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Abstract
This article examines how cultural contexts influence the 
demonstration of resilient behaviors of women senior 
managers in large organizations. We compare the experi-
ences of Malaysian and Australian women overcoming key 
challenges and obstacles in their career journeys by engaging 
in the resilience strategies of network leveraging, learning, 
and adaptability. Our findings reveal the unique, complex, 
and contextual nature of career resilience, and show how 
resilience can be demonstrated, often differently, across 
culture and context. Our study adds to the existing body of 
literature in the areas of careers, gender in the workplace, 
and resilience, by highlighting how senior women sustain 
and navigate their career paths within the constraints of 
their socio-cultural contexts. Practical and scholarly implica-
tions are discussed.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Capable and qualified women remain underrepresented in senior management positions (Madsen, 2017; OECD, 2017), 
particularly in non-Western countries (Karam & Afiouni, 2014; Sidani et al., 2015). It is often challenging for women 
to build long-term job security and a steady career progression, as their career pathways can be complex, fragmented, 
and non-linear (Kellerman & Rhode, 2007). While the majority of scholarship on women and leadership is situated in 
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Western contexts (Kellerman & Rhode, 2007), research within non-Western contexts is relatively new and emerging 
(Cho et al., 2015; Peus et al., 2015). Understanding women's careers across cultures is important as diversity catego-
ries such as gender, cultural background, tenure, and age help shape and explain career strategies women engage in. 
Furthermore, societal features that exist across cultures may present different career opportunities, challenges, and 
experiences for women compared to men (Wood & Eagly, 2002).

The role and function of resilience is also missing in such studies on women's careers, and we still do not exactly 
know how established notions of diversity markers, such as being a woman in a senior managerial role, may influence 
resilient behaviors. Such knowledge is important in the identification of factors associated with women's representa-
tion, as well as strategies for its enhancement.

Resilience, including its role in career development, has been under-researched from a culturally and contextu-
ally nuanced perspective (see Ungar, 2011). It is a uniquely experienced phenomenon, and is informed by context, 
personal background, values, and the economic and social structural aspects of societies (Ungar, 2010, 2011). 
Much research on resilience does not explicitly recognize its uniqueness. In career scholarship, there appears to 
be an implicit understanding that it is experienced a certain way, producing fixed outcomes (Han et al., 2019; Jiang 
et al., 2020). Careers are personal journeys and individuals navigate them by drawing on behavior, skills, and compe-
tencies developed through their past experiences and within their situated role in society. Drawing on such resources 
to navigate complex career pathways is what we refer to in this paper as career resilience.

Further to this, we use a general definition of employee resilience to underpin our orientation toward the concept 
of career resilience: the capacity “to utilize resources to continually adapt and flourish … even when faced with chal-
lenging circumstances” (Kuntz et al., 2016, p. 460). This capacity is “contextually and culturally embedded” (Kossek & 
Perrigino, 2016; Ungar, 2012, p. 3). For example, context and culture shape how women negotiate their gender role 
expectations within their caring responsibilities as well as how women successfully integrate personal ambition and 
family life. Our respondents' experiences highlight how contextual factors, produced by the social reproduction of 
masculine norms of a given society, influence and shape women's career journeys as well as their resilience strategies, 
helping them to navigate complexities and obstacles which arise along the way.

Dimensions of resilience have different emphases in different contexts, depending on the contextual demands, 
constraints, and traditions (Franken, 2019; Kossek & Perrigino, 2016). As such, the pathways to growth and devel-
opment are not perfectly linear and predictable, and are instead often dynamic, complex, and difficult to prepare for. 
We argue that despite this, the women in our study still exemplify resilience, as they represent the achievement of 
positive outcomes and human flourishing, amidst challenges and hardships.

Given the scarce participation of women in senior decision-making positions (Dezsö & Gaddis Ross, 2012), it is 
necessary to understand the proven capabilities, and thus, the resilience, of women who have “shattered the ceiling”, 
and have managed to reach senior positions. These capabilities reveal the career obstacles and challenges that are 
overcome by women, and how resilience is shown in the process. We seek to provide insight into such capabilities, 
and the experiences in which they are embedded, by exploring the stories of 36 women in senior management posi-
tions. Our study is guided by the following research question:

1.1 | How does cultural context impact the career resilience of women senior managers?

To this end, we aim to deepen contextual, and particularly cultural, understandings of women's career pathways, 
including successes, challenges, and shocks. Specifically, we explore women's career experiences across the cultural 
contexts of Australia and Malaysia, and find that career resilience is enacted in both shared and distinct ways.
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2 | WOMEN'S CAREER RESILIENCE

The trend of women's underrepresentation in leadership has been largely attributed to family choices, but there 
are studies that have challenged this dominant view, recognizing that factors such as poor job flexibility (Kelliher 
& Anderson, 2010), the dominance of “boys' clubs” or male-dominated networks (Windsor & Aeyeung, 2006), and 
a lack of adequate role models (Sealy & Singh, 2010) are common barriers. Despite the existence of such factors, 
women continue to resist and persist (Christman & McClellan, 2012). Resilience is one pathway through which this 
resistance and persistence takes place.

