., & Glick, P. (2002). Universal dimensions of social
cognition: Warmth and competence. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 6(2), 77—
82.

Franzke, A.S., Dieterle, E., & Buchanan, E.A. (2020). Cluster editors’ introduction:
Defining a feminist approach to internet research ethics (again). Peitho: Journal
of the Coalition of Feminist Scholars in the History of Rhetoric and Composition,
22(2), 245-250.

Gauteng Department of Agriculture, Rural Development and Environment. (2024).
Annual Report 2023-2024. Johannesburg: Gauteng Department of Agriculture,
Rural Development and Environment.

Gauteng Department of Community Safety. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024.
Johannesburg: Gauteng Department of Community Safety.

Gauteng Department of Economic Development. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024.
Johannesburg: Gauteng Department of Economic Development.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663



Gauteng Department of Education. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024. Johannesburg:
Gauteng: Department of Education.

Gauteng Department of Health. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024. Johannesburg:
Gauteng Department of Health.

Gauteng Department of Human Settlements. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024.
Johannesburg: Gauteng Department of Human Settlements.

Gauteng Department of Roads and Transport. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024.
Johannesburg: Gauteng Department of Roads and Transport.

Gauteng Department of Social Development. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024.
Johannesburg: Gauteng Department of Social Development.

Gauteng Department of Sport, Art, Culture and Recreation. (2024). Annual Report
2023-2024. Johannesburg: Gauteng Department of Sport, Art, Culture and
Recreation.

Gauteng Provincial Treasury. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024. Johannesburg:
Gauteng Provincial Treasury.

Greenaway, V., and Eibach, R.P. (2008). Intersectional invisibility: The distinctive
advantages and disadvantages of multiple subordinate-group identities. Sex
Roles, 59(5-6), 377-391.

Groger, L.M., and Straker, J.K. (1999). What we didn't learn because of who would
not talk to us. Qualitative Health Research, 9(6), 829-835.

Hagemaster, J.N. (1992). Life history: a qualitative method of research. Journal of
Advanced Nursing, 17(9), 1122-1128.

Héncean, M.G., Lubbers, M. J., & Molina, J. L. (2021). Measuring transnational social
fields through binational link-tracing sampling. PLOS ONE, 16(6), 1-39.
Harding, N. A. (2020). Co-constructing feminist research: Ensuring meaningful
participation while researching the experiences of criminalised women.

Feminist Criminology, 15(1), 3—-22.

Heilman, M.E. (2001). Description and prescription: How gender stereotypes prevent
women's ascent up the organisational ladder. Journal of Social Issues, 57(4),
657-674.

Heilman, M.E., and Lyness, K.S. (2006). Exploring the role of gender in evaluations of
leaders. The Leadership Quarterly, 17(6), 646—661.

hooks, b. (1998). Black women: Shaping feminist theory. In E. C. Eze (Ed.), African
philosophy: An anthology. Malden: Blackwell Publishers.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663



International Labour Organisation. (2017). ACT/EMP Research Note. Breaking
Barriers: Gender Bias in the Workplace. Geneva: International Labour
Organisation.

Jacobs, E. (2019). Women's perceptions of factors influencing occupational gender
segregation in South Africa. Gender & Behaviour, 17(1), 12705-12722.

Kahn, S.B., and Louw, V. (2011). Women’s Representativeness In The South African
Public Service. Tshwane: University of South Africa.

Kelan, E. (2008). The Discursive Construction of Gender in Contemporary
Management. Journal of Business Ethics, 81(2), 427-445.

Kim, A., and Hahn, Y. (2022). The motherhood effect on labour market outcomes:
Evidence from South Korea. Asian-Pacific Economic Literature, 3(36), 71-88.

Lean In. (2024). Likeability Bias. Retrieved 18 September 2024, from
https://www.linkedin.com/company/leaninorg/posts/?feedView=all.

Limerick, B., and O'Leary, J. (2006). Re-inventing or re-cycling? Examples of feminist
qualitative research informing the management field. Qualitative Research in
Organization and Management, 1(2), 98-112.

Loden, M. (1978). Glass ceiling speech to the Women's Action Alliance, a feminist
organization based in New York. New York: Women’s Action Alliance.

