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Abstract

Al-enabled coaching is increasingly used in career development, yet limited attention has been paid
to how such tools should be designed for women, particularly in male-dominated contexts. This
study examines which Al-enabled career coaching use cases experts consider appropriate and what
design and governance conditions should guide their responsible development. Sixteen
multidisciplinary experts across career development, coaching, organisational development,
women’s health, Al coaching, Al ethics, and DEI participated in semi-structured interviews. Data
were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. Five themes were identified: integrated expert
lenses; the biopsychosocial context of women's careers; Al intervention mechanics; the human-AI
coaching relationship; and governance and agency risks. Experts supported Al use conditionally,
primarily for bounded functions such as structured reflection, scoped psychoeducation, and
behavioural support. They cautioned against reproducing androcentric assumptions, individualising
structural barriers, and substituting for human empathy, contextual judgement, or professional
accountability. The study proposes an agency-centred framework specifying requirements for
conceptual alignment, ecosystem attunement, intervention design, and governance. These findings
suggest that Al-enabled career coaching is most credible as a constrained, developmental support
tool. Future research should examine these use cases with women end-users across career stages and
contexts.

Keywords: Al coaching; career development; women’s careers

1. Introduction

Women's careers in male-dominated fields continue to be shaped by structural inequities,
gendered organisational norms, and unequal access to opportunity (Makarem & Wang, 2020;
Stamarski & Son Hin, 2015). These constraints extend beyond representation or pay disparities
(European Commission, 2024). Women may encounter biased evaluation, limited sponsorship, and
workplace cultures in which the same behaviours are interpreted differently depending on gender,
with cumulative consequences for progression, retention, and career decision-making over time
(Ibarra et al., 2010; Trauth, 2006). Such pressures may be particularly acute during career transitions,
including return to work after maternity, caregiving periods, and midlife health transitions, where
organisational expectations often still assume linear and uninterrupted careers (Jack et al., 2016;
O’Neill et al., 2023; Torres et al., 2024).

These conditions create a challenge for career support. Although contemporary career
scholarship increasingly recognises non-linearity, context, and wellbeing, many applied models and
organisational support practices continue to privilege individual adaptation, continuous availability,
and male-centric markers of success (Charness et al., 2024; Greenhaus et al., 2018; Ndabeni et al., 2020;
Lent & Brown, 2008; Sullivan & Baruch, 2009). As a result, support may insufficiently account for
how women’s career development is shaped by the interaction of personal agency, organisational
context, and life-course demands.
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At the same time, artificial intelligence (Al), particularly conversational systems, is increasingly
being introduced into coaching and career development as a scalable form of support (Passmore et
al., 2025a; Terblanche, 2024). These tools may widen access to reflection, planning, and guidance
where cost, time, or service availability limit human support (Terblanche et al., 2022). However, their
use in women’s career development raises important concerns. Al systems may reproduce gendered
assumptions embedded in training data and organisational norms, individualise structural problems,
or handle sensitive personal and workplace information in ways that raise privacy, safety and
accountability issues (Guo et al., 2024).

Although scholarship on Al in coaching and career development is growing, limited attention
has been paid to how such tools should be designed for women’s career development, particularly
in male-dominated contexts. There is therefore a need to identify which career coaching functions are
appropriate for AI, what needs such tools should address, and what safeguards should guide their
responsible development and use.

This study addresses that gap through semi-structured interviews with multidisciplinary
experts. Its primary contribution is to identify and refine Al-enabled career coaching use cases for
women'’s career development, and to specify the contextual, design, and governance requirements
that should shape their responsible development. Rather than positioning Al as a substitute for
human support, the study examines how Al-enabled career coaching might provide bounded
developmental support within clear ethical, relational, and professional limits.

The study builds on a prior scoping review that mapped emerging applications of Al in women's
career development and generated an initial set of use cases (Portell-Fonolla et al., in press). It
addresses the following research questions:

e  Which Al-enabled career coaching use cases do experts identify as most relevant and feasible
for women'’s career development, particularly in male-dominated fields?

e  What career challenges, transition points, and support needs should these use cases be designed
to address?

¢ In what ways do existing career support models and practices fall short in meeting these needs?

e  What design, risk, and governance requirements do experts identify for the responsible
development and use of such tools?

In this paper, “Al-enabled career coaching tools” refers to Al-mediated, typically conversational,
systems designed to support career reflection, decision-making, skills planning, and preparation for
career-relevant situations. These tools are treated as developmental supports, not as substitutes for
therapy, clinical care, or employer-led performance evaluation. The study shows that expert support
for such tools was conditional rather than general and develops an expert-derived, agency-centred
framework to guide their design and evaluation.

2. Materials and Methods

This study used a qualitative design based on semi-structured expert interviews to identify and
refine Al-enabled career coaching use cases for women's career development, particularly in male-
dominated fields, and to examine the contextual, design, and governance requirements for their
responsible development. Expert interviews were appropriate because the research questions
required integrative judgement across domains relevant to the design and deployment of Al-enabled
career coaching, including career and coaching psychology, organisational development, women'’s
health, Al coaching product development, and Al ethics (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

The interview study built on a prior scoping review (Portell-Fonolla et al., in press), which
generated an initial set of use cases (Appendix A). The interviews were used to assess the adequacy
of existing career support approaches for women’s career realities across the life course, and to
evaluate, refine, and prioritise candidate Al-enabled use cases while identifying conditions for
responsible implementation.
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Participants were recruited through purposive sampling to capture disciplinary and applied
perspectives central to the study (Stratton, 2024). Inclusion criteria were: (a) at least five years of
relevant professional experience; (b) active involvement in career development or coaching practice,
career research, workforce or executive development, women’s health practice relevant to work
participation, and/or Al coaching and ethics; and (c) the ability to comment on the applications,
limitations, and safeguards of Al-enabled career coaching.