Cultural context, as referred to in this paper, is not only used to describe aspects of culture in a given society, 
but a broader, complex, set of cultural practices (see Fouad & Byars-Winston, 2005). Cultural values, beliefs, and 
pressures can create a layer of difficulty in navigating careers (Dutta, 2017; Fouad & Arbona, 1994). Women, in 
particular, are likely to face significant obstacles in career progression given entrenched and gendered societal values 
and expectations. For example, in addition to external barriers, perceived demands for traditional “respectability” can 
restrict women from beneficial, but often male-dominated, social networks (Fernando & Cohen, 2014). Resilience 
helps individuals to progress in their careers through providing the capacity to overcome obstacles, learn, and grow 
(Kuntz et al., 2017).

Resilience has been viewed as a higher-level concept for coping (Leipold & Greve, 2009). Like the coping process, 
resilience involves a constant interaction between an individual and their environment and is therefore dynamic and 
contextual (Armstrong et al., 2005; Masten et al., 1988). Despite the existence of efforts to confound these two 
related phenomena, we conceptualize resilience as separate from coping, such that it extends beyond the ability 
to cope with crises―it is a sustained capacity that is developed, and enacted, on a daily basis (Kuntz et al., 2017; 
Yost, 2016). It is a deeply embedded proactive capacity, rather than a reaction to an external threat. Therefore, 
resilience is not just about coping with, but also about thriving in response to, setbacks or periods of adversity (Leng-
nick-Hall et al., 2011).

Despite aligning with the above conceptualization, we also recognize that much resilience scholarship has been 
subject to hyper-individualization (Johnson et al., 2015), where it is viewed as the individual's responsibility to shape, 
develop, and “work on” their own resilience, via various strategies promoted by management consultants and popular 
psychologists. It has also been commonly treated as a trait-based phenomenon, as an aspect of one's personality (e.g., 
Coutu, 2002). We instead view the concept as structural, situational, and contextual in nature. These forces influence 
how resilience is manifested and expressed by individuals.

For women worldwide, career advancement into senior positions is a difficult feat. The ubiquitous work/family 
narrative, and the associated “choices” a woman may make about her work life, provide only a small explanation for 
why women's career progression tends to be slower than that of men. In addition, resilience efforts do not always 
assume positive outcomes, particularly when the barriers and limitations placed on women are too entrenched 
and impermeable (Arora & Rangnekar, 2014). We recognize this, yet choose to tell a positive story, of women who 
managed to progress to senior management position and who, we argue, happened to show resilience in the process.

2.1 | Culture

This study captures the experiences women holding executive positions in the contexts of Malaysia and Australia. 
These countries are not natural comparators and have diverse social and cultural landscapes in terms of values, 
religion, family, and work philosophies (Ralston et al., 2008), making the comparison an intriguing one. We focus 
this comparison on identifying how career resilience is influenced by context and explaining the patterns that may 
be shared or distinct across cultures. While a number of different contexts have been explored such as the UK and 
Western Europe, the specific cases of Malaysian and Australian senior women and the comparison between them has 
not yet been explored in the organizational and career scholarship (Linehan, 2002; Terjesen, 2005).
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The Malaysian culture, and the country more generally, is heavily influenced by Islam, whereas Australia would 
consider itself almost secular. Such differences may deeply influence gender norms. There is established literature 
reporting on how religion influences women's employment and careers through family obligations because major 
monotheistic religious traditions prescribe different roles for women and men (Ghazal Read, 2004; Hartman & Hart-
man, 1996; Sherkat, 2000). Traditionally, religious and societal practices in Malaysia tolerate and accept the notion of 
inequality, and this persists today (CPA Australia, 2019).

Compared to their Western counterparts, women in Asia generally face more explicit barriers and limitations 
in their career progression due to a higher degree of career-restrictive cultural norms and traditions (Mansor, 1994; 
Omar & Davidson, 2001; Toh & Leonardelli, 2012). In Asian cultures including Malaysia, the power distribution 
between men and women is rather overtly unequal (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005; House et al., 2004).

Traditionally, the role of women in Malaysia is one “oriented toward family matters rather than self-fulfill-
ment” (Abdullah et al., 2008, p. 454). Efforts and initiatives to bolster women's workforce participation have been 
established, and participation levels have increased steadily over the last decade, sitting at 50.8% (International 
Labor Organization, 2020). Even so, traditionalist assumptions persist, whereby the role of woman is ‘homemaker’ 
(Elias, 2011, p. 532). As such, Malaysian women may find themselves caught in a tension between being ‘appropri-
ately’ dedicated to family and successful in managing the demands of a career.

In Australia, challenges for women likely overlap with those above, but there are unique characteristics too which 
influence women's experience of work. Although workforce participation for women in Australia has been relatively 
commonplace since the mid to late 20th century, their choices have often been compromised by social structures 
and expectations regarding life and career pathways (Poole & Langan-Fox, 1997). The institution of marriage and the 
often accompanied family responsibilities were (and arguably, still are) factors which disrupt, and sometimes termi-
nate, a woman's work and career trajectory (Poole & Langan-Fox, 1997). Over the years, these barriers have posed 
critical challenges for women when establishing credibility and leadership identity at work (Sinclair, 2013). Even now, 
a hiatus in one's career, can result in a return to lower pay, a more casualized position (even in the same organization), 
fewer hours and a reduction in responsibilities (Ministry for Women, 2018). Historical characteristics, including norms 
of stoicism and machoism, have also contributed to the construction and consolidation of workplace stereotypes and 
biases (Bastalich et al., 2007). These experiences, and the associated structural and psychological barriers, can impact 
the nature and advancement of women's careers, including their career resilience.

