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Disruptive Masculinities? Male Workers Challenging Gender(ed) Norms in Technology Startup Organizations

the new economy, the high-

tech industry is recognized as

one of the most “powerful and

profitable” industries globally
(Neely, Sheehan, and Williams. 2023:320). Available
data and forecasts from various institutions indicate
that the prominence of this sector for the economy
will be and is constantly increasing (Eurostat 2024;
Saura Garcia 2024). The development of this indus-
try is not only a fact but also the strategic aim of
public policies, oriented toward the digital trans-
formation of societies and economic growth. Tech
organizations and new jobs emerging in this sector
are changing the structures of the labor market, but
also the technologies created in this area (especial-
ly communication-information technologies) are
transforming the character of work and workplac-
es (including tech companies) (see: Barney 2008:114;
Knappert, Cnossen, and Ortlieb 2024). The spread
of non-standard forms of employment (part-time
work, freelancing), spatial and temporal disloca-
tions of work (elastic work time, remote work), hor-
izontal and decentralized organizational structures
(Barney 2008:102), digitalization and robotization
of organizational processes, and new management
solutions (e.g., agile management), are just some of
the changes that are revolutionizing spaces of per-
forming paid jobs.

Many of the above-mentioned phenomena occur
in startup structures. These organizations present
a specific technological landscape characterized by
an ideology rooted in Silicon Valley, specific orga-
nizational culture and work ethos, flat structures,
non-traditional financing methods, and orientation
for generating “disruptive innovations” (Levina
and Hasinoff 2017; Tobiasiewicz 2022). It should be
noted that they are not just small versions of large
companies (Blank and Dorf 2013). Technology start-

ups represent a modern form of work organization
that plays a crucial role in developing the new econ-
omy. As some researchers suggest, “startup entre-
preneurship and startup cultures need to be under-
stood as a transformative social force that expands
way beyond Silicon Valley” (Koskinen 2023:814),
due to the popularity of this organizational form
in various parts of the world and the positions that
startups achieve in the global economy. At the same
time, a large and still growing body of literature
has demonstrated that work organizations are gen-
dered (Acker 1990; Connell 2006; Martin 2006; Ely
and Kimmel 2018; Kaplan 2022; Alegria and Baner-
jee 2024). Workplaces are seen as spaces shaped by
masculine values (e.g., “rationality” and “compet-
itiveness” [Ely and Kimmel 2018:628]), norms (e.g.,
“displaying strength” and “showing no weakness
or doubt” [see: Berdahl et al. 2018:424]), rules, iden-
tities, or images (Acker 1990) of privileges men and
masculine practices have in this context. On the
other hand, the concept of masculinity is co-consti-
tuted by achievements in the domain of paid work
(Berdahl et al. 2018; Ely and Kimmel 2018), where
masculinity is constantly achieved, demonstrated,
and confirmed. Furthermore, masculinity is sym-
bolically intertwined with the meanings attributed
to technology (Bray 2007). This dynamic is often
described in the literature as the “co-production” of

masculinity and technology (Ottemo 2019).

From this landscape, tech workplaces emerge as
spaces distinctly unfavorable for women and femi-
ninity. This is corroborated by numerous studies that
present women’s struggle within this male-domi-
nated environment (Frenkel 2008; Alfrey and Twine
2017, Ozkazanc-Pan and Muntean 2018; Alegria
2019; Li 2023; 2025). However, we still know little
about the difficulties and challenges experienced by

men working in tech companies, who—as previous
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research has shown—do not constitute a monolithic
group (Li and Chan 2024), differ in terms of their ac-
cess to power and privilege, and have different (im)
possibilities to embodying the dominant patterns
of masculinities in the structures organizations.
This article addresses this gap by exploring how
men in various positions within tech organizations
challenge, transgress, or redefine dominant gender
norms in their workplaces. The analyses presented
in the following sections contribute to this literature
by examining the gendered struggles and tensions

experienced by men working in startups.

Startups as a New Model of Work
Organization

Studying the sociological literature focused on the
relationship between gender and technological or-
ganizations, Megan T. Neely, Patrick Sheehan, and
Christine L. Williams (2023) noted two main ap-
proaches to understanding the tech industry. The
first approach is based on economic categories used
by public institutions to define and analyze this
sector (Neely et al. 2023:321). Specifying production
methods (electronic and computer) or the percent-
age of employees working in STEM occupations in
organizations is distinctive for this current. Anoth-
er stream (key to this article) defines the tech indus-
try through the prism of the organizational form
and work culture common in this sector (Neely et
al. 2023:321), typically exemplified by “startup orga-

nizations.”

