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Introduction
Many women continue to struggle in organisations, and their career progress has stalled 
because their work and organisational conditions tend to be hampered by their life patterns 
(Cha, 2013; McKie & Jyrkinen, 2017; Tomlinson et al. 2013; Wyatt & Sylvester, 2015). Career 
progression is described as the vertical or horizontal advancement of individuals inside and 
outside the organisation (Faugoo, 2011; Matthews, Monk-Turner, & Sumter, 2010). Women 
experience more encumbrances in their career paths than men, intimating that work and 
organisations are not experienced the same way by women and men and are therefore not 
gender-neutral (Acker, 2012). Gender-neutrality cannot be professed when advantage and 
disadvantage in organisations are patterned through and in terms of a distinction between 
women and men (Acker, 1990, 2006).

Orientation: Even though there has been a phenomenal increase in the number of women 
employed in the mining industry, the figures hide many gender inequalities as the gendered 
impediments to career advancement persist despite South Africa’s remarkable equity policy 
regime. However, it is unclear, from the perspective of the women themselves, how their 
career advancement is encumbered.

Research purpose: This study reflects on the prospects for career advancement by exploring 
the work and organisational experiences of women in core mining positions in an open-cast 
mining organisation in South Africa.

Motivation for the study: To reflect on the prospects for career advancement of women in core 
mining positions.

Research approach, design and method: Eight professional women, selected through a 
purposive sampling procedure, participated in in-depth unstructured interviews. Data were 
analysed using Creswell’s simplified version of the Stevick–Colaizzi–Keen method, guided by 
the lens of gendered organisations.

Main findings: Three themes emerged: (1) male domination that has marginalised women and 
compelled them to emulate masculinity has legitimised existing gender barriers, (2) the long, 
awkward and unpredictable hours of work have deepened women’s time constraints because 
they have to combine the home or family caretaker role with work, and (3) the essence of being 
a woman in a mining organisation.

Practical/managerial implications: The study may present South African managers with a 
better understanding of how work and organisational features, policies, daily practices and 
discourses impede career advancement of women in core mining positions. Organisations 
should train managers to create conditions that minimise barriers and maximise performance 
and advancement, and align retention strategies.

Contribution/value-add: This study builds on existing knowledge about career advancement 
of women by providing new and valuable information specific to women in core mining 
positions in an open-cast mining organisation in South Africa, seen through the lens of 
gendered organisational theory. The findings highlight the need for organisational theory 
research that is responsive to the subtle issues and gendered assumptions that sustain 
encumbrances to women’s career trajectories.

Keywords: Career advancement; women in core mining positions; gender; male domination; 
working hours.
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Mining in general, and the core mining positions in particular, 
has traditionally been a male-dominated field in South Africa 
(Botha, 2017; Botha & Cronjé, 2015a, 2015b; Zungu, 2013). 
Core mining positions encompass mining, metallurgy, 
geology and engineering, among others (Harmony Gold 
Mining Company, 2008). The last 15 years have witnessed a 
phenomenal increase in the number of women employed in 
the mining industry (Minerals Council of South Africa, 2017). 
However, this increase conceals many gender inequalities, 
which are also acute in other male-dominated fields such as 
science, engineering and technology, legal practice and 
construction (Martin & Barnard, 2013; McKie & Jyrkinen, 
2017; Pinnington & Sandberg, 2013; Wallace & Sheldon, 2013; 
Walsh, 2012; Wichert & Steele, 2013).

Women continue to experience barriers to entry and 
career  advancement because the work conditions remain 
unfavourable for them (Lahiri-Dutt, 2015; Steyl & Koekemoer, 
2011; Zungu, 2013). In South Africa, the dominant or 
contemporary organisational theory seeks to explain the 
encumbrances to women’s career progress and advancement 
in terms of how women as individual employees are (un)able 
to balance work and life domains (Fernando, Amaratunga, & 
Haigh, 2014; Watts et al., 2015). The theory feigns ignorance 
or has treated the subject of women and gender in 
organisations superficially (Acker, 2012; Dale & Burrell, 
2014). In this regard, organisational theory faces the threat of 
becoming redundant because it denies engagement with 
gender in organisations. The question of why gender 
inequalities persist in spite of government’s policy, which 
proscribes discrimination against women, mandates equality 
and affirms women, can be grappled with by focusing on the 
‘invisible’ barriers that women encounter in their career 
paths. The dominant organisational theory remains 
unresponsive to the subtle issues and gendered assumptions 
that sustain female disadvantage and male advantage. Acker 
(2012) refers to the notion of gendered substructure, which 
pertains to the invisible processes in the lives of organisations 
in which gendered assumptions about women and men are 
embedded and reproduced, and gender inequalities 
sustained. This study reflects on the prospects for career 
advancement by exploring the work and organisational 
experiences of women in core mining positions in an open-
cast mining organisation in South Africa, guided by the lens 
of gendered organisations.

Gender inequitable impact of 
organisations in South Africa: 
Background and context
South Africa has a remarkable gender policy regime that 
promotes gender equality and requires that no woman should 
be unfairly discriminated against. Specifically, legislation that 
bars discrimination against women, mandates equality and 
affirms women already exists in South Africa. South Africa’s 
gender equality policy is underpinned by section 9 of the 
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 108 of 1996 

(Republic of South Africa [RSA], 1996b). The Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000 
(RSA, 2000a), the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998 (RSA, 
1998) and the Commission on Gender Equality Act 39 of 1996 
(RSA, 1996a), inter alia, give effect to section 9 of the 
Constitution. Germane to the mining sector are the Mineral 
and Petroleum Resources Development Act 28 of 2002 (RSA, 
2002) and the Broad-Based Socio-Economic Empowerment 
Charter for the South African Mining Industry (the Mining 
Charter) (RSA, 2004) and its subsequent revisions. They both 
proscribe the exclusion of women and require organisations to 
actively set specific targets to increase the number of women in 
their employment.

