
 

 

 

 

Why women in senior positions choose to step 

away: An investigation into the career 

motivations, experiences and decision-making of 

senior female legal professionals  

in England and Wales 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the University of Manchester for the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy in the Faculty of Humanities 

 

 

2022 

 

Susanna Whawell 

 

Alliance Manchester Business School  



 

2 
 

LIST OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF FIGURES .............................................................................................................. 8 

LIST OF TABLES ................................................................................................................ 8 

LIST OF BOXES ................................................................................................................. 8 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS .................................................................................................. 9 

GLOSSARY ..................................................................................................................... 11 

ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................... 13 

DECLARATION ............................................................................................................... 14 

COPYRIGHT STATEMENT ............................................................................................... 15 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................. 16 

PREFACE ........................................................................................................................ 17 

1. INTRODUCTION: EXAMNING THE CAREER MOTIVATIONS OF SENIOR FEMALE 

PROFESSIONALS ............................................................................................................... 18 

1.1 The Career Motivations of Female Executives and Senior Managers in the UK ......... 18 

1.2 Research Aim........................................................................................................... 20 

1.3 Research Approach and Structure............................................................................ 20 

2. WOMEN’S CAREER TRAJECTORIES AND UNDER-REPRESENTATION IN SENIOR 

LEADERSHIP POSITIONS: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE .................................................. 24 

2.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................ 24 

2.2 Slow and Non-Linear Career Progress for Women into Senior Roles......................... 25 

2.2.1 The Davies and Hampton-Alexander Reviews.................................................... 25 

2.2.2 Women’s Opt-Out Experiences at Mid and Senior Levels .................................. 28 

2.3 Main Barriers Women Face in Early-to-Mid Career .................................................. 30 

2.3.1 Care and Domestic Constraints ......................................................................... 30 

2.3.2 Organisational Barriers and Hostile Working Environments............................... 35 

2.3.2.1 Bullying and Microaggressions ................................................................... 39 

2.4 Potential Factors Shaping Leaky Female Talent Pipeline ........................................... 41 

2.4.1 Squeezed Middle or ‘Sandwich Generation’ ...................................................... 41 

2.4.2 Toxic Leadership ............................................................................................... 43 

2.4.3 Glass Cliff .......................................................................................................... 44 

2.4.4 Critical Incidents and the Life Course Approach................................................. 45 

2.5 Cumulative Impacts Leading to Stepping Away ........................................................ 48 

2.5.1 Models of Employee Turnover .......................................................................... 49 



 

3 
 

2.5.2 Voluntary Turnover and Sensemaking ............................................................... 51 

2.5.3 Jump or Pushed? .............................................................................................. 52 

2.5.4 Self-Employment .............................................................................................. 55 

2.5.5 Organisational Interventions to Prevent the Attrition of Female Employees ...... 57 

2.6 Summary ................................................................................................................. 59 

3. WOMEN’S CAREER TRAJECTORIES: CAREER THEORY AND THE ROLE OF INDUSTRY AND 

ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE ............................................................................................. 61 

3.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................ 61 

3.2 Career Theories ....................................................................................................... 62 

3.2.1 Traditional Career Paths and the Rise of Flexible Career Models ....................... 63 

3.2.1.1 The Organisational Career .......................................................................... 66 

3.2.2 Protean, Boundaryless and Kaleidoscope Career Theories ................................ 70 

3.2.2.1 Protean Career Theory ............................................................................... 70 

3.2.2.2 Boundaryless Career Theory....................................................................... 73 

3.3.2.3 Kaleidoscope Career Theory ....................................................................... 75 

3.3 The Role of Organisational Culture and Issues Specific to Industry Sector ................ 81 

3.3.1 Organisational Culture ...................................................................................... 81 

3.3.2 The Influence of Leadership on Organisational Culture ..................................... 83 

3.3.3 Organisational Culture and Organisational Politics ............................................ 85 

3.3.3.1 Toxic Culture and Organisational Miasma................................................... 87 

3.4 The Legal Sector in England and Wales .................................................................... 88 

3.4.1 Introduction...................................................................................................... 88 

3.4.1.1 The Culture of the Legal Sector .................................................................. 89 

3.4.1.2 Individual Training and Qualifications – England and Wales ........................ 91 

3.4.1.3 Career Pathways and Structures in the Legal Sector ................................... 92 

3.4.1.4 Organisational Structure in Law Firms ........................................................ 94 

3.4.4 Women in Professional Services: Tacit Barriers ................................................. 95 

3.4.4.1 Women in the Legal Sector ........................................................................ 98 

3.4.5 Summary ........................................................................................................ 100 

3.5 Research Gap and Research Questions .................................................................. 101 

3.6 Summary ............................................................................................................... 105 

4. RESEARCH DESIGN ...................................................................................................... 107 



 

4 
 

4.1 Critical Realism and Considerations of Epistemology and Ontology ........................ 107 

4.2.1 Epistemology .................................................................................................. 107 

4.2.1.1 Epistemology and Value Neutrality........................................................... 107 

4.2.2 Ontology ......................................................................................................... 109 

4.2.2.1 Identifying and Assessing What is Not ...................................................... 110 

4.2 Research Philosophy .............................................................................................. 111 

4.2.1 Critical Realism ............................................................................................... 111 

4.3 Research Approach and Development of the Research Instrument for Narrative 

Inquiry ........................................................................................................................ 113 

4.3.1 The Rationale for Using Narrative Inquiry as the Research Approach .............. 113 

4.3.2 Foundation and Development of the Research Instrument ............................. 114 

4.4 Research Design .................................................................................................... 116 

4.4.1 Elite Interviews – Practical Considerations ...................................................... 116 

4.5 Data Collection ...................................................................................................... 119 

4.5.1 Research Population and Snowball Sampling .................................................. 119 

4.5.2 Sampling and Access ....................................................................................... 120 

4.5.3 Key Informants ............................................................................................... 121 

4.6 Fieldwork .............................................................................................................. 122 

4.6.1 Timeframe ...................................................................................................... 122 

4.6.2 Informed Consent ........................................................................................... 123 

4.6.3 Approaching Participants ................................................................................ 123 

4.6.4 Logistics .......................................................................................................... 125 

4.6.5 Variation from Plan ......................................................................................... 126 

4.7 Data Analysis and Interpretation ........................................................................... 126 

4.7.1 Thematic Analysis (Manual) ............................................................................ 126 

4.7.2 Critical Incident Technique .............................................................................. 131 

4.8 Limitations of the Methodology ............................................................................. 132 

4.9 Overview of Data Results ....................................................................................... 133 

4.9.1 Participant Profiles.......................................................................................... 133 

4.9.2 Organisational Profiles .................................................................................... 133 

4.9.3 Summary of Themes ....................................................................................... 134 



 

5 
 

4.9.3.1 Organisational Factors ............................................................................. 134 

4.9.3.2 Professional and Personal Challenges ....................................................... 134 

4.9.3.3 Critical Incidents ...................................................................................... 135 

4.9.3.4 Social Norms and Expectations ................................................................. 135 

4.10 Summary ............................................................................................................. 135 

5. EARLY CAREER EXPERIENCES ...................................................................................... 136 

5.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 136 

5.2 Training Contracts and Early Career Experiences.................................................... 138 

5.2.1 The Role of Mentors – Formal and Informal .................................................... 140 

5.2.2 Experiences of Discrimination and Harassment in Career Entry ....................... 143 

5.3 Reconciling Early Career and Family ....................................................................... 146 

5.3.1 The ‘Problem’ of Being a Professionally Successful Woman ............................. 149 

5.4 Summary ............................................................................................................... 151 

6. CRITICAL INCIDENTS – WHY WOMEN STEP AWAY FROM ESTABLISHED CARRERS IN THE 

LEGAL SECTOR ................................................................................................................ 152 

6.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 153 

6.2 Organisational Context of the Legal Profession ...................................................... 154 

6.2.1 Industry Structure and Career Pathways in the Legal Sector ............................ 155 

6.2.2 Organisational Structure in Law Firms ............................................................. 156 

6.2.3 Organisational Politics and Sensemaking ......................................................... 158 

6.2.4 Industry Culture .............................................................................................. 163 

6.2.5 Summary ........................................................................................................ 165 

6.3 Accumulation of Microaggressions and Bullying in the Legal Profession ................. 166 

6.3.1 Forms of Microaggressions and Bullying ......................................................... 167 

6.3.2 Evidence of Obvious and Overt Bullying (Harassment), and Semi-Public 

Microaggressions .................................................................................................... 171 

6.3.2.1 ‘Mansplaining’ ......................................................................................... 173 

6.3.3 Female Bullying and Microaggressions: ‘Looking the Part’ and Social Cliques .. 175 

6.3.4 Summary ........................................................................................................ 178 

6.4 Critical Incidents .................................................................................................... 178 

6.4.1 Professional Critical Incidents ......................................................................... 180 

6.5 Social Norms and Expectations (Personal Critical Incidents) ................................... 184 



 

6 
 

6.5.1 Personal.......................................................................................................... 185 

6.5.2 Child/Spouse .................................................................................................. 186 

6.5.3 Eldercare ........................................................................................................ 188 

6.5.4 Accumulation of Incidents............................................................................... 189 

6.5.5 Summary ........................................................................................................ 193 

6.6 Chapter Summary .................................................................................................. 193 

7. WHAT HAPPENED NEXT - THE PERIOD FOLLOWING THE CRITICAL INCIDENT ............. 196 

7.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 196 

7.2 Immediately after the Critical Incident (0–6 months) ............................................. 197 

7.2.1 Routes to Re-employment .............................................................................. 203 

7.3 On Reflection Of the Critical Incident: 7 Months - 2 Years On ................................. 205 

7.4 Long Term Reflections – What does ‘Success’ Mean in a Career in the Legal Sector 209 

7.4.1 Definitions of Success?.................................................................................... 211 

7.5 Summary ............................................................................................................... 214 

8. CRITICAL DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS ................................................... 216 

8.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 216 

8.1.1 What is this thesis trying to achieve? .............................................................. 216 

8.2 RQ 1: Early Career Development ............................................................................ 218 

8.3 RQ 2: The Inter-relationship of Professional Circumstances and Career Trajectories

 ................................................................................................................................... 221 

8.4 RQ 3: The Role of Personal and Family Life in the Decision to Step Away ............... 226 

8.5 RQ 4: The Role of Career Expectations and Dissatisfaction with Current Structures 229 

8.6 Availability of Opportunities Because of Resources and Social Capital .................... 236 

8.6.1 Theoretical Contribution ................................................................................. 240 

8.7 Conclusion ............................................................................................................. 244 

9.0 CONCLUSIONS AND THOUGHTS ON FURTHER RESEARCH ......................................... 250 

9.1 Introduction and Summary of Key Findings ............................................................ 250 

9.1.1 Critical Incidents Can Derail Career Trajectories .............................................. 252 

9.2 Impacts In Practice ................................................................................................ 254 

9.2.1 Impact for Organisations: Managing Shrinkage in the Senior Female Talent 

Pipeline ................................................................................................................... 255 

9.2.2 Impact for Women: Organisational Culture, Bullying, and Non-Linear Careers 257 



 

7 
 

9.3 Policy Considerations............................................................................................. 259 

9.3.1 Leakage of Female Talent from the Workforce at Large .................................. 259 

9.3.2 More Flexible Organisational Careers for Women (and Men) which Reflect 

Changing Norms ...................................................................................................... 260 

9.4 Thoughts for Future Research ................................................................................ 261 

9.4.1 Towards a more general framework for understanding non-linear Careers ..... 261 

9.4.2 The Prevalence of Female Bullying .................................................................. 263 

9.5 Reflections and Limitations .................................................................................... 263 

9.6 Closing Thoughts ................................................................................................... 264 

10. REFERENCES .............................................................................................................. 266 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................ 302 

11. APPENDICES.............................................................................................................. 306 

Appendix A – Grade Rankings of Solicitors by Years of Experience and Geographic Region

 ................................................................................................................................... 306 

Appendix B – Industry Statistics ................................................................................... 307 

Appendix C – List of Interview Questions ..................................................................... 309 

Appendix D – Refined Interview Questions Added to Second Tranche of Interviews .... 311 

Appendix E – Full Interview Schedule .......................................................................... 312 

Appendix F – Informed Consent .................................................................................. 313 

Appendix G – Participant Profiles ................................................................................ 314 

Appendix H – Organisational Profiles ........................................................................... 316 

Appendix I – Thematic Analysis ................................................................................... 317 

 

FINAL WORD COUNT: 81,868  



 

8 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 3.1: Kaleidoscope Career Theory  ................................................................ 76 

Figure 4.1: Iceberg Metaphor of the Practical Application of Critical Realism  ...... 112 

Figure 4.2: Stages of Thematic Analysis  ............................................................... 129 

Figure 8.1: Modification of Kaleidoscope Theory  ................................................ 243 

Figure 8.2: Conceptual Framework  ..................................................................... 246 

 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 2.1: Progress on Women’s Representation on the Board of FTSE100 Firms 

2010-2015 Summary of Key Figures ....................................................................... 27 

Table 2.2: Progress on Women’s Representation on the Board of FTSE350 Firms 

2015-2021 Summary of Key Figures ....................................................................... 27 

Table 3.1: Comparison of Protean, Boundaryless and Kaleidoscope Careers .......... 80 

Table 3.2: Women Entering and Advancing in the Legal Profession 2014-2019 (%) 93 

Table 4.1: Participants by Sampling Route ........................................................... 124 

Table 6.1: Summary Tables of Critical Incidents ................................................... 179 

Table 7.1: Summary Table of Participant Employment Status 0-24 Months After 

Critical Incident .................................................................................................... 197 

 

 

LIST OF BOXES 

Box 8.1: Representation of Research Questions ................................................... 216 

 

 

  



 

9 
 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

ACAS – Arbitration, Conciliation and Advisory Service 

CFA – Conditional Fee Agreement (‘no win, no fee’) 

CMS – Case Management System 

FCA – Financial Conduct Authority 

GDPR – General Data Protection Regulations 

HMCTS – Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunal Service 

HRD – Human Resource Development 

HRM – Human Resource Management 

LLP – Limited Liability Partnership 

LPC – Legal Practice Certificate 

MD – Managing Director 

NQ – Newly Qualified 

ONS – Office of National Statistics 

PPI – Payment Protection Insurance 

PQE – Post Qualification Experience 

REIT – Real Estate Investment Trust 

SME – Small to Medium Enterprise 

SRA – Solicitors Regulation Authority 

SSP – Statutory Sick Pay 

UK – United Kingdom 

US – United States 

VC – Venture Capital 

WIP – Work in Progress 



 

10 
 

WLB – Work-life Balance 

  



 

11 
 

GLOSSARY 

Associate – a fully qualified solicitor who is employed within a law firm, and usually 

under the supervision of a more senior and experienced solicitor. 

Billable Hours – hours that are chargeable to the client, as opposed to non-

chargeable hours which would include internal administration. 

Case Management System – a system used for managing aspects of legal case 

management, such as correspondence with the client, documentary evidence and 

time spent on the case. 

Code of Conduct – a documented voluntary code of behaviour published by the 

SRA detailing expectations of professional conduct. 

Equity Partner – a solicitor who owns shares in the firm for which they work and is 

predominately paid in dividends as a percentage of profit costs. 

Fee Earner – employee of a law firm who directly contributes to the profits of the 

organisation by carrying out chargeable (fee earning) work.  

Grade A – highest grading for a solicitor for the purposes of calculating fee rates. 

Requires a minimum of eight years’ PQE. 

Grade B - solicitor or legal executive with a minimum of four years’ PQE. 

Grade C – solicitor or legal executive with a minimum of two years’ PQE. 

Grade D – a junior, trainee solicitor who cannot practice unsupervised, or, a 

paralegal. 

Legal Executive – a qualified legal practitioner, but not permitted to practice in 

reserved activities such as litigation. 

Magic Circle Firm – informal term to describe the five largest and most profitable 

London law firms. 

Managing Partner – most senior solicitor in the firm with ultimate accountability 

and responsibility. Almost certain to be an equity partner. 

Non-practicing – a fully qualified solicitor who does not practice (i.e., fee earn). 

Reasons for being non-practicing may vary. 

Paralegal – carries out legal support work and administrative duties. 

Practice Certificate – see LPC. Entitles the solicitor to practice and awarded when a 

solicitor is deemed fully qualified and is admitted to The Roll. Sanctions may be 

placed on the certificate for breaches of the Code of Conduct, and recorded on The 

Roll. 
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Rainmaker – senior employee with a reputation for or an ability to secure work 

with large, profitable clients. Not always a fee-earner, but is typically fully qualified 

as a solicitor. 

Salaried Partner – a partner with limited voting rights and paid through salary 

rather than dividends. Marginally less senior than an equity partner. See also senior 

partner. 

Senior Partner – alternative term for ‘salaried partner’, a fully qualified and 

experienced solicitor, more senior than an associate, but less slightly senior than an 

equity partner. 

Sole Practitioner – a self-employed fully qualified solicitor, at least four years’ PQE, 

who practices on their own account. 

‘Stuffing the Channel’ – the practice of overstating the value of WIP in order to 

secure additional lines of credit.  

The City – the historical centre of the financial services in the City of London. 

The Roll – register of all legal practitioners in England and Wales, practicing and 

non-practicing. 

The Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) – self-regulating professional body for 

the legal profession in England and Wales. Responsible for maintaining the accuracy 

and timeliness of The Roll and determining sanctions imposed on solicitors who 

breach the Code of Conduct. 

Trainee – a junior, entry level aspiring solicitor who is not yet permitted to practice 

without supervision. 

Training Contract – two-year period of paid, supervised employment for a trainee 

solicitor, completing four rotations of six-months in different legal activities. 

Successful completion of a training contract confers the right to practice without 

supervision and move up to Grade C banding.  
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ABSTRACT 

It has long been the case that women are underrepresented in senior leadership 

positions. The legal sector of England and Wales is no exception. Despite the fact that 

more women than men are admitted to the legal profession each year, by the time 

this same cohort of women is in a position to step into a senior role, the talent pool 

has shrunk dramatically. The attrition of women from the talent pipeline for senior 

positions is not an entirely novel area of research. However, this thesis contributes 

to knowledge through a focus on understanding the reasons why women step away 

from a senior position in the legal profession. The thesis reveals that women who 

choose to step away from pursing an upward linear career trajectory do so actively, 

although often reluctantly, having already encountered and overcome various 

barriers to their career progression. 

Gathering narrative accounts from 30 participants using an elite interviewing 

technique, the research reveals that women actively step away from senior roles. 

The reasons for their decision to step away are complex and interlaced. Although 

superficially men and women have similar career trajectories, women encounter a 

far greater range of tacit and explicit challenges from the outset of their careers that 

build to a cumulative impact. These challenges range from literal calculations 

regarding the possible adverse impact of starting families, through to lost 

opportunities to generate social capital through in-person networking – extensive 

social capital being necessary for client acquisition and fee-earning. The 

accumulation of these challenges culminates in what is termed in this thesis as a 

‘critical incident’ that ultimately triggers the decision to step away from an 

established career trajectory. 

Based on this analysis, the thesis proposes to extend kaleidoscope career theory. 

Kaleidoscope theory argues for a phasic approach to evaluating careers but follows 

a stereotypically gendered pattern. This thesis supports the concept of phasic 

careers, but evidences that the stereotypical gendered application does not 

necessarily hold constant for women in the legal sector. Women in high-tempo 

professional careers are able to use their technical skills and social capital in order to 

balance their professional and personal lives throughout their career. However, a 

perfect storm of personal and professional challenges, which can be exacerbated by 

benign neglect on the part of employers, ultimately triggers the decision to leave.  

These findings enhance the extant knowledge about gendered professional career 

experiences. Through a focus on the cumulative impact of prior experiences on the 

decisions women make at senior leadership career stages, the thesis demonstrates 

the importance of recognising the different experiences of men and women 

throughout the entirety of their careers, and argues that more flexible career 

structures are needed to stem the leakage in the female talent pipeline.   
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CHAPTER 1 

1. INTRODUCTION: EXAMNING THE CAREER MOTIVATIONS OF SENIOR FEMALE 

PROFESSIONALS 

 

“I’ve no energy left for political games any more, I’ve better things to do with my 

life” 

(P11, former managing partner who launched a boutique legal consultancy) 

 

1.1 The Career Motivations of Female Executives and Senior Managers in the UK 

Gender parity and equality at senior levels in organisations is a subject of ongoing 

scrutiny and debate (Villiers, 2010; Gregory‐Smith et al., 2014; Cook et al., 2018). 

On the one hand, there is a groundswell of support for the opinion that there ought 

to be greater equality at executive levels (Tremblay et al., 2016). On the other hand, 

in spite of quite intense debate and the beginnings of regulatory intervention, 

empirical evidence continues to demonstrate a lack of parity or equality in terms of 

gender representation at the helms of many UK organisations (Fitzsimmons, 2012; 

Corkery and Taylor, 2018). There is no shortage of evidence implying, asserting or 

proving that gender equality is good for business (Sheppard, 2018). Numerous 

studies demonstrate that readily identifiable measures of improvement in business 

performance, such as profitability (Norland et al., 2016), employee engagement 

(Gupta and Sharma, 2016), risk management (Badal and Harter, 2014) and growth 

(Meyer, 2015) are all linked to having greater gender equality to a greater or lesser 

degree. Despite the plethora of evidence and the outpouring of contemporary 

public support in favour of gender equality, the persistence of outdated views 

perpetuating archaic practices helps explain why senior professional women do not 

seemingly progress along the same career trajectory as their male peers (Villiers, 

2010; Wilson, 2017). If it is possible to answer the question of why senior 

professional women have still not achieved gender parity at the executive level, it 

will then hopefully be possible to introduce measures that address this gender 

imbalance, with the wider tangible and intangible benefits that this should bring. 
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Against this contextual backdrop, this thesis contributes to an understanding of the 

career trajectories of senior female professionals within the UK. The core argument 

of this work is that career theory fails to take account of the wider contextual 

factors that are crucial to understanding the career motivations, experiences and 

decision making of senior female executives; most notably, the influence of 

organisational culture and of wider societal pressures related to women’s expected 

roles that affect them throughout their professional life course. The focus of this 

study is the legal sector of England and Wales, a sector where it would seem that 

there is leakage in the talent pipeline of female executives. Based on the evidence 

gathered from the Law Society (2020a) approximately 4,000 women enter the 

profession each year, more than twice as many as their male counterparts. 

However, by the time this cohort is experienced enough to take the step into a 

senior and/or executive capacity, the pool of available female candidates has 

shrunk alarmingly to around a fifth of its original size.  

 

Furthermore, from within this restricted talent pool, a proportion actively refuse 

the opportunity to step up to or remain in a senior executive role. Given that one of 

the prevailing yet unarticulated assumptions of traditional or organisational career 

theory is that all employees want to progress to the next rung of the career ladder 

(Blustein, 2014; Swanson and Fouad, 2014), actively refusing to do so, particularly 

when an opportunity is available and an individual has the skill and capacity to fulfil 

the role, appears to be extremely curious. This thesis examines the motivations of 

this particular niche of women to address the question of why they would actively 

choose not to progress their career. Understanding why a woman with the skill and 

capacity to undertake a senior executive role would choose not to do so, potentially 

provides transferable insights into why there is a paucity of women willing to take 

on a senior executive role, and might address some of the shrinkage in the female 

talent pipeline across professional services more broadly.  
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1.2 Research Aim 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the continued gender imbalance at the 

executive level of firms in the legal sector of England and Wales. It investigates the 

issue of why there appears to be a severe shrinkage in the talent pipeline of female 

executives. This research challenges the prevailing tacit assumption that women are 

in some way incapable or lacking the skills necessary to achieve executive positions 

in the workforce. It is the position of this thesis that this is a flawed opening 

premise, as women who succeed to senior levels in any organisation are likely to be 

highly talented, as they will most likely have encountered and overcome a greater 

number and range of workplace barriers. This is particularly the case in the legal 

sector, where professional success requires the expeditious accrual of additional 

qualifications, training and experience, alongside intellectual capability and 

tenacity. Therefore, framing the question of why women choose not to accept an 

executive role when so many career rungs have been already surmounted, as a 

matter of active choice, sheds greater light on the attrition of women from the 

talent pipeline at senior and executive levels. 

 

 

1.3 Research Approach and Structure 

The data gathered in this research has been captured exclusively from participants 

associated with the UK legal sector – specifically, the UK legal system in England 

and Wales, which is distinct from aspects of legislation relating to Scotland and 

Northern Ireland and other parts of the British Isles, such as the Isle of Man, under 

the rules of the judiciary. This sector was selected on the basis of access and 

interest, and has enabled contact with participants who may not otherwise have 

been identifiable or willing to be interviewed by someone who did not already 

understand the nature of the sector. Participants included in this research were 

confirmed as having sufficient technical skill and competence that they could carry 

out a senior executive role within the legal sector. This is verified through their 

length of experience, which can be externally assessed, the organisations for which 

they worked, also a matter of public record, and the roles that they have carried 
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out. Where participants have been ‘reported’, which, in legal terminology, means 

that they have effectively been able to make law that has set a precedent for 

subsequent cases, this is also treated as evidence of their capability.  

 

Data collection took place between 2015 and 2018, with participants being 

identified using a snowball sampling approach and taking part in elite narrative 

interviews. The pragmatic explanation for the length of data collection relates to 

the nature of this study, conducted part-time alongside full-time employment, 

which afforded challenges and benefits to the parameters of the research. As the 

researcher remained professionally active in the sector, it was more 

straightforward to arrange meetings and interviews. The research process was 

approached from the perspective of being simultaneously a professional and an 

academic. This also had implications for the conduct of the interviews, where the 

researcher adopted a novel application of elite interviews. The novelty stemming 

from the more evenly balanced relationship between myself and the interview 

participants than if the interviews had been undertaken by a pure, albeit very 

junior, academic. 

 

It is not the intent of this research to suggest wide generalisability across multiple 

industry sectors. There are characteristics specific to the legal profession, most 

notably the combative nature of much of the visible work, such as advocacy, and 

the length and depth of training necessary to achieve sufficient technical 

competence. Although length of training is not unique to the legal profession, it is 

typically only professional career disciplines that require more than a decade of 

training to reach the highest recognised level, and this has implications for the type 

of people attracted to and able to pursue this career option. This research study 

does not actively set out to demonstrate the link between personality traits and 

choice of career, but equally, it would be wrong to suggest or imply that a link does 

not exist.  

 

It is also important to acknowledge the very different experiences of women 

entering the legal profession in the 1970s and 1980s, as compared to the present 
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day. Although today there is a great deal of discussion about the barriers to career 

progression experienced by women and the everyday inequalities they experience, 

the participants in the population sample of this research experienced, it is argued, 

much greater challenges. This is because, in many instances, they were the 

trailblazers, with few or no role models, and little to no wider societal discussion 

regarding the need for equality of opportunity in the workplace. It is also important 

to remember that this study’s participant profile was unusual and exceptional when 

completing their training, as they were either the only woman, or one of just two or 

three women, in a cohort of often more than one hundred male undergraduates.  

 

Finally, with regard to parameters, there is the matter of how to assess a negative; 

in the context of this research, referring to a decision not to do something or to no 

longer do something. Culturally, there is still an expectation that women will carry a 

greater proportion of the domestic workload in any household (Hay, 2017). This 

does not typically change with women who pursue high-level executive or 

professional careers, and thus the question of choosing not to pursue a career path 

is addressed in an attempt to understand why this is the case, both on an individual 

and also a collective cohort basis. 

 

The thesis comprises nine chapters, as follows: 

Chapter 1: the present introduction. 

Chapter 2: discusses four specific areas of theoretical and empirical literature on 

the subject of women’s career progression. These can be summarised as: (i) an 

evaluation of the factors that contribute to the slow and non-linear progression of 

women’s careers; (ii) the main barriers women face in early to mid-career; (iii) 

potential factors shaping the leaking talent pipeline; and (iv) the effect of 

cumulative impacts leading to career off-ramping (stepping away). 

Chapter 3: considers the explanations for career paths and development offered by 

career theory as a body of work, and also looks specifically at the context of the 

legal sector. In this chapter, traditional and more recent theories of career 
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development are discussed and compared, including protean, boundaryless and 

kaleidoscope career theory. 

Chapter 4: explains the methodological approach of the research, including the 

philosophical underpinning, and outlines the details and logistics of the data 

collection and analysis.  

Chapter 5: the first of the data presentation chapters. This chapter summarises the 

early career years of participants, explaining the foundations of their career 

development and the choices that they made in order to secure career success as 

they saw it. 

Chapter 6: the second data presentation chapter, focusing on the pivotal decision 

to step away from an established career. Defined in this thesis as critical incidents, 

these events represent both personal and professional factors that intertwine and 

ultimately trigger the decision to step away. It is the recognition of the collision of 

the personal and the professional in the lives of women that is particularly crucial to 

understanding the decision to step away. 

Chapter 7: the third and final data chapter, which describes and analyses what 

happened to these women following their decision to step away from an 

established career. This chapter concentrates on understanding what career 

success means in light of participants having had their personal and professional 

identity irrevocably changed. 

Chapter 8: the critical analysis and discussion chapter, which considers the data in 

light of existing theoretical explanations and knowledge, determining that there are 

novel interpretations specific to the particular circumstances of this cohort of 

women.  

Chapter 9: the study’s conclusion, summarising the research findings and setting 

out practical recommendations as well as theoretical suggestions in the form of 

advancements to career theory, and future potential areas of empirical 

investigation. 
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CHAPTER 2 

2. WOMEN’S CAREER TRAJECTORIES AND UNDER-REPRESENTATION IN SENIOR 

LEADERSHIP POSITIONS: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

2.1 Introduction 

There is a paucity of senior women in the boardrooms of most UK firms. Despite a 

growing number of positive organisational and policy interventions, as well as 

increasing publicity surrounding the issue of the gender imbalance at senior levels, 

there continues to be a lack of clarity around the reasons behind this level of 

sustained gender inequity. There is also a lack of detailed understanding of the 

factors that may provide an early indication of female attrition from the senior 

talent pipeline. It is argued in this thesis that the problem of underrepresentation of 

women in senior positions comprises a number of interlaced factors. The leaky 

female talent pipeline is due in part to personal/family and care constraints but 

also, and more significantly, to the presence of challenges and barriers created by 

organisational policies. 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a review of pertinent literature on the 

subject of women’s under-representation in senior organisational roles and the 

factors that contribute to this situation. The first substantive issue is that women 

are more likely than their male counterparts to experience slower and non-linear 

career progression. Empirical data in the form of the Davies (2011; 2015) and 

Hampton-Alexander (2021) Reviews confirm that although there has been progress 

for female representation at senior levels, the progress is uneven, and it is 

important to look behind the headline figures. For example, the rise in the number 

of female NEDs (Non-Executive Directors), but a lack of substantive change in the 

number of women in executive roles with decision-making authority. The second 

substantive issue is that women face a greater range of tacit and practical barriers 

in the early to mid-career, compounded by hostile working conditions. The third 

substantive issue covered in this chapter is an examination of some of the factors 
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that may explain the leaky talent pipeline. Finally, there is a consideration of the 

literature on career off-ramping/stepping away and the forms that this might take.  

  

2.2 Slow and Non-Linear Career Progress for Women into Senior Roles 

2.2.1 The Davies and Hampton-Alexander Reviews 

It is well documented that women typically experience both slower and more non-

linear career trajectories than their male counterparts. This particular manifestation 

of workplace gender (in)equality has attracted increasing attention in recent years. 

In the UK, the Davies Reports of 2011 and 2015 introduced targets to redress the 

under-representation of women on boards. The Davies Reports were more recently 

superseded by the Hampton-Alexander Review of February 2021 (FTSE Women 

Leaders, 2021). 

In the 2011 Davies report, a key proposal was that by 2015, 25% of board members 

of FTSE 100 firms should be women. The target was voluntary, and had been 

informed by the belief that:  

“It is … imperative that boards are made up of competent high calibre 

individuals who together offer a mix of skills, experiences and backgrounds. 

Board appointments must always be made on merit, with the best qualified 

person getting the job.” (Davies, 2011, p.2) 

Davies (2011, p.3) expressed his opinion that there continued to be questions 

around whether women were truly recruited and promoted on the basis of “skills, 

experience and performance”, i.e., merit, or whether more informal and personally 

influenced practices prevailed. Davies also disfavoured the formal introduction of 

quotas as a mechanism, holding this back as an implied method of last resort. The 

report further proposed that FTSE350 firms and above should explicitly state their 

current and proposed percentage of female board membership, incorporating 

these targets within their corporate governance policies and making them public in 

their annual accounts. In summary, Davies proposed that all future recruitment to 

boards should be approximately one-third female and two-thirds male. The report’s 

recommendations were not limited to commercial enterprise, suggesting that the 
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overall aim should be gender parity in local authorities, the third sector, and 

politics.  

Throughout the 2011 report, Lord Davies was careful to adopt a persuasive 

approach as opposed to a mandated one and grounded his reasoning in a 

combination of practicality and prior research in order to encourage voluntary 

adoption. Davies acknowledged the social complexity of the situation, and that the 

issue of sustained gender inequality at senior levels is as much cultural as it is 

practical. Davies cited long-standing tacit barriers such as “a male culture” (2011, 

p.30) and a paucity of support for encouraging women to pursue senior executive 

positions, as well as unfounded fears that women may not be able to understand 

corporate issues if their professional background was not from the private sector. 

Davies (2011) noted that these tacit conditions create difficulties in the structure of 

the talent pipeline. Davies also recognised the competing interests of individuals 

and organisations. He acknowledged that if women must be absent for a sustained 

period, such as for childcare purposes because they had delayed starting a family 

until their late 30s, there could be organisational repercussions in the form of the 

loss of senior decision-makers. Therefore, the focus of the Davies Reports was to 

adjust the structure of the working environment, rather than necessarily mandate 

gender-driven interventions.   

Table 2.1 and Table 2.2 present summarised data from the Davies Reports and the 

Hampton-Alexander Review, respectively, illustrating the percentage changes in 

female representation in senior positions in FTSE-listed organisations. Collectively, 

the data shows a general trend of improving numbers of women being appointed to 

senior positions. However, it is observed that the Davies Reports and the Hampton-

Alexander Review assess different metrics, meaning that it is not possible to easily 

compare like-with-like in this regard. 
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Table 2.1: Progress on Women’s Representation on the Board of FTSE100 Firms 

2010-2015 Summary of Key Figures  

Key Facts (FTSE 100 Firms) 2010 2015 Change (2010 – 
2015) 

Representation of women on FTSE 
100 Boards 

12.5% 23.5% +11% 

Number of firms with +25% 
representation 

12 41 +29 

Total number of women in FTSE 100 
boards 

135 263 +128 

Total number of women NEDs 117 239 +122 

Total number of women Executive 
Directors 

18 24 +6 

Number of women Chairs 2 3 +1 

Number of women CEOs 5 5 - 

Number of all-males boards 21 0 -21 

Number of women appointments in 
the years 

18/135 52/164 +34 

% of women appointments in the 
year 

13.3% 31.7% +18.4  

(Summarised from the Davies Update, 2015) 

Table 2.2: Progress on Women’s Representation on the Board of FTSE350 Firms 

2015-2021 Summary of Key Figures  

Key Facts (FTSE 350 Firms) 2015 2021 Change (2015 – 
2021) 

Number of women on FTSE 350 
Boards 

682 1026 +344 

Representation of women on FTSE 
350 Boards (%) 

21.9% 34.3% +12.4% 

Number of all male boards in FTSE 
350 

15 0 -15 

Number of FTSE 350 companies with 
33%+ women on boards 

53 220 +167 

Number of boards with only one 
woman 

116 16 -100 

Representation of women in 
leadership roles in FTSE 350 (%) 

24.5% 
(2017 
when 
data 
collection 
began) 

29.4% +4.9%  

(Summarised from the Hampton-Alexander Review, 2021) 
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2.2.2 Women’s Opt-Out Experiences at Mid and Senior Levels 

A handful of empirical studies have explored the ‘opt out’ or ‘off ramping’ 

experiences of women from mid-level to senior roles. Hewlett and Luce (2005, p.44) 

define off-ramping quite simply as “stepping off the career fast track”, noting that 

when men do it is often to strategically reposition their careers, but for women the 

reasons are often very different. Frkal and Criscione-Naylor (2020) conducted semi-

structured interviews with nine women who had voluntarily opted out of mid-level 

corporate leadership positions. Frkal and Criscione-Naylor (2020, p.1) considered 

their research findings to be of importance, as they claim that organisational 

policies and specifically the Human Resources (HR) Department is misled by a 

failure to understand women’s decisions to leave corporate leadership, with the 

result that “practices and initiatives focused on retaining female talent … [to] … 

Support women to be their authentic selves” are inappropriately conceived and 

enacted within organisations.  

In essence, Frkal and Criscione-Naylor (2020) concluded that organisations 

fundamentally misunderstand why women leave mid-level to senior leadership 

positions. Admittedly, the paper can be criticised for its small population sample 

and it has a clear United States (US) corporate focus, but the findings are consistent 

with other research in this field (Kossek et al., 2017; Lim and Rasdi, 2019), and that 

a woman’s decision to leave involves more than simply trying to find a state of 

work-life balance, presumed to be driven by caregiving responsibilities. Instead, 

women cited concerns with organisational culture where “minimal trust” was 

present, and organisational leaders were “unresponsive” to the contributions of 

women (Frkal and Criscione-Naylor, 2020, p.10).  

Lim and Rasdi (2019) also adopted a semi-structured interview approach to try to 

better understand women’s reasoning for opting out of successful professional 

careers. Lim and Rasdi (2019) gathered the opinions of ten married women, finding 

that, again, there was a prevalence of organisational cultural factors giving rise to 

poor policy and practice, which ultimately resulted in women feeling they were 

pushed out. Key factors cited by participants included workplace inflexibility, 



 

29 
 

excessively long working hours, and high volume of work. An obvious criticism that 

could be levelled at the conclusions of Lim and Rasdi (2019) is their apparent 

stereotypical interpretation of women’s inability to handle the pressure of high-

tempo work, emphasising the ‘pull’ of motherhood. As such, whilst these women 

felt that they have been pushed out, their actions and experiences could be 

superficially explained by their preferences for being with their children. However, 

the detail of the narratives presented by Lim and Rasdi (2019) painted a grim 

picture of women being forced to work late into their pregnancy, which at least one 

participant considered had contributed to the premature birth of her second child. 

Another participant observed that, for her, the main issue was the poor culture of 

the organisation, stating that she stepped away because she was “tired with the 

office politics, tired of corruption fraud findings and board fighting meetings” (R9 

cited in Lim and Rasdi, 2019, p.793).  

Whilst the empirical evidence of women actively choosing to step away from 

successful careers is relatively sparse, there appear to be several points of 

commonality. First, that women are perfectly capable of pursuing careers, as 

evidenced by the slowly growing number of women in senior and leadership 

positions in a wide variety of industry sectors on both sides of the Atlantic. Second, 

that women perceive or articulate more clearly than their male counterparts that 

organisational culture is a problematic feature of their working lives and career 

experiences, more so necessarily than personal factors, such as time away for 

childcare. Third, a proportion of women clearly express that they do not want to 

feel undervalued, and instead seek authenticity in their careers and working lives. 

Of course, men might also wish for authenticity in their professional lives. However, 

as men are not, on the basis of available evidence, stepping away from professional 

careers in the same numbers as women, it is reasonable to suggest that men and 

women may have different experiences and perceptions of career development 

and career paths. This gives rise to the question of the main barriers that women 

face in their careers, which are substantively different to the experiences of their 

male colleagues. 
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2.3 Main Barriers Women Face in Early-to-Mid Career  

There is an overwhelming body of theoretical literature and empirical evidence 

confirming that women face barriers and challenges as they seek to take their first 

significant step upward on the career ladder into mid-level management and 

beyond. The slowly growing number of women in more senior positions referred to 

above in section 2.2.1 evidences that women are able to break through the glass 

ceiling, known as the invisible barrier, which prevents women (and minorities) from 

achieving senior leadership positions. However, the number of women who step 

away at this point is contributing to the leaky talent pipeline. It is suggested in this 

thesis that these factors are interrelated, and accordingly these two overarching 

explanations for the persistence of the under-representation of women in senior 

executive positions are discussed in this section: (1) personal challenges, in the 

form of care and domestic constraints; and (2) organisational barriers, including 

organisational policies and practices, bullying and hostile work environments. 

 

2.3.1 Care and Domestic Constraints 

A core set of obstacles to women’s successful entry to senior executive positions 

are gender inequalities in care and domestic responsibilities. In the majority of 

Anglo-American households, women are responsible for a greater proportion of 

childcare, as well as various domestic concerns, such as the day-to-day running of 

the household (Waldfogel, 1995; Hakim, 2000; Park et al., 2008; Kumra, 2010; 

Bowles and Babcock, 2013; Rubery and Hebson, 2018; Garcia-Alonso et al., 2019; 

Morgan, 2019). As life expectancy continues to increase, both men and women are 

now more likely to be caring for their elderly parents, as part of the ‘squeezed’ 

generation (Evetts, 2014; Duxbury and Dole, 2017). However, evidence from 

surveys with women in professional or managerial occupations indicate that men 

still have a much higher proportion of leisure time compared to women, and on 

average men undertake a far smaller proportion of caring and household 

responsibility (Sayer, 2005; Craig, 2006; Stephenson, cited in Evetts, 2014). This 

situation is described by Rubery and Hebson (2018, p.419) as the ‘male 

breadwinner model’ which is “supported by the gender division of household work 
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that enables the male breadwinner and his employer to engage in production free 

from the constraints of care responsibilities”. Thus, the ongoing issue remains that 

women can experience difficulty in managing both their career and domestic 

responsibilities, which has the obvious potential to be problematic for women 

throughout the life course and trajectory of their career.    

 

Employment in professional services typically involves long working hours, and time 

pressures increase in senior executive positions. Numerous research studies 

demonstrate that senior executive positions bring a much higher level of 

responsibility and that greater working time is expected (Duncan, 2011; Kenny et 

al., 2012; Stephens, 2013). For example, a 2015 report by the Advisory, Conciliation, 

and Arbitration Service (ACAS) on the subject of flexible working and work-life 

balance suggests that senior executives routinely work upwards of 60 hours a week 

(ACAS, 2015). This does not include travelling time, a very common feature of 

senior executive roles, and, as a result, people who accept senior executive roles 

often find themselves making difficult life choices (McRae, 2003). As noted by 

Epstein et al., (2014), an implicit expectation of such long hours does not fit 

comfortably with part-time work for senior executive functions, and so there is a 

trade-off to be made between the kudos, intellectual stimulation and financial 

benefits associated with senior executive positions in large companies, and the 

impact that this has on personal and family life. In short, people accepting senior 

executive roles must ask themselves quite seriously what they value on a personal 

basis, as this will inform their decision as to whether or not they accept, or chose to 

remain in, senior executive roles.  

 

One of the problems expressed by a notable proportion of females in the workplace 

is the lack of organisational flexibility regarding working patterns and the 

prevalence of presenteeism (Correll et al., 2007; Lutter, 2010; Inkson et al., 2012; 

Lim and Rasdi, 2019). This is a significant practical consideration for many women, 

who bear the greater proportion of responsibility for childcare and home 

management. This is not to say that all women seek more flexible working 

opportunities for precisely this reason, although both Lutter (2010) and (Rusconi et 
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al., 2013) suggest that this is often a consideration for many. The uncomfortable 

sociological and cultural issue arising from this situation is that women must usually 

weigh their career decisions with these factors in mind. Consultancy firm McKinsey 

(2014) illuminated this issue some time ago, with professional women explaining 

that the rigidity of working patterns and the historical belief in ‘presenteeism’ is a 

continued issue, with a study by Fernandez-Mateo and Fernandez (2016) suggesting 

that an emphasis on presence over productivity is indeed why some women turn 

down executive roles.  

 

‘Presenteeism’ also seems to be an issue that organisations, legislators, and 

politicians appear slow to embrace, although research by Sharma and Cooper 

(2016) offers insight into its causes and remedies. Presenteeism is a practical issue 

in its own right that impacts upon the career choices of senior female executives. 

Rusconi et al. (2013) consider that in some instances it is a critical domestic incident 

that ultimately triggers a woman's decision to reassess her career priorities, 

although Rusconi et al. (2013) also doubt that this is widely articulated. Their data is 

based on tracking the career paths of professionals as part of an inter-disciplinary 

meta-analysis, comparing the career development of male and female college 

graduates in the US and Europe. The US-based study of Lim and Rasdi (2019) adds 

support to the claims of Rusconi et al. (2013), illuminating how expectations of 

presenteeism and the inflexibility around working patterns are enduring problems 

for women in particular. Even during the pandemic, organisations appear to have 

expressed expectations of presenteeism, in both physical and virtual form (Kinman 

and Grant, 2020). The seeming lack of trust displayed by organisations collectively, 

and/or line managers individually (a distinction that can be difficult to parse if 

managers are themselves striving to fit within cultural norms), suggests a hard-

baked organisational expectation, which has the potential to degrade trust 

between the organisation and its employees. Indeed, such imbalances of trust may 

cause women, in particular, to question their role in the organisation and the 

perceived value and authenticity of their work. 
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Domestic responsibilities are therefore only one part of a wider spectrum of 

difficult career choices that many women, senior or otherwise, must contend with. 

As Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) suggest, women either implicitly or explicitly 

incorporate a wider range of factors in their career decisions in comparison to their 

male colleagues. Not only must women satisfy the basic elements of technical 

competence in their chosen career, they must also be a good cultural fit to progress 

in the organisation (Wilson-Kovacs et al., 2006; Broadbridge, 2010; Ryan et al., 

2010; Stephens, 2013). Obviously, men must also navigate being a good ‘fit’ in the 

workplace if they are to succeed and progress in their careers, but often the ideal of 

cultural fit is biased towards stereotypically male cultural behaviours as opposed to 

female. This issue is explicitly covered by Doldor et al. (2016), who address the role 

of head-hunters seeking out candidates for senior roles who will ‘fit’. This is an issue 

that will be expanded upon in respect of both organisational culture and their 

leadership style later in this chapter and in Chapter 3. Moreover, due to biological 

constraints, just as women reach a point where they have sufficient experience to 

progress in their career, they may find themselves with childcare and possibly also 

eldercare responsibilities (Duxbury and Higgins, 2017). This factor is particularly 

pronounced in the legal sector, where it is often tacitly expected that successful 

individuals ‘make partner’1 by their mid-30s (Patton, 2004). 

 

Recent research conducted by Houghton (2020) on the impact of childcare 

responsibilities for both men and women in long hours professions, understood as 

careers or job roles where it is necessary to work extensively outside of traditional 

working hours, reveals that women are more likely to prioritise their children over 

their career. Houghton (2020) found that when unexpected childcare was 

necessary, e.g., due to emergency school closures or child health issues, women 

were 34% more likely to cut back on their hours to pick up the responsibility of 

childcare. Houghton (2020) examined the situation from several perspectives, 

finding that in long hours professions, both men and women strive to ‘get ahead’ in 

their career by working long hours in the evenings and weekends, which, as 

 
1 A term used to describe an individual being invited to become a partner, and thus a de facto 
director of the typical LLP structure of legal and other professional services firms. 
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Houghton (2020) notes, carries an expensive premium if childcare is outsourced. 

Houghton (2020) concludes that, consistent with other studies (e.g., Montgomery, 

1992; Bertrand, 2013; Golding and Mitchell, 2017), women pay the motherhood 

penalty, often temporarily exiting the workforce in their 30s and 40s to care for 

young children because it is simply economically impractical or even financially 

unviable to remain in work due to the exorbitant cost of childcare in the UK. To 

contextualise, it is currently estimated by the Money Advice Service (MAS, 2021) 

that the mean average annual cost of a nursery place for a single child is over 

£13,7002.  

