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Abstract

The motivation for this study is to uncover career-related issues that high-skilled female
immigrants face and their strategies for rebuilding their careers upon migration to a new land.
To explore this topic, we performed in-depth interviews with 14 Turkish female immigrants in
the U.S. who have successfully rebuilt their careers from scratch upon migration. Content
analysis of in-depth interviews with key informants on the subject revealed five theoretical
themes that captured the career experiences of these individuals: non-linear career entry,
career-orientation, immigrant spirit, social support network, and socialization patterns at work.
Integrating these findings with theories on adult learning, we developed a series of theoretical
propositions for an experiential learning model of career reconstruction among high-skilled

immigrants.



High-skilled Female Immigrants: Career Strategies and Experiences

“I have an immigrant mentality, which is that the job can be taken away at any time, so
make sure you earn it every day...immigrants come here they have no safety net-zero. I
landed here with $500 in my pocket. I had no one here to pay for me.”

Indra Nooyi, CEO, PepsiCo (Born, raised, and educated in India)

Introduction

Skilled immigrants — with education, experience, and competence levels on par with corporate
expatriates - make up a rapidly growing percentage of the global workforce (Gaillard and
Gaillard, 1997; Iredale, 2001; Mahroum, 2000; Purkayastha, 2005; Shachar, 2006) and have
started to receive attention from international management scholars only recently (Al Ariss &
Syed, 2011; Al Ariss et al.; 2012; Cerdin et al., 2014; Syed, 2008), with few studies taking a
gendered perspective on the subjective experiences, issues, challenges, and career strategies of
high-skilled female immigrants (e.g. Iredale, 2005; Myers and Pringle, 2005; Purkayastha,
2005; Ressia et al., 2017; van den Bergh & Du Plessis, 2012). This is an oversight since high-
skilled females’ labor market transition and entry has been reported to be more difficult
compared to their male counterparts (Kofman and Raghuram, 2006; Liversage, 2009; Man,
2004; Purkayastha, 2005). This trend is attributed to a multitude of issues which include the
privileging of male-dominated fields in immigration processes (Kontos, 2011; McCoy and
Masuch, 2007), discounting of previous work experience and lack of local work experience
(George and Chaze, 2009; Meares, 2010), non-transfer of education credentials and
accreditation barriers (Purkayastha, 2005; Salaff and Greve, 2003), females’ lack of diverse
social networks (Salaff and Greve, 2004), possession of dependent visa status (Cooke, 2007;
Yeoh and Khoo 1998), and prioritizing of domestic responsibilities (Meares, 2010;

Purkayastha, 2005). Consequently, de-skilling and downward occupational mobility seems to



be the norm for females upon migration based on existing literature (Ressia et al., 2017).
With this backdrop on the challenges faced by high-skilled female immigrants, the aim of this
research is to contribute to the literature on skilled migration by exploring their subjective
career experiences as they strive to overcome barriers and establish their careers from scratch,
while balancing work and private lives with limited or non-existent organizational support. In
this qualitative study, we specifically focus on high-skilled females with the assumption that
gender plays a unique role and significantly shapes the ways in which immigrants experience
and approach their careers (Myers and Pringle, 2005; Yeoh and Willis, 2005). We contribute
to the global mobility literature by exploring answers to the following two research questions.
First, what are the individual and situational factors that determine career success and positive
career experience among high-skilled female immigrants? This question addresses how high-
skilled immigrants who have been successful post-migration, approach their job search and
career building; what kinds of social and psychological support mechanisms they employ; and
the unique individual qualities they share to overcome visible and invisible barriers. Two,
what is the process through which such individuals successfully rebuild their careers? This
question addresses whether there is a career process in place applicable to immigrants in
general that can explain those that succeed versus fail in their post-migration career journeys.
We explore both research questions inductively via grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006;
Edmondson and McManus, 2007; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001) since we focus on "the
actual production of meanings and concepts used by social actors in real settings" (Gephart,
2004, p. 457) - rather than testing specific a priori hypotheses (Martin and Turner, 1986). The
grounded theory method was developed to study “fundamental social or social psychological

processes within a social setting or a particular experience” (Charmaz, 2006, p.7). It enables



researchers to capture temporal sequences of the process by its coding method (Charmaz, 2006),
focusing on the process instead of the unit (Locke, 2001). In doing so, it can explain the focal
social and psychological processes in new theoretical terms, delineate the causes and conditions
under which processes emerge, and demonstrate their consequences (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser and
Strauss, 1967). Qualitative research is inherently process-oriented, while quantitative research
tends to be variable-oriented (Jaccard and Jacoby, 2010; Maxwell, 2004). Therefore, grounded
theory as a methodology is appropriate for our purpose of gaining new theoretical insights from
immigrants’ own narratives. In doing so, we rely on the subjective experiences of individual
actors per se and attend to how these subjective experiences can be abstracted into theoretical
statements (Suddaby, 2006).
Before we describe our study context and sample characteristics, we start by a comprehensive
literature review on the careers of high-skilled immigrants from which our research questions
emerged, and provide the definition of high-skilled immigrants that we relied on for selecting
our respondents. Our paper concludes by developing a series of theoretical propositions for an
emergent experiential learning theory of career reconstruction and discussing its theoretical
and practical implications for global mobility.

Research on High-skilled Immigrants
Former studies on the experiences of skilled immigrants examined a variety of samples who
moved, for example, from Lebanon (Al Ariss, 2010) and North African or European countries to
France (Cerdin et al., 2014), from several countries to Canada, Spain, and France (Zikic et al.,
2010) and Norway (Fossland, 2013), from Sri Lanka to New Zealand (Tharmaseelan et al.,
2010), from Southeast Europe to Western Europe (Winterheller and Hirt, 2017), from Poland to

Ireland (Pearson et al., 2012), and from India, China, Pakistan, Iran and Bangladesh to Canada



(George et al., 2012).

Relying primarily on qualitative or mixed research methodologies, these studies examined the
specific barriers faced by high-skilled immigrants and the strategies they pursued for coping with
the challenges faced upon immigration. In their review of the studies on skilled immigrants, Al
Ariss et al. (2012) propose a three-level categorization of contextual barriers faced by
immigrants: history, macro-context, and organizational-level. It should be noted that a
combination of them, in addition to individual factors, shapes the unique experiences of skilled
immigrants in a host country. First, historic relations between countries of origin and destination,
and the history of migration, diversity, and racism in the host country determine the legal aspects
of immigration, as well as locals’ perception of immigrants in a given context.

At the macro level, country-specific legislation and policies regarding immigration and work
authorization processes can be listed as the primary issues (Al Ariss et al., 2012), which were
emphasized by policy-makers and immigration specialists involved in some studies as part of the
study sample (e.g., Al Ariss, 2010). The regulations have direct implications such as lack or low
amounts of opportunities for practicing specific occupations (e.g., medical doctors, lawyers), and
were defined as the primary reasons for the prevalent underemployment of immigrants, since
degrees received from home countries were not recognized in host countries (Fossland, 2013;
Winterheller and Hirt, 2017).

Organizational-level policies are also influenced by macro-level legislations since strict laws
create legal obstacles and increase avoidance of organizations to hire immigrants (Al Ariss,
2010). Consistently, the strength of support provided by human resources departments for
resident and work permits appears as one critical success factor for skilled immigrants’

workforce entry (Cerdin ef al., 2014). In the organizational context, discrimination against



certain immigrant groups during selection, such as Turkish immigrants in Germany
(Forstenlechner and Al-Waqfi, 2010), were also observed in several studies (Dietz et al., 2015;
Fang et al., 2013; Winterheller and Hirt, 2017), and such origin-specific examples of
discrimination can also be explained by barriers arising from the historical relations between the
home and host countries (Al Ariss et al., 2012).

Cultural and organizational challenges have specific gender-related implications revealed by
several studies focusing on the experiences of female immigrants. One critical issue, which made
these samples unique, was that a majority of such individuals migrated to a new country to join
their husbands or partners (Docquier et al., 2012; Liversage, 2009) resulting in ‘love migration’
(Aure, 2013). Consequently, female immigrants were more likely to face discrimination during
job search (Al Ariss, 2010) since they suffered from not belonging to the ‘old boys’ network’ as
a foreign woman (van den Bergh & Du Plessis, 2012). Thus, female immigrants were more
likely to accept underemployment, while struggling with the identity challenges arising from the
fear of ‘being just a housewife’ (Liversage, 2009; Meares, 2010). Even those who obtain jobs
matching their qualifications were likely to experience a double earnings penalty due to their
gender in conjunction with their immigrant status (Lopez, 2012; Purkayastha, 2005).