However, the “startup” category in academic and
popular science literature, as well as public or in-
dustry discourse, remains vague (Cockayne 2019;
Neely et al. 2023). Available studies present these or-
ganizations fragmentarily, characterizing selected

dimensions of their activities. In limited sociological
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literature, these organizations are often identified
with the “flat,” anti-hierarchical, and antibureau-
cratic structures (Neely et al. 2023), which reflects
the short social distance separating startup found-
ers and employees, the pursuit of power decentral-
ization (partial), and the application of a democratic
model of organizational management. In the cul-
tural dimension, startups are usually linked with
a specific work ethos and an “informal and playful”
work style (Koskinen 2023). Their ideological roots
can be traced to Silicon Valley, where belief in the
potential of technological solutions as tools that can
generate social change, progress, profit, and simul-
taneously solve the social problems of the modern
world is widespread (Levina, Hasinoff, 2017, see
also Alfrey and Twine 2017).

A review of recent literature on startups points out
a few additional elements that distinguish this form
of organization. Various researchers emphasize that
startups are organizations immersed in networks
of complex relationships among interconnected in-
dividuals, institutions, and resources supporting
their development, referred to as “startup ecosys-
tems” (Cervantes and Nardi 2012). This relationship
system may include large business companies with
an established market position, universities, public
and private institutions financing startup activities,
or non-governmental organizations supporting the
local development of this type of entrepreneur-
ship (Katowski and Goral 2017). Incubators, accel-
erator programs, technology parks and hubs, and
business campuses are only some examples of the
elements of a specific institutional startup environ-
ment (Tripathi and Oivo 2020). Furthermore, start-
ups are often positioned as companies oriented on
collaboration between academia and business and
focused on commercializing academic “ideas” (solu-

tions, inventions, and theories) within a business
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context. Next, a high percentage of workers with
a postgraduate degree is visible among startup em-
ployees (Startup Poland 2019; Koskinen 2021). What
seems to be equally important, startups differ from
standard companies in terms of access to and exer-
cise of non-traditional methods of financing their
operations, as, for example, crowdfunding, venture
capital funds, or “business angels” (Cegielska and
Zawadzka 2017; Cavallo et al. 2019). But, above all,
startups are focused on creating new business mod-
els based on breakthrough ideas and technologies
(Savin, Chukavina, and Pushkarev 2023:660), called
“disruptive innovations,” which will enable these
companies’ rapid growth (and profits) in the inter-
national arena, and in the long term will change

grounded markets paradigms.

Numerous gender researchers argue that gender in-
equalities are built into the structure and ideology
of professional organizations, which create “endur-
ing systems of stratification along the gender axis”
(Healy et al. 2019:1749; see also Acker 1990; Bates
2022). It should be emphasized that these emerg-
ing gender regimes are not rigid, unchangeable,
and identical in all work organizations but fluid,
specific, and adapting to local conditions. Within
this approach, new forms of work organization are
seen as a space in which reconfigurations of gender
practices become possible (Acker 2012; Bates 2022).
According to scholars, new technologies used in
a workplace also create opportunities to redefine
gender relations, division of labor, or power in or-
ganizations (see: Connell 2006; Acker 2012; Young,
Wajcman, and Sprejer 2023). In light of the above re-
flections, startups constitute a landscape where peo-
ple may configure new, more diverse, inclusive, and
egalitarian patterns of gender relations. What can
potentially support the pursuit of gender equality

in startup organizations is the above-average belief

in progressivism that characterizes the startup com-
munity and the widely shared belief that the prod-
ucts created by these organizations themselves can
contribute to solving current social problems (Chen
2022). It can be assumed that the implementation in
this environment of non-traditional organizational
forms and ways of performing work, based on the
empowerment of the individual, freedom of self-ex-
pression, and the abandonment of the control and
subordination of employees, will allow for going
beyond the traditional patterns of gender schemas.
However, whether this occurs in startup organiza-

tions remains open at this stage of the article.
Gender in Tech (Startup) Organizations

A significant portion of the literature analyzing the
relationship between gender and technology organi-
zations focuses on uncovering various forms of op-
pression against women in the sector (Frenkel 2008;
Petrucci 2020; Mickey 2022; Twine 2022; Li 2023).
Recent research has provided evidence for experi-
ence of women’s exclusion, hostility, and routine mi-
croaggression in interaction with men (Alfrey and
Twine 2017), intra-occupational gender segregation
(they occupy lower paid and less prestigious posi-
tions) (Campero 2021), barriers in career progression
(Alegria 2019), and are more vulnerable to layoffs in
the event of an organizational restructuring (Mick-
ey 2019). In this collection of research, the specificity
of masculinity is revealed indirectly—in the process
of discovering women’s experiences. It is mainly
portrayed as a monolithic construct characterized
by domination, antipathy, and sometimes violence
applied to women and almost everything identified

with cultural femininity.

Nowadays, exploring men’s experiences and models

of masculinity is considered equally important for

Qualitative Sociology Review ® www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 19



Edyta Tobiasiewicz

understanding how gender dynamics and related
systems of inequality operate (Budgeon 2014). This
also applies to recognizing gender regimes repro-
duced in technological organizations (Lohan and
Faulkner 2004; Li and Chan 2024). Although, to my
knowledge, this literature is not extensive, there are
several studies that trace the connections between
masculinities and the (startup) technological orga-
nizations. This discussion primarily engages with
two key thematic areas: (1) the strategies undertak-
en or inequalities experienced by racial and ethnic
minority men in technology companies, and (2) the
specific models of privileged masculinity (“nerd,”
“geek,” or “entrepreneurial”) that emerge and are

reinforced within this organizational context.

