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Abstract

This paper aims to advance a better understanding of the digital transformation (DT) experience
through employees building their career paths in a DT world. The study is based on a qualitative research
methodology using one-on-one interviews with 44 employees of private companies in the Canadian insurance
industry. Findings reveal a variety of entryways to first positions in this industry as well as gendered
involvement in DT projects which can result in being either barriers or levers for career pathing. The
present paper contributes to broaden the understanding of women’s career paths in a DT context by making
gender-related issues visible.
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In recent years, digital transformation (DT) (Cafley et al., 2020), which consists of foundational change
resulting from the integration of digital tools and its effect on the nature and processes of work (Selimovic
et al., 2021), has attracted the interests of scholars and professionals alike (Cafley et al., 2020; Giguére et
al., 2024; Nordin et Mathew, 2024; Selimovic et al., 2021). Some have highlighted the ubiquity of digital
technologies not only in the workplace (Nordin et Mathew, 2024), but also in everyday life (Coté, 2022).
Others have stressed the need for digital skills development from a lifelong learning perspective (Gamberini
et Pluchino, 2024; Nordin et Mathew, 2024). Certain scholars have observed that DT can lead to new forms of
work organization, involving technologies that necessitate new standards, rules and work practices for male
and female employees alike (Nordin et Mathew, 2024; Pouyaud et Angel, 2023). DT can modify employee work
tasks, training paths, skills acquisition and development, particularly for those working in the service sector
(Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021; Vayre, 2019; Wiggberg et al., 2022).

In the service sector and more specifically in the insurance industry, the use of digital tools such as
Al (artificial intelligence), machine learning or even big data enables businesses to optimize the customer
experience and assist employees in performing their different tasks, such as making better decisions (Kumar
et al., 2019). Some insurance companies are now using Al and robot software to automate part if not all of
work tasks, for example chatbots providing virtual assistance with claims processing (Kumar et al., 2019).
According to Ceylan (2022), technical innovations in the insurance industry essentially lie in automating
claims management, fraud detection, accident prevention and improving customer service. Although some
studies have warned against the more technical challenges in implementing technological tools such as strict
regulations, fraudulent use, complexity or misuse (Ceylan, 2022; Lamberton et al., 2017), the more latent
question of how customer service and administrative employees in the Canadian insurance industry experience
DT as they build their career paths seems to be overlooked or underexplored in this field of scholarship. In fact,
although the ramifications of DT are of interest to many researchers (Coté, 2022; Gamberini et Pluchino, 2024;
Maree, 2024; Pouyaud et Angel, 2023) and some have pointed out the relevance of investigating the influence
it wields over career challenges (Maree, 2024), very few have examined the issues experienced in a DT context
by male and female workers alike through the lens of gender.

In this regard, a number of studies skip over the relationship between gender issues and DT (Ceylan,
2022; Kumar et al., 2019; Lamberton et al., 2017; Maree, 2024; Nordin et Mathew, 2024). Yet a few peripheral
issues related to gender (e.g., the impact of teleworking on the boundaries between different life spheres) in
relation to DT (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021) and gender as a variable to differentiate men from women
(Niraula et Kautish, 2019; Vaton, 2015) have been considered in other studies. Some research has also
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evidenced a need for continued vigilance to prevent gender discrimination, which can take a toll on not only
women’s careers, but also on their education, training and eligibility for promotion (Chen et al., 2021), making
the case for how the use of digital technologies in the workplace can boost women’s career advancement.
Lastly, with technology in the DT age several authors have cautioned of men once again taking the wheel, given
the body of work—notably in the field of sociology—that exposes persistent gender inequality when it comes

to technology (Rivoal, 2020). In light of this scholarship, it can be inferred that scant few studies have focused
on the subject of DT and gender issues in the workplace, which also echoes findings by Hirata et Kergoat
(1988). With these perspectives in mind, the present article intends to answer the following question: How do
customer service and administrative employees in Canadian insurance companies—the majority of whom are
women—experience digital transformation, more specifically in relation to building their career paths? In the
following section we begin with a brief overview of what literature has to say about DT and gender issues.