Regardless of gender, studies show that the critical challenges faced by high-skilled immigrants
include maintaining identity, managing identity, developing new credentials, developing local
know-how, building a social network, and evaluating career success, as a consequence of
perceived and experienced barriers (Zikic et al., 2010). When facing these challenges,
immigrants’ motivation to integrate into the new country seems to be a determinant of their
effort to develop specific strategies, and this motivation depends on critical factors, such as their

motives to migrate from their country-of-origin, degree of met expectations in the host country,



and organizational integration policies (Cerdin et al., 2014).

The literature also shows that high-skilled immigrants developed different survival strategies
while struggling with the aforementioned challenges. For example, studies show that building a
social network and putting conscious effort to accumulate cultural and social capital for career
self-management, (e.g. learning the local language), significantly helped the job search process
of immigrants (Fang et al., 2013; George et al., 2012; Guerrero and Rothstein, 2012; Pearson et
al.,2012; Tharmaseelan et al., 2010; Winterheller and Hirt, 2017). Researchers also found that,
when other tactics failed, getting a formal education in the host country sometimes served as ‘an
entry ticket’ to the job market (George et al., 2012; Winterheller and Hirt, 2017). Relying on
different types of efforts, different career strategies developed by skilled immigrants can be
categorized via different perspectives. For example, it was argued that immigrants choose one of
three options; (i) maintenance via recognizing and internalizing career barriers, (ii) identifying
barriers and putting effort to alter them, or (iii) getting involved in entrepreneurial activities (Al
Ariss, 2010). Regardless of the categorization, the former literature consistently evidenced
excessive levels of effort, dedication, and perseverance to succeed in career entry and progress
upon immigration. The literature focusing specifically on self-initiated expatriates (SIEs)
revealed very similar findings with regard to barriers, challenges, and strategies (Al Ariss and
Crowley-Henry, 2013; Al Ariss and Ozbilgin, 2010; Shaffer et al., 2012), and this pattern was
observed for female SIEs as well (Myers and Pringle, 2005; Muir et al., 2014).

Definition of High-skilled Immigrants

Spatial mobility of individuals existed as long as humans did. Nonetheless, global flows of
workers have changed over the last 40 years (Pryztula, 2015) along with the classification and

definitions of these movements. In this study, we rely on previous studies of skilled migration in



international management literature (e.g. Al Ariss, 2010; Al Ariss and Syed, 2011, Fossland,
2012; Iredale, 2005) and define high-skilled immigrants as foreign-born and raised individuals
who at least hold a bachelor’s degree from a foreign institution and who moved to another
country with intentions to live in that country for an undefined (i.e. temporary or non-temporary)
period of time (Mahraum, 2002; van den Bergh & Du Plessis, 2012).

While our definition is markedly distinct from corporate expatriates who are sponsored by their
employers to work and live in another country for a pre-defined period, it is intentionally
broader, overlaps significantly with, and encompasses SIEs who have been narrowly defined in
the literature (e.g., Cerdin and Selmer, 2014). Our broad approach to skilled migration is
consistent with other researchers (e.g. Al Ariss and Crowley-Henry, 2013; Andresen et al., 2014)
who argue that it is not always possible to delineate the theoretical and structural differences
between immigrants and self-initiated expatriates primarily because the transition from one
category to another tends to be rather fluid. Related, McNulty and Brewster (2017) suggest that
the boundaries between different categories should be “flexible enough to address the many
obvious overlaps between the various international experience concepts” (p.16).

The definition of high-skilled immigrants is broader because first, it does not dictate who
initiates expatriation and why, and focuses on those individuals with intentions to stay in the host
country on either a temporary or a non-temporary basis. This is because once the relocation
takes place, intentions and decisions change and research suggests that many SIEs do not return
home (Dorsch ef al., 2012) turning in to high-skilled immigrants eventually. Also for most
individuals who relocate to another country, decision to relocate is coupled with ambiguous
temporal intentions to stay, often with no definite time frame in mind (Shaffer ez al., 2012;

Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010). Hence, from a temporal and decision-making perspective, a fluid



relationship exists between SIEs and high-skilled immigrants.
Further, high-skilled individuals not only move internationally for experiential, adventure, or
career- related reasons - the motivational emphasis in SIE research (Al Ariss, 2010; Shaffer et
al., 2012; Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010) - but also do so for economic, social, and political
reasons associated with pull factors of an attractive host country and/or push factors of a home
country in social, political, environmental, or economic disarray (Gaillard and Gaillard, 1997;
Mahroum, 2000). Finally, the decision to move can involve more people than just one’s self,
especially if there are partners, spouses, kids, or families involved which is frequently the case
for high-skilled female immigrants (Yeoh and Willis, 2005). For all these reasons combined and
for the purpose of our research, we include SIEs in our broad definition of high-skilled
immigrants.
In doing so, we strongly echo Al Ariss et al.’s (2012) views that the difference between
migrants and SIEs is not clear in the literature despite implicit distinctions between the way the
two terms continue to be employed (e.g.; van den Bergh and Du Plessis, 2012). The literature
on SIEs often excludes consideration of individuals from developing countries and prescribes to
implicit assumptions related to why and how white skilled individuals from developed, Western
countries migrate (Al Ariss et al., 2012; Berry and Bell, 2011). While bringing conceptual
clarity to this ongoing debate is beyond the scope of this paper, our definition is consistent with
existing literature on skilled migration; and we focus on this broad category of global workers
because they possess levels of human capital comparable to corporate expatriates and thus,
deserve further attention from international management scholars.

The Study Context

The context in which we investigate the career strategies and experiences of high-skilled
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female immigrants is the U.S. — one of the countries that have attracted the largest number
of immigrants from all around the world for centuries, making America the greatest melting
pot. Surprisingly, none of the studies we reviewed focused on the experiences of high-
skilled immigrants to the U.S. - even though with its unique history, size, geography,
political institutions, and culture — U.S. continues to be a major but a most challenging
destination for such individuals. Pew Research Center estimates the current immigrant
population of U.S. to be around 12% to 15% - with most public policy, debate, and
controversy centering on unauthorized and thus, illegal immigration. According to a 2009
report by the Hamilton Project, however, approximately 30% of immigrants in the U.S.
have bachelor’s, master’s, or PhD degrees, with PhD holding immigrants almost twice the
size of U.S. born individuals with doctorates — making high-skilled immigrants a valuable
source of talent for global and local firms of all sizes (Greenstone and Looney, 2010).
According to a more recent report by Migration Policy Institute, in 2014, the total number
of immigrants in the U.S. was 36.7 million with 29% of these individuals having college
degrees or higher. Further, the number of high-skilled immigrants has increased drastically
from 3.1 million in 1990 to 10.5 million in 2014. Majority of high-skilled immigrants in the
U.S. hail from India (14%), followed by China (8%), and the Philippines (8%), with the rest
coming from countries all around the world (Zong & Batalova, 2016). The main sectors in
which these individuals are employed are science, technology, engineering, and math
(STEM) fields (Greenstone and Looney, 2010; Kerr, 2013; Kaushal and Fix, 2006). For
example, reports reveal that one in every five doctor, one in every five computer specialist,
and one in every six people in engineering or science fields in the U.S. are foreign-born

(Kaushal and Fix, 2006; Zong and Batalova, 2016).
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Participation of high-skilled immigrants in the workforce brings important benefits to the
companies and countries in which they are employed. Previous studies suggest that high-
skilled immigrants help the economy prosper via increased diversity in skills, which leads to
higher productivity and innovation (Greenstone and Looney, 2010; Kaushal and Fix, 2006;
Kerr, 2013; Nager and Atkinson, 2015; Zong and Batalova, 2016). Further, immigrant
employment in the U.S. helps companies effectively respond to talent shortages especially in
STEM areas. Some even argue that U.S. companies cannot remain competitive or survive
without the inclusion of high-skilled immigrants in the workforce (Nager and Atkinson, 2015).
Other than their contributions to the competitiveness of their employers, in comparison to U.S.-
born citizens, immigrants also have higher rates in starting new businesses and filing patents
(Greenstone and Looney, 2010) - supporting the thesis that high-skilled immigration is
primarily a process of brain gain resulting in contributions to the U.S. economy (Kerr, 2013;
Mattoo et al., 2008).
Despite the availability of such statistics and reports with public policy implications however,
our understanding of the subjective experiences that such immigrants go through is less clear.
The aim of our research, within this context, is to better understand the career-building process
that female immigrants go through as they overcome a multitude of barriers to provide these
gains to local employers and the economy.

