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1 CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENT

Digitalisation has become ubiquitous, and its significance has become impossible to overlook,
especially since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Similarly, the ongoing efforts to enhance
the representation of women in leadership roles have gained prominence. Consequently, in early
2020, the European Commission introduced the Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025, prioritising
this issue at the heart of European policy. The strategy aims to enable women to attain their profes-
sional and social objectives on par with men while fully harnessing their potential. This encom-
passes achieving gender parity in employment across various sectors, ensuring equal opportunities
for work-life balance, and promoting an equitable distribution of caregiving responsibilities (Euro-
pean Commission 2020; Herberger et al. 2023). This has a direct impact on working life and is

also expressed in the umbrella term of New Work.

While there is a growing recognition of the importance of "digitalisation” and "digital transfor-
mation” in our current landscape, their use is often inflated and lacks a clear definition. This lack
of standardised terminology hinders interdisciplinary understanding, leaving the relationships be-
tween these terms murky. What remains evident, however, is their significance. To clarify, "Digi-

talization” can be understood as adopting new solutions rooted in Information and Communication
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Technologies (ICTs). On the other hand, "digital transformation” pertains to the changes and risks
resulting from Digitalization’s implementation compared to the initial state. These changes have far-
reaching consequences for all stakeholders, extending beyond the mere act of implementation

(Herberger et al. 2021, Herberger et al. 2023).

Digitalisation is the initial step in this context, signalling a shift from the current status quo. Follow-
ing digitalisation is the process of digital transformation, which leads to fundamental changes, such
as innovations, and can even exert spillover effects on societal systems. This transformation is
closely tied to the fast-paced 21st-century economy, where ICTs play a central role. With the inte-
gration of ICTs comes a general imperative for individuals to enhance their knowledge and excel
in the increasingly intricate and interactive work environment (Herberger et al. 2021, Herberger

et al. 2023).

Critical core-digital skills for the 21st-century work-life environment are the following (van Laar et

al., 2017:

* Information management: The skill to use ICT to efficiently search, select, or organise in-
formation and choose the most suitable source for a given task.

= Critical thinking: The skill to use ICT as a source for informed judgment and reflected
reasoning.

= Creativity: The skill to create new ideas and content using ICT.

*  Problem-solving: The skill to use ICT to process and understand a problem and find a
solution cogpnitively.

= Collaboration: The skill to use ICT to interact with others effectively.

= Communication: The skill to transmit information and express effectively.

= Technical: The skill to use (mobile) devices and applications and orientate in online envi-

ronments.
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In addition to the core digital skills that are considered an essential prerequisite for successful work
and a prosperous professional career in the 21st century, there are also so-called “context-related
skills “that also need to be taken into account when it comes to work success as well as successful

career (van Laar et al., 2017):

= Self-direction: The skill to set goals and manage the process of reaching those goals with
ICTs.

= Lifelong learning: The skill to constantly improve knowledge and capabilities using ICTs.

= Ethical awareness: The skill to behave socially responsibly when using ICTs.

= Cultural awareness: The skill to show cultural understanding when using ICTs.

= Flexibility: skill to adapt one’s thinking or attitude to changing ICT environments.

"New work” is a term that refers to a contemporary approach to work and employment that has
evolved in response to changing societal and economic dynamics. It emphasises flexibility, auton-
omy, collaboration, and innovation in the workplace and sheds light on leadership and leadership
skills connected with digitalisation and digital transformation. New Work subsumes a multitude of
different aspects of modern working life. It thus does not represent a holistic approach but rather

a catch-all of parts of contemporary working life (Kaudela-Baum et al. 2022):

= Flexibility: New work strongly emphasises flexibility in terms of when, where, and how
work is done. This flexibility acknowledges that not all tasks need to be completed within
the confines of a traditional office and that employees may have different working prefer-
ences and needs. Digital tools play a significant role here, and intersections transform

working life digitally.

= Autonomy: Employees in a new work environment are often given more autonomy and
trust to manage their tasks and responsibilities. This can lead to increased job satisfaction

and motivation.
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= Collaboration: New work encourages collaboration among colleagues and teams. It rec-
ognises the importance of open communication, knowledge sharing, and interdisciplinary
approaches to problem-solving. Digital Tools offer via platforms and cloud-based re-

sources great opportunities to make working together more effective and efficient.

= Innovation: The modern working environment is marked by rapid technological advance-
ments and changing market conditions. New work fosters a culture of innovation by al-

lowing employees the space to experiment, take risks, and develop creative solutions.

= Personal Development: New work highly values personal development and continuous
learning. Employees are encouraged to acquire new skills, adapt to changes, and take

ownership of their career growth.