However, the statistics show that organisations affect the 
lives of women and men differently, and much still needs to 
be done to overcome the barriers of gender equality in the 
South African workplace. In 2015, women accounted for 51% 
of the population and 45% of economically active individuals 
in South Africa (Statistics South Africa, 2015). In the same 
year, women’s employment stood at 37% compared to 49% 
for men (Statistics South Africa, 2015), while during the 
first  quarter of 2016, 40% of women had access to pension 
fund contributions compared to 49% of men (Statistics 
South Africa, 2016). However, the overall number of women 
working in the mining sector has increased in the past 
16 years – from 11 400 in 2002 to more than 53 179 in 2017, 
representing 12% of the total labour force (Minerals Council 
of South Africa, 2018). The skilled technical professions 
account for 18% of women employees (Minerals Council 
of  South Africa, 2018). Research shows that the mining 
sector  is  not gender-neutral because a host of job, work 
and  organisational structures, procedures and processes 
affect  women adversely (Botha & Cronjé, 2015a, 2015b; 
Zungu, 2013). It is for this reason that this study endeavours 
to reflect on the prospects for career advancement by 
exploring the work and organisational experiences of women 
in core mining positions in an open-cast mining organisation 
in South Africa, using the lens of gendered organisations.

Theorising gender and organisations: 
Sources of women’s disadvantage 
explained 
According to Smith et al. (2016), mining is a notoriously 
dangerous occupation; however, men and women are 
exposed and affected differently. Women encounter a 
variety of impediments to career advancement in the 
mining industry (Botha, 2017; Botha & Cronjé, 2015a, 
2015b; Zungu, 2013). The unique challenges encountered in 
the mining industry include the hazards that endanger the 
health and safety of women, safety and protective 
equipment for women that are largely designed to fit the 
male body, male domination that makes it difficult for 
women’s voices to be heard, sexual harassment in the mine 
pits and the persistent gender inequality that typifies the 
industry. For example, in male-dominated work settings, 
males may not share sensitivity with their women 
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counterparts on a plethora of issues such as harassment. 
Gender domination manifests as harassment, which is 
connected with those actions or omissions that make 
women uncomfortable, such as ‘guys talk’ (Tomlinson et 
al., 2013). Sexual harassment of women has also been 
reported in the mine pits, with inadequate legal  redress 
(Lahiri-Dutt, 2015). Sexual harassment has the effect of 
constraining women in their quest for professional 
credibility and career advancement (Williams, Muller, & 
Kilanski, 2012). Sometimes women may regard the sexist 
jokes as nothing personal but humour, but as Sang and 
Powell (2012) said, such humour reinforces negative gender 
perceptions by virtue of presenting women as inferior. The 
sexist remarks and jokes that are presented as humour also 
become difficult to challenge (Sang & Powell, 2012).

The career trajectories of women in male-dominated 
occupations are encumbered, which has resulted in fewer 
women remaining and advancing through the ranks of 
organisations (Walsh, 2012; Woolnough & Redshaw, 2016). 
These encumbrances persist in spite of government policy 
proscribing discrimination and affirming women. Martin 
(1994) observes that well-intentioned policies that simply call 
for increases in the number of female employees continue to 
fail because jobs and organisations are structured in a manner 
that promotes disadvantage for women and advantage for 
men. Consequently, many women continue to be perceived as 
‘a disappointment’ and ‘not living up to their potential’ 
because the structuring of jobs and organisations presents 
them with formidable obstacles to continued employment 
and promotion (Martin, 1994).

As discussed earlier, the subject of gender in South African 
organisations has received scant attention because the 
gender-neutral and asexual industrial and organisational 
(I-O) psychology discourse dominates organisational analysis 
and theory. The notion that jobs and hierarchies are gender- 
neutral and asexual ignores gender, the body and sexuality as 
complex components of the processes of control and 
domination in organisations (Acker, 1990, 2012). The gender-
neutral and asexual discourse portrays the worker as an 
abstract, disembodied and asexual individual (Acker, 1990; 
Nemoto, 2013). Such an ideal being exists only for the job 
and  does not have other imperatives of existence that fall 
outside the boundaries of the job, as these may interfere 
with  job performance and render the incumbent unsuitable 
for the abstract and gender-neutral job. The ideal worker has 
minimal or no care for children, and a spouse or another 
person caters for any of their other needs (Acker, 1990).

Unlike male bodies, which have minimal responsibility in 
terms of procreation, women’s bodies and their capacity 
to  procreate and breastfeed disqualify women from the 
notion of an ideal worker. The legitimate responsibilities of 
childbearing and childrearing are considered non-work 
imperatives that are antithetical to the demands of an abstract 
and gender-neutral job (Acker, 1990, 2012). The abstract and 
disembodied worker is thus constructed from a male body. 

This absence of sexuality and procreation in organisational 
logic obscures and helps reproduce underlying gender 
relations (Acker, 1990). For example, the male worker’s 
commitment to the job and the organisation is deemed to be 
higher, and he is expected to shoulder positions of greater 
responsibility and authority than a female worker, whose 
commitment is divided between work and home or family 
responsibilities (Acker, 1990; Banihani, Lewis, & Syed, 2013).