The final sample comprised 16 experts based in Canada, Germany, Ireland, Portugal, Spain,
Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Thirteen were women and three were men.
Participants occupied predominantly senior and specialist roles, including Al coaching founders,
senior executive coaches, career development academics and practitioners, HR and organisational
development specialists, Al ethics advisors, a DEI consultant, and medical professionals in
psychiatry, general practice, and women'’s health. The sample was also highly experienced, with 13
of the 16 participants reporting at least 10 years of professional experience, including several with 15
years or more. Their backgrounds spanned Al coaching, Al ethics, executive coaching, career
development, counselling, HR, organisational development, DEI, mental health, and women’s
health. An anonymised overview of participant characteristics is provided in Appendix B.

Sampling adequacy was guided by the principle of information power (Malterud et al., 2016).
This was considered sufficient given the specificity of the study aim, the specialised expertise of
participants, the inclusion of multiple relevant domains, and the depth of the material. Recruitment
continued until the dataset provided sufficient breadth and depth to assess candidate use cases,
examine convergence and divergence across expert perspectives, and develop a coherent interpretive
account.

Data were collected through one-to-one semi-structured interviews. Most were conducted via
video-conferencing platforms, with one conducted in person. Interviews lasted approximately 45-60
minutes. A flexible interview guide (Appendix C) elicited: (a) expert perspectives on women's career
challenges and support needs in male-dominated contexts, including life-course transitions; (b)
limitations of existing career support models and organisational practices; (c) evaluation of candidate
Al-enabled career coaching use cases derived from the prior scoping review; and (d) views on risks,
safeguards, and governance requirements. Participants were encouraged to draw on professional
experience and provide concrete examples of feasible tool functions and potential harms. One
participant provided written responses rather than taking part in a live interview. Although this
limited opportunities for real-time probing, the responses addressed the same core topics and were
included in the analysis.

Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). RTA was selected because the study
aimed to generate an interpretive, conceptually informed account of patterns of meaning across
expert perspectives, rather than to quantify views or produce a single definitive coding structure.
Analysis proceeded iteratively through familiarisation with the dataset, generation of initial codes,
development and refinement of candidate themes, definition and naming of themes, and production
of the final analytic narrative (Braun & Clarke, 2019; 2022). Coding attended to both semantic and
latent meaning, including assumptions about gender, careers, technology, and governance.

The first author led the analysis through repeated reading, coding, memo writing, and thematic
development. Two additional researchers contributed through structured analytic dialogue.
Consistent with RTA, these discussions were used not to establish inter-coder reliability, but to
deepen interpretation, surface assumptions, challenge premature closure, and refine theme
boundaries.

Because the study had a design-oriented aim, a cross-participant coding matrix was developed
after the primary thematic analysis to indicate whether particular subthemes had been raised across
the expert panel. This served only as a supplementary descriptive device to show how widely issues
surfaced, not to determine theme development or establish analytic validity. These counts are
therefore not interpreted as evidence of importance, magnitude, or statistical prevalence.
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Several strategies were used to strengthen the credibility and transparency of the analysis. An
audit trail was maintained, including interview materials, analytic memos, coding notes, and
evolving thematic maps. The research team engaged in critical-reflexive dialogue throughout the
analytic process to interrogate interpretations, clarify theme boundaries, and consider divergent or
tension-filled cases. Quotations were selected to illustrate both convergent and contrasting
perspectives while avoiding over-reliance on isolated vivid examples.

Given the interdisciplinary nature of the topic, reflexive attention was paid to how different
professional lenses might shape both participant accounts and the researchers’ interpretations. The
analysis therefore sought to preserve cross-domain complexity while producing themes that were
coherent and analytically useful for the study’s design-oriented aim.

Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Catholic University of Portugal
(ref number CETCH2025-239). All participants received an information sheet detailing study aims,
procedures, risks, and data handling; provided informed consent prior to participation; and were
informed of their right to withdraw without penalty. Participant identities were anonymised during
transcription and reporting. Data were stored securely on password-protected university servers
with access limited to the research team, in alignment with GDPR principles and institutional data
management requirements (European Parliament & Council, 2016). Given the sensitivity of
discussions involving workplace experiences, health-related issues, and Al governance concerns,
identifying details were removed and quotations were edited only where necessary to preserve
meaning while minimising re-identification risk.

3. Results

Reflexive thematic analysis generated five overarching themes: (1) integrated expert lenses and
theoretical foundations; (2) biopsychosocial ecosystem of women’s careers; (3) Al architecture:
mechanics of intervention; (4) the human-Al coaching dialectic; and (5) ethical governance and the
agency risk. Experts evaluated Al-enabled career coaching not in isolation, but in relation to women’s
career realities, the limits of existing support models, and the safeguards needed for responsible use.