Current Literature on Digital Transformation and Gender Issues

Firstly, literature on DT and gender remains divided: some studies evidence the risks of DT reproducing
gender inequality (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021; Rivoal, 2020) although others highlight it doing exactly
the opposite (Chen et al., 2021; Vaton, 2015). On the reproduction side (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021;
Rivoal, 2020), scholars note, among others, the right to disconnect, borne by the use of digital tools in
highly-connected work environments and remote work, which blurs the line between personal and work
spheres (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021). In most of these cases, as managing the right to disconnect is
left to employees, the latter find themselves having to contend with personal factors and barriers, e.g. family
circumstances or having young children (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021). Additionally, as women are most
often the first contacted in family emergencies, they are more likely to keep their cell phones handy at all times,
even during work meetings (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021).

In the area of remote work, gender issues tend to be seen in their differentiated use: men are likely
to devote their break time for doing things outside the home, although women use it for household chores
(Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021). These studies also argue that maintaining this gendered division of labour,
coupled with a redefinition of roles consistent with institutionalized masculine dominance (Rivoal, 2020) can
act as a barrier to career mobility for women (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021; Rivoal, 2020). For example,
Rivoal (2020) spotlights entry-level jobs, mainly held by women, that require fewer qualifications and being
less technologically savvy. In the insurance industry, these jobs are typically found in customer service and in
the implementation of new technologies to automate these tasks (Ceylan, 2022; Kumar et al., 2019; Lamberton
et al., 2017; Niraula et Kautish, 2019). Conversely, other research studies highlight factors in a DT context that
can facilitate women’s careers and potentially reduce gender inequality and stereotypes (Chen et al., 2021;
Vaton, 2015). They also posit that DT is enabling a growing number of women to reach higher rungs of the
corporate ladder (Chen et al., 2021; Vaton, 2015).

Considering the divergent perspectives advanced by these studies, it would appear useful to deepen
our understanding of how customer service and administrative employees working in the Canadian insurance
industry—the majority of whom are women—experience digital transformation as they build their career
paths. Specifically, the aim of this article is to answer the following question: How do customer service and
administrative employees in Canadian insurance companies—the majority of whom are women—experience
digital transformation, more specifically in relation to building their career paths? In doing so, this article
will thus help answer the call by Maree (2024) on the need for and importance of studying DT’s influence on
career-related issues. To do so, the present article draws on Fournier’s career path analysis applied to the field
of guidance and counselling (Fournier et al., 2016). In addition, as the research question addressed both male
and female employees, it appeared appropriate to integrate materialist feminism perspectives in the sociology
of gender to identify aspects of experiences and gender issues among employees that play a part in developing
their career paths. The next section is devoted to these theoretical frameworks.
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Theoretical Frameworks
Career Path Analysis in the Field of Guidance and Counselling

Career path analysis in the field of guidance and counselling examines significant events in the working
lives of individuals by considering the interactions between intersecting spheres of their life in a “diachronic
avenue”, looking at past, present, future (Fournier et al., 2016). This theoretical framework rests on several
postulates: the sociology of life courses (Lalive d’Epinay et al., 2005), labour market transformations and
their impact on these life courses (Lalive d’Epinay et al., 2005) and constructivist approaches and the systems
theory of career development (Savickas et al., 2010). All these perspectives consider the lived experiences of
individuals as they interact with their environment over a continuum of time (Fournier et al., 2017; Fournier et
al., 2016), making this a particularly well-suited approach for identifying and analyzing the lived experiences
of employees in a DT context. The concept of experience refers to the experimenting and exploring of the
world by the individual (Jodelet, 2006) across a spectrum of situations and events at a given moment in time
(Craig, 2008). The content of the lived experience also encompasses what is experienced, that is, the effects
engendered and produced by the experience for the individual (Jodelet, 2006). Thus, in our study, experiences
are related to the paths of its participants, so that these experiences can be manifold and diversified.