Gendered subtext and gendered organisational logic reveal 
how gendered identities account for the belief that men and 
women are different and that work should be divided 
according to gender (Acker, 2012). For example, the home is 
regarded as the place where women express their nurturing 
and caring skills by caring for babies and raising children 
because they are thought to be nurturing and caring (Acker, 
1990; Handy & Rowlands, 2014; Kristensen et al., 2017). 
Similarly, the division of work by gender locates paid work 
in organisations – entities that are fundamentally different 
from the location of most unpaid  work; that is, the home. 
The ideological separation of  the domains of men (work/
public) and those of women (home/private) reflects the 
structural separation of production and reproduction and 
perpetuates the embedded notions of masculinity and 
femininity (Acker, 2012; Martin, 1994). The public–private 
dichotomy disadvantages women because they perform 
most of the so-called private work. However, many women 
perform public-sphere, paid work during the day, and when 
they arrive home they take the ‘second shift’ of unpaid 
childcare and housework (Blair-et al., 2015; Hochschild, 
1989; Kristensen et al., 2017; Martin, 1994). According to 
Hochschild (1989), the ‘second shift’ stalled the gender 
equality revolution. 

It may be argued that, based on their heterogeneous career 
or  life stages, women face different issues and life tasks at 
different career and life stages (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007). 
For example, women in the mid-career stage experience more 
difficulties in advancing their careers because of the saliency 
of the caretaker role such as childrearing compared to women 
in the late career and life stage (McFaden & Swan, 2012). 
However, regardless of their career-life stage, most women 
inevitably face challenges not typically shared by their male 
counterparts. While the numbers are increasing as more 
women enter male-dominated occupations and economic 
sectors, fewer women advance into the upper hierarchies 
because of these unique challenges.

A host of barriers curtail female employees’ prospects for 
career advancement, more than they do for men (Nemoto, 2013; 
Wallace & Sheldon, 2013; Walsh, 2012; Wichert & Steele, 
2013). In I-O psychology, the prospects for career advancement 
of women have been explained in terms of how women as 
individual employees are (un)able to balance work and life 
domains (Fernando et al., 2014; Watts et al., 2015). This 
viewpoint is akin to the phenomenon of blaming, in which 
the victims of crime are held accountable for what happened 
to  them. The phenomenon of blaming persists because I-O 
psychology has treated the subject of women and gender 
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superficially. The framing of questions germane to women’s 
career advancement conceals the unique challenges facing 
women in core mining positions in South Africa (Acker, 2012; 
Dale & Burrell, 2014).

Goal and contribution of the study
The purpose of this study was to reflect on the prospects 
for  career advancement by exploring the work and 
organisational experiences of women in core mining positions 
in an open-cast mining organisation in South Africa. The 
specificity of the sample and the mining organisation, 
together with the paucity of research on women’s experiences 
in open-cast mining organisations in South Africa, make this 
study novel and significant because, while the challenges 
common in traditional deep-shaft mining and the physical 
demands of core mining positions are pertinent, they are less 
significant in an open-cast mine. The question of why gender 
inequitable prospects for career advancement persist in spite 
of mining organisations’ commitment to gender equality and 
governments’ policy (which proscribes discrimination against 
women, mandates equality and affirms women) becomes 
fundamental. As it has been recognised in the existing 
literature, the situation of women in mining is under-
recognised and under-theorised (Jenkins, 2014). Guided 
by  the lens of gendered organisations, the invisible 
processes in the life of the organisation, in which gendered 
assumptions  about women and men are reproduced and 
gender inequalities are sustained, are problematised. The 
aim is to generate new insights that could lead to managers’ 
and other stakeholders’ insightful understanding of women’s 
experiences and career prospects in an open-cast mining 
organisation.

This study provides valuable insight into the experiences of 
women in core mining positions, amplifying the fact that the 
encumbrances to career advancement cannot be fully 
explained in terms of how women as individuals are (un)able 
to balance work and life domains because the impediments 
are unique to the lives of women. Mining organisations need 
to change so that they are premised, and support the new 
‘ideal worker’ who has gender and sexuality and is involved 
in both work and home or family.

Research design
Research approach and strategy
In this study, a qualitative and constructivist research 
approach was followed to reflect on the prospects for career 
advancement by exploring the work and organisational 
experiences of women in core mining positions in an open-
cast mining organisation in South Africa. The study operated 
from the premise that women’s work and organisational 
experiences and the prospects for career advancement can be 
best understood from their point of view and not that of the 
researchers. The purpose of the study was not to search for 
‘truth’ about the participants’ experiences but to 
ascertain  how they, individually and subjectively, make 
meaning from such experiences (Davis & Michelle, 2011; 

Grant & Giddings, 2002). The strength of qualitative research 
lies in an in-depth understanding of phenomena under 
investigation, such as the experiences of women in core 
mining positions. Ontologically, the study was premised on 
the view that reality was relative because the women in core 
mining positions individually constructed their own 
subjective, operational worlds relating to work and 
organisational experiences (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Davis & 
Michelle, 2011). Epistemologically, knowledge is regarded as 
softer and  subjective as it lies within the individual 
experiences of the participants.