Lyness, K.S., and Heilman, M.E. (2006). When fit is fundamental: Performance
evaluations and promotions of upper-level female and male managers. Journal
of Applied Psychology, 91(4), 777-785.

Madikizela, K., and Haupt, T. (2010). Influences on Women'’s Choices of Careers in
Construction: A South African Study. Australasian Journal of Construction
Economics and Building, 10(1), 1-15.

Makana, S. 2018. Contested Encounters Toward a Twenty-First-Century African
Feminist Ethnography. MERIDIANS, 17(2): 361-375.

Makhasi, Y. (2024). Circular NO: 53 of 2024. Tshwane: Department of Public Service
and Administration.

Mark N.K., Saunders, P.L., & Thornhill. A. (2020). Research Methods for Business
Students (8th ed.). New York: Pearson.

Mathur-Helm, B. (2005). Equal opportunity and affirmative action for South African

women: A benefit or barrier? Women in Management Review, 20(1):56-71.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663



Mello, D.M., and Phago, K. (2007). Affirming women in managerial positions in the
South African public service. South African Journal for Political Science and
Public Administration, 26(2):145-158.

Mohanty, C.T. (1984). Under Western eyes: Feminist scholarship and colonial
discourses. Feminist Review, (30), 61-88.

Mpemba, N. (2018). Glass ceilings: A study into the barriers faced by aspiring
professional black women in the South African Built Environment. Cape Town:
University of Cape Town.

Naidu, M. (2010). Wrestling with standpoint theory...some thoughts on standpoint and
African feminism. Agenda, 2010(83): 24-35.

Naismith, N., Robertson, S., & Tookey, J. (2017). Identifying barriers to retaining
female professionals in engineering and construction organisations. EPIC
Series in Education Science, 17(1), 227-234.

Naoum, S.G., Harris, J., Rizzuto, J., & Egbu, C. (2019). Gender in the construction
industry: Literature review and comparative survey of men's and women's
perceptions in UK construction consultancies. Journal of Management in
Engineering, 36(2), 741 - 783.

Neuman, W.L. (2021). Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative
Approaches (8" ed.). Great Britain: Pearson Education Limited.

Ngalo, V.V., and Mtsweni, L.L. (2024). Factors impacting women in senior leadership
within the public sector in South Africa: A public sector department case.
Journal of Economics, Finance and Management Studies, 7(4), 2184—-2190.

Nnaemeka, O. (2005). ‘Bringing African Women into the Classroom: Rethinking
Pedagogy and Epistemology’. In Oyewumi, O. (Ed.). African Gender Studies:
A Reader. New York: Palgrave.

Noy, C. (2008). Sampling Knowledge: The Hermeneutics of Snowball Sampling in
Qualitative Research. International Journal of Social Research Methodology,
11(4), 327-344.

Nzimakwe, T.1., and Pillay, P. (2014). Human resource capacity in the South African
public service: An overview of skills development policies. Journal of Public
Administration, 49(1), 177-191.

Office of the Premier. (2024). Annual Report 2023-2024. Johannesburg: Office of the

Premier.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663



Pile, J. (2004). A fair opinion. Retrieved September, 5, 2024, from
http://www.bwasa.co.za.

Portelli, A. (2009). ‘What makes oral history different’. In Del Giudice, L. (Ed.), Oral
history, oral culture, and Italian Americans. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Punch, K.F. (2014). Introduction to Social Research: Quantitative and Qualitative
Approaches. Los Angeles: SAGE.

Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., McNaughton Nicholls, C., & Ormston, R. (2013). Qualitative
research practice : A guide for social science students and researchers.
London: SAGE.

Sangweni, N., and Root, D. (2015). Women in construction: Hindrances that shorten
the professional working life of female site engineers on construction sites in
South Africa (Master's thesis). University of the Witwatersrand.

Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2020). Research methods for business
students (8th ed.). London: Pearson.

Sen, A. (2017). Well-Being, Agency and Freedom: The Dewey Lectures 1984. In
Brooks, T. (Ed.), Justice and the Capabilities Approach. New York: Routledge.