Historical and societal features vary between Malaysia and Australia, yet barriers and obstacles for women in 
work persist in both contexts. We seek to understand the differences and similarities in how Malaysian and Australian 
women respond to the social structural aspects of the context, through their career resilience. As such, we deem it 
as a worthwhile contribution to gender at work and career scholarship to study these cultures alongside each other, 
recognizing both the contextually nuanced behaviors as well as the more universal acts that women engage in to 
navigate their career paths. Culture, including the differences and similarities between groups, is detailed, complex, 
and hard to delineate. Our study attempts not to essentialize or place limitations or prescriptions on culture, but 
instead analyze the differences and similarities as they emerge from the data.

2.2 | Careers across culture and context

Having a career holds various meanings for individuals based on their socio-cultural experiences, early socialization, 
gender (Cheatham, 1990; Wajcman & Martin, 2002), and how it is perceived as relating to leadership (Ayman & 
Korabik, 2010; Eagly & Chin, 2010). Early career scholarship almost exclusively focused on a career as a process 
of attaining one's occupation of choice (Farmer & Chung, 1995) and saw the process as ongoing throughout an 
individual's life (Watts, 1996) until they attain the highest level in the hierarchy. More recently, however, a career 
has been identified as a process that is beyond work, employment and job transitions, and captures a wider reper-
toire of life experiences (Savickas, 2011). It has been argued that this is particularly the case with women managers 
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(Olesen, 2000) in that experiences and demands beyond the job itself indeed influence career trajectories. The turbu-
lent and changing nature of work means that individuals are required to self-manage and personally ‘own’ their career 
decisions more than ever before (Fernando & Cohen, 2014). There is thus a heightened need for ongoing career 
resilience to respond to such a variety of challenges and situations.

Additionally, discussions have questioned whether careers are gender neutral (Martin, 2000; Ross-Smith & Korn-
berger, 2004), or whether Asian cultures and traditions exacerbate the poor representation of women in senior roles 
(Omar & Davidson, 2001; Rowley & Yukongdi, 2009; Yukongdi & Benson, 2005, 2006), through, for example, the 
reproduction of ‘inequality regimes’ in the workplace (Acker, 2006). With the recognition of greater complexities in 
cultures and organizations, various forms of career have come to the fore, and new pathways of career resilience have 
emerged as a result. For example, Christman and McClellan (2012) describe both feminine and masculine responses 
and behaviors as essential components of career resilience, that is, a combination of both perseverance (typically 
masculine) and relationship building (feminine).

Over the decades, barriers to career advancement for women have often been associated with well-established 
terms such as the “glass ceiling,” “sticky floor,” or “concrete walls” (Burke & Vinnicombe, 2005). Progress has occurred 
since, however, with modest levels of progression and advancement in senior-level management and executive jobs 
over the last 20 years (Burke & Vinnicombe, 2005). Social structure and the sexual division of labor mean that such 
terms are still used frequently, and barriers persist despite macro-level progress (Epstein, 2018). Horizontal segre-
gation across occupations has also become entrenched as a result of such forces. Despite the existence of barriers, 
women may not identify that they are gendered until they become salient as part of the social structure and culture 
of an organization (Britton, 2017). The sectors and occupations explored in this research, such as transport, manu-
facturing, and aviation, are known to be traditionally male dominated (Germain et al., 2012; Wright, 2016). In such 
contexts, the barriers may be more explicit and visible than in organizations where manifestations of masculinity (and 
the associated barriers and challenges for women) are more subtle and implicit. In nursing, for example, women tend 
to be the majority, but men are still overrepresented in senior, higher paid, positions (Clow et al., 2014).

In this study, we view a ‘career’ as inclusive of both work and family spheres. Women's careers, in particular, are 
often changeable and context-dependent (Mayrhofer et al., 2008; O’Neil et al., 2008). Among myriad factors, fluctu-
ations in family circumstance and responsibilities are likely to play a role, and women exemplify resilience by respond-
ing and adapting to such changes (Maher, 2013). Understanding careers from a contextual and nuanced perspec-
tive unravels previously suppressed aspects of organizational life. Selecting and transitioning through careers thus 
becomes part of a holistic developmental process that dynamically encompasses various options and trajectories.

2.3 | Career resilience

In the context of career scholarship, resilience involves capabilities such as risk taking, independence, tolerance of 
uncertainty, and self-efficacy (Jiang et al., 2020; London, 1983). We draw on these understandings, but define it 
as a broader capacity of individuals “to utilize resources to continually adapt and flourish … even when faced with 
challenging circumstances” (Kuntz et al., 2016, p. 460). This view relates to daily behaviors that enable individuals to 
swiftly respond to challenges and subsequently adapt in their environment.

Extending the above conceptions, Kossek and Perrigino (2016) present a relevant and multi-faceted view of what 
they term “occupational resilience,” whereby not only the individual (and their personality, skills, circumstances, and 
abilities) but the wider social context also shapes resilience capacity. The authors proceed to argue that resilience at 
work (or in occupations) is a “dynamic phenomenon that occurs across career stages” and involves both work and 
non-work domains (p. 732). As such, career resilience is not only about personal traits such as self-efficacy, self-es-
teem, and tolerance of uncertainty (Kossek & Perrigino, 2016; London, 1983). It also encompasses, and is shaped by, 
the resources available, demographic characteristics, and family circumstances, among other factors.
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Another factor that likely shapes career resilience is gender, as the female workforce is subject to unique 
demands on resilience, such as the balance of work and nonwork, including family and caring responsibilities and 
societal expectations regarding women's role both at work and in the home. Kossek and Perrigino (2016) report on 
Maher's (2013) study in nursing, often a gendered occupation, and argue that occupational context might influence 
resilience through the degree of work–family conflict experienced. Kossek and Perrigino (2016) establish a much 
needed emphasis on the social context of resilience, which is under-examined in management studies, where there 
is often a heightened focus on the individual as independent of complex factors such social status, gender, race, and 
sexuality (Kelan, 2008).