Feminist Theoretical Perspectives on Gender and Work

To identify gender issues prevailing in a DT context, it would be fitting to first define the concept
of gender. This can refer to myriad definitions, for example gender socialization processes and social
differentiation between men and women, particularly in the labour market (Renzetti et al., 2012). An
abundance of literature in this area exposes persistent gender inequality between groups of men and women,
particularly in pay gaps or gendered stereotypes in occupational categories (Cardu et Costalat-Founeau,
2015). The perspectives noteworthy for our study are those related to materialist feminism, as they allow us
to simultaneously consider the processes of socialization and hierarchy at play between the male group and
the female group in the workplace. These studies expand the consideration of issues related to the gendered
division of labour, waged work and unpaid housework, productive and reproductive, etc. revealing the
exploitation of the female group when it comes to work (Galerand et Kergoat, 2017; Giguere et al., 2022;
St-Arnaud et Giguere, 2018). On this subject, household chores, which for the most part continue to be done
by women given social expectations are still not regarded as work (separation) and have little or no currency
(hierarchy) (Delphy, 1970; Kergoat, 2012). Similarly, activities related to the home reflect the antiquated
notion of a woman’s role and remain invisible from the work environment, exposing dominant power relations
in terms of work and issues in the gendered division of labour (Delphy, 1970; Giguere et al., 2022; Kergoat,
2012). This means that when women enter so-called “paid work” they often experience a continuity between
all their activities although for men, this is often indivisible, with a cut-off between employment and private
life (Kergoat, 2012). These gender issues, which manifest themselves notably through workplace processes of
separation and hierarchization, fall more broadly under the social power relations between men and women.
On a larger scale, gendered social relations intersect with other power relations in the workplace—notably those
of race and class—which opens up their consubstantiality in a dynamic, interwoven and shifting understanding
in the struggle for emancipation (Galerand et Kergoat, 2014; Galerand et Kergoat, 2017). Including gender
issues thus appears to be a must if we wish to sharpen the focus on understanding the lived experiences of
employees in the insurance sector and the way these experiences play a role in building their careers in the DT
context.

Methodology
Our research is based on an analysis of data produced as part of an action-research program (Bourassa,

2015) carried out with three insurance companies based in Canada. The main objective was to gain an
understanding of digital transformation (DT) in this business sector, and more specifically for customer
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service and administrative employees. Working with the research project’s steering committee, these types of
occupations were chosen in particular because of their greater vulnerability (due to the low level of education
required), or because their lower-skilled tasks are more susceptible to automation in the DT process. Also, at
the time of the research project, these occupations were held mainly by women in the organizations, prompting
us to frame the research question as follows: How do customer service and administrative employees in
Canadian insurance companies—the majority of whom are women—experience digital transformation, more
specifically in relation to building their career paths? This research coincided with the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which affected both the subject studied (notably in the new normal of mandatory remote
work) and the study methodology (for example, carrying out one-on-one interviews online).

Research Strategy, Recruitment and Participants

Consistent with constructivist approaches and career path analysis in the field of guidance and
counselling, our research study used a qualitative data collection methodology. To dive deeper into experiences
in a DT context, we conducted one-on-one interviews (Merriam et Tisdell, 2016) online in Microsoft Teams
with employees from Canadian insurance companies, each lasting 60 to 90 minutes.

An interview guide was created starting with background information, interview instructions as well
as a description of the main topics to be covered, i.e., participant education and job history, work experiences
in DT, and the challenges of balancing work with different aspects of life. To form a purposive sample (Fortin
et Gagnon, 2022), participants were recruited during the fall of 2021 through winter 2022 with the help of
contacts at the three insurance organizations partnering in this research project. A final round of participants
was recruited by a team of colleagues using the quantitative survey filled out during the previous phase of the
study. Participants had been asked to indicate whether they could be contacted for subsequent phases of our
study. We were then able to reach out to people who were available and wished to voluntarily take part in the
online interviews and e-mail them a recruitment information sheet approved by the Ethics Committee in our
institution. Two eligibility criteria were applied: 1) being an employee in a private insurance company (project
partners), and 2) having been employed there for at least two years. Those interested in being interviewed
one-on-one met with one of the research team members at an agreed-upon time and signed a consent form that
included permission to record the interview.

A total of 44 employees (35 women and 9 men) were selected, based on socio-demographic criteria to
diversify the sample pool: for example, the company partnering in the project, type of position, family status
and conjugal situation.

Data Processing and Analysis

The interviews were transcribed verbatim, and their content anonymized: pseudonyms were used to
protect the participants’ real names and place names were indicated by “X” with a brief description in brackets.
To ensure job titles remained confidential, three categories were created: 1) the “office” group (e.g., clerk,
assistant, secretary); 2) the “professional” group (e.g., adjuster, broker, analyst, trainer, underwriter, advisor);
and 3) the “management” group (e.g.; supervisor, assistant director, manager). Lastly, the interviews were
conducted in an iterative manner to progressively process and analyze the material as it was being gathered
(Paillé & Mucchielli, 2016).