Shola, A Z., and Abdulazeez, A.S. (2020). Factors Influencing the Involvement of
Female Quantity Surveyors in The Nigerian Construction Industry: Perception
of Professionals. International Journal of Engineering Applied Sciences and
Technology, 5(9), 105-114.

Smith, S. (1993). Who's talking back? The subject of personal narratives. Journal of
Women in Culture & Society 18(2), 329-340.

Sowa, T. (2015). Ask Her Talks. Retrieved August, 3, 2024, from
http://www.africanfeministforum.com/ask-her-talks-theo-sowal/.

Staines, G., Tavris, C., & Jayaratne, T.E. (1974). The Queen Bee syndrome.
Psychology Today, 7(4), 55-60.

Stewart, R., Wright, B., Smith, L., Roberts, S., & Russell, N. (2021). Gendered
stereotypes and norms: A systematic review of interventions designed to shift
attitudes and behaviour. Heliyon, 7(4), 3-26.

Stojmenovska, M., and Stojmenovska, J. (2021). Gender differences in promotion:
New evidence from the internal labour market in China. Applied Economics,
51(56), 6021-6033.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663



Sujatha, B.K., Reddy, T.M., & Pathak, P. (2019). Camouflage In Research — The
Hawthorne Effect. International Journal of Development Research, 9(4), 26996-
26999.

Swales, L. (2021). The Protection of Personal Information Act and data de-
identification. South African Journal of Science, 117(7/8), 1-3.

Thoni, C., and Volk, S. (2021). Converging Evidence for Greater Male Variability in
Time, Risk, and Social Preferences. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences, 118(23), 39-54.

Toni, N., and Moodly, A.L. (2019). Do institutional cultures serve as impediments for
women’s advancement towards leadership in South African higher education?
South African Journal of Higher Education, 33(3), 176—191.

Torres, A.J.C., Barbosa-Silva, L., Oliveira-Silva, L.C., Miziara, O.P.P., Guahy, U.C.R.,
Fisher, ANN. & Ryan, M.K. (2024). The Impact of Motherhood on Women'’s
Career  Progression: A  Scoping Review of Evidence-Based
Interventions. Behavioral Sciences, 14(4), 273-290.

Truth, S. (1851). Ain’t | a woman? Speech delivered at the Ohio Women’s Rights
Convention, Akron, OH.

United Nations Development Programme. (2023). Gender Social Norms Index
Breaking Down Gender Biases: Shifting social norms towards gender equality.
New York: United Nations Development Programme.

Vijayaragunathan, S., and Rasanthi, T. (2019). An insight to women in construction for
fostering female careers in Sri Lankan construction industry. Journal of
International Women's Studies, 20(3), 168- 173.

Wagner, C., Singer, P., Karimi, F., Pfeffer, J., & Strohmaier, M. (2017). Sampling from
social networks with afttributes. Perth: 26th International World Wide Web
Conference.

Walker, R. ‘Becoming the Third Wave.” Ms. 39 (1992): 39—41.

Weedon, C. (1987). Feminist practice and poststructuralist theory. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell.

Weinberg, L. (2020). Feminist research ethics and student privacy in the age of Al.
Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience, 6(2), 1-25.

Zhang, H. (2019). Gender difference in promotions: New evidence from the internal
labour market in China. Applied Economics, 51(56), 6021-6033.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT 77 STUDENT #2824663



Zhang, H., and Rajagopalan, S. (2010). Succession management: A critical
component of leadership development. Journal of Leadership & Organizational
Studies, 17(4), 1-12.

Zungu, M. (2024). Exposure of gender discrimination and sexual harassment among
women in the South African construction industry: A case of OR Tambo District

Municipality. Journal of Public Administration and Development Alternatives,
9(1), 179-192.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663




7. Annexure 1: Gender Representation of SMS

Comparative Table of Gender Representation in Executive Management, levels 15 and 16 'and Senior Management, levels 13 &
14 as at the 2023-2024 financial year by Department (With disaggregated % for Women across both levels then processed to
provide a total percentage for the department):

Department Executive Men in Exe Women in Exe % Women in Levels Menin  Womenin % Women in