To indicate how widely particular issues surfaced across the expert panel, Table 1 reports the
number of participants referring to each subtheme. Consistent with the analytic approach, these
counts are presented only as indicators of breadth across the sample; they were not used to generate
themes and are not interpreted as measures of prevalence or importance. The full codebook is
provided in Supplementary Materials (Table S1).

Table 1. Breadth of theme and subtheme occurrence across the expert panel.

Theme Sub-theme n/16 %
Integrated expert lenses
& theoretical foundations

Multidisciplinary career frameworks 14  88%

Critique of androcentric model 11 69%
Biopsychosocial ecosystem of women’s careers Gender-specific life transitions 10 63%
Systemic-psychological interaction 13 81%
Adaptive intervention modalities 11 69%
Al architecture: mechanics . . . o
. . System intelligence & orchestration 5 31%
of intervention
Affective gating & readiness 5 31%
The H -Al hi
e ruman-at coaching Technological affordances/ strengths 13 81%
dialectic
Limitations 15 94%
Ethical governance Algorithmic bias & individualistic
. . 7 44%
& the agency risk reductionism

Safety, privacy & clinical safeguards 11 69%

Dependency & agency erosion 8 50%
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3.1. Theme 1. Integrated Expert Lenses & Theoretical Foundations

Experts approached Al-enabled career coaching through multiple professional lenses, drawing
on career development theory, coaching practice, organisational experience, and wellbeing or health
expertise. Two subthemes captured this foundation: multidisciplinary career frameworks and
critique of androcentric models.

3.1.1. Multidisciplinary Career Frameworks (n=14)

Most experts described career development as non-linear, contextual, and shaped by identity,
relationships, and changing priorities over time. Career support was therefore framed less as
matching individuals to fixed options and more as helping them interpret circumstances, clarify
choices, and navigate uncertainty.

“We'll draw the squiggle and we get everybody to sort of self-select like which feels more like your
career and pretty much everybody goes with the squiggle [...] I hear that like all the time” (E9; Career
development practitioner).

Several participants also emphasised that career decisions are shaped not only by the individual,
but by organisational conditions and available support.

“It's not only you who is making the decision, but it's also your whole community... the effort that
the organization also makes that empowerment in terms of providing time, providing resources,
providing quidance” (E16; Organisational transformation advisor).

Within this framing, experts were more supportive of Al-enabled coaching when it focused on
reflection, clarification, and preparation rather than direct recommendation.

"Human counselling aims to promote agency and autonomy, leading the person to find their own
answers. If Al is limited to giving 'free advice” or direct solutions without considering the person’s
specificity, it may compromise this process” (E13; Career development academic & researcher).

3.1.2. Critique of the Androcentric Model (n=11)

The majority of experts argued that dominant career and workplace models still reflect
assumptions that do not fit women’s realities in male-dominated contexts, including norms of
uninterrupted availability, narrow definitions of leadership, and expectations of adaptation to
unequal environments.

"These systems were not built with women in mind... if you think about something as basic as not
considering women's biology in seatbelts, you can understand why not considering women in the
workplace is also very common” (E14; Al strategy and ethics advisor).

This concern extended to Al-enabled coaching: participants cautioned that tools built on
historically biased assumptions about success, leadership, or communication may reproduce those
norms under the appearance of neutral guidance.

"For Al to support women and minorities in general, there needs to be purpose behind it... it takes
months and months of work and it’s a work that will never stop” (E15; DEI consultant).

3.2. Theme 2. Biopsychosocial Ecosystem of Women’s Careers
3.2.1. Gender-Specific Life Transitions (n=10)

Experts identified maternity, caregiving, perimenopause, and menopause as particularly
significant transition points for women’s career development, especially in male-dominated
environments. These periods were described as times when women may need to renegotiate identity,
capacity, and career direction within workplaces that still assume stable performance and
uninterrupted availability.
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"In perimenopause ... that's when you 're maybe at the peak of your career... and suddenly because of
brain fog and sleep issues and hot flashes...you 're suddenly gonna decide maybe it's better for me to
retire early” (E05; Psychiatrist and menopause specialist).

These accounts suggested that useful Al-enabled support should respond to changing
circumstances rather than assume a generic or stable career pathway.

3.2.2. Systemic-Psychological Interaction (n=13)

Many experts linked structural inequities to their psychological and behavioural consequences.
Bias in evaluation, exclusion from networks, and double binds around leadership behaviour were
described as shaping women’s willingness to self-advocate, negotiate, or pursue advancement.

"If a woman is kind of direct then is perceived as too bossy and if it’s too kind is perceived that doesn 't
have enough personality or energy... no matter what is the role that women are playing there is a
much more negative perception around that behaviour” (E16; Organisational transformation
advisor).

These were not framed as individual deficits, but as responses to unequal systems. In this
context, experts were more positive about Al uses that support interpretation, preparation, and
rehearsal than those that reduce structural problems to women’s confidence or communication alone.

“The most promising use cases are those that explore Al's capacity to offer simulation, behavioural
training, and objective feedback, acting as a technical assistant” (E13; Career development
academic & researcher).

3.3. Theme 3. Al Architecture: Mechanics of Intervention

Experts distinguished between general-purpose conversational Al and a more credible Al-
enabled career coaching environment. They focused not only on what the system might help users
do, but also on how support should be structured. Three subthemes captured this theme: adaptive
intervention modalities, system intelligence and orchestration, and affective gating and readiness.