An example of the first approach is research con-
ducted by Johanna Shih (2006). Shih illustrated how
Asian men who faced prejudice, objectification, and
cultural disadvantage in startup workplaces decid-
ed to look for new jobs to secure a more equitable
work environment and actively sought out compa-
nies with ethnically diverse management teams to
which they applied. In some cases, Asian men de-
cided to leave their jobs and start their startups, en-
couraging their colleagues to leave the organization
(Shih 2006). To compete with the “old white boy” so-
cial networks in the new economy, these men creat-
ed supportive networks based on solidarity among

people of the same ethnic or gender category.

The significance of gender and race in the tech work-
place has also been examined by Sharla Alegria and
Pallavi Banerjee (2024). Their analysis reveals that
Indian temporary workers have less control over
their work hours than US permanent engineers.
Due to their visa status and precarious employ-
ment, they feel pressure to accept extreme work
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demands and “sacrifice family life” to achieve the
status of a “desirable worker” (Alegria and Banerjee
2024:9). Although full “work devotion” in tech com-
panies proves the masculinity of men, this principle
does not apply to India workers. In the competition
for hyper-masculinity, social recognition for the ef-
fort put into the task is not available to them, due
to their inability to control their working hours. In
this context, the “work devotion” of Indian workers
is interpreted as the result of coercion rather than
a privilege available to true tech enthusiasts and is
evidence of their subordinate status in the work-
place (Alegria and Banerjee 2024). It can, therefore,
be concluded that the (im)possibility of controlling
one’s working time is becoming a new indicator and
mechanism of the distribution of power and pres-

tige in tech companies.

Other studies that address the issues of masculinity,
migration, and class present research by Xiaotian
Li and Jenny Chan (2024). Researchers described
how men working in Chinese technology organiza-
tions produce a model of “guru masculinity” that
arises at the intersection of gender norms prevalent
in Chinese society and specific gender regimes in
the tech sector. “Guru masculinity” encompasses
a range of practices: showing overwork, being pro-
active, subordinating personal life to a professional
career, meeting the material needs of the family, or
(temporarily) migrating to big cities (Li and Chan
2024).

The second stream of research on masculinities
and technological organizations is represented by
Marianne Cooper’s research (2000). She observed
that the hegemonic masculinity constructed in Sili-
con Valley differs from the hegemonic masculinity
prevalent in broader American society. According
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to Cooper, the new economy, driven by advanced
technologies, produces a form of masculinity in
which physical appearance and athletic ability lose
significance, while technical skills and intellectual
brilliance take priority. In the context of technolo-
gy startups, competition between men in sports or
romantic pursuits (“getting the girl”) is replaced by
competition in ingenuity, innovation, endurance in
working excessive hours, and the ability to write
the “best code” (Cooper 2000:382). This acclaimed
Silicon Valley model of masculinity, referred to as
“geek” or “nerd masculinity,” is strongly connect-
ed to the ethos of hard work because demonstrat-
ing a fanatical interest in technologies for someone
employed in the tech industry is expressed through
work that is “highly enjoyable,” exciting, and bor-
ders on addiction (Feldman, Armitage, and Wang
2017; Cooper 2000). In her research, Cooper also il-
lustrates different models of combining family life

s

and work life (“superdads,” “traditional,” and “tran-
sitionals”) as embodied by male fathers employed in

startup organizations.

A similar issue is explored in the study by Ulla
Hytti, Paivi Karhunen, and Miruna Radu-Lefebvre
(2024), who examine the types of masculinity enact-
ed by entrepreneurial fathers (or the attitudes of men
without children toward future fatherhood) in the
tech industry. These fathers, on the one hand, seek
to maintain the ideal of neoliberal, heroic, entrepre-
neurial masculinity, while on the other hand, they
struggle to reconcile it with the demands of family
and personal life. To alleviate the tensions that occur
as a result of divergent normative expectations in
the various contexts in which they participate (pro-
fessional and personal), male entrepreneurs embod-
ied a model of hybrid hegemonic masculinity and

navigated between three variations of it: “heroic,”

“breadwinner,” or “caring” entrepreneurial mascu-
linity. Including care practices and feminine dispo-
sitions in the repertoire of (the last two mentioned)
varieties of entrepreneurial masculinity does not
lead to the deconstruction of gendered power rela-
tions or the pattern of hegemonic masculinity but
merely “restructures and broader” this model (Hyt-
ti, Karhunen, and Radu-Lefebvre 2024:266).