Methodology
Since our research questions deal with exploring individual and situational factors associated
with career experiences of high-skilled female immigrants who have been successful in
rebuilding their careers, we conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 14 Turkish

female immigrants who are gainfully and professionally employed full-time in the U.S. We

12



did not include underemployed or unemployed high-skilled immigrants because our research
question deals with understanding the experiences and strategies of those who overcame career
barriers rather than the experiences of those who did not try or who did not succeed even if
they tried. We conducted our interviews within a period of three months. In-depth interviews
with information-rich subjects were deemed a useful methodology since we did not have a
priori hypotheses to be tested. Rather, we were guided by the two overarching research
questions, thus focused on the analysis and interpretation of how these actors constructed
meaning out of their subjective career experiences upon migration (Suddaby, 2006).

The semi-structured interview guide was jointly developed by the authors based on existing
literature on the careers of skilled migrants and evolved throughout the interviews as new
themes emerged or seemed important or relevant after initial interviews (Charmaz, 2006). Two
of the three authors conducted the interviews using the same guide and with ongoing
consultation and feedback after interview sessions. The guide consisted mainly of three sections
— experience at the time of immigration, career building process, and future plans with sub-
themes under each main section. The authors made conscious effort to refrain from leading
questions (Kvale, 1983) so the answers reflect respondents’ pure subjective experiences and
asked probing questions to open up the meaning of these experiences (see Appendix for the
semi-structured interview guide). The interviews lasted between 36 to 80 minutes and were
audio-recorded with consent from participants and then transcribed for coding and analysis. We
sent preliminary questions regarding demographics and factual information before face-to-face
meetings both to tailor the interview guide according to each subject’s unique situation and to
ensure that time with subjects was spent on the deeper exploration of immigration and career

1Ssues.
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In selecting participants, we pursued a purposeful sampling strategy through identification and
intentional selection of information-rich cases related to the phenomenon of interest (Suri,
2011). Specifically, we used criterion sampling and identified individuals that fit predefined
inclusion criteria (Patton, 2005) — i.e. foreign-born females with at least a bachelor’s degree
from their home countries that have immigrated to the U.S. with temporally ambiguous
intentions to stay, who have been living in the U.S. for three years or more, and who are
gainfully and professionally employed full-time.

Another purposeful criterion used for recruiting participants was to focus on a single country-
of-origin to reduce possible variation due to cultural differences among immigrants themselves.
A natural target was to interview immigrants from the authors’ country-of-origin — Turkey - a
sample that all authors had prolonged engagement with (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Prolonged
engagement helps build rapport and trust and having a common cultural frame of reference
facilitates co-construction of meaning and mutual understanding during interviews. Related,
conducting interviews in Turkish - with specific instructions to freely switch between Turkish
and English which all participants did - would ensure subjects express themselves clearly,
freely, and authentically without stumbling upon communication barriers. Finally, this would
help privileged access to such individuals (Al Ariss and Syed, 2011). Hence, the respondents
were recruited through authors’ personal and professional contacts who fit predefined inclusion
criteria.

Within the sample of participants, the average age is 41.9 - ranging from 28 to 54 years old. All
but three participants are married with kids. Average number of years since initial relocation to
the U.S. is 14.3, ranging from 3 to 27 years. While this may be considered a long time to be

recollecting experiences, studies on transitional events in general (Pillemer, 2001) and
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immigration in particular (Schrauf and Rubin; 2001) show that memories associated with life
transitions are especially vivid and long lasting. This is because people undergoing major life
changes do not have familiar scripts to guide their behaviors and attend closely to specific
events occurring in the new environment that contain critical information about how to survive
and succeed. The novel events are thought about repeatedly, thereby enhancing their
persistence in memory (Pillemer, 2001).
All participants held bachelor’s degrees from reputable universities in Turkey with three also
having graduate degrees. Prior to their relocation, on average, participants have had 6.3 years of
work experience in Turkey ranging from no experience (one participant) to 13 years of
professional experience. They were educated in diverse fields ranging from business to law to
engineering and medicine and are now employed in diverse industries ranging from energy to
higher education to technology and health care. Having unique life, family, and career stories
and challenges of their own, the sample provided rich data for exploring the career experiences
of female immigrants that possessed high levels of human capital prior to relocation but had to
start from scratch upon immigration.

Analysis
Data analysis in grounded theory involves “the systematic comparison of small units of data (i.e.,
incidents) and the gradual construction of a system of categories that describe the phenomena
being observed” (Langley, 1999, p. 700). Thus, we used an iterative and comparative method to
analyze the data generated through in-depth interviews (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Miles and
Huberman, 1994). First, each transcript was read independently by all three researchers for open
coding — performing an initial word-by-word examination of the data for developing provisional

concepts (Strauss, 1987). We then built upon each other’s coding - discussing similarities and
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differences in respective interpretations. Finally, we moved on to axial coding to identify
connections and relationships among open codes, and moved onto selective coding to collapse
them into five main conceptual themes. Table 1 represents the data structure that reflects the

coding of the data.

Table 1 about here

We also switched back and forth between data and theory, comparing the career experiences
emerging from our data and evaluated what emerged relative to the existing skilled migrants’
careers literature (Strauss and Corbin, 1997). As a result, we started building an experiential
learning theory of career reconstruction among high-skilled immigrants that captures the
process we identified for how these individuals approach their careers upon migration and
incorporates the five conceptual themes that emerged from the data. In what follows, we
explain the emerging theory and provide power quotes for the five main theoretical themes. In
explaining thematic findings, we give precedence to power quotes because they most strongly
and accurately reflect the essence of the theoretical themes that emerged during analysis.
Before developing our theory, however, it is important to note the motivation and diverse
reasons for why these individuals migrated — validating our specific definition of high-skilled
immigrants. The most commonly cited reason for immigration for this group of participants
was to follow their spouses’ or partners’ careers (i.e., love migration), followed by education,
and lastly for self-initiated career moves. This is consistent with existing research, which shows
that reasons for migration show gender-specific variability such that in comparison to their

male counterparts, high-skilled female immigrants are more likely to migrate to a new land as

dependents first (Liversage, 2009).
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Despite different reasons to move and relocate, however, the common theme across individuals
was that the decision to move either individually or with a spouse was typically given without
much systematic deliberation, research, or reflection on the potential long-term social, familial,
cultural, and financial trials and tribulations of this significant life change. Similarly, less
thought was given to intentions to stay or leave upon a predefined period. As one participant
reflected:

“We were completely flexible. We could have turned back, we could have stayed, or we could
have moved to another part of the world. It all boiled down to where we could establish a
beautiful life together. It wasn’t enough for only one of us to be successful. We had to live in
a country or a city where both of us could be happy.”

Findings

A critical component of the overarching research questions for this study is the ‘experiences’ that
individuals go through post-migration and how they make sense of those experiences along with
the factors that shape and influence those experiences. Upon analysis of our interview data, we
noticed that experiences — in the context of migration and career building - can also be construed
as unique opportunities that individuals can reflect upon and learn from. This notion is in line
with adult learning theories that emphasize a person’s transaction with his or her social
environment as the most important conduit through which learning takes place (Kolb, 1984;
Piaget, 1977). In his influential work on adult learning, Kolb (1984) describes a dynamic adult
learning process that starts with a concrete experience that is novel, salient, and stimulating,
which then becomes the basis for reflective observations, abstract conceptualizations, and
ultimately active experimentation. Through this process, new ideas are formed, tested, rejected,
or validated - which then result in changes in a person’s repertoire of knowledge and thus,

represent internalized learning (Weiss, 1990). With this new insight, we began to build on
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Kolb’s (1984) adult learning theory and integrate it with thematic findings from this study to
develop an experiential learning model of career reconstruction among high-skilled immigrants.
We propose that those individuals who successfully go through the different stages of the cycle
and are intentional about all of its components are more likely to rebuild their careers in the host
country than those who do not engage themselves fully and openly in all of these stages. The list
of propositions derived from integrating thematic findings with adult learning theories are stated

in Table 2.

