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Abstract 

 

Female IT Professionals in Brazil 

 

 

 

 

Jamie Lynnora Swim, MS Info. Stds. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Lecia J. Barker 

 

São Paulo is considered to be the hub of technology in Brazil and many Brazilian women 

are finding jobs in the growing technology industry there. While questions about 

women‟s low involvement in technical careers in the United States are being researched 

by organizations such as the National Center for Women & Information Technology, the 

American Association of University Women, and the Anita Borg Institute, research on 

this topic in Brazil is considerably more limited.  In January 2011, 10 interviews were 

conducted with women in São Paulo, Brazil working in information technology (IT) 

careers.  In an effort to understand how they got to their current careers interviewees were 

asked for their personal stories, perceptions, views, and opinions on career choice, 

work/personal life balance, employment history, and  education. The majority of the 

responses in these interviews revealed a similar situation and similar perceptions to those 

expressed in the United States. Participation by females in the male-dominated IT sector 

in Brazil has been decreasing over the past decades and reasons for low female 

participation in IT are complex.  Interviews revealed that 1) women working in technical 

careers believe that IT jobs are considered appropriate for Brazilian women, but that 

technical programs and workplaces are mainly occupied by men, 2) Brazilian women feel 

constrained by the expectation for women to be primary caretakers of domestic 

responsibilities even when both partners work full time, and 3) women are considered to 

be better communicators in Brazil, but most upper-level leadership positions in IT are 

held by men. This study is meant to be an initial effort on which further research can 

expand. 
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Introduction 

In Brazil, women make up 45 percent of the employed labor force (Instituto 

Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística 2010), but their proportion in the information 

technology (IT) labor force is considerably smaller. In 1992, a survey of three leading 

software development firms in Brazil revealed that cumulatively, only 26 percent of 

positions involved in the development process were held by females and the proportion 

of females in this field had continued to decrease (Gaio, 1995). Research shows that low 

participation in this field is not an issue of access to education; rather, Brazilian women 

are either not aware of existence of technical programs of study, or they are simply 

choosing to study other topics.  Simard (2007) reports that women represent more than 60 

percent of college graduates in Brazil, but less than five percent of students in university-

level computer science programs. In contrast, they make up the majority in other 

scientific fields such as math, biology, and medicine. While the number of students 

enrolling in computer science programs in Brazilian universities has remained virtually 

stable, female participation has dropped significantly in recent decades, and this decrease 

is reflected in IT employment numbers.  According to the Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) Factbook (2010), Brazilian girls‟ aspirations to 

pursue a computer science related careers are low: 17 percent of Brazilian boys age 15 

expect to pursue a computer science related career at age 30; only 1.9 percent of Brazilian 

girls expect to have a computer science related career1.  In order to learn more about the 

situation of females and IT in Brazil it is necessary to examine existing literature on 

career choice and development and how gender can influence these processes. 

                                                 
1 It is not clear whether these numbers reported in the OECD Factbook are based on data collected from a 

general sample of Brazilian youths, or whether the responses were solicited from college-bound youths. 
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Organizations such as the National Center for Women & Information Technology 

(NCWIT), the American Association of University Women (AAUW), and the Anita Borg 

Institute investigate questions on women‟s working in technical careers in the United 

States and suggest various explanations for female underrepresentation in technical jobs 

from educational access to self-efficacy to social and institutional gender biases.  

However, research on this topic in Brazil is significantly more limited. Two groups 

studying women‟s roles in Brazilian workplaces include the International Center for 

Research on Women, researching topics related to women globally, and the Nucleo de 

Estudo da Mulher e Relacões Sociais de Genero at the University of São Paulo, focusing 

on the intersections between gender, ethnicity, and social class in Brazil. 

The present study will contribute to the literature on this topic by providing some 

preliminary data for answering the question: Given low participation, what are the 

barriers to entry and retention to women in IT careers in Brazil?  In order to answer this 

question, interviews were conducted with 10 women in Brazil to learn about their 

experiences working in IT careers in Sao Paulo.  This study is meant to be an initial or 

pilot step in expanding our knowledge about women in IT in Latin America. It may serve 

as a baseline for research on women in IT in Brazil, and may be useful for research 

expanding to other countries in Latin America. 
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Literature Review 

WOMEN AND WORK 

Brazil‟s high-tech industry is leading Latin America‟s presence in global 

technological innovation and production. While the population of Brazil is almost evenly 

split between male and female (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica 2010), only 

26 percent of positions involved in IT development were held by females and the 

proportion of females in this field is decreasing (Gaio, 1995). Similarly, Hafkin and 

Taggart report that in 2001 females made up 20 percent of workers in the software 

development industry (p. 33).  In order to understand the influences of social concepts 

such as gender and career choice on the underrepresentation of women in IT careers in 

Brazil, a clearer understanding of the literature regarding gender theory and career choice 

and development is necessary. A review of relevant literature is presented here beginning 

with a discussion of gender theory and research in general, and continuing with a relevant 

review of occupational choice theories. This review then covers research at the 

intersection of gender and career theory in the United States as well as efforts to address 

gender and occupation at a global level.  Finally, the scant literature on women and 

technology in Brazil is reviewed.     

Research in the United States has suggested that the occupational stories and 

experiences of women can be quite different from those of males working in the same or 

similar jobs (Kanter 1997).   The literature surrounding gender studies is valuable for 

examining some of the differences and commonalities between males and females, which 

may help to explain reasons behind their divergent experiences.   

For years, research on gender has attempted to understand more about how gender 

is created, assigned, and maintained, and how processes and experiences are similar or 

different for men and women.  The effects of gender classification cannot be ignored 
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when examining career theories.  Indeed, as Lorber and Farrell state, “Although some 

societies are homogeneous with regard to race, ethnicity, and sometimes even economic 

status, no society [or structure] ignores gender” (1991, p.8). Gender studies have long 

been intertwined with feminist studies, which Alvesson and Billing (2009) define as 

research with a political agenda aiming to overcome the subordination of women in 

society.  Feminist theory focuses on the concept of intersectionality, or “the simultaneity 

and linkages of oppressions in the intersections of race, class, gender, and sexuality, etc., 

aiming to understand these as processes and outcomes in the context of social 

structuring” (Calas and Smircich, cited in Alvesson and Billing 2009, p.20).  Like the 

work of Alvesson and Billing, this paper will focus more on the concept of gender studies 

than feminism.  While well-produced research can be politically relevant and practically 

useful, the primary purpose of this study is to generate deeper understanding of Brazilian 

women in IT rather than to prescribe how things should or should not be.   

Dealing with the complex web of language surrounding gender studies can be 

tricky. Throughout this thesis, the terms gender, male, female, man, and woman will be 

used with recognition of the theory that creation and assignment of gender is a process in 

which individuals participate by exhibiting, portraying, and perceiving themselves and 

others. Through complex interactions, “seen as „natural,‟ [gender] is being produced as a 

socially-organized achievement” (West and Zimmerman 1991, p.16).  West and 

Zimmerman claim that gender is not an aspect of what someone is inherently, it is 

something that a person does recurrently while interacting with others (p.27). Similarly, 

Rose claims that gender is a social rather than a biological concept (1993, p.89). 

Gender studies have historically taken three approaches with respect how to view 

men and women when conducting research. In the first approach, gender is seen as an 

organizing principle and unavoidable feature of most modern social structures. Examples 
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of this might include: the separation of public restrooms by gender; the reservation of 

religious leadership roles for males; and the exclusion of females from military drafts and 

combat.  This view assumes that the experiences of women are distinct from those of men 

in modern society and favors the idea of shared experiences across women. Indeed, 

Alvesson and Billing credit this approach with the fundamental idea that “widespread 

oppression and devaluation of women are [...] central features of society and its 

institutions” (p.28). A major source of criticism for this view is whether women‟s 

experiences are uniform.  Can the experiences of a few women really be generalized to a 

whole population? Like the current study, research which focuses on individual 

experience rejects this kind of broad generalization across groups2. 

The second approach, post-structuralist feminism, views the concept of gender as 

an unstable one that cannot be analyzed beyond its representations.  It is concerned with 

the issue of the power of language and how it can shape people‟s understandings of 

reality. According to this view, the purpose of research is not to uncover „truths‟ about 

reality, but to demonstrate the contradictions of efforts that do aim to establish truths 

(Alvesson & Billing 2009). Many theorists struggle with post-structuralist feminism‟s 

emphases on deconstructing vocabulary and questioning the value of women as a subject. 

 As Alvesson and Billing state, the argument in this approach is that “gender is being 

reduced [...] to „nothing but‟ a discourse on men and women,” and that “nothing can ever 

be asserted from such work.” Alvesson and Billing claim that the post-structuralist 

feminist approach focuses too heavily on language and actually stunts intellectual 

production in the field of gender studies because the emphasis is not on scientific 

observation and analysis (Alvesson & Billing 2009, p.39). As stated above, the research 

                                                 
2 Broad generalization across groups is associated with the essentialist paradigm which assumes that there 

are characteristics inherent to males and females that cannot be changed (Gelman & Taylor 2000).  
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presented here rejects the political agenda of feminist research and aims to aid 

understanding of the experiences of individual females in a specific context. 

 The third framework, the phenomenological approach, has been adopted for this 

study.  In this approach, categories of men and women are seen as a variable in life, they 

are each robust on their own and helpful in explaining such phenomena as inequality and 

discrimination.  Much of this type of research is considered to „add‟ women to the 

analysis of social situations.  As with most theoretical perspectives, the idea of gender as 

a robust category has limitations that deserve examination.  A critical view of this 

approach is that, by treating male and female as stable and unproblematic categories, the 

entire approach reproduces and re-enforces the categories it aims to address (Alvesson & 

Billing 2009, p.28).  The current study adopted a phenomenological approach for 

studying the female gender as a robust category, treating the gender as a variable valuable 

in understanding the phenomenon of interest here.  The second method of study described 

is rejected because, just as it is important to acknowledge that the experiences of one 

gender may be different from another, I wish to acknowledge that experiences differ from 

one individual to another and I don‟t expect that one woman‟s experience will be the 

same as that of another woman with a similar life context. 

Brazil, like the United States and most other countries, is subject to occupational 

segregation based on gender roles and stereotypes.  Acker argued that women were 

largely not included in literature on organizations and hierarchy until the 1970 with the 

arrival of the major feminist movement.  And while many researchers now include 

considerations of gender, Acker said that their treatment is often cursory and little is 

understood about issues of male domination and occupational segregation (1991, 

p.162). In 1977 Kanter observed: “While organizations were being defined as sex-neutral 

machines, masculine principles were dominating their authority structures,” (p.46). Acker 
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agrees that some of the best attempts to study gender in organizations have been shaded 

by the view of organizations being gender-neutral structures and attaching gender only to 

the players interacting in them (p.166).  To the contrary, many career areas and positions 

are subject to the notion of gendered occupation.  Examples include the association of 

women with the careers in nursing or librarianship and the association of men with 

careers in IT or construction. In the late 1980s research on organizational culture 

increased and women have been added to the literature with the work of Billing, 

Alvesson, Acker, and others (Alvesson and Billing 2009, p.10).  Alvesson and Billing 

report that research on gender and organization has suggested that “women in general 

have lower wages, even within the same occupation at the same level, they experience 

more unemployment, take more responsibility for unpaid labour, are underrepresented at 

higher positions in organizations, have less autonomy and control over work, and have 

lower expectations for promotion” (2009, p. 1). These features that disadvantage women 

show up in all kinds of organizations and serve as barriers for entry and retention of 

women in many careers, but their presence may be even stronger in male-dominated 

fields such as IT. 