In practice, resilience at work can be demonstrated through three core behaviors: network leveraging, learning, 
and adaptability (Näswall et al., 2019). Such behaviors are essential for growth and development throughout one's 
career (Franken, 2019). They help individuals sustain well-being during challenges, and thrive post-challenge or crisis. 
The behavioral view of resilience is similar, but also distinct from, personal resilience (Näswall et al., 2019). It is also 
unique in that it can be enabled and influenced by factors in the environment, such as supervisor and social support 
(Näswall et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2016). Such resilience also be harmed, by toxic line manager behaviors (e.g., 
Franken & Plimmer, 2019).

Network leveraging involves collaborating with peers, sharing knowledge, and seeking support from mentors. 
Research has found that the inability to network, and the lack of mentorship, can contribute to senior womens' career 
derailment (Schmidt, 2009). Networking, sharing resources, and relating to peers at work are key factors for career 
growth and satisfaction (Wolff & Moser, 2009).

Learning plays a key role in resilience and relates to critical thinking, problem solving, and being open to new 
experiences (Näswall et al., 2019). Career resilience is likely to be demonstrated by the willingness to take risks, and 
being focused more on learning rather than performance goals (Jiang et al., 2020; Ng, 2010). Knowledge of one's 
skillset is also important for career progression as it enables utilization and enactment of relevant skills (Shipper & 
Dillard Jr., 2000).

Adaptability is the third core behavior of resilience in the workplace, and is likely to be beneficial for one's 
ongoing career resilience (Khilji & Pumroy, 2019). Adaptability relates to openness to change, as well as the ability to 
swiftly respond to changes in circumstances (Näswall et al., 2019). Moving on from setbacks with a sense of optimism 
is also central here (Hicks & Knies, 2015).

Context and culture shape how these behaviors are developed, and exercised. Such behaviors may manifest 
in unique, unexplored ways, depending on the research context. Through this study, we show how women's career 
resilience is both shaped by, and navigated within, social structural aspects of context. Like traditional under-
standings of career development (Super, 1980), we view career resilience as nuanced, and complex; not fixed, and 
predictable. It is therefore beneficial that the career resilience of women, across cultures and contexts, is explored 
qualitatively.

3 | METHODOLOGY

We view organizations as being socially constructed through networks of conversations and dialogs (Hazen, 1993). 
Social construction theory proposes that there is no one “reality”, because reality is interpreted (Gergen & Davis, 1997). 
This is based on the view that people have unique and distinct understandings of the world and expectations empha-
sizing gender differences (Struch et al., 2002). As such, this study adopted a qualitative approach to explore the 
experiences of senior women and their career resilience. We sought to explore our research phenomenon in an open, 
unguided manner (Hollstein, 2011). A qualitative framework also allowed us to develop and consolidate conceptu-
alizations related to our broader research aims and build a comprehensive picture of how the senior women in two 
different contexts made sense of their organizational worlds.
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Since we wanted to increase the chances of understanding how senior-level women in managerial roles socially 
construct their organizational realities especially when comparing a developed context with a developing context, 
a snowball sampling approach was used (Vogt, 1999) with the aim of recruiting a wide range of women who met a 
specific set of criteria. The criteria were: (a) the women senior level managers had to have decision-making respon-
sibilities for both resources and budgets, (b) they had to be part of the senior management team; specifically, they 
had to have people reporting to them, and (c) they had to have held the position for at least 3 years, because it was 
expected and anticipated that a 3-year period would allow the participants sufficient time to understand the dynam-
ics associated with a senior level management team.

In-depth interviews were conducted with 39 senior-level female managers―24 in Malaysia and 15 in 
Australia―for 60–75 min each. The majority of the respondents in the Malaysian sample were identified as Muslim 
(18 respondents) which is expected because it is the largest religious group in the country (62%). Most respondents 
acknowledged to be married (21 respondents) which reflects strong connections to religion that promote family 
structure as foundation of the community and the role of women is to preserve their religiosity. Combined, the 
respondents represented a broad range of industries and senior roles within the organizations. The respondents 
were sought from similar sectors but drawn from different organizations within these identified sectors. There 
participants were drawn from financial and insurance services, manufacturing, aviation, transport postal and ware-
housing, informational media, and telecommunications sectors in both Australia and Malaysia. Although the sample 
in this study is small, in qualitative research the focus of the analysis was to elicit contextual richness over gener-
alizability (Table 1).