Table-2

An Experiential Learning Model of Career Reconstruction among High-skilled Immigrants
The adult learning theory developed by Kolb (1984) suggests that the learning process that
improves one’s effectiveness when facing challenges follows a four-stage, continuously
recurring cycle. It starts with a 1) concrete experience followed by 2) observation and reflection,
which lead to 3) the formation of abstract concepts and generalizations, which then lead to 4)
hypotheses to be tested in future action, which in turn become new concrete experiences. Kolb’s
theory also suggests that learning is governed by one’s felt needs and objectives and that learning
becomes inefficient when personal objectives are not clear (Kolb et al., 2000).

Accordingly, adults are often motivated to learn due to a problem, issue, or challenge they face
personally or professionally. One salient problem that motivates high-skilled female immigrants
— based on findings from this study and previous literature - is the status collapse they experience
in their careers upon migrating to a new land (Chiswick et al., 2005; Fossland, 2012; Liversage,
2009; Ramboarison-Lalao ef al., 2012). Our results show that those immigrants who perceive a

status collapse to be problematic to their self-concept proactively set the learning cycle in
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motion. Accordingly, these individuals are all highly career-oriented (conceptual theme 1) and
their careers are an important part of their core self-identity. Hence, this disposition urges them
to take action and set the learning cycle in motion.

Career-orientation

Our results revealed that for the individuals in our sample, not working, not being productive, or
not putting their education, experience, and expertise to good use was not considered a viable
option in life. While they realized, sooner or later that career goals in line with self-imposed
expectations would not be fulfilled overnight, they were willing to work hard and make
sacrifices to make that happen. For many, the value of work and a vision for the ideal sequence
of events in life have been conditioned since childhood and that meant staying at home with or
without children could damage one’s self-worth and purpose in life, leading to identity crisis. For
those with young children during transition, only being a ‘mother’ was not sufficient for life
satisfaction. Only after proving their worth in the work place and putting their careers back on
track, they tended to intentionally lean back to maintain a certain degree of work-life balance.
That is, most participants also viewed their career experiences in the wider context of both
professional and family responsibilities. As one participant noted:

¢

“...careers, especially in Turkey, your life is already planned ahead of you. You'll finish
school, you’ll take the exams to get in the best schools for middle school, then high school, and
college etc. All your life is built upon having a good career and being successful. Of course
later on, I wasn’t dreaming or anything, but you need to get married, have kids, things like
having a happy life...”

Another participant, upon reflecting on her dad’s impact on her approach to life and careers
noted:
“Father used to talk such that you have to work. Ok you have kids and took care of them for

a while but doing that for the rest of your life is not an option. He pondered, why did you study
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then?”

Another participant reflected on her first two years of not working and taking care of a
young child:

“ It was hard — waking up and not going to work, it felt like I lost my identity. My occupation
is extremely important for me and I've lived all my life with the urge to have an occupation
and suddenly it’s all gone, my job, my occupation. I knew this would happen but I ended up
being a typical housewife who cooks all day. After that much investment in education, 1
couldn’t accept it and was unhappy. Of course certain individuals might prefer this but
everyone has their priorities. My priority is my job...Of course having a family is important
and your kids come before all else but I questioned whether this was a good decision or not...”

Although status loss is a common experience for migrants in general (Aycan and Berry, 1996),
we argue that those individuals whose core self-identities are anchored on their careers will
actively set the learning cycle in motion. Hence, we propose the following:

Proposition 1: High-skilled immigrants with higher levels of career-orientation are

more likely to set the learning cycle in motion and immerse themselves in concrete
experiences in job search and career-building.

Once the learning cycle starts circling, individuals go through concrete experiences and in the
context of this study, concrete experiences correspond to all the actions individuals proactively
pursue to identify employment opportunities upon migration, when personal objectives regarding
the desire to work, be productive, and regain status is clearly felt. Such concrete experiences
early in the career building process include actively looking for work and applying for jobs,
going to interviews, reaching out to contacts, getting advice from mentors, underemployment,
volunteer work and the like. That is, most of the early concrete experiences take high-skilled
immigrants towards a non-linear path to eventual employment and career entry (conceptual
theme 2).

Non-linear career entry
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After leaving Turkey with full-time and gainful employment and promising careers, all
participants but one (who had an intracompany transfer with a local contract) stalled in their
career tracks for a while to take a voluntary or involuntary break, go to school,, or to work in
low-paid or voluntary jobs. The career journeys of participants typically started by early work
experiences — or sometimes temporary gigs - for which they were typically overqualified.
Hence, underemployment upon initial entry in the labor market was the norm; expected and
accepted. Compared to where they left off their careers back in Turkey, they either had to start
from scratch or start in fields unrelated to their primary areas of expertise. Even for those who
found employment in their respective areas of expertise, they typically had to start in entry-
level or junior positions that were steps back from their respective career stages. As a result of
this non-linear career progression and eventual labor market entry, a temporal transition
penalty was paid due to additional time spent on finding, getting, and establishing an early
work history. Additional transition penalty was paid due to underutilization of one’s education,
experience, and skillset and lost or reduced income due to underutilization. This finding also
supports Mattoo et al.’s (2008) findings that in comparison to those from Asia and industrial
countries, educated immigrants from Latin America and Eastern Europe usually find jobs they
are overqualified for after a long job search and typically experience underutilization of their
skills.

Proposition 2: Early career-related concrete experiences of high-skilled immigrants are

characterized by a non-linear path and periods of excessive job search, unemployment,

and underemployment.
Further exploration of the early career experiences and the non-linear path which defines this
stage revealed another key characteristic that all the participants shared in common. Somewhat

related to their career-orientation and manifest in their approaches to job search and beyond,
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the respondents shared personal characteristics that gave them the push and drive to actively
pursue their careers despite structural, cultural, and social constraints which we named as the
immigrant spirit (conceptual theme 3).

Immigrant Spirit

Immigrant spirit includes characteristics that include hard work, patience, persistence, not
giving up, achievement-orientation, and a strong will and commitment to succeed. These
qualifications can also be accurately summarized in what Duckworth (2016) refers to as grit
and what Chua and Rubenfield (2014) in explaining the relative success of certain minority
groups in the U.S. refers to as impulse control. Accordingly, grit refers to perseverance and
passion in the achievement of long-term goals, and impulse control refers to self-discipline,
self-control and the ability to resist temptation. Most of these characteristics were evident in
how participants explained themselves:

“My personality is that I don’t give up easily.... I do my best to learn quickly by putting extra

effort, by asking, trying. Naysayers didn’t think it was possible to make it as a doctor in the U.S.

They said other friends who were doctors in Turkey couldn’t make it. I selectively listen to other

people’s input but I choose my own path, [ want to try and see for myself, that’s my character. [

knew it would be difficult so I didn’t get upset.”

“It’s about my stubborn character. My first one and a half years here were very hard. I could
have gone back I didn’t have a contract but then I questioned how come many people achieve
this and I can’t... If I returned, that would be a failure for me and would have made me very
uncomfortable. I asked myself whether I’ve tried hard enough before making a decision — I
decided that I had to make the best out of this bad situation and things improved after that, [
changed my department, got promoted etc. Three and a half years passed but I did that
questioning a lot — if [ went back to Turkey that would have been a failure that I couldn’t

’

accept. I would feel defeated — it was about me being extremely ambitious.’
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In summary, while we already proposed that those high-skilled female immigrants that set the
adult learning cycle in motion are highly career-oriented, those that keep on turning the wheel
are the ones that display an immigrant spirit with a strong will and dedication to achieve long-
term goals.

Proposition 3: High-skilled immigrants that keep on turning the learning cycle display

immigrant spirit qualities such as grit (Duckworth, 2016) and impulse control (Chua
and Rubenfield, 2014).