3.3.1. Adaptive Intervention Modalities (n=11)

Experts most often endorsed Al-enabled coaching when it was framed as providing bounded
and structured forms of support. Three types of use case were especially prominent: structured
reflection, psychoeducational support, and behavioural scaffolding. Structured reflection involved
helping users clarify goals, identify assumptions, and consider trade-offs. Psychoeducational support
referred to the provision of scoped, evidence-aligned information to support sense-making.
Behavioural scaffolding included more action-oriented functions such as rehearsal, check-ins, action
planning, and support for follow-through.

"I would build it almost on the journaling side and very much not on the advice side... maybe ask
you some reflective questions, but I would be very careful even in such an area with setting very clear
goals” (E01; Al coaching executive).

Several experts emphasised that the value of Al lay in helping users unpack situations, consider

alternatives, and prepare action, rather than supplying answers.

"If it could help you parse apart the problem, see it from a bunch of different angles and help you
think through how to approach it, it would be so amazing” (E04; senior executive coach).

3.3.2. System Intelligence and Coordination (n=5)

A smaller group of experts, particularly those with Al coaching or Al ethics backgrounds,
emphasised the importance of system intelligence and coordination. They argued that an effective
Al-enabled coaching tool would need an internal logic to structure the interaction, sequence
activities, and maintain role clarity. Examples included moving from onboarding to exploration, then
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synthesis and action; distinguishing between reflective, informational, and practical modes of
support; and tailoring prompts to the user’s stated goals and context.

These participants treated system coordination as relevant to both quality and safety. In their
view, a system that lacked role clarity or sequencing was more likely to drift into generic reassurance,
confusing role performance, or inappropriate advice.

"We started with a very linear process... then we had a non-linear process...then you have the issue
that it just switches too often” (E01; Al coaching executive).

3.3.3. Affective Gating and Readiness (n=5)

A small subset of experts highlighted the importance of readiness-sensitive support. They noted
that deeper reflection may be unhelpful when users are distressed, cognitively overloaded, or highly
constrained by time and circumstance. In such cases, Al-enabled coaching may need to shift towards
lighter-touch planning, grounding, or signposting.

"If it asks you a very difficult question, people tend to go out... they put their phone back into their

pocket. And they 're like, well, maybe I'll think about it” (E01; Al coaching executive).

“We need to start with recommendations that are actually feasible and align with the characteristics
of each person... it has to be very tailored” (E12; Career development academic & researcher).

This theme shows that experts did not simply ask whether Al should be used in career coaching,
but what forms of coaching support could be responsibly structured through Al

3.4. Theme 4. The Human-AI Coaching Dialectic

Experts consistently described Al-enabled coaching as potentially useful, but only within clear
limits. Two subthemes captured this tension: technological affordances and strengths and limitations.

3.4.1. Technological Affordances/Strengths (n=13)

Experts identified availability, immediacy, and lower-threshold access as the main advantages
of Al-enabled coaching. These were seen as particularly relevant for women whose schedules,
responsibilities, or financial constraints make conventional support harder to access. Participants also
noted possible benefits linked to anonymity and reduced fear of judgement.

"Al comes in as being able to meet the user 24/7 on demand in a personalized manner... if I need

career coaching, that might be because I've just been let off and I need an intense 2 to 4 weeks” (E02;
Al coaching executive).

In practice, these affordances were usually linked to bounded use cases such as structured
reflection, rehearsal, and action follow-through.

3.4.2. Technological Limitations (n=15)

At the same time, almost all experts emphasised the limits of Al-enabled coaching. Participants
highlighted the absence of genuine empathy, difficulty interpreting non-verbal and relational cues,
and limited ability to understand subtle organisational dynamics. High-complexity or high-risk
situations were therefore consistently seen as requiring human judgement.

"Communication is much more than writing or talking. It has a non-verbal aspect that is very
important” (E12; Career development academic).

Overall, experts did not regard Al and human coaching as interchangeable, but as having
different roles and limits.

3.5. Theme 5. Ethical Governance & the Agency Risk

Experts treated governance as integral to whether Al-enabled career coaching could be
considered acceptable. Concerns focused on how AI might reproduce bias, mishandle sensitive
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information, or undermine users’” autonomous judgement. Three subthemes captured these issues: 1)
reductionism bias; 2) safety, privacy, and clinical safeguards; 3) dependency and agency erosion.

3.5.1. Reductionism Bias (n=7)

Some experts, particularly those with Al ethics or DEI expertise, raised concerns that Al systems
may reproduce gendered assumptions embedded in training data and organisational norms.
Participants warned that such systems could privilege male-coded benchmarks of leadership or
success and frame structural problems as matters of personal confidence or resilience.

"The Al coach would keep working with her, all the things she can do ...it won 't give up. That is kind
of an issue” (E01; Al coaching executive).

"Since women have entered the workforce, we ve all been socially engineered to the male model... ask
for what you want, be bold, be clear about your answers, do your power pose, be confident...this is
what society has been telling women to do” (E06; Senior executive coach).

3.5.2. Safety, Privacy & Clinical Safeguards (n=11)

A larger group focused on privacy, psychological safety, and boundary management. Because
career conversations may involve health, workplace conflict, identity, and personal circumstances,
participants emphasised the need for clear scope boundaries, explicit consent, strong data
governance, and escalation pathways.