The data collection in this study was guided by an interview schedule. We focused the questions on career 
experiences, challenges, and obstacles faced by senior women managers to identify and understand their expe-
riences of resilience. We also asked questions to understand their organizational context and culture to better 
explain the women's contextual realities. Participants were also asked about career strategies that had failed them. 
During interviews, similarly worded questions were repeated to hear the managers' voices and pick up on the 
deeply entrenched cultural and traditional values that constitute many barriers to career progression. Relatively 
easy questions preceded the more difficult questions which required deep thought and decision-making, reflect-
ing a funneling approach. Open questions allowed the women to reflect openly and then for resilient strategies 
and capabilities to emerge naturally, as part of their career narrative. Direct quotations from the interviews are 
included in the findings sections to highlight the experiences of these Australian and Malaysian senior-level manag-
ers (Tables 2 and 3).
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Malaysian Australian

Age (mean) 49 years 42 years

Partner 86% 53%

Children 71% 41%

Dependent children 39% 11%

Income (mean) a $150,000 $230,000

Time in current position (mean) 7.9 years 3.4 years

Time in current organization (mean) 6.2 years 4.9 years

Ethnicity Malay, Chinese, Indian Anglo-European

No. of staff (mean) 120 90

 aIncome is based on Australian dollars.

T A B L E  1   Summary background information on the participants (n = 36)
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Respondent 
name Job title Company classification

Age 
group 
(years)

Highest educational 
qualification

Marital 
status Religion

Aminah General 
manager

Financial & Insurance 
Services

35–39 B. Information 
Technology

Married Muslim

Anita Deputy general 
manager

Financial & Insurance 
Services

35–39 B. Science (Travel & 
Tourism Mgt)

Single 
(widow)

Muslim

Zeena Vice President Financial & Insurance 
Services

40–44 MBA Married Hindu

June General 
manager

Financial & Insurance 
Services

35–39 B. Science (Chemistry) Married Christian

Juliana Deputy general 
manager 2

Manufacturing 45–49 B. Science Married Muslim

Alice Chief 
operations 
manager

Manufacturing 50–54 B. Engineering 
(Mechanical)

Married Muslim

Surya General 
manager

Aviation 40–44 BA (Economics) Single Hindu

Mariam Senior manager Aviation 45–49 B. Science, MBA Married Muslim

Sofia Senior manager Manufacturing 45–49 B. Engineering 
(Electrical)

Married Buddhist

Zaharah Assistant 
managing 
director

Manufacturing 40–44 MSc (Physics) Married Muslim

Hashimah Senior manager 
operations

Manufacturing Under 60 B. Eng (Electrical & 
Electronic)

Married Muslim

Suzie Deputy finance 
manager

Financial & Insurance 
Services

51–55 MBA (Accounting) Married Muslim

Mariana Senior manager 
finance

Financial & Insurance 
Services

41–45 ACCA (UK) Single Christian

Zaitun General 
manager

Financial & Insurance 
Services

45–49 B. Business Admin 
(Banking and 
Finance)

Married Muslim

Rosma Deputy 
manager 
recruitment

Aviation 45–49 B. Business 
Management (HR)

Married Muslim

Rashida Chief executive 
officer

Manufacturing 40–44 Chartered Institute of 
Marketing, UK

Married Muslim

Azizah Deputy vice 
president

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

45–59 B. Education Married Muslim

Masters of Education

Nurul Deputy 
manager

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

40–44 B. Science (Physics & 
Mathematics)

Married Muslim

Maimun General 
manager 
Human 
Resources

Informational Media & 
Telecommunications

50–54 B. IT (Multimedia 
& Internet), 
B. Business 
(eBusiness) Honors

Married Muslim

Shafikah General 
manager 
information

Informational Media & 
Telecommunications

40–44 B. Business (IT) Married Muslim

T A B L E  2   Demographic characteristics of respondents in Malaysia



4 | DATA ANALYSIS

Using the computer assisted qualitative data analysis software package NVivo 11 the verbatim interview transcripts 
were coded using the principles of thematic analysis (Cassell & Simon, 2004) and the Gioia method (Gioia et al., 2013) 
with reference to the literature on resilience and women's careers. In the first instance, we identified themes accord-
ing to how they might be used to inform a response to the research question:

4.1 | How does cultural context shape the career resilience of women senior managers?

This ‘first order coding’ involved descriptive interpretations of the data. At this stage, following Gioia et al.’s (2013, p. 
20) recommendation, we sought to ‘adhere faithfully to informant terms’. For the second stage of coding, we created 
second-order themes (Gioia et al., 2013) moving toward a more theoretical understanding of the data. This process 
involved further iteration using the existing resilience conceptualization guiding this research (Kuntz et al., 2017). For 
example, as shown in Figure 1, we conceptualized interviewees' narratives highlighting their career experiences and 
advancement journeys.

5 | FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This section presents the resilient strategies for career progression expressed by the senior women managers inter-
viewed, using representative quotations for purposes of explanation (Corden & Sainsbury, 2006). We present and 
discuss the findings based on the conceptualization of resilient behaviors used in this study: network leveraging, 
learning, and adaptability (Kuntz et al., 2017), to reflect the contextual realities that exist in the career experiences 
of the women we interviewed. The following findings show how context shapes the formation of resilient behaviors 
for senior women in both countries. These findings suggest that there were both differences and similarities between 
Malaysian and Australian women in terms of the nature of and degree to which each engaged in resilient behaviors.
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T A B L E  2  (Continued)

Respondent 
name Job title Company classification

Age 
group 
(years)

Highest educational 
qualification

Marital 
status Religion

Salmah Deputy 
manager

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

45–49 MBA (Human 
Resources)