Reflective observation and abstract conceptualization of concrete experiences are the passive
stages that one needs to go through introspectively for effective and personalized learning to take
place. Reflective observation focuses on trying to understand concrete experiences objectively
by reflecting upon their meaning. Abstract conceptualization emphasizes the use of logic, ideas,
and concepts developed as a result of reflection and introspection. During these relatively passive
stages of the learning cycle, the focus is on logical reasoning and formation of generalizations,
guidelines, and personal theories regarding the problem at hand. For example, as our data shows,
most of the early experiences are characterized by multiple challenges, hurdles, rejections, and
failures accompanied by a blow to one’s self-concept, worth, and esteem. Most respondents
thought carefully about the meaning of these early concrete experiences and tried hard to see and
understand their implications for moving beyond the initial despair they experienced. Indeed,
this stage requires patience, impartiality, and thoughtful judgment (Osland et al., 2007). For
example, a participant who worked multiple jobs to make ends meet reflected on the existential
or spiritual contributions of these early experiences:

“The contribution is that your understanding of life expands. Was it supposed to be that hard?

1 still would have learned if I experienced half the hardship. People become slaves to their

lifestyles and assets. I understood none of it matters — everything comes and goes. I come from
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a good family, somewhat wealthy, I've been to America and all, and realized I grew up in a
bubble of educated and wealthy people.... I've met many interesting lives and people outside of
my bubble that I've matured spiritually. Not necessarily career-wise but in the form of maturity
and fortitude.”

Another participant reflected on the important lessons learned from early job experiences even
though these were jobs with very little or no income and no fringe benefits.

“Looking back, I am very glad - that I learned about work ethics. I even almost got laid off
from the library during budget cuts but they were also evaluating our performance. How many
books we place, number of complaints from your department etc. Every few months we
received feedback. The supervisor would come and talk to you. Formal interview, formal
feedback. I even managed to stay after the layoff period and my husband was teasing me that [
survived my first layoff in America. When working at the day care center, there were lots of
formal meetings. I learned a lot during those meetings among teachers, how to conduct
business, how to develop relations. On top of that, I used them as character references while

entering the medical field and also when starting my residency. I think these were all very

useful.”

Upon reflective observation, many high-skilled immigrants in this sample arrived at abstract
conclusions or personal theories such as “home country credentials do not count as they did back
home” and that “building local credentials — education or experience — is the key to a successful
career journey”. Others realized that to be successful in finding opportunities “support from
mentors, family, or influential people” matter. These are examples of abstract concepts that were

developed through reflective observation and served as the basis for active experimentation.

Proposition 4: High-skilled immigrants who objectively and intentionally try to
understand concrete experiences drive lessons learned that they use for active
experimentation.
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Finally, active experimentation stage focuses on putting the newly formed generalizations into
practice to assess their validity in real life. It requires proactively trying and testing ideas to
influence people and change situations. Active experimentation is a pragmatic stage that deals
with what works and what doesn’t with a focus on doing and action - as opposed to observing
(Kolb, 1984). Active experimentation sets the learning cycle back into motion by creating new
concrete experiences. In the context of this study, active experimentation is about modifying
career strategy, changing behaviors, or trying new approaches to accomplish career outcomes

and creating new concrete experiences that one can further learn from.

For example, one of the frequently cited barriers to workforce entry is immigration status and
lack of work permit leading to difficulties finding sponsor employers. U.S. immigration laws
are complicated depending on one’s unique situation and there are various types of visas that
allow an individual to work legally in the U.S. - the most common categories being permanent
residency (i.e. Greencard), H- 1B visa (temporary work permit for professionals), and student
visa allowing for part-time work on college campuses. Second, even for those with the
required immigration status, lack of local education and experience credentials was a major
challenge when looking for jobs. As a result of realizing the significance of structural barriers
that prevent them from participating in the labor market, all participants actively experimented
with pursuing, starting, or getting local education credentials. As one participant noted:

“Actually I went to a lot of interviews but you need to have work experience here. I had 1-2
vears of experience in Turkey but they don’t know the value of your education from Turkey. In
Turkey, it’s got a name, it’s prestigious but when you come here, because they don’t know it,
you become nobody.”

Further, many cite language barriers, having an accent, or not being fluent enough as other

significant hurdles they realized prevented them from landing on career opportunities. Related,
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participants had an acute awareness of the shortcomings and liabilities of being an immigrant
and in line with their driven characters, actively and creatively experimented with different
methods to overcome such shortcomings. Most frequently cited shortcoming was lack of
conversational fluency and having an accent. One participant noted:

“There’s an accent reduction program at the state university - for real - they look for people
with clinical and physical disabilities or they accept Chinese or Indian. I asked them whether
they would accept me, and they sent me away. But then I had one-on-one training sessions with
a student. I thought if I want to enter the communications field, I need to do this — the waiter
has difficulty understanding when I give an order. It’s very interesting: they give you written,
oral, and listening tests - of course I aced my TOEFL with a full score and all but having an
accent is different. I did the test and they congratulated me on having an American English at
the level of a 13-year old. I couldn’t believe but they said it was normal for a foreigner.
Imagine all the Turkish you learned between 13 to 30 years of age is wiped away all of a
sudden. I thought this is terrible because people you’d meet would have no clue how smart you
are because you talk like a 13-year old. We worked but the program had little impact so 1
started watching old nonsense shows that Americans grew up with to understand how their
minds work.”

Another participant actively experimented with similar strategies:

“Except for yes, no, hi, how are you I had no English when I first came here because my focus
was German .... I tried hard to improve myself. Also, and I'd advise to everybody, I watched TV
with the caption on. I didn’t listen to any Turkish music in the car. I learned how to write from

’

the captions and how to speak from radio communication.’

Proposition 5: High-skilled immigrants that eventually become successful actively and
creatively experiment with different tactics to overcome barriers and shortcomings.

Another interesting finding from the data was that most individuals - typically after an intense
period of actively seeking, pursuing, and asking for opportunities through formal and informal

channels and actively experimenting with different tactics to overcome shortcomings and
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barriers — landed on their first meaningful career opportunities due to a powerful Turkish
connection or through other important, influential contacts they had somehow access to. The
rest mentioned specific hiring managers who were ‘sympathetic’ to foreigners or who had an
interest in international affairs and attributed their big break to ‘getting lucky’. In summary,
active experimentation stage was characterized by the realization of the importance of social
connections and a support network that helped the immigrants with their struggles (conceptual
theme 4).

Social support network

Experiences of respondents reflected the advantages and the importance of having a support
network in rebuilding careers. Given lack of organizational support for this group of international
employees, the support network seemed to be of critical value for the majority of respondents.
The potential network consisted of three main actors and all participants benefited from the
presence of at least one of them.

Spousal support appeared to be the most important career enabler for the married female
immigrants in this sample. Spouses provided emotional support as well as professional
guidance. Their specific suggestions, feedback, and critiques during participants’ efforts for
career entry constituted key advice for several participants and were clearly articulated in the
interviews. One participant reflected on the contribution of her husband during active
experimentation stage as follows:

“My husband was very supportive, both emotionally and logistically. What I mean by
logistically is that - there was a course I used to attend (to improve her chances in the job
market) and [ wasn’t driving, back then. He was driving me there every weekend and was
waiting for me until the end of it, 4 or 8 hours, or so. My career success had a lot to do with his

efforts to help me.”
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Powerful home country contacts and sometimes mentors residing in the U.S. also had a critical
impact on the progress of several participants during active experimentation. These individuals
supported high-skilled immigrants by providing cross- cultural adjustment guidance as well as
career strategies specific to the U.S. They helped with major career decisions, such as the
dilemma of pursuing academic or professional career paths. In few cases, mentors served as key
people who prevented participants from giving up and returning to Turkey after unsuccessful
attempts at labor market entry. Participants who did not have a chance to find such mentors felt
lack of such support. One participant, who felt very lucky to have a powerful Turkish mentor,
specifically explained how her need for a Turkish mentor led her to join the Turkish-American
alliance in her city. She later emphasized the importance of having a mentor:

“Anytime there was a new issue — an interview, an obstacle, etc. - I used to call her. She was
very supportive and always gave me excellent advice, which led to good results, thanks to her

approach and perspective. Therefore, she is very important to me.”

Last but not least, financial or emotional support of families - either in the U.S. or Turkey-
played a significant role during the active experimentation stage. In addition to psychological
support, families helped participants financially by, for example, giving money during times of
unemployment, buying a car since it was needed due to the location of the organization, and
even helping with preparation of CVs and cover letters. Despite efforts of families in Turkey,
not having a family in the U.S. was felt in several important ways, and influenced the career
decisions of some participants with children.