=  Work-Life Balance: A healthy work-life balance is a central aspect of new work. It
acknowledges that employees have lives outside of work and aims to accommodate those

needs, reducing burnout and improving well-being.

= Diversity and Inclusion: New work often promotes diversity and inclusion in the work-

place. It recognises that diverse teams are more innovative and better at problem-solving.

= Technology Integration: New work leverages technology to enable remote work, virtual
collaboration, and data-driven decision-making. It adapts to the digital age and integrates

technology seamlessly into daily operations.

= Environmental Responsibility: Many new work practices prioritise sustainability and
environmental responsibility. This includes reducing unnecessary commutes, promoting

remote work, and adopting eco-friendly practices in the workplace.

= Adaptability: In a fast-changing world, the relevance of new work lies in its adaptability.
It allows organisations and employees to quickly respond to shifts in the business land-

scape, economic conditions, and societal trends.
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In summary, new work is highly relevant in the modern working environment because it aligns with
employees’ changing needs and expectations, technological advancements (digitalisation and dig-
ital transformation), and the evolving dynamics of the global workforce. It enables organisations to
remain competitive, fosters innovation, and promotes a healthier work-life balance for their employ-
ees. For supervisors in particular, however, this represents a unique challenge because employees

enjoy high flexibility. This requires also modern leadership skills.

Although now, for many years, women have taken active participation in the active labour market,
there is still a gap between men and women in general, specifically in management positions. The
European Union and national governments have addressed the problem and designed regulations
to improve the situation for women. In Germany, the Equal Participation Act of Women and Men
in Leadership Positions in the Private and Public Sector (FiiPoG) came into force in May 2015. The
law aims to significantly increase the proportion of women in management positions in the private
and public sectors. For the private sector, this means the introduction of a fixed quota of 30 per
cent of the respective underrepresented gender on supervisory boards for listed companies and
subject to parity-based co-determination. Companies that are either listed or subject to corporate
co-determination and do not already have to meet the fixed quota must set their target values. In
addition, the corresponding Equality Act of Women and Men in the Federal Administration was
amended (BGleiG). For this purpose, the requirements for the equal opportunity plan were speci-
fied in more concrete terms and structured like the target size regulation in the private sector.
Furthermore, the law obligates extensive reporting (annually) to inform the public about the devel-
opment of the proportion of women and men in management positions. Since the law came into
force in 2015, the proportion of women in leadership has increased. In conclusion, women in
management positions are strongly supported by the German government to equal the existing gap
between men and women. Unfortunately, although those laws and regulations have been in force

since 2015, there has not been a vast improvement (Herberger et al. 2023).
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Even though the proportion of women managers in Hungary (39%) is above the EU average of
34% (European Commission 2021), there is still room for development. Takacs (2020) attempted
to uncover why women still seem underrepresented in top management positions despite being
increasingly qualified. She has found a strong correlation with rigid structures and traditions in
many enterprises. Women struggle more than men to find a balance between private and working
life, possibly facing a sexist work environment. Furthermore, women are exposed to the glass ceil-
ing phenomenon in the workplace. Education is considered most important in these circumstances
(TatarKiss, 2021). The action plan (2021-2030) of the Hungarian government with the title “Con-
solidation of Women's Role in the Family and the Society” forms several goals to promote women,
especially in poorer regions and in minority communities (Magyarorszdg Korménya, 2020). Fur-
thermore, the Hungarian Business Leaders Forum was founded in 2005 as a dedicated Forum for
Women in Leading Positions to open a dialogue between female leaders and top managers in
economic and political life in Hungary. Group members are women in executive positions. In
addition, the Forum organises professional events in Hungary and abroad, offering a networking

platform and trying to build out more female leaders with a mentor program.

In 2018, the Government of the Netherlands entered the Gender & LGBTI Equality Policy Plan of
the Netherlands into force. This policy plan aims at enabling everyone’s chance to live the life they
desire regarding the situation of “(i) the labour market, (ii) safety, security and acceptance, and
(iii) gender diversity and equal treatment” (Government of the Netherlands 2018, p. 5). The main
goal will be to increase awareness of the situation and find ways to improve the situation for women
in the labour market. To achieve this goal, the Dutch Senate approved a bill to maintain a quota
for women at the top of the business world in 2021. Starting on the 1st of January 2022, companies
listed on the Dutch stock exchange must fulfil a quota for women in top management positions. “In
time, the supervisory boards of these companies must be composed of at least one-third women
and one-third men. Each new appointment to the board must help meet this target” (Government

of the Netherlands 2022)
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In conclusion, women in management positions are also supported by the Dutch government to
equal the existing gap between the number of male and female leaders. However, the outcomes

must be awaited since this regulation only started in 2022.