Scholarly works argue that the emergent model
of tech entrepreneur masculinity—materializing
through displays of heroism, risk-taking, hyper-in-
dividualism, passion, and unconventional behaviors
or ideas—is becoming a dominant form of mascu-
linity on a scale previously unseen both normative-
ly and economically (Mellstrom, Balkmar, and Call-
erstig, 2023; Mendick et al. 2023). Ulf Mellstrém, Dag
Balkmar, and Anne-Charlott Callerstig (2023) argue
that this specific configuration of masculinity has
moved from the margins of geeks and nerds toward
a position of control propelled by structural shifts in
the global economy that have cantered digital tech-

nologies as key drivers of power and wealth.

As we have seen, the existing body of research has
mapped out key dimensions of a broad spectrum of
struggles and strategies of racial and ethnic minority
men in the technology industry. Prior investigations
have provided valuable insights into the experienc-
es of male fathers founding and employed in tech
companies. Scholarship in this area has significantly
advanced our understanding of the most desirable
and privileged model of masculinity in this context.
However, little research has examined how male em-
ployees—particularly those in privileged positions—
question, challenge, or negotiate gender(ed) norms
and inequalities that sustain the dominance of a nar-

row group of men and specific forms of masculinity
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within technology organizations. Meanwhile, social
agents navigate complex matrices of domination and
subordination. Individuals who hold high-status and
prestigious positions within one set of interpersonal
relations may find themselves dependent or subor-
dinate in a different situational context, even with-
in the same institutional field. Moreover, even those
occupying positions of respect and privilege, with
access to control, are subject to various norms, pres-
sures, and expectations imposed by their social envi-
ronment (see: Scott 2015:145-158). Available literature
depicts men and the masculinities they embody as
primarily constructed in relationships, interactions,
practices, or processes taking place within organiza-
tions. I mentioned earlier that tech startup companies
(and, in effect, their employees) are immersed in com-
plex networks of relationships. As I suggest, to fully
understand specificities emerging in this context of
masculinities, it is also necessary to consider profes-
sional relationships that extend beyond organiza-
tional structures but influence their shape (with in-

vestors, mentors, or different supportive institutions).
Research Methodology

The analyses presented in this article aim to ex-
plore how men occupying different positions with-
in tech startup organizations challenge, transgress,
or redefine dominant gender(ed) norms in their

workplaces.

To address this research question, I analyzed empir-
ical material from qualitative research conducted be-
tween 2021 and 2023, as part of a broader research
project.! This study draws on 40 in-depth, semi-struc-

tured interviews with individuals engaged in tech

! This study was funded by the National Science Centre, Po-
land (project “Innovative Professional Organizations: Gender
and Technology Startups,” no. UMO-2020/37/N/HS6/03913).
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startup organizations (38 individual interviews, one
dyadic, and one triadic interview). Among these
participants, 17 were female, and 26 were male, rep-
resenting 27 different startup organizations. The
interviewees included people representing various
positions: startup founders, managers, ordinary em-
ployees, investors, mentors in acceleration programs,
and representatives of local institutions focused on
supporting startup activity. Due to the specificity of
the research problem, which concerns, among others,
the difficulties and barriers experienced in the start-
up context, I decided to include the stories of those
who resigned from working in a startup or (perma-

nently/temporarily) from developing their startup.

Research participants were mostly between 20 and
43 years of age. Only one person was over 50, but
the group of people surveyed was dominated by
people between 25 and 35 years of age. The par-
ticipants usually lived in large (less often smaller)
urban agglomerations, such as Cracow, Warsaw, or
Gdansk. Of the total interviews, 29 were conduct-
ed face-to-face, 13 were conducted remotely via MS
Teams, and one was conducted by phone (since the
survey was also conducted during the COVID-19
pandemic). The interviews usually lasted from one
to two hours, with the shortest lasting about 50
minutes and the longest 135 minutes. All interviews
were audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed,
resulting in nearly 1,300 pages of standardized tran-
script data. The interviews covered a range of topics,
including participants” pathways into their organi-
zations, descriptions of a typical workday, concep-
tualizations of the ideal startup employee, strategies
for conflict resolution within teams, and how family
and friends perceived their work in startups. The
content of the interviews at the first stage of analysis
was coded according to a categorization key devel-
oped on the basis of the theoretical framework ad-
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opted in the research project (Connell 2006), which
was then expanded to include additional empirical
categories emerging from the analysis of the materi-
al. Empirical data were coded using MAXQDA 2023

qualitative data analysis software.

None of the interviewees received financial gratifi-
cation for participating in the study. Before the in-
terviews, interviewees were briefed on the purpose
of the project, how the data would be used, and the
possibility of withdrawing consent to participate in
the study. The research procedure received a positive
opinion from the Research Ethics Committee at the
Faculty of Philosophy of the Jagiellonian University.

I support my analysis of the empirical data from
the interviews with analyses of ethnographic notes,
which were created during the course of overt ob-
servations carried out between March and August
2022. These observations were conducted during
public events for the startup community (e.g,
speeches, mentoring training, and final events of
accelerator programs known as demo day), as well
as during a three-week stay in a coworking space
that served as the headquarters for several emerg-
ing startup organizations and individual employees
of startups companies operating in other regions. It
is worth noting that when I entered the field, I was
not part of the startup community, nor was I in any

way connected or familiar with it.