Proposition 6: High-skilled immigrants’ social support network and connections gain
prominence during the active experimentation stage in the learning cycle.
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Learning cycle keeps on turning...
The nature of the learning cycle is recurring such that as long as individuals are motivated to
learn and find solutions to personal and professional issues they face, the learning cycle keeps
on turning. The recurring nature of the cycle is also evident in the way that individuals move
through different stages of the cycle and engage in active experimentation as the last stage that
becomes new concrete experiences to reflect upon and conceptualize on. Over time, however,
the content of learning shifts to the new professional and personal issues at hand. Our data
shows that after getting their initial break and putting their careers back on track — most
participants cite fast and frequent promotions or landing on better jobs in a relatively short
period of time - the career progression of the participants became more linear, selective, and
intentional. Related, the learning cycle shifts its focus to understanding the cultural, social, and
political space that high-skilled immigrants are embedded in to continue their professional and
personal development. Hence, observations, reflections, conceptualizations, and active
experimentations emphasize learning of tacit socialization patterns in the workplace
(conceptual theme 5).

Proposition 7: Learning cycle of high-skilled immigrants’ post-career entry emphasize

understanding and learning socialization patterns in the workplace.

Socialization at work

Interviews revealed mixed but interesting findings about patterns of socialization for high-
skilled female immigrants after putting their careers back on track. First, even though they
found themselves to be competent in technical and functional knowledge and skills — especially
after complementary local education and experience - they realized the importance of sensing
and understanding the socio-cultural space, cultural nuances, pop culture, and sports in social
contexts and for building professional relations. Consequently, they felt less adept in situations
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that required social interactions. For example, one referring back to an earlier work experience
commented:

“I knew how to do my job. I had no problems with work meetings about projects. However, 1
really didn’t like attending social events with colleagues. I didn’t know what to talk about.
They would talk about baseball or other things I didn’t understand. It made me feel very
uncomfortable. I preferred socializing with people from Spain or Germany. In my company, 1
was the only foreigner. There was a girl from Puerto Rico. I felt as if I was the minority of a
minority.”

Delving into cultural differences during the adjustment and socialization process, another
participant indicated:

“I was fine with technical abilities. But, my biggest challenge was cultural content, especially
in advertising. We would go out with my colleagues and I couldn't follow the conversation at
the deepest level because I didn’t know the pop culture. I didn’t grow up with it. I could
understand perhaps 10% to 30% of the content.”

Surprisingly, at this stage — unlike the earlier stages in the job search process - some
perceived having an accent or a strange name as an asset, a conversation starter rather than
a challenge in social contexts.

“My boss told me that people paid more attention to me due to my accent, and this was an
advantage. Having a strange name people remember you more. Plus, I think I have to
think very carefully about my selection of words. Perhaps this helps as well.”

Another participant echoed the feeling:

“I feel being a foreigner and having an accent attracts people’s attention. They listen to you
very carefully. They ask questions about your home country, they want to learn more about you.
It creates a starting point.”

Related, some participants found it difficult to connect with American colleagues and
tended to lean towards other international colleagues to socialize at work:

“I get along well with Latinos, Italians, Spaniards. Mediterranean culture. We are more
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direct and more open. We operate with our emotions. Our foods and tastes are similar. 1

have to try harder to find common points with my American colleagues.”

Social attraction towards internationals was either natural due to common shared experiences
and mindsets, or due to failed attempts to socialize with Americans resulting from cultural
differences in expectations for the nature and frequency of socialization at work.

“For example I organize a lunch outing, no one shows up, only a few — only the Turks or
those who want to have lunch out. They don’t have the sense that they can socialize with
people at work, private life is of utmost importance. They don’t like to go out of their work
zone, we are much more connected. At first I was puzzled, [ was putting effort, trying to get
closer but they don’t reciprocate. I wondered if there was something wrong with me, I try
hard to build trust with no outcome so I gave up. I understood it wasn’t about me. They re

like that among themselves too. That’s why I accepted it the way it is, I can’t change it.”

Finally, participants’ socialization at work also seemed to bifurcate along the lines of age
and marital status. Younger and single immigrants tended to be more social at work
establishing stronger personal relationships, whereas married and older immigrants had less
time and/or need for socialization at work. One of the young and single immigrants noted:

“ All my friends in Chicago are the friends I've made at my first job. Two of them are my best
friends. I see them often. One of them, [ see her 24/7. We go out together, we do a lot of

activities. We have even gone to vacation together.”

Another young, recently married with no children, participant shared:

“My current place hires people based on their personality, second only to their technical skills.

If they have less experience, but have the right personality, we hire that candidate. We can

teach them the skills, but not the right personality for our work environment. We spend a lot of

time together as a team. On Fridays, we drink beer at work, cases of beer are brought in. We

often go to happy hour after work, and we even have breakfast together. Even if we don’t have

a social event at work, I usually hang out with someone from work when I leave the office. I
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have very close friends, I have even stayed at some of my work friends’ home.”

However, older married females with kids at home were less likely to socialize at work. One
of the participants indicated:

“I have a good friend at work. I don’t socialize with her outside of work. I have lunch with her
almost everyday. But, I don’t see her outside of the work environment. I have a few other

friends. But, we do not socialize much, although the work environment is fun and nice.”

Finally, when participants were probed regarding perceptions of a glass ceiling due to being an
immigrant and/or a female, none perceived being an immigrant to be a barrier to further
advancement and all perceived their gender to be the primary culprit for limited advancement
opportunities beyond mid-management. One participant who had experience with multiple
firms noted:

“Unfortunately glass ceiling is everywhere. Sometimes when I look at Turkey, looking at
newspapers and such I think women tend to advance more there. Of course they 're getting
their relatives’ support, support from their parents as far as I can tell. From what I see, here
you need to belong to the social click among men. In all companies [ worked for, of course we
are wined and dined with our peers and seniors and there is a personal connection but when

it comes to advancement, men advance more easily than women.”

Another participant stated:

“Networking is very important in a big corporation. I came from a smaller organization into a
campus with 1000 people - you have to make sure you 've got good relations. As a single
woman, all the people who can help you out are men. That’s why [ hesitate — networking,
coaching, mentoring. There might be misunderstandings. When you’re a male you can talk
baseball,

American football, which I know nothing about. It would have been better if there were more

women. So I try to prove myself with my work and it’s acknowledged to a certain point but
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when the decision boils down to deciding between two people, they tend to favor males and
that’s where I lose.”
Discussion

Immigration to another country, no matter what the reason or motivation is, represents a ‘vital
conjuncture’ in life that anthropologist Johnson-Hanks (2002) defines as ‘a socially structured
zone of possibility that emerges around specific periods of potential transformation in a life’ (p.
871). Within this transformational period, the scarce literature on high-skilled female
immigration points mainly to the hardships that high-skilled females face in finding
employment, compared to their high-skilled male counterparts (Donato et al., 2006). Several
gender-specific reasons exist for this trend, which were also manifest in the narratives of our
sample. Most importantly, compared to their male counterparts, females immigrate primarily
for non-work reasons to follow a spouse or a partner - which Aure (2013) refers to as love
migration — and thus face greater barriers in finding work with limited local education and
experience credentials and difficult to overcome visa issues (Kofman and Raghuram 2006;
Killian and Manohar, 2016; Liversage 2009). Following a spouse was the most frequently cited
reason for migration among our participants as well. Second, the gendered division of labor at
home where the male continues to be the primary breadwinner with females holding major
responsibility for domestic work and childcare — a difficult task when women have lost their
former social networks (Salaff and Greve, 2004, 2006) — leads most women to settle for the
domestic path when chances of finding suitable employment are grim. For those who do not
accept to settle, like the ones in our sample, domestic and childcare responsibilities create an
additional hurdle to manage and overcome that their males counterparts typically do not face.