CAREER CHOICE  

Career development theories and literature prevailing from different areas of 

social science can shed light on the ways women enter into technical careers.  Much of 

the research examined here was generated in the United States, but the theoretical work 

may be useful in understanding similar phenomena in other cultures such as Brazil‟s.  

Ginzburg et al.‟s 1951 theory on occupational choice is credited with being one of 

the earliest frameworks to set the stage for career development theory.  Under their 

theory, four factors were believed to influence career choice: the reality factor, a person‟s 
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educational, the emotional factor, and individual values of a person.  The authors of this 

theory concluded that career choice is a developmental process that takes place 

throughout childhood and young adulthood.  They defined three developmental stages in 

which people imagine themselves in any career, then evaluate more seriously their 

preferences, values, capabilities, and which careers may align with those factors. Finally, 

people explore and pursue a specific career choice. Ginzburg et al. contributed the 

important consideration of multiple factors interacting to affect career choice, but the 

theory has major limitations.  The theory was based on a sample of upper-middle-class 

urban males who were college bound and had access to many resources and privileges 

(Stitt-Gohdes 1997, p.10).  A major handicap of this theory is that it does not take into 

consideration several social-contextual issues such as gender, race, and social class, 

which can have a significant impact on a career decision, making it a poor candidate for 

application in the study of gender and occupation. 

Super‟s theory of vocational choice3 was credited as being another milestone in 

career development research.  His ideas linked his training in psychology with Ginzburg 

et al.‟s developmental stages to create a theory that builds on their work and adds more 

developmental stages and assigns each stage a specific age range (1980).  Super‟s stages 

are shown in Table 1. In the growth stage (0-14 years of age) young people form work 

attitudes and behaviors.  Next they move into the exploration stage (15-24 years of age) 

and begin to identify career aspirations and narrow their options.  In the establishment 

stage (which may overlap with exploration during the 15-44 age period) people begin to 

gain work experience related to their career choice and evaluate their experiences.  The 

maintenance stage (45-65 years of age) is about determining satisfaction with a current 

                                                 
3 Super‟s theory of vocational choice later evolved into the life-span life-space approach and incorporated 

the term vocational psychology (Super 1980). 
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career situation.  Finally, the disengagement stage (65+ years of age) approaches and 

people begin to consider the options of finding a new career or retiring from a current one 

(Super 1980).  

 

Stage of Career Development Types of Tasks Age range 

Growth 

 Forming work attitudes and 

behaviors 

 Learning about the world 

of work 

0-14 years 

Exploration 

 Identifying career dreams 

 Trying to narrow a list of 

career possibilities 

15-24 years 

 

Establishment 

 Gaining work experiences 

related to your career 

choice 

 Trying to determine the 

value of your choices 

15-44 years 

Maintenance 

 Determining whether your 

current career situation is 

providing adequate 

satisfaction and fulfillment 

45-65 years 

Disengagement 

 Considering a new job or 

career change 

 Preparing for retirement 

65+ years 

Table 1: Super‟s stages of career development 

Although the life-space aspect of this theory represents personal perceptions of 

individual and situational factors which can influence career decision behavior, like 

Ginsburg et al.‟s work, Super‟s work does not address social  contextual issues such as 

gender, race, and class. Instead, it assumes all people have the same opportunities and 

awareness and that all people proceed through the same career developmental steps 
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during the same life periods. Super‟s discrete stages don‟t account for individual and 

social variation, which limits its application to the study of individual experiences. 

Psychologist Holland (1997) proposed a connection between a person‟s 

experience and preference and the career choices made. Holland calls his typology modal 

personal orientation and argues that people‟s career decision behavior is based largely on 

their personality traits and preferences which are developed through heredity and life 

experience.  According to this theory, “people are attracted to occupations that meet their 

personal needs and provide them satisfaction” (Zunker 1994, p.45). Holland‟s theory 

rests on the following interweaving assumptions: 1) in United States culture, people can 

be categorized into the personality types of realistic, investigative, artistic, social, 

enterprising, or conventional; 2) six corresponding work environments accommodate 

those whose personalities match the environment; 3) people search for the environment 

which will most let them exercise their skills, express their values, and afford them 

agreeable problems to solve; and 4) people‟s behavior is determined by the interactions 

between personalities and environments (Holland 1997).  A criticism of Holland‟s work 

is that the personality typologies appear to be rather rigid and his cultural assumptions 

prescribe a particularly rational view of career selection in which each person fully 

understands his or her preferences and makes a career decision based on those 

preferences.  In reality these rigid personality types and rational career decision behavior 

may not apply to everyone.  People‟s career choices may be significantly influenced by 

other factors including opportunity, awareness of career options, contextual barriers such 

as finances or social pressure, self-efficacy beliefs, etc.  In addition, the theory appears to 

be based on an assumption that personality characteristics constitute a stable attribute of 

an individual that does not change based on situational context.  This assumption 

understates the influence of the social world in shaping people‟s personalities and 
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preferences. To the contrary, Bandura‟s and Walters‟ theories suggest that personality 

development is a process that continues throughout life (1963).  These limitations make 

application of Holland‟s theory unsuitable for exploring the career choice experiences of 

individuals with different social backgrounds and ignore the variability of social contexts 

that shape behavior and choices. 

The social cognitive career theory (SCCT) developed by Lent, Brown, and 

Hackett (2002) blends foundational career development ideas with Bandura‟s (1977) 

social cognitive theory. This theory posits that the career decision process is dynamic and 

influenced by three complex and interconnected variables: self-efficacy beliefs, outcome 

expectations, and personal goals.  Self-efficacy is personal judgment that people make 

about their own capabilities. It is developed through four experiential factors: personal 

performance accomplishments, vicarious learning, social persuasion, and physiological 

states and reactions. (Lent, Brown, & Hackett 2002). In the SCCT process, individuals 

develop particular capabilities that are met with success and develop goals to continue 

with the activity.  Activities that bring success and valuable compensation are more likely 

to be continued.  The concepts of race, gender, and socio-economic status are brought 

into the mix when we consider the scope of activities a person is exposed to and their 

perception of success at them (Stitt-Gohdes 1997, p16).  For example, financial barriers, 

familial pressure, gendered occupations, or discriminatory policies significantly affect 

career choice and development behavior.   Because of its dynamic nature and ability to 

account for specific situations, the SCCT was adopted as a theoretical backdrop, which 

guided question choice for the current study.  Although each of these career development 

theories was developed in the United States and may be influenced by North American 

mentalities, the SCCT theory lends itself more readily to the examination of specific 
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situations in any cultures where gendered expectations, social pressures, and access to 

resources may play important roles in career choice and advancement.  

Gender and career choice 

Phillips and Imhoff report an explosion in the 1980s and 1990s of research 

focusing on women and career choice and development, many disagreeing about how 

career choices are made.  Hackett and Betz (1981) played a role in bringing women into 

the research picture with their work on the influence of self-efficacy beliefs on the career 

selection processes of women. Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) argued that research on women 

has shown them to be “underutilized in the paid work force and that there were powerful 

individual and environmental barriers to satisfying choices and occupational 

advancement” for women (Phillip and Imhoff 2009, p.32).  Betz and Fitzgerald also 

suggested that women‟s beliefs about their abilities and possible aspirations are built out 

of their sense of identity and self-efficacy, which are formed during youth and affected 

by interpersonal and family domains.  Gottfredson (1981) attempted to provide a more 

complex explanation for women‟s career aspirations when she claimed that career 

selection is heavily reliant on social identity. She assumed that people form identity, both 

internal and external, according to social tolerance, and they select careers based on that 

identity.  Since the 1980s, research findings based on Gottredson‟s ideas have been 

mixed, some supporting and some challenging her work.  Hackett‟s and Betz‟ 1981 

framework on self-efficacy has seen more consistent support in subsequent research.  

  Shultz‟ 1991 work on human capital investment attempted to address issues that 

deal with women‟s preparation for the labor market.  He exposed differences in the social 

value placed on education and health care for males and females.  Schultz claimed that 

investment in females‟ schooling and health is lower than investment for males in those 
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categories, although the gap is narrowing in more developed countries.  He suggested that 

for families and societies where these types of investments are low for women, there may 

be beliefs that the returns on future productivity of females are less valuable than for 

men.  Schultz‟ questions intersect with questions on vocational preparedness, or how well 

a person is prepared to address the choices and tasks of developing a career.  It appears 

that access to education and health care are only a few of the barriers in place for females 

in the career decision process, and they aren‟t as relevant in developed countries.  He said 

that the number and type of career options considered by females for are influenced by 

general social pressure, and by career counseling and intervention actions.   

CAREER PATHWAYS AND ADVANCEMENT 

Issues of career advancement, status, salary, and workplace discrimination and 

segregation have been widely and continuously covered in career development literature. 

According to Burke‟s and Mattis‟ 2005 volume on career advancement, the higher the 

managerial level, the lower the proportion of women to be found.  They categorize three 

main areas of factors that influence women‟s opportunities for advancement: 

occupational, social, and individual factors. Occupational factors include occupational 

type, habitation of the occupation by one gender, and at what level women typically enter 

the occupation.  Social factors are support from a mentor, gender discrimination, legal 

labor recruitment policies, and gender role stereotyping.  Finally, individual factors are 

education/training, managerial skills, personal drive and performance, and help with 

household duties (p.32).  All of these combined can serve as barriers to or sources of 

advantage for women, depending on the woman‟s status within an organization‟s 

hierarchy.   
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Barriers to women‟s retention in careers can be complex and numerous.  Simard 

(2007) classifies the types of barriers as either social-psychological or 

institutional/organizational.  One barrier Simard gives special attention to is the idea of 

the “glass cliff.”  The “glass cliff” is the idea that when women are promoted, it is often 

into precarious leadership positions where the team or organization is already in a state of 

crisis.  In these cases, the new leaders may be set up for failure (Ryan and Haslam 2005).  

The more familiar idea of the “glass ceiling” also poses a problem for the advancement of 

women in technological careers.  The “glass ceiling” refers to the idea that a person will 

only be able to advance to a certain extent in her career, due to both structural and social 

factors.  Bretts‟ 1993 survey on information systems (IS) workers suggested that a “glass 

ceiling” keeps women in midlevel jobs and perpetuates a gendered salary gap in the IS 

field.  In 2001 Women in Business reported on the Deloitte and Touche Women in 

Technology Survey which claimed that “Nearly two-thirds of women surveyed believe a 

glass ceiling is a reality for women in the high-technology industry (62 percent), whereas 

62 percent of men in the survey felt that the glass ceiling barrier is a non-issue for women 

in the high-tech industry” (p. 2).  More recently, in 2007 Armstrong et al. claimed that the 

barrier of the glass ceiling is a continuing problem for women in IT (p. 143).  Simard 

might consider the glass cliff and glass ceiling barriers to be institutional in nature 

because they have to do with the promotion policies of the organizations in where they 

occur.  These types of barriers are built into many organizations at the disadvantage of 

women, and they can affect women‟s decisions to enter or stay in a particular career. 

Issues of re-entry into careers have also received attention in the literature.  In 

2009 Aisenbrey et al. suggested that, while parental leave policies are put in place to 

reduce gender inequality in the workplace, the outcomes can be somewhat contradictory. 

 They argue, “When presumably gender-neutral family policies are utilized mainly by 



 15 

women and when men take little or no time off from work to care for their children, 

gender inequality in paid and unpaid work remains” (p.573).  They claim that in the 

United States, women who take a break from their career for parenting or other reasons 

suffer significantly reduced chances of upward movement later in their career compared 

to women who don‟t take a break, especially in a fast-moving field like IT (p.596). 

Gender and work/family life balance 

Although there have been many changes to gender roles and expectations over the 

past decades, the importance of gender in managing and balancing work life with family 

life is still evident.  Traditions and social expectations prescribe different roles for males 

and females when it comes to family and labor.  Bonke et al. (2008) and Higgens et al. 