Management Management Management Executive 13& 14  Levels Levels13 Levels 13 &
Total Management Total 13 & 14 & 14 14
DARDE 9 4 5 55.56% 23 10 13 56.52%
OoP 4 1 3 75.00% 43 15 28 65.12%
GDSD 4 1 3 75.00% 30 12 18 60.00%
GDE 4 2 2 50.00% 22 12 10 45.45%
SACR 2 1 1 50.00% 22 10 12 54.55%
GDCS 1 0 1 100.00% 24 12 12 50.00%
DID 5 2 3 60.00% 60 38 22 36.67%
e-Gov 1 0 1 100.00% 22 14 8 36.36%
CoGTA 5 3 2 40.00% 28 14 14 50.00%
GPT 1 1 0 0.00% 71 34 29 40.85%
DED 13 10 3 23.08% 35 16 19 54.29%
GDoH 6 2 4 66.67% 93 56 37 39.78%
DHS 7 2 5 71.43% 39 18 21 53.85%
GDRT 6 5 1 16.67% 30 18 12 40.00%

' The GPG defines Top Management as levels 15 and 16. This study uses the term executive management to indicate levels 15 and 16. The term senior
manager indicates levels 13 and 14.
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Breakdown of GPG departments as at 2023-2024 financial year which have
achieved the 50% representation of women across all levels of SMS and the
departments which have not attained the target:

Category Department Percentage of Women
across all levels of SMS

Exceeded Goal (50%) OoP 65.96%
Exceeded Goal (50%) GDSD 61.76%
Exceeded Goal (50%) GDHS 56.52%
Exceeded Goal (50%) DARDE 56.25%
Exceeded Goal (50%) GDSD 52.00%
Exceeded Goal (50%) SACR 54.17%
Under Goal (50%) GDE 46.15%
Under Goal (50%) GDoH 41.41%
Under Goal (50%) DID 38.46%
Under Goal (50%) e-Gov 39.13%
Under Goal (50%) GPT 40.28%
Under Goal (50%) GDED 45.83%
Under Goal (50%) CoGRA 48.48%
Under Goal (50%) GDRT 36.11%
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Annexure 3: Ranking of GPG Departments
Ranking of the 14 GPG departments as at 2023-2024 financial year from highest to

lowest based on the percentage of women representation across all levels of Senior
Management (Top Management and Levels 13 and 14), with each department
assigned a rank from 1 to 15 (1 being the highest and 15 being the lowest):

Rank Department % Women in All SMS Levels
1 OoP 65.96%
2 GDSD 61.76%
3 GDHS 56.52%
4 DARDE 56.25%
5 SACR 54.17%
6 GDCS 52.00%
7 CoGTA 48.48%
8 GDE 46.15%
9 DED 45.83%
10 GDoH 41.41%
11 GPT 40.28%
12 e-Gov 39.13%
13 DID 38.46%
14 GDRT 36.11%
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Annexure 4: DID Disaggregation of Population

The DID disaggregation of the Metapopulation and Population as of May 2025:

LEVEL NUMBER GENDER
13 38 24 Males 15 Females
14 11 6 Males 5 Females
15 4 1 Males 3 Females
16 1 0 Males 1 Females

2Gender as % 56% 44%
across all levels of

the SMS

2 Note the change in the number in total number of SMS from 65 in Annexure 1 as at March 2024 and
the most recent total as 54 as at May 2025. This delta of 11 includes an update of the resignations
and terminations between the two-time deltas.

R BAIJNATH | RESEARCH PROJECT STUDENT #2824663



Wits

W I T S Business
School
UNIVERSITY Sculpting global leaders
Dear Madam

My name is Ramona Baijnath, | am a Masters student in Business Administration at
the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. My supervisor is Dr. Jenika
Gobind. | am conducting a research study about the career progression of women
senior managers into executive management at the Department of Infrastructure
Development. The study title is Factors influencing the advancement of women into
executive management in Gauteng’s infrastructure sector.

| am inviting you to take part in an interview. If you decide to take part, your
participation in this research study will last about 180 minutes. The interview will take
place at a location convenient to you at a time suitable for you.