 

In a comparative study of married women with young children in France and the 

UK, de Muizon (2018) found that approximately two thirds of the explanation for 

UK women of ‘prime age’ [for employment] with young children not working, or 

working lower hours than their French counterparts, was the cost of childcare. For 

the remaining third, the explanation involved working hours or conditions that 

were misaligned with childcare needs. In simple terms, UK women cannot easily 

find work that fits in with childcare or schooling hours, and the work that they can 

find is so badly paid that it may be uneconomical to be formally full-time employed. 

Similarly, examining the issue of economic explanations for the number of 

professional women dropping out of the UK workforce in their 30s and 40s, Cheng 

et al. (2021) found that during the pandemic, income insecurity even in professional 

occupations has become prevalent, with women almost inevitably continuing to 

bear the greater proportion of responsibility for childcare as compared to male 

partners. Cheng et al. (2021) posit that in some ways the pandemic has exacerbated 

the economic barriers to employment for women with young children at the prime 

of their earnings capacity and career. Unfortunately, the evidence shows that the 

economic challenges thrown up by childcare are not the only barriers that women 

face, and tacit barriers relating to organisational conditions are also problematic. 

 

 
2 Current mean average costs of full-time nursery places in the UK are estimated at £263.81 per 
week, or over £13, 700 for a full year, as calculated by the Money Advice Service (MAS, 2021). 
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2.3.2 Organisational Barriers and Hostile Working Environments 

At this juncture it is useful to return to the concept of the glass ceiling, a term 

alluded to previously, and used to describe the invisible barriers at the upper 

echelons of career ladders that obstruct women’s progress into senior executive 

positions (Ryan and Haslam, 2006; Mulcahy and Linehan, 2013). The glass ceiling is 

frequently cited as explanation for women’s failure to consistently achieve or 

ascend to senior leadership positions. Goodman et al. (2003) explain that 

discussions and research pertaining to the glass ceiling first emerged in the 1970s, 

following an extensive report in the US into the apparent and statistically 

indefensible limits to career progression for marginalised employee groups. 

Subsequently, the application and interpretation of the concept of the glass ceiling 

broadened, and this led to the creation of the US Federal Glass Ceiling Committee 

(FGCC), who, in tandem with the International Labour Office (ILO, 2004), began 

formal systematic investigation into the glass ceiling as a phenomenon. The FGCC 

(1995) recommended a range of measures to eradicate the existence of the glass 

ceiling, including quotas, positive action and increased transparency within 

organisations. There was considerable social tension when the original FGCC report 

was published, and the recommendations were unpopular with organisations and 

political commentators (Lyness and Thompson, 1997). McDowell et al. (1999) 

reported that acceptance of the conclusions emerging from the US report were, at 

best, tepid. 

 

Seeking to understand why the glass ceiling remains prevalent despite extensive 

discussions as to the existence of possible routes to eradication, Jauhur and Lau 

(2018) conducted statistical analysis through a self-administered instrument 

distributed to 140 women seeking to secure senior leadership roles. Jauhur and Lau 

(2018, p.163) found that “organizational culture, organizational networking and 

organizational practices” have statistically significant bearing on the capacity of 

women to break the glass ceiling. These findings are consistent with related 

literature discussed in this chapter and Chapter 3, which indicates that tacit 

organisational barriers related to culture, networking practices and organisational 

policies have the potential to directly inhibit the career progression of women. If we 
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look more closely at organisational cultures and practices, it appears that hostile 

working environments may also contribute to the explanation of why women can 

find it more challenging to progress in their career. 

 

Organisational culture is a well-recognised phenomenon, and there is a great deal 

of literature discussing its constructs and typologies (Deal and Kennedy, 1983; 

Ogbonna, 1992; Basnyat and Lao, 2019). Carpenter et al. (2010) argue that what is 

less well understood is how organisational culture develops, and the impact of 

interpersonal relationships between colleagues when they either support one 

another (social capital) or choose to ostracise one another. The latter scenario of 

workplace hostility undoubtedly leads to challenging situations whereby individuals 

unwilling to deal with regular microaggressions and bullying on a day-to-day basis 

would rather choose to leave an organisation (Stagg et al., 2013). Carpenter et al. 

(2010) also comment that the relationship between hostile working environments 

and organisational culture is usually symbiotic and that it can be difficult to parse 

the two.   

 

Working in a hostile environment is unlikely to be conducive to career engagement 

(Henderson, 2014). This negative relationship is confirmed in research by Vessey et 

al. (2009), and Anderson et al. (2010), both of which examined workplace hostility 

in professional service settings. However, there is limited research into the 

widescale effects of a hostile organisational culture on working environment and 

the collective attitudes of employees. It remains unclear whether it is a ‘chicken and 

egg’ scenario. It would be naive to assume that in such environments individuals 

are necessarily unhappy. It may suit some individuals perfectly well or they may not 

perceive it as a negative environment relative to their own contextual experiences. 

Equally, it may be reasonable to presume that, as identified by Chazan (2015), 

sustained organisational hostility will lead to increased levels of voluntary employee 

turnover, and the off-ramping of senior female executives as a specific form of 

employee turnover.  
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The conceptual perpetuation of ‘think manager think male’ and ‘think crisis think 

female’ in working environments is considered by Kossek et al. (2017) as a key 

contributor to hostile working conditions. Some female managers report that they 

feel ‘damned either way’ (cited in Wilson, 2017, p.119). In addition, Heilman (2012, 

p.126) observes that “women … are more often faced with denial of credit for their 

success”, and Brescoll and Uhlmann (2008) highlight that if women do not carefully 

manage their emotions in the workplace they will also be criticised. Bernard and 

Correll (2010) found that, paradoxically, successful women who are mothers can 

also be penalised for being too good – a process of normative discrimination. On 

this basis it might seem as if it is almost impossible for any woman to navigate the 

potential minefield of cognitive bias that they can face on a daily basis in the 

workplace.  

 

While organisational leaders or HR departments can try to put in place measures to 

limit or eradicate these factors, they must first be aware of their existence and 

recognise them for what they are. With regard to the impact of working-time 

policies, especially for women returning to work after maternity leave, the evidence 

of the efficacy of these policies appears mixed. Costantini et al. (2020) captured 

opinions from 238 women returning to managerial positions following maternity 

leave and found contraindications of the value of working time policies. 

Interpretations of this evidence by Costantini et al. (2020) suggest that line 

managers and colleagues play a critical role in supporting returning mothers, 

although the actual efficacy of support is varied, contingent on individual line 

managers and also organisational attitudes towards women returning from 

maternity leave. Similarly contradictory responses were found in a study by Bygren 

and Gähler (2021), who examined the productivity paradox of generous family 

leave policies in Sweden. They found that even when the state supports such 

policies and actively encourages them, women are discriminated against because 

an organisation effectively finds that work is disrupted by maternity leave. As such, 

Bygren and Gähler (2021) found that unexpectedly, even when there is a generous 
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state-supported family policy, employers are more reluctant to recruit women – 

particularly those of childbearing age – in the first instance.  

 

Given economic pressures derived from care and domestic constraints (Chapter 2, 

section 2.3.1) and the mixed evidence of the efficacy of working time policies, it is 

unfortunately observed that some women return to work very quickly after having 

children because they feel pressure to be present in the workplace (Smeaton, 

2006). In a study of senior female Australian academics, Gregory (2020) found that 

re-entry following maternity leave was high for these women, suggesting that their 

career is important to them intellectually as well as potentially financially, a finding 

consistent with the earlier work of Smeaton (2006), who revealed that household 

finance pressure was at least part of the motivation for an accelerated return. 

Gregory (2020) likewise established from narrative accounts that many participants 

in academia returned to work after maternity leave sooner than they would have 

wished. Hoffman et al. (2020, p.329) reached similar conclusions when examining 

the experience of senior female medics reporting on the basis of a systematic 

literature review, stating that “several structural and attitudinal barriers to women 

pursuing both medical careers and motherhood were identified”, which they 

believe explained the prevalence of senior female medics both delaying 

motherhood and cutting short their maternity leave. In the context of academia, 

earlier studies by Mason and Goulden (2002) and England et al. (2016) found 

women making literal calculations about the affordability of children in terms of 

impact on their career. 

Hoffman et al. (2020, p.330) also found that a great many women with career 

ambitions proactively chose to delay motherhood, placing career advancement 

ahead of their desire to start a family, believing “that career progression would be 

slowed by motherhood”. These findings are consistent with other studies in 

developed economies, such as the US (Juengst et al., 2020) and the UK (Costa Dias 

et al., 2020), where highly qualified women in professional occupations must make 

hard choices about career development and motherhood should they wish to have 

children. It can also be induced that organisational conditions and policies are 
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ineffective at making women feel secure in their desire to start a family and balance 

this with their career progression. Worse, it may be the case that women feel that 

organisational conditions are actively hostile to career progression being combined 

with motherhood. Whilst this interpretation of the literature has not been actively 

documented, the speculation is made given the consistent prevalence of recent 

evidence showing highly educated and professional successful women carefully 

managing actions related to starting a family. 

 

2.3.2.1 Bullying and Microaggressions 

Expanding on the theme of hostility, literature in this area confirms rising 

awareness of bullying in the workplace (Salin, 2003; Woodrow and Guest, 2014; 

Hurst et al., 2016; McCormack et al., 2018), although much of the research appears 

to focus on bullying in hierarchical organisations and assumes or identifies bullying 

by managers of their subordinates (Litwin, 2011). The more insidious, difficult to 

identify and sociologically challenging dimension of bullying in the workplace, is the 

prevalence of repeated bullying and microaggressions between colleagues at equal 

level (Solorzano et al., 2000; Capodilupo et al., 2010; Sheppard and Aquino, 2013; 

Sterzing et al., 2017), and, more recently, gaslighting (McKinnon et al., 2017; 

Adkins, 2019). Bullying in the workplace, particularly in professional services, 

remains at best under researched, and at worst a taboo subject. It is also difficult to 

reconcile the social expectations of professional behaviour, particularly in high 

status industries, with such unpleasant behaviour. In an employment context, 

bullying is perhaps better recognised as repeated, cumulative or perpetual 

microaggressions (Basford et al., 2014), and deliberate efforts to undermine the 

self-confidence of individuals. But it is often carried out in such a way that, if taken 

in isolation, or casually observed by a third party, it could be treated as an 

overreaction on the part of the victim (Sheppard and Aquino, 2013; Kidd, 2017).  

There continues to be an assumption that any such bullying in the workplace 

environment is largely male to female (Wang and Hsieh, 2016). It is also often 

assumed to be interlaced with sexual discrimination (Pina and Gannon, 2012), 

which may potentially be explained by the fact that men are generally more likely 
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to be in positions of greater power in the workplace. As power dominance is an 

inherent feature of bullying, this would also explain the assumptions underpinning 

male to female bullying. As the work of Mavin (2006a; 2006b; 2008) and Mavin et 

al. (2014) reveals, workplace bullying can include instances of women bullying other 

women, notably senior female line managers who actively prevent or impede 

younger female colleagues from ascending the career ladder, or actively 

manoeuvre them out of otherwise successful job roles. Hurst et al. (2016) indicate 

that although there is a popular social belief in the concept of sisterhood and the 

idea that women look out for one another, an emergent body of empirical evidence 

demonstrates that this is not universally reflective of female behaviour in 

workplace situations.   

 

In her seminal work, Managing Like a Man, Wajcman (1998) offers evidence of the 

habit or need of women to adapt their leadership style if they are to succeed in 

male-dominated environments. Although it is difficult to generalise on the basis of 

sparse evidence, this need to adapt to succeed in a hostile environment may, as 

argued by Dellasega (2005), create the conditions for female bullying – or, as 

Dellasega terms it, ‘relational aggression’. Female bullying appears to operate on a 

continuum of behaviour, from subtle, insidious comments and observations 

regarding a female colleague's appearance or their lack of confidence in a work 

situation, through to active campaigns of malice, including spreading gossip and 

rumours and stealing intellectual credit for work (Cherne, 2003; Dellasega, 2005). 

Mavin (2006a; 2006b; 2008) has conducted extensive research on Queen Bee 

Syndrome, described by Derks et al. (2011, p.521) as a derogatory term, “applied to 

women who have achieved success in traditionally male-dominated fields”. Derks et 

al. (2011, p.521-2) go on to state that “these women often take on ‘masculine’ 

traits and distance themselves from other women in the workplace in order to 

succeed”.  
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The literature suggests differing reasons for the root causes and drivers of women 

bullying one another in the workplace (Mavin, 2006b; 2008). Whilst there is a 

tendency to naturally attribute the activities of bullies to insecurity, Hurst et al. 

(2016) indicate otherwise. They suggest that female bullying can be more 

accurately explained by the social nature of relationships between women – 

specifically, the sense of competition fostered by the paucity of positions available 

to women and the belief that in order to succeed women must be better than their 

male counterparts, and each other. In this regard, Litwin (2011) noticed a paradox 

in the existence of female social networks. Whilst female social networks can be 

personally important and emotionally valuable to women, many women do not 

have an influential network or senior mentor who is able to provide the transition 

or conduit necessary to break into senior executive roles. Positive sponsorship is 

tangentially related to this issue, as whilst it is integral to helping women progress 

in their careers, the loss of a mentor has a particularly damaging impact (Ibarra et 

al., 2010). There is also some limited evidence of successful female executives 

actively looking to discredit younger female colleagues (Sheppard and Aquino, 

2013). Mavin (2006a; 2006b) has also explored this issue under the banner of Venus 

Envy, noting examples of “sub-conscious jealousy and competition based on age or 

appearance (attractiveness, weight, dress sense)”. (Starr, 2001, cited in Mavin, 

2006b, p.272). Potentially, this could be considered a form of toxic leadership, 

albeit one specific to women.  

 

2.4 Potential Factors Shaping Leaky Female Talent Pipeline 

2.4.1 Squeezed Middle or ‘Sandwich Generation’ 

As discussed in section 2.3, the main documented barriers to women pursuing a 

relatively linear career trajectory include care and domestic constraints (section 

2.3.1) and organisational barriers (section 2.3.2), including the glass ceiling, and the 

pressure that women feel when attempting to balance a professional high-tempo 

and long-hours career with motherhood (Carter and Silva, 2011). A less widely 

documented challenge that women are increasingly facing is the issue of ‘the 

squeezed middle’, an informal term used to describe a situation where women in 
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their prime earnings capacity years are also facing the issue of balancing childcare 

in the early stages of elder care (Duxbury and Dole, 2015). According to Duxbury 

and Higgins (2017), previous generations of women were less likely to suffer from 

this problem due to structural reasons. First, if they were mothers, they were likely 

to have their children when they were younger, as a social norm. Women were less 

likely to actively delay motherhood to pursue their careers, although there are 

obviously notable exceptions. Second, life expectancy has increased significantly 

over the last generation. With the costs of social care for the elderly rising 

dramatically, Bolin et al. (2008) evidence that many women in the prime of their 

earnings capacity now find themselves attempting to balance the competing 

demands of childcare and eldercare. As Atkinson (2020, p.204) comments, 

eldercare can in fact be even more problematic than childcare as “its demands are 

less predictable than childcare, with the potential for sudden health crises”. 

 

The problem of women balancing the ‘cost’ of providing informal care with 

economic opportunity for earnings forgone is not new. As Carmichael and Charles 

(2003) demonstrated, women inevitably bear both the direct and indirect costs of 

informal care for family members, a finding that has been proved consistently for 

many years (Ettner, 1996; Michaud et al., 2010; Duxbury and Higgins, 2017). This 

issue may have only become more apparent as increasing numbers of women have 

found themselves in more senior employment positions, bringing the issue into the 

spotlight and thus under the focus of greater research. One possible explanation 

might be the rather bitter irony of the symbiotic relationship between rising wages 

and rising living costs, so that to afford a reasonable standard of living it is usually 

necessary for adults of working age to be in full-time employment. The paradox of 

childcare becoming unaffordable appears to be an issue that is especially prevalent 

in Anglo-American societies (Muizon, 2018). And, because women are now 

increasingly actively delaying motherhood in an effort to first secure career 

seniority (and thus earning capacity), this gives rise to the conditions for the 

squeezed middle attempting to balance multiple competing social and economic 

perspectives. 
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It is acknowledged that some men do take care of their elderly parents, but Riley 

(2018) contends that men are typically more likely to outsource care to others, 

particularly as they have higher earnings capacity than women. Moreover, despite 

the growing expectation of caregiving in Anglo-American societies, evidence 

suggests that it is still women who bear the greater responsibility, whether for their 

own parents or their in-laws (Chesley and Poppoe, 2009; Hämäläinen and 

Tanskanen, 2021). The practical implications of this perfect storm of conditions for 

women in the squeezed middle or sandwich generation is, to paraphrase Duxbury 

and Higgins (2017), that ‘something’s got to give’. Evidence drawn from a variety of 

cultural contexts and differing industry sectors confirms that women in high status 

or high-tempo careers are more likely to try and fight for their career and balance 

the significant pressures they face in various directions. Of course, personal 

challenges are not the only issue that women face, and workplace challenges are 

also likely to be a contributing factor in the leaky female talent pipeline. 

 

2.4.2 Toxic Leadership 

One aspect of hostile work environments that may be particularly pertinent for 

women navigating working conditions at a senior executive level is the concept of 

‘toxic leadership’.  Toxic or dark leadership, as is it also referred to (Resick et al., 

2009; Linstead et al., 2014; Gaddis and Foster, 2015), is an umbrella term spanning 

sociopathic and narcissistic leadership. Both men and women may experience dark 

or toxic leadership by their managers (who may be male or female), but as women 

may be more exposed, this may serve as a precursor to the glass cliff (section 2.4.3). 

Women aspiring to senior executive positions may thus be uniquely exposed to 

toxic leadership from a female manager, perhaps seeking to assert a strong or 

‘male’ leadership style. Mavin (2008) presents taxonomies of toxic female 

leadership in Queen Bees and Wannabees, where she describes how some women 

who have achieved a leadership position proceed to actively block younger female 

colleagues rather than support them. Mavin (2008) attributes these actions to a 

desire by such female leaders to protect their position at all costs, despite the 
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popular assumption that women are more collaborative in their working style. It 

may also be the case that a glass cliff scenario is a specific and extreme 

manifestation of toxic leadership behaviours, and that a woman who ascends to a 

leadership role and deploys some or all of the undesirable traits described by Mavin 

(2008) finds herself pushed out for that very reason.   

 

2.4.3 Glass Cliff 

As more females reach senior executive positions, new trends in the workplace 

emerge. One such example is the recent phenomenon of the ‘glass cliff’. Ryan and 

Haslam (2004) define a glass cliff scenario as a situation whereby women are 

overrepresented among precarious leadership positions. It almost always refers to 

a situation where the organisation is already in a state of decline or even demise, 

and a woman is recruited into a leadership void (Cook and Glass, 2014). In such a 

case, a woman is specifically recruited to fill the precarious leadership position. It 

remains a somewhat contentious theory, principally because of the difficulties of 

conclusively proving that women are actively placed in challenging leadership 

positions that no-one, irrespective of their gender, could reasonably be expected to 

manage or lead. Various attempts have been made to demonstrate evidence of the 

glass cliff using a combination of methodologies in a variety of contextual settings. 

These have included detailed statistical analysis matching the appointment of 

females to the board against organisational performance (Cook and Glass, 2014; 

Tate and Yang, 2014), as well as exploring the narratives of females who believe 

that they are currently or have previously occupied glass cliff positions (Lewis and 

Simpson, 2015; Sabatier, 2015), and the pre-existing social barriers faced by women 

when aspiring to senior leadership positions (Wilson-Kovacs et al., 2006; 

Broadbridge, 2010). Should a female leader be unfortunate enough to find herself 

in a glass cliff scenario, and be judged to fail, this reinforces prejudiced 

misconceptions that women are ill-suited to high-profile leadership positions. 

 

Although Ryan and Haslam (2005) and other contemporary scholars have presented 

compelling research that supports the existence of the glass cliff, there are counter 
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arguments that question both the validity of their research and its outcomes. Critics 

of the glass cliff thesis question the implicit suggestion that the phenomenon is a 

deliberate action or exclusion on the part of some individuals within an 

organisation, which in turn places their female colleagues in difficult or even 

impossible leadership positions (Sheridan and Milgate, 2005; Terjesen and Singh, 

2008). To accept this premise is to accept that there is a disingenuous motivation 

behind the activities of some senior executives (political in this sense being 

organisational politics), even to their own detriment if the business fails. As an 

adjunct, one study examines the phenomenon of the glass cliff in an overtly 

political setting, observing how female candidates are used to hold precarious seats 

in government (Ryan et al., 2010).  

 

 

2.4.4 Critical Incidents and the Life Course Approach 

A nascent line of research into the off-ramping of senior female executives explores 

the impact of negative critical incidents, such as being forced into a role they do not 

like, or having a new line manager with whom there is a clash of personalities 

(Broadbridge, 2007), triggering their decision to leave the organisation. Sikes et al. 

(1985, p.230) define critical incidents within the context of professional educational 

environments as being “highly charged episodes that have enormous consequences 

for personal change and development”. Critical incidents might also be regarded as 

a specific but less extreme example of women being forced out of work as 

compared to a glass cliff scenario. It is certainly possible that in contemporary 

society, which seems to have increasingly blurred boundaries between work and 

home, professional and personal pressures may interlace and create a mutual 

negative relationship, giving rise to a critical incident. 

 

Returning to the issue of negative or hostile working environments, Vessey et al. 

(2009) recognise their draining physical and mental effect, which can expand over 

time until one final encounter, even if apparently relatively minor, may be enough 
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to serve as the proverbial ‘straw that breaks the camel's back’. Research into such 

negative critical incidents seems to be particularly sparse, although there are 

occasional mentions in the data collected by Anderson et al. (2010) of research 

participants who ‘suddenly decided’ to leave their working environment, and more 

recent work by Rothausen et al. (2017, p.2359) describing the “spectacular exit” of 

an employee immediately following an apparently minor disagreement3. There is 

also little clarity or evidence as to the possible impact of positive critical influences 

upon senior female executives and whether this would be sufficient to encourage 

them to remain, thus counterbalancing apparently cumulative negative influences. 

 

Cohen et al. (2016) demonstrate the difference between turnover intention rates 

and actual levels of turnover. Cohen et al. (2016) posited that a lack of awareness 

by line managers as to the factors likely to influence intended and actual turnover is 

problematic and a contributory factor to actual turnover. A repeated failure of 

organisations to identify and limit or eradicate the conditions that create 

internalised stereotyping contributes to the repeated cycles of self-doubt expressed 

by employees, especially women, when they consider whether or not to engage in 

voluntary turnover. Narrative accounts confirm that a succession of small and 

apparently inconsequential actions or inactions on the part of organisations and 

line managers create a steadily accumulating sense of dissatisfaction (Brescoll and 

Uhlmann, 2008; Wilson, 2017). Sometimes employees are able to brush off and 

ignore these events, but on other days the situation is simply too much to bear 

(Rothausen et al., 2017).  

 

The cognitive dissonance for women attempting to be something and someone 

they are not in an effort to fulfil preconceptions of managerial roles appears to be 

one of the greatest challenges. It is also important to note that cognitive dissonance 

of this nature is distinct from Imposter Syndrome, a feeling that one is ‘not good 

 
3 The employee in question worked for an airline as cabin crew and, following a verbal altercation 
with a passenger before take-off, disembarked from the plane leaving the flight unable to take off 
for safety reasons. 
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enough’ to carry out their job or task (Choi et al., 2015; Mullangi and Jagsi, 2019), a 

construct first identified in relation to women specifically more than 40 years ago in 

the work of Clance and Imes (1978). Internalised conflict creates high levels of 

personal stress and ultimately begins to undermine the sense of self that enabled 

career growth in the first instance (Mak et al., 2019). Ironically, organisations are on 

the one hand creating the conditions for supporting their female executives, but on 

the other failing to buttress these conditions by not intervening or addressing 

aspects of cognitive dissonance. 

 

Spurk et al. (2015) note that there is increasing acceptance of more flexible career 

paths and that the interpretation of success has become subjective. One possible 

means of understanding career pathways or trajectories is that of a life course 

approach more often associated with the studies of early adults and whether 

particular conditions or events in childhood and at early stages in their working lives 

shape the direction of their subsequent careers. One interesting explanation that 

emerged from this school of thought is that “changing lives alter development 

trajectories” (Elder, 1989, p.2), most notably because of critical events that 

occurred in the lives of those studied, permanently affecting subsequent decisions 

and choices.   

 

Elder (1989) noted that while these changes were both positive and negative, what 

unified these alternatives was that as a result of conditions often beyond the 

control of individuals, significant life choices were made, permanently influencing 

the lives of those concerned. There are broad societal assumptions in terms of 

social pathways that provide a means of framing future choices, often underpinning 

life choices such as education, career, and family life (Super, 1980; Gallos, 1989; 

Savikas, 1997; Woodd, 2013). Although these explanations are not intended to be 

prescriptive, they do aid understanding, in the sense that groups of people can 

follow broadly similar personal trajectories as they age, forming long-term stable 

relationships, bringing up families, and working for one or more organisations, 
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whereby, on the majority of occasions, they will see increases in household income 

over time. Stepping off these social pathways requires personal courage, and 

understanding why an individual chooses to do so, is something that is less well 

understood.   

 

Finally, Elder (1989) raises the issue of context informing career choices and the 

overlay of the life-cycle of employment against personal life choices, while 

Friedman and Greenhaus (2000) assert that career choices are inherently 

contextual and that this is context often widely overlooked. Over the last 50 years, 

career expectations have changed quite dramatically in some respects but hardly at 

all in others. According to Elgar (1998, p.6), this results in a “multiphasic” situation 

whereby there is an accumulation of positive or negative choices that can, at least 

partially, explain the situation in which individuals can find themselves in relation to 

their life and career choices. Although it is often tempting to consider careers and 

career choices in isolation, insofar as they are separated from personal and 

domestic situations, Elgar (1989) and Lent and Brown (2013) argue that this is 

unrealistic. Whilst many people work because they have to, their working choices 

are to a greater or lesser extent informed by their personal and domestic lives. The 

point, therefore, is that what appears to be critical to one individual may not be 

perceived as such by another. Context is thus absolutely fundamental in 

understanding life changing incidents that permanently affect the career choices of 

individuals. 

 

2.5 Cumulative Impacts Leading to Stepping Away 

The decision of an employee to leave their place of employment is typically referred 

to as voluntary turnover, resulting in a decision to step away from, or ‘off-ramp’ 

from an established career. Off-ramping is predominately a US term (e.g., Hewlett 

and Luce, 2005), and in this thesis the terminology ‘stepping away’ is retained as it 

is more in keeping with the activities of participants’ actual responses. HR models 

that explain voluntary turnover largely focus on sequential and linear actions and 
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reactions on the part of the employee and the organisation, or, more typically, an 

employee’s line manager (Van Breukelen et al., 2004; Allen, 2008; Hom et al., 

2012). Rothausen et al. (2017) highlight and question the gap in understanding 

regarding the focus on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of employee turnover, and the fact that 

less consideration is given to the ‘why’ element. Both Von Hagel and Miller (2011) 

and Rothausen et al. (2017) question whether the prevailing assumption regarding 

the sequential and linear nature of voluntary employee turnover is an accurate or 

sufficiently comprehensive explanation, concluding that this is probably not so in 

the case of more senior or long-serving employees.  

 

In this section, some of the core models of employee turnover are reviewed, 

examining the extent to which they offer a comprehensive explanation of the 

reasons ‘why’ an employee would choose to leave. The focus is then directed 

towards the notion of sensemaking in helping to frame the likely multiple factors 

and influences that ultimately cause an employee to decide to resign. The same 

situation is then examined through an organisational lens, considering whether 

there are actions or interventions that either line managers or the organisation 

more widely might take to retain employees who have, to paraphrase Mitchell et al. 

(2001, p.1110) ‘already mentally left’. The extent to which employees who have 

engaged in voluntary turnover consider themselves to have jumped or been pushed 

is also examined. This leads to a discussion of the literature relating to self-

employment following career exit and, finally, a consideration of what measures or 

interventions organisations have deployed, or may utilise, to limit the attrition of 

senior female talent. 

 

2.5.1 Models of Employee Turnover 

Direnzo and Greenhaus (2011) articulate that there are a number of dominant 

models that explain the drivers of voluntary employee turnover, and attempt to 

predict likely routes of exit. According to Rothausen et al. (2017), these models can 

be traced to the original work of March and Simon (1958), whose theory proposed 
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that the two principal drivers of voluntary turnover are: a) ease of exit, and b) 

desirability of alternatives. Subsequent studies built upon these fundamental 

drivers, augmenting them with explanations such as prevailing economic or labour 

market conditions (Mobley et al., 1979), and also the capability and performance of 

the employees themselves (Hom and Kinicki, 2001). For example, Lee et al. (1999) 

suggested that employees may perceive greater potential satisfaction in an 

alternative role, and this is the predominant driver. However, Shaw et al. (2009, 

p.20) suggest that understanding the motivations of turnover, such as accumulated 

dissatisfaction or alternatively a “chronic event” (analogous to a critical incident), is 

a superior explanation.  

 

Mayer and Schoorman (1998) observe that there are differing opinions on the 

alternative paths taken by employees engaging in voluntary turnover, and that 

these routes differ depending on certain factors. These factors include the 

perspective of the employee, their performance (whether they are a high 

performing or low performing employee), and also their perceived level of 

dissatisfaction (Hom et al., 2017). Practical explanations also support this 

interpretation, such as external market shocks, causing employees to assess the 

likelihood of longevity with an employer (Allen, 2008), and the level and reliability 

of alternative modes and forms of employment (Reina et al., 2018). What is similar 

throughout all of these explanations are the core assumptions that: (a) an 

employee leaves because they are in some way chronically dissatisfied; and (b) the 

path to exit is fundamentally linear and sequential. Rothausen et al. (2017) contend 

that these assumptions, whilst relevant for some employees, should not be treated 

as an explanation for all. 

 

Lee et al. (2017) suggest that it is more useful to attempt to understand the drivers 

of ‘why’ an employee leaves, before they reach the point of exit. By identifying 

intent to leave at an earlier stage in the process or cycle, there is a greater 

opportunity for organisations to rectify or redress the principal drivers of 
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dissatisfaction. Irrespective of whether an employee is considered to be good or 

underperforming, there are still direct and indirect costs and resource implications 

arising from their exit. At best, an organisation must engage in a cycle of 

recruitment, at worst, a valuable employee takes with them irreplaceable 

organisational knowledge, established social and professional networks, and 

creates a void in terms of organisational cohesion (Li et al., 2016). In any exit 

scenario, there are still good reasons to fully understand why an employee chooses 

to leave. 

 

2.5.2 Voluntary Turnover and Sensemaking  

Posthuma et al. (2007) highlight that, in practice, before an employee typically 

decides to leave they experience cycles of conflicting behaviour and emotions. This 

means that they will think and rethink the decision to leave depending on 

circumstances, deciding that they will quit, and then rethinking this, believing it to 

be an overreaction to circumstance and therefore deciding to stay. External factors 

and personal ‘trade-offs’ may also be factored into the decision, such as a sideways 

move as part of a longer-term career plan. Evidence in Rothausen et al. (2017) 

supports this interpretation, as previously described (Section 2.4.4). What 

Kransdorff (2017) notes from this experience is that the potential widespread 

impact of such a spectacular exit is often more powerful than the exit itself. The 

power of the spectacular exit is driven by storytelling, through which there is a 

realistic prospect of the exit acquiring the status of an urban myth, and causing 

considerable potential damage to organisational brand and future recruitment 

prospects. The likelihood of being able to identify an employees’ turnover 

intentions long before they reach this stage is therefore arguably far more useful to 

organisations and also potentially researchers than post-facto explanations. 

Advance indications may at least give an organisation time to make changes or 

intervene before the decision to leave has been made. 
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Lee et al. (2008, p.655) observe that sensemaking frameworks are invaluable in 

helping to understand the “internal process of employees considering turnover”. It 

is nonsensical to suggest that any employee who experiences internal or exogenous 

shock in the workplace will immediately leave – even in a favourable labour market. 

Furthermore, it can be difficult to establish all of the potential shocks that an 

employee may experience (Posthuma et al., 2007; Allen, 2008). The way in which an 

employee understands and frames these shocks helps to explain the meaning that 

different employees ascribe to their circumstances and thus the ultimate decision 

they make to leave or remain. Understanding how employees frame their own 

circumstances therefore provides a potentially deeper understanding of the cycles 

that an employee experiences once they have begun to consider the prospect of 

leaving; and the opportunities for an employer to intervene (Li et al., 2016; Lee et 

al., 2017). Indeed, it may well be the case that rather than necessarily seeking to 

retain an employee who is deeply unhappy, it is more productive for all parties 

concerned to accelerate the process of exit (Fiser and Hopkins, 2017).  

 

2.5.3 Jump or Pushed? 

Whilst the decision of an employee to leave their organisation is typically framed 

and recorded as voluntary turnover, Direnzo and Greenhaus (2011) suggest that 

this is a superficial interpretation of employee sensemaking. The question of 

whether employees jump or are pushed is not binary in the view of Hofhuis et al. 

(2014). Employees, especially those in more senior roles, are in possession of 

particular knowledge and communication skills, and can navigate an exit that 

combines the two, in as far as they are experiencing cycles of dissatisfaction 

prompting serious thoughts of leaving. However, the ultimate decision as to 

whether they leave voluntarily, or in anticipation of being pushed, is far from clear 

(Tan and Cramer, 2012). At a senior level, if it is found necessary to push out or 

actively dismiss an employee, then a more senior employee will most likely navigate 

and control their own exit if for no other reason than to frame their own career 

narrative with a view to future further employment (Tan and Cramer, 2012). 
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It is also perfectly possible to create conditions within an organisation, deliberately 

or otherwise, that place sufficient pressure on employees that they choose to leave 

(Reina et al., 2018; Lin and Rasdi, 2019). Such conditions can be carefully 

manufactured – for example, the persistence of bullying and microaggressions 

(Dellasega, 2005; Mavin, 2006a; 2008) (Chapter 2, Section 2.3.2.1) – yet can also 

arise from a sense of organisational or line manager neglect. Although it might be 

assumed that a more senior employee has strength of character and experience to 

manage perceptions of managerial neglect, if an employee is already isolated then 

this can explain why an employee would feel that they were pushed out even if 

they voluntarily jumped. This also explains how the situation of an employee 

leaving can be perceived in very different ways by the employee and the employer 

(Peni, 2014; Kossek et al., 2017). Dunford et al. (2008) suggest that it is worth 

considering the extent to which an employee perceives that they have jumped or 

been pushed when assessing post-facto reasons for employee turnover. As with 

some interventions, Dunford et al. (2008) suggest that it may be possible to restore 

trust between an employee and their employer and reengage a skilled employee. 

Or, at the very least, leave discussions open for subsequent reemployment at a 

later stage. 

 

Expanding upon the idea of individual circumstances and also the negative 

influences and critical incidents that can occur in a career setting, the inference 

from the studies of Meyer et al. (1998), Anderson et al. (2010) and Rothausen et al. 

(2017) is that there is seldom one single issue or event that ultimately precludes the 

decision taken by women to leave their working environment. It is clear from the 

literature that does exist on the subject, that it is a combination of factors that in 

each individual circumstance drive the ultimate decision to leave. An inability to 

cope with working environments is not a problem, so much as the women in 

question determine that their efforts and energies can be better utilised in other 

ways. In some circumstances, this can mean that women choose to direct their 

efforts towards caring for their families, perhaps children or elderly relatives who 

they feel deserve their full time and attention, or a family member who has become 
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ill. Alternatively, they may choose to establish their own business venture or adjust 

their career path.  

Shapiro et al. (2008, p.310) discuss how “pejorative” language to describe the 

career trajectories of women who step away from established linear career paths 

fails to adequately articulate the complexities of women’s career experiences. 

Language such as off-ramping (Tischler, 2004; Hewlett and Luce, 2005), opting out 

(Belkin, 2003), non-linear (Lovejoy and Stone, 2012), and ‘mommy track’ (Fels, 

2004) (typically a US term), all assume that women deviate from a standardised, 

and arguably male, career norm. Moreover, such terminology is often explicitly 

linked with implied lack of ability or professional drive. As Shapiro et al. (2008, 

p.310) further note, such implied derogation is based on the presumption that 

“work is primary”. Perhaps however, it is more accurate to suggest that this 

derogation is in fact based on the interpretation that paid work is primary, and 

work which attracts high economic value is given even greater primacy. In Western 

society particularly, there is very much a presumption that a person’s social worth 

is equated with their economic contribution (Ansari et al., 2012). For these reasons, 

any career experience which deviates from the (paid) ‘work first’ model is in some 

way automatically categorised as lesser. 

Terminology suggesting a career trajectory which follows any path other than that 

which is linear carries with it an implied ‘lesser-ness’ downgrading the capability of 

those who choose an alternative career path. It is only very recently that language 

such as ‘stepping off’ or ‘stepping away’ appears to have been proactively 

incorporated in the literature (Hoffer et al. 2020; Mazzetti, 2020). Mazzetti (2020) 

makes reference to female professionals stepping away from their careers in her 

analysis of the narrative accounts of women who have experienced ‘career shock’. 

She focuses on an alternative theoretical explanation, that of resource 

conservation, suggesting that women make trade off decisions about their available 

resources and the competing demands on their time. Consistent with existing 

evidence which refutes the claims that women lack career ambition (Hoffer et al. 

2020;), Mazzetti (2020) concludes that women effectively marshal their resources, 

thus making the decision to step away proactive rather than reactive. It is this more 
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positive language in the terminology of stepping away which is retained in this 

thesis. 

 

 

 

2.5.4 Self-Employment 

One obvious question regarding successful professional women stepping off the 

traditional career path is ‘where do they go?’, assuming that most are physically 

and emotionally capable of continuing in employment and will aim to do so, for 

self-fulfilment if nothing else (Nikina et al., 2015). One alternative to the traditional 

career path is self-employment, whether establishing a business or working as a 

freelancer, consultant or a professional interim; often advocated as a successful 

and enjoyable career option in the popular press (Raina, 2016). Research exploring 

entrepreneurship and the motivations of entrepreneurs indicates a range of drivers 

(Simoes et al., 2016). However, having personal control over one's working 

environment by establishing a business typically ranks highly as a motivating factor 

for significant career change (Rey-Martí et al., 2015).   

 

Whilst the popular view of self-employment is a sense of control over one’s 

employment destiny and personal self-fulfilment (Raina, 2014), Georgellis and Yusuf 

(2016) demonstrate that once the novelty and excitement of launching a new 

venture has worn off, enthusiasm and self-fulfilment wane. The implication here is 

that self-employment is not the easy option it may seem to be but that it is, in the 

words of Chivers (2017, p.116), more of an “escape”. This view is confirmed in the 

research of Nikina et al. (2015) and Rey-Martí et al. (2015), although in differing 

contexts. Successful entrepreneurs are typically possessed of a unique set of skills 

and personality traits (Sajilan et al., 2015), with some evidence of moderate 

differences in such entrepreneurial traits between genders (Lee and Lee, 2015). 

Simoes et al. (2016) illustrate, however, that such differences seem to be the most 
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strongly influenced by national cultural norms rather than any other demographic 

characteristic.   

 

An exit from employment with a traditional career path within an organisation into 

self-employment is a risky transition given the failure rates of business start-ups, as 

well as potential professional social risk in the sense of a loss of professional 

connections and even a sense of self-worth (Alvesson, 2001). Research by the 

Women’s Enterprise Group (Prowess, 2017) estimates that there are approximately 

170,000 small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that have been set up by women 

over the last 5 years, and that they have a lower failure rate than SME ventures 

established by men. Furthermore, research shows that typically women take a 

different approach to establishing their own ventures as compared to male 

entrepreneurs, which has implications for the way in which they manage their 

careers and also their businesses (Minniti, 2010; Nikina et al., 2015; Raina, 2016). 

These differences largely relate to a different attitude to risk. Women are 

consistently considered to be, and indeed found to be, more risk-adverse, and also 

prefer a more collaborative approach to working (Watson and Robinson, 2003; 

Ratten, 2016). However, such risk aversion is in some circumstances negatively 

correlated with medium to long term small business success (Estrin and Mickiewicz, 

2011; Rey-Martí et al., 2015; Ratten, 2016).   

 

Rao et al., (2016) suggest that some women prefer to step away from corporate life 

entirely, rather than manage the additional pressure of organisational politics, 

negative attitudes and challenges in the workplace. In short, women feel their 

efforts and energies can be better directed elsewhere by establishing their own 

business ventures, even taking account of their risk aversion in establishing a new 

business venture. Longitudinal research also demonstrates that female-run small 

business ventures may grow slowly compared to male-run entrepreneurial 

ventures, yet are typically more profitable and have much better employee 

retention rates. This appears to be due to the way that women prefer to manage 

when not operating under the constraints of expectation regarding leadership style 

(Marlow and Swail, 2014). It is also more likely that female-run SME ventures will 
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be staffed by a high proportion of females (Dawson and Henley, 2015), suggesting 

the potential existence of a professional female network and a desire for a certain 

type of culture, and thereby seeking to avoid a replication of the difficulties 

experienced in hierarchical organisations. 

 

Self-employment is stressful and can be all-consuming (Georgellis and Yusuf, 2016; 

Chivers, 2017). Women can find themselves working longer than ever before in 

order to establish the business and maintain it, while still keeping up with family 

commitments. As Nikina et al. (2015) reveal, for women, the presence of a strong 

and emotionally supportive partner is a critical factor influencing the likely success 

of a small business. On the one hand, it can be argued that if it is a small or micro 

business, then it is easier to manage as there is less need for managerial formality; 

however, on the other hand, self-employment can certainly be exceptionally 

stressful (Semerci, 2016) and can create a different series of critical incidents. There 

are limited statistics analysing the gender distribution of failed small business 

ventures. The ones that do exist have been gathered purposefully (such as by the 

Women’s Enterprise Group), although it is agreed in literature and in official 

records, such as the Office for National Statistics, that the figures for small business 

failure in formative years are known to be high. Mueller and Shepherd (2016) 

suggest that business failure rates for new small businesses in the first year are 

typically as high as 50%, dropping to 30% in the second year and a little over 10% in 

the third year. In short, if a new business can survive beyond 3 years it should be 

able to continue its existence. The implications of this for female executives looking 

to enter self-employment are considerable, as by stepping away from 

organisational hierarchy and a potentially challenging position, it might be argued 

that they are simply swapping one source of stress for another. 

 

2.5.5 Organisational Interventions to Prevent the Attrition of Female Employees 

As mentioned on a number of occasions in this chapter, the attrition of senior 

female executives from established career pathways continues to represent a 

problem for many organisations, particularly in light of positive interventions 
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intended to help increase the retention of such women. As revealed by Anderson et 

al. (2010), the underlying reasons for such attrition are far from straightforward, 

and it is difficult to isolate any one particular factor that can be considered as a 

defining element. Whilst it is true that it is somewhat easier for women to ‘off-

ramp’ their careers, as compared to men who would be far more likely to face 

social stigma (Hewlett and Luce, 2005), understanding why women may choose to 

do this, especially after having spent many years in education and training, to say 

nothing of progressing up the career ladder, remains less well understood.   

 

Whilst the phrase ‘work-life balance’ (WLB) features in much of the HRM and career 

literature, in recognition of the need to balance working commitments and 

personal demands, Warren (2004) points out that there is almost inevitably the 

prevailing assumption that work is somehow more important than any other aspect 

of an individuals’ life and should take precedence. There is, in the opinion of Cahill 

et al. (2015), less recognition of the fact that in practice, the distinctions between 

work and personal life are becoming increasingly blurred yet ever more necessary. 

It is reasonable to suggest that people, irrespective of gender, gain satisfaction from 

working in terms of both extrinsic financial rewards and some measure of intrinsic 

recognition or sense of self-worth. It is a rare person indeed who can afford not to 

be engaged in paid employment whilst they are considered to be of economically 

active age, which challenges the notion that pay is not a motivating factor in 

employment choices. 

 

Kossek et al. (2017) examine opportunities for organisational intervention to help 

reduce instances of voluntary turnover, specifically amongst mid-level and senior 

female managers. They categorise a number of implicit and tacit forms of 

organisational perpetuated gender bias and stereotypes, which they argue directly 

and indirectly contribute to increased levels of voluntary turnover amongst female 

managers. Kossek et al. (2017) further articulate issues such as deep-rooted and 

reinforcing bias in terms of employee performance, with systematic evidence 



 

59 
 

confirming that hiring and promotional opportunities are biased in favour of men. 

Similarly, there is a lack of access to appropriate social and professional networks in 

order to build support and demonstrate credibility and capability in the workplace. 

Linked to the idea of mentoring and having a male champion, research confirms 

that on balance, opportunities for building professional networks are critically 

important in supporting and sustaining career promotion and senior executive 

stability (Fitzsimmons et al., 2014; Searby et al., 2015). If organisations inhibit 

opportunities for women to engage in such activity, possibly simply due to a lack of 

women either in the workforce or as role models, it makes the creation of a female 

support network all but impossible. Given that women are more likely to feel 

isolated (Lin and Rasdi, 2019), this begins to create some of the conditions that may 

lead to voluntary turnover as discussed by Durbin and Tomlinson (2014). 

 

2.6 Summary 

This chapter has presented a review of literature explaining factors that impact 

women’s career trajectories and the subsequent underrepresentation of women in 

senior management leadership positions. Empirical evidence consistently confirms 

that women experience career progression that is slow, or at least slower than that 

of their male colleagues, and that women’s career progress is typically non-linear. 

Whilst there have been improvements in the representation of women in senior 

leadership positions, as evidenced by the Davies and Hampton Alexander reviews 

over the last decade, progress in this area remains slow and inconsistent. Women 

face obvious practical and also tacit barriers in their career progression. These 

include care and domestic constraints, as inevitably women bear the majority of the 

responsibility for childcare, and, an increasing proportion of the responsibility for 

eldercare as part of the squeezed middle sandwich generation. 

 

Other factors contributing to the leaky female talent pipeline include organisational 

barriers, such as the glass ceiling and the glass cliff, as well as issues relating to toxic 

leadership and organisational policies that have the practical impact of inhibiting 
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women’s career progression. Empirical studies and systematic literature reviews 

are consistent in their interpretation that women in high-tempo and long-hours 

professional careers (e.g., business services, academia, medicine) often proactively 

defer childcare because they believe it will harm their career prospects. This 

situation appears to arise because of organisational policies and interpretation of 

these policies by individual line managers that causes women to believe that they 

cannot easily have children and achieve career status at the same time. 

 

Consideration of the factors which then ultimately lead women to offramp 

highlights the contribution of organisational conditions to women’s decisions to 

step away. Narrative and quantitative data is consistent, evidencing that women 

choose to offramp voluntarily because of toxic organisational conditions such as a 

lack of perceived trust, being bullied out of their jobs, or simply finding that they 

can no longer tolerate an overtly aggressive organisational culture that puts profit 

ahead of purpose and personal values. The literature also reveals the impact of 

cumulative or critical incidents on women’s decisions to leave their jobs. This active 

choice to leave raises questions about some of the presumptions of career theory 

and the way in which career trajectories are often still presumed to be linear, 

driven by an urgent desire to reach the summit of one’s career as quickly as it is 

humanly possible. Chapter 3 therefore proceeds to examine women’s career 

trajectories through the lens of career theory, to investigate alternative 

explanations for the career paths chosen by women. Chapter 3 also considers the 

specific influence of the legal sector as a context. 
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CHAPTER 3 

3. WOMEN’S CAREER TRAJECTORIES: CAREER THEORY AND THE ROLE OF 

INDUSTRY AND ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The discussions in this chapter are based on the presentation and interpretation of 

theoretical explanations of career trajectories, and the interrelationship of career 

trajectories with industry and organisational culture. Broadly speaking, career 

theories seek to explain and to some extent predict, although not always 

successfully, how and why individuals pursue particular career paths. In recent 

years there have been quite loud claims that the organisational career is in demise, 

but the literature suggests that this claim is probably overstated. More 

contemporary career theories such as protean, boundaryless and kaleidoscope 

careers argue for non-linear career paths. One of the difficulties with these 

explanations of more flexible career models is that they make a number of 

assumptions about the individual and their capacity to switch between jobs quite 

easily. Job switching, although a relatively frequent occurrence for many, is not 

necessarily easy, and as discussed later in this chapter (section 3.3.2.3), senior 

career professionals may be inclined to retrospectively frame their career exit in a 

positive light, particularly if they wish to find new employment and are aware of 

negative views towards job quits. It can therefore be suggested that there are some 

tensions in the literature on the subject of career theory that merit closer scrutiny – 

particularly in relation to the careers of women and the noted practical and tacit 

barriers that they face during their career and life course. 