(1994) reported that, “women spend many more hours than employed men on family and 

household chores and more hours on work and family activities in total”.  By way of 

explanation, Higgens et al. said that men have traditionally perceived their main family-

role expectation as being a good financial provider. This could mean that for many men, 

work and family obligations are fulfilled by the activities.  Conversely, Higgens et al. 

claimed, women perceive of family demands as activities fulfilled outside of work; work 

demands and family demands for women often seem mutually exclusive and more 

difficult to manage, leading women to feel that they have less control over their time 

distribution.  This expected obligation for women to play the role of primary caregiver in 

the home regardless of employment status is referred to as the second shift (Higgens et al. 

1994, p. 145).  Wharton (1994) says the dominant ideology regarding household division 

of labor prescribes that it is women who are expected to seek employment compatible 

with their home life obligations (p.4).  Sinno and Killen (2011) claim that this type of 

societal expectation is related to children and adolescents‟ gender role attitudes, 
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cultivated by parents‟ and other community members‟ beliefs and modeling of behaviors.  

As they predicted, Sinno‟s and Killen‟s research with British children revealed that 

children believe it is appropriate for mothers to assume responsibility for the second shift 

and inappropriate for fathers to do so, regardless of both parents‟ employment status.  

Sinno and Killen also found that while the children involved in the study felt it was a 

matter of “personal choice” for mothers to find work outside of the home (in addition to 

the caretaking duty), they felt it was “unfair” for fathers to be expected to take on extra 

caretaking duties at home (2011, p.12).  Although Sinno‟s and Killen‟s work was 

conducted in the United Kingdom where home work/family life balance contexts may 

differ from those of the United States or Brazil, the issues of gender role attitudes they 

attempt to address are relevant to most modern cultures. 

In an effort to learn more about the interplay between gender and work/family life 

balance Guillaume and Pochic (2009) conducted a survey and interviews with employees 

of a utility firm in France employing more than 30,000 people.  They found that, similar 

to situations in the United States and other countries, women constitute a minority of 

employees hold only 10 percent of top management positions (p.18). Guillaume and 

Pochic attribute the reported low participation of females in top management positions to 

a gendered societal view of management, and to work/family life balance constraints.  It 

has been accepted in this type of organization that top management positions require a 

certain amount of geographic mobility that clashes with the female responsibility of being 

the primary caretaker of the home and family. In this specific situation, the work 

institution is shaping the possibility of upward mobility based on a person‟s 

responsibilities and commitments (or lack thereof) outside of work.  What may look like 

a personal choice (choosing between career advancement and family), is actually an 

institutional bias that precludes women serving as primary caretakers of their homes from 
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candidacy for top positions.  Indeed, Guillaume and Pochic found that more women than 

men in top positions lead solitary home lives, overcoming this barrier of institutional 

bias: 30 percent of female executives in their study live alone while only six percent of 

male executives live alone (p.27).  But living alone isn‟t the only way women attempt to 

balance the demands of work and personal obligations.  Primo (2003) reports that with 

the boom of information and telecommunication technologies came the opportunity for 

many employees to work in a telecommuting situation, where job tasks are performed at 

home through the Internet or another network.  Primo cautions that, while telecommuting 

opportunities are sometimes promoted as being convenient for women with children, it 

can be an overwhelming burden for women to try to manage, simultaneously, their 

professional and domestic duties (p.50).  While choosing a different lifestyle or type of 

employment has been a strategy of some women, many choose to have a family and a 

full-time career and must find or create other ways to balance these activities. Because IT 

is currently a male-dominated field, work standards and institutional expectations may be 

pre-set and suited for a male lifestyle.  Women who work in IT and have family 

obligations may find it particularly difficult to compete with or work within parameters 

designed for their male coworkers. 

INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH ON WOMEN AND CAREERS 

Literature on career development with a focus on international comparison or 

women outside the United States is more limited.  As Catherine Ashcraft (2010) of the 

National Center for Women in Information Technology (NCWIT) claims, most 

international information on women in careers comes from World Economic Forum data 

or from small-scale studies associated with the Organization for Economic Co-Operation 

and Development (OECD). Ashcraft says that international research on this topic 
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provides context for understanding and comparing information from different cultures. 

 Cross-cultural understanding may be useful for building ties internationally and for 

improving labor trends for women worldwide and helps to explain the social and cultural 

nature of gendered occupations (Ashcraft 2010).  The Corporate Gender Gap Report 

produced by the World Economic Forum (WEF) is one of the most comprehensive 

documents to address issues of women in careers internationally.  Through an extensive 

survey process researchers have collected gendered employment data for over 3,000 

companies in 20 countries to shed light on the global gendered participation and 

opportunity gap.  Researchers with the WEF work to uncover answers to questions of 

representation of women in business, measuring female participation, work-life balance 

issues, salary differences, barriers to women‟s role in leadership, mentorship and training, 

and effects of economic downturn.  They find that: 

“Despite mounting evidence regarding the importance of women‟s economic 

integration, and even as the global economy‟s dependence on knowledge 

industries and knowledge workers grows, there are still significant gaps in the job 

opportunities available to women and in the wages paid to women compared with 

their male counterparts” (2010, p.11). 

The WEF is concerned that female talent all over the world is going to waste, and 

that a change in that situation could help to boost the global economy as well as empower 

women.  Its authors hope their work will raise awareness of gender trends in employment 

and serve as a basis for action by employers to more effectively integrate female talent. 

Figure 1 shows the distribution of female employees by industry across 20 countries 

surveyed by the WEF (2010, p. 6). The chart that women around the world hold the 

majority of positions in only two industries: financial service and insurance (60 percent 

women) and professional service (56 percent women). Men and women are about equal 

in employment in the travel and tourism industry (49 percent women) and the media and 
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entertainment industry (42 percent women).  Female participation is between 20 and 30 

percent for most of the other included occupations, except for the mining and automotive 

industries where they make up only 18 percent of employees for each industry. 

 

 

Figure 1: Distribution of female employees by industry across 20 countries surveyed by 

the World Economic Forum 

WOMEN AND TECHNICAL CAREERS 

Women in technology careers is not a new topic for study and each piece of 

research on the topic helps bring new information to illuminate this phenomenon in a 

different context.  In 2007(b) Simard claimed that the proportion of women in IT “[has] 

not been growing over time. To the contrary, the proportion of women in technology 

positions in industry in the United States has declined from 41 percent in 1996 to 32 
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percent in 20044” (p.1). This decline in participation is one reason researchers and 

corporations have been attempting to learn more about the experiences of women in 

technical careers, the barriers they face, and practices that can increase their participation 

and retention.   Simard also argues that the presence of females in the male-dominated 

technology arena improves innovation and performance in group tasks.  Moreover, 

research has linked female workplace contributions to higher management and financial 

performance, as measured in total returns to shareholders (Catalyst 2003).    

Women‟s underrepresentation in technology careers and academic programs is 

verified repeatedly throughout the scholarly literature, but authors have attributed this 

trend to different causes.   Cohoon‟s and Aspray‟s volume on women‟s 

underrepresentation in IT careers focuses on research surrounding females‟ 

choices/interests and access to education for computing and technology skills and 

opportunities (2010).  In that volume, Goode et al. explore low female participation in 

terms of high school education and they claim that one of the reasons for female 

underrepresentation in IT is that the females they spoke with “lack the kinds of 

technology-oriented peer social networks enjoyed by the tech-savvy males,” (p.92). 

Barker and Aspray argue that policies for elective course selection in middle schools are 

problematic as well (Barker and Aspray 2010).   In the same volume Ogan et al. report 

that the women in applied IT disciplines as well as computer science report having low 

self-esteem regarding computer efficacy and they agree with Clegg‟s (2001) claim that 

“skills required to succeed in this field are culturally overlaid with the aura of 

masculinity,” laying blame on general social perceptions (Ogan et al. 2010, p.296). 

                                                 
4 Simard does not clarify whether the shrinking proportion of women in IT positions should be attributed to 

falling female participation or growing male participation.   
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Lagesen‟s 2008 research on gender and computer science professionals in 

Malaysia demonstrates the importance of comparing trends among different nations.  She 

found that, contrary to the situation found in many Western countries, female 

participation in computer science careers is quite high in Malaysia.  In 2006 45 percent of 

bachelor-level computer science students were female while 71 percent of information 

technology bachelor‟s students were female.  According to Lagesen, in Malaysia 

technical careers are not seen as inherently masculine but rather associated with 

characteristics desirable for female work, such as safety and continuity (2008). This view 

diverges drastically from the common perception in the United States that males are more 

suited for technology careers in general.  Othman and Rodziah (2006) report that most 

studies conducted in Europe and the United States find that young girls who  are aware of 

the computer science field do not find computer science careers attractive (p. 111). 

Lagesen‟s work encourages more international research for cultural comparison. 

Research with a global view of women in IT has been scarce.  In her review of 

international perspectives and research initiatives Huyer (2005) reports a need for more 

focused educational efforts to more fully incorporate females into the production and use 

of information technology to reduce what she calls the “global gender digital divide” and 

promote gender equality.  She says that when women have access to information and 

communication technologies, typically their quality of life improves, their income 

increases, and they have more access to information about their rights (p. 1).  Pretorius 

and de Villiers‟ analysis of the international discourse about women in information 

technology (2009) proposes reasons for women‟s low participation and high attrition in 

IT.  These authors claim that 1) many women believe the IT industry is not a good fit for 

them based on assumptions about the type of work it entails, 2) women perceive the IT 

industry to be male-dominated, and 3) women who feel primary responsibility for 
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domestic duties don‟t want to hassle with the demands for long work hours often found in 

the IT industry.   Irwin‟s examination of gender inequalities in technology in developing 

nations (2000) concludes that the gender gap for computer use in developing nations 

should be addressed through education and that addressing these questions about the 

impact of technology for different gender groups in different cultures may improve the 

success of an educational initiative (p. 200).  Simard‟s report on women in technology 

around the world (2007) presents numeric data on female participation in IT from 10 

countries.  Her data comes from scholarly research reports and government statistics 

collected for areas of Africa, Asia, Europe, and South America which serves to identify 

numeric trends rather than draw conclusions about the global state of women in IT.  

Similarly, Galpin‟s multinational view of women and computing (2002) reports 

numerical trends for female participation in computing for 37 countries and does not 

attempt to derive causes or implications from the data.  Charles and Bradley (2010) 

examine female participation numbers in computer science in 21 developed nations, but 

they attribute female underrepresentation in computer science to “the stereotypically male 

task profile associated with computer work” and “the persistent power of gender-

essentialist values and expectations” (p. 194).  This gender essentialist view assumes that 

there are uniquely feminine and uniquely masculine essences which exist independently 

of cultural conditioning and it is often used to justify gender inequalities (Charles and 

Bradley 2010).  Finally, in Trauth et al.‟s (2008) multicultural analysis of factors 

influencing career choice for women in the information technology workforce they 

design a model of cultural factors that they believe influence career choices for women in 

IT, shown in Figure 2 (p. 17). Their model outlines three main types of cultural 

influences: societal perceptions of women‟s role, socio-cultural moderators, and variation 

in female IT career choice.  They claim that, societal perceptions of women‟s role take 
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into account demands of maternity, childcare, parental care, and working outside the 

home.  These perceptions are then affected by the socio-cultural moderators of gendered 

career norms, social class, economic opportunity, and gender stereotypes about aptitude.  

Finally, all of these factors contribute to the influence of the culture within a given 

country, multi-cultures within a country, or culture across multiple countries which can 

affect women‟s decisions about IT career choice. 

 

 

Figure 2: Trauth et al.‟s cultural factors influencing career choice 

Trauth et al.‟s work focuses heavily on the social factors that may influence career 

choice, but does not give much discussion to factors individuals take into account that 

sometimes lead them to make decisions that diverge from what is socially prescribed.  