Married Muslim

Haruni Deputy 
manager

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

40–44 BA (Honors) Married Buddhist

Anizah General 
manager 
Human 
Resources

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

50–54 B. Accounting Married Muslim

Siti Assistant senior 
manager 2

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

50–54 BA (Psych), MBA Married Muslim



5.1 | Network leveraging

Network leveraging was a more dominant behavior for Australian women. They leveraged networks proactively and 
strategically, often for self-progression purposes. Networking was not limited to the workplace for these women―it 
extended beyond, often resulting in social connections and mentoring partnerships outside the organization. The 
Malaysian women, on the other hand, tended to network more conservatively within their own workplace, operating 
in line with professional (and also cultural) norms and expectations. Because there tends to be explicit pressure for 
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Respondents 
name Job title Company classification

Age 
group 
(years)

Highest educational 
qualification

Marital 
status Religion

Pauline Chief of operations Informational Media & 
Telecommunications

45–49 B. Business 
(Accounting), MPA

Married NA

Natalie Senior manager Aviation 55–59 B. Commerce 
(Accounting), MBA 
(Executive)

Married Christian

Linda General manager 
international 
network

Aviation 35–39 B. Science (Computer 
Science), MBA 
(General)

Partnered NA

Claire Senior manager 
finance

Financial & Insurance 
Services

40–44 B. Business 
(Accounting), 
ACCA, CPA

Single NA

Ashley Senior manager Financial & Insurance 
Services

40–44 B. Hotel Management, 
MPA, CPA

Partnered NA

Sally Group general 
manager people 
services

Financial & Insurance 
Services

35–39 B. Management 
(HRM), Master of 
Arts

Single NA

Kerrie General manager 
human 
resources

Financial & Insurance 
Services

45–49 MA (Applied Psych) Partnered NA

Helen Senior manager Manufacturing 40–44 MBA Single Christian

Stephanie General manager Manufacturing 40–44 B. Computer 
Engineering

Single Christian

Jodie Senior manager 
communications

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

35–39 B. Commerce 
(International 
Business)

Single NA

Suzzane Senior manager Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

35–39 B. Engineering 
(Chemical), MBA

Single NA

Lily Group general 
manager 
recruitment

Transport, Postal & 
Warehousing

40–44 B. Science (Civil 
Engineering); MBA 
(International)

Partnered NA

Daniella General manager Informational Media & 
Telecommunications

40–44 B. ICT, MIT Single NA

Emily General manager, 
airport 
operations

Aviation 55–59 B.IT, MIT Married Christian

Jenvive Senior manager Informational Media & 
Telecommunications

40–44 ACCA Partnered NA

T A B L E  3   Demographic characteristics of respondents in Australia



these Malaysian women to be home for non-work responsibilities, the act of networking and socializing outside of 
work may be seen as a deviant behavior, so is less common than in the Australian context.

Within the broader behavior of network leveraging, the role of formal and informal mentorship emerged. Both 
the Malaysian and Australian women shared experiences of mentorship. The role of a mentor predominantly lies in 
giving career advice, creating learning opportunities, and protecting mentees' efforts for career advancement (Zellers 
et al., 2008). As indicated by the respondents, mentors may use their power to provide access to resources and 
create opportunities for workplace promotion (Crawford & Smith, 2005) supporting mentees' learning by creating an 
environment for workplace socialization and networking in order to positively impact their career progression (Eby 
et al., 2008; Hansman, 2002; Zambrana et al., 2015). These differences and similarities in relation to network lever-
aging are evidenced further in the sections to follow.

One particular strategy from the Australian context was matter-of-fact approach to “cut through the politics” 
and focus on relationships. This is perhaps because sexism is recognized as present in Australian culture, informed 
largely by masculine ‘frontier society’ values of self-sufficiency, courage, and individualism (Anahita & Mix, 2006; 
Connell, 1993; Lake, 1996):
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F I G U R E  1   Ordered themes



I tend to be very honest and cut through the politics and, in some ways, I don't think that's hurt me 
at all. My best skills are probably around developing relationships and I think that has helped me in 
management and my career. –Natalie (Australia (A))

The above respondent also explained how her pragmatic approach allowed her to authentically navigate her 
career in the male-dominated workplace:

… I'm very pragmatic and I don't sweat the small stuff. So, I've been seen as someone who can get 
things done. –Natalie (A)

Looking out for opportunities and developmental relationships were also present in respondents' experiences. 
This is consistent with the modern notion that individuals are expected to take charge of their career progression and 
promotion by drawing on resources both inside and outside of the organization (Baruch & Rousseau, 2019):

I think absolutely you have to manage your own career because other people really aren't going to do 
it for you. So, if you're going to sit in the corner and feel like you've missed out and all the opportuni-
ties have passed you by, it's probably your fault because you've not grabbed them. –Kerrie (A)

Many of the respondents in both cultural contexts highlighted formal and informal mentor relationships with 
others. Such relationships appeared to develop and exemplify resilience and gave the women confidence in their 
ability to advance by leveraging available networks. Mentoring is a potentially effective practice to facilitate personal 
and career-related learning (Kram & Murphy, 2014; Parker et al., 2014). Mentoring also endorses professional iden-
tity (Kram & Isabella, 1985) through developmental networks and relationships people create over time for career 
progression:

I suppose one of the biggest things I always keep in the back of my mind is to try and network as much 
as I possibly can, and I've also set up a couple of professional mentors in the areas I want to get into. 
To make sure I understand realistically what's involved in that area so that I don't step into something 
and have to work in an area that I'm not interested in. –Sofia (Malaysia (M))

The role of networks, and mentorship within such networks, reinforces the necessity of interdependency rather 
than independency (Fourie & Van Vuuren, 1998) for career resilience. This challenges conceptions of career resil-
ience which focus on independence as a core attribute (Jiang et al., 2020). The Australian women were particularly 
clear about the importance of leveraging networks and building relationships with others for their career progres-
sion. These women clearly had greater access to resources including outside of existing networks, which aligns with 
Ungar's (2008) findings that the scope and volume of resources can differ across culture and context, and may be 
greater in Western countries.