Research setting, entrée and researcher roles
The open-cast mining organisation mines and beneficiates 
minerals and employed metallurgists, geologists, and 
mechanical and electrical engineers. However, the 
metallurgists dominate because they run the business 
processes. The choice of the research setting was based on 
opportunity and convenience as the second author was 
employed in the human resources department to implement 
and facilitate business strategies related to the organisation’s 
human resources. For this reason, an overt or direct approach 
to entrée was made because it raises few ethical problems 
and is less difficult (Jorgensen, 2011). Permission to conduct 
the study was obtained from the organisation. The research 
setting was more or less open as it required little negotiation 
(Jorgensen, 2011). The second author facilitated data collection, 
transcription and analysis. However, the first author had 
to familiarise himself with and immerse himself in the data to 
effectively participate in the full data analysis and completion 
of the manuscript.

Sample
A non-probability and purposive small sample of eight women 
participated in the study. Small samples are suitable for 
exploring lived experiences regarding a specific social 
phenomenon through in-depth interviews (Creswell, 2003). 
However, theoretical saturation in the study occurred with the 
eighth interview. Theoretical saturation occurred because the 
data from the interviews became repetitive (Groenewald, 
2004). Only individuals who satisfied the following criteria 
relevant to the research objectives participated in the study 
(Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006): they had to be women who 
occupied core mining positions, possessed a formal post-grade 
12 qualification (a bachelor’s or BTech degree), a minimum of 
3 years’ experience in the mining environment and had to be in 
specialist or supervisory roles. The organisation had 1728 
permanent employees throughout South Africa, with women 
comprising 14.5% of the total workforce, with the majority of 
them occupying non-core administrative positions. Table 1 
shows the biographical information of the participants.

Data collection
Data were collected through unstructured individual 
interviews, which took on average 60 min to complete. 
According to Creswell (2003, 2009), open-ended interviews 
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allow for probing deeper into the participants’ experiences 
to develop in-depth insight into the phenomenon under 
investigation. Unstructured interviews provide researchers 
with an opportunity to probe and develop insight into 
issues that had not been anticipated (Englander, 2012). The 
disadvantages are that the interviews were time-consuming 
and expensive (Chesebro & Borisoff, 2007; Richards & 
Morse, 2007).

Data analysis and interpretation
Creswell’s (2007) simplified version of the Stevick–Colaizzi–
Keen method was used to further analyse the data 
collected.  This involved a process of familiarisation with 
and  immersion in the data. Significant statements of the 
transcribed interviews were then listed and grouped together 
to form themes. A full description was written using the 
experiences of the participants. Examples of verbatim 
statements were used to express and contextualise these 
experiences. A description of how these experiences had 
occurred was formulated to allow the setting to be clarified. 
Finally, an amalgamated description of the phenomena was 
written to describe the work and organisational experiences 
of the women in core mining positions and to reflect on their 
prospects for career advancement on the basis of their 
experiences. During the data analysis process, the researchers 
were conscious of their own experience of the phenomenon, 
but endeavoured to focus on the lived experiences of the 
participants. However, qualitative research is about the 
interpretation of what the researchers hear and see – hence, 
the researchers’ interpretations cannot be separated from 
their own background, history and prior understandings 
(Creswell, 2007).

Strategies employed to ensure 
data quality and integrity
Data quality was ensured within an ethical framework that 
included permission from the participating organisation, 
informed consent, voluntary participation and the right to 
withdraw, anonymity, confidentiality, ethical clearance and 
rigorous analysis of the data. All the data transcripts were 
stored safely on a password-protected computer, and on the 
data mass-storage devices of the researchers.

Ethical considerations
The University of South Africa’s Ethics Research Committee 
granted ethical clearance to conduct the study.

Findings
Three major themes emerged from the women’s narratives. 
These themes revealed that the prospects for the career 
advancement of women in core mining positions were 
encumbered primarily by: (1) male domination that 
marginalised women and compelled them to emulate 
masculinity and legitimised existing gender barriers, 
(2) the long and awkward hours of work, which deepened 
their  time  constraints because they combined the home or 
family caretaker role with work, and (3) being a woman in a 
mining organisation. The three themes, together with the 
accompanying verbatim quotes, are summarised in Table 2 to 
provide a clear overall perspective of the findings.

Theme 1: Male domination and masculinity
Women comprised a meagre 14.5% of the total workforce 
of  the organisation. However, the overwhelming majority 
of  them were not occupying the core mining positions. 
Male dominance and the masculinity culture are entrenched 
in the core mining positions of the organisation. Describing 
male domination of the core mining positions, Participant 
5 reported that she was the only female entitled to attend the 
professional meetings in a room full of men. The males in the 
meeting did not seem to share an appreciation for diversity 
and respect for differences because they employed strategies 
that were demeaning and aimed at suppressing the 
contributions of women. These strategies have the effect of 
marginalising the  female voice, adversely impacting the 
confidence in their own abilities and self-concept, and thus 
sustaining male domination and control.

In a South African workplace milieu that purports to prohibit 
discrimination against women and affirm them, males are in 
control of the upper hierarchies and overlook women in core 
mining positions for promotion. Despite the requirements in 
terms of legislation and the Mining Charter to increase the 
number of women in the organisation’s employment and the 
rarity of finding a mixed race metallurgist with her 
experience, male managers precluded women like Participant 
3 from occupying high-level positions (Participant 3). The 
case of Participant 8, who was already a senior metallurgist, 
may imply the organisation’s lack of concern for improving 
her skills in her current job and facilitating their development 
for future assignments and opportunities. Not knowing 
‘what you need to do to get to the top’ may suggest that the 
organisation may not be concerned about one’s current 
performance or long-term future and may lead women like 
Participant 8 to seek better opportunities elsewhere.