With your permission, | would like to audio record the interview. This data will be stored
in an encrypted storage device for 2 years and will be deleted after this period. Only
the researcher and the supervisor will have access to the data.

During the research activity, | will need to ask for some personal information about
you, including your biographical data and your personal experiences.

The interview will be confidential. When | share the results of the research study, | will
not include your name or anything else that could identify you.

If you decide to take part in the research study, it should be because you want to
volunteer. You do not have to take part. You can stop being in the study at any time.
You do not have to answer any questions if you do not want to. You will not get any
direct benefits if you choose to join the research study. You will not lose any services,
benefits or rights you would normally have if you decided not to join. Taking part in the
research study will not cost you anything. You will not be paid for being in this research
study.

The risks for this research study are no more than what happens in everyday life /
some of the questions asked may make you feel sad or upset. If this happens, | will
stop the interview and continue another time pending your permission.

This research study will be written as a research report and publications. The report
will be available on the university library website. If you would like to receive a
summary of this report, | will be happy to send it to you.
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If you have any questions during or afterwards about this research study, feel free to
contact me or my supervisor on the details listed below. If you have any concerns or
complaints about the ethical procedures of this research study, you are welcome to
contact the University Human Research Ethics Committee (Non-Medical), telephone
+27(0) 11 717 1408, email hrecnon-medical@wits.ac.za.

Yours sincerely,

Researcher:
Ramona Baijnath, Wits email: 2824663 @students.wits.ac.za Mobile: 076 942 3419

Supervisor:
Dr Jenika Gobind, email: jenika.gobind@wits.ac.za Phone number: 011 717 3761
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Interview Guide:
Verbal Recorded Interview
Research Instrument: Researcher Administrated in-depth semi-structured interview

Date: Time: Location:
Pseudonym:
Biographical Data

Name:

Surname:

Position:

Number of years in position:
Race:

Ethnicity:

Age:

Highest Level of Education:
Partnership Status:
Children:

Context, Employment History and Aspirations

Who is Participant 1 and how do you describe yourself?

Describe the many roles you play outside of work.

Tell me about your employment history in the public service.

Why do you think you have not been unsuccessful or successful?
What does it take to be a woman SMS?

Describe what position you envision to occupy in the SMS.

What are you doing to attain this career goal?

How old were you when you first joined the SMS?

Describe your appointment process?

10 How long were you applying to join the SMS?

11.What has been the highlight of your SMS career thus far?
12.What has been the most challenging aspect of your SMS career thus far?
13.Do you enjoy being part of SMS? If so why, if not why?
14.Describe your leadership style

15. Are you valued by your subordinates?

16. Are you valued by your manager?

17.How long did it take you to progress to the next level of SMS?

CoNoOORrWN =
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Enablers and Barriers to SMS Entry

Do you believe you are taken credibly in the DID?

Is your opinion valued? If so why, if not why?

Do you often speak in management meetings? If so why, if not why?

Do you get credit for the work you do? If so why, if not why?

Do you think there are barriers to progression for women in SMS?

Is the SMS a boy’s club?

Why do you think there are not more women senior managers at the DID?

Do you think that the policies and legislation in place support the 50%

representation of women across ALL levels of SMS? If so why, if not why?

9. Do you think that the DID has inclusive racial diversity?

10.Have you upgraded your academic qualifications since joining the SMS? Explain
why?

11.Is there anything that makes you uncomfortable at work?

12.Has anyone threatened you at work verbally, physically or sexually? Explain.

13.Do you feel safe in your position and workplace?

14.1s the culture at all departments the same or is the DID unique?

15.Do have the agency at work to perform your responsibilities or are you given
instructions? Explain.

16.Do you experience workplace hostility with SMS? If so, how do you deal with
this?

17.Do you have the latitude to refuse to perform certain work or must you obey
every instruction? Explain why.

18.Do you think your performance management evaluation is fair? Explain.

19.Have you had any performance management evaluation disputes? Explain.

20.Do you often perform work outside of your job description. Explain why.

21.Do you think that you are able to progress within the SMS? Explain why.

22.Do you think there is a glass ceiling for women in SMS at the DID?