These and other works may provide valuable insight into trends across many countries 

throughout the world and allow us to make international comparisons. These efforts give 

us an introductory look at the context of many nations and communities, but in-depth and 
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focused research on many developing countries, such as Brazil, is less abundant than for 

“developed” nations. 

 

WOMEN IN IT IN BRAZIL 

In Latin America, technology is a relatively new and rapidly growing sector of 

employment with Brazil, Chile, and Argentina leading the way.  Gaio‟s (1995) chapter on 

women in software programming in Brazil examined the experiences of women entering 

the computing workforce as it developed in their country.  She reported that in 1989 

women employed by technology development companies were found mainly in data 

entry positions despite the fact that women accounted for approximately 50 percent of 

computer science graduates in the 1980s and 1990s in Brazil (p.172).  In her study she 

surveyed three large software development firms in Brazil in and found that women 

comprised 42 percent of technical employees, but in each company they made up less 

than 30 percent of employees directly involved in software development.  Gaio 

concluded that, in 1995 “the sexual division of labour in computing jobs [in Brazil] does 

not seem to have crystallized, although women do tend to be clustered at the base of the 

hierarchic pyramid,” and predicted that women would continue to play a minor role in 

software development occupations (p.188).  

Silva‟s 2000 unpublished brief on the state of women and information technology 

in Brazil focused on men and women as consumers of technology more than as 

developers of technology, which can aid understanding of Brazilian social attitudes about 

gender and technology. She claimed that, at the time of writing, Brazilian people strongly 

upheld gendered stereotypes about use of and work with technology. Advertisements for 

new high-tech products or Internet services depicted women pursuing romantic 

informational topics or shopping online.  In contrast, men were shown seeking 
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information about economy, books, increasing power, or playing and winning computer 

games. Silva shared the Brazilian Education Authority‟s findings that during the 1990-

2000 period women steadily accounted for only five to 10 percent of students in the 

bachelor of computer science program at the University of Sao Paulo, Brazil‟s most 

prestigious university for computing (p.2).  Although the IT industry has grown 

tremendously in the last 10 years, female participation in technology programs has not.  

In 2010 Covic and Wainer reported that out of all students who registered for a computer 

science entrance exam at the Universidade de Campinas in Brazil (another highly 

prestigious university for computing), only 11.8 percent were female.  They also said that 

for the top five Brazilian universities for studying technology, only 6.8 percent of 

computer and information science students were female. While Silva‟s research gives a 

limited picture of the state of women in technology in 2000, it does provide some 

benchmark data valuable for comparison with more recent investigation. 

The 2001 report by Polanksi and Saidel focuses on trends of women‟s 

participation in academic research at Brazilian universities in the science and technology 

fields.  Distributed among science, technology, and social science fields, women 

comprised 42 percent of total researchers, but only 30 percent of researchers in science 

and technology (p.224). Polanski and Saidel report numerical data on women researchers 

and chronicle the lives of seven prominent female researchers in Brazilian history.  They 

conclude that, “While there have been dramatic changes in the employment of women in 

science and technology in Brazil, their participation is still reflected in a „glass ceiling‟” 

and attribute this trend to, “stereotyped images, gendered familial obligations, and the 

sexism of „old boy networks‟ that still control senior positions” (p.237).  

Similar to Silva‟s claims, Bauzer Medeiros‟ 2005 report that less than five percent 

of computer science graduates in Brazil were women.  In 2005, the Ministry of Education 
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in Brazil reported that 57 percent of students entering university degree programs were 

female, and due to higher drop-out rates for males, 61 percent of graduates were female. 

These numbers suggest that educational opportunities are available and used by females 

in Brazil.  However, as the number of computer science graduates remains steady, the 

percentage of females in them steadily decreases, which creates a male-dominated 

workforce in the computing industry.  Bauzer Medeiros argues for a comprehensive 

country-wide census on women in IT and survey on the perceptions surrounding the 

problem of low female participation in the IT professions.  She believes there is a feeling 

in Brazil that there are more “basic issues to face [in regard to women], such as 

improvement in legislation, work conditions or salary parity, and thus inclusion in IT is 

not necessarily a priority” (p.7).  However, concerns surrounding gender equity in IT 

employment do not depart entirely from the issues Bauzer Medeiros raises.  As the IT 

industry continues to expand and create more jobs, salary parity between genders and 

work conditions (e.g. long hours) will grow in importance and will need to be addressed. 

Arruda et al. (2009) attempted to address reasons why female participation in 

computer science research is relatively low at 29 percent nationwide.  Arruda et al.‟s 

efforts to illuminate issues of female participation in research in computer science serve 

mostly to report numerical publication trends in the field, and they also found that even 

within the field of computer science there may be gendered sub-disciplines. 

While the publications presented here on women and IT careers in Brazil provide 

some illumination on the topic, their scope is limited and much work is needed to better 

understand the trends, beliefs, context, and experience of women in this profession.  The 

research and statistics available point to possible reasons for low female participation in 

IT careers including gendered occupational bias, gendered segregation by position, as 

well as a glass ceiling barrier.  In her 2002 review of literature on women in IT careers 
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Ahuja highlights a need for more qualitative and quantitative research to better 

understand the barriers to entry and retention women in IT careers face.  She suggests 

that researchers undertake case studies and interviews to learn more about how men and 

women perceive their work environments and to learn more about individual barriers that 

women face for career choice, social attitudes, and career advancement (2002).  

Therefore, the present study takes the form of a case study focused on women who have 

successfully inserted themselves into the IT workforce in Brazil.  This thesis is designed 

with a goal of adding to the literature on the unique situation of women working in IT in 

Brazil. This thesis attempts to address the following research question, derived from the 

scant literature available: What are the barriers to entry and retention to women in IT 

careers in Brazil? 
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Methodology 

 

INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

Much research has been conducted on women working in various professions in 

the United States, but less is known about women in Brazil.   The few sources of numeric 

data on trends of employment by gender in Brazil suggest that women there are 

underrepresented in IT careers compared to other professions, similar to the situation in 

the United States.  Covic and Wainer (2010) report that only 20 percent of all computer 

professionals in Brazil are female and the National Center for Women and Information 

Technology (NCWIT) report only 25 percent of computing occupations in 2009 were 

held by women (2010).  The present study aims to provide some preliminary data for 

answering the question: What are the barriers to entry and retention to women in IT 

careers in Brazil?  This question was addressed by seeking the stories of women‟s 

experiences who work in IT careers in Sao Paulo, Brazil.  These women were 

interviewed with questions derived from categories described in the literature on women 

in similar careers in the United States.   

A review of relevant literature demonstrated that a phenomenological theoretical 

approach is most valuable for this attempt to gain social and cultural understanding about 

the individual experiences of women working in IT careers in Brazil. This thesis presents 

an initial or pilot step in expanding our knowledge about women in IT in Latin America 

and may serve as a baseline for building on research on women in IT in Brazil, and also 

for expanding this type of research to other countries in Latin America. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Theoretical foundation 

This study employs a qualitative design relying on the methods of questionnaire 

and semi-structured interview.  Qualitative investigations allow for the gathering of 

information that can contribute to a body of knowledge that is theoretical and conceptual 

in nature.  Because it is difficult to use numbers and hard facts to learn about why a 

person chooses a particular career or how she feels about her experiences, qualitative 

research may be the best way to learn about such phenomena (deMarrais 2003). Semi-

structured interviews were used to collect data in Sao Paulo, Brazil about the experiences 

of women working in information technology careers.  The interview method was 

selected over other qualitative methods such as a survey because of its capacity to aid 

basic understanding of a new community in ways surveys cannot.  Semi-structured 

interviews allow the researcher to prompt the interviewee to talk about what is most 

important to her.  Learning about the norms and values of a new community can help in 

later formulation of survey instruments and lessen the likelihood that the survey designer 

is constructing his or her instrument on ungrounded assumptions. Interviews afford the 

acquisition of base familiarity while surveys facilitate the collection of large amounts of 

data on specific research questions (Jha 2008). Interviews are used to get to know more 

about an interviewee and gain understanding through a person‟s rich descriptions of her 

experience, opinions, or feelings.  The semi-structured interview enables a researcher to 

define a set of open-ended questions which serve as prompts for discussion, but it is 

flexible in allowing for new questions to form throughout the discussion (DiCicco-Bloom 

and Crabtree 2006).  According to Mishler (1986) an interview is a process where both 

participants work toward creating a shared meaning in conversation.  In this way, 
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interviews allow the researcher and interviewee to work together in producing a story 

valuable to a community interested in the phenomenon of study.   

  Phenomenology, a theoretical approach, refers to the examination of everyday 

human experiences in systematic and detailed ways.  Merleau-Ponty (1962) is credited 

with having tied together existential phenomenological ideas with the study of human 

experience in psychology.  Later, researchers such as Kvale (1996) explored and defined 

the methodology of phenomenology and coined the term “lived experience” as being a 

central concept in phenomenological work. In deMarrais‟ (2003) words, 

“Phenomenological research created contexts in which participants are encouraged to 

reflect retrospectively on an experience they have already lived through and describe this 

experience” (p.56). Data collected in these interviews will be useful for future research 

that a) builds upon the inferences made in this study for further interviews, b) utilizes a 

survey or questionnaire instrument with complementary questions based on the 

inferences from this study, or c) implements similar research methods in order to generate 

more information on this or a similar topic.  

The analysis of data in this study borrowed heavily from the interpretive 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) method. The IPA method was designed to documenting 

the existence of life events and patterns.  The phenomenological part refers to the view 

that a person‟s experience or expression cannot be separated from his or her context 

(Larkin 2006).  A phenomenon is, by definition, an observable fact, occurrence, or 

circumstance that exists only within a particular context. The interpretive part of IPA 

refers to the acknowledgement that researchers attempt to make sense of what a 

participant has told him or her through analytical interpretation (Smith & Osborn 2007). 

According to Smith and Osborn:  
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“IPA makes no pretense of attempting to obtain a random sample or one 

representative of a large diverse population. Rather, IPA operates from the logic of 

attempting to understand a specific phenomenon from the perspective of a particular 

group, in the same way that an anthropologist wants to understand one particular culture 

in detail rather than being able to talk about all cultures” (p.231). 

IPA is committed to the value of attempting to understand the world through the 

perspective of its participants. Application of IPA fits well with Kanter‟s assertion that 

men and women report significantly different experiences when speaking about similar 

life contexts (1977).  Because people may experience situations differently, analyzing 

individual accounts of a phenomenon can be revealing.  Similarly, in attempting to 

understand what women have to say about low female participation in technology careers 

in Brazil (Simard 2007), aspects of IPA can help us to interpret their stories.  Viewing 

this study with the theoretical framework of the social cognitive career theory, 

phenomenological analysis can assist in identifying the social and cognitive factors that 

have influenced these interviewee‟s career decisions and experiences (Lent, Brown, 

Hackett 2002). 

Data Collection 

A questionnaire was used to collect background and demographic information 

about each interviewee prior to the in-person interview.  This part of the study was 

designed as a means for systematically collecting demographic data, as well as providing 

the researcher with an opportunity to become familiar with the interviewees backgrounds 

before beginning the interview.  Showing personal interest in the interviewees‟ 

background and being prepared to talk about interviewees‟ unique experiences help the 

researcher build rapport with participants, which is an important step in the qualitative 
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interview process (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree 2006, p.316). The background 

questionnaire permitted collection and organization of some quantitative data such as age, 

educational history, and marital status, which can help the researcher describe the set of 

interviewees included in this study.      