In masculine workplace cultures like this mining organisation, 
women lament the absence of female role models. In the view 
of Participant 8, the scarcity of female role models tends to 
undermine the very notion of career advancement as male 
managers would:

‘… always think that a female is going to have to prove herself 10 
times more than what a male has to’. (Participant 8, female, 
senior metallurgist, married)

TABLE 1: Biographical information of the participants.
Business area Position Population group Marital status

Mineral separation plant Metallurgist White population Married
Mineral separation plant Metallurgist White population Single
Smelter Metallurgist Mixed race population Single
BSB Metallurgist African population Single
BSB Metallurgist Mixed race population Single
Smelter Senior metallurgist White population Married
BSB Geologist White population Married
Mineral separation plant Senior metallurgist Mixed race population Married
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The participants, specifically participants 2 and 8, experienced 
the organisation as being gender-biased because to advance 
their careers in the organisation they had to valorise and 
emulate masculinity, making men the norm. Males mobilised 
masculinities by elevating masculine characteristics such 
as  loudness and aggressiveness. Participant 5 felt that they 
had no option but to emulate the masculinity dominating 
the organisation if they were to stay on what is perceived as 
the masculine career paths. In this mining organisation, 
masculinity is given expression by not only the gender-
biased promotions and veneration of masculine traits, but 
also the notion of males being regarded as breadwinners who 
need to take care of their families. This practice confers 
gender superiority to men and expresses the perceived 
inferior worth of women (who are considered caregivers 
associated with unpaid homework) relative to men, and 
implies that women do not have the same need as men as 
far  as compensation is concerned. However, it is also 
evident from the explanation of Participant 6, a senior white  
metallurgist, that masculinity and gendered identities are 
also brought into organisations by employees who are 
members of the community and share society’s prejudice and 
stereotype attributions regarding what it means to be a man 

or a woman. In the view of Participant 4, a black or African 
metallurgist, the prejudice seemed stronger amongst certain 
social groups. However, the reports that the women had to 
stand firm because male subordinates would resist or refuse 
to take instructions from women in core mining positions 
may denote what masculinity symbolises for males – self-
respect for men at the bottom and power for men at the top – 
but confirms the gender superiority of both (Acker, 1990). 
The narratives of the women in core mining positions suggest 
that gender and sexuality may be two essential constituent 
elements of any discourse geared towards understanding the 
career advancement encumbrances unique to women in this 
organisation.

Theme 2: Long, awkward and unpredictable 
hours of work and home or family caretaker role
In exploring the work and organisational experiences of 
women in core mining positions, it became evident that 
the  hours of work were perceived as not gender-neutral 
because they imposed hardships on women. The participants 
described the unfavourable hours of work in terms of the long 
working hours, the shift system that imposed awkward 
working hours and the standby system with unpredictable 

TABLE 2: Themes and verbatim quotes.
Theme Description: Sub-themes Examples of verbatim quotes

Male domination marginalises 
women and compels them to 
emulate masculinity and 
legitimise existing gender 
barriers

Drowning the voice or 
suppressing the 
contributions of women 
in core mining positions

‘Right now, when I am in a meeting, I am the only female and obviously, I am talking about a professional meeting, 
not a general meeting. It is quite intimidating, you know, to be in a room full of men. And when you raise a point or 
especially if you have checked somebody’s point, you know guys tend to … if it is a guy in respect of you as a female, 
you are just a cuckoo or I do not know, moody or something.’ (Participant 5, female, metallurgist, single)

Minimal prospects for 
promotion of women

‘I really wanted that role. I have always wanted that role, and, they would never give it to me, and he gave it to John, so 
I rest my case. You will struggle to get a woman with metallurgy experience like me. They have had many opportunities 
to give me that role, to promote me. They gave it to Martin at that time and there it ended.’ (Participant 3, female, 
metallurgist, single)

Absence of female  
mentors

‘Okay, basically, I’m going to be honest, if I had to have a female as a manager I think I would have progressed long ago 
furthering my career. Because basically, okay, I just feel, no matter what you say a man will always think that a female 
is going to have to prove herself 10 times more than what a male has to. So unfortunately, we have no female 
managers in my environment. Men should embrace women in core mining positions in the mining industry; they don’t 
do that. They do, but not completely, they still doubt us – I mean, even if you speak to your manager [who] is a man, 
you can see he is in doubt until you prove him wrong. He will always doubt you.’ (Participant 8, female, senior 
metallurgist, married)

Valorising and emulating 
masculinity

‘I definitely will have to change being the soft, sweet me … you have to be more assertive, more loud, you definitely 
become more manly than a female … You just kind of have to be manly, you know. You have to be rude and … just do 
not care and basically become a man. I cannot say you have to be intelligent, we are all intelligent, but you just, it is 
just the way you approach things. You just have to be very stern and you, as a female, you actually have to be less 
likeable than a man will have to be, because you are female.’ (Participant 5, female, metallurgist, single)

Societal prejudice and 
stereotypes 

‘It was always the case of the male counterparts need[ing] the promotion more, need[ing] the increase more, and 
need[ing] everything more because they have to look after their families. That was definitely a common situation.’ 
(Participant 7, female, geologist, married)
‘I do not take instructions from a woman. Who are you? You are not my wife.’ (Participant 6, female, senior 
metallurgist, single)
‘You are a woman here, I’m a man here ... I wouldn’t say like people on the floor especially … sometimes when you 
pass instructions they have that attitude that “I cannot take an instruction from a woman”, you know, but it’s one of 
the things that you have to deal with nowadays ... Sometimes it gets to you personally, but professionally the job needs 
to be done, you just need to make people understand that this is not like especially here, the most [prominent] tribe … 
[is] the Zulu people. I’m also Zulu, they have this thing of saying that ‘you’re [a woman and] I’m a man … I cannot take 
instructions from umfazi, umfazi is the Zulu word for a wife, or any woman.’ (Participant 4, female, metallurgist, single)