NGO~ LON =

Leadership Style, Bias and Opportunities

1. Describe your leadership style.

2. Would you describe it as more feminine or masculine? Why did you choose this
style?

Do you think the Public Service recruits the right people for the right job? Explain
why?

Would you describe yourself as passive or aggressive? Explain why?

What is the biggest benefit of being a senior manager?

What is the biggest downfall of being a senior manager?

Describe your workplace culture in relation to the SMS.

Do you have access to SMS training opportunities, bursaries, networks, personal
development?

9. Are you satisfied that these offering empower you as a woman in SMS?
10.Have you been asked to act in a higher SMS position? Explain why.

11.Why do you think women are slower to progress to the higher rungs of SMS?
12.Do you think you have benefited from employment equity? Explain why.

13.Is there anything you had to sacrifice to do your job as a member of the SMS?

w
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14.Do you think the infrastructure sector has transformed and is more accessible to
women? Explain why.

15.1s the DID transformed and inclusive or does the patriarchy and Boys Club exist?

16.Do you think that women managers are aggressive?

17.Do you think that women managers are likeable?

18.Have you ever been on maternity leave as a SMS, was this accommodated well
by your manager?

Support and Networks

1. Do you support women SMS?

2. Are you supported by women SMS? Explain.

3. Would you prefer to be managed by a man or women or are you indifferent?
Explain why?

4. What role do you think women in executive management should play in the

development of women in the lower rungs of SMS?

Does this happen in the DID?

Do you have a positive network within the DID where you can go for advice and

support?

7. Are you treated with compassion and care by your manager? Explain.

8. Do you think male SMS and women SMS receive the same feedback and
criticism? Explain.

9. Describe a moment when your manager was not satisfied with your performance.
Did you think they handled it well? How did you feel? What could have gone
better?

10. Do you think your performance is judged on the same merits as your male
colleagues? Explain why.

11.Do you network at work events? Explain why.

oo

Career Progression

Are you actively looking for a promotion /new job?

How many applications do you make annually?

Have you gone to any interviews and competency tests?

Why do you think you have not been unsuccessful or successful?

Do you think that the public service has a fair recruitment process which priorities
designated groups? Explain why?

What avenues do you pursue if you are not successful to give you satisfaction?
Do you feel like your career is progressing well or is it stagnant? Explain why.

If you have not been looking for a promotion /new job, why do you not choose to?
How do you grow and enrich your life?

10 Why do you choose to remain at the DID?

11.Do you think there are public service opportunities available for your career
progression? Explain why.

abhwn =
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Support Systems and Responsibilities

Do you have a helper or support system at home? How does this assist you?

What unpaid work do you do in your private time?

Are you supported by your partner?

Describe your household responsibilities?

Do you have any social or cultural responsibilities?

Describe your responsibilities as a mother or caregiver.

Describe your responsibilities as a partner.

Do you have a role in supporting your partners career? Elaborate.

Does your partner have a role in supporting your career? Elaborate.

10 Are there any cultural or social expectations you must deliver on?

11.When your child is sick who takes time off to care for the child?

12.Who takes care of you when you are unwell?

13.Would you say you have a good work life balance?

14.Do you have hobbies and passions outside of work?

15.Do you have access to workplace wellness programmes? Have you accessed
them? Explain why.

16.Have you ever been asked if you plan to have children by a manager or
recruiter?

17.Why do you think there are few women youth in the SMS?

18.Do you work afterhours or on weekends? How does this merge with your social
life?

19.Have you ever been asked to cancel your leave. Explain why.

20.Do you have flexible working hours? If yes, how does this assist you? If no, how
does this burden you?

21.Would you like flexible working hours and remote work opportunities?

CoNoOORWN =

Interview Experience and Observations

1. How did this interview process make you feel?

2. Is there anything about me or my approach that has made you feel uncomfortable
3. Do you think my race, age, position or gender has had an impact on this interview
process?

What did you observe about me during this interview process?

What do you find that is similar between us and what are our differences?

Would you be more comfortable undertaking this process with a person of a
different gender or race?