 

The choices made by women with respect to their careers are also likely to reflect 

the particular characteristics of the sector or occupation in which they are located. 

This chapter therefore goes on to consider the impact of organisational and 

industry culture on careers with a specific focus on the legal sector in England and 

Wales, as this is the industry sector from which the research population is drawn. In 
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chapter 2, reference was made to tacit organisational barriers relating to hostile 

working conditions (Section 2.3.2) and toxic leadership (Section 2.4.2). Discussions 

in this chapter look more closely at factors that influence organisational culture and 

how organisational and industry culture become interlaced in a symbiotic 

relationship. This symbiotic relationship in turn impacts career trajectories because 

in order to ‘fit’ within an organisation, especially at a senior level, individuals must 

be inherently aware of organisational politics generally, and they must be capable 

of politicking if they wish to reach the highest levels in the organisation. This 

chapter concludes with the presentation of the research questions, which draw 

together these strands of theory and discussion, and which inform the 

methodology and analysis in the latter parts of this thesis. 

 

3.2 Career Theories 

Theories explaining the development path or trajectory of individual careers have 

evolved in recent years, in part due to shifting socio-economic drivers, and in part 

due to changing workplace expectations. Traditional linear career paths have not 

seen as sharp a demise as popular press might claim, but there has been a rise in 

self-directed career management in the form of self-employment, and protean and 

boundaryless careers (Gubler et al., 2014). Alongside these two quite widely 

evaluated explanations of career theory, is a less often evaluated explanation in the 

form of kaleidoscope career theory (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005). This latter 

theoretical explanation pays closer attention to the career trajectories of women 

and emphasises that women especially seek three core attributes in their career: 

authenticity, balance, and challenge. Kaleidoscope theory implies, although does 

not explicitly state, that critical incidents can and do serve as a turning point in 

career development. Protean, boundaryless and kaleidoscope theory all share the 

aim of offering explanations for more flexible or non-linear career trajectories. 

 

It is also helpful to consider how the term ‘career’ is understood in the literature. 

Baruch and Bozionelos (2011, p.67) acknowledge that there is a surprising absence 

in the literature with regards to a precise definition of ‘career’, despite the 
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importance it plays in the lives of many people. However, they observe that, 

broadly speaking, the majority of existing theories of career revolve around “the 

notion of sequential employment-related experiences through time and across 

space” (Baruch and Bozionelos, 2011, p.67).  Arthur et al. (2005) raise a similar 

point relating to the inherent tension in contemporary career theory, that whilst 

there is much talk of flexible and boundaryless career options, ‘success’ in terms of 

career is still typically assumed to be measured by objective points of status, such 

as job title and career.  This tension implies that for all the talk of career 

independence driven by personal agency, subjective measures of career success are 

still likely to be tied to objective career measures; an issue that Olsen and Shultz 

(2013) make some effort to reconcile. 

 

The reason that these definitions matter in terms of this thesis, is that the thesis 

focuses on individuals who occupy what are considered to be senior roles, and 

whose seniority is likely to be defined or determined by objective markers of career 

success such as position within an organisation’s hierarchy.  A review of the 

literature suggests that seniority in terms of careers has received relatively little 

attention as a significant construct. In 1990 Fine et al. considered seniority to be 

determined by length of tenure and position in the organisational hierarchy – an 

interpretation which does not seem have changed some 30 years later (Serafin and 

Czarkowska-Pączek, 2019). Moreover, seniority in the sense of careers has a double 

meaning, requiring both length of experience and organisational positioning, and 

although both may not be required in some circumstance or situations, in 

professional services it is very unusual to achieve the latter without the former, 

especially for women.  For the purposes of this thesis, seniority is therefore taken 

to mean individuals who hold roles or positions which are near or at the top of the 

organisational hierarchy, which have been attained as a consequence of long 

service and years of experience. 

 

3.2.1 Traditional Career Paths and the Rise of Flexible Career Models 
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Historically, a traditional professional career path meant that individuals, 

irrespective of gender, entered the employment market within a broadly defined 

field or sector and then progressed in this area throughout the duration of their 

career (Briscoe and Hall, 2006). In the view of Malos and Campion (2000) and Von 

Nordenflycht (2010), certain sectors such as law, accounting, or medicine lend 

themselves to a situation where an individual is able to work for one organisation 

for the entirety of their career. This is in large part because these sectors equip 

individuals with skills and professional experience that is enduring, and because the 

sectors themselves have existed for many years and are unlikely to diminish in the 

foreseeable future. Stevens (2017) notes that until very recently it has also been 

generally assumed in HR literature and practice that people prefer to follow a linear 

career trajectory, climbing an organisational hierarchy or career ladder until they 

reach a point at which either they are satisfied with their balance of work and 

responsibilities or they find themselves unable to progress any further at least with 

their current employer for a variety of possible reasons. 

 

However, traditional career paths have changed due to several socio-economic 

factors. First, technological developments over the last 20 years have revolutionised 

the way that many organisations function, in a manner not dissimilar to the 

Industrial Revolution of the late 1800s (Hirschi, 2018). Technology has replaced a 

significant proportion of what would have been traditional entry-level jobs, while 

creating new jobs and career paths. It has also supported the expansion of flexible 

and remote working in a manner not possible as recently as 15 years ago. However, 

technology has also accelerated the pace of life, creating a situation whereby 

employees, particularly senior employees, are expected to be available almost 

round-the-clock (Hohnen et al., 2015). Further to this, medical advances now mean 

that people are living longer than ever before and will continue to work later in 

their lives (Hohnen et al., 2015). When coupled with technological advancements, 

the implications of this are that people often find themselves switching to another 

career field a number of years into employment, sometimes with transferable skills, 

and sometimes having to learn new ones (Briscoe and Hall, 2006; Gubler et al., 

2014).  
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Training and development is recognised as an important component of career 

development, and the psychological contract refers to the tacit aspects of the 

relationship between an employee and organisation (Sharma and Cooper, 2016). 

One aspect of this is the assumption that an organisation is expected to provide its 

employees with a career path of learning, development and promotion 

opportunities (Gubler et al., 2014). This in turn provides the basis to motivate and 

engage employees, thus enhancing productivity, according to motivational theory. 

The psychological contract and long-standing traditional notions of career 

development, particularly those promoted to young people in the early stages of 

the career, are often held out as motivational stimuli (Hall, 2002; Greenhaus and 

Kossek, 2014). Hence, if individuals do not feel that they receive these career 

development opportunities, they will seek employment elsewhere. It is potentially 

the case, therefore, that a failure to fulfil this unspoken expectation of employees, 

particularly women, as they see themselves being overtaken by their male 

counterparts, may in part account for women stepping away from the traditional 

career ladder. 

 

In the view of Hakim (2000), women’s career options have expanded as the 

proportion of women gaining graduate level education rose with each generation 

since the 1970s. As noted by Hakim (2000) in her preference theory construct, 

women in the 21st-century are in the position of being able to actively choose their 

career direction, without many of the historical shackles of expectation traditionally 

placed upon women, such as childcare and relatively limited expectation of serious 

career progression. This has laid the foundations for women in their 40s to consider 

alternative career options and directions, with much less challenge from overtly 

expressed societal pressures. This softening of attitudes towards a more flexible 

career path has impacted on the expectations and aspirations of both men and 

women, and in the opinion of Cheramie et al. (2007), there is a reduced level of 

stigma surrounding the idea of switching careers and pursuing an entirely different 

career path.   
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Another factor that has prompted changes to the traditional career path is the 

development of flexible working. The literature emphasises the importance of 

personal autonomy in the workplace and its value as a motivational lever (Boxall, 

2013; Chiniara and Bentein, 2016). Whilst it may not be realistic for every employee 

to work flexibly and in a self-directed environment, an increasing proportion of job 

functions and roles, particularly those demanding an intellectual contribution as 

opposed to a physical presence, lend themselves to an individual working outside of 

the traditional 9-to-5 approach (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Zafar and Mat, 2012). 

This increasing flexibility in working environments means that it is not only possible 

but increasingly likely that individuals will look to have a more fluid career that is 

barely recognisable from the traditional linear career approach (Marchington et al., 

2011).   

 

Portfolio careers represent an umbrella term describing individuals who earn their 

living in a number of different ways, with income from several different sources 

(Templer and Cawsey, 1999; Gold and Fraser, 2002). Fenwick (2006) notes that 

‘portfolio careers’ is a broad term, encompassing more specific interpretations of 

individual career development, and that there is the potential for tension regarding 

the limitations and parameters of such career trajectories. Three specific aspects of 

this line of research, (i) protean career theory, (ii) boundaryless career theory, and 

(iii) kaleidoscope career theory, all provide a potential explanation of the career 

trajectories of senior female executives. However, before it is possible to critique 

these concepts, it is first necessary to give an overview of the traditional 

organisational career as a benchmark or baseline. 

 

3.2.1.1 The Organisational Career 

Organisational careers have been variously described by Arthur and Rousseau 

(1996, p.3 cited in Atkinson et al., 2015) as “the unfolding sequence of a person’s 

work experiences over time” and by Glaser (2010, p.1) as a “type of status-

passage”, as an employee “literally moves … through the organizational structure”. 

Glaser (2010, p.2) further claims that there is an implicit relationship between an 
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employee and organisation that can only be explained by means of an 

organisational career, because “organizations obtain work from people by offering 

them some kind of career within their structures”. In the late 1970s, Hall (1976, 

p.18) once famously claimed that ‘the organisational career is dead’, as he 

promoted his concept of the protean career. However subsequent scholars, Hall 

himself included (Hall and Las Heras, 2009), later acknowledge that perhaps the 

organisational career is not as irrelevant as some theories posit. Indeed, Clarke 

(2013, p.684) amusingly paraphrases Mark Twain when she suggests that “rumours 

of the death [of the organisational career] have been greatly exaggerated”.   

 

The organisational career can be said to be founded on two fundamental 

assumptions. First, the nature of the relationship between an organisation and 

employee, in order to elicit work from the employee via some sort of orientation 

towards or loyalty in respect of organisations (Collin, 2009). Second, that 

employees value some measure of security and surety in their employment (Smith 

and Sheridan, 2006). The first aspect of an implied relationship to elicit work from 

employees is encouraged through career progression and a variety of perks and 

benefits associated with career progression that would reinforce the interpretation 

of the organisational career. In short, the further up the organisational hierarchy a 

person progresses, the more likely they are to receive benefits reinforcing this 

implied relationship. Further, Barnett and Bradley (2007) consider that the nature 

of such perks and benefits also changes or evolves with organisational hierarchal 

progression, often moving from training and development in the early stages of 

organisational careers, through to more flexible and/or personalised rewards, the 

more senior an individual becomes (Baruch, 2006). Tellingly, organisational 

investment in individual training and development typically tapers off for more 

senior employees (Smith‐Ruig, 2009), although it is less clear whether this tapering 

off is a result of organisational or employee unwillingness, or other circumstances 

entirely, such as cost of investment. 

 



 

68 
 

The second assumption underpinning the organisational career in terms of security 

or surety is more likely to be relevant to an employee as they move through the life 

course. Younger or less experienced employees can be expected to be more active 

in seeking development opportunities. Gordon and Storlie (2013) consider that 

several interlaced factors underpin this situation. The most prominent factor being 

that junior or inexperienced employees actively want to receive training and 

development opportunities in order to improve their own development prospects. 

Consequentially, organisations invest in training to attract candidates (Heilmann et 

al., 2008; Ferri-Reed, 2015), in part because it is beneficial for the organisation to 

have a trained workforce (Heilmann et al., 2008), and in part because the promise 

of training is proven to attract candidates (Erickson and Gratton, 2007; Ferri-Reed, 

2015). However, the evidence as to whether training reliably encourages the 

retention of candidates is rather more mixed (Gordon and Storlie, 2013), given that 

training enhances employability in the open market.  

 

Clarke (2013) comments that the presumed demise of the organisational career is 

itself underpinned by a number of assumptions. These assumptions can be 

summarised as: (1) theoretical debate around the shifting structure of careers, 

illustrated in the rise of discussions around protean and boundaryless career 

models; (2) a corresponding assumption that the organisational career is no longer 

relevant to employees as they seek a greater variety of opportunities and 

experiences; and (3) changing societal norms and expectations on the part of both 

the individual and the organisation with regard to training and development 

opportunities. In short, it is costly to train employees (Greer, 2021) and it becomes 

costlier as employees become more senior. Thus, there are potentially both supply 

and demand issues contributing to the demise of the organisational career. 

In the early discussions of career theory in the mid-20th century, Clarke (2013) 

claims there was still a certain presumption of considerable tenure at an 

organisation, if not a job for life. In the present day, the idea of a job for life might 

be regarded as quaintly obsolete (Monahan and Swanson, 2019). As the evidence 

shows, most people in the 21st-century do appear to move jobs with greater 
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frequency than in the latter half of the 20th century (Ferri-Reed, 2015). However, 

people’s motivations for moving jobs appear to be stimulated by differing personal 

drivers. Clarke (2013) supports her claims with reference to several empirical 

studies confirming that the organisational career is ‘alive and well’, especially in 

large organisations with bureaucratic structures, e.g., the public sector, or in 

professional industry/office-based roles, such as professional services. 

 

One key contribution that can be induced from the empirical evidence in support of 

the organisational career is that organisational careers can still offer flexibility and 

challenge alongside a range of developmental opportunities (Clarke, 2013; 

Monahan and Swanson, 2019). This may not be unique to large organisations 

either, even though larger organisations can obviously create and offer a greater 

range of opportunities. Evidence drawn from smaller organisations suggests that 

different types of opportunities are available through exposure to a greater range 

of cross functional learning opportunities. On the one hand, larger organisations 

may offer a greater range of potential projects or interdisciplinary work 

opportunities. By contrast, Csillag et al., (2019) evidence that smaller firms typically 

require employees to be highly flexible and adaptive in response to rapidly 

changing organisational needs. Thus, in smaller firms, whilst there may not be the 

opportunity to work on large, high-profile projects, there is likely to be the 

opportunity to experience a greater range of issues. The empirical studies in 

support of organisational careers demonstrate that whilst employees recognise 

that they may have ‘lost out’ on opportunities for physical mobility more commonly 

associated with the boundaryless career (Monahan and Swanson, 2019), they do 

not feel that they have lost out in terms of development opportunities, and they 

also report high job and life satisfaction (Monahan and Swanson, 2019). 

Interpretation of this evidence would suggest that consistent with the observations 

of Clarke (2013), there are still a great many employees who actively welcome the 

opportunity to remain with an organisation and pursue an organisational career. 
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3.2.2 Protean, Boundaryless and Kaleidoscope Career Theories 

Protean, boundaryless and kaleidoscope careers fall under a branch of careers 

literature that discusses individual self-determination in careers and the extent to 

which an individual drives their own career, as well as understanding their 

motivations for doing so. A number of theoretical concepts have been proposed to 

explain an individual’s attitudes and behaviours in respect of career mobility, and 

this section of the literature review examines and compares three theoretical 

explanations of career paths. These explanations are protean career theory / the 

protean career concept (the two terms appear to be used quite fluidly in the 

literature), boundaryless career theory, and kaleidoscope career theory. All of these 

theories proffer some explanation for why, and to some extent how, an individual 

may shape their own career development. However, it is important to note a caveat 

against all of these theories that there is, in each instance, an implicit assumption 

that the individual shaping their career trajectory has some form of transferable 

skill, whether this is technical or ‘hard’, which spans industries, e.g., legal, 

accountancy, technology, project management, or ‘soft’, such as the ability to sell 

effectively. Moreover, for any of these theories to extend a reliable explanation of 

career trajectories, they all rely upon an individual being able to persuade a future 

potential employer or client as to the transferability of their skills, and a willingness 

of future potential employers to be open to the concept of transferability. 

 

3.2.2.1 Protean Career Theory 

Protean career theory can be understood as a self-directed approach to career 

management described by Sterns (cited in Ramachandran, 2012, p.214) as a “self-

managed” approach based on “taking personal control” of career choices. The 

origins of protean career theory can be found in the work of Hall (1976; 2002; 

2004), who claimed that if individuals are able to have some control over their 

career direction, then they are better able to reach a state of self-fulfilment. It is 

usually inherently assumed that individuals are striving towards a sense or state of 

self-fulfilment (Halrynjo and Lyng, 2009; Dik et al., 2019), which would be 

consistent with theoretical claims of employee motivation. Arguably, the protean 
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career concept offers one explanation of how an individual, assuming they have 

requisite skills and competencies, might be able to achieve this on their own 

account rather than being reliant on organisations to shape career development for 

them. Thus, key characteristics of the protean career are suggested by Gubler et al. 

(2014) to include frequent career changes guided by self-managed orientation and 

personal goals. According to Cordeiro and Albuquerque (2017, p.14), this is why Hall 

(2002) coined the theory ‘Protean’ in reference to the Greek God Proteus, who was 

reputed to change his shape according to his own will.  

 

Volmer and Spurk (2011) clearly distinguish between individual career attitudes and 

actual behaviours in relation to career development and choices. Drawing heavily 

on the work of Briscoe and Hall (2006), Volmer and Spurk (2011, p.210) state that 

“people with a protean career attitude use their personal identity as a guide for 

career decisions.” By contrast, Volmer and Spurk (2011, p.210) argue that “a 

boundaryless mindset refers to an individual’s mental ability to be mobile”, a 

definition that they have developed from the work of Sullivan and Arthur (2006). 

Briscoe and Hall (2006, p. 8) reinforce the distinction between attitudes and 

behaviours when they state that a protean career is one “in which the person is: 1) 

values-driven in the sense that the person's internal values provide the guidance 

and measure of success for [an] individual's career; and 2) self-directed in personal 

career management – having the ability to be adaptive in terms of performance and 

learning demands”. 

 

Empirical applications of protean career theory point strongly towards the 

prevalence or even perhaps necessity of specific personality traits in order for an 

individual to realise the purported benefits and/or value of a protean career. 

Herrmann et al. (2015) mapped the career experiences of cohorts of graduates, 

finding that individuals with certain attitudinal traits, such as self-efficacy, were 

more inclined to pursue a protean career approach and were later found to benefit 

in terms of enhanced earning capacity and job satisfaction. Cortellazzo et al. (2020) 
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carried out more recent empirical research finding links between behaviours and 

positive protean career outcomes, such as increased numbers of job offers and 

perceived employability. Consistent with the discussions of Clarke (2013), who 

argues against the wholesale embracing of protean and/or boundaryless careers, 

there appears to be a convergence of attitudes and behaviours in relation to 

flexible career models. 

 

Given that protean career theory attempts to distinguish between attitudes and 

behaviours, this empirical evidence might be considered as contradictory. Existing 

empirical evidence looks for both attitudinal and behavioural aspects as pre-

requisites of protean career outcomes, rather than necessarily treating them 

independently. That is to say, an individual might display the requisite behaviours of 

protean career because they happen to be in possession of certain skills or 

competencies making career moves quite straightforward, but not necessarily have 

the requisite attitude to make the career move a success. In plain terms, they 

seemingly pursue a protean career because they have to or they are able to, or it is 

better than the available alternatives at a certain point in their lives. But crucially, 

not necessarily because they want to. Caution is therefore advised in terms of 

conflating attitudes and behaviours where the protean career activity is observed. 

 

One possible interpretation of this apparent contradiction between theory and 

evidence is that since early presentations of protean career theory there have been 

wider societal and macroeconomic shifts towards more frequent job changes and 

an increased desire for evidence of ‘soft skills’ such as creative thinking and 

problem-solving, which Fabian (2018) indicates are a proxy for both the behaviours 

and attitudes displayed by individuals. This trend towards increased evidence and 

requirement for soft skills might explain why empirical studies carried out from 

different perspectives point towards support for the protean career theory more 

broadly. Extending the work of Clarke (2013), it could also be suggested that there 

is a critical external influence from changing societal attitudes towards greater 
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tolerance of flexible careers, enabling the protean career concept to manifest in 

practice. However, it is unclear if the increased acceptance of flexible careers is 

actually being driven, at least partly, by a reduction in linear career opportunities. 

 

3.2.2.2 Boundaryless Career Theory 

Boundaryless career theory is described in the literature as being predominantly 

concerned with forms of mobility (e.g., Gubler et al., 2014; Guan et al., 2019; Kost 

et al., 2020). It has been described by Bravo et al. (2017) as the situation where the 

individual moves from one organisation to another, and where their marketability is 

derived from the wider industry rather than an individual organisation, such as 

credentials or qualifications that the individual has personally paid for. Arthur and 

Rousseau (1996) are credited with proposing the concept of the boundaryless 

career in the first instance, and their observations of this increasingly flexible 

approach to career management are said by Kundi et al. (2021) to shape wider 

characteristics of boundaryless careers. For example, an individual gathers 

information about career opportunities from a wider social network, something 

now increasingly likely thanks to social media and professional platforms such as 

LinkedIn. Additionally, the individual themselves might reject hierarchical notions of 

career progression, either because they prefer to have more control over their 

personal and professional lives (Bravo et al., 2017) or because they do not have a 

job function that directly maps to linear career progression (Crowley‐Henry et al., 

2019). An example might be a professional project manager who may have more 

than one direct line manager. 

In common with protean career theory, Volmer and Spurk (2011, p.211) claim that 

a boundaryless career is as much attitudinal as it is behavioural. They state that 

“a boundaryless mindset refers to an individual's mental ability to be mobile”. By 

implication, an individual might well find themselves having a boundaryless 

mindset, but remaining within a single organisation that offers considerable 

challenge and variety because of the specific nature of the day-to-day job that the 

individual carries out. Inkson et al. (2012) contribute to this debate by highlighting 

that, ironically, the removal of some career boundaries can create other types of 
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boundaries elsewhere. Inkson et al. (2012, p.325) assert that “boundaries define 

limits or resistances to people’s life chances”, observing that by making a choice in 

one area, this almost inevitably shuts down opportunities elsewhere. Inkson et al. 

(2012) also speculate that it is as insightful to understand the routes or choices not 

taken as those that were, as what people choose not to do is equally informative. 

Although popular examples of a boundaryless career include technology experts 

working in Silicon Valley (Rodrigues et al., 2019), arguably, a great many other 

technical or professional disciplines facilitate the same potential for either having 

day-to-day variety or moving between organisations. The legal sector is one, where 

it is possible for an individual to remain within a law firm or switch into an ‘in-

house’ legal role, for example as part of the legal function for a large multinational 

firm. As Susskind (2013) speculates, this could be for a large pharmaceutical firm, a 

technology firm, a construction firm, or indeed any other large organisation.  

 

Gubler et al. (2014, p.23) acknowledge that “the protean and boundaryless career 

concepts overlap significantly, but the protean career concept (PCC) predominantly 

focuses on an individual’s motives to follow a particular career path, whereas the 

boundaryless career concept mainly concerns different forms of mobility”. Biemann 

et al. (2020) recognise the contribution of Gubler et al. (2014) in advancing the 

debate on the distinction between protean and boundaryless careers through 

empirical research. However, Biemann et al. (2020) are more critical of some of the 

assumptions underpinning protean and boundaryless career theory. Biemann et al. 

(2020, p.103399) state that “both concepts assume that individuals' career 

preferences and motives have a relationship with their career paths” whilst also 

noting that empirical studies such as Gubler et al. (2014) and Wiernik and Kostal 

(2019, p.280) can only establish “a weak relationship between career orientations 

and mobility behaviors (sic)”. Arguably, a practical implication of attempts to 

theoretically parse attitudes and behaviours is that there is a failure to recognise 

external influences, such as organisational changes (e.g., increasing unwillingness to 

invest in employee training) or life course events.  
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Debatably, both protean career theory and boundaryless career theory assume 

more than an alignment of career preferences and motives on the part of the 

individual. Both theories appear to assume that an individual is essentially free to 

make their own career choices as suits them. As Kaleidoscope career theory 

acknowledges, women in particular are less likely than men to be free to shape 

their career choices because they make relational decisions based on family 

circumstances (Cabrera, 2007). For example, a woman is much less likely than a 

man to uproot their children from school to pursue a career opportunity, according 

to Cabrera (2007). Another possible explanation not voiced by Cabrera (2007) is the 

likely reluctance of men to be a trailing spouse. Only a handful of scholars appear to 

recognise that in reality most individuals lack complete control over their 

employment situation. Undeniably, organisational structures and policies continue 

to shape and influence career opportunities (Erickson and Gratton, 2007; Monahan 

and Swanson, 2019), thus by logical definition the organisational career cannot be 

considered in terminal decline. A further criticism of both protean and 

boundaryless career theory is that they both assume an individual wants to take 

personal control of their career, another assumption that does not appear to be 

empirically tested. This links back to the overarching caveat in the opening 

paragraph of this discussion on the flexible career model; that these theoretical 

explanations of attitudes and behaviours in self-managing careers assume a great 

deal about the propensity, willingness, ability and opportunity of an individual to 

shape their career trajectory on a proactive (as opposed to retrospective) basis. 

  

3.3.2.3 Kaleidoscope Career Theory 

Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) offer an alternative theoretical explanation for 

individuals proactively seeking to self-direct their own careers, positing that 

individuals actively choose to ‘opt out’ of traditional or established career paths 

because they seek a combination of authenticity, balance and challenge in their 

working lives. Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) also claim that both men and women, 

although referring predominantly to women in their examples, choose to step away 

from demanding, high-tempo careers in an attempt to find a balance between their 
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personal and professional lives, authenticity in their careers consistent with their 

personal values, and still retain some form of intellectual challenge or interest. 

Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) further contend that traditional career trajectories do 

not support an individual in maintaining authenticity, balance and challenge, 

especially not from midcareer level onwards, and so they broadly map their theory 

to stereotypical milestones in the life course (Figure. 3.1). Mainiero and Sullivan 

(2005) further posit that if an individual is able to take control of their career, then 

they can achieve their own interpretation of authenticity, balance and challenge, 

which is induced as a tripartite proxy for self-fulfilment. 

 

Figure 3.1: Kaleidoscope Career Theory (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005) 
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Empirical studies into the application of kaleidoscope career theory are not as 

prevalent as those of protein or boundaryless career theory (Kirk, 2016) but 

research such as that carried out by Sullivan et al. (2009) applied kaleidoscope 

theory to compare generational attitudes to work, finding some evidence to 

suggest that younger employees (in their study Gen Y as opposed to Baby Boomers) 

were more likely to seek authenticity and challenge in their careers. Mainiero and 

Gibson (2018) applied kaleidoscope career theory to determine if gender 

differences exist, also finding some differences in respect of interpretations of 

balance, particularly around the midcareer stage for women. Gender-specific 

interpretations of ‘balance' could be sensibly understood as the desire for women 

to raise a family but this interpretation is undeniably informed by stereotypical 

gender roles. Consistent with the findings of Sullivan et al. (2009), as people age, 

irrespective of gender, they are more likely to seek authenticity and less likely to 

actively pursue challenge, which is also a reasonable interpretation of life course 

events. However, Mainiero and Gibson (2018) provide some evidence to suggest 

that contingent on life course, women were more likely than men to seek challenge 

later in their careers. One possible interpretation of this might be that if women 

sacrifice part of their midcareer to support or raise a family, then they are seeking 

to reclaim something for themselves in their later career.  

 

Criticisms of kaleidoscope theory appear quite limited in the literature, quite 

possibly because of the relatively limited empirical study of kaleidoscope theory 

outside of the US. Empirical contributions have included Knowles’ (2017) doctoral 

dissertation on examining the re-entry of high-status professional women to their 

careers after a period of absence typically for motherhood. Knowles (2017) finds 

that in the majority of occasions these women were pushed out of their 

organisational roles after career re-entry, and that these women retrospectively 

framed their career experiences as a choice to pursue self-employment using their 

transferable skills and prior experience. Elley-Brown et al. (2018) reached similar 

conclusions to Knowles (2017), finding that women with transferable skills would 

seek to ‘retro-fit’ their career experiences if they found themselves stepping off the 
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career ladder. It could also be interpreted that personality or cultural factors were 

at play. High status women who have attended well-regarded graduate schools in 

the US and already established a high-profile career will have some measure of 

social and relational capital and, if they choose to exercise it, the ability to 

retrospectively frame their own career experiences.  

 

A contrasting empirical study conducted by Mouratidou et al. (2017) regarding the 

career experiences of women in the Hellenic region found that aspirations of self-

directed career following the model of kaleidoscope theory were notably depressed 

by extrinsic circumstances, in this instance, austerity. The fact that Greece in the 

aftermath of the 2008–2009 financial crash effectively declared itself bankrupt, 

with significant adverse effects on the working population, would be a reasonable 

explanation for the findings of Mouratidou et al. (2017). A later study by 

Mouratidou and Grabarski (2021) also carried out in the Hellenic region, reached 

similar conclusions to Mouratidou et al. (2017), suggesting that people reframe 

their careers within external boundary constraints. It could therefore be suggested 

that similar to protean and boundaryless careers, in ideal circumstances and a 

buoyant jobs market, an individual does have some potential to shape their own 

careers if they are inclined to do so and the circumstances permit. However, a 

fundamental argument of this thesis is that these career theories make 

assumptions around the willingness and capacity of an individual to proactively 

shape their career and that they are operating in conditions where this is possible.  

As Woodhams et al. (2015) note, social and cultural conditions such as national 

working norms can and do play an important role in the way in which careers are 

shaped. However, there appears to be relatively little appreciation in the literature 

on career theory that although careers are shaped by individuals, their scope for 

action is contingent on wider macroeconomic or socioeconomic circumstances, as 

well as on employer attitudes and practices. Evidence in support of this suggestion 

can be drawn from the knowledge that those who lose their jobs in mid-to-late 

working age face an increased likelihood of lengthy or even permanent 

unemployment (Axelrad et al., 2018). Indeed, some suspect that they “haven’t 
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really got a hope in hell” (‘Flora’ cited in Atkinson et al., 2015, p.1025) of securing a 

board position because of tacit barriers in their organisation exacerbated by having 

experienced a fragmented career. 

 

The three alternative theoretical explanations for non-linear careers, which have 

been discussed in this section and are summarised in Table 3.1, share the common 

thread of individuals seeking to take control of their careers. All three assume that 

individuals actively want to do so (albeit for different reasons), and seemingly 

presume that individuals have the capacity to self-direct their careers. What 

appears to be lacking from all three explanations to any substantive degree is that 

they do not seem especially attuned to the situation of an individual who has, until 

now, successfully pursued a linear career actively stepping away from the same. 

Protean and boundaryless careers certainly rely quite heavily on the presumption of 

transferable skills (kaleidoscope theory less so), and therefore it is a worthwhile 

exercise to explore whether there are specific organisational and/or sectoral 

aspects, such as industry or organisational culture, which may also play a role in 

career trajectories and decision-making. 



 

80 
 

Table 3.1: Comparison of Protean, Boundaryless and Kaleidoscope Careers 

 PROTEAN BOUNDARYLESS KALEIDOSCOPE 

Explanation A self-managed approach to an 

individual’s career based on 

taking personal control  

The situation where the 

individual moves from one 

organisation to another, and 

where their marketability is 

derived from the wider 

industry rather than an 

individual organisation 

Individuals proactively seeking 

to self-direct their own careers 

based on personal values as 

opposed to organisational 

values 

Key Characteristics Values driven and self-directed 

by the employee 

Rejection of career ladders and 

hierarchies 

Authenticity, Balance and 

Challenge 

Driven By Employee seeking personal 

satisfaction and stimulating 

work 

Employee seeking personal 

independence from 

organisational career(s) 

Employee seeking different 

aspects of career balance and 

challenge at different points in 

their career trajectory 

‘Success’ Measures Higher learning opportunities 

and personal control 

Employability across traditional 

career boundaries 

Employee finds the preferred 

mix of authenticity, balance 

and challenge that works for 

them based on personal 

circumstances at the time 

Key References Hall (1996; 2004), Briscoe and 

Hall (2006), Volmer and Spurk 

(2011) 

Sullivan and Arthur (2006), 

Inkson et al. (2012), Gubler et 

al. (2014) 

Mainiero and Sullivan (2005), 

Sullivan et al. (2009), Elly-

Brown et al. (2018) 
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3.3 The Role of Organisational Culture and Issues Specific to Industry Sector 

 

The purpose of this section is to review the literature on organisational culture, 

looking specifically at what is meant and understood by organisational culture 

generally, before focusing on the issue of culture in the legal sector. These issues 

are considered relevant to the thesis, as certain aspects of organisational culture 

influence behavioural norms and expectations at the group level (i.e., 

organisational) and the individual level.   

 

3.3.1 Organisational Culture 

Research into the subject of organisational culture is extensive and wide ranging 

(De Vries, 1993; Fleming and Spiser, 2014). On the one hand, straightforward 

definitions of culture have been proposed as “a system of shared meaning held by 

members, distinguishing the organisation from other organisations” (Martins and 

Martins, 2002, p.60), or, more prosaically in the words of Handy, paraphrasing Deal 

and Kennedy, “the way things are done around here” (1996, p.51). Ravasi and 

Schults (2006, p.434) define culture as “a set of shared assumptions that guide 

behaviours”. Organisational culture has also been described more informally by 

Handy (1993, p.6) as the ‘glue’ that holds organisations together. More 

sophisticated interpretations of culture consider nuances of cultural influences, 

acknowledging that, at a superficial level to the casual observer, organisations 

appear unified in their culture and direction. But at deeper levels, there are 

differences, divergences, fragmentation and ambiguity (Arnold, 2006). Schein 

(1984; 1996; 2010) has long recognised these layers or levels of organisational 

culture, but also recognises the symbiotic nature of organisational culture and the 

behaviour of those within the organisation. He noted that in some circumstances it 

is difficult to parse such differences and identify the root drivers of organisational 

culture. This is particularly so when there are multiple influences that impact upon 

the typology of organisational culture and stimulate subsequent response and 
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reaction from employees within the firm. Schein (1984, p.10) states that “what 

makes something cultural is the ‘taken-for-granted’ element which makes these 

underlying assumptions virtually undiscussable”. 

 

Alvesson (2016) asserts that the complexity and ambiguity surrounding 

organisational culture has led to the development of many theories, concepts, 

frameworks and models that seek to explain, categorise, and define organisational 

culture. However, the difficulty, as noted by Hogan and Coote (2014), is that there 

can be no such thing as a ‘best’ organisational culture, only one that is right for a 

given organisation at a given time. Drawing upon parallels from strategic 

management theory, although numerous business models exist, Mintzberg (cited in 

Mintzberg et al., 2013) points out that, by definition, if organisations all follow the 

same models, any level of uniqueness and therefore strategic competitive 

advantage will be lost. In the opinion of Lee et al. (2012), precisely the same can be 

said of organisational culture, which is a combination of multiple influences relative 

to actions and behaviours within the organisation, and also responses to those 

external to the organisation, most notably industry influences and also those of 

consumers and customers.  

 

Organisational culture is also intrinsically linked to the nebulous concept of 

employee fit, something that is perceived to be increasingly important for more 

senior executives (Meyer et al., 2010) and addressed in Chapter 2, section 2.3.1. 

Ramesh and Gelfand (2010) and Doldor et al. (2016) have both demonstrated that 

whilst more junior employees are or can be shaped to fit the culture of the 

organisation through a combination of processes, training and guidance, and 

influence from other established organisational members, employee fit for more 

senior positions, particularly at executive level, is often a reason and perhaps also 

an excuse for an individual not to be recruited to a senior position. Stahl et al. 

(2012) consider that, if pressed, many within an organisation would struggle to 

precisely articulate fit. Stahl et al. (2012) acknowledge that a recruiting panel 
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would, however, be able to advise whether someone external to the organisation 

would fit or not. It is this shaping of unspoken or tacit cultural norms that is also 

said to contribute to factors such as the ‘old boys’ network’, or a network of social 

capital imperative for support into and within senior positions. Thus, it might be 

argued that organisational culture plays a contributory role in career decision-

making and progress, particularly at a senior level. Understanding what influences 

organisational culture is therefore important, as this can be used as a means of 

identifying the precursors or markers of a potentially unpleasant organisational 

culture, something that can decisively contribute to an individual's decision to 

leave. 

 

3.3.2 The Influence of Leadership on Organisational Culture 

Mohelska and Sokolova (2015) contend that in a notable proportion of 

circumstances, leadership personality informs or at the very least influences 

organisational culture. Known as ‘the shadow of leadership’, it is a situation 

whereby all or some of the culture of the organisation is a reflection of the 

personality of the organisation's leader (Trice and Beyer, 1991; Krapfl and Kruja, 

2015). Mittal and Dhar (2015) suggest that the shadow of leadership occurs most 

prominently in smaller organisations where the leader is still visibly active and, if 

not operational, very much hands-on, thereby guiding the ethos and values of the 

organisation. This shadow can also be observed in much larger organisations where 

the personality of the leader reflects the organisation's brand (Mussolino and 

Calabrò, 2014) – a notable example is the technology firm Apple under the 

leadership of the late Steve Jobs. Mittal and Dhar (2015) accept that this 

phenomenon is not necessarily as prevalent in large organisations, as the existence 

of organisational boards or the longevity of an organisation defuses this level of 

influence. Organisational boards may defuse influence because of the multiple 

personalities involved, and in older organisations it is quite likely that the leader 

and founder is no longer with the organisation. However, extensive research 

demonstrates that in SMEs, leadership and culture are heavily mutually influential 

(Gabriel, 2015; Bums, 2016; Bozer et al., 2017).  
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The interlacing of leadership personality and organisational influence has 

implications for wider perceptions of culture. Particularly for those new to the 

organisation and also with regard to matters of organisational fit and senior 

recruitment. There are perfectly logical reasons for wanting to ensure a level of 

organisational fit at any level (Nieminen et al., 2013), as an individual who is 

unhappy in the workplace does not, unsurprisingly, perform as well as they could. It 

is also likely that an unhappy employee may well seek to leave, which brings with it 

several cost and wider organisational implications (Laschinger et al., 2014), as 

previously discussed (Chapter 2, section 2.5). This is in addition to creating a further 

burden upon those who remain, in absorbing the additional workload and then 

repeating the cycle of recruitment, which is also shown to be organisationally 

demoralising (Brundage and Koziel, 2010). Therefore, the relationship between 

organisational fit and culture becomes important, and by extension the relationship 

between organisational fit and leadership personality is also likely to be important 

at a senior executive level.  

 

Encapsulated in the phrase ‘a clash of personalities’, Gardiner and Jackson (2012) 

recognise that managing diverse and strong personalities within a relatively small 

organisation, particularly one based in professional services, is a challenge. When 

individuals work closely together it is important that they have at the very least a 

level of respect for one another, and the capacity for constructive disagreement as 

and when a challenging situation occurs (Gardiner and Jackson, 2015). According to 

Osif (2010), if the leader of the organisation creates a cultural environment that 

does not easily accommodate constructive conflict, several risks are likely to ensue. 

These risks include the organisational leader creating a cult of power, thereby 

effectively prohibiting themselves from being challenged in their own belief system 

(Osif, 2010). Osif (2010) concludes that the response to this situation of a power 

cult becomes binary – people must either comply or leave.   
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Such rigid tension can foster a constrained organisational culture and an unpleasant 

working atmosphere, filtered through the leader’s belief that the organisation is 

essentially an extension of themselves and that all outputs must meet their 

personal standards (Henschel and Durst, 2016). Finally, there is the more pragmatic 

factor that individuals prefer to work with those with whom they like (Swift and 

Hwang, 2013; Mecurio, 2015) and so an organisational leader who is likely to have 

the final say in senior recruitment will either accept or veto individuals on the basis 

of whether or not they like them. Buyl et al. (2011) demonstrate that it is difficult 

for a powerful individual to have the necessary self-awareness to surround 

themselves with those who will constructively challenge them, which also 

contributes to organisational culture and the myth or cult of power. As such, 

introducing a new senior organisational member can potentially have highly 

disruptive cultural consequences.   

 

3.3.3 Organisational Culture and Organisational Politics 

Organisational culture is also said by Lester et al. (2010) and Dörrenbächer and 

Geppert (2011) to influence the existence and nature of organisational politics, 

something which is inherent in any organisation on the basis of the balance of 

power dynamics. Dörrenbächer and Geppert (2011, p.19) define organisational 

politics as “the use of organisational power and social networks to influence 

activities within an organisation, either to the benefit of the organisation more 

widely, or more likely to the benefit of the individual or clique of individuals within 

it”. Typically, organisational politics has negative connotations (Hebson et al., 2007; 

Pemsel and Wiewiora, 2013) and in the opinion of Pemsel and Wiewiora (2013) it is 

simply another manifestation of organisational fit, insofar as those employees 

within the organisation who did not fit will find themselves on the wrong side of 

organisational political manoeuvring. Lester et al. (2010) comment that although 

organisational power is to be assumed to stem from the top down, it can take 

various forms. These forms often include organisational knowledge, as long-

standing (but not necessarily senior) employees can use their possession of 

valuable organisational knowledge as a form of social capital.   
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The notion of social capital is closely related to issues of organisational networking, 

critical for those in senior organisational positions to consolidate their position 

within an organisation, and also, when necessary, gather knowledge in order to 

influence organisational activities (Bennett et al., 2010; Barron et al., 2017). 

Robison and Ritchie (2016) suggest that in male-dominated environments, common 

for many senior executive positions, it is difficult for females to acquire the same 

level of social capital and thus use networking and power opportunities to secure 

their position. Butler and Preece (2016) demonstrate that mastery of organisational 

politics becomes increasingly important for more senior executives, especially as 

they seek to have the ear of the organisational leader or chairman.   

 

Starr-Glass (2016) argues that less research has been conducted into the nature of 

organisational politics in smaller organisations that are comprised of highly 

qualified and intellectually able individuals quite capable of manipulating and 

manoeuvring situations to suit their own ends. Starr-Glass (2016, p.189) notes that 

in small firms especially, politics is “about power and how people use it to influence 

others and to protect themselves. It is about conflict and how people compete with 

each other to get what they want”. Power and conflict are inherent in the legal 

sector, being embedded in industry culture, and so the description offered by Starr-

Glass (2016) is apt. Kim et al. (2016, p.348) record the anecdotal phrase “herding 

cats”, as associated with managing loose organisational structures of professional 

individuals (for example, an LLP consultancy structure), whereby each and every 

individual has a strong personality and viewpoint, and thus seeks to form power 

alliances as necessary in order to achieve their personal aims. Robison and Ritchie 

(2016) contend that this requires a rather Machiavellian approach, one that is not 

necessarily comfortable for females who are said by Harrison et al. (2015) to prefer 

an open and collaborative style. The implications of the prevalence of 

organisational politics, even in smaller firms, are that it may be difficult or more 

challenging for women to navigate this “unspoken and not easily observed” (Starr-

Glass, 2016, p.188) aspect of senior positions. This difficulty may not arise because 
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such women are unaware of the tacit existence of politics, but because such 

politicking sits uncomfortably with personal working styles and preferences. 

  

3.3.3.1 Toxic Culture and Organisational Miasma 

Building on the assertions of Mohelska and Sokolova (2015) and their theory of the 

shadow of leadership, Seago (2016) argues that the link between a toxic leadership 

style and subsequent evidence of toxic organisational culture is a small step. Seago 

(2016) offers examples of destructive individual and organisational behaviours, 

including bullying and microaggressions, unachievable targets, lack of 

organisational support, and lack of tolerance for diversity, instead striving for a 

mono-cultural or universal organisational fit. Kostera (2008) describes this situation 

as being one of organisational miasma, in that there is an intangible but all-

pervading presence or ethos within an organisation that is unpleasant and 

unproductive, where employees within the organisation are deliberately set against 

one another under the guise of improving organisational standards through 

competition, and where a lack of cooperation and collaboration are the norm, such 

as the utilisation of clearly visible metrics of performance, for example, highlighting 

the number of billable hours or tangible evidence of success through organisational 

‘wins’ by one individual to the detriment of others. Under such circumstances, the 

existence of a toxic organisational culture should not be a surprise. 

 

Further to this, Malhotra and Gino (2011) provide empirical evidence of 

organisations in which particular leaders take control of the organisation only to 

find their own perspective changing as they become accustomed to the feeling of 

power (and the subsequent effect that this can have). Linking to the discussions of 

toxic leadership, both Blaug (2010) and Smith and Overbeck (2014) present 

evidence that a disproportionately high number of individuals with sociopathic 

traits are promoted to positions of leadership, as the characteristics associated with 

this, e.g., charm, charisma and the ability to command a room, are often 

misinterpreted as markers of competence. Once in power, such individuals can then 
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cement their position using organisational politics (Fleming and Spiser, 2014; 

Gordon et al., 2020) and then infuse a toxic atmosphere within the culture of the 

organisation as a whole, supported through the shadow of leadership, and 

manipulate social capital to suit their own ends (Guinote, 2017). According to Perry 

(2017), these leaders can place themselves on a pedestal, disavowing any form of 

constructive criticism, and creating a deeply unpleasant albeit superficially 

successful organisational environment.  

 

3.4 The Legal Sector in England and Wales 

3.4.1 Introduction 

To support a contextual understanding of the narratives analysed in this research, it 

is necessary to appreciate the structure and industry culture of the UK legal sector, 

as it is posited in this thesis that there may be factors specific to the culture of the 

legal sector that influence the career trajectories of women. Legal services sit 

within the broader framework of professional services, most notably 

accounting/finance and insurance, sharing the characteristics of having a reputation 

for high earnings potential, coupled with a high-tempo career, structured career 

paths, and long training before financial and intellectual reward (Susskind and 

Susskind, 2015). Furthermore, whilst it is normal to specialise in a subsector, for 

example civil or criminal law, and within that further specialisation, such as clinical 

negligence or employment law, many of the technical concepts are transferable, 

meaning horizontal career moves are possible with appropriate training 

(Beaverstock, 2004; Clarke, 2009).  

 

The distinction between professional services and other careers that require long 

training and bring similar financial and intellectual reward, for example medicine, is 

that professional services is typically confined to an office environment. And, other 

than in criminal law, typically has virtually none of the immediacy of time 

constraints (Epstein et al., 2014). At face value, professional services that offer long-

term employment prospects and career stability may offer attractive career 
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opportunities. However, as the research already discussed above articulates, for 

professional women, stable career opportunities can come at a personal price, and 

the external perception of professional services – specifically the legal sector – may 

be in many respects at odds with the lived reality experienced by women. 

 

 

3.4.1.1 The Culture of the Legal Sector 

 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, in Section 3.3, there are several lenses for 

viewing and interpreting organisational culture, and Moore (2011) observes that 

the ethnographic perspective of a given individual in any given circumstance will be 

important. Moore (2011) further explains that culture and identity are symbiotic 

and self-reinforcing. It is reasonable to suggest that industry sector norms exert a 

level of influence on organisational culture (Gordon, 1991; Schneider et al., 2013; 

Glenn, 2014; Real et al., 2014), alongside other organisational characteristics and 

conditions, such as the size and age of the organisation (Ismail et al., 2010), its 

growth trajectory (Goffee and Scase, 2015), and the specific nature of its business 

(Parry and Procter-Thomson, 2002; Den Hartog and Verburg, 2004). Sommerlad et 

al. (2010) and Reed and Bornstein (2013) have both established that the legal 

sector is no exception, and that there are particular characteristics associated with 

the sector at the local, national, and international level (where relevant) that 

influence the culture of legal organisations, and also the nature and behaviour of 

the individuals working within them. 