The names in the empirical section are not the real
names of the people who took part in the study but
fictitious pseudonyms intended to facilitate the pre-
sentation of their narratives and experiences. To
protect the anonymity of all interviewees—partic-
ularly those whose identities could be easily dis-
cerned based on age and position within the startup

ecosystem—I only provide information regarding

their gender and organizational role alongside the

quoted material.
Research Analysis

“Some People Actually Have a Private Life
Too...”: Redefinition of Work Norms

Numerous studies proved that the ethos of hard
work is one of the key norms in startup culture,
which permeates and shapes the practices under-
taken in these structures while also being reflected
in the symbolic dimension of these organizations
(dress or language) (Cooper 2000; Wynn and Correll
2018; Papageorgiou 2023; Li and Chan 2024;). This
conclusion is confirmed by the statements of many
male interlocutors. In their narratives, men sponta-
neously emphasized the central role of professional
work in their lives, highlighting the pleasure, sat-
isfaction, and sense of fulfillment it provides—re-
gardless of the energy and effort it demands from
them. They frequently reported exhaustion due to
excessive workloads while simultaneously express-
ing difficulties in controlling or limiting the amount
of time they dedicate to work and establishing clear
boundaries between their professional and person-
al lives. For example, Robert, the founder of a small
startup, states that he is unable to do work that will
not give him pleasure. However, he admits that he
finds it difficult not to engage in additional tasks for

the same reason, leaving him feeling overtired.

Robert: He works there for the money—for him, it’s
basically an ATM, so to speak. But I just can’t do that.
I have this thing... I can’t do something that doesn’t
bring me joy...

E.T.: ...And roughly how many hours a day do you
spend working? Either on the startup or in general?

Or is that hard to calculate?
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Robert: It’s hard to calculate because I work, let’s say,
quite flexibly. Sometimes I get up really early and
work until, I don’t know, 3:00 PM, then take a two-
hour break and work again from 5:00 PM to 10:00 PM.
I basically work whenever I can—unfortunately...And
eventually, my batteries started running low, and I re-
alized I don't really have time for myself. I used to
feed off other people’s success. Like, if the founder
I work with achieves something, I get excited about
it and support him. And like I said, I don’t know how
to say no. For example, someone I used to work with
might text me saying, “Hey Robert, can we jump on
a call at 11:00 PM on a Friday?” because they're in the
US, and would that be a problem? And I'm like, “Of

course!” [male, startup founder]

Robert’s approach to paid work closely resembles
what previous research has termed the “founderi-
tis syndrome,” which is characterized by a “bu-
limic working pattern” and an endless competition
for overwork, driven by the blurring of boundaries
between labor and passion (Papageorgiou 2023:9).
Robert’s preferred model of work did not receive
the approval or enthusiasm he had eagerly antici-
pated from his coworkers. The group of friends with
whom he had set out to build the startup openly re-
sisted and rejected the level of commitment he at-
tempted to impose. Since everyone except Robert
opposed the manic work style, the team ultimately
made a “democratic” decision to establish alterna-

tive work standards.

Robert: Well, yeah, because for me, like I said, this is
my whole life. I dedicate myself to it completely. I love
doing this, and honestly, I'd love to get a call from the
guys at 3 AM, like, “I have an idea for this or that—
let’s do it.” But that doesn’t happen. I just got the in-
formation that some people actually have a private life

too...It turns out I'm the only one who wants to do it
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this way...Like, in the end, it turned out that I was the
only one...So, democratically, we decided that maybe
it wouldn't be that way...I had to learn that a bit, but
I think we’ve worked through it—we figured it out.

[male, startup founder]

The cited excerpts illustrate that the work patterns
promoted within startup culture are not always un-
critically adopted and reproduced by employees. In-
stead, they are sometimes resisted and “refrained”
by workers, who, thanks to democratic management
models, the diffusion of power in startup structures,
and close relationships in the workplace, gain a rela-
tively strong negotiating position within the organi-
zation. The principles underlying startup operations
can, as demonstrated, serve as a tool for renegotiat-
ing workplace rules and challenging the demanding
norms of professional commitment. Robert’s experi-
ence shows how men in leadership positions in start-
ups were often obliged by co-workers, co-shaping
work structures and expressing their expectations,
to change their behavior and practices of managing

their emotionality.