The protocol for the interview phase did not follow a rigid pre-determined format, 

but instead followed a semi-structured methodology.  Questions were formulated to 

prompt participants to discuss their personal knowledge and experiences of working in 

the IT profession such as “How long have you been interested in the technical field?” 

“How did you obtain your current/recent position?” and “How are women in technology 

perceived in your community?” These questions invited interviewees to share personal 

stories and opinions which may give some insight into their personal professional 

experience.  Throughout the interviews follow-up questions were generated to solicit 

more information on stories or topics particularly pertinent to this study‟s goals.  Each 

interview was recorded with a digital audio recording device, with the participant‟s 

permission; all interviews were conducted in English with one exception which was 

conducted mostly in Portuguese. 

Throughout the interview process interview questions were modified as necessary 

when the researcher saw a need to change what was asked or the way it was asked.  For 

example, while the original interview protocol document did not contain questions 

specific to work and family life balance but rather attempted to address this issue through 

questions surrounding that theme, it became apparent after a few interviews that the 

strategy should be altered.  In subsequent interviews the researcher described typical 

challenges for work and family life balance and asked interviewees to compare these 

descriptions to their own experiences and observations.  In this way, eliciting responses 

about this topic was greatly facilitated and this issue proved to be an important one for 
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the interviewees.  The difference in native languages (Portuguese for Brazilian 

interviewees) proved to be a source of mild difficulty during interviews.  Negotiation of 

meaning for both questions and answers required repetition and rephrasing to ensure that 

both parties understood each other‟s message. Other alterations to interview questions 

were made due to the etic (the researcher is an outsider, observing a group as a non-

participant) nature of this interview process.  Although the researcher attempted to 

neutralize cultural biases that would surely be constructed into the design of this study, 

eliminating all traces of culture is simply not possible. As a researcher from the United 

States visiting the foreign country of Brazil certain cultural references and behaviors 

became apparent in the interviews and sometimes caused discrepancies in understanding 

and conceptualizing interview topics.  In fact, the questions in the interview were 

designed based on knowledge of American women, not Brazilian women.  Through this 

study, conclusions may be drawn about the applicability of American-based theoretical 

inquiry to the context of Brazil‟s IT career sector.  

Data Analysis 

The process of analyzing the collected interviews began with reviewing the audio 

recordings and transcribing the audio files into text. To protect respondents‟ privacy and 

confidentiality their names were not included in the transcripts and identifying codes 

were assigned (W1, and W2 for the first and second interviewees, and so on). 

Transcribing the interviews allowed for thorough exploration of the interviews.  Notes 

taken by the researcher during the interviews aided the transcription process, providing 

clarification when words in the conversation may have been unclear or inaudible in the 

recording.  Because both verbal and non-verbal signals can offer insight into the tone of a 

conversation and/or the interviewee‟s affect, three transcribers were trained to replicate 
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the speech of the interviews in the style of naturalism. In the naturalized approach 

language represents the reality of the context of the interview and the transcript attempts 

to reflect a verbatim depiction of speech (Oliver et al. 2005, p. 1274).  Transcribers 

included pauses, overlapping talk, incomprehensible speech and response/non-response 

tokens (e.g., Uh huh, Mm, Yeah, etc.). Schegloff (1997) claims that when researchers 

attempt to stay true to the actual speech of an interview, participants‟ words are given 

privilege and we can avoid tendencies toward a priori assumptions. This is important, 

Schegloff says, “because it is the orientations, meanings, interpretations, understandings, 

etc. of the participants… it is those characterizations which are privileged in the 

constitution of social-interactional reality, and therefore have a prima facie claim to being 

privileged” (p.166-167, emphasis in original).  Taken in this view, naturalized 

transcription can aid in efforts toward objectivity during analysis. Both speakers in the 

interview were included in transcription so that the context of each thought or utterance 

would be preserved for analysis and could be interpreted within its situational context.  

The next step in the analysis process was to explore the audio recordings, 

transcriptions, and background questionnaires to identify demographic data and themes 

of discussion.   This process drew upon ideas of the interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) framework. The IPA method, designed to allow a researcher to describe or 

give insight to a person‟s individual experience or viewpoint of a particular phenomenon, 

permits the researcher to learn about how/what someone believes and feels about 

something and makes inferences based on those personal descriptions.  This is generally 

carried out with the recognition that the researcher cannot truly know the feelings of 

another person, but may make inferences based on a participant‟s responses (Larkin et al. 

2006). The analysis process included identifying themes arising naturally in the data. 

 The dominant themes identified in this study include: Career Path, Gender Balance, 
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Work/Home Life Balance, and Social Perceptions, which will be discussed in detail in 

the results portion of this paper. These themes help the researcher interpret interviewees' 

responses in attempt to inform the overarching research question.   The set of thematic 

codes were applied to the interview transcripts to assist in organizing the data into groups 

of related discussion.  In this way, prevalent and important data were highlighted, 

facilitating presentation and discussion. 

PARTICIPANTS 

Recruitment 

Recruitment of participants for this study was conducted through personal 

reference. The specifications used for selection were that the participant be a female 

professional working in an information technology-related career in Sao Paulo. Contact 

with each interviewee was established through a referring friend or coworker.  Each 

interviewee was invited to participate through an email detailing the purpose and dates of 

the study.  Because the set of interviewees for this study is made up of a network of 

professional women who may work with or otherwise be acquainted with each other, 

issues of social homogeneity in the group will be addressed later in this paper. 

Interviewees 

10 participants were interviewed during this study. The age range for participants 

is 22 years to 51 years, with five of the participants reporting being in their 40s. Eight of 

the women reported having one or more degrees beyond a bachelor's degree.  Of all the 

degrees earned by interviewees, the most frequently studies programs are engineering 

(five degrees), computer science (four degrees), information technology (three degrees), 

and business administration (three degrees).  Self-reported job titles for interviewees 

included Software Analyst, Junior Hardware Development Analyst, Information 



 36 

Architect, Director of Research and Development, IT Manager, Senior Software Analyst, 

Software Analyst, Sales Manager, Senior Business Intelligence Consultant, and Business 

Intelligence Consultant. Table 2 displays demographic data collected for each participant.  

Low female participation in IT in Brazil suggests that women who successfully entered 

these careers may not represent what is „typical‟ for women in Brazil, the women who 

participated in these interviews demonstrated their awareness of gender biases and 

barriers that make participation in IT different for women than for men. 
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Interviewee Demographics 

Age Marital status Kids 1st Degree and 

Major 

2nd Degree and 

major 

3rd Degree and 

major 

Job Title 

40 Single No BA/Sys. 

Analysis and 

Admin. 

N/A N/A Senior 

Business 

Intelligence 

Consultant 

47 Married Yes BS/CS Grad Cert./ 

Telecom. 

Network Eng. 

N/A Senior 

Software 

Analyst 

30 Married No BA/CS and 

Sys. Analysis 

Grad Cert./ 

Software Eng. 

N/A Software 

Analyst 

43 Married Yes BS/CE MS/CS MBA/ R&D 

Director 

22 Single No BS/IT  Cert./ Software 

Engineering 

N/A Software 

Analyst 

32 Single No BS/Micro-

electronic Eng. 

MS/Electrical 

Eng. 

Grad Cert./ 

Telecom. Tech. 

Junior 

Hardware 

Development 

Analyst 

45 Married Yes BS/CS N/A N/A Business 

Intelligence 

Consultant 

48 Single Yes BS/Math MBA/Bus. N/A IT Manager 

30 Married Yes BS/IT MBA/Admin. N/A Sales 

Manager 

42 Married Yes BS/Admin. Grad Cert./IT MBA/E-

Management 

Information 

Architect 

Table 2: Demographics of interviewees  
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Results and Discussion 

INTRODUCTION 

Female participation in IT careers is low in Brazil, much like the proportion in the 

United States (Covic and Wainer 2010), This study aims to learn more about the 

experiences of Brazilian women who currently work in IT jobs.  In order to learn more 

about the barriers faced by women entering and working in the IT industry in Brazil, 10 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with women living in or near Sao Paulo, 

Brazil.  Interviewees‟ responses to questions about career choice, career development, 

balancing work and personal lives, and societal perceptions varied.  Women with 

differing life situations and experiences reported different opinions and feelings about 

their education, their job status, their gender roles, and the support they receive to work in 

an IT career. While there were many differences in experience, all interviewees 

demonstrated passion for their career field and expressed beliefs that balancing an IT 

career with the domestic responsibilities of having a family is not only desirable but also 

quite possible, despite the differing demands placed on women versus their male 

colleagues.  This section will explore interviewees‟ responses on Brazilian social 

perceptions, career choice, entering a career, gender balance in technical programs and in 

the workplace, and balancing work with home life.  

SOCIAL PERCEPTIONS 

Brazilian societal beliefs about women in IT   

Interviewees were asked if technical careers were considered an appropriate 

career for a woman.  Each interviewee began by describing what they believed are typical 

careers or jobs for women in Brazil.  Among the 10 women there was agreement that the 

most common jobs for Brazilian women were teaching or working with children, medical 
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positions such as doctor or nurse, human services positions such as social worker or 

psychologist, and human resources jobs. W2 described what she believes is typical for 

women in Brazil. 

W2: Yeah, I believe now it‟s like I told you, I believe women are preferring to 

this other kind of careers. It‟s related to health or related to teaching other careers 

like or even though we talk here, how can I say in English I don‟t know. Its 

humanistic career can I say this. It‟s related to human kinds like sociology, 

psychology how can they talk about this kind of career? Humanities.  I believe 

here uh it is getting more common here to women‟s prefer these careers 

humanities and related to house instead of technological careers.  

Although she herself works in a technical position, W2 believed that technical 

careers are not common for women in Brazil.  Interviewees were also asked to describe 

careers and jobs that men typically occupy in Brazil.  Most answers included engineering 

jobs, high-technology jobs, financial jobs, or jobs dealing with legal matters such as 

lawyers. 

W1: So we see it here, we're still seeing it here, and um I think [the men] are more 

related with financial area, engineering. Nowadays for example, engineering is an 

area that you see more men than women and we still here see more man than 

women. So engineering, financial, technology. 

W1 expressed her feeling that finance, engineering, and technology jobs are 

dominated by men, and considered to be masculine career areas in Brazil.  These social 

stereotypes can be reason enough to discourage or prevent women from participating in 

those career areas.  However, it is clear that women are not completely absent from the IT 

career sector.   

Interviewees shared stories about how societal acceptance of their career choices 

can vary widely.  Some expressed beliefs that women in technical careers are not only 

accepted, but admired by society, while others said they felt as though they are pushing 

social norms. Additionally, some of the interviewees personally know people who 
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believe that women should not be in technical careers.  W1 said, “Overall in Brazil and 

Sao Paolo, for women to work in technology is that seen as a good career for women 

even if it‟s not common.” W3 agreed with this statement and said that Brazilian society 

has no prejudice against women working in IT. W10 believed that most people would 

look up to a woman enjoying success in a technical career. The following quote from 

W10 shows her perception of Brazilian society‟s view of the IT field (italics added). 

W10: People have admiration.  Admiration because it‟s a tough course, it‟s 

difficult. I believe, actually in my high school I studied technical high school and, 

uh, many students, at that time, technology it was the career of the future.  You 

know? And I believe that people think that it’s a masculine career so when a 

women is successful, it‟s admiration. 

Although W10 said she experienced admiration and not prejudice with regard to 

her career choice, her statement demonstrates that IT is not considered to be a completely 

appropriate career choice.  W10 felt admiration for being a “pathbreaker” in her field, 

much like women who chose to work as lawyers and doctors a century ago in the United 

States.  W10 may feel admired for her career choice, but that admiration is partly due to 

the fact that IT is a highly gendered career, associated with men.  While W1, W3, and 

W10 felt that their place in a technology career is fully and positively accepted by 

Brazilian society, not all the interviewees felt this way.  W8 said that she thinks beliefs 

are changing, but that there are still prejudices and preconceptions, which suggest that 

technology is a realm for men and not women.  W5 said that she thinks it is becoming 

more common and accepted for women to work in technology, except with the older 

generations in Brazil.   