"It is crucial that the system is designed to acknowledge its limitation in demonstrating true affective
empathy, referring the user to a human professional when problems escalate” (E13; Career
development academic).

3.5.3. Dependency & Agency Erosion (n=8)

A further concern involved the possibility that users might become overly reliant on Al for
reflection or decision-making. Experts described this as an agency risk: if Al becomes too directive,
authoritative, or affirming, users may begin to defer judgement rather than strengthen it. This can
also be particularly problematic where users might act on Al guidance in situations involving
distress, conflict, or major career decisions.

"The Al coach gives them some advice and then they go do it because the Al coach said so and that
could create real damage...there’s really no accountability in that sense” (E01; Al coaching
executive).

Accordingly, experts argued that Al-enabled coaching should be designed to reinforce agency
rather than substitute for it.

3.6. Theme 5. Cross-Theme Synthesis: Agency-Centred Framework

Although experts broadly agreed that AI may have a bounded role in career coaching, their
emphases differed by professional lens. Career development, coaching, and organisational experts
more often foregrounded women’s career context, relational complexity, and the limits of generic
developmental advice. By contrast, participants with Al coaching and Al ethics backgrounds more
often emphasised system coordination, role clarity, readiness sensitivity, bias, and structural
misdiagnosis.

These differences did not amount to opposing positions. Rather, they reflected different
emphases in judging the conditions under which Al-enabled coaching might be considered
appropriate.

The five themes show that expert support for Al-enabled career coaching was conditional rather
than general. Experts were most positive about bounded use cases that support reflection,
preparation, and follow-through while remaining attentive to women’s career context and operating

© 2026 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202604.1939.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 28 April 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202604.1939.v

9 of 19

within clear ethical, relational, and governance limits. These findings informed the development of
the agency-centred design and governance framework presented in Figure 1.

Layer 4 - Agency-centred governance (Themes 4-5)

Scope boundaries: not clinician/therapist; not HR performance evaluation

Safety & escalation: referral/signposting for distress and safeguarding

Privacy-by-design: revisitable consent; data minimisation; retention limits user deletion
controls; separation from employer access by default

Bias & reductionism controls: gender-focused testing; monitor misdiagnosis avoid male-
coded rubrics

Agency protections: questions & reflection prompts > directives; transparency; user-
authored next steps; discourage over-reliance; encourage human links

Layer 3 - Intervention mechanics (Theme 3)
human accountability Bounded modalities (core)

(Theme 5) « Structured reflection (goals, trade-offs, option generation)

Continuous evaluation
&

+ Monitor outputs, « Scoped psychoeducation (evidence-aligned, non-diagnostic)

refusals, escalations,
and harmful patterns

« Behavioural micro-support (action plans, rehearsal, nudges/check-ins)

Maturity mechanisms (enablers)
« Orchestration (sequenced flows; role clarity; personalisation) Monitoring —»

« Maintain clear human ) . R . .
responsibility and « Readiness gating (depth control; lighter support/signposting when needed) m;l::::::t o
oversight Layers 2-3

Layer 2 - Ecosystem attunement (Theme 2)
« Model women'’s careers as a biopsychosocial career ecosystem
« Attend to life-course transitions (maternity, caregiving, peri/menopause)

« Recognise system ic—psychological ling (structures « internalised constraints)

P

« Prevent structural misdiagnesis (do not individualise inequity by default)

Layer 1 - Conceptual alignment (Theme 1)
« Encode careers as non-linear self-construction within social and organisational contexts
« Use multidisciplinary career foundations (identity/narrative + systems/context)
« Resist androcentric benchmarks (avoid male-normed success defaults)

Figure 1. Agency-centred design-and-governance framework for Al-enabled career counselling tools for women

(derived from Themes 1-5).

4. Discussion

This study suggests that the value of Al-enabled career coaching for women lies not in broad
substitution for human support, but in the careful design of bounded, context-sensitive, and agency-
preserving interventions (Passmore & Tee, 2023). Al was seen as potentially useful where it can
scaffold reflection, preparation, and follow-through, but far less appropriate where support depends
on nuanced contextual judgement, relational depth, or accountability for high-stakes decisions. The
key issue, therefore, is not whether Al coaching “works” in the abstract, but how scope, context, and
governance shape what constitutes acceptable and useful support in this domain (Passmore et al.,
2025a, 2025b; Terblanche et al., 2022, 2024).

A central contribution of the study is to show that Al-enabled career coaching for women cannot
be designed from generic or decontextualised models of career development (Bimrose et al., 2013;
Pryor & Bright, 2003; Tupper & Ellis, 2020). Career support technologies are not neutral delivery
mechanisms: they embed assumptions about what counts as progress, which goals are worth
pursuing, and whether difficulties are interpreted as individual, relational, or structural. In the
context of women’s careers, particularly in male-dominated settings, this is consequential because
systems that ignore organisational power, life-course transitions, and gendered norms risk
reinforcing the very conditions they purport to address (O’Neil et al., 2008, 2015; Patton & McMahon,
2006; Savickas, 2005).