The theme of reconfiguring workplace norms also
emerges in Grzegorz’s account. He shares the story of
a colleague who, upon joining a startup, had to “teach
his boss” to respect the boundary between work and
private life by refusing to be available for tasks in the

evening hours due to his family responsibilities:

Grzegorz: Actually, I have a good example—a col-
league of mine...He had just had a baby and started
working at a startup...it was just before the baby was
born. And he told me that one of his biggest challeng-
es was that his boss would call him at 7 PM...but he
simply couldn’t pick up because he was taking care
of his child. And it was really difficult to get his boss

to understand that...if you're able to set boundaries,
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it’s fine [in a startup—E.T], that’s all it really is. [male,

software developer]

In Grzegorz’s view, employees in startups can negoti-
ate their working conditions with their boss, as these
organizations foster a “different” and “modern” ap-
proach to employees—one that is reflected in more
informal and casual employer-employee relationships
and a greater level of respect for workers. To better il-
lustrate the realities of working in a startup, the partic-
ipant outlines the differences between working con-

ditions in a startup and a software house, as he said:

Grzegorz: In a regular job, there’s a typical boss, ba-
sically a ruler, and I'm expected to answer calls at
10 PM—because if I don’t, I might get fired. But in
startups, there’s a slightly different approach. In my
opinion, a more modern approach to work. There’s
a bit more separation within the hierarchy..And that’s
a real difference because in those kinds of companies,
the boss sees themselves as the boss, and you have to

be their servant. [male, software developer]

The startup is thus portrayed as a type of organiza-
tion where employees experience greater empower-
ment, gain a stronger sense of agency, and exert more
influence over their superiors” behavior. Notably, the
practices of challenging the prevailing work regime
in startups, as described, were undertaken not only
by men who were fathers but also by those who did
not engage in care work in their private lives but sim-

ply sought to maintain a better work-life balance.

Individual Dimension of Emotional Labor:
Transgression of the Norm of Unemotional
Masculinity

The analysis of the interviews indicates that work

overload was a common experience among men

involved in the creation and operation of the ex-
amined tech startups. Spontaneously emerging
declarations of experiencing mental health crises
and professional burnout in the interviews (with
employees in different positions) were framed as
a consequence of the physical and emotional ex-
haustion resulting from an intense work regime.
A compelling example of this is Michat, a startup
co-founder with prior experience as a programmer
in various international companies. When asked
whether his personal life had changed since tran-

sitioning to startup work, he responded:

Michat: I have already been through clinical depres-
sion—I was treated for depression caused by over-
work and burnout.

E.T.: Was that during your time at this startup, or was
it earlier?

Michal: Earlier. Earlier, but apart from [name of
a large international startup], I have always worked
in startups, and it always happened there.

E.T.: I see.

Michal: And it was total burnout, and now I am
through a year of therapy. And now I am careful.
And I can designate a place to which I can continue to
work, but no further. [male, startup co-founder, pro-

grammer]

Michal’s statement illustrates how the ubiquitous
culture of overwork in the startup environment can
lead male workers to a deep health crisis and start
seeking and participating in therapy. The same pat-

tern is visible in Robert’s experiences:

Robert: Basically, I work whenever I can—unfortu-
nately... And right now, for example, I'm also work-
ing with a therapist to kind of slow down because

I'm the kind of person who doesn’t say... I dont
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know how to say “no” and I just keep working all the

time. [male, startup founder]

Issues described by Robert and Michael’s actions,
which are an attempt to resolve their mental health
problems, can be interpreted as an example of un-
dertaking personal “emotional labor” (Kaplan 2022).
This term defines a set of various practices aimed at
meeting the needs of other people to provide oth-
ers with a sense of satisfaction, often at the expense
of personal needs and ambitions (Leszczynska
2016:230). Emotional labor, therefore, describes the
intentional regulation of one’s emotions to adapt to
the rules applicable in a given context (Hochschild
1983:7; see also Szczygiet et al. 2009). To regulate their
emotional state, the interviewees decided to start
therapy, which can be interpreted as transgressing
traditional norms of masculinity. As analyses show,
cultural constructions of masculinity are symboli-
cally separated from emotionality, especially in the
professional sphere, which is usually understood as

the domain of rationality (Murgia and Poggio 2013).

The accumulation of extensive responsibilities and
a heightened sense of accountability for the orga-
nization’s success, combined with limited financial
and human resources, as well as time pressure and
investor expectations, were frequently the causes
of the described emotional crises among founders.
This is exemplified by Marcel’s story. When asked
to describe the most challenging experience of his
professional career, he recalled a time when he and
his business partner decided not to inform their
employees about the startup’s financial difficulties.
Instead, they chose to forgo their salaries to en-
sure that their employees continued to receive their
wages. The emotional labor performed by Marcel
involved concealing his stress and maintaining

a false impression among his colleagues of both
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his well-being and the company’s stability. As he
notes: “People know, they just feel it internally, that
you are too stressed, you don’t laugh at jokes. Like,
something is wrong, but no one knows why, and ev-

eryone’s imagination just goes crazy.”

In interviews with participants, the shareholders—
who operate within a logic of profit and calculative
reasoning (Cooper 2000)—were portrayed as yet
another group to whom founders felt compelled to
mask their emotions and the challenges they faced

throughout the startup’s development:

Izabela: ..often, as a CEO, you are alone with the
problem. You can't tell your employees about it be-
cause they will start feeling that something is wrong.
If you have co-founders who, let’s say, are not as deep-
ly involved as you are, they either don’t understand or
just don’t worry about it as much. You can't really go
to your investors either because if you tell them, like,
“I feel like I'm burning out, and you gave me money,”
they will immediately have this red flag—like, oh!
Something must be wrong with the company...And
you can see, for example, that women tend to be more
open, you know, they talk about things, whereas men
often come to you only when they really see that...