Data processing was carried out using a phenomenological review of the interview material, followed
by an analysis using conceptualizing categories (Paillé et Muchielli, 2016). In the phenomenological review, a
careful reading of the interviews was done maintaining a sensitivity to the material captured in the transcripts.
Through this process it was possible to glean a variety of job positions and life events that shaped the life
courses of the participants. The analysis was grounded in conceptualizing categories (Paillé et Muchielli, 2016)
to grasp and abstract elements employees mentioned about their own life courses by always keeping the DT
context top of mind. Starting from target elements in the verbatim transcripts and the theoretical frameworks,
dynamic processes allowed us to create links and categories. Some of the categories were created using a
descriptive analysis, grouping phenomena by drawing directly from the interview material (Paillé et Muchielli,

Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de développement de carriére
Volume 25, Number 1, 2026



| Gender Issues Mark The Career Paths
0 |

2016). Others were abstracted by induction, that is, paying attention to the sequence of experiences mentioned
by the participants (Paillé et Muchielli, 2016). Lastly, theoretical frameworks were harnessed using interpretive
deduction to connect the data collected in what is known as the scaffolding technique (Paillé et Muchielli,
2016).

Results and Discussion

This section will discuss the results that emerged from the data processing and analysis of the
material distilled from the interviews with 44 participants in a qualitative study strategy. These results can
be grouped in two broad categories: the first comprises entryways to a service sector job in the insurance
industry, subdivided into two sub-categories: 1) following diversified experiences and 2) following a training
program. The second category covers gender issues related to access to and involvement in DT projects, also
made up of two sub-categories: 1) unequal means of accessing DT projects and 2) gender issues related to
different forms of participation in DT projects: are they barriers or levers in their career paths? Table 1 below
summarizes these categories and
Table 1 sub-categories.

Summary of Results: Categories

Entryways to a Service Sector

Categories Sub-categories Position in the Insurance
Entryways to a service sector « Following diversified experiences Industry
position in the insurance « Following a training program

A variety of work, education

industry and personal experiences lead
Gender issues related to access + Unequal means of accessing DT employees to land their first job
to and involvement in DT projects with an insurance company.
projects « Gender issues related to the Two possible entryways—
different forms of involvement in following diversified experiences
DT projects: barriers or levers in (education, work, family,
career paths personal) or following a training

program— are discussed below.
Following Diversified Experiences (Education, Work, Family, Personal)

Several of the female and some of the male participants entered a temporary or permanent position in
the “office” or “professional” groups in the insurance industry after a series or accumulation of education, work
or personal experiences. We found a wide range of these entryways: Some explained that they had immigrated
to Canada, and this brought them to a position in the “office” group. For others, it was losing or quitting a
job that compelled them to take a position in this group. Those on more advanced career paths, following a
succession of work experiences and personal circumstances, went for finance, insurance and administration
positions. For example, some participants said they had worked in a professional capacity in jobs in the field
service industry, e.g., health care or social service. Others built their career holding different professional or
management roles in sales, commerce or services. From the outset it was possible to establish that the female
participants with diversified experiences entered the industry with wealth of proficiency as technicians,
professionals or managers—yet were only hired for “office” jobs in their companies, which was hardly the case
for a handful of male participants. This raises the issue of gender and much larger questions concerning the
recognition and currency of women’s skills in the recruitment process.

I had worked for many years in an office in sales, commerce and services, and after that as a manager (...) I
reached a point where I wanted to go back to school (...) I had a chance to start in insurance to do X [names
the task (office group)]. — Julia
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One of the possible reasons that seems to have encouraged participants to apply for and accept a
position in the insurance industry was word of mouth, either from an acquaintance or family member who has
already worked in the industry and who told them about an opening in their company. Beyond word of mouth,
one of the other reasons that stood out for the female participants was maintaining a work/family balance, in
particular job stability and security when returning to work after the birth of a child, separation or divorce, or a
transfer following a partner’s promotion, reasons that were barely mentioned by the male participants.