W5: For old people it‟s a little difficult but [laughs]. I‟m using an example again. 

My grandfather says „Oh are you using computers? But computers are for men. 

Why you don‟t try to be a nurse, or a doctor, or a dentist, something cute, like 

clothes.‟ No, I like computers. [laughs] 
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W5 reported that her grandfather was uncomfortable with her decision to work in 

a technical career, and he suggested that she consider other career options (nurse, doctor 

dentist) that he, presumably, believes are more suitable for his granddaughter.  It is worth 

considering that the professions of nurse, doctor, and dentist may also have been 

considered masculine careers a century ago.  A few decades from now, would W5‟s 

grandfather change his mind about who belongs in IT careers? Like W5, W9 has also 

experienced some discouragement about her career choice, though she didn‟t name the 

source of discouragement.  She said that she believes it is not surprising to find women 

working in technology, but attitudes are not always accepting of their presence.  

W9: Sometimes people say „Oh you like mobile? Uh usually women don‟t like, 

uh, playing with mobile, don‟t like gadgets.‟  [laughs] [pause]  It‟s something. 

Work for IT no problem but actually like technology is different.   You can work 

technology but you can‟t love this. [laughs] 

W9 and W5 both laughed when recounting the types of discouragement they have 

received from others, taking such comments with a light attitude and rejecting them as 

meritless statements that came from gendered stereotypes.  The following quote from 

W2, however, had a more serious tone.  W2 was distressed to share the comments she has 

heard from male coworkers about females working in technology. 

W2: The number of women is very low, and it‟s decreasing, my opinion it‟s 

decreasing, the percentage of women working in information technology. I 

believe they have some kind of prejudice.  Because I heard from some boys that 

work with me that phrase like this „Women that work with computer science are 

ugly,‟ „They are not attractive,‟ „Beautiful women are in other areas like health,‟ 

or things like that. I believe that it‟s funny, I don‟t why but the guys have 

prejudice about women. But it was not this same when I studied.  I don‟t know 

why this changed. It is just a silly thing to say, but I think there is some truth in 

this. 

W2 believed that the stereotype that women who work with technology may be 

unattractive was not present when she attended a university program for computer 
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science in the late 1960‟s. Although W2 considered this sentiment to be a prejudice held 

by men about women, she validated the claim by saying that there may be some truth to 

the sentiment. W2 demonstrated that she, too, holds biases about the appearance of 

women who choose to work in IT careers; she has internalized the gendered occupational 

stereotype that women working with technology are less attractive than those who choose 

to work as teachers, nurses, or other gender-appropriate jobs.   

Having interacted with more than 15 women working in technological careers in 

Brazil, this researcher can attest that each of them was physically attractive, so one 

wonders how this belief might become internalized by a woman. As in other occupations 

that are predominantly male, IT in Brazil is defined culturally as masculine, something 

men do. Although interviewees may or may not have experienced discouragement about 

their career choice, women in IT stand out as different and gender becomes a salient 

feature of interactions. In a situation where one is the only or one of few members of that 

sex in an occupation, culturally-based gender schemas about appropriate behaviors for 

that sex (e.g., a woman should be physically attractive) will unconsciously bias 

evaluations about people of that sex rather than individual abilities (e.g., a woman is an 

effective software designer) (Ridgeway & Correll, 2004). Also, such expectations can act 

as implicit barriers to pursuing an occupation where women‟s presence is seen as unusual 

or even undesirable. In the next section, interviewees‟ explanations about how they chose 

an IT career in the face of social barriers are presented. 
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CHOOSING AND PURSUING AN IT CAREER 

Deciding to work in IT 

W5, a graduate of information technology and software engineering programs, 

chose to study and work in a technical career because of a personal interest she developed 

in computers early in her life.  She reported having felt a sense of curiosity about 

scientific and technical things throughout her childhood.  Despite gendered stereotypes 

that exist in Brazil that “boys should be playing with computers” and technology during 

leisure time, W5‟s parents gave her access to computers by having them in the home. She 

said that her parents wanted to give her and her sister “opportunity that not every girl 

has.”   W5 reported having been inspired by other people‟s stories of working in IT and 

that her interest in the area came from her own personal exploration. Following is an 

excerpt from the transcript of the interview in which W5 participated.  

Researcher: How did you decide you wanted to work in IT? 

W5: I don‟t know, I‟m crazy maybe! [laughs] Since I was a child I liked to 

explore my computer, [pause] and then I started to read about these kind of 

professionals and I enjoyed them and decided that I wanted to be there. 

Researcher: Okay, so you became interested on your own, you just explored your 

computer? 

W5: Yes on my own.  And the salary helps too! [laughs] 

When W5 said that she might be “crazy” to have chosen a career in IT, she 

indicated that there is something unreasonable or extraordinary about her career selection.  

W5 may have been using “crazy” to refer to a violation of a social norm that prescribes 

that girls shouldn‟t enjoy technology, that children shouldn‟t enjoy technology, or that no 

one should enjoy technology.  A useful comparison might come from asking the same 

question of males with similar history to learn how they might talk about this choice 

differently.  Throughout W5‟s interview she expressed her pleasure with the benefits of 
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working at a technology research corporation from the competitive salary to the abundant 

coffee breaks and bonus on-site English lessons.  She also said that having family support 

helped make her career decision easier; she believed her parents would be proud of her in 

almost any career path she had chosen. 

W6, W9, and W10 also expressed having felt a personal propensity for 

understanding and working with technology. W6 said that in high school, she never 

considered studying anything else; she knew that she would go on to study Computer 

Engineering at university.  W9 gave an account of her youth in which she resisted 

technology for a time, because her father worked in technology and she believed she 

should find her own niche.  After time, however, having access to a computer at home led 

her to read more about technology and to explore and play with the computer.  

Eventually, she began to believe that the logical way she thinks made a technology career 

very compatible for her. “It‟s in my DNA, that‟s how my brain works,” W9 said.  

Similarly, W10 believed from the time she was a teenager that she would like to work in 

a technology-related career, but unfortunately found no program available to her for that 

specialization at her university.  Instead she studied administration and when she finished 

her bachelor‟s degree she acquired a graduate certificate in information technology.  

Later, while employed for a large multi-national corporation she took advantage of an 

opportunity to participate in technical courses provided by her employer. 

W4 felt the influence of her parents‟ choices when making her own career choice.  

From an early age she felt that she should follow her parents‟ footsteps into the world of 

high technology, almost without understanding what this career area was based on. She 

said 

W4: Actually my parents are mathematicians so I never thought about working 

with something different than science technologies. I never thought of working 
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something different.  But I really started understanding and liking computer 

science, I would say after I did my [internship]. So before that I never understood 

really what was computer science really in the beginning of the course. I was 

learning. 

W4 chose her career based on influences around her and learned more about her 

career field after she began studying to complete her degree.  Since both parents were 

mathematicians, they had no reason to believe their daughter might not also excel at a 

technical career and she was expected to do so. Later in the interview W4 said that she 

has learned to love working with technology and she now finds it very fulfilling.   

W1, W2, W3, W7 said that when it was time to choose an area to study at 

university, they narrowed out the fields of study they didn‟t like until they were left with 

mathematics.  From there, computer technology courses seemed their best choice since 

they reported that they didn‟t know what else to do.  W2‟s story reflected this. 

W2: I always liked to study mathematics. I was very good at math. At the 

beginning I think about studying math but oh, I don‟t like to be a teacher. So I 

start researching on other careers. At one moment I think about studying 

architecture. But I don‟t think I have uh enough ability in regard to drawing. So at 

that time my sister was studying biology at Unicamp and I look for career in 

book. „What‟s this? Computer science?‟  Can you imagine I don‟t what I am 

going to study at all but I think something related to math but its more applied and 

isn‟t so theoretical as study math or physics. I thought this at the moment okay? 

So let‟s try. But was not fan of video games. But it was funny because by chance 

but I love it. I like the logical part of this study. For me this is very interesting 

very um, this attracted me. The logical part. To think about the algorithm. 

W2 talked about her high abilities with math and her desire to use those skills in 

her career, but her reason for not choosing math as a primary field of study was that she 

would not like to be a teacher, perhaps the only occupation she knew about that was 

associated with math. She only found out about the relationship between math and 

computing by seeking guidance from a book on career selection.  Like W2, it may be 

common for students who have an affinity for one subject to choose another career route 
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because they are unsure of the career options afforded by their preferred subject.  Also 

feeling unsure of what career route to pursue, W1‟s career selection was influenced by a 

national conversation about the growth of the technology sector in Brazil. W1 said, “It 

was the time when technology was starting, we started to talk about technology in Brazil. 

Everybody was talking „okay let‟s be a computer programmer, let‟s be a system analyst.‟ 

It‟s by the time when I was 15 or 16 so I decided to do the college.” For these and other 

women working in IT, a technology career just seemed like a good idea.   

W8, like W10, entered her tech career because she was offered an opportunity to 

take technical courses provided through a company where she worked in a non-technical 

department.  Her employer paid for her and 19 other employees to complete technical 

coursework in programming which certified her to work with information technology.  

This training, coupled with her MBA degree in business, helped her transition into her 

current position as an IT professional.  

Women in this study chose to pursue careers in IT based on 1) a personal affinity 

for and access to technology at a young age, 2) a high level of skill in math coupled with 

a desire to study a topic other than traditional mathematics, or 3) an opportunity to 

change career paths by participating in an employer-sponsored training program.  

Although each of the interviewees chose to work in technical careers for different reasons 

and at different stages in their lives, all of the women expressed having full support from 

their family and friends to pursue technical careers.  This affinity for technology and 

support from family and friends may account for entering a field that is considered 

unusual for women. While most of the interviewees acquired similar technical training 

through traditional university coursework or a shorter specialized training program, the 

processes they went through to enter their current positions varied.  
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Entering IT careers 

Six of the women in this study acquired their current employment positions by 

applying to a posting for an open position and securing the job through a process of 

resume submission and multiple rounds of interviews. Others entered their current 

position after completing an internship with the same employer and being offered a 

permanent position.  As discussed above, two of the interviewees entered their current 

position after completing an employer-provided technical course and transitioning from a 

non-technical position within the same company.   

W3, W5, and W10 shared stories of applying for and successfully obtaining jobs 

through normalized hiring processes beginning with the submission of a resume and 

completing a series of interviews. At the time of application W5 was still studying at 

university and not planning to take on more than a few hours each day of work, but the 

job she was offered turned out to be full-time. 

W5: I was in the last semester in college and then I started to send my… resume? 

Yes.  My resume for many places and then they call me. I was intending to just 

start with 6 hours a day, but they call me to work as a contracted employee so I 

started with 8 hours a day. And it was crazy because I was finishing the college 

and it was a little bit complicated. [laughs] 

While it was unanimously agreed upon that having a contact already working for 

a prospective employer can help secure a first interview or even help to land the job right 

off, six women told stories of how such a contact directly aided them in securing their 

current positions.   

Two interviewees were hired into permanent positions after completing 

internships with their employers.  These internships are similar to a practicum and 

required for graduation.  And lastly, one woman in the study reported having been 

promoted to her current position after 10 years of work in another position with her 

employer.   Competing for promotion in IT workplaces can be daunting for women 
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working in a field where the proportion of males and females is not balanced.  After all, 

research evidence shows that employers make choices based on hidden biases based on 

whether one‟s sex is socially appropriate to the occupation (c.f., Goldin & Rouse, 2000; 

Steinpreis, Anders & Ritzke, 1999; Wenneras  & Wold, 1997). However, women who 

have transitioned from a male-dominated technical training program may not be surprised 

by the continued gender imbalance when they enter a male-dominated workforce. 