[female, investment manager]

According to interviewees, the reluctance to ad-
mit their mistakes (and thus the need to mask dif-
ficult emotions) was less common among female
founders. In contrast, male founders seemed to get
bogged down in the “heroism trap.” They constant-
ly experience the compulsion to demonstrate dom-
inance by displaying strength, perseverance, and
endurance. However, these practices have proved
to be devastating for them. Embodying a success-
ful entrepreneur, effectively operating in a high-risk
environment (Li and Chan 2024), promoted by the
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startup community, has often been problematic or

impossible for startup founders.

Izabela: They often hide the pressure they are under,
the fact that they can’t cope with it...Because you are
a man running a company, you have a certain im-
age to maintain, you have to be strong. You are not
someone who cries when things go wrong. And she
[coach who is friends with the interlocutor—E.T] says
that, during coaching sessions, she often witnessed
situations where men, once the relationship had been
built, simply broke down and cried—because the
whole world sees them in this way, and they cannot,
for example, afford to start behaving differently in
a business context. But internally, they still feel that

they are human, too. [female, investment manager]

Masking difficulties can be seen as a male found-
ers’ strategy for coping with high demands and
pressure from investors. Some participants em-
phasized that practices of humiliating, belittling,
or mobbing startup founders by investment fund
representatives are not uncommon but still present
in this environment. Jacek’s statement illustrates

this tendency well:

Jacek: It’s in their interest to crush a startup found-
er’s ego—after crushing it, then you start negotiating
with them...So basically, this kind of grinding people
down, a form of mobbing—not employee mobbing,
but more like, “You're coming to us for money? First,
we’ll humiliate you, and only then we’ll start work-
ing with you”—this is still pretty common. LESS than
before, it’s changing and so on. But it hasn't disap-

peared; it’s just normal. [male, startup mentor]

Toxic and abusive relationships with investors
were one of the triggers for seeking help and be-

ginning emotional labor.

Collective Dimension of Emotional Labor:
Transgression of the Norm of Uncaring
Masculinity

“Doing” emotional labor by male workers in start-
ups takes various forms. In Btazej’s case, it manifests
during social interactions. Identifying himself as
an “introverted person” with an “analytical mind,”
he extensively described how, in daily interactions
with colleagues, he develops the ability to empa-
thize and accurately interpret others’ statements,
a willingness to understand and adopt different
perspectives, as well as an attentiveness to the emo-

tional states and impressions of other people:

Blazej: ..I had to come to terms with the fact that not
everyone I work with perceives the world the same
way I do, and sometimes I also need to adjust how
I communicate to the person I'm talking to...And
that’s a challenge because, compared to working with
programmers or just with code, everything there is
very concrete and precise...You have to take into ac-
count that someone might be in a different emotional
state, that they might be, I don’t know, more excited
or feeling down. Working in such a small team re-
quires greater sensitivity to who the other person is.
You can't just send an email with dry facts, orders, or
just bounce things back and forth. Because for me, it
somehow naturally happened that when I was talking
to someone like that, I would just bounce the ball back
at them to make them express themselves, articulate
something. But sometimes, it actually requires more,
I don’t know, flexibility in communication to really
understand what state that person might be in, what
they mean, how they usually communicate. We work
much better when we know each other well, when
I know who I'm dealing with...And in our team, we
talk a lot about whether someone has mental health

struggles, if they’re in a worse mood, or if they're go-
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ing to therapy. So it’s like, someone comes into the
office, and we know, for example, that they have ther-
apy at 3:00 PM that day, and then it’s clear that we
shouldn’t flood them with emails because that’s their
time for themselves. And later, they just come back,
and sometimes we even talk about it. [male, startup

co-founder, programmer]

In the organization developed by Blazej, discus-
sions among men about their emotional experi-
ences and participation in therapy became nor-
malized. Moreover, workload distribution was
adjusted according to employees’ capacities and
current psychological well-being. The practices
described in Btazej’s narrative exemplify “empa-
thetic emotional labor” (Ward, McMurray, and
Sutcliffe 2020), a form of affective engagement that,
as scholars have argued, is far more commonly as-
sociated with feminized forms of labor and profes-
sions (see: Nixon 2009; Godfrey and Brewis 2018).
Popular discourses in startups that emphasize
the autonomy and uniqueness of the individual
encourage employees to practice “philanthropic
emotion management,” that is, to undertake emo-
tional work in which interpersonal relationships,
sympathy, caring, and concern for others, among
other things, become important (Lewis 2008:131). It
is worth noting that Blazej’s motivations for under-
taking emotional labor were partly instrumental.
This approach, he claimed, allows him to interact
more effectively in a dynamic work environment:
“Sometimes, if there’s a quick decision to be made,
you have to quickly understand what the person
is talking about.” Nevertheless, my interlocutor’s
experiences indicate that men in startup organi-
zations are contextually mobilized to reproduce
practices typical for normative femininity, which
are perceived as a significant resource in tech start-