The individual challenges of digitalisation, digital transformation, New Work, and equality efforts
must be considered against the background of the VUCA framework. VUCA is an acronym for
Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity. It originated in the military and has since be-
come a widely used concept in business, leadership, and organisational studies. VUCA describes
the characteristics of an environment or situation that is marked by rapid and unpredictable

changes, making it challenging to plan and execute strategies effectively (Barber 1992):

= Volatility: Volatility refers to the rapid and often dramatic fluctuations in the external envi-
ronment. In a VUCA world, conditions can change suddenly and unexpectedly. This might
be due to economic shifts, technological advancements, natural disasters, political instabil-
ity, or other factors. Volatility means that what worked yesterday may not work tomorrow,
requiring organisations and leaders to be agile and responsive. For example, the COVID-
19 pandemic demonstrated the extreme volatility of the global economy and healthcare

systems, forcing businesses to adapt rapidly to survive.

= Uncertainty: Uncertainty refers to the lack of predictability in a VUCA environment. Deci-
sion-makers may struggle to anticipate and understand future events and their conse-
quences. This uncertainty can arise from incomplete information, conflicting data, or the
sheer complexity of the issues. Leaders in VUCA situations must make decisions without all
the facts, which may involve significant risks. For instance, companies often face high un-
certainty about consumer preferences, regulations, and competitive dynamics when enter-

ing new markets or industries.

= Complexity: Complexity reflects the intricate interconnections and multifaceted nature of

problems and situations in a VUCA world. Complex issues have numerous variables, and
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cause-and-effect relationships can be challenging to discern. This complexity can over-
whelm decision-makers and lead to analysis paralysis. Organisations must develop the abil-
ity to see the bigger picture and understand the systemic relationships between elements.
An example of complexity is the development of sustainable supply chains, which involve
balancing economic, environmental, and social factors across a global network of suppliers

and partners.

= Ambiguity: Ambiguity refers to the haziness or lack of clarity in understanding events or
interpreting information. Determining what is happening or what it means in ambiguous
situations is challenging. Ambiguity often results from conflicting or contradictory signals,
making it hard to identify a clear path forward. Leaders and organisations must be comfort-
able with ambiguity and capable of making decisions in the absence of complete infor-
mation. A typical example of ambiguity is the interpretation of market trends, where experts

may disagree on the significance of certain data points, leading to divergent strategies.

However, this economic framework in the context of processes and the associated decision-making
components, as well as the developments described above in digitalisation, digital transformation,
New Work and efforts to achieve equality, are leading to disadvantages for women in management

positions.

Thus, Gmyrek et al. (2023) show that the digital transformation based on Al-Tools (whether aug-
menting or automating) has potential employment effects that vary widely across country income
groups due to different occupational structures. In low-income countries, only 0.4 % of total em-
ployment is potentially exposed to automation effects, whereas in high-income countries, the share
rises to 5.5 %. The results are highly gendered, with more than double the percentage of women
potentially affected by automation. Management jobs are often found in the higher wage segment,
and the study shows that women are particularly affected by Al-induced changes. This underscores

the need to make women in management positions even more familiar with the intersection of
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digitalisation and digital transformation, digital competencies, new work, and efforts to achieve

equal rights to social participation.

Furthermore, digital transformation can reinforce gender inequality in the labour market - due to
the existing Gender Digital Gap. The Gender Digital Gap is an expression of the gender differ-
ences in the extent to which digital technologies and their development, used in the workplace,
are made available as power resources. The three dimensions of the gender digital gap are power,

gender stereotypes, and working time norms (Lott 2023).

2 NEEDS OF WOMEN IN MANAGEMENT POSITIONS

Herberger et al. (2023) show in their transnational analysis in Hungary, the Netherlands and Ger-
many based on a survey about the needs of women in management positions in such a challenging
environment that it is apparent that digitalisation and digital transformation bring both bright and
dark sides. However, higher efficiency is also offset by a perceived higher level of complexity.
Regarding women and men, the responses from women in management show that systemic think-
ing is functional when approaching challenges with digitalisation and digital transformation. This
ability is probably more aftributable to women'’s self-perception. It is noticeable that women in
management positions have developed a strong awareness of digital communication technologies.
It seems to see considerable potential in further developing these technologies, both in the present
and future, which probably also necessitates additional training in this area. The results from the
survey show that women in management positions do not see any difference between men and
women in terms of digital knowledge and skills. However, women see men as having an advantage
here, if at all, due to their affinity for digital tools. The results show that an essential aspect of digital
competence is the standardised (probably routine) use of digital tools and the ability to achieve
added value with these tools and skills. However, it is also evident that digital coordination and
communication are essential for women in management positions. Therefore, it is also important
to strengthen this through additional knowledge and skills acquisition. Digital skills and competen-

cies will play a unique role in the future, and women in management positions see men more as
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pioneers in trying out new technologies. According to Herberger et al. (2023), women in manage-
ment prefer faceto-face interaction to learn new skills by applying via IT-supported platforms (e.g.,

Google Meet, MS Teams, Zoom).