The long and awkward hours 
of work, which deepened their 
time constraints because they 
combined the home or family 
caretaker role with work

Long, awkward and 
unpredictable hours of 
work and multiple roles

‘I’m obviously a woman and I would like kids, so I don’t think working at this stress level or this time, that you have to 
be at work and stuff, that is going to be conducive in raising kids. So I ultimately want to have kids and raise them, but 
that’s one day, when I’m a bit older and settled [be]cause I never had that in my life, so I would like to be there for 
them if they go to their soccer matches or netball or whatever thing they want to do. I want to support them and be 
there for my kids … so that’s why the long term, like long, long-term goal is there of moving completely out of working 
for an industry per se.’ (Participant 2, female, metallurgist, single)

Entry into motherhood ‘One of my closest friends, she was a metallurgist here at the furnaces. She left to look after the baby. So like now and 
I see myself, that was like 2 years ago and we were at the same place and now we are in two different places. 
Obviously, the baby takes priority.’ (Participant 6, female, senior metallurgist, single)

Being a woman in a mining 
organisation

Unfair gender 
discrimination

‘We spoke about it [having a baby with her partner]. There is no baby on the cards for us. I do not know, maybe 
God forbids and something happens or a mistake, whatever.’ (Participant 6, female, senior metallurgist, single)
‘Then, of course, I married Danny [pseudonym for her husband]. And then, also, the next interesting thing was the 
company was only prepared to offer me a job for as long as I am not pregnant.’ (Participant 7, female, geologist, married)

How women sometimes 
experience opportunities 
for promotion

‘I had a small baby then. You could progress in a technical role and they had lots of plants. So there was lots of 
opportunity and that is what was appealing to me. I could tell that the minute Mr Y moved from that production 
superintendent position on those sulphur furnaces they are going to put me there because they need people there, 
and I thought: “I can do this. But I am going to get called out a lot and I have a small baby”.’ (Participant 3, female, 
metallurgist, single)
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hours. These working hours were perceived as antithetical to 
work–life balance because they deepened the women’s time 
constraints because they have disproportionate multiple home 
or family responsibilities such as childrearing. 

The standby and awkward hours of work, such as going to 
work at 02:00, were experienced as being particularly 
unfavourable to raising children by Participant 4. The long 
hours of work meant that the women in core mining positions 
had little time for work-related activities because of multiple 
demands on their time. Participant 1 sacrificed personal time 
for work-related activities and felt that the time constraints 
she experienced have the capacity to impede her career 
trajectory. 

Participant 2 indicated that women do not have a choice 
but are compelled by the work conditions that encompass 
long, awkward and unpredictable hours to postpone 
marriage or pregnancy if they are to make it in this 
masculine career, momentarily becoming like the ideal 
worker who lives for the job. 

Theme 3: Being a woman in the mining 
organisation
Intertwined with the two preceding themes is the notion of 
being a woman in the mining industry as women have to 
contend with numerous gender-related challenges. Despite 
the barriers that continue to encumber the career trajectories 
of women, the South African mining industry has made 
tremendous progress in increasing female employees. 
Participant 7 revealed that at one stage in her career, her 
employer was prepared to offer her a job – as long as she did 
not fall pregnant. Entry into motherhood had ramifications 
not only for the career advancement of women in core mining 
positions, but also for their continued employment.

In considering opportunities for promotion, women, like 
men, have to be concerned about whether it could be a dead-
end job, has the right challenging responsibilities, is in 
harmony with one’s lifestyle and more. For example, the idea 
that not all promotions are worth taking seemed more real 
for Participant 3, who had not applied for a higher level 
position because she had a small baby to raise and was 
concerned that she would be called in more often if she was 
appointed. Being a woman in the mining organisation has its 
unique challenges. The women’s narratives demonstrate that 
in this organisation, the whole process of organising, 
including a person’s job, is not gender-neutral and asexual, 
because women and men are affected differently.

Discussion
The findings of this study revealed the work and organisational 
experiences that are unique to women in core mining 
positions and have the capacity to encumber their career 
trajectories. The accounts of women in core mining positions 
revealed that their experiences were typified by: (1) male 
domination that marginalised women and compelled them 

to emulate masculinity that has legitimised existing gender 
barriers, (2) the long and awkward hours of work, which 
deepened their time constraints because they combined the 
home or family caretaker role with work, and (3) being a 
woman in the mining organisation curtailed advancement 
opportunities. These experiences were not likely to be faced 
by their male counterparts in the mining organisation. 
With this last statement, the authors pre-empted the central 
aim of the study, namely to reflect on the prospects for 
career advancement in view of the work and organisational 
experiences of women in core mining positions in an open-
cast mining organisation in South Africa.

Clearly, the organisation is male dominated and typified by 
pervasive and dominant masculinity personified by the 
marginalisation and exclusion of women in core mining 
positions from the upper hierarchies. Marginalisation and 
exclusion occurred when the voices of women in core mining 
positions were suppressed in crucial meetings and when their 
aspirations for promotion were frustrated by those practising 
masculinity. When masculinity is practised, the gendering of the 
core mining positions is deepened and the  system of male 
privilege becomes more entrenched, even when an organisation’s 
policy prohibits gender discrimination. Previous research 
suggests that males may practise masculinity to marginalise 
women by blocking their career paths because women are 
regarded as a threat to the power they wield (Banihani et al., 
2013; Martin, 2001). By marginalising women in core mining 
positions and compelling them to emulate masculinity, the 
existing gender barriers in the organisation become legitimised.