up companies.
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Conclusions

The contemporary gender system is changing
(Ridgeway and Saperstein 2024). Extensive re-
search has documented how the social organi-
zation of gender relations is renegotiated and
contested by individuals who reproduce non-he-
gemonic gender patterns (Alfrey and Twine 2017;
Risman 2018). The analyses presented in this ar-
ticle further demonstrate that the labor norms
prevalent in Polish tech startups—consistent
with those observed in other cultural contexts
(see: Papageorgiou 2023; Li and Chan 2024)—are
not only oppressive to women, caregiving men,
or individuals with minoritized status, as previ-
ous studies have reported, but also to privileged
men within these organizations (founders and

programmers).

Empirical data reveal that male founders striv-
ing to meet the divergent expectations of those
in their professional surroundings (e.g., inves-
tors and subordinates) experienced significant
tensions and emotional distress. High demands
and excessive workloads, compounded by insuf-
ficient organizational resources, contributed to
serious emotional and health-related crises. The
imperative to address these challenges necessitat-
ed engagement in emotional labor—practices that
extend beyond normative models of masculinity.
Notably, the strategies employed to manage these
difficulties—such as initiating therapy or fostering
workplace discussions on mental health needs,
care, and empathy—appear unconventional when
viewed through the lens of the broader literature
on normative masculinity (Hearn 1993; Bradley
2008; Nixon 2009). Thus, the specific neoliberal
conditions in which startups develop, intersect-

ing with normative ideals, as well as the motiva-
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tions and ambitions of entrepreneurs (who seek
both success and fulfilling the role of the “good
leader”) not only facilitated but, in some cases, ne-
cessitated a redefinition of emotional norms with-
in tech startups. Moreover, horizontal structures
and informal organizational culture of startups
provided space for negotiating dominant work
ethics and, at times, enabled a partial transforma-

tion of the labor regime in tech organizations.

The existing scholarship on emotional labor from
a gendered perspective has primarily focused
on the empathetic emotional work performed by
women (Ward, McMurray, and Sutcliffe 2020). In
relation to men and masculinities, studies have
largely examined emotional labor in the context
of men employed in feminized professions (Ward,
McMurray, and Sutcliffe 2020; see also Nixon
2009). More recent research has provided insights
into the emotional labor performed by men in ste-
reotypically masculine and highly masculinized
professions—such as soldiers (see: Godfrey and
Brewis 2018) and security guards (see: Segaard
and Krause-Jensen 2020; see also Nickson and
Korczynski 2009). This article contributes to these
discussions on masculinity and emotional labor
by examining how—and under what conditions—
men occupying various positions within (mascu-
line) tech organizations engage in emotional la-

bor.

In the literature, ongoing debates examine the
implications of selectively integrating nonhege-
monic practices—including those stereotypically
associated with femininity—into dominant mas-
culinity models (Messerschmidt and Messner
2018; Bridges and Ota 2020). These discussions of-
ten revolve around the concept of hybrid mascu-
linity (Bridges and Pascoe 2014), raising the ques-

tion of whether such hybridity supports greater
gender equality or operates as a mechanism for
reinforcing hegemonic masculinity and sustain-
ing gender inequalities. Many scholars argue that
hybrid masculinity ultimately does not trans-
form gender relations (Eisen and Yamashita 2019;
Kluczynska 2021; Leszczynska, Zieliniska, and Ur-
banska 2024). However, the hybridization of mas-
culinity models may manifest differently across

diverse socio-cultural contexts.

I interpret the described practices in which men
working in startups engage and to which they are
mobilized by external expectations as a reproduc-
tion of specific hybrid masculinity (Bridges and
Pascoe 2014), characteristic of tech startup orga-
nizations. This form of masculinity partially re-
alizes the pattern of positive masculinity, which,
as suggested by James W. Messerschmidt and
Michael A. Messner (2018:42), “contributes to le-
gitimating egalitarian relations between men and
women, masculinity and femininity, and among
masculinities,” but only in selected dimensions of
startup organizational structures (Connell 2006).
While it represents the most celebrated and prev-
alent form of masculinity in this organizational
field—thus functioning as a “dominant masculin-
ity” (Messerschmidt and Messner 2018:41)—it re-
mains unable to challenge or transform dominant
gender norms and structures beyond the imme-
diate organizational boundaries. The lack of con-
trol over key resources valued in the institutional
field (financial, social, and structural) prevents
startup hybrid masculinity from evolving into
a “dominating masculinity” (Messerschmidt and
Messner 2018:42), thus remaining insufficiently
powerful and hegemonic to fundamentally “dis-
rupt” the dynamics of the wider system of gender

inequality in this context.
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