Within this gender-specific background and context, we were interested in capturing the
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experiences and characteristics of those females that successfully rebuilt their careers from
scratch. This is an under-researched population within global mobility research and “...skilled
immigration is an area where women’s career experiences remains, up to a certain point,
hidden.” (Al Ariss and Crowley-Henry, 2013)

Shedding light on this under-researched population, our findings reveal a grounded theory of
experiential learning for career reconstruction upon migration leading to seven propositions
linking the adult learning process to the five main themes that capture immigrants’ career
experiences. Gender is a boundary condition for the model and gender-specific concepts are
embedded in the model and evident in first-order concepts that were revealed upon open
coding. To recap, our study revealed that most females had a non-linear entry in the job
market, first going through a period of occupational status collapse, which gave them the initial
motivation to activate the learning cycle. While previous studies on the career development of
skilled migrants similarly reported on the status drop immediately after migration, talent waste,
and downward career mobility (Chiswick et al., 2005; Fossland, 2012; Ressia et al., 2017;
Liversage, 2009), we theoretically construed this status collapse as the primary push that drives
skilled immigrants, triggering the experiential learning cycle. Perceptions of status collapse
that trigger the learning cycle is especially salient and problematic among career-oriented
immigrants whose core self-identities are strongly tied to their careers. These individuals also
reflect upon and derive important career lessons learned from early concrete experiences
during periods of intense job search, unemployment, underemployment, or voluntary work.
Our experiential learning theory also suggests that those that continue to actively experiment
with new tactics and strategies despite many rejections and failures possess an immigrant spirit

defined in gritty qualities such as patience, persistence, and hard work. The contributions of a

34



social support network — specifically that of spouses, extended families, and influential
contacts - was another main theme that significantly helped respondents’ progress with career
goals during active experimentation. Without support from spouses and families for example,
the gendered division of labor at home where the female’s career is secondary to the male
would have made it much difficult for these women to have rebuilt their careers. Van den Berg
and Du Plessis (2012) also show among skilled female immigrants in Netherlands that feeling
rooted and having strong support from parents, friends and family helps female immigrants
shape their careers and feel confident in their abilities. Finally, once they secured access to
high-skilled labor markets, respondents’ biggest challenges related to differences in cultural
understandings and lack of cultural fluency, typically leading to issues with socialization and
relationship-building in the workplace. However, none cited those to be impediments to further
advancement to higher positions or expressed a victim mindset. Rather, they attributed
difficulty in advancement to the existence of a gender-based glass ceiling regardless of national
origin.

While revealing insights specific to this study, our results also reinforce findings from other
studies of high-skilled migration in general (e.g. Ariss and Ozbilgin, 2010; Tharmaseelan et
al., 2010) and high-skilled female immigrants in particular (Liversage, 2009; Van den Bergh
and Du Plessis, 2012; Meares, 2010). For example, Tharmaseelan et al. (2010), in their
positivist exploration of 210 migrants from Sri Lanka to New Zealand showed that in

general, immigrants’ occupational status declined markedly upon migration. However,
immigrants’ human capital, social integration and career self-management all contributed
substantially to explaining objective career success. Related, Van den Berg and Du Plessis

(2012) also found that individual drivers such as identity, social support and life phase play
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a role in women’s pre-migration and post-migration career success or exits in the
Netherlands. Similarly, Winterheller and Hirt (2017) reported that building up country-
specific work-related social contacts and gaining work experience in local companies were
the key elements in the adjustment process and rebuilding career capital for skilled female
immigrants in Western Europe. In summary, there seems to be a general trend in the
progression and success of skillful immigrants regardless of gender, host country, or home
country. Our study contributes to the existing literature by revealing a novel theoretical
perspective and developing an experiential learning model for career reconstruction among
high-skilled female immigrants. The model construes the whole post-migration process as
an adult learning experience and posits that those females who are successful in rebuilding
their careers are the ones that engage themselves intentionally, fully, and openly in all
stages of the learning cycle. Since the labor market transition process for females is
characterized by de-skilling (Man, 2004), feminization (Ho, 2006), re-domestication (Yeoh
and Willis, 2005), and compromised careers (Suto, 2009), the model provides theoretical and
pragmatic insight for female immigrants on how to more effectively manage the transition
process and the factors that determine ultimate career outcomes.

From a practical standpoint, larger employers that rely on a critical mass of high-skilled
immigrants and high-skilled females that are considering such moves or those that are already
struggling career-wise due to such moves can benefit from the findings of our study. Further,
smaller employers with limited resources can also support high-skilled immigrants in ad-hoc
ways based on the following practical suggestions.

First, local employers should ensure that their recruitment and selection processes are free of

implicit and explicit bias against individuals who were raised and educated in other countries.
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While U.S. employers are already prohibited from discriminating against individuals on the
basis of national origin, the uncertainty and the ambiguity of their cultural, educational, and
professional background in the eyes of decision-makers leave such capable individuals out of
the labor market leading to brain waste and untapped human capital. In a hypercompetitive
environment where human capital is one of organizations’ greatest assets, it is important that
companies tap into the diverse backgrounds and perspectives and the drive that high-skilled
immigrants bring to the workplace. Our study also revealed social and cultural challenges that
females experience after they start working despite feeling and being confident technically at
their jobs. To fully tap into the potential of high-skilled immigrants, during the onboarding
and socializing process, employers can provide them with formal or informal home country
cultural mentors or buddies who can help them navigate the amorphous social and cultural
landscape of the workplace. Especially for females who tend to be more relationship-oriented
in their careers, the value of such cultural support and friendship will be invaluable. This is
important because women tend to face difficulties in finding mentors in male-dominated
workplaces and also experience gender-specific professional challenges in finding mentors
due to sex role differences (McDonald and Westphal, 2013) even though mentoring has
positive career outcomes for mentees in general (Ragins and Kram, 2007). Finally, while
these individuals are hired locally on local contracts, providing support practices similar to
those provided to corporate expatriates are easy and cost-effective to implement without
creating undue hardship on employers (Caligiuri and Colakoglu, 2007). Unfortunately,
anecdotal accounts of immigrants suggest that many employers and managers have difficulty
putting these suggestions to practice due to tactical and operational difficulties or implicit

biases. Further, this untapped talent pool is often neglected by both local HR departments and
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policy makers in host countries (Iredale, 2005). This can be partially attributed to local
managers’ mindset who might find it hard to relate to or show appreciation for the experiences
and the sacrifices of these individuals with whom they have no firsthand knowledge of or
interactions. This is why in any diversity training program, national origin, cultural
differences, or immigration experiences should be emphasized to minimize the impact of
implicit bias against high-skilled immigrants.

One of our main thematic findings relates to high-skilled female immigrants’ non-linear
career entry - suggesting that it is extremely difficult for such individuals to break the
invisible and visible barriers they face as they try to rejoin the workforce even if earlier
barriers such as an accent or a different name become a positive novelty later in some
immigrants’ careers. Diversity training that includes immigrants as a minority category can
thus ease the transition process of immigrants and consequently prevent brain waste because
transition is the most difficult part of the whole career experience according to our results.
This is especially true for recruitment and selection processes where hiring managers’ implicit
bias might act against the consideration and hiring of such individuals and with diversity
training, they may have a more bias-free cognitive process when evaluating immigrants as
candidates.

Like any other study, our study is not without its limitations due to the modest sample size and
the generalizability of its findings to other host and home countries. While we conducted our
interviews with information-rich cases to gain greater insight, future research can replicate and
extend on the findings using a greater number of high-skilled female immigrants from a diverse
range of home and host countries or using a priori hypothesis testing on large samples (e.g.,

Guerro and Rothstein, 2012; Tharmaseelan et al., 2010). For example, how are the career
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experiences of females migrating from developed economies to developing ones (e.g., West to
East) different than those migrating from developing economies to developed ones (e.g., East
to West); do they face the same levels of hardships or do they encounter different barriers as
they rebuild their careers? These questions can further be explored and tested in larger-scale
studies.

There is also need for further research to better capture the experiences of female
immigrants who migrated for different reasons (e.g., love versus career), who hold different
kinds of occupations, and those with different marital status and varying child care
responsibilities. For instance, a comparison between high-skilled, middle-skilled, and low-
skilled female immigrants could allow to evaluate the role of skill level in migrants'
professional success or failure; or exploring the career experiences of high-skilled female
immigrants from different regions of the world could unleash any culture-based differences in
such experiences.