Previous researchers have illustrated that through selection 
and promotion, women experience discrimination despite 
the  existence of organisational policies to overcome 
gendered practices (Howe-Walsh & Turnbull, 2016). Despite 
the organisation operating within a South African legal 
framework that prohibits gender discrimination and affirms 
women, the women in core positions experienced direct and 
indirect discrimination. Nemoto (2013) cautions that the anti-
discrimination policies may not always prevent gender bias as 
corroborated by the ‘invisible’ barriers that women encounter 
in their career trajectories. As observed in this study, and in 
support of the existing literature, when organisations create 
female disadvantage and male advantage, women’s prospects 
for career advancement are curtailed (Acker, 1990, 2012; 
Kristensen et al., 2017; Martin, 2001). Despite the vast potential 
to contribute positively to the goals of the organisation, 
women like Participant 3 find it difficult to ‘crack’ the glass 
ceiling (Davis & Maldonado, 2015).

The deliberate frustration of women’s aspirations for promotion 
lowers their morale. However, when this occurs repeatedly, it 
ceases to be a morale issue and sends a message that the 
organisation does not value women. After being turned down 
twice for promotion, Participant 3 articulated that despite the 
rarity of finding a woman with metallurgy experience:

‘... they would never give it [the position] to me.’ (Participant 3, 
female, metallurgist, single)  
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Such negative organisational experiences have the potential 
to make her reluctant to contest for future promotions 
because she has to relive the negative experience – like 
returning to the scene of an accident (Howe-Walsh & 
Turnbull, 2016). The impact of recurring negative experiences 
is that they are likely to wreak havoc in Participant 3’s 
confidence in her own abilities. Such organisational experiences 
minimise the career-enhancing opportunities of women in 
core mining positions, because of their enormous impact on 
women’s self-confidence.

The reported absence of guidelines on how to rise to the top 
exacerbated the frustrations that women experienced 
regarding the lack of promotion. The absence of promotion 
guidelines obfuscated the alignment of the women’s career 
trajectories with the next level of seniority (Howe-Walsh & 
Turnbull, 2016). In the absence of guidelines that described 
the pathway to top hierarchies, failure to secure promotions 
raises questions not only about the organisation, but also 
about women’s own abilities. Previous researchers report 
that such experiences of failure among women employees 
create perceptions of inability and doubt that promotion or 
success is possible (Howe-Walsh & Turnbull, 2016). This 
experience reinforced women’s perceptions that the prospects 
for career advancement for women were limited.

A culture of masculinity in the organisation is discernible 
from the manner in which masculine principles and behaviours 
are valorised and femininity is shunned. The women in core 
mining positions were expected to mimic and model their 
behaviour around that of their male counterparts, making 
male the criterion. As one participant said, women were 
expected ‘to change being the soft, sweet me, to become more 
manly than a female, to be rude and become a man’. This 
finding lends credence to O’Connor, O’Haggen and Brannen’s 
(2015) observation that doing showing masculinity in 
organisations reinforces gender stereotypes as it places 
greater value on masculinity than femininity. This practice 
resonates with Acker’s (1990, 2012) notion of the ideal worker, 
who is always constructed from a male body and his identity 
is always masculine. Women in core mining positions have to 
follow the male work-behaviour patterns if they are to satisfy 
the organisation’s work-performance standards. However, 
idealising male attributes marginalises women who cannot 
achieve the qualities of an ideal worker because to do so 
would be to become like a man (Acker, 1990). The masculine 
principles are an embodiment of the dominant male and 
negate the view that organisations are gender-neutral social 
institutions (Howe-Walsh & Turnbull, 2016; Nemoto, 2013). 
Gender bias precludes women from attaining equal career 
advancement prospects or outcomes compared with their 
male counterparts because organisations affect women 
differently (Martin, 1990). Previous researchers have shown 
that gender bias manifests when female employees have to 
emulate masculinity (Nemoto, 2013). Gender bias originates 
in organisational cultures, expectations and everyday 
organisational practices that unintentionally favour men 
over women and result in invisible barriers to the career 
advancement of women (Ellemers, 2014).

The notion of men as breadwinners has reinforced 
discrimination against women in this mining organisation. 
Such patriarchal and archaic beliefs subtly discriminate 
against women – they state that a man is the head of the family 
and needs to support them. Women do not have the same 
needs as men as far as career advancement and the 
concomitant compensation are concerned (Berdahl & Moon, 
2013; Carr et al. 2015). As components of gender-role ideology, 
these beliefs reflect more than what are appropriate roles for 
women and men because they confirm men because more 
valued than women (Acker, 2012).

The findings of the study revealed that the hours of work, 
epitomised by the long, awkward and unpredictable hours of 
the organisation, deepened the women’s time constraints 
because they  are expected to fulfil dual roles as an ideal 
caretaker and worker – challenges not faced by most men. The 
women in core mining positions expressed the fact that they 
were overburdened with home and family responsibilities. 
The deleterious consequences of the continued imbalance in 
the sharing of domestic responsibilities between women and 
men have been noted in previous research (Groysberg & 
Abrahams, 2014).