This point is especially important in relation to women’s careers in male-dominated
environments. Experts repeatedly described sponsorship gaps, gendered evaluation, caregiving
pressures, and physiological transitions as career-relevant influences, not peripheral issues. The
analytic implication is that Al-enabled coaching may misframe structurally produced difficulties as
matters of confidence, resilience, or strategy if it is designed around overly individualised
assumptions (Rahim et al., 2018). In other words, a system may appear supportive while still steering
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women towards adaptation to inequitable environments. This extends existing critiques of
androcentric and linear career models into the Al domain: unless these assumptions are explicitly
addressed, they risk being reproduced through prompts, feedback logics, success rubrics, and
behavioural recommendations (Ndabeni et al., 2020; O’Neil & Hopkins, 2015).

The findings align with longstanding work showing that women'’s careers are shaped by
cumulative and systemic constraints, including gendered organisational norms, unequal
advancement opportunities, and life-course demands that conventional career models often treat as
secondary (O’Neil et al., 2008; Ryan & Morgenroth, 2024). They also reinforce emerging work on Al
coaching by suggesting that its value lies less in broad substitution for human coaching than in the
careful design of limited modalities under explicit governance conditions (Passmore et al., 2025a).
More broadly, the study contributes a design-oriented argument: in the context of women'’s career
development, structural inequity should be treated as a design constraint, not as an external issue
beyond the remit of the intervention.

These wider implications are synthesised in Figure 1, which presents an agency-centred design-
and-governance framework derived from the five themes. Rather than treating the findings as a set
of separate considerations, the framework shows how responsible Al-enabled career coaching
depends on alignment across four interdependent layers: conceptual alignment, ecosystem
attunement, intervention mechanics, and agency-centred governance, with continuous evaluation
and human accountability operating across the system. The figure therefore represents a design
synthesis of the study’s findings, translating thematic insights into a structured model for
development, implementation, and oversight.

At the base of the framework, the first layer, ‘Conceptual alignment’ captures the argument that
Al-enable coaching should be grounded in contextual, non-linear, and multidisciplinary
understandings of careers rather than narrow optimisation models (Law, 2009; Lent et al., 1994;
McDonald et al., 2005; Sullivan & Al Ariss, 2021, Super et al., 1996). This is the foundation on which
later design decisions depend. If the conceptual model is reductive or male-normed, subsequent
layers are likely to reproduce those assumptions, regardless of how sophisticated the interface
appears (Worth, 2016). The second layer, ‘Ecosystem attunement’, extends this by showing that
women'’s careers must be understood as part of a biopsychosocial career ecosystem shaped by life-
course transitions, internalised constraints, and organisational conditions (Blake, 2018; Gibson, 1995;
McIntosh et al., 2012; Mosconi, 2024). These two layers make clear that effective support requires not
only personalisation, but correct interpretation of context (Brown et al, 2012; De Looff et al., 2018;
Holland, 1997).

The third layer of the framework, ‘Intervention mechanics’, corresponds most directly to the
study’s practical contribution. Experts were most supportive of bounded modalities such as
structured reflection, scoped psychoeducation, and behavioural micro-support (Del Corso & Rehfuss,
2011; Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Igbal & Maldonado Garcia, 2020; Ryan et al., 2025). These uses were
perceived as more credible because they can be deliberately constrained and are compatible with
developmental coaching processes without requiring the system to simulate human empathy or
assume professional responsibility (Whitmore, 2009). This suggests that the most credible role for Al-
enabled coaching is not to replicate the full relational depth of human coaching, but to support well-
defined developmental tasks (GraSmann & Schermuly, 2021; Passmore et al., 2025c; Terblanche et al.,
2024).

The fourth layer, ‘Agency-centred governance’, is what gives the framework its normative core.
Experts’ concerns were not limited to bias, privacy, or technical failure, although these were
important (Steenkamp & Terblanche, 2026; Terblanche et al. 2023). More fundamentally, they
questioned whether Al-enabled coaching might erode agency by becoming directive, encouraging
over-reliance, or subtly repositioning structural problems as matters of individual adjustment
(Montag et al., 2024). As shown in Figure 1, this makes governance integral rather than
supplementary to design. Scope boundaries, privacy-by-design, human escalation pathways, bias
and reductionism controls, and explicit agency protections are not optional safeguards added after
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deployment; they are core conditions of legitimacy (Dattathrani & De’, 2023; Haase, 2025; Zallio et
al., 2025).

Seen in this way, Figure 1 also helps clarify the paper’s broader theoretical contribution. The
findings suggest that one of the central ethical risks in this domain is not simply algorithmic bias, but
structural misdiagnosis: the risk that discriminatory or exclusionary environments are misread as
deficits in the individual user’s behaviour, mindset, or preparedness (Worth, 2016). This sharpens the
ethical question from whether the system is fair in general to whether it is locating the source of the
problem appropriately. That distinction is especially important in career contexts, where support can
easily slide into conformity if structural conditions are left uninterrogated (Brey & Dainow, 2024; Guo
et al., 2024; Laine et al., 2025).

Three tensions should shape the design and governance of Al-enabled career coaching. First,
accessibility versus dependency: reducing barriers of cost and availability risks encouraging habitual
reliance if left unbounded (Kim et al., 2026). Second, context sensitivity versus gendered steering:
personalisation becomes problematic when it rests on stereotyped assumptions or reproduces male-
coded benchmarks of success (O'Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). Third, structured support versus human
accountability: Al may assist with bounded developmental tasks, but interpretation, escalation, and
ethical judgement remain human responsibilities (Beg, 2025). As Figure 1 illustrates, none of these
tensions can be resolved at the interface level alone, they require attention across conceptual,
contextual, technical, and governance layers simultaneously.