I knew zilch about X [names field in the finance, insurance, and administration sector] and I thought I
needed a change in direction anyway for personal reasons... work hours being one. I saw it [the job] and I
thought “So, good then, I'm qualified for that, and it doesn’t require any other training, this can be my foot
in the door.” (...) It was impossible for both of us to be working evenings, nights and weekends, we needed
some sort of stable schedule at least (...) And after that, actually, a lot of things happened, I got separated...
the children’s father couldn’t take care of them anymore and for many months I had them all to myself and
had to take care of them. — Joélle

In sum, although their education and work history may have not necessarily been related to the fields of
finance, insurance and administration, some employees said their previous work experience ultimately proved
useful in customer service, their interpersonal (communication, listening, attentiveness and adaptability to the
customer), organizational and structural skills proving to be assets in the insurance industry.

I'm totally out of my comfort zone in my job in general. The one thing that I know really well is customer
service, and my gut feeling is to always serve the customer. You know, having sold X [names product],
the service has to be A+! The client is not just coming to buy a X [names product], he’s here to buy an
experience. — Ines

In general, entries that follow a series of experiences (education, work, family, personal) can be aligned
with the principle of an event shaping the sociological perspectives of life courses that relate to abrupt changes
altering a participant’s path (Lalive d’Epinay et al., 2005). Similarly, our results of entries following diversified
experiences parallel the findings of Fournier et al. (2017) on the succession of work and personal events that
can shape career mobility. The employees we interviewed (both women and men) appear to be proactive
and engaged in building their work life, as suggested by Heinz’s study (2003) (cited in Fournier et al., 2017).
Lastly, some of the events mentioned by the female participants that fall into the category of balancing work
with family (e.g., separation or divorce) are consistent with materialist feminism perspectives (Delphy, 1970;
Kergoat, 2012) as they foreground the investment of female employees in household work, child caregiving and
the impact this has on them, specifically choosing to work in the insurance industry, for its stability and being
able to ensure a certain degree of continuity between the different spheres of their life. More broadly, these
results echo other evidence on work/family balance in the life courses of female workers, particularly managers
(Giguere et al., 2021).

Following a Training Program

Whether in a temporary or permanent position in the “office” or “professional” groups, some employees
(several of the men and a few of the women) got hired after completing an initial training program, typically
in finance, insurance and administration; but also, in other fields such as health care; education; sports and
leisure; social services; arts and culture; sales or commerce.

In Cégep I studied X [mentions program in finance, insurance and administration] because I was then
preparing myself to become a/an X [names profession in the finance, insurance and administration field].
— Simon
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These results show that entries following a training program are largely aligned with the more linear
concepts of building life courses characterized by a school-to-work transition (Masdonati et Zittoun, 2012).
Several reasons may explain participants choosing a job in the insurance industry: an interest in insurance,
finance or administration, landing a well-paying job without necessarily having to spend many long years
studying, the perspective of good rate of job placement in the field, the possibility of reconciling work and
personal projects thanks to the stable working hours (typically a standard work week) and job security. In
addition, among those employees who entered the insurance industry after their studies, some were hired by
an organization following an internship or were recruited although still in their program. Several participants
mentioned having to balance part-time or temporary job although studying.

I completed my BA in X [names position in the field of finance, insurance and administration] (...) I
had moved precisely to do my studies, well, I was X [names position in the field of sales, commerce and
services] and all that. After that, I decided to find a job specifically so that I could work while studying,
seeing that I was able do it with X [mentions company], I got in part time. — Mathieu

In addition, some female participants explained that as soon as they entered their first job, they had to start
juggling school, work and family, compounded by the arrival of children or having family members to support,
something rarely mentioned by the male participants. More broadly, the challenges of squaring an education
plan with work and family are consistent with other research that shows these predicaments are also being
experienced by other women, including those in management positions (Giguere et al., 2021) and women
nurses (Dodeler et Tremblay, 2014).

Gender Issues Related to Access to and Involvement in DT Projects

Data processing and analysis of the interview material produced two subcategories that define gender
issues influencing employee career paths in a DT context: Unequal means of accessing DT projects and gender
issues related to the different forms of involvement in DT projects.