7. Is there anything else you would like to tell me?

o0k
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s Wits
W ITS Business
School

UNLVERSTTY v Sculpting global leaders
Informed Consent Form

Title of project: Factors influencing the advancement of women into executive
management in Gauteng’s infrastructure sector

Name of researcher: Ramona Baijnath

L e s , agree to participate in this
research project.

| agree to the following:

(Please circle the relevant options below)

The research study was explained to me. | understand what YES NO
this study is about.

| understand that | can volunteer to take part in the study YES NO
| agree that the interview may be audio recorded YES NO
| agree that direct quotations from my interview may be used YES NO

by the researcher in their research report, manuscript, article
and book chapter

| agree that my participation will remain anonymous (my YES NO
name or other identifying data will not be used by the

researcher in their research report, manuscript, article and

book chapter)

.......................................... (signature)
.......................................... (name of participant)
.......................................... (date)

.......................................... (signature)
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.......................................... (name of researcher/person seeking consent)
.......................................... (date)
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Annexure 8: Permission to Conduct Research

3

m GAUTENG PROVINCE
¢ $.3) RepieLcoF SOUAFRCA

RO,

Dr Ramona Baijnath
Wits Business School
Student # 2824663

Dear Dr Baijnath

RE: Permission to conduct research at the Gauteng Department of Infrastructure
Development [DID] towards the research component of a Master’s Degree in Business
Administration [MBA] at the Wits Business School [WBS]

Your correspondence dated 11 September 2024 refers.

| am pleased to inform you that the Head of Department [HoD] at the Gauteng Department of
Infrastructure Development [DID], Ms. Masabata Mutlaneng has approved your request to
conduct research on the factors influencing the advancement of women senior managers into
executive management at the DID.

Dr Baijnath is granted permission to:

V. Permission to conduct the study focused on factors influencing the advancement of
women senior managers into executive management at the DID.

VI. Permission to access the DID offices and engage with the study participants,
Directorate(s) responsible and relevant staff.

VIl.  Permission to access information and data relevant to the study.
VIIl.  Permission to store and dispose of data relevant to the study in accordance with WBS
protocols.

Dr Baijnath undertakes to observe the following ethical considerations:

V.  Tointerview participants/ informants only upon the receipt of written informed consent.
VI.  To conduct interviews with research participants at agreed upon times to minimise

disruptions.
VIl.  To store data and dispose thereof in accordance with WBS rules.
VIIl.  Share the final research paper with the Department.

Kindly address all enquiries on this matter to the Director Research, Ms. Emmah Mkhatshwa
via email: emmah.mkhatshwa@gauteng.gov.za or mobile: 076 480 3759.

| wich vai a enrracefiul research journey_

Ms. Masabata Mutlaneng
Head of Department

Department of Infrastructure Development
Date:
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Annexure 9: Ethical Clearance

Graduate School of Business Administration
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg

Wits
Business
School

Wits Business School Ethics Committee
Constituted under the University Human Research Ethics Committee (Non-Medical)

Ethics Clearance Certificate

Ethics protocol number: WBS/BA2824663/642
This certificate is only valid with a legitimate ethics protocol number and signed by the Researcher (below).

This certificate is only valid if accompanied by formal permission from the relevant stakeholder(s).

Project title Factors influencing the advancement of women into executive
management in Gauteng’s infrastructure sector

Investigator / Researcher Dr Ramona Baijnath
Nature of Project MBA (Research Article)
Decision of the Committee Approved, provided stakeholders and participants are guaranteed

confidentialty.

Issue Date of Certificate 24/10/2024
Expiry date Date of submission of the project / research report
Chairperson Dr Ayanda Magida

& +27117173953 G

ayanda.magida@wits.ac.za

Declaration by Researcher

One copy must be signed by the Researcher and returned to the Chairperson of the Wits Business School
Ethics Committee.

| fully understand the conditions under which | am authorized to carry out the abovementioned research

and | guarantee to ensure compliance with these conditions. Should any departure to be contemplated
from the research procedure as approved | undertake to resubmit the protocol to the Committee.

Al A=

Signature Date:
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Annexure 10: List of Participants
The following is a list of participants, presented in the order in which they
volunteered to participate:

Order of Volunteering Participant Name

1 Mariah

2 Margaret
3 Mapholba
4 Kia

5 Nancy
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