5.2 | Learning to navigate masculinities

The Australian women in our sample tended to use learning as an individual resource to break out of constraints and 
challenge the status quo, that is, push boundaries and deviate from expectations, whereas the Malaysian women 
were more concerned with learning discretely within the constraints of their context, perhaps lacking empowerment 
to challenge the status quo and being more focused on maintaining group harmony (Noordin & Jusoff, 2010).
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Risk-taking and being open to opportunities, were key aspects of learning displayed by Australian senior manag-
ers. Pauline, below, describes the importance of ‘making moves’ and not playing it safe when it comes to career 
progression:

I think being opportunistic and not always being safe about the paths you are taking. I think if you 
want security then you may not take the moves. I've forced moves regularly because that's given me 
breadth of experience and knowledge rather than just waiting for the next person above me to move 
on. –Pauline (A)

In the Malaysian context, respondents also recognized the challenges existing in the environment. Alice, below, 
explains how she responds to ‘testing’ language used in her workplace:

So you have to be able to hold your own and the language that's used around here is deliberately 
testing and revolting just to see how you respond. And that doesn't necessarily mean that you have to 
stoop to their level, and far from it. I almost think you do the opposite. –Alice (M)

Furthermore, a Malaysian respondent noted that she worked in a male-dominated industry where she felt pres-
sure to act as “one of the boys.” This experience demonstrates how an ideal manager is viewed (Sinclair, 2013), and 
is saturated with attributes that are distinctly seen as male whereby gender roles emerge from the reproductive 
role women have traditionally played in society (Wood & Eagly, 2002). Here, the salience of the masculine nature of 
workplaces, and management, is very strong. Women in the Malaysian context thus learned to respond to the way 
workplaces are constructed, but tended not to actively challenge these norms.

In regard to the masculine perceptions in the workplace and how these can be navigated, experiences of the 
Australian women shed further light. Australian respondent Sally said that in her previous job in the United Kingdom 
she never used to go to work thinking “I am a woman”. But, at her present workplace in Australia, she was conscious 
of her gender. She said: “People around here make me feel that way.”

In contrast, another Australian respondent witnessed how women would wear black suits so that they were not 
visible among the men in the workplace. In a proactive step forward, Annie had personally funded herself to attend a 
workshop about managerial appearance and colors at work, concluding that “It's OK to wear pink and red and bright 
colors in the workplace and to be noticed, instead of trying to blend into the black suits.”

This approach does come with added challenges too as, according to Ely and colleagues (2011), women who 
comply with feminine stereotypes are more easily liked but not easily respected at work. However, Isabel warns about 
the problem of rejecting femininity and becoming an ‘ice queen’, in her example below:

We need to make sure that the women aren't ice queens and haven't got to their senior positions 
because they've parked their emotions. –Isabel (A)

Learning to navigate masculinities corresponds strongly to the resilience capacity of situational awareness 
(McManus et al., 2008), particularly when viewed through a cross-cultural lens where situations, constraints, and norms 
tend to differ considerably. Similar to network leveraging, the Malaysian women of the study tended to engage with 
learning carefully, and sometimes more discretely, potentially in attempts to honor traditional expectations of harmony 
and collective norms (Kennedy, 2002). The Australian approach was more about challenging masculine norms to evoke 
change. In both cases, the nature of learning appeared to be heavily informed by situation and context.
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5.3 | Adapting to social constructions

Both Australian and Malaysian women showed strong adaptability to the pressures and demands of their contexts. 
Women from both groups reported pressures to adapt to expectations around family and motherhood, and how this 
might potentially conflict with career progression. Malaysian participants referred quite frequently to the role of luck 
and good fortune, which allowed them to adapt, persist, and move on.

The Malaysian women we interviewed revealed a rather optimistic mindset when it came to facing setbacks in 
their careers. Many of these setbacks were a result of power distance and entrenched views on the role of women in 
society, but there was an overarching belief among these women that it simply was not yet their time to “succeed.” 
As such, they looked ahead to a time when they would experience “luck” in their careers. These responses show that 
they are aware of the realities in their contexts and adapt accordingly to those realities.

Most of our Malaysian respondents live in family arrangements with strong ties to religious values, bringing 
entrenched gendered expectations, which may equate to less personal power in seeking career advancement through 
resilient strategies touted in Western, and more secular, contexts (Essers & Benschop, 2009; Syed & Pio, 2010). In 
the Malaysian sample, the nature of adaptability was affected and in fact limited by their contextual conditions. The 
women relied more on luck and serendipity than adaptive measures in their direct control:

I would say promotion in any company is just pure luck. You can apply for a job and they already have 
someone in mind before you even apply. –Surya (M)

Some of the Malaysian respondents also identified with the view that senior management was not a career they 
had envisaged because they were aware of the need to keep their options open and remain versatile. Most of the 
Malaysian respondents had not expected to be in senior management roles because being so is perceived as a viola-
tion of women's role in society:

It was probably something that I had as an ambition, if you like, but I didn't feel that I had the confi-
dence to get there. –Anita (M)