GENDER BALANCE 

Risky career choice: Gender imbalance in technical programs 

When asked to estimate the proportion of men to women in their academic 

programs, all 10 participants said that the majority of their classmates were men. 

Estimates varied depending on the topic of study and when they were enrolled, but none 

of the interviewees believed that there were any more than 40 percent women in a 

program. The average for their estimates was 23 percent women in technical training 

programs.  These estimates are not far from numbers observed in computer science 

programs in the United States: in 1985 37 percent of computer science graduates were 

women, but that number has dropped to 18 percent in 2009 (NCWIT 2009). Research has 

shows that women leave computer science programs at higher rates than men.  These 

higher attrition rates for females are explained by many factors that erode one‟s resolve to 

pursue the major: men‟s greater willingness to “tough it out” compared to women, 

especially in the first year (; problems in student-faculty interaction (i.e., few female 

faculty role models, low levels of faculty encouragement of women, and lack of faculty-

student mentoring); inadequate student-student relationships (e.g., peer mentoring 

opportunities); pervasive stereotypes that women cannot be technical or must use their 

feminine wiles to get good grades; assignments and tests that appeal more to males than 
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to females; lectures that focus on abstract principles, separated from the world of real-life 

application; and unchecked one-up-man-ship and a classroom climate in which women 

experience difficulty joining peer study groups (see a comprehensive review in Cohoon 

& Aspray, 2006). No doubt many women experience the double bind described by 

Seymour, in which being feminine or attractive is interpreted as incompetence, while 

playing down one‟s femininity is interpreted as unnatural, or unattractive (Seymour & 

Hewitt, 1997).  

W2 studied computer science in 1968 and, of all the respondents, she reported the 

smallest gender gap in her university program. She estimated that there was a ratio of 60 

percent men to 40 percent women at the beginning of her studies, and that the portion of 

women dropped some by graduation time.  She said her son is currently studying 

computer engineering and there are six girls and 44 boys in his program.  That‟s a 

significant difference with the portions of girls being 12 percent and boys being 88 

percent.  She believed the numbers of women enrolling in computer science and 

computer engineering programs is decreasing now but doesn‟t know why.  

W3 believed that at the beginning of her computer science program in 1998, the 

gender balance was almost equal, but by the end of the first year most females had left 

the program.  By graduation there were only eight or nine females and approximately 40 

male students.  Female attrition in W3‟s program was extremely high.  Her estimation 

jumps from gender equity to only 18 percent female participation in only a few years.  

This drastic change raises questions about the gender attitudes, difficulty of the program, 

and student preparedness at W3‟s institution.  Furthermore, W3 did not give estimates for 

the numbers of male and female students enrolled at the beginning of her program.  If, for 

example, the program began with 200 members of each gender (400 students in total), 

then rates of attrition for both genders would be more alarming than if the program began 
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with 50 members of each gender (100 students in total), which would indicate 

significantly higher attrition for women than for men.   

W1 said in her systems analysis program in 1988 the number of men was twice 

the number of women, and she didn‟t remember having any female instructors.  W5 

reported an even greater disparity: when she finished her studies in information 

technology in 2008 and reported having 45 male classmates and only five female 

classmates.  W6 studied microelectronic engineering in 1996 and reported having 

graduated with 47 males and three females. W7 studied computer science in 1983 and 

said she believed it was approximately 65 percent males and 35 percent females. W8, 

who completed technical courses provided by her employer in 2008, said there were 15 

men and five women in the program.  W10 also completed a technical program provided 

by her employer in 2005 and said the number of men and women was very different at 

approximately 30 percent women and 70 percent men. W9 studied information 

technology in 1998 and said that there were 30 men and 10 women in her program. W4 

said that only 10 percent of her computer engineering class in 1985 was female. 

However, unlike the other interviewees, she said she believes that the portion of female 

students in computer engineering at her alma mater may be increasing now, but she did 

not give an estimation or evidence to support that belief.  Each of these women estimated 

a significant gender imbalance in her technical program, suggesting that this gender 

imbalance may be common among technical programs throughout Brazil and across time.   

Figure 3 shows the interviewees‟ estimations of the number of women and men in 

their academic programs as percentages of the total number of students enrolled.  The 

graph demonstrates that the estimates of the proportions of male and female students 

varied, but the average of these estimates is 23 percent for females and 77 percent for 

males.  The estimations of high female attrition rates for technical programs suggest that 
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the interviewees were themselves at risk for leaving their programs, but they didn‟t.  If 

their estimations are correct that most women choose to leave these types of programs, 

that could indicate that the interviewees in this study may not be representative of women 

in computing courses in Brazil; rather, these women may be the exception for having 

completed their programs.  Furthermore, if their estimations are correct about high female 

attrition rates, it may be the case that in Brazil, women study computing and IT under 

different conditions than their male counterparts, such as implicit societal bias about who 

does and does not belong in technical fields.  Further study on technical programs in 

higher education in Brazil could help to uncover differences in conditions for female and 

male students and inform questions about why so few women are entering these 

programs and why so many choose to leave.   
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Figure 3: Interviewees‟ estimations of gender balance in academic programs 

Continued gender imbalance in IT workplaces  

Similar to estimates on gender balance in academic programs, interviewees 

unanimously stated that there were more men than women working in technical positions 

in the workplaces of these women.  For many of the interviewees, estimating an exact 

number or proportion of men and women at their workplace was difficult, but they were 

sure there were more men.  W1 estimated that the company she works for employs about 

70 percent and 30 percent women in technical positions. W2 said that she was recently 
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told that women make up only 18 percent of the employees in both technical and non-

technical positions.  W2 also thought that although the company employs relatively few 

women, the women are often found in managerial positions, though she said she was not 

sure why.  Similarly, W8 estimated that 20 percent of employees at the firm where she is 

employed are women, but she estimated that, among managers, the proportion of women 

rises to around 40 percent.  Brazilian societal beliefs about women being better 

communicators than men and making better managers may be contributing to W2‟s and 

W8‟s observations about women in their workplaces. 

Despite W2‟s and W8‟s estimations that women are found more frequently in 

managerial positions women are not in the top management positions in technical 

companies in Brazil.  To the contrary, W2 also said that, “It‟s very common to have 

women in these intermediate positions; it‟s not in the higher, the top positions. It‟s not 

common to have women as director of the company. We have some but it‟s very rare.”  

W6, who works in hardware development, said she believed it is more difficult for 

women in her area to move into managerial positions than it is for other technical areas.  

W6 said, “In my [area] there is more preconception about this because there are few 

women, so women actually move more slowly into management positions. It is more 

difficult to become a manager in this area.”  Similarly, W9 believed that the number of 

women in management positions at her company is declining.  

W9: There are just a few women and not in the head positions. In the beginning 

we used to have a lot of women managers, but then one and then another was 

dismissed.   I had a director that was a woman but she was moved to commercial 

area. Female managers a few now, but much fewer than used to be [pause]. And 

the interesting thing is that it was balanced before. There was more women 

before, and now there are more men, and we never noticed it [laughs]. 

W9 laughed when she realized that the female leaders she knew in the past had 

virtually disappeared from those leadership positions, or, as in the case of the one she 
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talked of, they were moved to other positions.  She seemed surprised at her own 

estimation of low numbers of women in management positions. While W9 and other 

interviewees may be aware of the gender of their coworkers and managers in their 

workplace, they may not have questioned the gender imbalances that exist.  Being 

unaware of gender imbalances may indicate that these women have, to an extent, bought 

into the gendered biases of Brazilian society and the organizations that employ them. 

WORK/HOME LIFE BALANCE 

Balancing home and work life demands 

The women in this study have not only to be concerned with their professional 

responsibilities, but also the demands of home and family life.  Of the 10 women 

interviewed seven are married and six have children to care for.  All the interviewees 

agreed that it is not only possible, but very common for women in technology-related (as 

well as other types) positions to have a family as well as a successful career, but that 

balancing work life and home life can be difficult.  All women in this study believed that 

they have an unequal burden for domestic obligations in comparison to their male 

colleagues. Some respondents felt that the burden of domestic responsibilities can be 

eased with the help of a maid or nanny. As one interviewee put it, “…Sometimes you 

need to look at your life and you say „Oh what is more important? My family or my job?” 

W2, a woman who has worked her way to a senior position while maintaining a 

marriage and caring for children believed that managing a career and a family can be 

difficult and stressful for women in her field.  

W2: I believe it‟s more difficult for women with family then for a single woman. 

[pause] I graduated from the university about 25 years ago and all of my friends 

are working and uh most of them or all of them are married and have families and 

everybody are working in their careers so far. So every woman I know is very 

dedicated to her career, it‟s not common to stop working when get married, 



 55 

because it‟s most of them like to work with information technology, it‟s not a way 

to find a husband, [laughs] unless you‟re not really dedicated to do work. 

W2 made it clear that she and her female peers have been able to work with the 

challenges of having a demanding job and a family at the same time.  Her comment that 

entering the IT field is not a way to find a husband indicates that she may hold beliefs 

that there are other fields that may be conducive to finding a mate.  Her view that it is 

possible to have a family and a professional career is reflected in other interviewees‟ 

responses.  W3 is planning to have a baby within the year.  She expressed concern about 

her ability to meet the demands of being both an employee and a parent, especially a 

female parent, who is expected to take care of more domestic responsibilities than her 

husband.   

W3: You need to take the two lives. The professional and the personal life. 

Family, this kind of thing.  But the most of women that I know work and have the 

family too.  I used to joke with my husband that a woman needs to play a [pause] 

how can I say [pause] to play a various role, like in a theater. For example we 

need to be a woman, a mother, to be a professional, and to be a lover too. [laughs] 

I‟m going to keep my career. I don‟t like to give up.  But I‟m worried because I 

would like to have time to educate my child and to follow him or she. [laughs] I 

think it‟s a difficult decision.  But here in [my company] I feel it‟s a nice place 

and they have the conditions. They give me the conditions to have a baby too. It‟s 

flexible if I need to go to house to solve some problems I can go out my job and 

compensate these hours after.  It‟s difficult because sometimes you need to look at 

your life and you say „Oh what is more important? My family or my job?‟ 

W3 told concerning stories of other women working in technical careers who had 

to leave their job to tend to family matters, such as illness or the high costs of childcare. 

She was worried that she might have to face similar choices after she has children. 

Unfortunately, she believed that she, not her husband, would be the parent forced to give 

up her career if a difficult situation should arise.  W3 said that, in Brazil, men are never 

asked to take on primary domestic responsibility unless there is an extenuating 

circumstance making it impossible for a woman to perform that role. 
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W7 talked about the advantages of employing a maid.  She recently made a 

priority of arranging her work situation to accommodate her personal life, instead of the 

other way around.  She has arranged her work schedule so that she can set her own hours 

and be more available to her children and husband. 

W7: This is the most important thing to try to do. Here in Brazil we have a big 

facility because we have, we can pay for people who take care. A maid. Who 

takes care of your house, and you pay for someone that come to your house every 

day, clean your house, clean your; do your laundry, take care of your babies. And 

I have a person who works with me since my son was born and it‟s a good thing.  

And something that I decided two years ago: I prefer to work less and make less 

money, change my life, and have this free time.  Free hours to do other things. 

Because it‟s difficult. But during 20 years I worked a lot. 

W7‟s emphasis on quality of life demonstrated that her career is not the top of her 

personal priorities, but can be incorporated into what she sees as a balanced intersection 

of family and career. W7 was not the only interviewee to place such importance on 

improving quality of life through employed domestic help.  W9 also took advantage of 

the opportunity to have a maid in her employment to help with domestic responsibilities.  