 

At the international level, the legal sector is considered to have high professional 

standards, demanding extensive training and intellect of those who work within it 

(Hines et al., 2008). Beneath this universal standard, there are cultural differences 

at a national level, as legislative frameworks vary from one country to the next, and 

cultural differences vary again according to industry subsector and geographic 

location (Beaverstock, 2004). Using the UK as an example, much of the country’s 

high-value exceptionally complex legal work regarding large trade deals typically 
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takes place in the City of London (Susskind and Susskind, 2015). The City is globally 

recognised as one of the major legislative centres in the world, with a notable 

proportion of national and international litigants actively seeking to bring their 

cases to London for this very reason (Beaverstock et al., 2002). Outside of major 

commercial litigation, other subcategories of legal work relating to different aspects 

such as clinical negligence or personal injury are more likely to be regionally 

distributed (Seligman et al., 2001; Sheldon and Krieger, 2014). Thus, there are 

forces for both unification and fragmentation in terms of culture dependent on the 

nature of work, which in turn infuses individual organisational culture within the 

sector. 

 

A further factor to consider as an industry-wide cultural influence is the nature of 

pay and rewards within the legal sector, particularly for more senior individuals 

who are equity partners, as opposed to salaried partners. Whilst much in the field 

of employee motivation emphasises the value of intrinsic motivation and/or 

rewards in preference to extrinsic rewards (Trépanier et al., 2013), Krieger and 

Sheldon (2015) demonstrate that this does not necessarily hold constant across the 

entire working spectrum. This is partly as a result of the inherent culture of the legal 

sector generally, whereby the long and at times arduous training process creates a 

sense of entitlement to high earnings. It is also partly due to the fee-charging 

structure of the industry, which in England and Wales is set at a national level, and 

which reinforces the belief in fee entitlement (Susskind and Susskind, 2015; SRA, 

2021b).   

 

Research confirms that lawyers are, in the main, influenced and motivated by 

monetary reward (Krieger and Sheldon, 2015). There are exceptions to this, for 

example those who work in the legal aid sector charge far lower rates than their 

private-sector contemporaries. However, the main recognised metrics of 

performance in the legal sector include: (i) the number of cases that are won or 

that settle favourably; and (ii) the number of billable hours charged by a lawyer that 

can be directly equated to a monetary reward. As expected, this strongly influences 

organisational culture, further driving aggressive individual responses and the belief 
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that monetary reward is a preferable stimulus. Krieger and Sheldon (2015) reveal 

that for the greater majority, a lawyer’s sense of self-worth is intrinsically linked to 

their billable targets. This means that they are incentivised by money and act and 

behave accordingly, such that even the existence of internal regulatory curbs of 

billing excess is of little deterrent. In turn, this is reflected in the activities of the 

organisations within which they work. 

 

 

3.4.1.2 Individual Training and Qualifications – England and Wales 

At present, in order to train to become a legal executive, solicitor or barrister, 

typical requirements include a minimum of a 2:1 undergraduate degree, not 

necessarily in law, but if not, supported by a 1-year certificate in conversion to 

provide a grounding in the fundamentals (Law Society, 2021a). Similar to the 

majority of professions, necessary practical experience begins in the workplace 

(Kirchmeyer, 1988; Dace Pool and Sewell, 2007; Curnow, 2015). For those in the 

legal profession, this is graded according to the number of years of experience; 

Grade D, the lowest entry-level grade PQE (Post Qualification Experience) rising to 

grade C for 2 or more years of experience PQE, Grade B for 4 or more years of 

experience PQE, and ultimately Grade A for 8 years or more of practising 

experience post qualification (Law Society, 2021b).   

 

Grade rankings of legal professionals can be further categorised by geographic 

location, as explained in detail in Appendix A; the rationale for which is that more 

‘complex’ law is often clustered in cities, especially London (and specifically the City 

as described above), an historical impact still felt today. In the early years of their 

career (pre-PQE), a trainee must secure a training contract, and sit in a number of 

different departments, known as ‘rotations’ – typically four 6-month blocks (i.e., 2 

years in total, meaning 10 years in total to reach Grade A), then ultimately settling 

in a department or specialism (Law Society, 2021b). This may either be at the 

behest of the firm within which they work, or because an individual has expressed a 

particular desire or shown capability for a specific niche, or a combination thereof. 
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Similar to many other technical professional disciplines, the legal profession can 

either produce generalists or, more frequently, specialists who have a deep 

technical knowledge in a specific field or discipline of law (Clarke, 2009; Epstein et 

al., 2014). Whilst much of the general public are only likely to have contact with 

legal specialists a handful of times in their life, for matters such as conveyancing, or 

perhaps family (divorce) and probate, there are many other niche fields. Law firms 

of all sizes can be positioned as generalists, that is to say offering a full suite of legal 

services, and employ and/or train specialists to handle distinct fields of law.  

 

Alternatively, legal firms might position themselves as specialist or boutique 

practices, having very high-level experience in complex legal technicalities, such as 

professional negligence, commercial contract dispute, or tax law (Susskind and 

Susskind, 2015). This mainly depends upon the size of the firm, and also the 

defining specialism of founding members. However, such specialist or boutique 

firms are likely to be smaller. As identified by Epstein et al. (2014), it is more often 

the case that young trainees ‘fall into’ a professional sub-discipline, rather than 

actively setting out to secure experience in that area. Competition for training 

contracts has always been fierce. Every year, more law graduates are produced 

than there are openings in the legal profession (Webley, 2014). Similar to a 

graduate training scheme, any firm taking on a trainee solicitor is likely to invest 

significant sums in terms of time, financial resource, and opportunity costs of 

having a trainee shadow an experienced solicitor. It is typically larger firms that 

support training contracts for this reason, although unfortunately there is no 

guarantee that an experienced solicitor is likely to be a good trainer or mentor to a 

very junior trainee (Susskind and Susskind, 2015).  

 

3.4.1.3 Career Pathways and Structures in the Legal Sector 

The career pathway in the legal profession is organised from the early career stages 

onwards in a tightly defined industry and career structure (Dinovitzer and Garth, 
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2007). To some extent this is no different from any other professional services 

industry, where it is necessary to serve a period of training in a range of distinct 

areas to provide an overview and demonstrate general competence (Stumpf, 2014; 

Reynolds et al., 2018). However, what is distinct about the legal sector is that fee 

rates and charging structures are directly linked to the level of training and number 

of years of professional experience and that these rates are set nationally and 

externally (Law Society, 2021b). Accountants, for example, also set their fee 

structure based on experience. However, the fee structure in this sector is 

predominantly market driven as opposed to externally regulated (Weiner, 2017). 

The implications of such external fee structures, coupled with training gateways, 

reinforces the industry structure (Simkovic and McIntyre, 2014). Therefore, in the 

early days of career development there is a clearly defined and well-mapped career 

path or trajectory that is easy to identify and follow.  

 

There are a number of large, high-profile industry leaders – historically referred to 

as Magic Circle firms, although that terminology has now fallen somewhat out of 

favour. What is unusual about the demographics of the legal sector more broadly is 

that a relatively small number of large highly successful legal practices coexists with 

a disproportionately large number of small to medium-sized enterprises (SRA, 

2021a). Susskind and Susskind (2015) discuss the foundation of shifts in the legal 

sector driven by a combination of socio-economic and technological factors. These 

include an increase in international legal firms, which have grown in response to 

globalised business activities, a situation that has been at least partially facilitated 

by technological developments. Moreover, more and more women are entering the 

legal profession and securing ever more senior positions (Table 3.2) or, at the very 

least, undertaking a law degree (SRA, 2021a). 

Table 3.2: Women Entering and Advancing in the Legal Profession 2014-2019 (%) 

 Trainees 

2014 

Trainees 

2019 

Associates 

2014 

Associates 

2019 

Partners 

2014 

Partners 

2019 

Magic 

Circle 

48.60% 46.37% 47.00% 46.80% 18.80% 22.50% 
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US 51.30% 57.00% 53.20% 50.42% 17.50% 22.00% 

London 52.60% 60.73% 57.40% 58.26% 52.10% 26.72% 

Regional 64.50% 65.41% 60.70% 64.19% 26.00% 31.90% 

Overall 

Average 

57.10% 60.64% 57.20% 58.02% 24.00% 28.54% 

(Reproduced from Chambers, Women in Law Report, 2020) 

 

However, the structure of the UK legal market at the national level is also changing. 

For example, there has been significant consolidation of the number of smaller high 

street practices into larger ‘chains’, in order to secure economies of scale for 

administration (Susskind and Susskind, 2015). This has the practical effect of 

reducing the number of partnership opportunities as firms consolidate, as well as 

reducing the proportional number of partnership opportunities and undermining 

the position of women in the legal sector (Bolton and Muzio, 2007; 2008). Further, 

very recent proposals in the Courts system to introduce ‘flexible’ sitting times to 

speed up waiting times for hearings has been designed around a stereotypical male 

working norm (Hyde, 2019). These changes assume that legal practitioners have 

complete freedom to work the hours the court requires, not what would suit the 

practitioner, and fail to acknowledge that a high proportion of female legal 

practitioners have childcare and increasingly eldercare commitments (Pinnington 

and Sandberg, 2013; Hyde, 2019). Where it is relatively straightforward, albeit 

challenging, for women to secure entry into the profession, as women progress, 

external factors influencing the structure of the legal sector combine to directly and 

indirectly constrict their career progression opportunities.  

 

3.4.1.4 Organisational Structure in Law Firms 

According to Handy (1996), organisational structure and organisational culture are 

interlaced. Within the legal sector, two broad tendencies in organisational structure 

can be identified: (1) flat and informal structures and (2) rigid and hierarchical 

structures. Relatively flat and informal work structures are not unusual for niche or 

boutique legal practices, as is the case for small firms in other professional services. 
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This occurs due to their small size and limited number of employees, which means 

that there is little need or realistic scope for a high degree of formal process driven 

structure. This is reinforced by the relatively relaxed wider attitude of governing 

and regulatory bodies towards establishing and maintaining such small legal 

practices and partnerships (Susskind and Susskind, 2015). Within the UK (England, 

Wales and Scotland), it is possible to establish a company or partnership in a matter 

of minutes using dedicated online portals (Companies House, 2021). Likewise, 

under the SRA regulations, all that is required for a solicitor to establish their own 

practice is that they have Grade B designation, equivalent in most instances to 6–8 

years of post-qualification practice (SRA, 2021b).  

 

Alternatively, some legal practices are characterised by hierarchical and rigid work 

structures, rather than flat and informal ones (Dinovitzer and Garth, 2007). The 

inter-relationship of organisational structure and culture is already documented 

(Deal and Kennedy, 1983), although there is little specific to the legal sector in this 

area. The traditionalist view of the legal sector creates the conditions for a rigid 

hierarchical organisational structure, where the firm becomes reluctant to embrace 

new technology and new ways of communicating with clients. Friedman (2017) 

claims that there is apparently little recognition in more traditional firms that 

clients are becoming more sophisticated in their ability to understand the legal 

process and source relevant information, or even in some instances undertake 

simple legal transactions themselves. 

 

3.4.4 Women in Professional Services: Tacit Barriers 

Women in professional services seeking career progression are likely to face a 

number of additional hidden barriers as compared to their male counterparts. 

Some of these barriers, such as the additional domestic load borne by women, 

were discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.3.1. However, there are further issues 

specific to women in professional services in terms of career aspirations. These 

relate specifically to the perceived intellectual capability of women to work and 
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succeed in ‘the professions’, as identified by Kelan (2013) and Mavin and Grandy 

(2016), and also the physical appearance in the form of the dress and demeanour of 

women (as discussed by Kumra and Vinnicombe (2008), and later Hayes (2012) and 

also Mavin and Grandy (2016)). Although acceptances to the Law Society in the UK 

remain approximately 50/50 in relation to gender, as shown in data highlighted in 

Chapter 3, (section 3.4.1.3), the same dataset illustrates that by the time that 

women reach more senior levels in these professions, the gender distribution has 

dropped to at best 25/75 women to men, in many instances closer to 10/90 (Ishida, 

2016). Indeed, at present only 24% of the senior judiciary are female (HMCTS, 

2021).   

 

Whilst women repeatedly demonstrate themselves to be perfectly intellectually 

capable of entering and working in the legal services sector, women face an array of 

tacit barriers of which their male counterparts may not even be aware (Epstein et 

al., 2014). One such example of tacit barriers is that of appearance. Dellinger and 

Williams (1997) discuss the expectations of women wearing make-up to appear 

professional, and Cummins and Blum (2015) evaluate the importance of clothing 

and attire for professional women as compared to men. Likewise, Hayes (2012) and 

Mavin and Grandy (2016) identify that for women, how they look is treated as more 

of a proxy of their capability than it is for men. In professional services there is a 

widely acknowledged, although seldom articulated, notion of ‘the professional 

look’. For men this is typically equated with their dress sense more than their 

physical characteristics. By contrast, for women, the scrutiny is much closer and 

harsher. For example, women are expected to dress in a particular way that is 

professional but also feminine, and fits within corporate culture (Hayes, 2012).  

 

If they are to succeed, women must also adhere to other tacit expectations of 

physical attributes, such as managing their weight and general appearance, 

including the wearing of make-up and smart attire in order to be taken seriously as 

a professional (McDowell, 2011; Howlett et al., 2015), and, to some extent, relying 
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on their looks (Freidman, 2022). For example, Hayes (2012) provides examples of 

female professionals knowing or at least perceiving that there is a hidden social 

belief that if a professional cannot control their weight, then they cannot control 

anything else, meaning they are regularly overlooked for further professional 

opportunities. There is also an awareness that clients have an expectation of how 

their professional services expert should look, and this ‘look’ must be visibly 

capable of inspiring confidence (Nickson et al., 2016; Peluchette and Karl, 2018). If a 

professional, male or female, dresses expensively, then the tacit assumption is that 

they can afford to do so because they are good at what they do. Reassuring clients 

with confidence in this way is also part of the tacit expectation.   

 

A further powerful tacit barrier may be that of social capital created through 

professional networking (Macintosh and Krush, 2017; Marine and Alemán, 2018). 

Much is discussed about networking in the present day, and often ‘social 

networking sites’ are conflated with the idea of professional social networking 

specific to the legal and other professions (McLoughlin, 2016). Social capital is 

essential in professional services for two reasons. The first reason is that 

professional networking is likely to be a significant source of referral for work, being 

mindful that professionals at mid-level and above should be capable of sourcing 

their own work alongside actually conducting the work. A book of loyal clients is 

extremely valuable, and this takes time to acquire and is typically only secured 

through referral, professional reputation, and a good cross-disciplinary professional 

network (Vough et al., 2013). As Weiner (2017) observes, direct marketing seldom 

attracts the type of clients that highly effective yet discreet professional services 

fee earners seek.  

 

The second reason that professional networking is important is that it builds 

reputation in the industry sector, particularly in a niche specialism, meaning that if 

a colleague knows of a reputation for good work in a niche, they will refer the work 

(Macintosh and Krush, 2017). Moreover, they are likely to be supportive in times of 
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need, endorsing reputation capability privately. Such professional networking takes 

time, typically takes place out of traditional working hours, and semi-informally, for 

example at professional or industry dinners. If women are spending a 

disproportionate amount of time on domestic management, and also more time 

than their male counterparts on maintaining their appearance necessary to sustain 

their position, then they do not have the same amount of time for professional 

networking, even though they are more likely to require it to help build their 

reputation.  

 

3.4.4.1 Women in the Legal Sector 

Where firms in the professional services sectors, including legal, have made 

proactive attempts to attract and retain women at senior levels, empirical research 

confirms their initiatives typically have counterintuitive effects. For example, 

research into the proactive introduction of flexible working practices by Kornberger 

et al. (2010) revealed that they had precisely the opposite effect and reinforced the 

status quo of gender disparity. They concluded that (2010, p.3) “the status quo of 

male domination is maintained and perpetuated by ostensibly mundane everyday 

organisational practices”. These specifically relate to micro-practices, such as the 

allocation of job roles or tasks that are typically less demanding and lower profile 

for women.  

Moreover, the repeated measurement and assessment of performance creates, in 

the words of Coleman and Rippin (2000, p.574), a belief that “only one way of being 

is valued or, indeed, even possible”. As Kornberger et al. (2010) recognise, the 

insight of Coleman and Rippin (2000) has significant implications because metrics 

inform organisational norms. Moreover, Kornberger et al. (2010) elucidate that 

organisational metrics tend to be built around the status quo. This has the effect of 

reinforcing the juxtaposition of, on the one hand, organisations or industry bodies 

publicly stating that more women should be appointed to and retained in senior 

positions, but on the other hand, consciously or otherwise, designing metrics that 

are built around an established male-centric perspective of what a good or 

successful partner material fee earner looks like.   
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Twenty years ago, Wilson (1999, p.537) argued that even at that point in time 

society was more unequal than it was in the 1970s. Wilson stated that “all the 

egalitarian slogans, views and beliefs will keep pushing women further back or 

maintaining the status quo”. Wilson’s assertions were considered contentious at 

the time, as Coleman and Rippin (2000) noted, and certainly the pace of change 

over the last 20 years has been uneven. Kornberger et al. (2010) and Walsh’s (2012) 

theoretical interpretations for this lack of change appear to be a reasonable 

explanation – in short, metrics-driven interventions designed to support 

underrepresented employee groups, such as proactive voluntary targets of 

improved gender balance in the workforce. On the other hand, there have been 

significant changes in the number of women entering the legal profession, and it is 

in fact now female-dominated at entry level (SRA, 2021a). What continues to be a 

sticking point, however, is the progression of these women to senior levels. 

 

The case of the legal sector can be expected to be similar to the problems found in 

other professional services areas (Kornberger et al., 2010; McLoughlin, 2016) where 

women at executive or elite levels may ‘fail’ principally because they are expected 

to replicate more of the same approach, where women only appear to be 

successful when they conform to the expectations of what a man would, or should, 

do in the same circumstances. These models are held out as being equitable, in that 

women are measured on the same standards of men, because that is fair or at least 

aims to achieve equitable assessment (Coleman and Rippin, 2000), instead of 

recognising the value of doing things differently to reach the same outcomes. 

Evidence supporting this claim is supported by an alarming recent report by the Law 

Society published in November 2021 (Thompson Reuters, 2021), which found that 

on average female lawyers work 100 hours more per month than their male 

counterparts. This illustrates the impact of measuring lawyers’ performance by 

billing targets alone. 
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Levinson and Young (2010) find that implicit gender bias persists even within the 

legal sector itself, and with many women in the legal services sector revealing their 

own implicit bias, it becomes seemingly entrenched in gender roles. This finding is 

consistent with broader research into implicit stereotypical forms of gender and 

race bias in the workplace (e.g., Quillian, 2008). Perhaps most concerning of all is 

that even when younger women in professional services start out their career 

believing in the power and possibility of change, as they progress through their 

career trajectory, Kornberger et al. (2010) find that their views change, whereas 

those of their male counterparts do not, or at least not to the same degree. The 

situation, however, is complex in that women do succeed at senior levels in the 

profession, and it remains unclear what distinguishes women who choose to 

progress and women who choose to step away – as this thesis specifically 

addresses. This implicit bias is pervasive, with Choi et al. (2011) revealing that these 

tacit beliefs extend to the pinnacle of the legal profession and the respective 

perceived capability of male and female judges. Empirical research finds no 

substantive difference in judgements handed down by either male or female judges 

(Feilding, 2011). However, as Feilding (2011) also illustrates in her comparative 

study of male and female judges, Judges and their work, the pervasive myth in a 

disparity between the intellectual capability of men and women prevails, 

demonstrating how much change must still be accomplished. 

 

3.4.5 Summary 

As this section of the chapter has discussed, the legal sector in the UK has a distinct 

professional identity. The literature also suggests that the structure and positioning 

of legal firms within the market has some influence on organisational culture, and 

thus the way men and women are treated in a professional context. This is 

especially the case insofar as women must manage and overcome a much greater 

range of tacit social expectations relating to their mannerisms, appearance, 

capability, physical presence at professional events, and clients. Where men and 

women enter the legal profession in broadly equal numbers, the representation of 

women at senior echelons is markedly less than the proportion of women who 
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enter it. Analysing the literature suggests that there is far more to this level of 

attrition than current theoretical explanations accommodate. Women who do 

succeed in the sector have already overcome many tacit social barriers and grow 

accustomed to continually navigating such barriers as they progress. As the thesis 

proceeds to argue in the following chapters argues, based on this evidence, many 

more women actively choose to step away than has previously been recognised. 

 

3.5 Research Gap and Research Questions  

The literature reveals that multiple factors impact the career choices and 

constraints of women. While it would be overly simplistic to suggest that all women 

experience the same barriers and challenges in pursuit of their career ambitions – it 

is, however, reasonable to suggest that there are clear differences between the 

career experiences of the majority of men and the majority of women, due to a 

combination of societal, organisational and also personal (typically biological) 

factors. In the later/more senior stages of their career, women face a greater range 

of organisational barriers and hostile working conditions, most notably the glass 

ceiling and the glass cliff as well as toxic leadership and bullying. In addition, there 

are issues associated with organisational policies that are either poorly conceived 

or poorly applied. Existing literature shows that women in high-tempo/long-hours 

careers, such as professional services, academia and medicine, make active choices 

and trade-offs between the pursuit of their career ambitions and motherhood. It is 

reasonable to presume that these women wish to maintain a career that offers 

them intellectual challenge and purpose, but that they face a variety of tacit 

barriers and challenges that constrain their career choices. What is less well 

understood is why women who have achieved, or shown that they are capable of 

achieving, senior roles choose to off-ramp or step away before retirement age. On a 

practical level, an active decision to step away might well explain at least some of 

the sustained gender imbalance at senior leadership levels.  
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The limited understanding of the decision of senior women to step away from 

established careers leads to several questions that may help to illuminate the 

current limits of understanding in the literature at present. Accordingly, the main 

question that this study seeks to address is:  

Why do women in senior positions choose to step away from established 

careers in the legal sector? 

Several sub-questions underpin and frame this core question, derived from issues 

and gaps in the literature around the social, organisational and personal challenges 

women face. The first of these questions explores the initial shaping of women’s 

careers. Although the literature appears to presume equity of outcomes in early 

career development, there are still unanswered questions around the equality of 

how these assumed equitable outcomes are reached. For example, the literature 

shows that even in their early 20s women are making quite literal calculations 

around their plans to start a family (England et al., (2016), Section 2.3.2). It seems 

doubtful that men in the same age cohort are doing this, and so the first research 

question is: 

 

RQ1 How did these women who reached senior positions before stepping 

away develop their careers from the start of entering the legal profession?  

a. What were the challenges they faced and what were their 

experiences? 

 

The literature does recognise that organisational factors impact the lived 

experience of women in the workplace. As covered extensively in section 2.2, 

women experience slower, non-linear career progression in their route to more 

senior roles. However, the existing literature seems to avoid the more challenging 

aspects of organisational behaviour as it applies to senior roles; almost as if it is 

presumed that by the time employees reach senior roles then they no longer need 

organisational support. Section 2.4.2 (toxic leadership) and section 2.4.3 (glass cliff) 

review the literature on these more contentious aspects of organisational 
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behaviour, where it is posited that women may be more likely to suffer from the 

impacts of toxic leadership. The uncomfortable question of how a toxic leader came 

to hold a position of power is not tackled in this thesis, but it is reasonable to 

suggest that if a toxic individual is in a leadership role, then this is likely to create 

career barriers for men and women and adversely impact their career trajectories. 

 

In addition, there is the issue of benign neglect, a term that is heavily relied upon in 

the later stages of this thesis but one that appears to have attracted little research 

interest in recent years. Pierce-Byrd (1992, p.119) notes that in a business context, 

benign neglect is often taken to mean “non-interference with the careers of … 

[early career] … professionals [by mentors] ---doing no harm but also no good”. She 

goes on to critically assert that “having long recognized the importance of 

mentoring the inexperienced, [that mentors] should excuse their neglect of these 

individuals with the use of the term ‘benign’” when, in fact, according to Pierce-

Byrd “this type of neglect appears much more malignant in nature.” Although this 

thesis focuses on the career development of senior professionals, if it is accepted 

that active career support is still necessary at the senior level, then its absence in 

the form of passive support based on a presumption of capability constitutes a form 

of neglect. Potentially, the glass cliff might be explained as an extreme and specific 

manifestation of benign neglect by organisations. This suggestion is based on the 

view that it is illogical to proactively place senior leaders in a position that forces 

them to fail, given the significant wider organisational costs of leadership churn. 

 

It is the position of this thesis that leadership behaviour infuses organisational 

culture (Mohelska and Sokolova (2015), section 3.3.2), although it is acknowledged 

that there are criticisms of this view. Accepting that organisational culture, or ‘fit’ 

(Meyer et al., (2010), section 3.3.1) is likely to impact aspects of decision-making in 

relation to career choices, such as the decision to remain or step away, the second 

research question is: 
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RQ2 Do professional circumstances cause women to change their career 

trajectories? 

a. Have these women experienced either toxic leadership or benign 

neglect from management? And are there indications that this may 

apply more to female than male senior staff?  

b. What role does organisational culture play in women’s career 

experiences and their decisions to step away? 

As elucidated above, it is the contention of this work that women face additional 

challenges in their career development that arise from the intersection of social, 

organisational and personal life challenges. The ‘squeezed middle’ (section 2.4.1) 

refers to those who are in the mid-stages of their life course and are balancing life 

pressures from multiple directions. An extensive body of literature confirms that, 

inevitably, it is women who bear both the direct and indirect costs of informal care 

for family members (Ettner, 1996; Carmichael and Charles, 2003; Michaud et al., 

2010; Duxbury and Higgins, 2017), but there seems to have been little research that 

explicitly considers the effect of these pressures on the careers of senior women. 

Although Riley (2018) has considered how men in high-status carers are more likely 

to outsource care (e.g., to nannies and care homes), few scholars appear to have 

looked at the role of personal and family life for women in senior roles. 

Similar to the term ‘benign neglect’, another term particularly useful to this thesis is 

that of ‘critical incidents’, although this is more widely used in literature. Sikes et al. 

(1985, cited in Angelides, 2001, p.230) consider critical incidents to be “highly 

charged moments and episodes that have enormous consequences for personal 

change and development''. A slight difference in this thesis is that a critical incident 

is treated as arising from a combination of pressures, creating a ‘perfect storm’ of 

adverse events; at least partially, as a consequence of being in the squeezed 

middle. This array of challenges faced by women at mid-to-senior career gives rise 

to the third research question.  

RQ3 What role did personal and family life play in women’s decisions to 

step away?  

a. Where important, were these issues related to expected gender 

roles and norms?  
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b. How does the interplay of personal and professional critical life 

events/incidents impact on women’s careers? 

 

Finally, there is the question of whether there might be gendered differences in 

relation to shifts away from organisational careers. As discussed in section 3.2.1.1, 

Clarke (2013, p.684) paraphrases Mark Twain, noting that “rumours of the death [of 

the organisational career] have been greatly exaggerated”. Although there is 

evidence of the rise of much more flexible career models (e.g., Gubler et al., 2014), 

there does not seem to have been a great deal of investigation into the specific 

situation of individuals who actively want to remain in organisational careers, but 

find themselves in circumstances where they are able to, or have to, use their skills 

and social capital to remain gainfully employed in a more flexible way. This might 

be termed something of an involuntary protean career, and gives rise to the fourth 

question: 

RQ4 How were women’s decisions to step away related to wider 

dissatisfaction with organisational careers or to more specific problems 

experienced in the current structuring and expectations within those 

careers? 

a. How were women’s decisions to step away shaped by the availability 

of opportunities to use their experiences and social capital in 

alternative careers? 

 

These four questions shape the overarching purpose of this thesis, to understand 

the motivations and career decision-making of senior women in the legal 

profession. 

 

3.6 Summary 

This chapter has presented and discussed literature on the subject of career 

theories. Comparison has been made between the traditional organisational career 

and the increasing prevalence of theories and explanations for more flexible career 

models, including protean, boundaryless and kaleidoscope careers. The discussions 



 

106 
 

have revealed that although there is a contemporary tendency to consider that the 

organisational career is in demise and that flexible careers are in the ascendancy, 

this binary interpretation of the evidence is not entirely accurate. Instead, it is more 

likely to be the case that individuals seek aspects of both the structured framework 

of the organisational career, but some of the flexibility, balance and challenge 

associated with more flexible career frameworks. What appears to be under-

researched is the experiences of more senior women in relation to the 

interrelationship of their career and life course that leads these women to make a 

number of career choices that seem to fall outside current explanations of career 

trajectories. 

 

The chapter has also discussed the influence of organisational and industry culture, 

reaching the conclusion that in a great many instances they are interrelated. 

Unfortunately, this can have both positive and negative outcomes, in as far as 

negative aspects of industry and organisational culture can become mutually 

symbiotic, creating a toxic work environment that exerts negative pressure on 

women especially, against the context of practical and tacit organisational barriers 

related to working time policies and significant difficulties of balancing personal and 

professional challenges. It would be argued that it is a rare individual indeed who 

manages to experience a smooth and perfectly linear career trajectory with no 

setbacks whatsoever but, at present, there is little in career theory that appears to 

acknowledge this reality, and especially not from the perspective of women. 

Chapter 4 therefore proceeds to explain the methodological approach that has 

been adopted in this thesis, in order to gather and evaluate data from participants 

who have actively chosen to step back from senior organisational roles and their 

reasons for so doing.  
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CHAPTER 4 

4. RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

This chapter begins by examining the epistemological and ontological issues 

surrounding the identification of a negative, in this case an active decision not to do 

something, and the values associated with this decision (Section 4.1). This is 

followed by an explanation of the decision to adopt a critical realist perspective, 

noting and addressing its potential limitations (Section 4.2.1). Section 4.3 covers the 

research approach and design, setting out the justification for the approach and the 

development of the research instrument. Section 4.4 discusses the choice and 

challenges of elite interviewing as the methodological technique, especially its 

somewhat novel application in light of the fact that the characteristics of ‘elite-ness’ 

are of interest. This prefaces the discussion and description of data collection, and 

the mechanics of data analysis (Section 4.5). Section 4.6 addresses the practicalities 

of fieldwork (timelines, research ethics, logistics, and variation from plan), with an 

explanation of the data analysis process (Section 4.7), followed by comment on the 

limitations of the methodology (Section 4.8). A brief overview of participant and 

organisational profiles is presented in Section 4.9 to contextualise the analysis and 

discussion which follows in succeeding chapters, with a summary of the chapter 

presented in Section 4.10. 

 

 

4.1 Critical Realism and Considerations of Epistemology and Ontology  

4.2.1 Epistemology 

4.2.1.1 Epistemology and Value Neutrality 

Epistemology teaches us that all knowledge is value-laden. However, epistemology 

also requires moral value in order to understand the research issue in the first 

instance. Whilst there is an obvious obligation upon a researcher to strive to be 

value neutral, the practicalities and realities of this can be extremely challenging. 

For example, the act of identifying the likely research phenomena can only 

realistically be achieved through the application of value-laden judgements. Krauss 
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(2005) notes that any researcher must continue to grapple with the issue of self-

awareness, and the extent to which their own value-laden judgements are likely to 

colour or influence their research project at various levels. However, this does not 

negate the need for value neutrality despite its challenges. In practice, some form 

of middle ground is necessary, and this requires sensitivity and awareness on the 

part of the researcher. To reach this middle ground, it is necessary for the 

researcher to adopt a broad understanding of possible interpretations, akin to the 

pragmatic view, to identify and elucidate the existence of overt and covert social 

phenomena. For these reasons, this thesis has adopted a realist position in 

recognition of the juxtaposition of knowledge and hermeneutical lacuna (Fricker, 

2006). It is posited in this thesis that, in part, it is this hermetical lacuna between 

organisational leaders and their employees and colleagues that leads to the benign 

neglect of elite women leaders and their decision to leave established careers. 

 

Regarding the matter of values within the context of research projects, Higgs et al. 

(2009) suggest that it is useful to consider alternative perspectives to ensure a 

thorough understanding of possible approaches. For example, throughout this 

study it has been vital to recognise the potential impact of personal reflexivity and 

its interrelationship with data collection and subsequent analysis and 

interpretation. Fricker (2006, p.40) highlights this specific issue in Powerlessness 

and Social Interpretation, in which she coins the phrase “hermeneutical lacuna”. 

This situation occurs when there is a collective social awareness of a gap in 

understanding that only exists in a defined classification or strata of society. In this 

instance, elite professional women (Gawronski, 2019). Of particular interest to 

Fricker (2006) is that individuals within a marginalised societal group have a 

collective unspoken understanding of human societal behaviours in a specific 

context, although this awareness is not obvious to those outside the group. Indeed, 

she goes so far as to suggest that on occasion those outside the group can be 

oblivious. Elite professional women, whilst not marginalised in the sense of lacking 

resources, do share a common understanding of being positioned as a minority in 
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the context of male-dominated organisations, and this informs the critical realist 

approach adopted in this study. 

 

4.2.2 Ontology 

Ontology, the study of ‘what exists’, examines the nature of being and also the 

relationships between categorisations of being. Bhasker (2016, p.i) states that 

“critical realism argues for the necessity of ontology. Being realist about ontology 

means being able to speak and understand being apart from human thought and 

language”. With regard to this research, ontology is relevant to the categorisation 

of mind, which is explained by McCall (2005) as being the collective mental 

experience or perception of individuals. It must be understood from the outset of 

this research design that participants and the researcher have language to describe 

their experiences, which at face value may appear to be suitable for categorisation 

under the same terms. However, the lived experiences and choice of language give 

rise to personalised interpretations of the situation experienced by individuals. For 

example, what one participant may consider to be a critical incident may be 

brushed off by another, or what becomes a ‘glass cliff’ role for one is handled with 

ease by someone else. Archer et al. (2016, p.4, cited in Gross, 2016) concur with 

Bhasker (2018) that “ontological realism asserts that much of reality exists and 

operates independently of our awareness or knowledge of it”. This supports the 

argument that what is perceived to be real has the capacity to impact individuals 

very differently and perhaps powerfully, or perhaps hardly at all.  

 

Archer et al. (2016, p.5) also contend that “social science … has paid attention to 

epistemology at the expense of ontology”, meaning that questions about the 

nature of knowledge are at best secondary. This is of importance because the 

nature of knowledge, firstly how it was obtained, and secondly how it is 

interpreted, exerts considerable influence on human response. Dillard posits (2000) 

that the framing of experiences determines the response to events and 

experiences, and this has a further layer of complexity in that such framing of 

experiences can also differ from one participant to the next. The purpose of 
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ontological realism, therefore, is to understand how people know what they know 

and how this influences their behaviours and social structures, especially in the 

framing of their professional experiences. In relation to this study, it is the most 

useful framework for examining incidents, and the reactions of those involved both 

independently and in relation to one another. Furthermore, Clandinin (2016) 

recognises that with ontological realism, caution is necessary, so as not to presume 

a linear construction, e.g., event or experience A does not necessarily result in 

event or experience B. What is of greater interest under ontological principles is 

how the experience is framed and understood. The value of this understanding is 

then articulated in relation to epistemology. 

 

4.2.2.1 Identifying and Assessing What is Not 

Having considered the epistemological and ontological positions of this research, 

attention is directed to the question of what value approach to adopt when 

identifying and assessing what it is not, i.e., why elite professional women would 

choose to step away from established, successful careers. This counterintuitive 

statement is intended to describe the situation, as elucidated by Fricker (2006), and 

implied by Hacking (1995), that a particular social phenomenon exists as a void 

within a stratum of society, although as of yet there is no codification, classification, 

or any other form of generalised explanation. Philosophy as a discipline is generally 

tolerant of acknowledging the existence of differing perspectives. The particular 

issue noted by Fricker (2006) is that cognitive asymmetry makes it extremely 

difficult for marginalised social groups to identify and articulate a situation that 

they know exists but that they cannot define. For those who have superior 

cognitive capability, or in some cases power, they can ignore, overlook, or simply be 

unaware of this cognitive asymmetry and its effects. In this study, this asymmetry is 

characterised as ‘benign neglect’, a lack of cognitive awareness, by either individual 

employees (typically male) or the organisation collectively, as to the lived 

experiences and perceptions of their senior female colleagues.  
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4.2 Research Philosophy 

4.2.1 Critical Realism 

This research is framed within the paradigm of critical realism, adopted because it is 

a philosophical position that “holds that an objective world exists independently of 

people’s perceptions, language, or imagination” (O’Mahoney and Vincent, 2014, 

p.2). Moreover, critical realism recognises the influence of subjective 

interpretations that are unavoidable but real to those concerned, encapsulating the 

situation in which the professional women in this investigation find themselves. 

Critical realism has, according to Archer et al. (2013), steadily increased in 

popularity over the last decade. This is mainly due to a greater tolerance for the 

recognition of the intermingling of explanation phenomena, using hard facts 

contextualised within the influence of their prevailing situation. However, Fletcher 

(2017, p.4) notes that “one of the most important tenets of CR is that ontology (i.e., 

what is real, the nature of reality) is not reducible to epistemology (i.e., our 

knowledge of reality)”. Critical realism is therefore considered by its supporters to 

be more useful than the alternatives in presenting a contextualised and empirically 

supported explanation of a social phenomenon or problem. As such, critical realism 

is considered by Fletcher (2017) to be theory laden but not slavishly driven by 

theory, and is therefore a valuable starting point for framing and understanding 

complex social phenomenon. 

 

In practice, this means that whilst theories can be used to explain the causal 

presence of social issues, they cannot be considered the entirety of the explanation. 

For Danermark et al. (2002, p.10), realists must therefore remain sceptical and 

regard the practical applications of “theories which can be more or less truth like” 

with due care and attention. Fletcher (2017) concurs, proposing an iceberg 

metaphor for the practical application of critical realism in a social environment. 

Figure 4.1 presents this concept as an illustration.   
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Figure 4.1: Iceberg Metaphor of the Practical Application of Critical Realism 

(Fletcher, 2017, p.6) 

 

By the nature of its construction, critical realism relies on a process of abductive 

reasoning, also referred to as retroduction. Fletcher (2017) observes that the 

practical application of critical realism through interpretation and analysis of data is 

not necessarily a linear process. Meyer and Lunnay (2013) reach a similar 

conclusion, presenting evidence of the application of five distinct strategies for 

applying critical realism in practice, either in isolation or in conjunction. Similarly, 

Habermas (2015) contends that in certain circumstances it is necessary to interlace 

multiple forms of logic in order to explain or better understand a research issue. 

Consequently, to do this as objectively as is reasonably possible, it was deemed 

necessary to adopt a multistage process in the research design. This premise of 

multifaceted logic was adopted in this study for the reasons presented by Meyer 

and Lunnay (2013), Habermas (2015), and Fletcher (2017), to retroduct 

explanations for the career choices of the research participants within the context 

of their working environment. 
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4.3 Research Approach and Development of the Research Instrument for 

Narrative Inquiry 

4.3.1 The Rationale for Using Narrative Inquiry as the Research Approach 

The selection of an appropriate research instrument is also a matter of considerable 

discussion. Pragmatists such as Oppenheim (2000) and Robson and McCartan 

(2016) articulate that grounding a research instrument within existing approaches 

and also pre-existing instruments is prudent. Furthermore, the decision to position 

this work under the critical realist paradigm has influenced the selection of 

narrative inquiry as the research tool, in order to appreciate the ontology and 

epistemology of the participants, i.e., to understand the reasoning that 

underpinned their decisions and career choices, and how they have framed the 

experience for themselves. Understanding how career experiences are framed by 

participants is significant, in that this specific population sample have intertwined 

their careers with their sense of self, and therefore the retrospective reflection on 

the part of the participants is as important as their recollections of their experience 

at the time. Narrative inquiry provides a means whereby participants are free to 

speak at length, uninterrupted, and share their experiences and feelings (May, 

2001). For this reason, narrative inquiry with prompting questions was the most 

sensible choice of instrument. 

 

At an early stage of the research design process, consideration was given to 

conducting focus groups as another means of eliciting rich, qualitative data. 

However, this idea was rejected for two principal reasons. First, on practical 

grounds, because of the logistical challenges of securing a shared timeslot with busy 

professionals without planning for many months in advance. Second, with the 

knowledge that there would be a high likelihood of short notice absence or 

withdrawal from the focus group due to previously unforeseen work commitments. 

As focus groups realistically require between five to seven participants, and a mix of 

perspectives (Powell and Single, 1996), a loss of even one participant could have 

been significant. Second, given the anticipated personalities of the focus group 

members, facilitation may well have presented a challenge. Anderson and Kilduff 
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(2009) note that often in focus groups, one or perhaps two personalities become 

dominant and run the risk of steering the discussion off course. They can also 

deliberately or otherwise influence the responses of other participants who are less 

willing to share their personal experiences, especially if to do so it leaves them 

emotionally exposed. As such, it was anticipated that managing discussions within 

the setting of a focus group would not have been the most conducive way to 

undertake the research for this thesis, as I have little experience of managing and 

recording focus groups for research purposes and therefore valuable data may well 

have been lost. 

 

4.3.2 Foundation and Development of the Research Instrument 

The research instrument used in this study was developed from the work of Lewis 

and Simpson (2015, p.57) in their investigation of senior females’ career 

trajectories, particularly the choices made in relation to exiting a defined career 

path. Lewis and Simpson used a prompted narrative enquiry approach whereby 

participants were encouraged to speak freely of their career experiences. Questions 

were interjected in the interviews in order to capture specific responses relating to 

specific incidents. Fifteen initial open questions were prepared (Appendix C) and 

presented in a specific order, with due consideration given to the vocabulary and 

syntax. Oppenheim (2000) provides illustrative examples of the power of emotive 

or loaded questions, especially when specific techniques such as funnelling are used 

to guide an interview in a particular direction. Oppenheim (2000, p.94) also 

emphasises that at no point “must the interviewer show surprise” in response to 

any replies given by and interviewee, as to do so would ultimately interject bias into 

the interview and potentially destroy any form of rapport. 

 

Given the senior professional background of the participants in the population 

sample, no concerns were present with regards to understanding the nature of the 

questions posed, nor were their concerns regarding risks of prompting participants. 

Indeed, quite the reverse, the participants were intelligent and highly articulate, 



 

115 
 

capable of choosing to share information or not as they felt fit. Therefore, the 

structure and order of the prompt questions built from relatively generalised and 

discursive questions “tell me about your career”, to far more specific and 

personalised questions towards the end of the interviews if specific issues had not 

been covered, e.g., “what does career success mean to you, and has this changed 

since you started your career?”. Care was taken by the researcher not to broach the 

subject of emotive and potentially emotionally challenging subject matters, such as 

self-perceptions of failure, until rapport had been established. Oppenheim (2000, 

p.89) describes rapport as an “elusive quality … that …. keeps the respondent 

motivated and interested in answering the questions truthfully”. As such, it would 

have been foolhardy to attempt to ask personalised reflective or introspective 

questions of participants until they had, at least, settled into the interview 

experience. 

 

As the interviews were undertaken, each developed along its own path, which was 

as anticipated given the choice of narrative enquiry as the predominant research 

instrument. However, having explained the purpose of the interview at the outset 

and built rapport over the course of the interview, it was possible to interject 

questions that were of special interest to the research study without disrupting the 

flow of the interview. Narrative inquiry allows considerable freedom in the phrasing 

of questions specific to the experiences of participants, mindful that the individual 

narratives of participants are at the heart of the purpose of the research (May, 

2001). The interviews themselves took place in two main tranches (see section 4.6 

for specific details) during the course of which reflection took place as to the 

suitability and contribution of all of the questions, and whether further probing 

would be beneficial. The researcher took the opportunity to rephrase three of the 

questions (Appendix D), having conducted the first set of analysis and also 

identified an opportunity (if necessary) to follow up with the earliest research 

participants, as confidence and competence in conducting the interviews 

strengthened. Furthermore, contact was maintained throughout the process to 
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update participants who had been generous enough to offer their time and 

thoughts. 

 

4.4 Research Design  

4.4.1 Elite Interviews – Practical Considerations 

The decision to purposefully approach an elite group for interviews who satisfy the 

criteria of having held a senior position in a suitable legal organisation is, in the 

words of Lancaster (2017, p.93), “more challenging”. The reasons for this are due to 

the balance of power between an interviewer and the interviewee, particularly as 

elite interviewees are typically confident, charismatic, and experienced interviewers 

in their own right, perhaps having benefited from media training. In the opinion of 

both Robson (2008) and Lancaster (2017), it is important to give some attention to 

the dynamics of the interview relationship in these circumstances. Some of the first 

challenges identified are practical: elite leaders often make use of gatekeepers, 

such as personal assistants and receptionists, who are adept at fielding unwanted 

communication. Simply securing an interview in the first instance can be a 

challenge in itself. Even assuming that an interview participant is willing to be 

interviewed, further practical challenges present themselves in terms of diary 

commitments and logistics. It can take several weeks or even months to secure a 

mutually convenient time for interview. The implications of this are that 

circumstances may have changed during the intervening time frame. In fact, this 

was something that had occurred in the case of several interviews as part of this 

study, whereby the time gap between the incidents and the subsequent interview 

allowed time for reflection and contextualisation of which interview participants 

were self-aware.  

 

Consideration also needs to be given to the nature of the dynamics of the 

interviewer-interviewee relationship. Robson (2008, p.151) comments that elite 

leaders are: 
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“Confident, operate from a number of power bases and therefore have the 

potential to manipulate the parameters of the interview space if they wish 

to protect their interests”.  

 

It is thus equally important to give consideration to the context of the interview, 

incorporating an appreciation of the power dynamics and mutual respect or 

otherwise between the interviewer and the interviewee, as well as the timing and 

content of the interview. Rodrigues (2018) muses on the on the importance of 

reflexive awareness on the part of the interviewer, which in these specific 

circumstances have greater relevance, as I have professional standing and a 

reputation in my own right, which almost certainly influenced not only the capacity 

to positively use and also bypass gatekeepers in order to secure interviews, but also 

encourage interviewees to participate fully and frankly in the interview process. 

Neuman (2000, p.345) recognises that most methodological literature examining 

the relationship between interviewer and interviewee focuses on “interviewing 

down”, or in plain terms, presupposing that the interviewer is possessed of greater 

intellectual capacity, knowledge, and capability than the “poor or powerless” 

(Neuman, ibid), which often form the greater proportion of research interest.  

 

Although academic research often suggests that elite leaders are hard to access 

(Ostrander, 1995; Robson, 2008; Lancaster, 2017), this was not the case in this 

specific set of research circumstances. The reasons for this are elucidated above in 

relation to my own position within my professional network, which gives rise to my 

position as a ‘situated agent’, thus termed by Gero and Reffat (1997) as they discuss 

the situation of researchers using their knowledge of a situation around them to 

adapt to the research environment and gain deeper insights. Furthermore, my age 

and established professional reputation place me on a par with participants in 

terms of confidence, meaning that some of the barriers to elite interviewing were 

removed, shifting and balancing the dynamic of the interviews. Ostrander (1995, 

p.139) comments that “most elites, particularly those in formal leadership 

positions, are used to being in charge and having people defer to their opinions”, 

which can further lead to the researcher feeling as if they are, in the words of 
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Thomas (1995, p.7) a “supplicant granted an audience with a dignitary”. As Robson 

(2008) notes, leaders of any kind are typically assumed to have acquired power 

from numerous power bases, including positional, expert, and referent power 

under the long-standing framework of French and Raven (1959). Robson (2008) also 

recognises that the neutrality of a researcher outside the context of the 

organisation largely eradicates or undermines the presence of positional and 

referral and power. Furthermore, the willingness of the interviewees to engage is 

further evidence of their readiness to at least partially abdicate their power within 

the context of their surroundings. 