However, women have to cope with their hours of work 
because most organisations feign obliviousness to their 
double burdens, and women do not receive time off for 
home and family responsibilities. The women’s experiences 
revealed that the hours of work were more suitable for male 
life patterns. However, previous researchers have unveiled 
how hours of work are socially constructed along gendered 
life cycles (Kristensen et al., 2017). Hours of work are 
constructed around the ideal worker who is essentially a 
man because he is unencumbered by home and family 
responsibilities. Many women perform public sphere work 
during the day, for a wage, and when they arrive home they 
take the unpaid ‘second shift’ work that involves childcare 
and housework (Hochschild, 1989; Kristensen et  al., 2017; 
Martin, 1994; Nelson & Burke, 2000). Women and men 
devote significantly different time to work and family, 
deepening the intensity of women’s struggles to balance 
their dual roles as workers and caretakers. However, women 
in core mining positions have to follow the male work norm 
of time discipline by subordinating their caretaker role to the 
organisation and work (Nemoto, 2013).

The participants narrated how the interplay between the 
hours of work and the home or family burden constrained 
their prospects for career advancement. It was not easy for the 
women in core mining positions to have a baby and work in 
the prescribed hours. Participant 6 recounted how one of her 
closest metallurgist friends had left the company upon 
entering motherhood because her baby became her priority. 
This finding resonates with existing research, indicating that a 
commitment to family and home responsibilities encumbered 
women’s advancement (Howe-Walsh & Turnbull, 2016). As 
articulated by participants 6 and 7, women anticipate the 
implications of marriage and pregnancy for their careers. 
However, as evidenced by the findings of this study, women 
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are presented with situations in which they have to choose 
(when in fact they do not have a choice) between their career 
and family (Chawla & Sharma, 2016; McIntosh, McQuaid, & 
Munro, 2014). As some studies suggest, women postpone 
marriage or pregnancy until their careers are established 
(Acker, 2006; Carr et al., 2015).

Previous research reveals that organisations that are typified 
by working hours similar to this mining organisation share 
negative masculine stereotypes against employees who are 
perceived as caretakers and not ideal workers (Nemoto, 2013). 
Ideal workers work long hours because they are unencumbered 
and are able to complete the work. However, because working 
long hours may be undesirable for most women, or they may 
not be able to work long hours, they are perceived as less 
devoted and committed to their work and the organisation. 
Masculine traits such as endurance, toughness and 
commitment are attached to the heroic and ideal worker who 
exists for the job and does not allow non-work imperatives to 
interfere with job performance (Acker, 2012; Nemoto, 2013). 
These stereotypes militate against the career advancement of 
women as they are least likely to be preferred candidates for 
selection and promotion. However, it is also worth noting 
from the findings of this study that some women decline 
opportunities for promotion because it may imply working 
longer hours. This finding lends credence to reports that 
women decline promotions because of what it may imply for 
their work–life balance (Nemoto, 2013).

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to reflect on the prospects for 
career advancement by exploring the work and organisational 
experiences of women in core mining positions in an 
open-cast mining organisation in South Africa. Guided by 
the lens of gendered organisations, the invisible processes 
and gendered assumptions about women and men were 
problematised. While the study is exploratory in nature, its 
findings have the potential to contribute to the theory and 
practice of I-O psychology. Practical implications for I-O 
psychologists and organisations include becoming aware of 
the issues that encumber the career trajectories of women in 
core mining positions. Psychologists and organisations 
should realise that the anti-discrimination policies may not 
always prevent gender bias and should be ready to grapple 
with the ‘invisible’ barriers. The lack of action may relay 
the  message that the organisation does not value women, 
or  it adversely affects the confidence that women have in 
their own abilities. In order to provide solutions to overcome 
women’s career impediments, I-O psychologists and 
organisations should embed the perspectives of women in 
the design of jobs, and organisational structures and 
processes, as well as organisational practices across 
organisational hierarchies to facilitate the creation of gender 
equity, which is essential for women’s career advancement. 
Industrial and organisational psychologists and organisations 
may develop training interventions or other organisational 
support practices to encourage and facilitate the development 
of values that appreciate and respect differences and 

eliminate gender-based career advancement barriers. The 
mining organisation should work to appoint in senior roles 
women role models who can serve as coaches, teachers and 
openers of doors for the women in core mining positions.

As with most studies, this study has some limitations. The 
data from the eight participants do not represent the 
experiences of all women in core mining positions because 
the sample does not reflect the breadth of the women in core 
mining positions. The sample comprised predominantly 
metallurgists who happened to dominate the organisation 
because they ran the business processes. In other words, 
while the data were adequately analysed, its prevalence 
cannot be generalised. Perhaps a stratified, purposive 
sample should have been used, as suggested by Creswell 
(2009). However, as per the tenets of qualitative research, 
the goal was never to generalise the results of the study to 
the broader population, but instead to develop a working 
hypothesis. Following this, other researchers may develop 
appropriate research designs to investigate the prevalence 
or generalisability of the findings. It would have been useful 
to include men in core mining positions in the sample for 
purposes of comparison. However, in a South African 
political-legal milieu that prohibits discrimination against 
women and affirms them, understanding the experiences of 
women in core mining positions from their viewpoint is a 
challenging prospect for future research.

This study highlighted the encumbrances that preclude 
women in core mining positions from advancing their career 
goals. In light of the assertion that women’s experiences are 
unique and subjective and not typically shared by their male 
counterparts, I-O psychology or traditional organisational 
theory should reframe the issue of women’s career and 
advancement. This is because it cannot be fully explained in 
terms of how some individual women employees are (un)
able to balance work and life domains as these experiences 
are unique to females. In studying women’s career 
experiences, intersectionality may also be essential because 
race and class, for example, may matter.
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