Family responsibilities were a major factor that Malaysian women had to adapt to and account for in their careers:

The most important barrier is commitment to family and personal responsibilities. –Surya (M)

Extended family structures in collectivist cultures such as Malaysia come with expected responsibilities such as 
looking after children, aging parents and/or relatives. These culturally embedded responsibilities were not necessarily 
‘forced’, rather they were viewed as demands to continuously adapt to:

It is sometimes the women's personal choice to care for family more than a forceful decision from her 
husband. –Zeena (M)

Stop–start careers, as a result of changing family circumstances, are not considered a viable option in the Malay-
sian context. If family demands increase, such women tend to resource any shortage with domestic help because 
they are primarily responsible for family and relationship stability. These responsibilities are often not perceived as 
forced, because they are culturally and contextually implied. For the Malaysian women we interviewed, there was no 
recognition that they could simply pick and choose between a career or a family, as may be more the case in Western 
contexts (Gray & O'Brien, 2007).

The balance between work and family complicates careers for Australian women too, but having a family was 
seen as more of a choice than in the Malaysian sample. Linda, a respondent working in Australia, said:
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Probably like if we want to have children, that's probably a big thing because I do probably worry that 
that's going to affect my career and I don't want it to.

Another respondent also identified the need to balance personal life with organizational life, and the role of 
individual factors such as personality:

Your personality and your own ethics drive you to behave the way you do in a role. I find it hard to let 
go and to find a balance between work life and my personal life. I think I need to really work out how 
to balance that a bit more. –Natalie (A)

The Malaysian women showed adaptability within the constraints they experience, such as traditional concep-
tions regarding a women's role in society and in work, and the strength of community and family. Succeeding was 
often associated with serendipity or luck. In contrast, the Australian women seemed to adapt in a more planned and 
strategic way and rather than adapting within constraints, they adapted in ways that challenged constraints and 
extended beyond traditional expectations. Further, such adaptation was often in relation to the job and workplace, 
rather than to society, as experienced by the Malaysian women. In Australia, societal barriers to women's advance-
ment exist, but are arguably more implicit than in Malaysia. Thus, these implicit barriers and markers of oppression 
tend to manifest most explicitly in the workplace itself, through daily interactions, policies and practices, hiring strat-
egies, and behavioral norms.

5.4 | Career resilience: Final remarks

The above findings illustrate that network leveraging, learning, and adaptability, were often experienced and enacted 
in differently by the Australian and Malaysian women interviewed, with some minor similarities. Network leverag-
ing was enacted in a proactive and strategic manner by the Australian group, while the Malaysian women tended 
to network within the confines of their workplaces and/or social groups. Both groups referred to mentorship as a 
key element of network leveraging which helped them in their career progression. Our respondents evidenced the 
learning aspect of resilience through the way that they navigated the masculine contexts in which they worked. 
The Malaysian women engaged in learning in societally acceptable ways, however, the Australian women tended 
to engage in learning more explicitly, through pushing boundaries and challenging masculine norms. Both groups of 
women reported expectations to adapt to family versus work tensions. Malaysian women saw their progress as more 
serendipitous and associated with luck, which appeared to be a helpful mindset in adapting to setbacks.

Given the differences between the Malaysian and Australian women in this study, with respect to the ways in 
which they demonstrated resilience, it is likely that cross-cultural differences exist outside of this comparison, too. 
Within the Asia-Pacific region, for example, the social order and respect of authority in Japan (Kolmaš, 2020), may 
both constrain and enable resilience in a culturally nuanced manner. Parallel to this example, strong gendered tradi-
tions and a collectivist orientation present in other cultures of Pacific Island and East Asian nations (Chattier, 2019; 
Woodhams et al., 2015) likely influence resilience, such that network leveraging may be prominent, particularly 
among family or inner network circles, and adaptability is constrained within traditional norms expectations, but 
nonetheless present and persistent.

Finally, it is important to highlight the impact that the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has had on women's careers 
in particular. Women have been particularly impacted by increased caring demands as children remain in remote 
learning. The reduction of working hours and job losses have also been more common among women than men 
(ABS, 2020; Collins et al., 2020)―a serious impediment to career progression. The fragility of economies generally 
mean that advancement and promotions may be harder to come by. As such, resilience may only go so far in predict-
ing women's career advancement in the current era.
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6 | CONCLUSION

This paper has presented experiences of career resilience for senior women managers in both Malaysia and Australia. 
Our findings across these two cultural settings show important differences and similarities contributing to under-
standings of women senior managers' resilience, and the impact of cultural context. They also support those of exist-
ing resilience scholars, illustrating that resilience is not fixed, linear or predictable (Kuntz et al., 2017; Ungar, 2008). 
We confront notions of career resilience, and resilience generally, which may be informed by white, masculine norms, 
Western values, and privileged access to resources (Gill & Orgad, 2018; Holmes, 2021). Specifically, our study identi-
fied dimensions of network leveraging, learning, and adaptability and also expanded these dimensions by illustrating 
their variations across cultural contexts.

Understanding resilience as a culturally and contextually embedded phenomenon that is not universally applica-
ble allows researchers to enrich, deepen, and refine resilience scholarship through exploratory enquiry (Ungar, 2012). 
It also provides insight to organizations to inform support and development of resilience in employees, throughout 
their careers. Focusing on the role of gender and two cultural contexts, this study has contributed to this understand-
ing through examining the culturally nuanced ways in which career resilience can be expressed and enacted by senior 
women managers.
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