 

In light of the observations of Robson (2008) and later Lancaster (2017), it is 

therefore important to note that the use of elite interviewing as a methodological 

technique in this research has been applied in a somewhat novel manner, highly 

specific to the research population and the nature of the research. The population 

are not, strictly speaking, representing large organisations in an elite capacity, 

which is the more usual interpretation of this particular technique. They are, 

however, possessed of the same characteristics in terms of power, professional 

presence and capacity to control an interview. Thus, whilst the participants are 

discussing their personal experiences and can therefore be freer with the detail of 

their experiences, they have not lost the knowledge or capacity to act as an elite 

should they choose. Accordingly, it is the characteristics of being ‘elite’ that have 

been the focus of the technique during data collection, not the representation of an 

organisational position by an individual. 

 

Finally, turning to the matter of candour in the interviews, Welch et al. (2002) 

suggest that it can be difficult for elite interviewees to trust researchers and 

therefore be entirely candid in their responses. This reticence can, in part, be 

attributed to previous observations by Robson (2008) in regard to the capacity of 

those in power to manage their own spaces and also have tacit expectations of 

people conforming to their wishes. However, a small amount of contradictory 

literature indicates that some of the assumptions underpinning these power 

dynamics and thus willingness of participants to engage can be overstated. Both 
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Ostrander (1995) and Robson (2008) indicated that they experienced no difficulty in 

encouraging frankness and candour from interviewees. Equally, no such difficulty 

was found during the interviews conducted as part of this research project. Indeed, 

I had not anticipated the deeply personal confidences shared by some interviewees. 

A possible explanation for this is the unique combination of the mutual professional 

respect between myself and the interviewee, and my neutrality, not as a personal 

friend or relative but as someone who understood their situation (described 

anecdotally by a fellow researcher as ‘the passenger on the Clapham bus’4), and 

also the assertion of complete confidentiality and anonymity, thus enabling the 

interviewee to speak freely. In all instances, this enabled participants to ‘unburden 

themselves’ of the professional facade that they often felt they had carried for 

many years as part of their external business and/or professional persona. 

  

 

4.5 Data Collection      

4.5.1 Research Population and Snowball Sampling 

The parameters of the population sample and the framework and decision criteria 

used to identify the sample and select from within it are fundamental to empirical 

research outcomes. As discussed above in relation to matters of epistemology and 

value sets, the decisions made with regard to the population sample are 

instrumental in its outcomes. There are sharp divisions in methodological literature 

regarding the identification and inclusion of research participants, with many 

researchers preferring a quantitatively devised random sampling approach (Ragin, 

1994; Danermark et al., 2002). However, as noted by scholars such as Goldstein 

(2002) and Beyers et al. (2014), certain population samples do not lend themselves 

to either identification or selection by such means. This research study falls into this 

category whereby purposive sampling, specifically snowball sampling, occasionally 

referred to as chain sampling, was used to identify and actively approach 

participants for inclusion within the study. 

 

 
4 An oblique reference to a famous legal test case of the standard of reasonableness.  
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Noy (2008, p.328) examines the issue of snowball sampling from the perspective of 

more nuanced hermeneutics, arguing that “when sampling methods are employed 

in qualitative research, they lead to dynamic moments were unique social 

knowledge of interactional quality can be fruitfully generated”. Noy (2008) 

synthesised several of her previous research studies focusing on this issue, 

concluding that there are factors specific to the organic social networks and social 

dynamics that occur within narrowly defined population samples whereby 

population members are in possession of particular characteristics or 

demographics. Furthermore, Noy (2008, p.327) established that “interrelations 

were found between sampling and interviewing facets”. In other words, intra and 

inter-party knowledge is evident within the population sample as a whole, and 

therefore it is necessary to consider both the referral process and the quality of 

interaction, as well as how informants perceive the interview encounter. Moreover, 

it results in a situation where data accessing and data collection become mutually 

dependent (Hockey, 1993). Noy (2008) notes that social capital is an important 

component of the dynamics of such relationships. She also comments that tranches 

of feminist research repeatedly illustrate that generally women are better at 

establishing and maintaining social ties and social relationships, whether these are 

familial, social, or organisational. Given the nature of the research subject and the 

possible practical issues of securing interviews, snowball sampling was thus 

considered the most sensible and logical sampling technique to adopt. 

 

 

4.5.2 Sampling and Access 

 

The target interview population was 30 female participants and the criteria for 

inclusion of potential participants within the research population included, as a 

minimum, a reasonable tenure (at least 2 years) in a senior executive position 

within a legal firm. As discussed in Chapter 3, section 3.4.1.4, legal firms have a 

particular structure, meaning that those in senior positions not only have a 

minimum number of years of professional experience, but also a vested and often 
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financial interest in the firms or partnerships for which they work. Participants also 

had to satisfy the criteria of either refusing to remain in this senior position or 

refusing to accept promotion to the highest level of the organisation. Furthermore, 

there had to be satisfaction that the participants in question had not chosen to 

leave because of a significant instance of professional misconduct or error, 

something that could be verified against regulatory databases and public record, 

such as the ‘Roll’, a list of all practising solicitors with any misdemeanours or 

sanctions against them. As implied in the discussions above relating to elite 

interviewing and sampling, access did not present a notable challenge, other than 

the logistics of finding a mutually appropriate time to secure an interview. If 

participants were unable or unwilling to participate in the first instance, they were 

usually quick to politely decline and often more than happy to propose other 

potentially appropriate participants who would be willing to at least discuss the 

possibility of participating in an interview.  

 

 

4.5.3 Key Informants 

Given the critical importance of context as discussed extensively with regards to 

elite interviewing, eight key informants also contributed to the context of the 

research study. These included two executive head-hunters, and a senior figure 

within the Equalities and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), who at the time of the 

meeting in December 2015 had recently authored a research study into female 

leadership in FTSE-listed firms. In addition, during data collection, five male 

participants were indirectly identified as having ‘stepped away’ from their 

established careers, and discussions with these individuals contributed to the 

contextual framing of this study.  

 

These key professional informants provided valuable insights into the wider context 

of the research study, particularly the head-hunters, who offered insight into the 

nature of shortlisting potential candidates for senior executive roles within the 

industry sector. In the greater proportion of examples given, head-hunters 
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confirmed the findings of Doldor et al. (2016) that at this level they act as 

gatekeepers, striking a delicate balance between introducing suitable and novel 

candidates to a potential shortlist, while also being mindful of the expectations of 

their client.  

 

Typically, executive head-hunters have very long-standing relationships with clients 

and, as the announcements of senior executives moving between organisations 

invariably prompts some measure of short-term uncertainty around the stability of 

an organisation, any recruitment process takes place with the utmost discretion 

(Faulconbridge et al., 2009). Head-hunters indicate that on occasion they can find 

themselves in a challenging position, wishing to put forward a more diverse 

candidate long-list or short-list but knowing that those responsible for recruitment 

decisions within their client organisation would be unwilling to consider such 

candidates (Meriläinen et al., 2015). Repeatedly putting forward unpopular 

candidate lists would eventually cost the head-hunter their contract and possibly 

their professional standing. These contextual factors, whilst not critical to the 

findings, help shape an understanding of the wider context of the recruitment 

landscape in the legal sector. 

 

 

4.6 Fieldwork 

4.6.1 Timeframe 

Primary data collection took place in two main tranches over the course of a 3-year 

period. The first 15 interviews and key informant interviews were conducted 

between November 2015 and June 2016. There was a pause while data was subject 

to initial analysis and interpretation, then interviews recommenced in January 2018 

and continued into early September 2018 (schedule in Appendix E). In the 

intervening analysis period, some minor adaptation was made to the interview 

questions based on the findings and analysis in the first interviews, as described in 

section 4.3.2 (development of the interview questions) and 4.6.5 (variation from 

plan), and the opportunity for revisiting initial interviews following initial analysis. 
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4.6.2 Informed Consent 

In accordance with the requirements of the University of Manchester and 

undertaking fieldwork involving direct contact with participants, ethical approval 

was sought and obtained from the University. Furthermore, participants were 

furnished with informed consent involving a detailed information sheet setting out 

the purpose and objectives of the research, the nature of their involvement, their 

rights in respect of participating in and withdrawing from the research, and also 

treatment of their data (copy in Appendix F). The latter has been maintained with 

the utmost confidence and security, stored in a double password protected file to 

which only the researcher has knowledge of both passwords. As an addendum, in 

light of changes to UK legislation regarding the treatment of personal data in May 

2018, under the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR), additional 

reassurance was given to participants who were retrospectively advised of how 

their data would be treated for interviews that took place after this change in 

legislation and regulation. 

 

 

4.6.3 Approaching Participants 

Participants were approached using one of three methods, having first established, 

before being approached, that they would fit the criteria for interview. The criteria 

were: 

• Have held, or been deemed capable of holding, a senior executive position 

(senior partner or above) in an established legal firm in England and Wales; 

• Had chosen to leave (or not accept) such a position after a minimum of at 

least 2 years in post; 

• Had not been forced to leave due to any form of professional error or 

misconduct, but instead left on a voluntary basis, if unwillingly (a specific 

type of critical incident). 
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The channels for approaching such participants were:  

• Direct approach by personally making contact to gauge interest and 

willingness to participate; 

• Indirect approach using my professional network; 

• Indirect approach using previous interviewees, or potential participants who 

had declined to engage personally but were willing to introduce me to other 

colleagues who fit the criteria. 

Table 4.1 below provides a summary of participant sampling routes. 

Table 4.1: Participants by Sampling Route 

 Count 

Directly approached 7 

Indirect approach via professional network 14 

Indirect approach via interviewees 9 

TOTAL 30 

 

Potential participants who did not engage following contact either directly or 

indirectly were not asked to give a reason for their declining to take part. However, 

some volunteered a reason, including time constraints, concerns about being 

interviewed by another professional, and concerns that they might be identifiable 

in subsequent write-up and publication on the basis of their narratives. Other 

reasons given via snowball contacts included the experience being ‘too raw’ to 

discuss, i.e., in terms of proximity to the critical incident. The reflexivity of several of 

the participants supports this explanation, with many noting that it took time for 

feelings of personal failure or shortcomings to become more bearable. One 

participant explicitly stated that had she been approached earlier than she was, she 

would have refused to take part because the topic would have been too 

uncomfortable.  

Noy (2008, p.336) makes an astute point regarding the willingness and engagement 

of female research participants, that “oftentimes women are ‘better’ informants 

not only because they are ‘naturally’ more cooperative and verbal, but also because 
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the degree to which they can resist the researchers’ authority is lesser”. This was 

certainly witnessed within the research study at hand. Once the process had begun 

it was not difficult to encourage confidence in participants, when they felt safer in 

allowing their professional personas to relax. Reflecting on this experience, there 

appeared to be grounds for considering that my role as a female interviewer, and a 

situated agent in the professional sense (see section 4.4.1) may have helped to 

encourage candour from the participants. Certainly, the interview process resulted 

in very rich data, explicitly articulated and openly discussed. Indeed, more than one 

participant subsequently described the interview process as being ‘cathartic’. In 

light of my own characteristics – age, professional reputation and experience, and 

professional social capital – the willingness of participants to share their thoughts 

and feelings under the confidentiality of the interview is not surprising, although it 

is a relatively unique set of circumstances for a PhD student.   

 

4.6.4 Logistics 

All of the interviews took place on a face-to-face basis, at a time and location that 

was convenient to the interviewee. In the majority of cases, the most convenient 

location was the private office of each interviewee, and the most convenient time 

during traditional working hours (Monday–Friday, 08:00–18:00). A small proportion 

were carried out at my office location, with participants volunteering to meet me 

there because they were already in the vicinity for another reason. No participant 

was asked to travel to me, and if they did so, it was of their own volition. The fact 

that each participant could arrange their own time in such a manner is also an 

anecdotal indication of their seniority. Each interview took between 45 minutes and 

1.5 hours, with the shortest interview being 44 minutes and the longest interview 

being 1 hour and 49 minutes. The mean average length of interview was 57 

minutes. All interviews were recorded, with the consent of participants, and 

subsequently sent for transcription at an external agency.   
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4.6.5 Variation from Plan 

Two notable variations from the research plan occurred, neither being detrimental 

to the design of the research. The first, as described above in section 4.3.2, referred 

to the development of some of the questions in the research instrument. This 

followed the first tranche of analysis and interpretation when it became apparent 

that it would have been preferable to pose additional questions and potentially 

probe more deeply into the feelings and experiences of participants. These 

amendments have been described and framed within the literature. The second 

notable variation from plan was to consider expanding the population sample to 

incorporate men who had experienced situations that caused them to actively step 

away from their chosen career path, and include them as key informants. This 

possibility emerged through the course of snowball sampling, where several male 

participants came to my attention who satisfied the criteria of having been senior 

executives who deliberately chose to step off their anticipated career path. 

However, as it was not possible to find sufficient numbers of men to make an 

effective comparison, the decision was taken to revert to the original plan of the 

sample comprising entirely of women, with the data from the interviews with men 

being treated as contextual information. 

 

 

4.7 Data Analysis and Interpretation      

4.7.1 Thematic Analysis (Manual) 

Thematic analysis is defined by Braun and Clarke (2012, p.57) as “a method for 

systematically identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning 

(themes) across a data set”, and is a widely utilised method of qualitative data 

analysis, adopted across the social sciences. The value of thematic analysis lies in its 

ability to support the researcher in identifying themes of importance.  Crucially at 

the same time, the approach does not regard the themes which emerge from the 

data as necessarily important in their own right, but instead are important “in 

relation to the particular topic and research question being explored” Braun and 

Clarke (2012, p.57). This subtle but critical distinction in relative importance is the 
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linchpin of thematic analysis, as it is quite possible to identify patterns in data which 

bear no relevance to the research question. The benefit of thematic analysis, 

therefore, lies in its ability to assist a researcher in both identifying important 

themes within the dataset and also to focus on responses to the research question. 

There is popular precedent for use of thematic analysis as a data analysis method 

across the literature in the field. Narrative accounts, frequently evidenced in prior 

papers on the subject of women’s career experiences, lend themselves to thematic 

analysis because of the necessity of contextualising the data analysis process, and 

situating the output of the data analysis and subsequent interpretation within the 

context of the lived experience of participants. Furthermore, at a pragmatic level, 

thematic analysis has the characteristics of flexibility and adaptability. In this study 

it was necessary to hold in mind throughout the entirety of the data collection and 

subsequent analysis the importance of these two key characteristics; firstly, the 

necessity of adapting questions as the interview unfolded and circumstances either 

required or demanded, and second, in the subsequent adaptation of the interview 

framework based on the initial tranche of data analysis (see section 4.6.5). 

Under thematic analysis, it is necessary for any researcher to be clear about how 

their chosen thematic framework is aligned with the nature and purpose of the 

research: In other words, being clear as to how the method of analysis will answer 

the research question. When coding the data, researchers must therefore make an 

active choice with regard to logical interpretation, and, having made the argument 

for the necessity of contextual understanding, must acknowledge, in the words of 

Braun and Clarke (2012, p.59), the ‘impossibility’ of being either purely inductive, or 

purely inductive when selecting coding frameworks. The reason for this 

impossibility lies in the fact that “we always bring something to the data when we 

analyse it, and we rarely completely ignore the semantic content of the data when 

we code for a particular theoretical construct”. And as Braun and Clarke (2012, 

p.59) further observe, “at the very least, we have to know whether it is worth 

coding the data for that construct”. 

On this basis, Braun and Clarke (2012) assert the three criteria that must be present 

for thematic analysis to be done well. These criteria are: (1) a clear appreciation on 
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the part of the researcher as to whether they are likely to be predominantly 

following an inductive or deductive interpretation; (2) providing a rationale for this 

choice, (and it must be active choice); and (3) ensuring consistent application of the 

chosen logic throughout the utilisation of thematic analysis. In the study at hand, 

my position as a practitioner with lived experience in the sector meant that an 

inductive interpretation of the data from the participants’ ‘voice’ was a natural 

choice. Thematic analysis is consistent with my other methodological choices such 

as that of narrative inquiry and elite interviewing (section 4.4.1). 

Vaismoradi et al. (2013) and Mitchell et al. (2014) both suggest that there are six 

stages to conducting thematic analysis which are reflected in Figure 4.2, and which 

are outlined as follows: (1) data familiarisation; (2) generation of initial codes; (3) 

searching for themes; (4) reviewing themes; (5) defining and naming themes; and 

(6) producing the final analysis in the form of a written report or paper. In this 

study, I followed this six-stage process, beginning with initial data familiarisation, 

and then generation of initial codes and searching for themes which took place on 

an iterative basis using a combination of manual analysis and then colour-coded 

spreadsheet analysis. The tentatively identified themes were then reviewed against 

the literature to give confidence in the relative importance of the themes within the 

context of the work. This initial review process gave rise to the decision to develop 

the interview questions in the second tranche of interviews. The fifth stage, 

defining and naming of themes was clarified over time, with reference to 

terminology used by the participants themselves. Careful consideration was given 

to naming one of the themes as that of ‘critical incidents’, not least because this 

exact terminology also overlaps with specific methodological practice (section 

4.7.2). However, careful reflection and revisitation of the data led to the conclusion 

that the terminology critical incidents (at one point provisionally referred to as 

‘tipping points’) was more suitable, because it reflected the way in which many 

minor incidents accumulated over time reaching critical mass. The sixth element, 

writing up the analysis represents the latter half of this thesis in its entirety. 
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Figure 4.2: Stages of Thematic Analysis (Mitchell et al., 2014, p.1187) 

 

When classifying the data under the typologies of critical incidents, I followed the 

process proposed by Krippendorff (1989), by first identifying unitizing measures – 

defining ‘tipping points’, as I termed them originally, which ultimately determined 

the decision to leave. Having identified the ‘tipping points’, I then established to 

what extent these existed across the sample and began classifying them based on 

similar characteristics. This led to the identification of clear distinctions between 

‘personal’ and ‘professional’ deciding factors. However, distinguishing between the 

two was not necessarily straightforward, as for some participants the co-existence 

of professional and personal factors was the deciding factor. Had one or the other 

existed in isolation, the decision to leave might have been postponed or not made 

at all. Having classified the final factors contributing to the decision to step away, I 
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then arranged these according to the dominant or final factor. At this point I began 

to term them ‘critical Incidents’ – in common parlance, ‘the straw that broke the 

camel’s back’. This analogy seemed especially fitting because for most participants 

many of those around them including their colleagues and their family had little 

idea of the challenges they were facing. For their employers or organisations, the 

decision to step away often appeared to be an irrational over-reaction. However, 

the incidents in question were critical to the participants. Once these incidents had 

been categorised within the context of career trajectories, it became evidently 

appropriate to present the narratives in three phases, namely the before, during, 

and after, corresponding with chapters 5, 6, and 7, respectively. 

 

The decision to use a manual process for data analysis instead of software was 

influenced by Grimmer and Stewart’s (2013) comment that whilst software is highly 

accurate at identifying repeated words and phrases, it must be explicitly 

programmed, and can fail to appreciate “semantically complex” linguistic content 

(Grimmer and Stewart, 2013, p.281). Franzozi (2017) notes that even though there 

have been rapid advances in the sophistication of appropriate software, such 

software can still lack meaningfulness in its outcomes, especially where context is 

crucial for inferring meaning. A relevant example in this study was the inability of 

software to detect sarcasm or irony in the transcripts. 

 

When manually analysing data it is critically important to utilise appropriate 

techniques in order to retain the distinction between objectivity and subjectivity, 

and to maintain credibility and trustworthiness in the research. As Roulston (2010, 

p.199) comments, “there has been considerable discussion of how ‘quality’ might 

be demonstrated by researchers [undertaking qualitative studies]”. Johnson et al. 

(2020) confirm the necessity of evidencing rigour in qualitative research, citing 

Patton (1999) on the importance of credibility, that is to say providing sufficient 

supporting evidence to give credence to their claims, and also trustworthiness; 

quite simply, that the outcome of the research can be trusted (Patton, 1999, cited 

in Johnson et al., 2020).  Patton (1999) also directly references the issue of 

objectivity and subjectivity and techniques to avoid the situation of the researcher 



 

131 
 

“’going native’” (Patton, 1999, p.1203).   Although discussing the issue of 

subjectivity in relation to anthropological research, Patton’s point is pertinent in 

relation to my role as a situated agent, and the necessity of maintaining objectivity 

alongside the benefits of my detailed understanding of the context.  However, it is 

also important to recognise that my position as a situated agent with a deep 

understanding of the environment experienced by the participants made it possible 

for me to overcome some of the challenges more typically associated with elite 

interviewing. As noted previously on p.120, participants were able to share 

confidences with me because I was a situated agent. Yanchar (2015, p.7) describes 

this situation of an embedded researcher as one of “concernful involvement” 

further noting that it “allows for the disclosure of truth about aspects of the world”, but 

without blurring the distinction between subjectivity and objectivity to the point 

where the work is no longer considered credible.  

 

 

 

4.7.2 Critical Incident Technique 

 

For clarity, it is important to make explicit that the analysis method adopted in this 

thesis is not that of critical incident technique, a methodological process which is 

typically found in medical research or that of psychology. Critical incident technique 

has a long pedigree, being defined by Flanagan (1954, p.327) as “a set of 

procedures for collecting direct observations of human behavior in such a way as to 

facilitate their potential usefulness in solving practical problems and developing 

broad psychological principles”. Thus, the focus of critical incident technique is 

better suited to its medical heritage, rather than describing a collection or 

accumulation of experiences in a professional environment. As articulated above 

(section 4.7.1), the terminology ‘critical incidents’ accurately describes an 

accumulation of experiences which ultimately become a critical incident from the 

point of view of the participants, hence its utilisation in this thesis. 
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4.8 Limitations of the Methodology 

There are inherent limitations of the chosen methodological approach and various 

mitigation strategies were employed to address these acknowledged weaknesses. 

Notable areas of potential challenge include ensuring credibility, replicability, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Hoepfl, 1997). These were 

addressed by framing the research under a recognised paradigm, utilising an 

established set of research questions as the foundation for interviews, and ensuring 

that these were clearly linked to the research questions of this study.  

 

Replicability can be challenging in a small research population and defined 

subculture, because thematic analysis can imply the existence of fixed categories. 

Such fixed categories are unrealistic in particular circumstances, and, in this study, it 

was recognised that time and distance from the decision to step away allowed 

participants the potential opportunity to reframe their own views. They could 

remember events and feelings clearly, but the strong emotions felt at the time had 

often softened by the time of the interview, although this did not detract from their 

recollection of their perception of events. Additionally, there is the limitation of the 

paradox of generalisability, in that if general observations are drawn from a small, 

precisely-defined dataset, then they lack wider application. Conversely, however, if 

findings are allocated to general theory, then this ignores the rich context and 

implicit meaning in the data; As in this instance, where the embeddedness of 

participants in rich subcultures gives rise to the paradox. As noted by Cho and Lee 

(2014), such paradoxes are not easy to resolve but are inherent in social research of 

this nature, and so are explicitly noted here in recognition of their existence. 

 

Reflecting on my role as a situated agent, and the potential this may have for 

unintentional bias, I recognised that although my role could encourage candour 

from participants, I needed to adopt strategies to mitigate the issue of 

unintentional bias, by applying the techniques recommended by experts such as 

Patton (1999) and Johnson et al. (2020) (section 4.2.2), and Braun and Clarke (2012) 

(section 4.7.1). These techniques helped to ensure credibility and trustworthiness 

by maintaining objectivity in the data collection and analysis process. Thus, despite 
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the unavoidable limitations of qualitative research, there can still be confidence in 

the outcome of the analysis and interpretation process. 

 

 

4.9 Overview of Data Results 

4.9.1 Participant Profiles 

Participant profiles are provided in Appendix G, illustrating that all of the 

participants satisfy the criteria of working at a senior level with executive decision-

making authority before choosing to step away from their positions. This was 

ratified by reference to third-party data or observation, such as publicly available 

information on their career, evidence of their sustained success and capability in 

their roles, and capacity to continue in their career. In summary, at the time of 

stepping away 19 participants occupied the position of senior partner and 11 

occupied the position of managing partner. Effort was made to ensure that 

participants came from different organisations in as far as was possible to do so, to 

offer a breadth of perspectives.   

 

4.9.2 Organisational Profiles 

A summary of organisational profiles is provided in Appendix H. These profiles 

demonstrate that in keeping with the overall distribution of the industry sector, 

there are a small number of large organisations, which tail off to a large number of 

small organisations. The majority of participants came from mid-tier firms and 

above (defined as < 6 or more partners), where there would be clear opportunity 

for career progression and organisational growth. Over the course of the data 

collection, two of the organisations from which participants had been represented 

were found to have engaged in merger and acquisition activity, and also 

consolidation activity (downsizing and restructuring). On the basis of the evidence 

in the interviews, I did not consider that these factors have been instrumental in 

the decision of participants to leave (i.e., jump before they were pushed), given the 

time lag between the choice of the participants to leave, and the subsequent 

publicly reported activity. Even though it can take months if not years to determine 
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such organisational strategies, the gap was still considered to be sufficient to have 

avoided this. 

 

4.9.3 Summary of Themes 

 

The remainder of this thesis provides detailed discussion of the four main themes 

that emerged from the analysis and interpretation of the narrative data. These are 

discussed independently and can be briefly summarised as follows: 

 

4.9.3.1 Organisational Factors 

Organisational factors are found to be critical in laying the foundation for how 

participants frame their experiences and choose to respond. Such factors include, 

but are not limited to, the structure and culture of the organisations in question 

(Ogbonna and Harris, 2014; Brown et al., 2015), and their contextualisation within 

the wider industry, which has been experiencing notable change over the course of 

the data collection and interpretation due to wider external factors (Susskind and 

Susskind, 2015). However, as noted above, the greater proportion of participants 

chose to leave their organisations in the years preceding these changes. The way 

that individuals within the organisations make sense of their experiences appears to 

provide a framework for their subsequent career choices and responses. 

 

4.9.3.2 Professional and Personal Challenges 

With regard to the practical and/or personal challenges participants faced, these 

were often associated with caring responsibilities. These responsibilities were not 

confined to childcare, and included caring for spouses/partners, elderly parents and 

in-laws, as well as personal healthcare. It would be supposition to suggest that 

stressful working environments contributed to personal care issues, but 9 of the 30 

participants experienced a personal healthcare challenge of some kind. As 

discussed in the literature, women continue to bear a disproportionate 
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responsibility for care and domestic management as part of the squeezed 

generation (Evetts, 2014; Duxbury and Dole, 2017).   

 

4.9.3.3 Critical Incidents 

Ultimately, the combination of organisational factors, personal experiences, 

bullying and a lack of ongoing support was found to create the conditions for critical 

incidents that could be categorised as either personal or professional, or in certain 

specific circumstances a combination of the two. These findings are consistent with 

the literature (e.g., Broadbridge, 2007; Vessey et al., 2009; Rothausen et al., 2017), 

whereby voluntary exit is seldom ‘spectacular’, but can appear to be a 

disproportionate response to an apparently minor incident. Ultimately, these 

critical incidents were the trigger or catalyst for experienced and capable 

professionals choosing to leave their chosen career and with it the loss of valuable 

skills and human capital from the workforce. 

 

4.9.3.4 Social Norms and Expectations  

As discussed in section 2.3.1, section 2.4.1, and section 3.4.4, there are a range of 

tacit expectations borne by women, and especially so in professional services. 

Participants frequently spoke of the unawareness of their colleagues with regard to 

these pressures, and their reluctance to share personal concerns for fear of 

appearing unprofessional. Unrealistic and unsustainable expectations of personal 

performance for women appears to have been regularly internalised as a self-norm. 

 

4.10 Summary  

This chapter has explained and discussed the methodological and practical 

decisions that informed the research design used in this investigation. This included 

a discussion of the philosophical underpinnings of the research design because of 

its importance to the experiences of the participants. Understanding the nature of 

being and also the nature of what is real when seeking to identify and then 

compare negative experiences is challenging. Thus, it was necessary to discuss this 

in depth in order to explain how this has been framed and captured during the 
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research. The chapter has also discussed the design of the research tool – narrative 

enquiry – and the mechanics of population sampling via the snowball technique. 

The context of the research meant that snowball sampling was used with some 

considerable success, as very few potential participants declined to engage, and it 

was also possible to find male participants who may otherwise have been elusive. 

 

The chapter has covered data collection and data analysis, which within the context 

of elite interviewing attracts several additional challenges regarding the experience 

of participants, their willingness to share deeply personal information, and the 

framing of this against the experiences of other participants. The chapters that 

follow explain and examine each of the research themes outlined above and then 

compares these findings to the current state of theoretical knowledge and 

empirical evidence. Chapter 5 covers the early career trajectories of participants 

and how they reached a senior executive position. Chapter 6 focuses on ‘critical 

incidents’, or the final reason to step away. Chapter 7 covers the detail of stepping 

away or ‘what happened next’. Whilst each theme is treated in isolation, for the 

purpose of analysis and interpretation, in practice it is noted that the research 

participants themselves did not isolate factors in the same way, nor would they 

have been expected to. Following the presentation of the data, Chapter 8 offers an 

analysis of the data, incorporating a critical discussion comparing the findings of 

this research to the existing state of knowledge. 

 

CHAPTER 5 

5. EARLY CAREER EXPERIENCES 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the narrative data regarding the initial training and early 

career experiences of participants and explores how these experiences are 

interlaced with their personal and professional situations. The purpose of this 

chapter is to explore if there are any significant factors in participants’ early carers 

that stand out from existing theoretical explanations and empirical evidence of 
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career trajectories for lawyers and others entering professional service careers, as 

found in the work of Judge et al. (1999), Stumpf, (2014), and Reynolds et al. (2018). 

These existing studies conclude that the career trajectories of this primarily female 

sample are similar in the early stages of career development to those of male 

lawyers, with divergences only evident in mid-level careers, typically corresponding 

with family development. The evidence from this current sample of career 

narratives is interrogated to see if this proposition holds, bearing in mind that 

evidence of similarity to key identified career characteristics of successful male 

lawyers does not necessarily imply that the problems only came later, as there may 

be an incremental build up to the critical incidents that led the women to ‘step 

away’.   

 

Section 5.2 considers the early stages of career development for participants, 

including securing training contracts and employment immediately thereafter. The 

section examines the role of mentors, both formal and informal, alongside explicit 

and tacit experiences of discrimination. Section 5.3 examines how participants 

reconciled their early career demands with family expectations, and the hidden 

challenges and barriers of being a professionally successful woman of childbearing 

age. The age range of participants in the study at the point of data collection was 

from 39 to 63 years old (Appendices G and H). For some participants at the upper 

end of the age range, it is important to reemphasise how unusual it was for these 

women to actively pursue a career in law when they undertook their training. As 

Webley (2014) observes, the legal education system in England and Wales has long 

produced more law graduates than there are legal jobs; therefore, competition 

exists as a matter of course. This point is worth noting because competition is a 

constant presence in the legal sector and infuses professional and personal aspects 

of the narratives of the participants’ career trajectories.   
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5.2 Training Contracts and Early Career Experiences 

The early career experiences of the participants share some similarities, but also 

reveal some mixed evidence around the perceived ease or difficulty of securing a 

training contract and subsequent employment on graduation. Participants were 

largely clear about wanting to work in the law generally, or for a specific firm, but 

not necessarily in a defined technical specialism, such as family law or criminal law. 

They were also consistent in their perception that they needed to work hard to 

secure an initial training contract. For some, this involved being extremely 

persistent, having set their aspirations on working for a particular firm and engaging 

in regular and repeated contact in written form and in person, mindful this was 

before the days of regular electronic communication.  

“I was determined that I was going to work for [XYZ firm]. I wrote to them 

and hand delivered the letter and offered to come back at whatever time 

would be convenient”. (P9, Small legal practice, former senior partner) 

“When I graduated, I was taken on by Firm XYZ as part of their intake. I was 

the only woman in that cohort, but as I’d been in a minority for my degree 

that was hardly surprising.” (P19, Boutique practice, former managing 

partner) 

Others showed persistence by identifying a number of firms they would be happy 

to work for on the basis of their specialisms and seeking to build relationships with 

key influencers in these firms5.  

“I’d first met [X – a senior female partner at a law firm] when she came to do 

a presentation at a careers fair at [my university]. Before then I’d not really 

had a clear idea of what I wanted to do, but when I heard her speak, I knew 

that I wanted to work for her, whatever that took” (P16, Member of the 

judiciary, former managing partner, mid-sized firm) 

 “I applied for three training contracts and was accepted for two, and told I’d 

narrowly missed out on the third. I picked the one which I thought at the 

time would be the best for long term opportunities because it was the 

biggest firm.” (P23, Early retirement, former senior partner, large firm) 

 
5 In this context, the term ‘key influencer’ refers to an influencing partner, not ‘influencing’ in the 
contemporary social media interpretation of this construct. 



 

139 
 

Some participants took an indirect route to secure work in the firm, for example 

taking part-time work in the firm to obtain entry: 

“I handed in my CV, and a covering letter at every firm in the town – this was 

long before the days of email applications. Three came back offering […] part 

time work on a temporary basis to see how things worked out” (P21, 

Salaried partner, mid-sized firm, former equity partner large firm) 

The higher educational experiences and early years of professional training 

presented as being similar for all participants, as expected given the professional 

requirements for entry into the legal profession (Appendix A). Participants did not 

typically dwell on their early careers, presenting them in brief terms from which it 

has been induced that the experiences seemed to have run relatively smoothly and 

were regarded by participants as a necessary step in their longer-term career 

objectives. However, in some cases there was the implicit sense of having to work 

harder than their male counterparts to achieve the same outcome – whether 

participants felt this at the time or on reflection is less clear, something later 

explicitly stated in regards to securing good quality work.  

 

Very few participants made any overt reference to specific elements of their 

training contract or rotations (placement with specific departments to obtain 

technical experience) that had specifically influenced them or their career choices. 

One exception was P2, who explained that she had been strongly influenced by one 

partner in family law, which had inspired her to actively consider family law as a 

long-term prospect.  

“It was seeing how X [partner] handled a really difficult divorce case that 

convinced me. She was a great role model because she was tough without 

being harsh. She got the best result for her client and the kids involved, and 

she didn’t let it dissolve into cheap point-scoring”. (P2, Senior partner, small 

firm) 

Likewise, P8 explained that she had been determined to pursue a career with a 

specific firm since the third year of her degree.  
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“When X [partner at firm] came to give a guest lecture he really brought the 

law to life. He made me realise that it’s not just a collection of rules and 

precedents but a living thing to be applied and moulded – I knew then that I 

wanted to work for this firm”. (P8, Former senior partner, joined a small 

practice) 

The far greater proportion of participants were seemingly content or perhaps 

grateful to accept job offers when they were made, typically in the last of their 

rotations, mindful that completing a training contract is not a guarantee that a full-

time job offer will be made.  

 

5.2.1 The Role of Mentors – Formal and Informal 

Mentorship, used here as a broad umbrella term was reflected on by participants as 

being a potentially important or influential factor in the formative period of career 

development but many reported a more mixed experience in practice. P27 stated 

that: 

“I had a mentor assigned to me, but to be quite honest I don’t think he had 

the first clue about mentoring. Either that or he really wasn’t interested. I 

think we had about two meetings after a lot of effort on my part”. (P27, Sole 

practitioner, former senior partner, large PPI firm) 

P29 shared a similar view, noting that “there was a formal mentoring project, but it 

was more paper-based. A nice idea that didn’t really come to much”. On a slightly 

more positive note, P15 explained that “I had a mentor, a good one, but when he 

moved on [to another firm] he was never replaced and the whole concept sort of 

died away”. Other participants made only passing reference, if any, to the idea of 

formal mentoring structures and support.  

By contrast, other participants observed that they often found themselves 

supported, championed, or otherwise assisted by a more senior partner. P18 stated 

that:  

“I was lucky, one of the senior partners took me under his wing, as it were. 

He taught me it’s not just about getting the right result, it’s about going 

about it the right way”. (P18, Works as a locum, former senior partner, mid-

sized VC-backed firm)  
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To provide a specific example, P22 attributed this relationship to the fact that they 

had already demonstrated promise and tenacity by being so persistent in seeking to 

secure a training contract or employment in the first instance, stating that: 

“[the senior partner] showed me the basics, the things they don’t teach you 

but you need to know if you’re going to do a good job. I think because he’d 

taken a chance on me in the first case, so he needed to make sure I was 

good”. (P22, Self-employed legal consultant, former senior partner) 

 

Frequently, participants stated that they felt a sense of needing to prove 

themselves every day in order to be considered at least equal to their male 

counterparts. This echoed the thoughts of other participants in respect of their 

perception of how hard they felt they had had to work in order to secure a training 

contract. This was evidenced by comments such as: 

“You’re only ever as good as your last case, and especially if you’re a woman 

– it takes years to get a good reputation and you can destroy that in an 

instant with just one mistake. I never let myself forget that”. (P9, Small legal 

practice, former senior partner) 

“Yes, everyone makes mistakes, but your mistakes can have serious 

consequences, so think carefully about what you’re doing. It’s mostly second 

nature now, but you should still never assume it’s going to be easy and 

straightforward”. (P26, Senior solicitor, small firm, former senior partner 

large firm) 

Nine participants actively described a sense of being perpetually uneasy about their 

achievements, what might be described as impostor syndrome, although none of 

the participants used this phrase.  

“Even now I’m always worrying over work in my mind; have I forgotten 

something? Could that be interpreted differently? is it watertight? In some 

ways I was worse for it [worrying] when I started, but I’d worry about 

different things – like had I actually got it [interpretation of the law] right”. 

(P15, Mid-sized law firm, former senior partner) 

Fourteen participants in total indicated that on reflection they felt they probably 

had an instinctive understanding of the need to build a professional network but 

were unclear about the specifics of doing so and how to sustain such a network. 
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Participants such as P18 and P23 recognised the value of informal mentors for 

discussing problems and challenges. The challenges discussed with mentors 

included technical aspects in terms of specific points of law or process, as well as 

interpersonal professional relationships in the workplace. These interpersonal 

elements included aspects such as managing client expectations, and also the 

challenges of securing a workflow or pipeline. This is because in the early years of a 

legal career it is normal to be provided with or ‘fed’ work, but beyond a certain 

point a fee earner is expected to secure their own workflow (Ashby et al., 2006). 

Making the transition to becoming self-sufficient can be hard, and it is helpful to 

have a senior partner or mentor to offer guidance in this aspect.  

 

Most participants recognised, either explicitly or through reflection during the 

interviews, that they had benefited from such informal mentoring relationships. 

This being said, it was less clear how much participants valued their mentorship at 

the time. Mentorship was consistently noted as extremely valuable by the 

participants in hindsight, not only in terms of providing technical advice and 

guidance in order to have a thorough grounding in legal competence, but also in the 

less obvious aspects of professional network building. When reflecting on the early 

years of their careers, several participants noted that it is still quite unusual for 

formal internal mentoring relationships to be established in law firms, despite the 

recognised benefits. There was no overt mention of poor mentoring relationships, 

something touched upon in the literature by Durbin and Tomlinson (2014), who 

briefly discussed lack of role models drawn from narrative accounts of women in 

professional services. Durbin and Tomlinson (2014) state that poorly perceived 

mentors were more often women behaving as a ‘queen bee’ (consistent with 

aspects of Mavin, 2008). However, whilst Durbin and Tomlinson (2014) assert that 

lack of role models is an issue, their finding is induced from their data set rather 

than clearly stated by participants. It is suggested that a similar finding can be 

tentatively induced in the data in this study, from its lack or absence, rather than its 

explicit statement. Even with anonymity and temporal distance, there is still an 
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appreciable reluctance to directly criticise former colleagues, which may well 

explain the caution of participants to offer negative comments. 

 

5.2.2 Experiences of Discrimination and Harassment in Career Entry 

With regard to potential issues of discrimination on the basis of gender or potential 

sexual harassment, no participant made any clear reference to unwarranted sexual 

attention of any nature in order to secure a training contract. Nor did any 

participant explicitly allude to sexual harassment in relation to the early stages of 

their career. However, what is considered as harassment by one participant may 

not be perceived as such by another. As repeated studies reveal, women are far 

more likely to perceive ‘ambiguous’ behaviour by male colleagues as harassment 

(Blakely et al., 1995), but are also unlikely to make a formal complaint about such 

behaviour, anticipating such an exercise to be fruitless (Pina and Gannon, 2012). 

This being said, Bursik and Gefter (2017) determined that interpretations of what 

constitute discrimination and harassment are contextual, and were found to be 

remarkably stable across generations. So, whilst one interpretation of the data 

might be that society has more recently increased its awareness of and attention to 

the issue of unwanted sexual behaviour, the findings of Bursik and Gefter (2017) 

suggest that interpretations of unwanted sexual context have remained very similar 

and what has changed is a willingness to publicly articulate it. Whilst participants 

made no overt statements to the effect of suffering from unwanted sexual contact, 

it could well be the case that they were desensitised or normalised to such 

situations, which would be consistent with the research of Bursik and Gefter (2017).   

 

Furthermore, participants were aware of the importance of physical appearance in 

the workplace, and how this could be used to their advantage. Both P16 and P21 

noted that whilst they had never experienced, in their view, any form of sexual 

harassment, they were also aware that their appearance mattered and, in their 

words, that they were ‘not ugly’. This finding resonates strongly with the evidence 

presented by Freidman (2022) regarding the perceived importance by women (but 
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not men) of ‘looking good’ to succeed in senior roles. To quote a participant of 

Freidman (2022, p.13) “you get by on looking good, by behaving in the right way, 

and as much as we’d all like to think that all’s moved on, in lots of ways it hasn’t”. 

Although no participant implied that they secured their training contract on the 

basis of appearance, equally these participants showed awareness that their 

appearance mattered as well as their intellectual capability. This issue is explored 

extensively by Mavin (2006b; 2008), who argues the tacit influence of aesthetics in 

the workplace is seldom fully realised by those under its influence. Participants also 

referred to “carefully planning what they wear” (P14) and “investing in one good 

suit” (P11). In the present day it can be anecdotally observed by scanning the 

websites of law firms that there is a professional ‘look’ amongst female lawyers. 

This is unlikely to be confined to the legal sector, and fits with Howlett et al., 

(2015)’s discussion of the relationship between professional appearance and 

perceived competence in managerial positions, revealing a direct relationship 

between the two, but one which is specific to women.  

 

None of the participants specifically mentioned any difficulties in terms of 

perceived discrimination or other aspects of organisational ill-behaviour, such as 

giving preferential treatment to male trainees. In some areas of the literature, 

young female lawyers have expressed the view that they felt discriminated against, 

particularly in terms of the quality of work they were provided with, or lack thereof, 

thus preventing them from achieving billing targets (Ashby et al., 2006; Broadbent 

and Kirkham, 2008). Possible explanations for the lack of clear evidence for this 

might include: (1) the capability of the participants themselves, meaning that they 

were not placed in this situation; (2) an active choice not to impart this information, 

on the basis that it would display them in a negative light, and that as elite 

participants they have actively managed their narrative; or (3) the fact that it simply 

did not occur, or possibly that it did occur but was reframed, dismissed, or ignored. 

It is impossible to ascertain with certainty whether any or a combination of these 

explanations is valid. On the basis of the literature, it would seem unlikely that 
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there were absolutely no instances of such casual discrimination or benign neglect 

in the early stages of career development.  

 

It is also possible that with the benefit of hindsight, participants have chosen to 

reframe their experiences or they have been reflective, recognising that they were 

still on a learning curve relative to the societal context of the time. Six participants 

did speak of challenging cases in their early careers, ones which, in hindsight, they 

recognised had been too advanced for their capabilities. As the participants were, 

understandably, very keen to prove themselves in the early years of their career 

they had taken the case anyway, when perhaps they should have asked for more 

help.  

For example, P14 and P25 stated, respectively, that:  

“I remember taking the file home and working on it all night, literally”. (P14, 

Owns a small law firm, former senior partner mid-sized family law firm)  

“This awful realisation that I’d built the case completely the wrong way. I 

was lucky, I caught it, but I don’t like to think about how bad it would’ve 

been if I hadn’t”. (P25, Sole practitioner, former senior partner)  

Exploring their early career aspirations, participants provided some examples of 

their intent to pursue a high-level career trajectory. P29 noted that “I’d always 

wanted to succeed, to be the best that I could”, while P23 indicated that “I wanted 

to do well in my job, but that’s also typical of me generally, anything I do I want to 

be as good as I can”. P19 was also clear that she wanted to be successful: 

“I like to set ambitious targets, I always have. It wasn’t ‘til I was older that I 

started sharing these, it’s always been uncomfortable [in society] for women 

to be ambitious”. (P19, Boutique practice, former managing partner)  

Not all participants were as clear about their long-term career aspirations. As 

previously alluded to, some of the participants were simply grateful to have secured 

their contract, and then set out to work as hard as they could to ensure that they 

achieved their more immediate career goals, which in turn led to organic career 

development.  
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5.3 Reconciling Early Career and Family 

The reconciliation of career and family for participants aspiring to a senior position 

represented a discussion point in every narrative. All of the female participants 

commented on the decisions and choices that they had made or felt forced to make 

in this regard, mindful that it takes a decade to become regarded as a competent 

legal professional, and the early years of establishing a career are biologically at 

odds with female fertility. It was not surprising to find that the issue of reconciling 

career and family was not obviously on the radar of the five male participants. Two 

female participants made reference to managing unplanned pregnancies early in 

their career, but the majority of participants discussed the active choices that they 

had made in prioritising career over children or family in the first instance, 

consistent with the evidence discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.3.1. In total, eight 

participants reflected with hindsight on whether they would have made the same 

choices if they had their time again, for example: 

“It would be entirely wrong to say I regret my kids, but if I had my time 

again, I’m not sure I’d give in to family pressure”. (P17, Established small law 

firm, former senior partner) 

“I love my kids, of course I do [pause] but I loved my job too … I knew I didn’t 

want kids straight away, and I made sure I didn’t have them either”. (P26, 

Senior solicitor, small firm, former senior partner, large firm) 

Only two of the participants referred to unanticipated pregnancies that had 

occurred relatively early in their career. They also clarified that at the time they had 

certainly not planned to have children when they did but nevertheless chose to 

continue with the pregnancy. For example, P3 expressed the view that “the timing 

was awful”. She was only a few months out of a training contract, that is to say, she 

had just begun to practice as a solicitor unsupervised. This was in the 1980s, and at 

the time maternity leave across the UK was patchy (Land, 1980) – whilst technically 

illegal it was still a widespread practice to dismiss female employees for pregnancy, 

and maternity pay was far from guaranteed (Waldfogel, 1995). This forced P3 to 

resign before she was asked to leave, and seek part-time employment with a Local 

Authority on lesser pay, in the knowledge that she could work compressed hours 
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that she had carefully calculated she could “juggle” alongside family providing 

childcare. P11 faced similar challenges when she fell pregnant relatively early in her 

career. P11 felt the need to deliberately conceal her pregnancy for as long as 

possible to avoid these issues. She also felt that in hindsight she had returned to 

work far too soon after giving birth, yet was determined not to lose the momentum 

of her career, which at that point in time was going particularly well. 

 

The remaining participants, both with and without children, spoke candidly about 

the active decisions they took not to have children early in their career, because 

they knew, without exception, that it would be damaging to their career prospects. 