Unequal Means of Accessing DT Projects

Means of accessing DT projects can vary between work environments and even within the same
organization. Firstly, recruitment communication methods for such projects are by no means homogenous.
Some participants said they were notified about DT projects through internal e-mail, the company’s Intranet
or web portal, although others heard about it in person from their manager, either one-on-one—a personal
recommendation advising why the employee should participate—or in team meetings. “I was asked [by the
managers] to get involved in IT projects: to do some testing.” — Simon

A similar inequality was observed in the selection processes to take part in DT projects: some participants
said they had to formally apply to be considered; others mentioned doing this on their own initiative by either
sending an e-mail or talking to their superior. Lastly, others had been asked directly and picked personally by
their manager.

First the mass e-mails are sent out, then they make a selection of the people who’ve shown an interest in
participating in these projects. Sometimes they’ll come to you in person and say: “I thought of you for this;
would you be interested?” Other times, it’s more of a general announcement: “Well, this is available; who
would like to participate?” and then a selection is made. — Bianca
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Gender Issues Related to the Different Forms of Involvement in DT Projects: Barriers or
Levers in Career Paths?

For employees, the different forms of participating in a DT project can bring gender issues into play.
The first is to act as a team representative in communicating needs related to performing work tasks altered
by DT tools. Both male and female participants in our study spoke of having been involved in this role, which
essentially consists of participating in ad hoc meetings and/or activities peripheral to the transformation,

e.g., giving their opinions on the visual component or certain functions of the tool at hand. Typically done in
addition to their job description, this form of participation can produce work overload.

In discussing their involvement as team representatives in a given DT project, some participants cited
the pressures this created for them, for example project tasks piled on top of their daily work duties rather than
getting a temporary release from these duties to perform them. In such cases, getting involved in DT projects
is likely to increase their workload. Also, their involvement in and skills related to the work for the project had
neither been recognized nor considered as added value or relevant enough to help them get a promotion. In
fact, some said that it stalled the progress of their career and, in some cases, were turned down for a higher
position. It can be inferred here that gender issues played a part in this, given that it was female participants
who most often noted the possible barriers affecting their careers after having participated in a DT project.

It’s a new IT system (...) I worked on Project X [names project] to put it a bit on the map (...) but the
restructuring had its drawbacks too, because I had a lot more pressure and I'd been in that position for [X]
years [gives a number, a few years], then I’d have to prove that I deserved that job [laughs] (...) had to show
that I knew how to do my job, that I was good, that I was proactive and all that (...) and I didn’t move up.

— Marika

For other participants, primarily men, their participation in DT projects consisted in collaborating on the
design of digital tools alongside the developers creating them. The duration of their involvement spanned
anywhere from a few months to a few years, with many switching positions temporarily or being released from
their former duties.

Those male employees who collaborated in developing digital tools saw their participation grow in
currency and recognized more, acting as a lever for their career paths. In fact, accessing and getting involved in
DT projects appear to be one of the means with which employees can further their knowledge of DT, develop
new digital skills (e.g., using applications and programs on different devices, independently seeking solutions,
quickly searching, managing and processing data), and to collaborate and have their contributions seen. In this
way, the possibility of gaining independence and living meaningful work experiences opens up possibilities of
emancipation through work. As a corollary, these new technological skills acquired by those employees who
worked on project development prepare them to perform more efficiently once the DT changes are integrated
into the organization; in the meantime, their co-workers will need to struggle through the various stages of
adaptation, with or without training. Moreover, the former, because of their greater DT knowledge and skills,
became the resource person for the latter and were released from their former duties.

I was no longer taking customer calls; I was completely tasked with this project full time. And since I've
been back, given that it’s me and Julien [pseudonym] who trained the people, well, when people have
questions, who do you think they go ask? — Olivier

Some employees noted that their collaboration in the project design had helped them advance their career.
They were offered new positions—mainly as trainers—or got promoted to a professional or managerial position.

Me and Julien [pseudonym], a co-worker of mine, we were part of a project to configure the new system
(...) Julien is now Director and my new boss (...) I'd like to be Director myself and have my own team, so I
spoke to him about my aspirations and mentioned it... very, very, very candidly and very graciously he
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said: “We’re going to help you with your advancement so that it can be as solid as possible when the time
comes.” — Olivier

The results of our study show that on the one hand, unequal access to and forms of involvement in
DT projects can generate inequality among female employees, and on the other, gender issues related to the
different forms of involvement in projects can either limit or promote their career advancement. More broadly,
these findings help to nuance Wiggberg et al. (2022)’s work on the importance of motivation to learn and
push the boundaries of development as now being a competence essential to employability, by opening up
new contexts that can foster or hinder skills development. Although digital skills are well beyond the basic
knowledge needed to communicate and function in today’s society (Wiggberg et al., 2022), it is important to
consider contextual elements that can either promote or hinder workplace skills and career paths, of which
access to and involvement in digital transformation projects are part.