While W7 and W9 have the monetary resources to employ a maid or nanny (or both), not 

every interviewee expressed having the same opportunity.   

W9: I have a maid, or sometime ago I had two maids, now I have a maid and 

another that works in my house, but during ten years I had two maids. It can be 

difficult without this help. For example, maybe it‟s good.  I have a cousin that 

lived in US and she has three kids, now she‟s here, and she didn‟t have, yeah, a 

maid. She has done very well but she had to leave her job.  And then she came 

here because it was easier to work here and have children here [laughs]. Because 

a maid was too expensive there, but here it‟s not so. 

Both W7 and W9 said that they couldn‟t imagine being able to meet all the 

demands of domestic life without the help of a maid or nanny while they are working in a 

technical career. Similar to the situation in the United States, Brazilian women obviously 

feel social pressure to assume the role of primary domestic caretaker, even when both 
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partners in a family are working equal amounts of time outside the home.  Fortunately for 

Brazilian women, domestic help is more affordable than it is in the U.S. 

Gender role expectations 

In discussing the topic of balancing a family and a career, seven of the 10 women 

in this study argued that family and home care are responsibilities belonging primarily to 

females. W10‟s comments summarized the general sentiment of their responses: 

W10: It‟s really, really hard for women in Brazil because our country is [pause] 

It‟s machismo, it‟s very, how can I say? It‟s part of our country. Women take care 

of kids, child, the house, the whole family. So it‟s difficult because we have to 

leave the children in school, go to work, take them, and cooking, cleaning, so we 

women have the whole responsibility. It‟s changing, because they are contributing 

a little bit but it is still responsibility of the women.  

Interviewees agreed that although there are many male partners who are more 

involved now than ever before in domestic responsibilities, Brazilian society, like 

American society, is ingrained with the notion that women are the caretakers of the home.  

Some interviewees also expressed concern about how this gender role expectation can 

affect women‟s opportunities to advance and grow in their careers. For example, W2 

claimed that women are at a disadvantage when it comes to promotion to higher 

positions. 

W2: Women are more concerned with family. And not only we are more 

concerned but society expects that women are more concerned with children and 

husbands okay?  So this is one of the reasons. Because men for instance, if they 

left everything to go to another country for work, and for women it‟s more 

difficult. Oh I need to think about my family, my kids. I believe this is one 

difficult we have to get the higher jobs. Because these higher jobs you need to, 

sometime you need to sacrifice your personal life. Women in common, women 

don‟t like to sacrifice this.  

W2‟s concern over the disadvantage women with families face for obtaining high 

level positions was supported by W7‟s claim that men and women with families 
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experience work and family balance in very different ways.  She said that men are not 

subject to the same difficulties.  

W7: Oh, it‟s easier for men. It‟s much easier than for a woman. Because they 

have everything done. The women, the wife, her, his wife takes care of the 

children. And of the house. And they don‟t have this kind preparation. They only 

have to work. I think it‟s easy for them. I don‟t know why they say. I think it‟s 

easy. I always tell my husband in next life I will be the man. [laughs] I will be 

stay on the sofa not in the kitchen. 

Adding to W7‟s belief, W10 expressed a desire to see more domestic 

responsibility owned by men in her society in order to cultivate more equality.  The way 

she described the difference for men and women in work and family life balance implies 

that the gap is a significant one and that she would like to see it change.   

W10: Because they just awake, take a shower, go to work and come back, help a 

little bit their wives. „Oh, I can take a little bit of the kid.‟ And then 'Oh she‟s 

crying, help me please.' They do not have a problem with balancing 

responsibilities.   In the past it was impossible that the man change diapers, but 

now, now they do.  Eventually they do.  

While W10 and other women in this study may wish to see more support from 

their partners in taking on domestic and childcare responsibilities, changing social gender 

role expectations is likely to take a long time.  For now, women‟s ability to compete with 

their male colleagues for desirable work positions may be compromised because of 

gendered stereotypes about who should care for the home and family, who should work 

outside the home, and what types of jobs are appropriate for whom.   

During the interviews the women were asked what they thought of the social 

stereotype that women might make good managers because they may have superior 

communication skills to those of men, sometimes used to justify the re-assignment of 

technical women into management positions.  Three women said they agreed with this 

idea, and firmly believe that women have better communication skills and make better 
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managers.  Five interviewees said that this may be the case, or it may be nothing more 

than an idea, but they did believe that many women who work in technical careers are 

moved into management positions.  Finally, two respondents said that they believed 

managers are selected based on individual merits, independent of gender stereotypes. One 

woman said that she thinks it is generally difficult for technical women to move into any 

management positions because they are competing with so many male colleagues. 

W7:  The problems are difficult that we have I think we have in all our careers. I 

think it‟s sometimes because the IT career is until nowadays, there is much more 

man working in this career than woman. I think sometimes we have to work more 

hours a day because they, the man can do lot of hours a day. And sometimes we 

need to stay working. Yes, sometimes we have to say 'Oh I need to go home at 

5:00 because I have to take my son to the doctor.' And the chief growls, he says 

'Uh hum, uh hum.' I think it‟s a difference for women.  

W7 believed that the men she works with are at an advantage for promotion 

because they may have less domestic responsibilities to balance with their work 

aspirations than female colleagues.  IT‟s not surprising that interviewees perceived so 

few women at the top of the hierarchy in IT organizations; technical women are often 

moved into management but not upper management.  This could be due to the gendered 

expectation that women are responsible for meeting family demands, and due to implicit 

institutional biases.  In addition to being good communicators, women are often expected 

to more nurturing, helpful, and nice than men, while men are expected to display 

strength, decisiveness, and inventiveness.  The “male” characteristics are found to be 

unconsciously associated with leadership, competence, and science (Eagly 1987). 

Interviews with 10 women working in IT positions in Brazil revealed that each 

individual experienced a similar life situation in different ways.  Many of the women 

interviewed in this study expressed opinions that Brazilian general society finds women‟s 

presence in the IT sector to be appropriate, but others expressed concern at the ongoing 
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gender stereotypes and preconceptions which permeate discourse about women in 

technology jobs. Some of the women knew they wanted to work in technical careers from 

an early age while others decided much later to pursue the training to facilitate a change 

of career and enter the technical job market.  The interviewees all agreed that there were 

more males than females in their undergraduate technology programs, and that males 

hold the majority of technical jobs in most work places.   The male domination in IT 

careers, coupled with the social expectation that women are responsible for most 

domestic care tasks (both family and homecare), can make it difficult for women to 

maintain the two roles and be competitive candidates for promotion to leadership or other 

desirable positions. Questions raised by these findings might be 1) How aware are 

Brazilian women of societal and institutional biases, and to what extent are women 

buying into these biases? 2) Are conditions for men and women studying in technical 

programs at the secondary level different? And if so, how do they differ and how are they 

contributing to the high attrition rates of females in these programs? 3) Because female 

persistence is so low in technical programs in Brazil, how and why are women working 

in the IT field different from those who began similar fields of study but left before 

completion of the program?  4) How does the expectation for women to shoulder the bulk 

of domestic responsibilities, regardless of their professional commitments, affect their 

perceptions of quality of life and competitiveness with male coworkers? These questions 

are candidates for future research in this area. 
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Conclusion 

The data presented from this study details interviews conducted with 10 women 

working in technical careers in Brazil regarding their experiences in selecting a career, 

pursuing relevant education, entering the workforce, and balancing their work and home 

lives.  Conducting interviews of this kind allows the researcher to examine the 

experiences of these women from their perspective as they share their individual stories.  

While work by NCWIT, AAUW, the Anita Borg Institute, and many others has explored 

reasons trends for female underrepresentation in IT as well as barriers girls and women 

might face barriers to entering technology fields in the United States, this study gives 

voice to women who have overcome some of those barriers and have successfully 

integrated into technology careers within the Brazilian context.  From these interviews, 

we can learn more about how Brazilian women, and possibly women of other cultures, 

are faring inside the technology community.  This research contributes to literature on 

gendered occupational theory, women and career choice, work/family life balance, social 

perceptions of women and technology, and women and technical careers in Brazil.  It 

builds upon the work of Sales 2010, Arruda 2009, Microsoft Research 2010, and others 

that aim to explore gender and computer science trends in Brazil. 

Major topics of discussion in this study included issues of career choice and 

advancement, gender balance in technical programs and workplaces, difficulties of 

balancing a career with a family, and social attitudes about gender and occupational 

appropriateness.  While opinions and experiences varied among interviewees, there was 

general agreement on the following sentiments: technical careers are generally considered 

to be appropriate for women, but technical training programs and technical workplaces 

are mainly occupied by men; women and men are both good candidates for leadership 
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positions in technical careers, but most upper-level leadership positions are held by men; 

and one of the major concerns for women in terms of their competitiveness with male 

colleagues, is the social expectation that women are primary caretakers of domestic 

responsibilities and must balance these those demands with work demands. This thesis 

has helped to identify the following: 1) women working in technical careers believe that 

IT jobs are considered appropriate for Brazilian women, but that technical programs and 

workplaces are mainly occupied by men, 2) Brazilian women feel constrained by the 

expectation for women to be primary caretakers of domestic responsibilities even when 

both partners work full time, and 3) women are considered to be better communicators in 

Brazil, but most upper-level leadership positions in IT are held by men. 

LIMITATIONS 

While this study will provide some information valuable to those who wish to 

know more about the experiences of women working in IT careers in Brazil or in a global 

context, it has some limitations.   A point of limitation in this study is the homogeneity of 

the set of interviewees. The set of interviewees in this study is representative of a 

convenience sample, meaning that the participants selected themselves for participation, 

they were identified based on the constraints of the topic of study, and they volunteered 

to participate.  Because each interview is analyzed as a rich, unique source of 

information, the uniqueness of each interviewee‟s experience gives value to her account.  

Language may be another factor in the limitation of this study.  Each of the 

participants in this study speaks Portuguese as her primary language and English as a 

second language.  Because the interviews were conducted in English, it is possibly that 

participants‟ responses were modified due to language barriers (vocabulary, experience, 

etc.) or concerns over language capabilities.  Speaking in a second language can be a 
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source of nervousness or anxiety for many people and could have affected participants‟ 

ability to speak freely on personal topics.  Efforts to overcome this obstacle were made 

through reiteration of questions and ideas throughout the interviews, thereby negotiating 

the discussion to increase mutual understanding. 

Finally, constraints of time, distance, and financial considerations posed some 

limitations to this study.  Because the interviewees reside in Brazil and the researcher is 

based in the United States, barriers of time, geography, and funding limited total access 

to participants to only brief, one-time meetings for interviews. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

The decision to focus on females in this study is helpful in examining women‟s 

personal experiences working in IT, but does not offer voice to the perceptions or 

experiences of men internal or external to the IT career context in Brazil. Further study 

could include discussion with male participants could serve to further illuminate a more 

complete picture of the professional IT world in Brazil.  As noted in the previous section, 

other potential questions that would further understanding of the phenomenon examined 

here include, 1) How aware are Brazilian women of societal and institutional biases, and 

to what extent are women buying into these biases? 2) Are conditions for men and 

women studying in technical programs at the secondary level different? And if so, how 

do they differ and how are they contributing to the high attrition rates of females in these 

programs? 3) Because female persistence is so low in technical programs in Brazil, how 

and why are women working in the IT field different from those who began similar fields 

of study but left before completion of the program?  4) How does the expectation for 

women to shoulder the bulk of domestic responsibilities, regardless of their professional 

commitments, affect their perceptions of quality of life and competitiveness with male 
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coworkers? This study can serve as a baseline for developing further research on these 

and other questions to illuminate the situation of women working in IT in Brazil and in 

Latin America. 
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