4.1. Practical Implications

For practitioners, the findings suggest that Al-enabled career coaching is best positioned as a
bounded adjunct to human support rather than a substitute for it. Its strongest fit appears to be in
structured and repeatable activities such as reflection, rehearsal, preparation for difficult
conversations, and action planning. However, outputs should be used to support reflection and
preparedness, not as authoritative guidance in complex, emotionally charged, or high-stakes
situations.

For organisations and policy makers, Figure 1 highlights that responsible deployment requires
more than accessibility or efficiency gains; it requires governance arrangements that preserve agency,
protect privacy, separate coaching from evaluative HR functions, and provide clear escalation
pathways to human coaches and therapists where needed. It also requires recognition that Al-
enabled coaching cannot substitute for organisational responsibility to address structural barriers
affecting women'’s careers.

For developers, the framework indicates that Al-enabled career coaching should be designed as
a constrained intervention system rather than as a general-purpose conversational agent. This
includes grounding the system in non-linear, context-sensitive understandings of women’s careers;
recognising life-course transitions, organisational constraints, and the risk of structural misdiagnosis;
and prioritising bounded modalities such as structured reflection, scoped psychoeducation, and
behavioural micro-support. The findings also suggest that more mature systems may benefit from
orchestration and readiness-sensitive depth control so that support is sequenced appropriately,
remains within scope, and shifts towards lighter-touch guidance or signposting where deeper
intervention is unsuitable. Across these layers, core design requirements include explicit limits,
privacy protections, bias and reductionism checks, escalation pathways, and interaction patterns that
reinforce user judgement rather than displacing it.

4.2. Limitations

This study was designed to generate interpretive, design-oriented insight rather than establish
prevalence or effectiveness. The findings identify plausible use cases, risks, and governance
requirements, but do not show how Al-enabled career coaching tools perform in practice or how
women themselves would experience them.

© 2026 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202604.1939.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 28 April 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202604.1939.v1

12 of 19

The purposive sample was relatively small and predominantly female, with 13 of 16 participants
being women, which likely shaped the emphasis on gendered career barriers and support needs.
Although the sample was multidisciplinary and cross-national, it may not capture the views of
frontline practitioners, professionals in lower-resource settings, or workers in unrepresented sectors
and labour markets.

The study also relied on expert judgement rather than end-user experience, so the proposed use
cases and design conditions remain provisional. In addition, intersectional differences were not
examined in depth, despite their likely importance for the design and appropriateness of Al-enabled
support.

4.3. Future Research

Future research should build on these findings in three directions. First, participatory and user-
centred research is needed to examine how women themselves evaluate proposed Al-enabled
coaching use cases across different life stages and work contexts (Nakao et al., 2022; Steen, 2013).
Second, mixed-method and longitudinal studies should test the specific bounded modalities
identified here, particularly structured reflection, rehearsal, and action support, using outcomes that
include agency, self-efficacy, psychological wellbeing, and career sustainability. Third,
implementation research should examine governance in practice, especially in organisational
settings, including how consent is understood over time, how data access and privacy are managed,
and whether Al-enabled coaching complements rather than displaces human support and
organisational responsibility.

5. Conclusions

The findings of the current study suggest that expert support for Al-enabled career coaching is
conditional rather than general. Al is perceived as most appropriate when used for bounded
developmental functions, especially structured reflection, scoped psychoeducation, and behavioural
micro-support, rather than as a substitute for human coaching, counselling, or organisational
accountability.

The study also shows that these use cases cannot be designed in isolation from women’s career
realities. While Al-enabled career coaching tools should help women adapt more efficiently to biased
environments, they should support context-sensitive reflection and action while avoiding the
individualisation of structural problems.

A further contribution of the study is to clarify the boundaries and governance requirements
that should shape the development of such tools. Experts were nearly unanimous that Al cannot
replace human empathy, contextual judgement, or professional accountability in complex, high-
stakes, or emotionally charged situations. Concerns about privacy, safety, clinical overreach, bias,
structural misdiagnosis, and dependency were therefore central to judgements about what
constitutes acceptable use. In this respect, responsible Al-enabled career coaching depends not only
on useful functions, but also on governance arrangements that protect agency and maintain clear
limits.

Study findings indicate that the most credible role for Al-enabled career coaching is as a tightly
scoped, theory-informed, and agency-preserving form of developmental support. Future research
should test the bounded use cases identified here with women end-users across different career
stages and contexts, examining outcomes such as confidence, career decision self-efficacy, emotional
wellbeing, safety and perceived agency and usefulness.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at the website of this
paper posted on Preprints.org.
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Appendix A
Table A. Use cases explored during the expert interviews.
Theme Potential Use Cases
Life-Work balance - Setting boundaries