Some discussed the very careful planning that had taken place with regard to the 

timing of expanding their families: 

“I worked out what I’d need to earn [to afford to cover maternity], when I’d 

need to be back [in full time work], and also how long I could afford to be off 

before I started getting forgotten about [for good work]”. (P14, Owns a 

small law firm, former senior partner, mid-sized family law firm)   

“The timing had to be right – earning enough that I could afford to be off for 

a while, but I had to be senior enough that I could carve out some flexibility 

too. Ironic, isn’t it, that you’re only trusted [by your employer] to have the 

flexibility you need to have kids when you’re too old to have them”. (P26, 

Senior solicitor, small firm, former senior partner large firm) 

Others spoke of their active choice not to have children, for reasons that were 

appropriate and personal to them. P13 described how she had never felt maternal 

and that dedicating herself to her career meant that she was largely able “to dodge 

the questions about starting a family that typically get thrown at women of a 

certain age”. She went on to describe how “this stopped for me around the age of 

35 – people finally got the idea and they just stopped asking”. P15 described how 

she actively used her decision not to have children as a means to conceal, or at 

least not actively reveal, her sexual orientation. She also described an active 

decision to not seek out new jobs when she was in her early 30s, as she felt that she 

would be discounted from the shortlist in any event because she was of 

childbearing age. This evidence strongly suggests that contrary to existing 
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literature, women are already managing a far greater range of factors in order to 

progress their careers and to appear, superficially at least, to be on the same career 

trajectories as their male counterparts.  

 

For those participants who had children, they typically planned for starting families 

once they felt they were more established and were more comfortable in their 

careers and/or with their employers. None took extended maternity leave 

(understood to be up to a year) and of those who had children whilst working, and 

especially so in the approximate period of 1985–2000, all described how they had 

returned to work relatively quickly after giving birth; two (P8 and P11) within a very 

short time of 2 to 6 weeks. There was mixed evidence as to the extent to which 

participants were comfortable with balancing family pressures with their careers. 

Two participants also indicated that they had been subject to intense family 

pressure to have children (P8; P23). Others, such as P14 and P26, described how 

they had very carefully calculated the maximum amount of time they could afford 

to take on maternity leave – both in the sense of financial stability but also in the 

sense of not being visible in the workplace. This evidence can be treated as further 

support for the claim that women are either hiding or managing a far greater range 

of factors as compared to their male colleagues during their early to mid-career. 

With regard to the financial implications of maternity and childcare, P13 described 

how she was on a par with her husband’s earning capacity, which led to 

“uncomfortable conversations about which one of us should give up work to look 

after the kids”. Juggling childcare and work commitments became an increasing 

problem for all of the participants when children were of school age, as described 

by P29:  

“It wasn’t just the planning [of childcare] that was the problem. It was the 

quiet resentment that as the woman, I should be the first to drop everything 

if there was a problem”. (P29, Former senior partner, mid-sized traditional 

firm) 

She was not the only participant to express quiet resentment at the implicit 

assumption that she would be the one taking responsibility for the majority of day-
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to-day childcare. However, it should be noted, this resentment did not appear to be 

directed towards any child and was not even expressed in bitterness or resentment 

towards husbands and partners directly. Instead, the comments were more 

directed at the wider structure of societal norms that lead both men and women to 

assume that a woman, no matter how qualified or professionally competent, will 

automatically take on the majority of the family’s childcare responsibility. For 

example: 

“I got a call at work one day about my daughter, she was ill and needed 

picking up from school. No problem, it wasn’t her fault she was ill. What 

irritated me was that my husband is actually listed as first contact as he 

mainly works from home. But the school had called me first because I was 

the mother” (P16, Member of the judiciary, former managing partner, mid-

sized firm)  

 

5.3.1 The ‘Problem’ of Being a Professionally Successful Woman 

One recurring theme in the interviews was the adverse impact of higher female 

earning capacity on the dynamic of family relationships. Specifically, female 

participants noted having difficult discussions with their partners when their own 

career was equally, if not more, successful than that of their partners. All of the 

female participants articulated that at some point in their early career progression 

their family and partnerships have been under strain as a result of their career 

success. For example, P18 stated: 

“Did we argue about it [career progression]? – yes, yes we did. I remember 

this one night and it all just blew up – we ended up talking about it until 

about 3am – and a lot of stuff came out” (P18, Works as a locum, former 

senior partner, mid-sized VC-backed firm).   

The ‘stuff’ referred to by P18 included discussion with her then partner around his 

feelings of professional challenge, and under-utilisation in a professional context. 

P22 also gave an example of: 

“… a blazing row we had about which one of us was worth more – which all 

stemmed from a throwaway comment about housework not doing itself. 
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Yes, I was being sarcastic, but it was about time one of us said it.” (P22, Self-

employed legal consultant, former senior partner)  

The latent sense of domestic management, and to some extent the emotional 

management of their husbands and partners being the responsibility of women was 

an incredibly persistent thread. 

 

Participants repeatedly referred to the difficult discussions around imbalance in 

earnings capacity, which was often an unspoken proxy for power and authority in 

the relationship. Economically, it is logical for the higher earning partner or spouse 

to remain in or return to employment. However, this created difficulties in many of 

the relationships and caused numerous arguments due to the perceived 

emasculation on the part of some husbands and/or partners. As P29 elucidated, the 

tacit sense that even between couples with equal career prospects, childcare and 

domestic management is ‘women’s work’. To illustrate, P3, P7, P8, P11, P16, P17, 

P21, P23, and P29 all explicitly referred to arguments with partners about income 

inequality, specifically, heated and emotive arguments about the fact that they had 

at least equal or potentially higher earnings capacity than their partners and how 

this created an imbalance of perceived power in their relationship/marriage.  

Others, such as P24, discussed a more complex situation where the male partner 

earned less, voluntarily, if not necessarily enthusiastically, and took on the role of 

partial househusband, but found it both isolating and difficult, certainly more 

difficult than they had anticipated. P24, for example, described a situation of 

returning home from a long and difficult day to find that her husband was in his 

words “unable to cope with being shut in all day”. He was not literally locked in, of 

course, but felt so metaphorically, and for P24 the emotional stress of her husband 

heightened her own sense of pressure. In turn, this created further arguments, with 

participants feeling that on top of working full-time in a high-pressure and 

demanding role, they were then expected to return home and manage all domestic 

issues. In overall summary of the impact of reconciling family pressures, demands 

and expectations with career development, participants unanimously expressed the 

view, albeit in different ways, that while their husbands and partners genuinely felt 
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they were supportive, they did not truly appreciate the multiple challenges and 

‘juggling acts’ that they faced.  

 

5.4 Summary 

This chapter has focused on presenting and discussing the evidence regarding the 

early years of career trajectories experienced by the participants in this study. It has 

addressed early education and training and foundations of career development, the 

first few years of formal working and practice, and the notable challenges faced by 

these women in particular in terms of juggling or balancing family and career 

expectations. These were consistent issues and challenges that emerged across the 

responses of the research population. The greatest difficulties participants felt they 

faced came from tacit, and in some cases overt, family expectations – sometimes 

from partners and sometimes from a wider familial circle. The majority of 

participants described the intense pressure from other family members to have 

children at a point in their career when to do so would have almost certainly 

resulted in setbacks to a planned or envisaged career trajectory. Participants spoke 

of choices and decisions, precision planning, and difficult discussions with partners, 

who despite sincerely believing that they were supportive were not always 

perceived as such in practice. Emotionally charged discussions around balancing 

responsibilities in relationships also impacted upon career decisions for most 

participants, and within the population sample there is an especially high rate of 

divorce (Appendix G). 

 

The evidence gathered from the narratives also reveals that contrary to the findings 

of Judge et al. (1999) and Stumpf (2014), women actually factor a far wider range of 

issues into their career choices and decisions as compared to men in similar 

circumstances. Thus, the gap between the career experiences of women and men 

in early to mid-career can be considered far larger than the existing evidence 

implies. For women, although this may be retrospectively framed as having been 

managed or coped with in order not to appear as if they as women were seeking 
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special treatment, prosaically the women appeared to work harder simply to be 

considered equal. Examples include quietly managing the stress of family plans 

against a biological clock, and disguising the impact of the significant stress of 

childcare so that they did not appear to be uncommitted to work.   

 

Alongside the most obvious issue of childrearing, differences between the careers 

of men and women also manifest in a variety of other more subtle ways. The 

evidence of Reynolds et al. (2018) concludes that as men and women progress in 

their careers women gradually begin to frame career success differently, with 

women looking beyond predominately quantitative measures of career success 

(e.g., salary and promotion), and favouring subjective qualitative measures. Thus, 

the supposition is offered in this thesis that for the first few years, at least, men and 

women do experience superficially similar career trajectories in terms of their 

measured progress (i.e., rising up through the ranks), and it is suggested that within 

the context of professional services this is more likely to be the case because of 

mapped out career development. But, beneath this outward appearance of 

similarity, there is a steady divergence between men and women in terms of the 

linear ‘success’ that they experience in their careers, the magnitude of which 

cannot be explained simply by childbearing. The evidence in this chapter has 

revealed that women must also consider issues related to their appearance, the 

challenge of meeting the tacit expectations of their role, such as professional 

networking to bring in work, and the probability of managing unwanted sexual 

advances by clients or colleagues. These foundations are expanded upon in the next 

chapter, which discusses and analyses the nature of critical incidents, the tipping 

point that caused the participants to step away from their established career 

trajectories.  

CHAPTER 6 

6. CRITICAL INCIDENTS – WHY WOMEN STEP AWAY FROM ESTABLISHED CARRERS 

IN THE LEGAL SECTOR 
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6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents evidence from the narratives regarding what drove the active 

choice of this particular population of women not to continue to pursue an 

established career trajectory in the legal sector. What emerges from the evidence 

in the form of thematic analysis are a number of common factors that are echoed 

throughout the narratives of successful professional females in the sector. Four key 

themes develop, which are: 

(1) The contribution of organisational factors, which are shown from the 

data to lay the foundations for the ultimate decision to step away from an 

established career trajectory.  

(2) Bullying, typically in the form of repeated microaggressions, but couched 

in terms of being normal for what can be an intellectually aggressive 

industry.   

(3) Critical incidents, or the metaphorical straw that breaks the camel's back 

– the final event or outcome that prompts the decision of such women to 

leave an unproductive working environment.  

(4) Social norms and expectations of women taking on the main care 

responsibilities whilst managing a high-tempo and demanding full-time role. 

Often these themes appear symbiotic, in as far as the presence of one either 

prompts or reinforces another. For example, a high-pressure organisational culture 

frames aggressive behaviour as normal. Critical incidents for these participants are 

found to typically occur against a backdrop of organisational culture and cliques. 

These critical incidents seldom appear to be a single isolated event. Instead, it is a 

combination of factors – some professional, some personal, sometimes poor 

timing, which in varying combinations lead to a situation where the ultimate 

decision is taken to leave and step away from what appears to be a highly 

successful career. 

 



 

154 
 

6.2 Organisational Context of the Legal Profession 

This section presents data from the narratives describing the context of the legal 

profession. Four key features are consistent amongst the experiences of the 

participants, and which are also broadly aligned with the literature. The first feature 

is the high tempo and competitive nature of the work environment, which 

encourages aggressive and confrontational communication. These features are 

discussed in the work of Reed and Bornstein (2013), Vough et al. (2013), and 

Sheldon and Krieger (2014), all of whom offer perspectives on the culture of the 

legal sector, crystallised in the nature of communications. In turn, this cultural norm 

of aggression feeds into the second feature, demanding targets, which is typically 

financially driven as performance is measured in terms of billable hours and 

prestige to the firm from handling high profile cases. Krieger and Sheldon (2015) 

write extensively on the symbiotic nature of pay as financial reward as a core 

motivational lever for lawyers, spurring them on to achieve ever-higher financial 

targets, but at a detriment to their own wellbeing in the long term, something also 

noted by Susskind and Susskind (2015). 

 

In relation to specific behaviours, the third key feature is the sparse practical 

evidence of contemporary good practice in leadership and/or management styles, 

with a reliance on now old-fashioned, transactional and sterotypically ‘masculine’ 

leadership principles. Harris (2002) and Collins et al. (2014) comment on masculine 

leadership styles within the context of gendered leadership traits, and Festing et al. 

(2015) observe that professional services, for example law, are more likely to have a 

prevalence of this stereotypically gendered approach to leadership. Finally, the 

fourth feature is the existence of tightly defined career pathways, encouraging a 

blurring of personal and professional identity. Sheldon and Krieger (2014) and 

Krieger and Sheldon (2015) offer evidence of the intrinsic sense of self-worth that 

lawyers particularly feel. This is not to exclude its existence in other situations (e.g., 

management consultancy), but does appear to be absolutely central to a lawyers’ 

sense of self-identity.  
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6.2.1 Industry Structure and Career Pathways in the Legal Sector 

In relation to industry structure and career pathways, detail is provided in Chapter 

3, section 3.4.3.3, and Appendix A. In brief reiteration, there are a modest number 

of large high-profile industry leaders, but a large number of small to mid-size 

enterprises (SRA, 2021a; Appendix B). Career pathways in the legal profession are 

organised from the early career stages onwards in a firmly defined industry and 

career structure (Dinovitzer and Garth, 2007). Similar to the absence of explicit 

expression of mapped career trajectories, participants only made a passing 

reference to the nature of the industry structure, presumed to be on the basis that 

it is tacitly understood by the researcher. It is important to acknowledge that the 

nature of industry structure also informs the context in which career decisions are 

made. This reinforces the significance of individuals choosing to step outside of a 

well-defined career structure, making any evidence of an involuntary protean or 

boundaryless career even more stark in these circumstances.  

It is also helpful to consider how the term ‘career’ is understood in literature 

relative to the evidence gathered in this thesis. Baruch and Bozionelos (2011, p.67) 

acknowledge that there is a surprising absence in the literature with regards to a 

precise definition of ‘career’, despite the importance it plays in the lives of many 

people. However, they observe that, broadly speaking, the majority of existing 

theories of career revolve around “the notion of sequential employment-related 

experiences through time and across space” (Baruch and Bozionelos, 2011, p.67).  

Arthur et al. (2005) raise a similar point relating to the inherent tension in 

contemporary career theory, that whilst there is much talk of flexible and 

boundaryless career options, ‘success’ in terms of career is still typically assumed to 

be measured by objective points of status, such as job title and career.  This tension 

implies that for all the talk of career independence driven by personal agency, 

subjective measures of career success are still likely to be tied to objective career 

measures; an issue that Olsen and Shultz (2013) make some effort to reconcile. 

 

The reason that these definitions matter in terms of this thesis, is that the thesis 

focuses on individuals who occupy what are considered to be senior roles, and 
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whose seniority is likely to be defined or determined by objective markers of career 

success such as position within an organisation’s hierarchy.  A review of the 

literature suggests that seniority in terms of careers has received relatively little 

attention as a significant construct. In 1990 Fine et al. considered seniority to be 

determined by length of tenure and position in the organisational hierarchy – an 

interpretation which does not seem have changed some 30 years later (Serafin and 

Czarkowska-Pączek, 2019). Moreover, seniority in the sense of careers has a double 

meaning, requiring both length of experience and organisational positioning, and 

although both may not be required in some circumstance or situations, in 

professional services it is very unusual to achieve the latter without the former, 

especially for women.  For the purposes of this thesis, seniority is therefore taken 

to mean individuals who hold roles or positions which are near or at the top of the 

organisational hierarchy, which has been attained as a consequence of long service 

and years of experience. 

 

6.2.2 Organisational Structure in Law Firms 

The data analysis demonstrates that organisational structure features as one of the 

factors that contributes to the decision to step away from an established career 

trajectory. According to Handy (1993), organisational structure and organisational 

culture are interlaced. Within the data, two broad tendencies in organisational 

structure can be identified: (1) flat and informal structures; and (2) hierarchical and 

rigid structures. The participants further recognise that there are advantages and 

challenges in varying forms of organisational structure and culture, which can serve 

as both a help and a hindrance in career development and opportunities.   

A ‘good’ legal practice, irrespective of size, is likely to be characterised by high-

quality work, autonomy in undertaking the work – as described by P11, “running 

the files” – and also procedural control and support to oversee the process. The 

evidence shows that participants considered larger firms to have greater procedural 

oversight in order to ensure procedural consistency, but it would be incorrect to 

infer from this that all smaller firms are disorganised, as the evidence shows. Larger 

firms tend to offer less opportunity for an individual to shine – the files are often so 
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large that they are worked on by teams. It is why, as P6 observed, smaller, boutique 

firms can have a strong attraction, as they are more likely to “create opportunities 

for high profile cases – the kind that make the news – and your reputation”. 

Professional reputation and personal achievement are shown to be important to 

participants, as evidenced in the narratives. P19 described “the sense of personal 

achievement I feel from securing a good result for my clients”. She astutely 

recognised that this positive feeling involves personal pride as well as professional 

achievement. Additionally, P23 expressed her “satisfaction at a good outcome”, 

good in this context meaning both winning a case and doing so in a comprehensive 

or efficient manner. The subtext of this remark is that an opponent has been 

“crushed” (P32), illustrating the combative nature of legal industry culture, which is 

acknowledged but seldom explicitly articulated. 

 

Typically, larger legal practices, but as this evidence reveals, some smaller firms too, 

may be characterised by hierarchical and rigid work structures rather than flat and 

informal ones. In the view of participants, excessively rigid and/or hierarchical 

practices, are historic, whereby older managing or senior partners can trace the 

heritage of the firm and believe that ‘they know best’. 

“I've known firms where they got complacent. Law is one of the oldest 

professions after all, and you see firms where they think that investing in 

technology is a waste of time”. (P18, Works as a locum, former senior 

partner, mid-sized VC-backed firm) 

“The pompous, provincial attitude of some of my former colleagues never 

ceased to amaze me. We've had some pretty sophisticated clients, some who 

know more than us about the detail of their cases, you can't have your staff 

treating people like they're idiots”. (P25, Sole practitioner, former senior 

partner) 

Thus, according to participants, this type of ethos creates a domineering structure, 

where the firm becomes reluctant to embrace new technology and new ways of 

communicating with clients. For example, participants referred to the apparently 

limited recognition that clients were becoming more sophisticated in their ability to 

understand the legal process and source relevant information for themselves; even, 
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in some instances, to undertake simple legal transactions themselves, as P12 

suggests: 

“I wouldn’t describe myself as an IT genius, but I’m certainly aware of how 

technology can make certain things quicker and easier. I believe having an 

online ‘chat’ function of some kind is likely to be the future of client 

communication, but the senior partner kept insisting on golf days to bring in 

business”. (P12, In-house counsel, former partner) 

It is worth drawing out the observation that in this quote taken from an interview 

conducted in 2016, P12, a woman is ‘ahead of the curve’ in terms of appreciating 

the future potential role of technology in law, yet her observations are taken less 

seriously than the suggestions of her male colleague, who seems to be rooted in a 

stereotypical past.  Ultimately, these different tendencies in the organisational 

structure of law practices cannot be considered as the determining factor for 

organisational culture or the working environment, but it is contended that these 

structural features shape the organisational culture and organisational politics, 

which in turn shape the organisational sensemaking of those who work in this 

environment. It is in this context that the women in this study make decisions to 

step away from established career trajectories; often triggered by critical incidents 

at the workplace or in other parts of their lives.  

 

6.2.3 Organisational Politics and Sensemaking 

The evidence shows that it is not unusual for such boutique practices to operate 

successfully for many years at a moderate level, recruiting and retaining family 

members and following generations (De Vries, 1993; Glenn, 2014). Family run firms, 

even large ones, represent a distinct area of research in their own right because of 

the nature of organisational dynamics (De Vries, 1993), something which is 

especially played out in firms where the individuals involved have a high degree of 

intellectual capacity and a propensity to argue (Henderson, 2014). This, in the 

opinion of some of the participants, contributes to the conditions of organisational 

culture, an environment that is so flat and flexible that it can result in a state of 

organisational ‘drift’. P7, and likewise P9, provides such examples, explaining that: 
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“I’ve seen a couple of examples where one of the young up-and-coming fee 

earners thinks they know better. They go off, set up their own practice, 

[have] got no idea what they're doing and two years later they’ve folded or 

been sold.” (P7, Boutique practice, former senior partner at a large firm) 

 

In the view of Fleming and Spicer (2014), organisational politics is present to a 

greater or lesser degree in every organisation regardless of its size. The definition of 

organisational politics, "the use of organisational power of social networks to 

implement activities within an organisation” (Dörrenbächer and Geppert, 2011, 

p.19), explains why organisational politics is so pervasive. In relation to the issue of 

organisational power, this is found to stem to some degree from the hierarchy of 

the organisation, and also the nature of professional training and experience. 

Smaller boutique legal practices often seem to function under the power of a 

charismatic founder, which is discussed in relation to the influence of leadership in 

the literature review (Chapter 3, section 3.3.2). Charisma invariably brings 

connotations of personal success, which is attractive in terms of drawing 

subordinates and therefore creating a power base. Founding an organisation 

confers a second tacit layer of power, and potentially also organisational loyalty. 

This was articulated by research participants when they referred to the nature of 

powerful individuals within their organisations, “I’ve no energy left for political 

games any more, I’ve better things to do with my life” (P11), and participants also 

provided evidence of this power in action: “I spent half my time tip-toeing round his 

[managing partner’s] temper – you never knew who would be next in his firing line” 

(P19).  

Social networks are a tacit, underpinning aspect of organisational politics, but 

appear especially important in this industry for building social capital. Social 

networks in the sense of social capital in an organisational and industry setting are 

recognised in careers literature as being increasingly important the more senior an 

individual becomes (Inkpen and Tsang, 2007). Reputation and recommendation 

from other similarly successful professionals within the industry niche, and also to a 

lesser extent cross industry for referrals from related industry sectors such as 
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insurance and accountancy, becomes very important in establishing social capital 

and social support (Burt, 2000). As Doldor et al. (2016) reveal regarding shortlists 

for preferred organisational posts, recommendations for reaching the shortlist and 

for remaining on the shortlist are often as a result of social capital. These findings 

are supported in the evidence provided in the following narratives: 

“Definitely a case of who you know, not what you know. Especially when it 

comes to the really good jobs. It's hard to keep gossip about who’s going 

where under the radar, but let's face it, [… there are] not that many people 

who are going to be up to do certain jobs. Look at the way [X] was pushed 

out of Organisation X.” (P5, Established a legal training firm, former senior 

solicitor) 

Social networks also function at a tacit level, in terms of understanding the nature 

of ‘powerplay’ within organisations, understanding ‘gossip’ and the prevalence of 

social cliques.  It exemplifies the apocryphal saying ‘knowledge is power’, in as far 

as knowledge of powerful organisational gossip relating to individual professional 

misdemeanours can be useful as a potential tool of leverage to secure preferential 

cases that are likely to attract high fees, knowledge of sources of work, and also to 

protect an individual should they make a professional error. An example was 

provided by a participant describing the activities of a senior fee earner within a 

firm who, despite his very considerable professional indiscretion, was able to keep 

his role. 

“X had, well probably still has, a very expensive coke habit. … we were 

forever cleaning up after him [professionally] …. If it’d been me, I’d [have] 

been kicked out after the second one [serious error], but, somehow, he hung 

on in there. I’d [have] loved to have known what he had on them.” (P14, 

Owns a small law firm, former senior partner, mid-sized family law firm) 

Organisational sensemaking of workplace politics, and the associated inter-personal 

networks and sources of influence is a fundamental component of the 

organisational factors that shape and influence the career decision-making of 

individuals throughout their working lives. The tacit nature of sensemaking is 

defined by Maitli (2005, p.21) as: 
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“A fundamentally social process: organization members interpret their 

environment in and through interactions with others, construct accounts 

that allow them to comprehend the world and act collectively”.  

To be included as part of the organisation often rests on ‘fitting in’, something that 

is particularly important at senior executive levels. This is evidenced from research 

with executive search firms, whereby if it is judged that an individual will not fit 

within the cultural ethos of the firm, then they will not be accepted into the upper 

echelons and hence are unlikely to make it through the selection stages of the 

recruitment process (Doldor et al., 2016; section 2.3.1). In the case of individuals 

within the participant population, they have, initially at least, ‘fitted into’ 

organisational culture. However, organisational culture is often heavily influenced 

by powerful personalities in senior positions in this particular industry setting. It is 

therefore possible for female executives to find themselves losing their sense of 

organisational fit or “relational power” (Marine and Alemán, 2018, p.241), due to 

changes in organisational culture and a shift in the balance of power if they are 

unable to deploy the necessary social capital to secure their position. 

 

For example, individuals may become aware that they have an incomplete 

understanding of the gossip and tacit cohesion that provides the social glue in 

workplace relationships. When a powerful personality is injected into this mix, the 

problem is further exacerbated. P5 articulates it as thus: 

“It was really hard to put my finger on it. Just [a] sense that I wasn't being 

told stuff, I wasn't in the loop. I mean, I was told all the stuff I really needed 

to know so that there were no professional mistakes as it were, but I felt like 

I was missing out somehow. There’d been some kind of shift and I had no 

idea how to get it back”. (P5, Established a legal training firm, former senior 

solicitor) 

Similarly, P4 stated that: 

“Things changed following the new MD [Managing Director], which you'd 

expect, he needed to make his mark, but there was an atmosphere and little 

cliques formed, well boy’s clubs really. I felt really isolated, but there was 

nothing deliberate, nothing specific. I wouldn't have wanted to go play golf 
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anyway and they knew that, but I still felt like I was missing something. It's a 

horrible feeling knowing that you don’t fit any more but it's nothing that 

you’ve ‘done’ exactly. Like the feeling of being left out. It made me feel like a 

five-year-old even though I'm a confident professional woman”. (P4, Legal 

consultancy, former senior partner) 

This situation of being unable to secure or consolidate relational power outlines an 

elusive sense that cohesion or acceptance within the organisation has changed in 

some fundamental form. Organisational sensemaking can be linked to the idea of 

critical incidents, such that a change in organisational power – which need not 

necessarily be explicitly articulated – may become evident in the way in which 

individuals find themselves excluded from key decision-making at both formal and 

informal levels. It is a subtle sense of exclusion, under which an individual finds that 

they can no longer identify the pulse of the organisation or feel they are connected 

socially.  

 

To a lesser extent, reference was also made to how an organisation ‘slipped into’ 

being a toxic environment, even when it has not necessarily always been so.  

“After being ill, and I gradually came back into it, and, as you do, I found 

myself sucked back in. It wasn't until X and I [her partner] had a huge row 

about something really trivial that I sat back and thought about it. Did I 

really want … to spend the rest of my life like this?” (P8, Former senior 

partner, joined a small practice) 

“I was talking about it with an older colleague, not quite a mentor as such, 

but certainly someone I use as a sounding board. He said that he thought 

things [in the industry] had changed, and not for the better … Back in the day 

you wouldn’t [have] been expected to answer e-mails [at] 10 o'clock at night, 

and now it's normal. It doesn't make you more productive – it makes you ill”. 

(P17, Established small law firm, former senior partner) 

“It gradually came to me that the work was no longer as it used to be. To 

start with I couldn’t decide if I was just being nostalgic. Then I slowly realised 

that it was me who’d changed. I no longer proudly told people what I did for 

a living, because I wasn’t proud of who – or even what – I’d become”. (P27, 

Sole practitioner, former senior partner) 
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Participants found it hard to disentangle whether it was the nature of personnel 

changes within the organisation, a reaction to the actions and behaviours of one or 

two individuals within the firm who have themselves changed, or in response to 

wider industry trends and factors. Cumulatively it created an unpleasant working 

environment, albeit one which emerged gradually, or, in the self-awareness 

displayed by one participant (P27), it was perhaps that her own perceptions had 

changed. The conclusions reached by some participants was that it was not 

necessarily a case of fault on the part of an individual, or even the culture of the 

organisation, but the fact that wider changes force the organisation to react and it 

was ill-equipped to do so. This tension creates a level of organisational 

unpleasantness that is hard to frame within organisational sensemaking. Whereas 

the role of a solicitor used to be considered ‘a profession’, solicitors may now be 

reviled as ‘money-grabbers’ and ‘blame and claim merchants’ (Kritzner, 2011). Even 

if the actions of a few lawyers only represent a very small proportion of the wider 

industry, according to Susskind (2014), it is one that a growing proportion of the lay 

population recognise. This undermining of the profession at some level caused 

disassociation and a loss of a professional sense of self amongst some of the 

participants. 

 

The evidence shows that participants reacted in a variety of ways in relation to 

industry culture and the ‘nature of the beast’, which, as illustrated in the following 

section, may become all-consuming and even the cause of serious personal ill-

health. Frequently, it caused participants to reassess and reframe their priorities, 

leading to the sense of no longer fitting in with the organisation. 

 

6.2.4 Industry Culture  

The wider industry culture, and to some extent industry structure, is also 

considered by some participants to be an influential factor in explaining the 

conditions in which they find themselves and their responses. One of the 

participants (P2) eloquently described the culture of the legal profession as being 
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“the nature of the beast”. It is a profession where to reach the upper levels, long 

hours, intellectual rigour and ironclad self-confidence are a necessity. It is also a 

profession where people argue for a living, and where sarcasm, patronisation and 

belittling used to undermine another person are regularly evidenced in both written 

and oral exchanges.   

“It was when I met an old friend, and we were chatting about work and so 

on. I started telling her a funny story about something at work, but the 

expression on her face told me it wasn’t funny at all. I realised then I’d lost a 

lot of perspective. And that something, most probably me, had to change”. 

(P17, Established small law firm, former senior partner) 

“It was actually my partner who pointed out how bitter I was becoming as a 

person, and what a negative view I now seemed to have of the world. After 

talking it over, I requested a switch to another office. It meant a longer 

commute but at least I would be out of that environment”. (P28, Legal 

consultant, former senior partner) 

“I ended up taking sick leave, just to have some peace, to make it stop. It 

came to a head when I was standing on the side of the road waiting to cross, 

and I was genuinely thinking about stepping out in front of a bus as it pulled 

off. Not so I would be seriously hurt, but enough to say break my leg so I 

could be in hospital out of the way for a bit”. (P30, Former senior partner, 

large firm) 

The apocryphal saying that ‘attack is the best form of defence’ could well have been 

articulated specifically for the legal profession, as disagreements between legal 

practitioners can quickly escalate (Susskind, 2014). After a period of being exposed 

to and/or immersed in this type of culture, the narrative accounts revealed that the 

interviewees found the culture was permeating wider aspects of their thinking and 

behaviour. Often it was the shock of an external party highlighting the negative 

examples and impact of this culture that caused individual interviewees to reassess 

their positioning within an organisation or indeed within the industry more widely.  

Furthermore, when an individual is self-defined by their profession, to step away 

from this profession in its entirety is to force them to reframe their sense of self-

worth and their sense of being, as indicated in the following responses: 
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“I was sucked back in, but I could feel that I didn’t fit in. Like, the harder I 

tried, the worse it got? I realised that it had to stop, I had to stop, before I 

made myself ill on top of everything else.” (P8, Former senior partner, joined 

a small practice) 

“I came back to work [after sickness absence] on what was supposed to be a 

more flexible arrangement. Same hours, but some freedom for me to work 

around home commitments. It started off alright, but gradually I found 

myself slipping back into my usual bad working habits. This time round I 

decided that enough was enough – it wasn’t worth it”. (P22, Self-employed 

legal consultant, former senior partner) 

“I worked up the courage to discuss flexible working, I wanted to try and do 

compressed hours and put forward a proposal for it. It went down like a lead 

balloon, which was pretty much what I’d been expecting, but it still stung – I 

felt like shouting I’m capable of being a good lawyer *and* a good mother 

all at the same time”. (P26, Senior solicitor, small firm, former senior 

partner large firm) 

The interlacing of professional and personal identities also appeared to lead 

participants to craft a narrative of their own to explain the decision-making and the 

reaction to a critical incident. Subsequently, however, they found themselves 

drawn back into the profession and its toxic and vicious culture even though some 

of them recognised that they no longer fitted in quite the way they had before. 

What participants reported was that initially they were unable to understand 

whether this was because they themselves had changed as a result of the critical 

incident, or whether because their time away from the culture had reframed their 

perspective. A lack of contextualised understanding of organisational and industry 

culture might reasonably explain why it may be more surprising to externals that an 

individual would choose to step away from a potentially lucrative and respected 

professional career. However, that colleagues within the organisation and/or 

industry also occasionally expressed surprise at a decision to step away points to a 

deeper malaise in terms of acceptance of cultural norms. 

 

6.2.5 Summary 

This section has summarised the structure of the UK legal sector, and its career 

pathways, illustrating the inter-relationship of organisational structure and culture. 
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The culture of the sector more broadly, and certainly individual legal firms 

unsurprisingly informs the way in which individuals within the profession make 

sense of and frame their careers. Evidence from the narratives regarding 

organisational factors highlights how these structural conditions shaped and 

informed career decision-making of the participants, sometimes in positive ways, 

and sometimes in negative ways, and occasionally in both simultaneously. The 

participants appeared able through their understanding of the structural and 

cultural features of the sector to position themselves personally and professionally 

and make sense of their career decisions and choices.   

 

6.3 Accumulation of Microaggressions and Bullying in the Legal Profession  

Workplace bullying and harassment, typically in the form of microaggressions was 

one of the themes that emerged in several narratives. Various types of bullying and 

microaggressions were described by the participants, ranging from the tacit and 

insidious to the obvious and overt. The data presented explores the various 

responses of the participants to bullying that they both experienced and also 

witnessed, and these are not necessarily discrete occurrences. Salin (2003, p.1217) 

defines bullying as “repeated and persistent negative acts towards one or more 

individual(s), which involve a perceived power imbalance and create a hostile work 

environment”. Solorzano et al., (2000, p.60) suggest that “microaggressions are 

subtle insults (verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual) … often automatic or unconscious”. 

The term ‘microaggressions’ was originally conceptualised in relation to racial 

discrimination but has subsequently been widely used, and consistently witnessed, 

in relation to gender discrimination (Capodilupo et al., 2010; Sterzing et al., 2017). 

Branch et al. (2013) note that it is only relatively recently that more serious 

attention has been paid to the issue of microaggressions and bullying in the 

workplace, particularly amongst those in possession of intellectual characteristics 

and traits that equip them with the ability to engage in a far more subtle and 

insidious form of bullying over an extended period.   

Woodrow and Guest (2014) comment that in the workplace, bullying should, 

theoretically, be explicitly prohibited and it is covered under both legislation and 
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also good practice in HRM guidance. The evidence provided by participants paints a 

more nuanced picture in terms of what participants perceive as bullying and/or 

microaggressions, and the overlap of the two, with specific reference to industry 

culture and the prevalence of intellectual challenge and aggression. Bullying and 

harassment is often assumed to be gender-linked, with men harassing or bullying 

women (Wang and Hsieh, 2016). However, consistent with the findings of 

McCormack et al. (2018), the evidence set out here also paints a more complex 

picture. Whilst there were 25 documented examples of bullying from the 

population sample of 30, it was not always male to female. Female to female 

bullying was consistently present, although far more likely to take the form of 

microaggressions. Moreover, whilst bullying can be considered in terms of both 

antecedents and consequences, there remains some challenge in parsing the two 

when the individuals involved are engaged in both bullying and being bullied, as is 

the case with some participants in this research. 

 

6.3.1 Forms of Microaggressions and Bullying 

Obvious and overt forms of microaggressions and bullying might include, as alluded 

to previously, public examples of humiliation or similar, such as shouting at or 

physically harming individuals in the workplace. Whilst this might reasonably be 

assumed as unusual in professional services environments, 25 of the 30 participants 

provided examples of both microaggressions and bullying behaviour, although the 

latter was more often associated in the data with male colleagues in boardroom 

environments. Analysis of the evidence of bullying in the workplace revealed 

explicitly stated examples, ranging from small, repeated acts of microaggression to 

examples of witnessing physical threats and property damage. These examples 

were typically given in responses to interview questions directly relating to: (1) 

organisational culture or (2) examples of positive or negative leadership. The 

greater proportion of stated examples of bullying comprised microaggressions, with 

19 out of the 25 examples being classified as such. Participants gave illustrations 

such as: 
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“The repeated offhand comments about my appearance or choice of 

clothing. Being ‘accidentally’ missed off circulation lists, or finding that 

things had been discussed before [the] meeting and then the meeting was 

treated as some sort of ratification of something that’d already been decided 

and I was excluded”. (P1, Boutique legal consultancy, former senior partner) 

“ … snide comments about always being off “to take care of family” – you 

could literally hear the inverted commas round the words. Never mind the 

fact that I negotiated flexible working when I came here, that I worked well 

into the night and was often going to see clients directly. The lack of my 

physical bum-on-a-seat presence in the office was a never-ending source of 

criticism from colleagues” [not her line manager]. (P6, Works as a locum, 

former senior partner) 

There were eight examples of more serious examples of bullying, ranging from 

raised voices, excessive targets (only likely to be anything close to achievable by 

working significant overtime) to witnessing threats of physical violence. They 

include observations by participants such as: 

“Being braced for, in my view, the relentless unnecessary sarcasm. I wouldn’t 

take on risky cases, it was rare for me to lose, and I was meeting my targets. 

But this was never enough … Any attempt by me to suggest otherwise were 

met with yet more sarcasm and snarky observations about my lack of 

“commitment””. (P15, Mid-sized law firm, former senior partner) 

The most serious example of bullying encountered was witnessing a threat of 

physical violence (P7). This was not isolated, as another participant in the sample 

confirmed that they had witnessed physical violence towards property in their 

working environment, although they had not directly suffered themselves (P19). 

While these examples did not involve actual direct harm to any employee, the 

threats were clear and explicit, and in the case of P19 involved damage to property 

(specifically, office furniture).  

 

Evaluating the documented examples of bullying, in all their various forms, against 

the manner of exit from the employer in question revealed that fifteen out of the 

entire sample of thirty attempted to work through the situation and tried to find a 

solution to the problems they were facing. Nine of the fifteen who attempted to 
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find a workable solution to bullying and harassment took some form of sick leave, 

although they acknowledged that often this was presented as extended leave – 

e.g., P21 “by citing stress, it was fairly straightforward to secure some sickness 

leave” and in one instance a sabbatical (P30). All confirmed that in essence they 

were seeking to ‘buy time’ to make a decision about their working environment and 

their future, either in the organisation or more extreme instances in the profession 

more generally. Eleven out of the thirty simply served their notice, and of this 

eleven, nine reported that their immediate line manager considered the resignation 

as a genuine surprise to them.  

 

One possible explanation for this finding is that their line managers failed to 

appreciate the pressures and stress that their colleague/employee was 

experiencing, which would be consistent with the surprise expressed by senior 

management on receiving the resignation of participants. Within the context of the 

wider industry and its relatively archaic cultural norms, this explanation, whilst out 

of step with current social norms of good HR practice, is more likely to be the 

predominant explanation. In seven instances in the data, line managers were 

themselves the instigators of bullying/microaggressions. Examples included being 

given unachievable performance targets, made unachievable by simultaneously 

partially raising expectations and also removing resources and support under the 

guise of efficiency (P2 and P17). Repeated instances of passive-aggression in emails, 

particularly the practice of cc’ing other colleagues unnecessarily (P10 and P13). 

Also, taking credit for ideas and work of others (P12 and P17).  

 

It is also observable in the interview narratives that these forms of 

bullying/microaggressions do not necessarily occur in isolation. For example, P17 

experienced both impossible performance targets, and having credit taken for her 

ideas. She expanded on these situations describing: 

“… a no-win situation for me at least. If I met the targets then the new 

targets weren’t just ‘stretch’, they were ‘leap’, and [at] the same time 
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resources were being taken away. Admin staff were being replaced, and it 

seemed like every week there was some new management report to fill in. 

And, if that wasn’t bad enough, X was forever taking credit for my work, 

which was absolutely infuriating”. (P17, Established small law firm, former 

senior partner) 

P24 also experienced multiple simultaneous forms of microaggression from her line 

manager (a woman). The microaggressions she experienced tended to result from 

being very closely watched and monitored, which for someone used to having a 

previously high level of autonomy was extremely uncomfortable. She explained 

that: 

“Prior to the arrival of X [her new managing partner], I’d had very little to do 

with her – she came from another part of the [multi-site] practice altogether. 

Up until that point, I’d had autonomy to do what I wanted and felt best, and 

I worked very well in this way as my targets showed. But, she liked to spy on 

people. I’m sorry but there’s no other word for it. She had IT set up a 

situation so that she was automatically able to read all of my emails, which 

is fine, in that they’re work emails, but knowing that somebody is watching 

you in that way is really unsettling. She also questioned my work and my 

decisions, and, ultimately, I felt like I began to second-guess myself. 

Unsurprisingly, the quality of my work began to slip, and it would only [be a] 

matter of time before I made a mistake after that”. (P24, Established small 

law firm, former senior partner in a national firm) 

As P24 noted, there is a reasonable expectation that any correspondence or 

communication involving work-related matters should be professional, and it is also 

accepted that any written communication, particularly in a legal environment, 

could potentially or hypothetically be called as evidence, and so it is good practice 

to maintain professional communication at all times. However, the psychological 

impact of knowing that all emails are being actively monitored, particularly for a 

senior professional, is understandably unsettling. It is also not conducive to 

productive work, as plentiful evidence from HRM research widely confirms the role 

of autonomy in employee motivation (Trépanier et al., 2013; Chiniara and Bentein, 

2016). 
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As these accounts of microaggressions consistently illustrate, the damaging 

psychological impact of microaggressions arise from their cumulative effect. It is 

this cumulative impact that ultimately manifests in a decision to step away. Popular 

modern vernacular refers to the cumulative effect of microaggressions in certain 

situations as ‘gaslighting’, a word used to describe a situation where the victim of 

such gaslighting begins to doubt themselves as a direct result of their interactions 

with the perpetrator (McKinnon et al., 2017; Adkins, 2019). The evidence from at 

least three participants provides some indications that they were recipients or 

victims of such practice, even though as experienced senior professionals they 

would not be considered as likely victims of such behaviour. Consistent with the 

participants’ rising awareness of the adverse impact of accumulated 

microaggressions, it appears that even educated, confident and experienced 

professionals may not be immune to the adverse impact of the practice of 

gaslighting in a professional context. However, as Adkins (2019) comments, 

research into this situation of professional gaslighting remains sparse at present 

due to its relative perceived novelty in a workplace setting. 

 

6.3.2 Evidence of Obvious and Overt Bullying (Harassment), and Semi-Public 

Microaggressions 

In respect of obvious and overt forms of male to female bullying, such as sexual 

harassment or obvious belittlement, as extensively documented in literature, there 

was remarkably little evidence of this put forward in the narratives. Possible 

explanations for this apparent lacuna in the data might include that the participants 

are drawn from a population of ‘elites’ and professionally at least display strong 

personalities, capable of defending themselves verbally and intellectually. 

Participants also recognised that how they behave in terms of confidence and 

professional authority was as important as how they look. Typically, participants 

felt that they were able to use their position of women in power to their advantage, 

in the words of P5 “playing men at their own game”. To contextualise with 

examples, P5 explained that she had no qualms about adopting a masculine 

mindset, such as being forthright in discussions, rather than waiting to be asked for 
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an opinion. Another participant, P3, stated that “it helps that I’m not a minger”, 

meaning being that part of her perceived reason for success in the workplace was 

because she considers herself to be physically attractive.  

 

However, a semi-public form of bullying was articulated by 17 participants. This 

involves the practice of an individual, typically a line manager or senior colleague, 

privately requesting specific actions or tasks be carried out verbally, on a one-to-

one basis, and then publicly directly contradicting this with a view to making the 

subordinate or colleague appear foolish. The public contradiction could be either in 

a group or meeting environment, or via e-mail with multiple parties copied in, a 

practice reported by several participants as something that they found particularly 

distasteful. A variation on this theme would be to include within the e-mail 

circulation the line manager or senior partner of the organisation in order to 

proclaim the appearance of having undertaken work or to demonstrate to another 

that they were ‘chasing up’, when in fact the purpose of the exercise is to 

psychologically undermine.   

Examples of this were offered by six participants, with two (P6 and P15) explaining 

that they responded by only ever being willing to accept instruction that was 

provided in written format, either in e-mails or included in meeting minutes. Even 

then, when meeting minutes had been agreed as being true and fair record, it was 

used on one documented occasion as another means of undermining people's 

recollection of situations.   

“I was really shocked the first time it happened, I honestly thought I might 

have made a mistake. Then it happened on another occasion, I was asked to 

do something in private and then criticised for it in public. After that I 

learned never to trust her.” (P6, Works as a locum, former senior partner) 

“Something that really irritated me about the culture of that firm [was] the 

way in which the world and their wife would get copied into e-mails. I’ve 

always hated that, and it took me ages to work it out that if I wanted to 

cover my backside, I’d better start playing the game too.” (P15, Mid-sized 

law firm, former senior partner) 
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“X [female managing partner] used to insist on being copied in every single 

email. To start with, I figured it was just so she could keep an eye on what's 

going on, or if she needed to get involved, she could read up. But I realised 

later on it also helped her to micromanage, and not in a good way.” (P13, 

Mid-sized law firm, former managing partner)  

 

6.3.2.1 ‘Mansplaining’ 

Undermining people in public board meetings and stealing credit for ideas is not 

confined to this working environment. It is also something recognised in other areas 

of literature, although not specifically articulated in these situations (Sandberg, 

2013). ‘Mansplaining’, noted by Anita Kidd (2017), whereby a woman advocates an 

idea, often in a meeting, and is ignored or talked over – but then when the same 

idea is explained by a man the idea is wholeheartedly embraced. This is something 

that occurs frequently according to the detail of the narratives. Mansplaining can 

also take the form of men explaining ideas and concepts to women, when the 

women are more knowledgeable or competent than the man doing the explaining 

(Kidd, 2017)6. Amongst the interviewees in the sample, thirteen provided specific 

examples of mansplaining. All of the participants who had experienced 

mansplaining noted that it occurred unprompted, and, obviously, only from male 

colleagues. All thirteen noted that their experiences of mansplaining involved men 

taking credit for ideas or work, either in internal or client meetings, and two also 

experienced men telling the women in question how to perform relatively simple 

tasks in which the women were already more than competent.   

 

Automatic or unconscious response by men towards women in a professional 

environment regarding the implied incapacity of women to perform their jobs 

might be regarded as falling under the definition of microaggressions, but the 

women did not state that they perceived mansplaining as falling into this category. 

Instead, the two women who experienced this category of mansplaining treated the 

 
6 Kidd argues that ‘mansplaining’ is both a) men explaining a situation back to women, even when women are more 
knowledgeable/experienced, and b) “the chronic interrupting of women” (2017, p7). Sometimes these two actions take place 
independently, but more usually both simultaneously in professional contexts.   
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situation with a measure of resignation, sometimes amused and sometimes 

exasperated. 

“It was quite funny in its own way – he was trying to tell me about the Part 

36 offer – apparently completely forgetting that it wouldn’t apply in these 

circumstances. But still he felt the need to tell me all about it”. (P19, 

Boutique practice, former managing partner) 

I’ve had it [mansplaining] on more occasions than I care to count, where the 

new boy on the block tries to make himself look clever by showing off his 

‘superior’ knowledge. 9/10 I let it slide because you know they’re going to 

[be] backed in a corner and get angry because they are.” (P11, Launched 

boutique consultancy, former managing partner) 

However, all thirteen women who had experienced the perceived theft of credit for 

work or ideas recognised that this was seemingly not intentional on the part of the 

men in question, but instead a more generalised treatment of women in this 

setting, consistent with Kidd’s (2017, p.7) position of the “chronic silencing of 

women” through a combination of social norms in (typically) professional settings. 

That is to say the tacit expectation that it is normal for men to expect to dominate 

discussion in a meeting and that women typically do not consider it a worthwhile 

use of time and energy to challenge this norm. As such, it seemed that these 

women treated it as a social norm, albeit a wholly undesirable one, rather than 

bullying or a microaggression. 

 

None of the participants had approached any HR professional about this type of 

semi-public bullying. Some explained that this was because they felt that HR, such 

as it exists in their firms, was ineffectual or non-existent within their organisation. 