Our findings reveal the presence of gender issues in how male and female employees develop their
careers after accessing or getting involved in a DT project. Overall, it seems that more often, the women’s
group is confronted with forms of involvement in DT projects as well as cases that led to work overload,
intensification and a lack of recognition, raising questions about the emancipation possibilities offered by DT.
Our work also reveals that the involvement of the men’s group in DT projects enables it to gain independence
and experience meaningful work experiences opening up possibilities of emancipation through work. Similarly,
our results converge with the work of Wiggberg (2022) who posits that information technologies are a
male-dominated field and that the purpose of understanding and acquiring digital skills continues to this day
to be led and shaped by men. Rivoal (2020) posits that DT on factory floors should make higher positions
requiring physical strength—hitherto the purview of men—more accessible for female workers. With physical
strength no longer being reason enough to justify the division of labour along gender lines because of DT, male
workers have now positioned themselves in key technical roles by appropriating digital knowhow, defining it as
inherently male, and passing on this knowledge and expertise among men, thereby operating a male monopoly
and deepening gendered fault lines at the same time. In light of our findings, we thus need to ask: How can
insurance companies make recruitment and selection processes for DT projects more inclusive? And how can
we boost women’s collaboration in designing digital tools?

Our findings also contribute to refining those of other scholars, including Vaton (2015), who deems
that DT constitutes an opportunity for the emancipation of women in the workplace. Although Vaton’s key
recommendation is directed at guiding young women in schools to opt for digital careers, we have shown that
regardless of education path, gender issues can still bubble to the top and be visible in disparities between men
and women, especially in how they get to participate in DT projects. Implementing policies to reduce gender
inequality (Vaton, 2015) in the workplace is an important step on the right direction, yet they also need to be
applied at the company level to recruitment and selection for DT projects. Our findings show that part of DT’s
turf includes collaboration in designing digital tools, which can lead to promotions and an ascending career
path. It appears, therefore, that there is a need to carefully think through the issue of access to and involvement
in DT projects to ensure that they are more gender inclusive for all employees. In brief, our study’s findings join
a body of evidence that has shown the long line of gender disparities that continues to be reproduced in a DT
context (Benedetto-Meyer et Boboc, 2021; Rivoal, 2020), in our case, the access and forms of involvement in
DT projects for Canadian women building their careers in the insurance industry.

Conclusion

The results of our qualitative study conducted with 44 employees in the insurance industry provided
an opportunity to understand how customer service and administrative employees in the Canadian insurance
industry—the majority of whom are women—experience digital transformation, specifically in relation to
building their career paths. Our findings revealed gender issues that characterize a range of entryways to a job
in the insurance industry, either following diversified experiences or a training program. At the same time, they
revealed a number of gender issues surrounding access to and involvement in DT projects for female employees
and their ramifications as barriers or levers in their career paths. The contribution of these findings adds to
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the advancement of knowledge by increasing the visibility of gender issues in female employees building their
careers in a DT context. These stand out from other studies on DT in the insurance sector—as those studies
have primarily focused on ways of integrating digital tools in the work environment—and they point to the need
for further understanding of the DT experience, not only in the area of employees’ career paths but also on the
issues they face at work.

Our study does have two main limitations: the first relates to its narrow context, specifically the
Canadian insurance industry. It might be prudent to broaden the research to include other contexts and fields
undergoing or impacted by DT processes. The second limitation concerns the social and occupational category
of employees. This too warrants further study comparing the experiences of other social and occupational
groups, for example, professionals.

Lastly, our study’s findings can serve to update knowledge for guidance and counselling practitioners
helping employees build their careers in a DT context. They can also help isolate experiences related to their
hiring and gender issues that can shape how they build their lifelong career path. We look forward to the
next phases of our investigation and analyses that will take a deeper dive into the impacts on DT on remote
management.
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