- Reducing mental load
- Practicing conversations with managers to uphold balance without
career penalty
Remote influence - Building visibility in virtual environments
- Navigating organisational politics remotely
- Growing careers without co-location
Promotion & self-advocacy - Negotiation skills for promotions
- Effective self-promotion
- Building a network of allies
Leadership & transitions - Coaching for leadership roles
- Supporting career returners (e.g., post-maternity leave)
- Navigating career pivots
Bias response - Assertiveness training
- Responding to microaggressions
- Navigating salary negotiations through a bias-aware lens
Inclusive well-being - Preventing burnout
- Building resilience
- Managing emotional labour
Mentor stories - Al-curated inspirational journeys from diverse women leaders
Al literacy - Building confidence in using Al tools
- Developing skills for Al-integrated workplaces
- Understanding Al ethics
Women's physiological - Navigating career and leadership through physiological changes
changes (menstrual cycle, maternity, pre and menopause)
- Strategies for managing, emotional states, energy and workload
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Appendix B
Table B. Participants profiles.
# Domain expertise Title Gender Years of Region
experience

1 Al coaching Founder/executive M 10-14 EU
Al coaching Founder/executive M 10-14 EU

3 Executive and leadership Senior executive coach F 20+ UK/1
coaching

4 Career development and HR Senior executive coach F 20+ NA

5 Mental health and women’s  Psychiatrist and menopause specialist ~ F 5-9 NA
health

6 Executive and leadership Senior executive coach F 20+ NA
coaching

7 Al ethics and coaching Senior executive coach, Al ethics F 10-14 UK/1

advisor

8 Executive and leadership Senior executive coach F 20+ UK/1
coaching

9 Career development Senior executive coach F 15-19 UK/1
practitioner

10 Executive and leadership Senior executive coach F 20+ NA
coaching and HR

11 General practice and women’sGeneral practitioner and menopause F 15-19 UK/1
health specialist

12 Career development and Career development academic F 10-14 EU
counselling

13 Career development and Career development academic F 15-19 EU
counselling

14 Al ethics and DEI (Diversity, Al strategy and ethics advisor F 15-19 NA
equity, and inclusion)

15 DEI (Diversity, equity, and  DEI consultant F 5-9 EU
inclusion)

16 Organisational development Organisational transformation F 20+ EU
and HR advisor

Appendix C

Appendix C.1. Interview Guide

Introduction (5 minutes)

e  Brief introduction and explanation of the purpose of the study.

e  Remind the participant of confidentiality and the right to withdraw at any time.
e  Confirm consent to audio and video recording.

Outline the structure of the interview.

[Ask for consent to record. Press recording]

Background and Context (5-10 minutes)

e Could you briefly describe your background and experience in career development, coaching,
Al technologies, and/or supporting women?

e In your professional experience, what are the most common career challenges faced by women
in their career journeys?
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Current apps (5 - 10 minutes)

e  Where do you see gaps or limitations in existing career development models or applications for
women?

Al in Career Coaching (20 minutes)
[This section is intended only for career and coaching experts]

e Which career development or coaching frameworks or models do you typically draw on in your
work (e.g., SCCT, Career Construction)?

e How do these frameworks inform the way you structure your coaching or assess the needs of
women, particularly those navigating male-dominated fields like tech?

e  Which elements of these models do you think could be meaningfully translated into an Al-based
coaching tool to support women'’s career development?

e  How might Al systems support, if at all, coaching processes such as identity exploration, values
clarification, goal attainment, or life-role integration for women in tech?

e Do you think Al can replicate a human coach - that is, do as well, underperform, or outperform
a human coach?

o  Ifunderperform: where do you see the limitations of Al in this area?
o If as well or outperform: in your view, what enables Al to match or exceed the capabilities
of human coaches? Do you see any limitations despite this?

e In your view, what role, if any, might Al play in addressing gender-specific barriers or
advancing equity in career coaching / development?

e  What limitations or risks do you foresee, if any, in using Al for career development, particularly
in ways that could impact women’s wellbeing, autonomy, safety, or inclusion?

Physiological Changes and Professional Impact (20 minutes)
[This section is intended only for participants with expertise in women'’s health]

e Based on your clinical experience, what are some of the most significant physiological changes
women typically experience throughout their working lives (e.g., menstrual cycle, pregnancy,
post-partum, perimenopause, menopause)?

e  How might these changes affect women’s energy levels, emotional states, cognitive focus, or
general capacity to manage professional responsibilities?

¢ Inyour view, how well are these physiological experiences currently understood and supported
in workplace environments?

e Are there any specific support strategies (clinical or behavioural) that could be adapted or
translated into career coaching or workplace interventions?

o  Strategies to help managing biological changes, emotional states, energy/ workload,
cognitive shifts
e  What role, if any, could technology — particularly Al — play in supporting women to navigate
their careers in light of these physiological changes?
e  Are there any ethical considerations or risks that should be kept in mind when designing Al
tools addressing women'’s health in the context of professional life?

Use Cases Exploration (20-30 minutes)

e Based on preliminary findings, here are some Al career coaching use cases identified in the
literature [present short list].

o  Which of these use cases do you find most promising or relevant? Why?
o  Are there any that you would modify, remove, or further develop?

e  Are there any additional use cases or innovative applications of Al for career coaching that come
to mind based on your experience?
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Prioritisation and Feasibility (10-15 minutes)

e  Of the use cases discussed, which do you believe would have the greatest impact on supporting
women in tech? Why?

e How feasible do you believe it is to implement these use cases in real-world coaching
environments?

e  What ethical considerations or risks should be taken into account when designing Al career
coaching solutions for women in tech?

Closing (5 minutes)

e Is there anything else you would like to add that you feel is important for this research?
e Would you be open to being contacted for follow-up clarification if necessary?
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