Anecdotally, surprisingly few law firms have a dedicated HR practice, in the view of 

Bagust (2014), seemingly naïvely believing that it is unnecessary given the 

capacities of the individuals involved. Three participants were explicitly cautious 

about gaining a reputation for being perceived as making trouble, for example, P5 

stated that: 

“Did I think of it as bullying? No, it’s just something else to deal with. Besides 

which, I couldn’t exactly see HR doing anything about it. What was I 
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supposed to do – go and complain that X ‘was being a bit mean’? It’s my job 

to argue for a living, so I ought to be able to stand up for myself.” (P5, 

Established a legal training firm, former senior solicitor) 

There was a sense or perception amongst those who voiced this view, that a 

woman making herself conspicuous by claiming bullying behaviour in the workplace 

would be unlikely to benefit from doing so. This might be because at senior levels 

especially, personal recommendation and reputation (professional and personal) 

factor strongly in attempts to secure a new role (Peni, 2014). Not only did the three 

participants who explicitly articulated this view generally consider HR to be 

impotent within their working environments, it was also felt that to claim they had 

been victims of bullying would cause damage to their career prospects.   

 

6.3.3 Female Bullying and Microaggressions: ‘Looking the Part’ and Social Cliques 

More frequently reported by participants were the tacit and insidious forms of 

bullying, which participants associated more typically with female bullying, 

specifically female to female. This was recorded by 18 of the participants. Noted by 

both Dellasega (2005) and Mavin (2008), this overarching category of bullying can 

be further subdivided into specific actions intended to erode the self-confidence of 

the individual to whom it is directed. It occurs principally through the formation of 

cliques and malicious gossip, and sample comments and putdowns designed to 

erode self-confidence with regards to dress sense and appearance. This is especially 

suffered by women in a professional services environment. As observed by 

McDowell (2011), there are expectations of appearance for managers and 

professionals. However, it is women, in particular, who must appear both 

attractive, though not overtly so, and expensively dressed, commensurate with 

expectations of their clients.   

 

There are unspoken dress codes within organisations in relation to what is 

acceptable to wear in the workplace, such that an individual appears corporate and 

relatively anonymous, yet still has some measure of individuality (Dellinger and 
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Williams, 1997; Cummins and Blum, 2015). Research suggests it is far from unusual 

for other women to make disparaging comments about wearing out-of-season or 

unfashionable items, ill-fitting items of clothing, making poor make-up or hairstyle 

choices, or otherwise generally appearing unprofessional. Opinion pieces and 

literature have previously recognised the very delicate balance that female 

professionals must display in terms of ‘looking the part’, and meeting client 

expectations of what a professional should look like, but without doing so in a way 

that makes them stand out (Dellinger and Williams, 1997; McDowell, 2011; Kelan, 

2013; Mavin and Grandy, 2016). Within the data, eight examples of subtle yet 

judgemental comments regarding appearance were noted. Such comments have 

the power to undermine the self-confidence of even the most self-assured. 

Excerpts from the interviews with P9 and P14 highlight the relationship between 

appearance and perception: 

“I take care with what I look like, certainly more so at work. It’s something 

I've become more conscious of as I’ve got older. Not because I'm worried 

about getting older, but it seems to [be] becoming more important – what 

you look like as much as what you do.” (P9, Small legal practice, former 

senior partner) 

“When I first made partner, I tried so hard to look the part, I was probably 

far too earnest. I'm a lot more relaxed about it now, but I still like to dress 

well and look good.  It's a cliché but it's true that if I look good, I feel good 

and I’m far more confident, and confidence is everything in this game.” (P14, 

Owns a small law firm, former senior partner, mid-sized family law firm) 

Six participants also reported that throwaway comments regarding appearance, in 

the form of backhanded compliments, were more common than might be 

anticipated. For at least one participant (P13), there is certainly ‘no sense of 

sisterhood’ in this regard. The excerpt below illustrates that there can also be self-

concern regarding perceptions of appearance in the legal sector. 

“I used to hate getting ready in the morning … Do you know, I even created a 

spreadsheet of all the items in my wardrobe; the ones that go together with 

the right accessories, and plan them in advance so I didn't wear the same 

thing too often.” (P13, Mid-sized law firm, former managing partner) 
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The formation of cliques to gain social capital effectively constitutes a form of 

bullying. This is essentially akin to playground politics and relational aggression that 

actively but underhandedly ostracises those who are deemed to not fit in. It is 

apparently not unusual, according to Mavin (2006b), for a supposedly physically 

attractive senior professional women to recruit a supposedly ‘ugly’ immediate 

assistant. The purpose of this is to make the individual feel wanted and included, 

while using them as a conduit to understand the gossip and the rest of the 

organisation and to gather information, as well as serving as a channel for filtering 

organisational information. It is a complex social interaction also identified by 

Duncan (2017) as akin to ‘mean girls’, albeit in an adult format. Evidence provided 

by some participants suggests that such activities are ‘alive and well’ and 

particularly prevalent amongst females in positions of power seeking to maintain a 

unique status. As P10 explained: 

“The culture encouraged cliques – put it this way, they’re not confined to the 

playground. In the previous firm there was one partner who basically used to 

gather her sycophants around her. It came back to me the other day when I 

was reading something online, and someone had posted something along 

the lines of ‘it was exactly like I imagined a coven to be’, and I just thought 

yes! I know exactly what you mean.” (P10, Set up a legal consultancy, former 

senior partner) 

What is less clear from the narratives is the extent to which other women and men 

within the organisation, were aware of the existence of female bullying practices 

and what they chose to do, if anything, in response. It might be that in some 

instances action was taken to intervene when bullying is evident, or left to the 

individuals’ involved to resolve it on the basis that it would be expected that 

professionals can ‘stand up for themselves’ in this environment, something felt and 

articulated by the participants. It would not be surprising to find that others within 

the organisation would be unaware of the perception of bullying, potentially using 

this as further evidence that women are unfit to be in senior positions if they are 

going to be so sensitive about supposedly perceived criticisms and imagined slights. 

The examples of bullying presented in the narrative interviews suggests that 

bullying behaviour by women in senior legal positions might be more widespread 

than has previously been understood or recognised. 
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6.3.4 Summary 

This section has addressed the issue of bullying and microaggressions in the 

workplace, identifying evidence for bullying and microaggressions that may, 

through accumulation, serve as a critical incident prompting senior females to step 

away from established careers. Examples were provided within the narratives of a 

variety of forms of bullying and microaggressions. A competitive work environment, 

in conjunction with the nature of training and industry culture, may be conducive to 

repeated microaggressions and also full-scale bullying. The data would suggest that, 

for participants, this is analogous to ‘boiling frog’ syndrome in so far as 

unacceptably aggressive / bullying behaviour is evident to those new to a firm, but 

normalised for longer term employees. This might also explain why it is apparently 

an accumulation of such behaviours that ultimately contributes to a critical incident 

whereby the response to leave seems disproportionate to outsiders. Such forms of 

relational aggression are an especially challenging issue to address within the 

context of professional legal services, where the individuals concerned are 

expected to have strong characters, possessing the ability to defend themselves 

intellectually and sufficient self-confidence to brush off any perceived slights of this 

nature. This challenge is further compounded by the wider context of the industry 

and prevailing organisational culture, both of which can and do contribute to the 

prevalence of bullying in all its various guises.  

 

6.4 Critical Incidents  

Critical incidents, causing a change in career path, emerged as a common feature in 

all the narratives to a greater or lesser degree. Critical incidents are not necessarily 

large or apparently significant events. Some participants talked about a significant 

or shocking event of some variety, either in a personal or professional capacity that 

was a pivotal moment and led them to reassess or review their life and career 

trajectories. These included critical events, such as a major challenge in the 

workplace, or a domestic challenge, such as the serious ill-health of a partner. 

However, for many others it was not as straightforward as having a specific singular 
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scenario that could be defined as the critical incident. This can potentially be 

attributed to the personality and professional resilience of the research participants 

concerned, whose professional identity and survival entails displaying and 

developing a high degree of resilience to life’s setbacks.   

 

Top-level analysis of the data identified that the ultimate critical incident triggering 

the decision to step away could be broadly classified as either explicitly 

professional, explicitly personal, or the simultaneous or ‘parallel intersection’ of 

both professional and personal challenges. For example, the accumulation of 

repeated bullying behaviour that ultimately became intolerable at the same time as 

facing a significant care burden. Within the sample there were 16 documented 

examples of a specific incident in a professional capacity being the ultimate trigger. 

Some (ten) were culture driven or line management specific, such as the significant 

cases of bullying, others (five) related to specific professional incidents, such as 

unreconcilable disagreement over working practices. One related to discrimination 

due to sexual orientation. There were twelve specific examples of personal factors, 

such as the ill-health of a direct family member or the participants themselves. 

Finally, there were seven examples where it was the combination of personal and 

professional circumstances that gave rise to the ultimate decision to step away. As 

with the range of bullying incidents, there were a range of examples that could be 

loosely set out on a continuum of apparently minor but accumulated gains that led 

to the metaphorical straw breaking the camel’s back.  

Table 6.1 below provides a summary of the critical incidents experienced and their 

classification. It is noted that because some participants experienced multiple forms 

of incident, the rows and columns may appear to display double counting. What 

follows after this table in the remainder of the chapter is a detailed explanation and 

presentation of the evidence with excerpts from the interviews. 

Table 6.1: Summary Tables of Critical Incidents 

  PRINCIPLE CAUSATION OF DECISION TO 
STEP AWAY 

Professional CI 4 
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Personal CI 4 

Combination of Professional and 
Personal CI 

22 

 

  INSTANCES OF PROFESSIONAL CRITICAL 
INCIDENTS7 

Microaggressions/Bullying 
Total 

24 

                  Microaggressions 17 

                  Bullying 7 

Excessive workload 10 

Lack of Organisational 
Support 

8 

 

  INSTANCES OF PERSONAL CRITICAL INCIDENTS 

Personal  10 

Child or Spouse 6 

Eldercare 6 

 

 

 

6.4.1 Professional Critical Incidents  

 

Professional critical incidents in this study have been framed as those incidents that 

could be considered major, and which occurred in relation to or arose from actions 

or activities confined to the workplace.  

 

Some of the examples arising in the interview accounts included incidents where 

there was some fault on the part of the participant – for example, significant errors 

in judgement (distributing confidential information, P3) or a lack of concentration 

or focus that subsequently led to mistakes that could not be easily rectified (P16; 

P21) and which went on to have significant adverse impact on the organisation or, 

 
7 Some participants experience multiple types of professional CI 
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in the worst-case scenario, a client.  However, in other cases of major professional 

critical incidents it was actions by other parties in the workplace that made the 

working environment intolerable for the participant, and so were not necessarily 

the fault of the participant themselves. Fewer of the critical incidents reported by 

the participants could be considered predominantly or only professional compared 

to the number reporting predominantly personal critical incidents. This is not 

unexpected, as it would be unusual for any professional (irrespective of gender) to 

repeatedly make serious mistakes if they had been appointed to a senior 

professional role. Furthermore, experienced professionals could be expected to be 

more adept at identifying, resolving, and recognising the potential adverse impacts 

of any issues before they developed into significant problems.  

 

Within the main classification of professional critical incidents, three sub-

classifications were identified: (i) significant change in organisational culture leading 

to unpleasant working conditions; (ii) excessive workload, either as a result of 

change organisational culture, or as a result of ‘boiling frog syndrome’, where the 

excessive workload then led to a serious mistake being made; and (iii) professional 

critical incidents occurring after an unrelated personal issue, where, on return to 

work, participants were not afforded reasonable adjustments despite seeking them. 

 

The most prevalent form of professional critical incident could be framed as a 

deterioration in organisational culture. This was evidenced 24 times in the data, and 

from these 24 occasions, four related to a cultural clash either after the merger and 

acquisition of a firm, or bringing in new senior colleague who caused significant 

disruption in the workplace because of their attitude and approach. Specific 

examples included expectations of very rigid modes of working (P27), an acquisition 

where former members of the firm that had been acquired were made to sit in 

isolation away from the rest of the workforce (P30), and a new senior employee 

engaging in unethical activities that included deliberately operating invalid CFAs 

(conditional fee agreements, more commonly known as ‘no-win no fee’) (P21), and 
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also paying significant ‘kickbacks’ to referral firms in order to encourage volumetric 

throughput of cases, a practice known as ‘stuffing the channel’ (P12).  

 

On ten occasions in the data, participants also reported that they had unbearable 

workloads, which in four instances was a result of organisational change (e.g., 

department restructuring), and in six situations was the result of a gradually 

accumulating workload, where the participant in question initially found it difficult 

to say no to taking on more work. This slipped into a situation in which the 

participant asked for more assistance or support, for example to transfer the 

workload out, but these requests for assistance were not properly addressed. In 

this latter scenario, where the workload continued to rise but the participant felt 

unsupported, all the reported instances were by women, and none by any of the 

male participants. It was also noted that all of the male participants had some form 

of administrative/secretarial assistance as part of the structure of the firm, either in 

the form of a paralegal or legal secretary, and only four of the thirty female 

participants had the same level of administrative support. It might be reasonably 

inferred that at a tacit level, it was expected that women could do their own 

administration, and because the female participants had until now continued to 

manage ever-increasing workloads, it therefore came as a surprise to colleagues or 

senior managers that additional assistance might be required. This may be 

particularly so in an era of increasing technological use where technology is widely 

touted as being a panacea to increasing efficiency. 

 

A third sub-classification of professional incidents related to the intertwining of 

professional and personal incidents, in the way in which the firm and colleagues 

responded in the aftermath of a personal incident and a return to work. On ten 

occasions in the data, participants reported that having had reason to be absent 

from work for a given period, typically due to ill-health or other personal issues, or 

returning full-time to work, the organisational culture had been highly 

unsupportive. On eight occasions it was reported by participants that the lack of 
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support appeared to be benign neglect, either where organisations stated that they 

would help, but nothing happened, or there were tokenistic efforts, but situations 

quickly slip backed to the prior status quo. Another way of explaining this situation 

is that whilst the world changed for the participant because of a personal situation, 

the culture of the organisation was unwilling to recognise the nature of this change 

in the impact on the participant, and what might otherwise be considered as 

reasonable adjustments.  

 

It is not always clear in the data why in these instances the respective organisations 

appeared unwilling or unable to first recognise the need for reasonable 

adjustments, and then take the necessary steps to implement these reasonable 

adjustments. One possible explanation is that because prior to whatever 

personal/professional situation occurred the participant in question had always 

appeared to be more than able to cope, there may have been a reluctance to 

accept that there had been a change. It is also possibly the case that the 

participants themselves were partly unintentionally complicit in that they tried to 

work through their problems. This would be consistent with other cases where 

participants experienced boiling frog syndrome, or participants themselves tried to 

carry on to avoid appearing incapable and thus potentially losing work. 

 

For those who stepped away due to professional circumstances, the most common 

response was an apparent sudden exit, with seven out of the sixteen participants 

classified in this manner adopting this approach. Sudden exit does not necessarily 

mean an individual walking out and abandoning their workload, but instead the exit 

appearing sudden to others in the workplace. Three out of the sixteen attempted to 

work through issues, and the remaining four utilised sick leave. In terms of a direct 

professional situation, such as poor working culture, cumulative microaggressions 

or bullying, participants were more likely to attempt to ‘buy time’ through a leave 

of absence of some variety, before ultimately stepping away [see summary Table 

6.1]. This is consistent with the evidenced observations in relation to the 
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participants early professional experiences (Chapter 5, section 5.2.2 and section 

5.3.1), in that they have resilience, tenacity and professionalism, and were willing to 

try and find a solution. There is nothing obvious in the data to suggest a highly 

visibly emotive exit, and when participants did leave suddenly, they did not leave 

behind a trail of unfinished work unless there was no viable alternative, for example 

their own health deteriorated so badly that they could not offer an immediate 

handover. It is also useful to note that, as a matter of good working practice, a Case 

Management System (CMS) is usually utilised so that file notes are recorded in any 

event, principally to provide a trail of working evidence but with a peripheral 

benefit of making it possible, if necessary, to hand over work to another qualified 

practitioner. 

 

6.5 Social Norms and Expectations (Personal Critical Incidents) 

Evaluation of the twenty-three personal critical incidents experienced by 

participants revealed that eleven could be considered to relate primarily to the 

individual herself. Personal critical incidents are characterised in this context as 

health or family-related issues that have a significant detrimental impact on the 

ability of the participant to function effectively in a professional capacity and arise 

as a consequence of the social expectations placed on women in terms of 

caregiving roles and norms. The effect is that women are either facing significant 

personal health issues, and/or continually distracted by the knowledge of family 

problems such that they cannot focus fully on their work. In addition to the ten 

incidents identified as being wholly personal in nature, as in specific serious health 

conditions to the participant concerned, six of the personal critical incidents related 

to a significant healthcare concern (or in one case the sudden loss) of a child or 

spouse, and six personal critical incidents related to significant difficulties in respect 

of elder care. Of the eleven entirely personal critical incidents, nine of these related 

to ongoing mental health, such as stress or depression. Whilst it might be deduced 

that a factor such as stress was produced as a result of working conditions, this link 

was not necessarily explicitly made by the participants, and without further detail 

such a link cannot be confirmed. Of the two remaining conditions, one was a cancer 
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diagnosis, and the other was early onset arthritis, which made it very difficult for 

the individual to have significant physical movement.  

 

6.5.1 Personal 

When matching the personal critical incidents to evidence of organisational 

support, only two of the eleven participants who experienced stress-related 

personal issues felt that that their employer had made a very significant effort to 

try and assist in their return to work after a period of sick leave, or to improve their 

wellbeing/working conditions. Seven of the participants who had experienced 

personal stress-related issues either made clear that they had not asked for 

support, because they felt it would be detrimental to their career, or where they 

had made a small token effort to ask for additional support, they had not fully 

disclosed what could have been perceived as a mental health condition for fear of 

stigma. Within these discussions, P11 indicated that she had felt entirely unable to 

seek support because of her senior position within the organisation and the fact 

that it would set a bad example if a senior partner “couldn’t handle the stress”.  

 

This was a common tendency amongst the seven participants who had stress-

related ill-health, with P17 explaining that she had disclosed the fact that she had 

ulcers, but not that she had directly acquired them as result of stressful working 

conditions. All seven of these participants were taking various forms of medication 

to combat the stress or depression and none of the seven stated that they had 

disclosed this. The participant who had a medical condition with obvious physical 

symptoms - the very severe early onset arthritis (P15) - asked for and received 

additional support and help. However, P15 also described difficulties in securing 

support as the severity of the pain experienced was hard to explain, particularly as 

she was in her 40s at the time.  
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6.5.2 Child/Spouse 

Of the personal issues relating to care and support for a child or spouse, three 

situations related to childcare issues. In one instance a young child of one of the 

participants was born with a serious potentially life limiting congenital condition 

necessitating multiple hospital trips and stays. One related to a serious accident 

that was life changing, and the third incident related to an older teenager (young 

adult) who was mentally unwell and needed considerable support. In this last 

instance the participant appeared conflicted, in that she cared very deeply for her 

child but also felt frustrated by difficulties in finding necessary support and care for 

an older teenager who was technically an adult, and thus outside the remit of the 

social care system as it applies to children.  

 

In respect of spousal concerns, one spouse suffered from extreme depression, 

which placed great psychological pressure on their partner (the participant) who at 

the same time was also experiencing significant work pressures but was, in her 

words, “too terrified to leave” (P3) the organisation for fear of lack of household 

income. P8 had a spouse who was diagnosed with a serious degenerative condition, 

giving limited life expectancy, and again this was another instance where the 

participant reported difficulties in finding appropriate ongoing support. P8 was 

conflicted between on the one hand wanting to spend every moment possible with 

their spouse, but on the other hand was also finding it difficult to deal with his 

anger, coupled with long-term concerns about future financial wellbeing. She 

described how: 

“It was, [pause] more difficult than I expected trying to balance the two. On 

the one hand I wanted to be with him, both genuinely and also I think partly 

because it was expected of me. But as he got worse, he got angrier and 

angrier. Not with me, but with the unfairness of it all. Classic denial-grief 

curve … It was hard”. (P8, Former senior partner, joined a small practice) 

The final spousal issue related to P28’s experience of the sudden wholly 

unanticipated death of her spouse from a serious asthma attack. She found the 

resulting inquest and ongoing investigations to be a huge psychological burden that 
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caused a great deal of pressure, for which her employer was not wholly supportive. 

P28 spoke of her male colleagues [wrongly] “assuming I’d be fine, as I deal with 

inquests as part of my actual day job”. 

Participants reported feeling more comfortable or more willing to seek support 

from their employer if they were under pressure from personal critical incidents 

involving someone other than themselves, particularly a child or a spouse where 

there is an obvious and immediate connection and expectation of care provision – 

in effect, taking advantage of the expectations of social norms and expectations of 

caregiving. However, the response by employers and colleagues was not entirely 

straightforward, in that participants reported initial willingness and support but in 

practice the responses differed according to organisational circumstances and 

individual colleagues’ perceptions. Whilst some colleagues were highly supportive 

of the need to provide immediate familial care with a recognition that the time 

span might be open-ended (within reason), others reported that there were 

undertones of microaggressions, although never explicit, regarding the perceived 

prioritising of family commitments over work commitments. For example: 

“When we got the diagnosis, we knew things would change, but to start with 

I honestly thought I could manage it as long as there was a bit of flexibility at 

work. [laughs sarcastically]. Let’s just say work were not flexible”. (P4, Legal 

consultancy, former senior partner) 

“When I asked for some flexibility, you know what he actually said to me – ‘I 

think we’ve been quite flexible enough’. Right then it really sunk in how I’d 

wasted my time here”. (P17, Established small law firm, former senior 

partner) 

Participants uniformly felt that these were unfair in that they were doing their best, 

in their view, to balance all of their commitments equally. Of the six participants 

concerned with child or spouse care, only one disclosed immediately, on the death 

of their spouse, for obvious reasons, but they reported that they only took two days 

away from work, even though their organisation was happy to give longer. The 

participant said that, on reflection, she had probably returned to work too early 

because she wanted some sense of normality. Long-term childcare for the 
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participant with an older teen who was experiencing difficulties was reported to be 

particularly problematic and had a significant negative impact. 

 

6.5.3 Eldercare 

In relation to issues around elder care as critical incidents, in five of the six 

situations identified, elderly parents were known to be struggling with daily living 

arrangements. Four of the six were suffering from degenerative conditions under 

the broad classification of dementia, and in three of these four situations, the 

children, i.e., the participants live(d) a significant distance away, but were still under 

great pressure from local care authorities and/or family members to provide 

greater resources, time or support in order to care for their elderly parents, 

consistent with the expectations of care under social norms. Notably, in five of the 

six incidents regarding critical care for elderly parents, participants reported 

extremely strong societal and/or familial pressure to step away from work in order 

to take up family care responsibilities.  

“What I hadn’t expected was quite how much hassle I would get from other 

family members about not dropping everything to care for them. It was 

relentless and, in my view, pretty unfair”. (P11, Launched boutique 

consultancy, former managing partner) 

“Social services were *very* keen for me to step in, and I remember thinking 

that effectively they wanted to ‘offload the problem’. Not that I’m trying to 

say my mum was a problem, but that there was this seeming assumption I 

could just pack in work and move 300 miles south”. (P21, Salaried partner, 

mid-sized firm, former equity partner, large firm) 

Participants described situations where siblings in other countries were 

complaining about lack of care for parents or apparent lack of concern. Other 

participants described situations where they received uncoordinated messages 

from social care, whereby the participants would be strongly encouraged to come 

and visit but with a lack of clarity as to the reason why. 
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Acknowledgement of the issues surrounding elder care and seeking organisational 

support were mixed and problematic. All the participants who indicated that elder 

care pressures were a significant influencing factor found it difficult to explain this 

to their organisation – “there was a sort of blank expression as if he couldn’t really 

understand why I was asking” (P13). The evidence suggests that for the participants 

who were already experiencing strong feelings of guilt for not being present to care 

for their parents, the pressures were intensified. And, in two instances, further 

conflicted feelings emerged because of the nature of the ongoing fractious 

relationship between the participant and their parents over many years. “Being 

brutally honest, and this sounds really [pause] … harsh. I really didn’t fancy the 

prospect of caring for them – it wasn’t as if we could stand each other’s company 

for long” (P26, Senior Solicitor, small firm, Former Senior Partner large firm). 

 

Participants reported that they were initially very reluctant to disclose the extent of 

pressure felt due to eldercare commitments and also the complexity of the feelings 

they experienced regarding conflicting desires to on the one hand provide care and 

support due to personal and societal expectations, and on the other hand not to be 

sacrificing their own careers at a critical point in their lives. The situation regarding 

eldercare was not straightforward for any of the participants, but the detail of the 

narratives suggests that the participants took quite some time – months or even 

years – to recognise the creeping impact of eldercare on their own lives and 

wellbeing. This applied even when they could afford additional care and support or 

were part of a strong family network and had siblings or other relatives or family 

members who could assist. 

 

6.5.4 Accumulation of Incidents 

Another theme from the narratives was the accumulation of incidents – issues, 

challenges, and problems, none of which in isolation would have been anywhere 

near sufficient to cause any of the participants to step away from their roles or 

established career paths. A further commonality was that 
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organisations/employers/colleagues expressed surprise at the decision of 

participants to step away from established careers. In total, seven of the 

participants explicitly mentioned or described this scenario, which is consistent with 

the work of Rothausen et al. (2017) (Chapter 2, section 2.4.4). 

 

Those participants who explicitly articulated that they had felt unsupported in the 

period leading up to the point where the event became a critical incident, four 

stated that they had actively sought help directly from their employer. Five said 

they had not asked for help because they felt that either a) the request would be 

denied or b) the request for help would be career damaging and the act of asking 

for help would create the perception that she was unfit to work/unable to cope 

with the pressure of work. Excerpts from the interviews reveal that the women in 

question certainly felt under a great deal of pressure to try and manage their 

situations on their own. 

“A never-ending to-do list, and the harder I tried the longer the list seemed 

to get, but I felt like I didn’t dare ask for help in case I was seen as being 

somehow incapable”. (P14, Owns a small law firm, former senior partner, 

mid-sized family law firm) 

“All I was doing all the time was spinning plates, in hindsight it’s an absolute 

miracle I didn’t make a major mistake”. (P20, Self-employed legal 

consultant, former senior partner) 

“This ethos of doing more all the time just to stand still was normal, and at 

the time it never occurred to me that it was normal at all”. (P22, Self-

employed legal consultant, former managing partner) 

 

Based on the evidence captured during interviews, it would also appear that the 

organisations who employed these women were ill-equipped to manage when 

senior professionals faced problems in either their personal life or their professional 

life as a result of a combination of circumstances.   

“My mum fell ill at the same time that I was recovering from surgery and I 

asked if there was something we could do to manage my files and could I go 
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on some sort of reduced targets. The reaction was quite confused. No one 

was really sure what to do because I wasn’t ill in the sense of not being able 

to do the work, there just weren’t enough hours in the day”. (P18, Works as 

a locum, former senior partner, mid-sized VC-backed firm) 

“We were seeing a hell of a lot of turnover in staff and having to work really 

hard to keep clients reassured, and then at the same time I was running a 

big case of my own, and undergoing tests for suspected cancer. I couldn’t be 

in three places at once, but as I was the best rainmaker [a term for bringing 

in work] and kept being told that it was me the clients wanted to see there 

was a real reluctance to find a way of helping me to better manage things”. 

(P26, Senior solicitor, small firm, former senior partner, large firm) 

The lack of support mechanisms, coupled with the unwillingness and/or inability of 

elite professionals to seek help and support, appeared to create a situation 

perceived as involving intolerable pressure and ultimately leading to the 

metaphorical straw breaking the camel’s back, with employees feeling they had no 

choice but to step away from their established career. 

 

The cost of care was not explicitly discussed by the women in this sample, and even 

though they are well remunerated by national median salary standards, there is still 

a gender pay gap, meaning that throwing money at the issue of eldercare was not a 

viable long-term option. Despite the Equal Pay Act having been in effect since 1970, 

an extensive body of longitudinal evidence confirms that a sizeable proportion of 

women in the legal sector continue to earn markedly less than their male 

colleagues, with the majority of the difference being comprised of bonus earnings 

(Law Society, 2021a). Indeed, in higher earning roles the gender pay gap increases 

quite significantly. It is therefore important to note that whilst the women in this 

population sample certainly earn above median average incomes, there is still a 

strong probability that they were earning less than their male colleagues despite 

working equally hard. There is also the likelihood of some degree of tacit 

acknowledgement of societal double standards and of women, irrespective of their 

career progression or ambitions, being tacitly expected to bear the greater 

responsibility of family care. 
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At a deeper level of data analysis, there was a measure of tension in the responses 

of the participants who explicitly articulated the difficulty of fulfilling their personal 

expectations of capability. The notion of women ‘doing it all’ rather than ‘having it 

all’ (Hay, 2017) is admittedly a well-worn trope but this clearly applied to a subset 

of the interview sample.  Eleven women described how they felt unable to meet, 

balance, or manage their own expectations of professional performance, and their 

equally strong desire to be perceived as successful in their personal lives, whether 

this be as good mothers, friends, or good children providing care to their elderly 

parents.   

“I felt like I came under intense pressure to ‘drop everything’ and move 

halfway across the country to care for my dad. Who, to be absolutely honest, 

I’ve always had a difficult relationship with. I was getting calls from well-

meaning female friends of his telling me I needed to be there. But I also had 

a responsibility to my employer, and a job I couldn’t sensibly do remotely for 

any length of time. It felt like I was being pulled in multiple directions all at 

once”. (P15, Mid-sized law firm, former senior partner) 

“Until it happened, I never really thought about what I’d do if, or rather 

when, I suppose, either of my parents fell ill. When they did, I felt like it was 

impossible to be at my best for all the different parts of my life, something 

had to give”. (P22, Self-employed legal consultant, former senior partner) 

“One day I just snapped. I basically had a hysterical fit over a box of cereal 

one of my kids accidentally dropped. I realised then that I couldn’t carry on 

trying to be everything to everyone”. (P6, Works as a locum, former senior 

partner) 

The evidence here shows that it is also more likely than ever before that women 

find themselves as part of the ‘squeezed middle’ generation that are expected to 

care for their elderly parents and children simultaneously. This is something which 

18 of the participants actively reported on, expressing the view that they simply 

could not sustain the situation where they had to give equal time to multiple and 

frequently directly competing personal and/or professional demands. A lack of 

societal organisational flexibility and limited organisational recognition of the fact 

that lives change, appears to be, on the basis of evidence, directly contributing to 
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the perfect storm of critical incidents faced by the majority of participants in this 

study.  

 

6.5.5 Summary 

The framing of critical incidents appears to be a fundamental factor in the decision 

to step away from what is otherwise a highly successful professional career. 

However, it is also necessary to recognise these critical incidents would not be 

recognised as such by any party not privy to the full information regarding an 

individual’s professional and personal life. The commonality amongst the 

participants is the nature of the pressure of high-level professional services roles. 

These pressures serve not only to limit the number of professional women, thereby 

making them more obvious or high profile within their own organisation, but also to 

magnify the pressures that they perceive themselves to be facing professionally, 

personally, and socially. The interviews also revealed that their experience was that 

many of their employers were genuinely surprised at their decisions to step away 

from established and seemingly successful careers. As most participants explained 

that they were working within a highly competitive, rather than supportive, 

organisational culture, their narratives provide a crucial insight into why their 

respective resignations were a) a surprise but also b) potentially avoidable had the 

leadership and management within these firms been of a higher calibre.  

 

6.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has presented evidence from the participants narratives regarding the 

factors that ultimately led them to step away from high-profile and successful 

careers in the legal sector. The first section presented evidence regarding how the 

participants perceived the organisational context of the legal profession and how 

the organisational context underpinned aspects of both the industry and 

organisational culture in which they were working. As is illustrated throughout the 

entirety of the empirical data, organisational and industry culture heavily impact 

the experiences of participants and, by implication, their colleagues, who are either 
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directly involved in negative organisational situations, such as microaggressions and 

bullying, or are silent witnesses to such experiences, doing nothing to intervene. 

This absence of action or even awareness is also in itself problematic and, on the 

reports of participants, frequently resulted in their colleagues expressing surprise at 

their decision to step away. 

 

The evidence gathered from participants classifies the ultimate decision to step 

away as being finally prompted by a critical incident of some variety. The 

classifications of critical incident in this study are those incidents that were either 

professional in nature, i.e., arising as a direct consequence of some workplace 

activity, or personal critical incidents, arising either directly or indirectly from social 

expectations and norms, and typically relating to personal ill-health, the ill-health of 

a close family member or responsibility for eldercare (social expectations and 

norms). For both professional and personal critical incidents, the evidence 

consistently illustrates that it is the accumulation of factors ultimately reaching 

boiling point that leads to the decision to step away from a successful career. For 

more than half the occasions, it is the interweaving of professional and personal 

critical incidents that creates an intolerable burden for the participants in question. 

Typically, because of the time pressure and mental burden created due to the 

combination of incidents occurring either simultaneously or in very close 

succession. These effects are exacerbated by a lack of support for intervention by 

the organisation despite some requests for assistance by participants. 

 

Personal critical incidents were more common than professional critical incidents 

and, as noted in section 6.5.4 in this chapter, the most common scenario was an 

accumulation of incidents. The evidence does not suggest that events happening in 

a particular order is problematic, but rather the perceived volume or critical mass of 

pressures that make the situation unworkable, and from which the participant feels 

that, ultimately, they have no other viable choice but to step away in order to 

protect themselves. Both male and female participants found themselves in a 
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perfect storm of personal and professional pressures, although women were more 

likely to bear a greater proportion of the burden of personal critical incidents, 

which it is surmised is driven by social expectation, particularly for caregiving. One 

explanation for this offered in this chapter is that society still implicitly considers 

that it is the role of women to provide caregiving and that, for complex reasons, 

women still continue to shoulder the greater proportion of responsibility for 

caregiving and associated household management. This leads to a lack of available 

personal time that in turn reduces the physical and mental capacity of women to 

respond when a series of personal and professional challenges present themselves 

either simultaneously or in quick succession. 
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CHAPTER 7 

7. WHAT HAPPENED NEXT - THE PERIOD FOLLOWING THE CRITICAL INCIDENT 

7.1 Introduction 

Having set out the experiences of highly successful professionals in the legal sector 

who decided to step away, the next issue to consider is what these professionals 

went on to do. As this chapter illustrates, the overriding feature of what happened 

next is that the women and men in this population sample went on to be successful 

once again, although usually in a different working environment. Thus, the 

environment may be different but the characteristics that make them successful in 

the first place reinforce the understanding that the decision was a deliberate one, 

and that organisations that use such women should look more carefully at the 

conditions that led to the choice to step away. Accordingly, this chapter discusses 

what happened after, exploring the reconciliation of social expectation and high-

tempo careers, and personal reflection of what, for the individuals concerned, 

really constitutes professional and personal success. 

 

The discussion in this chapter address three distinct aspects: (1) the  reported 

feelings, reactions and responses of participants immediately after the event (0–6 

months); (2) a reflexive discussion in which participants reflect back on the critical 

incident and the decision to step away, having now had time to consider their 

experiences (7–24 months); and (3) a description and evaluation of what happened 

to participants in the longer term, including where they are now, both in relation to 

their employment and wellbeing. This section also presents data where participants 

reflect on what ‘success’ means to them within the context of their career. It is also 

noted that consistent with the knowledge of the capacity of elite participants to 

shape their own narrative (Chapter 4, section 4.4.1) there is a possibility that time 

and distance has allowed participants to reconstruct their experiences in ways that 

present them in a more positive light. It would be suggested that although this is 

understandable human behaviour, it cannot be entirely discounted as a possibility 

in the reflections and recollections of participants to some degree. 
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Table 7.1 below provides a summary of what participants went on to do 

immediately after the critical incident and in the ensuing months. 

Table 7.1: Summary Table of Participant Employment Status 0-24 months After 

Critical Incident 

 0-6m 7-24m 

Unemployed 5 0 

Locum/short-term contract e.g., maternity 
cover 

19 0 

Full-Time Employed 1 8 

Self-employed/own firm 4 21 

Other (retired) 1 1 

 30 30 

 

7.2 Immediately after the Critical Incident (0–6 months) 

Proactively deciding to become or make oneself unemployed is generally not 

considered a desirable state or situation, unless there is particularly good reason 

behind this decision and/or an individual has independent means of supporting 

themselves. The majority of participants in this study discussed in some detail how 

their sense of self-worth was (and still is) inherently intertwined with their 

occupation. Further, how this inseparability had deepened or hardened over time 

both prior to and post critical incident as participants became more confident in 

themselves and, externally at least, more successful in their careers. Participants 

made comments such as: 

“I love my job, and I know I’m fortunate to be able to say that. What I didn’t 

love any more was the environment I was working in at that time. I felt so 

torn because I desperately wanted to carry on doing the job I loved, but the 

[working] environment was intolerable”. (P7, Boutique practice, former 

senior partner at a large firm) 

“I’d wanted to be a lawyer for as long as I can remember, so you have to 

understand the decision to walk away wasn’t just about walking away from 

a bad job, it was like trying to walk away from myself”. (P12, In-house 

counsel, former partner) 

“So much hard work and so much sacrifice when I was younger so that I 

could do this job. To prove that I could do this job. Leaving it behind was, at 
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that time, the most painful decision I think I’ve ever made”. (P20, Self-

employed legal consultant, former senior partner) 

Participants explicitly expressed that they felt a range of conflicting emotions 

immediately after the critical incident, also describing how they had difficulty in 

untangling or unpicking these responses. On the one hand, participants felt great 

relief at no longer being in a toxic or unbearable working environment, but on the 

other hand a sense of great sadness, regret, and loss. This sense of sadness and 

regret were intertwined, encompassing a) the immediate loss of job and loss of 

sense of self-worth through unemployment and b) the loss, or perceived loss, of a 

part of themselves that had been a key to their identity.  

Further, participants described vacillating through a range of emotions, and in the 

immediate aftermath of the critical incident questioning whether they had done 

the right thing. Evidence of this is shown in the comments of participants, such as: 

“It’s hard to find the words to describe the impact that decision had on me. 

Some days I would feel like this enormous weight had been lifted from my 

shoulders, but other days I’d be in floods of tears about the stupidity of what 

I’d done”. (P5, Established a legal training firm, former senior solicitor) 

“Did I doubt my decision – absolutely – who wouldn’t. On the face of it I was 

a highflying lawyer with a big firm. Was I bitterly miserable losing sleep at 

night, very much so. I went through weeks of questioning myself”. (P19, 

Boutique practice, former managing partner) 

“It was such a relief in some ways to be out of that environment, but I’d be 

lying if I said that I didn’t miss some aspects of it. The sense of doing 

something … of helping people of being genuinely useful to society. I took all 

of that away from myself, which was a very confusing situation to be in”. 

(P21, Salaried partner, mid-sized firm, former equity Partner large firm) 

For many lawyers, what one is and what one does for a living are invariably treated 

as one and the same (Zimmerman, 2017). The feelings of loss, disconnection, and 

disorientation were palpable amongst the participants as they thought back over 

their immediate feelings and emotions once they had chosen to step away from a 

career that had been a key part of their lives and ambitions for so long. 

Turning to the matter of what participants went on to do in the period immediately 

after stepping away (as opposed to what they felt), ten participants remained 
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unemployed for up to the first 6 months after the critical incident and did not pro-

actively seek paid employment. The reasons for this varied, with five participants 

taking a conscious decision to remain unemployed whilst they reconsidered their 

options and took stock of the situation, as follows:  

“I know I was fortunate in that I could afford not to work for a little while, 

but after years and years of 70-to-80-hour weeks, up against deadlines and 

targets all the time, the relief of not *having* to do anything was 

wonderful”. (P6, Works as a locum, former senior partner) 

“I came to appreciate that I’d lost all sense of normal. What I mean is that it 

hadn’t occurred to me, or rather I suppose I had stopped noticing the 

everyday little things. In the grand scheme, three months out was probably 

the best thing I ever did for myself”. (P14, Owns a small law firm, former 

senior partner, mid-sized family law firm) 

“Actually, it was my husband who pointed out I just needed to stop. I needed 

to stop being hamster on a wheel, I needed to sleep, I needed to just be. I’m 

very aware of my privilege … I could afford to do this, but I needed to reset 

my sense of self before I ended up being seriously ill”. (P17, Established small 

law firm, former senior partner) 

These participants followed several different routes in their immediate next steps, 

which varied according to personal circumstances. Participants in this position were 

also highly self-aware of the fact that they were fortunate in being able to afford to 

not work for several months. This situation of not needing to urgently find work 

was often due to the financial earning capacity of their partners who were 

supportive of the decision to effectively recuperate, and/or combined with using 

savings.  

Actively Unemployed: Within the population sub-set of participants who remained 

actively unemployed (i.e., by choice), five also reported that they experienced ill-

health, with varying illnesses disclosed. None of these illnesses were immediately 

physically life-threatening, but potentially all could be traced to the high-pressure 

and in some instance toxic environment in which participants felt they had been 

working. Four participants actively commented on the fact that working under 

prolonged pressure for an extended period had, in their view, directly contributed 

to their ill-health. P25 observed:  
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“It was like that situation … where as soon as you get a holiday, you fall ill 

because your body stops running on adrenaline. Well, it was like that, but 

much, much worse”. (P25, Sole practitioner, former senior partner) 

The majority of female participants stated that they felt guilty about being 

unemployed, but were also aware that were they to rush back into a similar 

situation the same problems would almost certainly manifest themselves. For 

example: 

“Although I knew that I didn’t have the energy to work full-on [the expected 

50–60 hour week], and my husband wanted me to rest and get better, I still 

felt I ‘should’ be earning. I’d earned my own money since I was 21 and it was 

hard to feel beholden to someone, even if I was married to them”. (P11, 

Launched boutique consultancy, former managing partner) 

 

Short-term Contract: Following the critical incident that prompted the decision to 

step away, nineteen of the participants went into temporary or fixed-term contract 

work, functioning as locum solicitors, consultants, or maternity cover. Typically, the 

reason given for taking up short-term work was the economic impetus as 

participants could not afford to be unemployed for an extended period. Also, 

evidence of the relationship between gainful employment and sense of self was 

observed among this sample sub-set: 

“I can’t do nothing, never have been able to, so I found some part-time work 

as maternity cover through a friend”. (P7, Owns a boutique practice, former 

senior partner) 

“I had about a week feeling sorry for myself, but I knew that if I didn’t get 

out and do something, I’d just feel worse”. (P13, Mid-sized law firm, former 

managing partner) 

“If I’m not doing something, I go mad, so I got some locum work to tide me 

over”. (P20, Self-employed legal consultant, former senior partner) 

Participants in this sub-set indicated that they predominately found short-term 

work via professional networking, with only one participant indicating that they had 

used an agency. Further, the fact that those in this sub-section were all able to find 

alternative, albeit temporary, employment within a short period after their decision 
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to step away can be treated as supporting evidence of their professional capability 

and the existence of social capital. It would be suggested that these participants 

would not have been able to find work so quickly were they not regarded as highly 

capable. 

 

When this sub-section of the population was asked about whether they were happy 

to stay in temporary or flexible roles, the responses were mixed. Potentially, this 

could reflect the relative point in time when asking the question, and also the 

nature of the firms for which they were then working. Four participants found, to 

their own surprise, that they enjoyed and even preferred working on a locum basis, 

because “I’m no longer involved in the politics” (P17). These findings are consistent 

with studies, such as Hebson et al. (2007), who found that some formerly fully 

employed teachers now favour agency work for precisely this reason, as well as 

Gordon et al. (2020) report on medical doctors actively choosing to side-step 

organisational politics by becoming locums.  

 

Other participants found their working situation slightly disorientating to begin 

with, feeling that they “weren’t fully part of the culture” (P15), while another 

participant described their situation as “to begin with, like an outsider looking in” 

(P24). Some participants were also aware that the change was “a breath of fresh 

air” (P7) and felt much happier in different organisational cultures. This change in 

working environment reaffirmed to them that their decision to step away had been 

the right choice, despite the intense difficulty in reaching the decision. When 

reviewing and analysing the data, it was noted that it was not until participants 

were asked a specific question about how they felt about their decision to step 

away that they actively reflected in some depth about their feelings. It was further 

observed that when participants were asked such questions, they would typically 

think carefully for some time about their responses.  These pauses might be 

interpreted as one of the rare times that these individuals had actively reflected on 

their feelings about the situation of stepping away, rather than the practicalities. 
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Prompt re-entry to employment: The last sub-set of participants were those who 

either set up working on their own account, secured full-time employment within 

several weeks, or chose (unwillingly) to retire. Immediately after leaving, one 

participant (P5) went to work for another large firm, at a similar level of 

employment having found work quickly through professional connections. 

However, she left again after 3 months, having felt that the situation was repeating 

itself. After an enforced break of unemployment for contractual terms (break-

clause) she went on to set up her own legal training firm. The remaining four 

participants who were not actively employed, or working as a locum, took steps to 

set up their own firm. These firms included three boutique practices (i.e., those 

specialising in a niche area of law) and one related to legal services offering legal 

auditing, often required for insurance and funding. There was a strand of 

commonality amongst the participants who set up their own firms, in that they felt 

very strongly that they wanted to have a better working culture or environment 

than that which they felt they had “escaped” (P18). 

P23 took early retirement, although she was unhappy about this and made her 

feelings clear. She felt that she had been left with no choice but to leave because of 

the culture and “toxic working conditions” that she felt had become “unnecessarily 

combative” (P23). She also spoke at some length about the early days of her 

employment, noting that she did not feel she was looking with “rose-tinted 

[spectacles]” at the past where people had been more civil in their dealings, and 

there was a greater degree of internal professional respect. She felt the culture of 

constant attack was unnecessary, and whilst she was very sad to leave, she was at 

peace with her decision. 

Among the reflections on the immediate decision to leave, a core theme emerged 

that participants had been uncomfortable with the culture of the firms in which 

they were working, and the pressures of the working environment. Participants 

distinguished between working under professional technical pressure, for example, 

very large high-profile cases or tight deadlines, and pressure arising from an 

unpleasant organisational culture where unnecessary competition was encouraged 
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and a sense of unpleasantness pervaded all aspects of organisational activity. 

Consistently, it was this latter element that participants felt that they wished to 

escape or step away from. 

“I’ve asked myself a lot since then, what was it that finally tipped the 

balance. It wasn’t the job pressure, this job’s always had pressure. It was the 

culture. The back-stabbing and bullying”. (P4, Legal consultancy, former 

senior solicitor) 

“Deadlines and targets I was fine with, that’s normal, but being constantly 

sniped at and having to navigate the politics – I’d had enough of that”. (P10, 

Set up a legal consultancy, former senior partner) 

“I loved the satisfaction of closing a big case and getting a win, but to have 

that immediately undermined time and again, that I couldn’t deal with 

anymore”. (P15, Mid-sized law firm, former senior partner) 

To summarise, the experiences and feelings of participants immediately after 

stepping away consistently showed participants felt a complex combination of 

emotions, but, after reflecting on these feelings, had come to the view that the 

decision to step away had been the right one for them. No participant, female or 

male, appeared to have taken the decision to step away lightly. Further, in the 

immediate aftermath, participants were found to have reacted to their own 

decision and situation in a variety of ways, with some actively choosing to take time 

to think carefully about their next steps, and others seeking immediate activity of 

some professional kind. As time passed and participants were able to put literal and 

temporal distance between themselves and the rawness of the decision to leave, 

they all started to look to the future.  

 

7.2.1 Routes to Re-employment 

Looking more closely at the routes participants took when they transitioned back 

into economic activity (whether self-employed or otherwise), participants 

predominately used their existing skills, social capital and professional networks to 

secure paid work or clients. Of those who worked short-term contracts, such as 

locum work or maternity cover, only one articulated that she had made use of an 

agency. Seven participants in this grouping clearly stated that they used their 
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professional networks to find work. Examples included actively asking former 

colleagues who had also moved on if they were aware of short-term opportunities, 

and in one instance asking a relative (a sibling). The remaining participants who 

took short-term work did not clearly state how they sourced new employment, but 

spoke about more informal situations, as follows: 

“It came up in conversation with a friend who told me she knew [a firm] 

needed someone short-term. I thought that would be ideal while I worked 

out properly what I was going to do”. (P27, Sole practitioner, former senior 

partner) 

“Actually, it was a lucky meeting with someone I worked with ages ago. I ran 

into them and we got talking about what I was doing now (nothing), so she 

offered me something for a couple of months just until I got myself sorted 

out. That turned into a much longer-term thing” (P30, Former senior 

partner, large firm) 

It can be induced that participants either asked directly for work opportunities or 

asked those in their professional network to advise if they had heard of any 

opportunities after chance conversations. Even in an informal situation, social 

capital clearly counted for a lot – even when friends and acquaintances meet one 

another after a long time apart, it is reasonable to assume that conversations may 

turn to current work, and so these types of exchange are not unusual.  