Furthermore, Herberger et al. (2023) show that women in management seem aware of the legal
framework linked to equality efforts (e.g. gender quotas) on a generic level. However, they are
often unaware of them in a specific way (e.g., concrete legal norm), which is surprising given the
sometimes controversial public debate. Interestingly, many women in management positions were
also unaware of any specific support programs for their career development. This reinforces the
impression that there is a lack of offers here and that the government measures are probably too
abstract and do not generate any significant benefit. Nevertheless, the analysis shows that women

in management know company-specific programs for women'’s career development programs.

Last but not least, what are the expectations from women in management positions for a successful
non-company-specific career development program? According to Herberger et al. (2023),
women in management want a personal coaching approach paired with a mentoring program

where appropriate.

3 NEEDS OF GUIDANCE PROFESSIONALS

According to Herberger et al. (2023), for HR practitioners and career counsellors based on expert
interviews, the changes perceived with digitalisation and digital transformation tend to be viewed
negatively, as increased complexity and higher requirements are expected. The positive aspects
are associated with more efficiency but not necessarily more cost-effective. Differences between
men and women do not exist in that area related to the expert interviews. Furthermore, the results
show that an affinity for digital tools and an openness to using them is already significant today and
will probably increase in the future, especially in coordination (of teams and themselves) and com-
munication. It can be stated that there are no significant differences between men and women in

this regard as well. However, women seem to prefer digitalisation’s interactive elements (e.g.,
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communication), while men are more willing to use new digital tools. When HR practitioners and
counsellors are asked for specific training related to learning digital skills and qualifications, it is
noticeable that personal interaction is required. Pure self-study, therefore, hardly meets the needs
enough. However, whether this personal contact and exchange (also in the group) must occur

virtually or in presence seems to be of secondary importance here.

According to Herberger et al. (2023), HR practitioners and career counsellors appear aware of
numerous legal standards to enable women to participate equally in career development in mana-
gerial positions. However, at least a minority do not seem to be mindful of any measures that apply
to them. Many HR practitioners and counsellors are unaware of specific programs for women in
management positions to empower their career development. Instead, general references are
made here to coaching and training offers. Most counselling programs mentioned more specifically

seem to be initiated by female interest groups or companies.

In a nutshell, Herberger et al. (2023) show that a successful curriculum and counselling approach
must focus primarily on developing and strengthening the individuals’ personalities from HR prac-
titioners' and career counsellors’ perspectives. This is conclusive, as a personal approach is pre-
ferred in counselling. However, raising awareness also seems to be a fundamental approach to

counselling.

4 APPROACH OF DIGIGEN

Based on the presentation of the challenging situation for women in management positions and the
needs presented both on the side of counsellor (HR practitioners and career counsellors) and the
side of the counselees (women in management positions), the curriculum is essentially based on
three core elements. In a first step, women in leadership positions are to be further empowered,
and an interface to digitalisation and digital transformation is to be explained. The specific female
empowerment against the challenges above follows. The program will conclude with a presentation

of concrete counselling approaches that combine digital leadership and female empowerment.
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Figure 1: DIGIGEN Approach; Source: own illustration.

The specific female empowerment within the framework of our up-skilling Programme is designed
so that it does not compete with the career success of other genders but should create added value
for the national economy, specifically for the labour market. Furthermore, we know that gender
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5 OUTCOMES OF DIGIGEN

Our program aims to prepare women in management positions even better for the challenges of a
rapidly changing work life. These changes are expressed concretely in digitalisation and transfor-
mation as New Work. Decisions must also be made by women against the background of an
environment that is increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and characterised by ambiguity
(VUCA-Framework). Our program will provide women with skills and competencies to help them

avoid disadvantages (e.g. Gender Digital Gap) in their professional careers.

The program is aimed first and foremost at employees in HR departments, career advisors as inter-
mediaries, and women in management positions directly. It is important fo emphasise that the
program is not about making up for a competitive disadvantage compared to men but about com-
pensating for gender-specific disadvantages that result from the setting mentioned above for
women in management positions. Instead, the program helps to leverage economic benefits by
circumventing structural disadvantages for women in management positions. We are aware that
gender equality efforts in the workplace are only one (however important) part of diversity efforts
and are not equally addressed by our program. We are aware of the fact that diversity itself is a

complex and multi-dimensional topic.
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