Finally, by design, this study was an exploration of female immigrants that were striving and
succeeding upon migration (Pearson ef al., 2011) and the experiential model was developed
based on insight gained from this sample. However, skilled migrants go through and construe
their careers in different patterns (e.g., Muir et al., 2014) and it would be interesting to compare
the experiences of those that are satisficing and struggling (Pearson et al., 2011) to test the
validity of the theoretical model in a different group of migrants that construed their careers in
different ways. For example, it is possible that those that satisfice or struggle (Pearson et al.,
2011) or reversers and rejecters (Muir ef al., 2014) get stuck in one of the stages of the cycle,
skip certain stages, or overemphasize some of them? It is also possible that they do not even

initiate the cycle in the first place? These are all different research questions that deserve
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attention and thus, we invite further contributions to the area of high-skilled female migration.
In conclusion, through a thematic analysis of in-depth interviews with information-rich cases
and construing career rebuilding as an experiential learning process, we presented new
knowledge and theoretical insight regarding the careers of an understudied group of immigrants

who are valuable contributors to their teams, employers, and the economy.
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Table 1 — Coding Process, Data Structure, and Organization

First-order concepts from open coding:

e Breaking data apart and delineating concepts
that stand for blocks of raw data

o Units of coding include paragraphs, sentences,
and words

e [nvivo coding

Second-order categories

from axial coding:

o [nterconnecting first-
order concepts

e Obtaining more
abstract second-order

Conceptual themes from

selective coding:

o Unifying categories
around central
phenomena

e Generating main

e Multiple codes can be applied to any of the text categories themes of the

phenomena
o Delineating the

process model for the
phenomena

Multiple early gigs to gain work experience Underemployment Non-linear career entry

Establishing early work history as a signal to Unemployment

potential future employers Volunteer work

Low-paid jobs that provide learning opportunities
Voluntary jobs that build skills and contacts, future
references

Jobs one is overqualified for

Jobs unrelated to one’s main occupation

Staying home to care of family

Domestic work

Feelings of despair due to multiple rejections,
questioning self-worth and identity, lowered self-
esteem, and status collapse

Not working is not an option

Only being a ‘mom’ not acceptable

Career as a priority in life and for self-worth
Despite short breaks for child-bearing, work and
career takes precedence eventually — only after
proving themselves (to self), tendency to
intentionally lean back to maintain work-life
balance

The value and the need for work has been
conditioned since childhood

With valuable education and/or experience from
home country, putting that to good use is a major
motivation

Realizing career goals will not be realized
overnight but willingness to try and sacrifice

Core self-identity

Life goals

Not wanting to be a
housewife

Wanting family and career

Career-orientation

Not giving up

Hard work and sacrifice

Trying alternative paths

Asking for opportunities, knocking on all doors
Awareness of shortcomings and liabilities that and
actively trying to overcome them

Pursuing some level of professional degree in the
U.S. to compensate for lack of local credentials.
Learning and growth orientation rather than
advancement up the hierarchy

After a big break, prove themselves quickly, gain
multiple promotions fast.

Positive reflection about career progress so far, but
motivated to still grow, learn, improve, and take on

Grit

Impulse control
Patience
Persistence

Hard work
Growth-orientation

Immigrant spirit
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new challenges.

Most get the first ‘real job’ due to a Turkish
connection or through important, influential
contacts one had access to.

Spousal support if married — the most important
career enabler

Home country mentors residing in the U.S.
Host country mentors typically gained through
corporate programs somewhat helpful

Family here and back home support logistically,
psychologically, financially

Helpful spouses
Resourceful extended
families

Access to influential
contacts

Social support network

Socialization is a challenge at work due to lack of
cultural frame of reference and cultural differences
Social contexts at first difficult due to these
differences, having an accent or language barriers
Easier to socialize and find work friends when
young and single, later becomes more difficult
though it depends on company culture

Typically, more socialization with similar others
(i.e. minorities or Turks) or no socialization beyond
the water cooler

Some perceive being an immigrant as a positive for
socialization such as others paying more attention
or as a conversation starter/ice breaker, people
remembering you because of your name, or your
accent, or communication being more measured
Glass ceiling perceived as less of an immigrant
issue and mostly a gender issue. None felt
intentionally discriminated against due to their
national-origin in career-related opportunities.
Main barrier to getting in the old boys’ club was
lack of similarity and lack of shared interests

Cultural adaptation
Building social connections
Learning to fit in
Gender-based glass ceiling

Socialization patterns at
work
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Table 2 - An Experiential Learning Model of Career Reconstruction among High-skilled Female

Immigrants*

Theoretical Propositions

Conceptual Themes and Learning Stages

Proposition 1: High-skilled immigrants with higher
levels of career-orientation are more likely to set the
learning cycle in motion and immerse themselves in
concrete experiences in job search and career-building.

Learning stage: All stages
Conceptual theme: Career-orientation

Proposition 2: Early career-related concrete
experiences of high-skilled immigrants are
characterized by a non-linear path and periods of
excessive job search, unemployment and
underemployment.

Learning stage: Concrete experience
Conceptual theme: Non-linear career entry

Proposition 3: High-skilled immigrants that keep on
turning the learning cycle display immigrant spirit
qualities such as grit (Duckworth, 2016) and impulse
control (Chua and Rubenfield, 2014).

Learning stage: All stages
Conceptual theme: Immigrant spirit

Proposition 4: High-skilled immigrants who objectively
and intentionally try to understand concrete experiences
drive lessons learned that they use for active
experimentation.

Learning stage: Reflective observation,
active experimentation
Conceptual theme: NA

Proposition 5: High-skilled immigrants that eventually
become successful actively and creatively experiment
with different tactics to overcome barriers and
shortcomings.

Learning stage: Active experimentation
Conceptual theme: NA

Proposition 6: High-skilled immigrants’ social support
network and connections gain prominence during the
active experimentation stage in the learning cycle.

Learning stage: Active experimentation
Conceptual theme: Social support network

Proposition 7: Learning cycle of high-skilled
immigrants’ post-career entry emphasize understanding
and learning socialization patterns in the workplace.

Learning stage: Recurring cycle
Conceptual theme: Socialization at work
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Appendix — Semi-structured Interview Guide

PART I: Preliminary Information

Birth Year:

Marital Status:

Number of Children:

Higher Education Completed in Turkey (University/major/graduation date):
Work experience, if any, in Turkey (years/industry):

Year moved to the U.S.:

Reason for relocating to the U.S.:

Other, if any, countries of residence/length/year moved:

Current job:

Current organization:

Years at current job/organization:

Other, if any, work experiences in the US (volunteer and paid employment):
Education, if any, in the U.S.:

L.

2.

o

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.

PART II: At the time of immigration
Can you tell me about your initial experience when you first moved to the US? What kind of an
experience was it?
When and why did you decide to enter the workforce?
a. What kind of alternatives did you consider and research during this process?
How did you conduct your job search?
a. What kind of difficulties did you encounter during your job search?
b. How did you manage the challenges you encountered during your job search?
c. Can you share with us any positive or negative experiences you had during your job search?
What kind of characteristics do you think helped you find a job?
a. How do you think being a foreigner affected your job search? Positive or negative? Can you
explain?
Part III: About your career
Can you tell me about your current job?
a. What do you find satisfactory or unsatisfactory about your current job?
b. What are your biggest challenges in the work domain?
c. How do you deal with these challenges?
Are there any areas you feel incompetent or less prepared in your current position? Can you explain?
Can you tell me about your relationships with your co-workers in the workplace?
a. Do you socialize with your co-workers? Who are they? How often do you socialize? What do you
do for socialization?
b. Do you have very good friends or a best friend at work? Can you explain?
Do you feel ‘being a foreigner’ in your current workplace? When do you feel it the most?
a. Are there any advantages to being a foreigner in your career?
How you feel about your career advancement in the US so far?
a. What kind of benefits do you think the work experience in the US provided you with?
b. What are the most stressful topics at work for you?
How satisfied are you with your current career achievement? Can you explain?
Are there any people (professional or private) who (directly or indirectly) helped you achieve your
career goals? How did they help you?
Can you tell me if you feel the existence of glass ceiling as a career woman? Can you explain?
a. Do you think there is a glass ceiling for foreigners? Can you explain?
Part I'V: Future plans
Do you plan to return to Turkey? Under what conditions would you consider going back?
a. Would you consider moving to a different country?
What are your future career goals, objectives and dreams?
Are there any cultural differences in the workplace between Turkey and the US?
Is there anything you want to add?
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