For P5, who transitioned into full-time paid employment almost immediately after 

stepping away, it was professional connections that helped her secure work. 

However, she was unhappy in her new role and left within 3 months, going on to 

set up her own firm. She, along with the other four participants who transferred to 

self-employment had similar experiences of using their professional networks and 

existing contacts to secure new clients. P10 stated that she “accidentally” (with 

intended irony) called previous clients and contacts on her personal number so as 

to appraise them of her new work situation8. She went on to explain that she “was 

reasonably confident quite a few would put work my way sooner or later”. P20 

explained that she pursued several approaches to securing work once she set up on 

 
8 Non-compete clauses are a common feature of employment contracts for professionals, but there 
are few documented instances of them being enforced. 
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her own firm, including “calling old contacts and offering to do a bit of pro-bono for 

exposure”.  

 

Based on the narratives, it appears that on finding themselves unexpectedly 

unemployed, even though it was through choice, participants made extensive use 

of their skills and social capital to find various forms of work. Moreover, 

participants finding themselves in this situation were apparently making effective 

use of the tools at their disposal to secure a new opportunity. As such, it can be 

suggested they were still seeking authenticity and challenge in their lives, which 

would be at least partially consistent with kaleidoscope theory. What was 

seemingly absent from their decision to step away was a clearly thought-out plan to 

seek balance in their working lives, which is inconsistent with the kaleidoscope 

model. Instead, more consistent with Rothausen et al. (2017) (Chapter 2, section 

2.4.4), the decision to quit appears almost spontaneous, even though it lacked the 

same sense of spectacle as the example given by Rothausen et al. (2017), as 

previously mentioned.  

 

Although the decision to quit by participants may be superficially viewed as 

impulsive, a longitudinal review of the narratives over the life course suggests a 

steadily building dissatisfaction. This building dissatisfaction is suggested as being 

akin to the principle of an accumulation of incremental gains, although in this 

instance, accumulation of negative experiences, ultimately culminating in a decision 

to quit. Having discussed the immediate aftermath of the decision to quit, the next 

section discusses participants’ accounts of what happened in the 7–24 months after 

the critical incident. 

 

7.3 On Reflection Of the Critical Incident: 7 Months - 2 Years On 

The 7–24 months after the critical incident was predominately reported by 

participants as being a period of reflection and readjustment. Some participants 
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enjoyed and welcomed the change of pace, others reported that they felt 

somewhat ‘lost’ or ‘adrift’ without a routine or focus. However, within 2 years of 

the critical incident, all but one of the participants in the sample were reemployed. 

The only participant who was not, P23, had retired and had chosen to remain 

retired, although she maintained an active social and semi-professional life as a 

volunteer, drawing on her experience and skills. Of the remainder of the sample, all 

participants had actively gone back into the legal profession in some form, either as 

a lawyer or in related legal services. The two participants not directly employed by a 

legal firm or a legal services firm, had respectively gone to work for the regulatory 

body, the Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA), and joined the judiciary on a full-

time basis. In this way, the participants’ choice to remain in the legal sector differs 

from the general expectation of kaleidoscope theory, which claims that most 

people switch professions when they off-ramp (step away) from their careers. 

 

All of the interviews took place at some point in time after the critical incident that 

caused participants to leave their employment, typically between 6–36 months 

after the decision to step away. Most of the participants voluntarily or 

spontaneously expressed the opinion that had the interview taken place 

immediately after the critical incident, they would have been unwilling or even 

unable to speak about their experiences. A little over half of the participants (19 out 

of 30) had actively reflected on this, usually as a result of being asked if they would 

be willing to participate in the interview in the first instance. The participants also 

regularly used terms such as “raw”, “emotional” and “emotive” when explaining 

why they felt they would have been unable to discuss the critical incident and their 

subsequent decision to leave.  

 

Two factors appear associated with this need for a long gap between the critical 

incident and the willingness to be interviewed. First, there is the interweaving of a 

professional persona and sense of self that may explain the depth of feeling 

regarding the decision to leave, discussed above in Section 7.2 as the intertwining 
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of sense of self-identity and profession. As reiterated throughout the evidence 

given by participants, once they have become established in their career a very 

large proportion of their sense of self-worth and self-esteem was tied up in their 

career and their interpretation of success. The choice of language when reflecting 

back on these experiences supports this interpretation, such as: 

“Honestly, if you’d asked me about this at the time, I wouldn’t have been 

able to talk about it – I told you as much on the phone when we were setting 

this [interview] up. I [pause], I wouldn’t have been able to find the words for 

what it felt like to rip my own life out from under me”. (P9, Small legal 

practice, former senior partner) 

“It took me a long time to confirm to myself that I’d done the right thing. At 

the time I felt angry and scared, and, if I’m honest, p*ssed off all at the same 

time. I knew, logically, it was the right thing, but it certainly didn’t feel like it, 

not for a long time”. (P32, Legal consultant, former managing partner) 

“At the time I just wanted it all to stop, I wanted to get off the non-stop 

merry-go-round of people always wanting something. I just wanted to be 

*left alone*” (participant emphasis) (P34, Boutique consultancy, former 

equity partner) 

The second point to consider is the capacity of elite participants to reframe their 

experiences once they have had time to reflect on them. The participants in this 

sample were skilled in terms of presenting multiple sides to a story, for example, 

depending upon whether they are defending or prosecuting. Further, these 

participants are also intellectually capable of and able to present their experiences 

positively if they were seeking new employment.  

 

When discussing with participants why they went back to work in the legal 

profession despite their negative experiences, some showed self-awareness of the 

apparent contradictions in their decision. For example, P18 referred to her feeling 

of still believing in the need for justice, particularly for those who could not afford it 

easily. She referred back to her early experiences of why she wanted to join the 

profession in the first instance. Others, such as P12, described how: 
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“After I’d had time away from the destructive atmosphere, I realised that I 

still loved law, just not what it had become for me in that environment. It’s 

what made me determined to do law differently when I set up on my own”. 

(P12, In-house counsel, former partner) 

P28 shared a similar experience, describing how: 

“The time away gave me headspace to think, to pause, and work out what I 

wanted to do … It helped me to work out what I want to do next and, more 

importantly, how not to get trapped in the same situation”. (P28, Legal 

consultant, former senior partner) 

Looking at the breakdown of where participants went to work when they had 

resettled into employment, twenty-four had become either self-employed or 

worked for a small legal firm. Three participants identified as having either retired 

or worked for the judiciary or the SRA, which left only eight participants who had 

actively chosen to work for another large firm. Of the eight who had chosen to work 

for a large firm, five were working as in-house counsel for insurance firms and 

accountancy firms. One participant had taken up a salaried partner post (as 

opposed to equity partnership) and only two participants had chosen to accept 

equity partner positions in sizeable firms.  

 

Of the participants who had established their own firm, all had deliberately chosen 

to keep their firm small, at least at the time of conducting the interview. This was 

something virtually all the participants actively commentated upon, and something 

that defies convention where success in any form of business is normally directly 

equated with growth. When expanding upon why they had actively chosen to keep 

their firm small, the participants noted that doing so allowed them to retain what 

they felt was a better ‘feel’ or ‘culture’. Participants only tended to specifically use 

the word ‘culture’ when it was something that had significantly contributed to their 

own decision to leave. Participants who had their own firms also noted that they 

felt more in control of their working environment, and that they were happier with 

this situation. The term ‘work-life balance’ emerged in twenty-one of the 

interviews, and participants noted that although they often worked fewer hours 

than they had prior to the critical incident, they felt far more productive. 
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Other explanations offered by participants as to their improved working 

circumstances included that they could “pick and choose my clients” (P16), although 

they did also note that it took several months or even years before they felt 

confident enough in their own business to reject work that they felt would be 

unsuitable. Most of those who were now self-employed felt that they were 

healthier in mind and body, but that it had also taken them weeks or months, and 

in some instances years, to reach this level of confidence and self-awareness. Over 

the longer term, there were no striking differences in personal confidence between 

those participants who had chosen to return to employment within an existing firm, 

and those participants who had set up on their own. Rather, there was a stronger 

sense in the narratives that, ultimately, participants felt that despite the “bumps in 

the road” (P22), they had made the right decision to step away. 

 

7.4 Long Term Reflections – What does ‘Success’ Mean in a Career in the Legal 

Sector 

Participants unanimously recognised that in the immediate term at least, their 

confidence had been damaged or impacted by their experiences of stepping away 

from established career trajectories. This was particularly notable as they reported 

having previously been confident in their roles, secure in the knowledge of their 

position, and generally happy with their lives in the early stages of their career. That 

this structure had been removed, albeit through their own actions and decisions, 

was disorientating for all the participants to a greater or lesser degree. After 

analysing the data from the narratives, it was found that some participants did 

recover or bounce back from the experience of stepping away more quickly than 

others. Evidence of this is deduced from the new routes of employment, and the 

speed at which this took place. This finding is also supported by observations from 

the participants themselves, such as: 

“Looking back over it, it was the right thing to do, but I probably didn’t go 

about it in the best way. I can only put that down to being so stressed out 
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about the situation at the time and how unhappy I was in hindsight”. (P25, 

Sole practitioner, former senior partner) 

“I honestly thought I’d enjoy the time off, but the novelty of it didn’t last. It’s 

not like being on holiday, it was more like a scary sabbatical”. (P27, Legal 

consultant, former senior partner) 

 

Personal re-adjustment by participants might be expected to be easier if they had 

already been loosely considering striking out in a new direction. In this case, the 

critical incident may have simply given these participants the impetus they needed 

to take that final step. However, participants who had been less aware of or willing 

to acknowledge the negative situation of the critical incident on the horizon might 

be expected to take longer to recover. Evidence for this interpretation is drawn 

from mapping the narratives of participants who took the longest time to settle into 

work back to the build-up of the critical incident. What might be anticipated as a 

mediating factor, such as the need to be employed or have income for obvious 

economic reasons, appeared to be less compelling in the narratives. More simply, 

participants were quick to recognise their fortunate position of being able to afford 

to be short-term unemployed by choice. 

 

The narratives appear to show that participants did seem to recover relatively 

quickly from the critical incidents in relation to finding new employment/income, 

and also, superficially at least, regaining their equilibrium. It was unclear whether 

the participants had more resilience in their respective circumstances because they 

had developed a more advanced self-awareness, or a better support network, or 

because they were more used to overcoming hurdles and challenges in order to 

succeed in a complex and challenging environment. It may also be the case that 

because women typically earn less than men, there was an economic imperative. 

Specifically, it could be said that the women felt more compelled to return to work 

because they had fewer savings or did not wish to become financially reliant on a 

spouse or partner. Twenty-two of the thirty participants also specifically articulated 

something to the effect of ‘they wanted to keep busy’, which again could be treated 
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as a reflection of their personality type as identified in the early stages of their 

career development.  

 

7.4.1 Definitions of Success?  

A consistent theme throughout all of the narratives was how difficult participants 

have found it to talk about what they perceived as a significant failure in their lives. 

The time-lag between the critical incident and the interview varied from anywhere 

between 6 months and nearly 3 years. Despite the time delay, all the participants 

could clearly articulate the raw emotion that they felt at the time they made the 

decision to step away. Approximately half of the participants (19 out of 30) clearly 

stated that had they been approached for an interview to talk about their feelings 

and perceptions any closer to the event, they would have declined. The depth of 

feeling still clearly present for participants emphasises how difficult the decisions 

were for them, how strongly they felt about their experiences, and also how much 

their sense of self was (and is) intertwined with their professional lives. This final 

section of data presentation sets out responses from reflective questions that the 

participants themselves posed during the course of the interviews. The reflections 

relate to how the legal sector and society more broadly defines career success, the 

extent to which individuals in this study feel that they align with this worldview, and 

whether or not concepts of success and happiness in a career context are static 

and/or linear notions. 

 

As repeatedly reiterated by the participants themselves, their lives were 

inextricably intertwined with their careers. Having had time to reflect, fourteen of 

the participants felt their definitions, interpretations or measures of success had 

changed over time, and especially so following the critical incident they 

experienced. The concept of linear and relatively steady career progression is 

deeply embedded in collective societal consciousness (Hall, 2002; Briscoe and Hall, 

2006; Stevens, 2017). By contrast, current literature and practitioner press 

recognises that a job for life is now an exception rather than the norm (Gubler et 
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al., 2014). The evidence from the dataset shows that participants actively chose to 

remain within the legal sector. This finding aligns with the suggestions of Clarke 

(2013) that the organisational career is not necessarily in terminal decline. Within 

professional services especially, career trajectories are closely mapped to 

qualifications and years of professional experience, which was explicitly articulated 

by 11 participants. Exerts from the interviews directly support this: 

“I’ve spent an awful lot of time thinking about this. About what ‘success’ 

really means. And I’ll be completely honest that I like having enough money 

to buy nice things … But it’s all too easy to get caught in the trap of thinking 

that money equals ‘success’ and that you can buy friends and family”. (P3, 

Boutique consultancy, former managing partner) 

“All through our lives we’re taught to strive for the next thing. The next exam 

result, the next step on the career ladder, the house, the new car… Ambition 

for wanting to do better isn’t inherently bad, but when I stopped and really 

thought about it, I found I could do without a lot of the shiny trappings of 

success”. (P26, Senior solicitor, small firm, former senior partner, large firm) 

“Success to me always used to mean money, status and recognition – I 

desperately wanted to make partner by 35. But once I got there it slowly 

dawned on me that the trappings of success come at too high an emotional 

cost, for me at least”. (P30, Former senior partner, large firm) 

Reflecting back on a decision to step away, participants also consistently noted a 

sense of relief at the lifting of intolerable pressures. Once they had removed 

themselves from a toxic organisational environment or, to cite Kostera (2008), a 

situation of ‘organisational miasma’, participants recognised that even though they 

may face temporary short-term uncertainty, they now felt as if they had the 

breathing space necessary to think clearly about what mattered most and that they 

had gained or regained some sense of control over their lives. The latter point was 

particularly resonant, as consistently throughout their careers participants had 

controlled their working environment as far as they were able to do so. Even when 

unplanned family events had occurred, participants had managed the situation as 

effectively as they could, for example, through very early returns to work after 

giving birth, or returning to work very promptly after the death of a spouse. 

Relinquishing control and stepping into the unknown was not something that any of 
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those participants welcomed or actively sought until they felt they had no other 

alternative. Having stepped into the void by stepping away, and then given time to 

reflect after the immediate shock, participants felt that they were far happier in 

their working environments. This in turn raises the speculative wider question of 

whether career success should or could be framed more flexibly. 

 

What cannot be known with any certainty given the time-lag between the critical 

incident and the interview, is how far participants have been able to reframe their 

experiences in order to make themselves ‘marketable’. The fact that only five went 

back into large-scale organisational employment and were often relatively quickly 

able to find work on the basis of extensive professional networks confirms that they 

were highly employable in any event. This also confirms the quality and calibre of 

the participants, and also their self-awareness of their need to work and their 

personal drive. Participants themselves noted that immediately after the critical 

incident they typically showed resilience and sought a means of earning income in 

their chosen profession. They had not fallen out of love with the profession itself, 

and they had not lost their sense of purpose, which again differs from the claims of 

kaleidoscope theory. Overall, there is relatively little evidence that participants 

actively disliked their linear career – an outcome consistent with the claims of 

Clarke (2013). Instead, the toxic culture, lack of support, and arguably unnecessarily 

pressurised working environment appear to have been key instrumental factors in 

the decision to step away.  

 

These findings lead to more nuanced considerations in relation to career theory and 

career experiences, such as the need to recognise that someone can enjoy their job 

but dislike their working environment. Theories such as affective commitment 

emphasise how some (junior) employees feel loyalty to their colleagues, but not 

necessarily their job (Mercurio, 2015), and that it is the social element that keeps 

them committed to their employer. In a variation of this line of argument, 

participants in this study were generally positive about their actual day-to-day work 
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and responsibilities and especially liked helping individual clients. There were no 

complaints about organisational structure, and no evidence suggesting that 

employees were concerned with limitations in the intellectual challenge of their 

work. The concerns as to authenticity were specifically related to workplace toxicity 

and culture, often following a leadership / ownership change. Unfortunately, in 

several instances, the toxicity spilled over into unwarranted workplace stress and 

excessively target-driven cultures, creating an untenable working environment and 

culminating in a critical incident. 

 

7.5 Summary 

This chapter has presented evidence and interpretation of the data provided during 

the interviews where participants describe what they chose to do after stepping 

away. It has also reviewed their reflections on how they felt after the decision to 

step away and how this influenced their subsequent career choices and decisions. 

The first section articulated how participants felt immediately after the decision to 

step away; the raw and highly emotionally charged nature of their decision, and the 

immediate impact and fallout, both personal and professional. Almost unanimously, 

participants described how the feelings of ‘rawness’ immediately after the decision 

to step away were wrought with emotion, using terms such as ‘crippling’ and 

‘paralysing’. During the interviews, most participants explained that they would not 

have felt able to discuss their decision to step away with anyone outside of their 

close social/family circle in the immediate aftermath. 

 The second section focused on the medium-term impact, and what happened to 

participants ‘after the dust had settled’, when time had passed and they were able 

to reflect and take stock. To a greater or lesser degree, participants were all 

reflexively aware of their own choices, and how this impacted upon their physical 

and emotional health and wellbeing. Finally, the discussion turned to the way in 

which participants recognised for themselves that the situation of stepping away is 

not straightforward in any event, in part, because for the participants their sense of 

self was so deeply embedded in their professional choices that not working was an 

anathema to them. Participants also recognised the practical need to work in order 
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to generate income, alongside the sense of wellbeing associated with being in 

gainful employment. 

 

The overarching conclusion drawn from these findings is that participants have 

chosen, actively although not easily, to rebalance the scales in terms of their 

working environment to regain a sense of control over their professional and 

personal lives. Experiencing one or more critical incidents caused participants to re-

assess what they valued. It is too strong to suggest that this is a moment of 

epiphany, as participants remained in the legal sector or continued using their legal 

skills, and predominately remained in high-paid gainful employment. However, 

participants also expressed the view that whilst they were perfectly able to cope 

with pressure, again evidenced by the rapid return to employment post critical 

incident, the general apparent unwillingness of organisations to support their 

employees lays bare the myth of employees being considered valuable assets for an 

organisation. The implications of these findings in relation to the current state of 

literature are discussed in Chapter 8. 
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CHAPTER 8 

8. CRITICAL DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS 

8.1 Introduction  

8.1.1 What is this thesis trying to achieve? 

This research has sought to explore the question of why so few women working in 

the legal sector in the UK reach and remain at the summit of the presumed linear 

career trajectory. The core research question of this thesis has been “why do 

women in senior positions choose to step away from established careers in the 

legal sector?” This question has been supported by the following sub-questions, 

which are represented as follows for ease of reference: 

Box 8.1: Representation of Research Questions 

 

RQ1 How did these women who reached senior positions before stepping 

away develop their careers from the start of entering the legal profession?  

a. What were the challenges they faced and what were their 

experiences? 

RQ2 Do professional circumstances cause women to change their career 

trajectories? 

a. Have these women experienced either toxic leadership or benign 

neglect from management? And are there indications that this may 

apply more to female than male senior staff?  

b. What role does organisational culture play in women’s career 

experiences and their decisions to step away? 

RQ3 What role did personal and family life play in women’s decisions to 

step away?  

a. Where important, were these issues related to expected gender 

roles and norms?  

b. How does the interplay of personal and professional critical life 

events/incidents impact on women’s careers? 

RQ4 How were women’s decisions to step away related to wider 

dissatisfaction with organisational careers or to more specific problems 

experienced in the current structuring and expectations within those 

careers? 

a. How were women’s decisions to step away shaped by the availability 

of opportunities to use their experiences and social capital in 

alternative careers? 
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These questions were developed through a review of previous research drawing on 

literature relating to women’s career experiences (Chapter 2, section 2.2), and by 

focusing on three theories that may explain career management (Chapter 3, section 

3.2), specifically, organisational, protean, boundaryless and kaleidoscope career 

theories. The novel contribution of this thesis is achieved through reframing the 

question of female career progression. Rather than assuming that there are 

inherent barriers to career progression that women cannot overcome, this research 

begins with the proposition that women capable of undertaking senior executive 

roles are also capable of navigating any (or at least most) career barriers they may 

encounter. The question therefore becomes why they would choose not to apply 

their experience, talent, intellect, and social capital to do so when the opportunity 

is available. By seeking to understand why these women have actively chosen to 

step away from established professional and organisational careers, this thesis 

makes a novel contribution to the current state of understanding in relation to 

executive career development for women in professional occupations. 

 

To address these questions, data was gathered through qualitative interviews with 

30 individuals in the legal sector, all of whom had taken a proactive but reluctant 

decision to step away from an established career trajectory. These participants 

were purposefully selected because they had all reached senior positions in the 

legal sector and had actively chosen to step away. The narratives of the participants 

were analysed thematically, and presented in chapters 5, 6, and 7 as a broadly 

chronological career progression. Chapter 5 covered the early years of career 

development, chapter 6 focussed on the events leading to a decision to step away, 

and chapter 7 concentrated on the career experiences of participants after leaving 

their employer. The key findings from this thematic analysis are drawn together and 

summarised in this chapter. 
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8.2 RQ 1: Early Career Development 

RQ1 How did these women who reached senior positions before stepping away 

develop their careers from the start of entering the legal profession?  

Early career development for legal professionals in England and Wales follows a 

structured framework (Appendix A). This means that, at face value, trainees and 

junior professionals have similar early career experiences, irrespective of gender or 

other demographic characteristics, such as educational background. The legal 

education system in England and Wales produces more law graduates than there 

are legal roles (Webley, 2014), which gives rise to fierce competition for entry-level 

jobs for newly qualified law graduates. Participants vividly described the high level 

of effort required to secure a training contract. However, in relation to the early 

years of their careers, the women in this sample who had successfully progressed 

into senior positions made no explicit assessment to having faced, or perceived to 

face, additional challenges in developing their careers as compared to men. 

However, they did describe their concerns with establishing themselves in their 

roles and securing a training contract. They also described navigating a wider range 

of considerations, such as already beginning to make literal calculations about 

when they could afford to have a family. The female participants also tended to 

focus on how grateful they were to have succeeded in securing a training contract 

in a fiercely competitive market, hinting at a lower level of outwardly projected 

confidence as compared to their male counterparts. 

 

RQ1a What were the challenges they faced and what were their experiences? 

Although extant literature suggests that the early career experiences in the legal 

sector are gender neutral because of the highly structured early career framework, 

the evidence from this research points a different conclusion. Whilst Judge et al. 

(1999), Stumpf (2014), and Reynolds et al. (2018) have all argued that the career 

trajectories of men and women in professional services are relatively similar from 

the outset, it is suggested that for many women their experiences of how they 

reach the same career outcomes as men is different. The reason for these 
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differences is that women’s career trajectories are framed by much wider 

considerations and challenges, making them appear superficially linear as 

compared to their male colleagues. Even at the outset of their careers women are 

already beginning to calculate, quite literally, whether they can afford to have 

children and were considering how to navigate the twin pressures of work demands 

and family expectations. The participants’ accounts indicated that they were faced 

with a need to produce exceptional quality work to ensure they would succeed in 

their career ambitions while already bearing more than 50% of the domestic load 

and being required by professional norms or codes to take specific care with their 

appearance, (see Chapter 3, section 3.4.4). Moreover, direct evidence from the 

accounts of participants describes how once they were established as qualified 

solicitors, women were very literally timing pregnancies around earnings capability 

and, in some instances, returning to work after an incredibly short time of 

maternity leave.  

 

The evidence also shows that women in the population of this study were acutely 

aware of the likely adverse impact of being unnecessarily absent from the high-

pressure workplaces for fear of being overlooked in the next stage of their career 

trajectory. This consideration was never mentioned in the career calculations of the 

male interviewees. These women did not lack ambition to succeed, and their 

achievements suggest that they displayed just as much ambition as, and perhaps 

even more than, their male counterparts, a finding consistent with Stumpf (2014). 

The key difference lies in the fact that the women had additional aspects to factor 

into the balance; namely that if they wished to have a family, they would have to 

work even harder than men in the first part of their careers to reach a point of 

career stability at which they could afford to have children. This was both literally in 

terms of affording children and figuratively in terms of ensuring that they 

minimised absences from the workplace to maintain social capital and a career 

foothold. It is therefore suggested that this aspect of affording time for children is 

missing from Stumpf’s (2014) interpretation. 
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It is posited that it is unlikely that men in the legal profession are making the same 

calculations as women as to whether or not they can have families based on their 

potential loss of lifetime career earnings. Similarly, it is less likely that men would 

reflect on such issues as the intangible costs of the loss of social capital whilst they 

are absent from the workplace on maternity leave or raising children. It is unclear 

whether most men are aware of, or even concerned by, the unavoidable issue of 

biology that their female colleagues may be factoring into their career choices. A 

single study by Craig (2006) conducted in Australia found some evidence of women 

making literal calculations with regard to the uneven distribution of time they spent 

on childcare as compared to the fathers of their children, but these women were 

not in high-tempo careers. In a closer parallel example of research on female 

academics, Mason and Goulden (2002, p.21) state that “for women academics, 

deciding to have a baby is a career decision”, before going on to illustrate that the 

same concerns and considerations are not addressed by men in academia.   

 

In sum, the key finding for this research question is that within the legal sector, 

women’s career trajectories appear to be framed by much wider considerations in 

comparison to that of their male counterparts and require greater relative effort on 

the part of women to achieve the same trajectory as men. The wider considerations 

include literal calculations by women about their career in relation to future 

potential family life at a very early stage once they enter professional work. In 

addition, women expend greater effort in relation to personal sacrifice to balance 

family and work to achieve the same career outcomes. None of the women 

articulated that they sought special treatment to take account of the wider issues 

they faced, having been prepared to work harder simply to be treated as equal to 

their male colleagues. However, it may be that this perpetual undercurrent of 

perceived additional work stored up resentments that ultimately manifested at a 

later stage. 
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8.3 RQ 2: The Inter-relationship of Professional Circumstances and Career 

Trajectories 

RQ2: Benign Neglect: Naivety as to the Lived Experiences of Women 

In light of the findings about the gendered considerations that framed women’s 

early career development summarised above (section 8.2), it is likely that many of 

their male colleagues had remained benignly unaware of the challenges that 

women have to take into consideration with regards to their career development. 

Evidence in support of this statement is provided by eight participants that the lack 

of professional support appeared to them to be benign neglect (Chapter 6, section 

6.4.1). The majority of organisations are still led by men, whose gendered lived 

experiences means they are less likely to have had to make calculations about 

combining family and related care responsibilities with career decisions and 

professional advancement. In consequence, these considerations are seldom 

factored into organisational practices or policies in ways that might help women. As 

Fricker (2006) argues, this neglect is not necessarily or even usually wilful, but may 

stem from a lacuna of experience in as far as if someone has never experienced a 

situation, they can find it very hard to believe that a situation is actually real. The 

criticisms of the existence of unconscious bias occurring illustrates the point. 

However, there are some scholars (e.g., Quillian, 2008; Gawronski, 2019) who claim 

that unconscious bias towards minority groups is grossly overstated and cannot be 

as serious as it is portrayed. 

 

The findings of this thesis suggest that the issue of benign neglect due to a lack of 

lived experience is insufficiently accommodated in career theory. Senior leaders 

responsible for setting policies in organisations to support career development are 

grounding their assumptions in the notion of equity framed by mapped career 

trajectories. There is a presumption that in the early years of career development 

the existence of a well mapped career development path automatically creates 

equality of outcomes, and it is simply a matter of any young lawyer – irrespective of 

gender – having to work hard in order to succeed. This presumption of equity 

through career framing does not take account of the additional pressures that 
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women face, particularly in their childbearing years, at precisely the same time that 

they are trying to forge a long-term career path. Coupled with the additional tacit 

pressures that women face as discussed in detail under RQ1 above (section 8.2), the 

unawareness of these tacit pressures may lead senior leaders to presume that all is 

well, when in fact, this may be far from the case. 

 

RQ2a: Organisational Miasma: Toxic Leadership Is Not Gendered 

One unanticipated finding of this thesis was the extent to which the women 

participants experienced toxic leadership behaviours from other women in senior 

leadership positions, that is, bullying by women towards other women. One of the 

questions posed in this thesis is whether women suffer more bullying than their 

male colleagues. The findings suggest that women may not experience more 

bullying, rather they experience a different form of bullying, particularly when it 

comes from another woman. When women bully one another in a professional 

capacity, such bullying appears to be of an insidious nature. Evidence from the 

participants suggested that it may involve subtle digs at the appearance of 

colleagues, something that typically women only do to other women (Dellasega, 

2005; Mavin, 2006a; 2006b; 2008). Practices such as intense levels of 

micromanagement, e.g., being blind copied in every single email communication, 

and other unpleasant practices such as making a written instruction but then 

verbally challenging this in front of other people are, according to McKinnon et al. 

(2017), intended to gaslight an individual into doubting their own recollection, and 

undermine their self-confidence.  

 

Bullying in the workplace is recognised in literature (section 2.3.2.1), but the 

specific issue of workplace bullying by women on women has received little 

attention until recently. The findings in this thesis strongly support those of 

Dellasega (2005) and also Mavin (2006a; 2006b; 2008), both of whom present 

evidence of women bullying other women whom they perceived as weaker or a 

potential threat to their ‘Queen Bee’ status. In this study, there was frequent 
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evidence showing female colleagues ‘pulling up the ladder’ rather than helping 

other women succeed in their careers. Twenty-seven participants (25 women and 

two men) commented that they had witnessed or experienced bullying and 

microaggressions (Chapter 6, section 6.3.1). These findings lead to the 

interpretation that bullying is widespread in the legal sector and that, 

unanticipatedly, it is perpetrated by women as well as men. Paradoxically, 

successful women, as measured against quantitative metrics, i.e., high scale fee-

earners, may be both complicit in, and also victims of, the bullying culture of the 

sector. To be perceived as succeeding, women may attempt to manage like a man, 

superficially consistent with the work of Wajcman (1998; 2013) but in a negative 

way. The problem this creates is a sense of cognitive dissonance, as women 

attempt to mimic the expectations of hyper-masculinity associated with the legal 

sector, but correspondingly maintain specific aspects of stereotypical femininity, 

such as in their appearance, to meet societal expectations.  

 

The evidence in this thesis also demonstrates that there is a level of organisational 

toxicity or miasma in the legal sector. This finding is consistent with existing 

literature suggesting that poor organisational culture seems to be embedded 

(Susskind, 2013; Reed and Bornstein, 2013). Furthermore, women may, deliberately 

or unconsciously, be contributing to this state of cultural norms to get ahead under 

the status quo and readily obtain the primary status of career success in the legal 

sector – a senior position in a successful law firm. This does not mean that all 

women are bullies, but a relatively high number of participants recounted direct 

experience of bullying by other women in the sector (eight reported bullying, 

nineteen reported microaggressions). This finding may of course be due to the fact 

that the participants were selected on the basis of having stepped away and may, 

therefore, be expected to be more likely to have been bullied than those who 

stayed. However, as such bullying was not attributed to a single problematical 

colleague or manager, the inference can be made that bullying was widespread, 

particularly as these women do not fit the typical profile of lower-level 

subordinates or unsuccessful lawyers who may be expected to be more vulnerable 
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to bullying (e.g., Litwin, 2011; Hurst et al., 2016, Chapter 2, section 2.3.2.1). Most 

significantly, few of the participants mentioned that they had been bullied by men, 

and if they had been bullied, they were at pains to explain that it was by women. 

Interpretation of this evidence suggests that toxic leadership, where it exists, is not 

only or mainly the preserve of men. However, it may emerge out of the pressures 

on women in leadership positions to ‘manage like a man’ (Ryan et al., 2011; 

Heilman, 2012) and women-on-women bullying may take a specific form. The 

difficulties these women may face in developing a stereotypical ‘macho’ style of 

management could generate functionally equivalent behaviours, such as more 

subtle forms of control through this type of bullying. More research is needed to 

identify whether women also use similar methods to ‘bully’ men or if there are 

distinct gendered control strategies – gendered by leaders and by recipients.  

 

RQ2b: Organisational and Industry Cultural Norms 

The evidence from the narratives determined that sector and organisational norms 

operate symbiotically, mutually reinforcing one another and creating a cumulative 

effect of pressure that can become intolerable. As evidenced in the interviews, 

participants knew before entering the profession that the legal sector is a high 

tempo and characteristically ‘aggressive’ industry sector framed by quantitative 

performance measures, and literal and metaphorical verbal ‘combat’ (Chapter 3, 

section 3.4). In part, this was why the majority of the female participants were 

simply grateful to have secured a training contract in the first instance, as they 

knew the competition was high (Chapter 5, section 5.2.1). Discussions in the 

literature review (Chapter 3, section 3.4, and section 3.4.3.1) also highlight issues 

pertaining to the extremely pressurised nature of the sector (Reed and Bornstein, 

2013), the strong reliance on quantitative performance metrics (Sheldon and 

Krieger, 2014) and the tacit norms equating appearance and professionalism 

(Vough et al., 2013). The findings in this study provide either direct or implicit 

support for all these perspectives.  
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Those participants who either directly discussed or alluded to the culture of the 

profession acknowledged that the perception of aggression pervades (Chapter 6, 

section 6.2.4). Even if participants in this study entered the legal sector in the belief 

that they would not be affected or tainted by these norms, in order to fit within 

organisational expectations, individuals often found themselves subsumed by the 

industry’s cultural norms and conforming to this mode of behaviour or practice 

(e.g., dress code, Vough et al., 2013). It becomes a balancing act between the need 

to conform to organisational norms and culture in order to fit in and therefore 

succeed, while also being innovative in order to remain valuable to your 

organisation. As discussed by Kornberger et al. (2010) and later McLoughlin (2016) 

(Chapter 3, section 3.4.4.1), for various reasons, women have to display both 

feminine and masculine traits to succeed in the law, and this is a balancing act that 

may be hard to sustain.  

 

Extant research literature extensively documents and evidences the 

interrelationship of senior leadership style and organisational culture (Trice and 

Beyer, 1991; Bryman, 1999; Krapfl and Kruja, 2015), and the findings of this 

research concur with this interpretation. This is arguably a crystallisation of the 

effect of individuals either adapting to suit organisational norms in order to retain 

their position, or being recruited for fit, and thus already in this mould. The 

problem arising from this situation of perpetuity of organisational fit (Doldor et al., 

2016, section 2.3.1) is that it creates a stereotypical image of what leaders in the 

sector look like and how they should or do behave. In this context there is the 

danger that even when organisations in the sector believe that they are looking to 

the future and incorporating policies that would support women on a proactive 

basis, this may either only be lip-service or only address the problems superficially. 

Evidence from this research suggests that despite some formal policies, the 

organisations in which these participants worked remained largely naive to the 

lived experiences of women.  
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The response to this research question is that women in the sector have differing 

career experiences as compared to their male counterparts, largely framed by 

benign neglect by predominately male senior organisational members. However, it 

must be noted that as the population sample was comprised of relatively successful 

women, caution must be advocated in wider generalisations, as less obviously 

successful women (as measured by career norms) may have experienced something 

worse than benign neglect. The perpetuation of male leadership reinforces 

organisational and industry norms and a status quo that does not recognise or 

accommodate gender differences. A lack of similar lived experience by men in 

senior positions means that they are surprised by women leaving and seemingly 

unaware of undercurrents such as bullying behaviour by women towards one 

another. It can thus be suggested that professional circumstances have a significant 

role to play in the decision of women to step away from established careers. 

 

 

8.4 RQ 3: The Role of Personal and Family Life in the Decision to Step Away 

RQ3: Societal and Familial Expectations 

Societal and familial expectations were closely intertwined for the women in this 

cohort, setting up the potential for significant tension between personal and 

professional lives. Participants reported that they were either overtly assumed to 

take responsibility for domestic management or found themselves ‘picking up the 

slack’ with other family members seemingly not willing to step in to assist 

(unspecified as to whether this was wilfully or through unawareness). Examples 

included approximately 36% of participants (eleven individuals from the sample) 

reporting that it had been assumed or presumed, either by family members and/or 

social care authorities, that they would be able to simply drop their work in order to 

care for elderly relatives. Six participants gave explicit examples of the strong 

societal resistance they experienced when they made clear that they had no 

intention of leaving their work to adopt a full-time caregiving role. Each of these 

women also noted that they were the first to be asked to take on caregiving 
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responsibilities as opposed to their husbands or male partners who were, in the 

majority of these situations, the actual direct relation. The point to be made is not 

that participants necessarily minded certain aspects of the caregiving role, but it 

was the presumption that their careers were secondary to caregiving-on-demand 

that created a strong sense of negative pressure. 

 

In the literature, Hodges and Park (2013) conclude that men in senior positions in 

the workplace have a significant advantage with regards to societal and familial 

expectations. It is perfectly acceptable for men to outsource domestic 

responsibilities, either by paying for assistance, or by having a wife manage their 

household for them (Sayer, 2005; Stephenson, cited in Evetts, 2014, Chapter 2, 

section 2.3.1). According to Hodges and Park (2013, p.193), women “respond to this 

conflict by shifting back and forth between activation of whichever identity is 

relevant in a given situational context in a way that men do not.” As noted by 

Garcia-Alonso et al. (2019), men are not typically expected to bear the mental 

domestic load. Moreover, only four of the thirty women in this cohort had personal 

assistants in the workplace. Writing for Business Insider, the lawyer Chris Morgan 

(2019, p.1) makes the observation that “I hired a wife and my career took off”, and 

whilst her description is somewhat tongue-in-cheek, her meaning was quite clear; 

with someone to take care of the day-to-day drudgery of domestic management, it 

is possible to achieve much greater things in one’s career when your full attention 

and energies can be directed towards pursuing an upward linear career trajectory. 

 

RQ3a: Gender Roles and Norms 

The gendered societal expectation for women to have secondary (i.e., lesser) 

earnings capacity in a household was evidenced in another aspect. Frequently, the 

causes of marital or personal partnership discord would transpire to be in relation 

to discussions over earnings capacity and domestic management responsibility. 

Women in this study consistently reported discrepancies in expectations over 

behaviour, such as being expected to be personally responsible for household 
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cleaning, yet also being judged for employing cleaners or other forms of domestic 

assistance. Further, participants reported strong social judgement from family 

members for outsourcing domestic labour, which they felt negatively impacted 

them when these same women were aware that they needed their full 

concentration to focus on their work. The judgement felt by women in the sample 

contrasts with literature suggesting that it is socially acceptable for high-earning 

couples to outsource domestic labour (e.g., Chapter 2, section 2.4.1; Evetts, 2014; 

Duxbury and Dole, 2017; Riley, 2018). Interpreting this finding against the 

observations in the literature review in relation to critical incidents and the life 

course approach (Chapter 2, section 2.4.4; Super, 1980; Gallos, 1989; Savikas, 1997; 

Woodd, 2013; Morgan, 2019), it is suggested that women continue to feel intense 

social pressure to conform to expectations of gender roles and norms, which 

creates the potential for unrealistic and unsustainable expectations being 

internalised as a self-norm.  

 

RQ3b: Interplay of Personal and Professional Critical Life Events/Incidents 

A common strand in the narratives of participants was that of very high 

expectations of professional and personal standards being internalised as a self-

norm. All thirty participants mentioned having periods in their lives where they 

were “balancing” or “juggling” a range of competing expectations for their time, 

knowledge or attention contingent upon whether the pressure was professional, 

societal, familial, or personal in nature, or a combination of the above. This cohort 

of women managed high-paid, high-tempo careers alongside enhanced family 

pressures, often with the expectation of simultaneously caring for their own 

children as well as elderly relatives and being expected to conform to societal 

norms of appearance alongside managing the ego and expectations of their 

partners. Eight of the participants reported that their higher earnings had triggered 

arguments in their household and resentment displayed by their lower-earning 

husband/male partners, explicitly stating that they believed gender difference in 

earnings confounded societal expectations of female behavioural norms.  
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Consistent with the literature (Chapter 2, section 2.3.1 and Chapter 2, section 

2.4.1), the experiences of the women in this sample reflect the work of Park et al. 

(2008, p.1156), who argues that “gender affects judgments of who performs 

childcare related tasks” in equal-earning couple relationships. For women in the 

sample of this thesis, problems stem from the practical impossibility of being fully 

focused on a demanding professional career and on personal domestic 

responsibilities. After years of social conditioning to believe that it is possible to 

‘have it all’ (Carter and Silva, 2011), these women internalise as an unrealistic self-

norm a vision of perfection in professional, personal, societal and familial domains. 

Until they decided to step away, these women managed to maintain high standards 

of achievement in almost all areas of their lives but, ultimately, at personal cost. 

Divorce and separation rates were high among participants (Appendix G), as was 

stress induced ill-health (Appendix I). Ultimately, the accumulation of incremental 

negative pressures is revealed in the evidence leading to the ultimate critical 

incident, causing the final yet seemingly spontaneous decision to step away. 

The response to this research question is that women feel under considerable 

pressure from the expectations associated with traditional gender roles and norms 

that create conflict between personal and professional experiences. Layers of 

societal expectation relating to conflicting priorities (focusing on career and family) 

leave women in a position of essentially fulfilling at least two full-time jobs, one 

paid and one unpaid. It is socially acceptable for men to outsource the domestic 

aspects of their lives, but less so for women, despite some change being reported in 

this area more recently (e.g., Duxbury and Dole, 2017), and the mounting pressure 

lays the foundations of the decision to step away. 

 

8.5 RQ 4: The Role of Career Expectations and Dissatisfaction with Current 

Structures 

RQ4: Dissatisfaction with Organisational Career Structures Generally 
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The fourth main question posed in this thesis centred on the extent to which 

women in senior positions in the legal sector stepped away because they 

experienced dissatisfaction either with organisational careers in general, or because 

of issues specific to their particular organisations. This can in part be resolved by 

the frequency of these problems – if many women experience these problems, it is 

no longer appropriate to regard them as individualised or isolated experiences or 

challenges, even if the individual may consider them to be specific rather than 

general problems.  

 

As discussed extensively in Chapter 3, section 3.2, the body of literature on career 

theory offers several possible explanations for the way in which individuals with 

valued or sellable skills, competencies and professional training might self-direct 

their career structures. The data captured and evaluated in this thesis found some 

evidence in support of aspects of each of these theories (protean, boundaryless and 

kaleidoscope), but none fit in their entirety. As the data presented in Chapter 7 

shows, thirty-four of the thirty-five participants remained in the legal sector in 

some role or another, and the one that exited altogether took early retirement. 

Interpretation of the narratives suggests a lack of support for protean career 

theory. The main difference between the narratives collected in this thesis and the 

protean framework is the involuntary movement of participants out of established 

career structures. Participants were, in the main, happy with their career sector 

choice, having become an established professional in the legal sector. Their 

reluctant decision to step away from an established career leads to the 

interpretation that their exit was involuntary.  

 

Likewise, with the boundaryless approach, those who stepped away were not 

actively looking to challenge career boundaries but found themselves doing so as a 

post-facto consequence. The participants in this study had self-awareness in their 

pursuit of ongoing career and personal development, evidenced by their 

progression up the traditional career ladder. The movement of their career was 
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predominantly vertical and not horizontal or lateral until they found themselves 

unwillingly forced to step away. Sullivan and Mainiero (2008, p.36) comment that 

“several reviews have noted that traditional career development models that serve 

as the foundation for many HRD practices were developed based on the study of 

men, and the premise that men focused on upward movement within one or two 

companies over their life spans”. Even career theories such as protean and 

boundaryless still implicitly support the interpretation of continual linear upward 

career development, and neither seem to adequately account for the fact that 

women have to factor more dimensions into their career decisions than men.  

 

Furthermore, as Sullivan and Mainiero (2005) correctly note, many Human 

Resources Management/Development (HRM/HRD) processes are designed to 

support and reinforce this linear career trajectory, encouraging individual 

employees to complete appropriate training, learning or development that will 

facilitate the next step on the typically linear career ladder. What seems to be 

lacking in the literature is an acknowledgement of, or challenge to, the fact that 

ideal career trajectories are still built around a traditional gendered belief in steady 

linear career progression, taking very limited account of the realities and 

complexities of balancing work and family life from a woman’s perspective. The 

notion that all employees are all continually striving upwards in their careers all of 

the time is therefore unrealistic in practice.  

 

Kaleidoscope theory perhaps comes closest to accepting that there are times in the 

lives of most people when they would rather, or perhaps need, to focus more of 

their attention on their personal lives than their jobs because circumstances 

demand it, e.g., childcare, eldercare or personal health issues. A criticism of 

kaleidoscope theory proposed in this thesis is that it is still implicitly based on a 

stereotypical gender norm of women stepping off the career ladder at a relatively 

early or mid-level stage, broadly associated with a likely period of childcare. The 

novel contribution of this thesis is that it presents evidence of women stepping 
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away from senior roles at a senior level, having already navigated childcare. Senior 

level jobs typically demand long hours and total commitment (e.g., Susskind and 

Susskind, 2015; Chapter 3, section 3.4), and any perceived diminution in 

commitment to organisational expectations is treated as a sign of unsuitability for 

the role. Career theory neglects discussion of the possible need to pause in one’s 

career at a senior level, either by ‘treading water’ whilst attention is temporarily 

directed elsewhere, or even backpedalling without career stigma because a serious 

life event has perhaps caused someone to reassess their life priorities in the 

immediate term. In light of the fact that realistically some people may now have 

around 50 years of paid employment because of rising retirement ages, a failure to 

consider the need to pause career development at a more senior point seems a 

somewhat significant gap in understanding. 

 

Although Mainiero and Gibson (2018) argue that there has been some moderate 

erosion in the steadfast belief of linear career trajectories and/or progression, 

empirical evidence still confirms that societally there is an ongoing expectation of 

broadly linear career trajectories (August, 2011). Whilst these might not necessarily 

be smooth development paths, there is an expectation that people will continue to 

rise up organisational hierarchies, earning more and perhaps acquiring more 

prestigious job titles along the way. This being said, Kirk (2016) evidences that there 

is increasing prevalence of individuals actively changing careers in later life, 

consistent with the notion of boundaryless careers. However, it would be 

counterargued against Kirk’s claims that active career change out of an industry 

sector altogether is still rare for individuals in the legal sector, even though 

individuals in this sector have a set of resources that enable them to facilitate the 

proactive management of this change. In other words, even though they could 

change careers because they have transferable skills and the capacity to learn, they 

choose not to.   
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In respect of evidence in support of the kaleidoscope model in this study, Mainiero 

and Sullivan (2005, p.111) state that “like a kaleidoscope that produces changing 

patterns when the tube is rotated and its glass chips fall into new arrangements, 

women shift the pattern of their careers by rotating different aspects of their lives 

to arrange roles and relationships in new ways”. Cabrera (2007, p.221) strongly 

advocates for the notion of relationism – that a woman making choices about her 

career actively takes into account the impact of her career choices on others 

around her, who include but are not necessarily limited to, spouse or partner, 

children, parents and other relatives. Kaleidoscope theory implies, but does not 

explicitly state, that a woman puts others before herself in terms of her career 

choices, certainly markedly more so than men appear to do. The inference is that 

women will be more likely to subjugate their career desires and expectations for 

the greater good, as they perceive it, at a specific point in time relative to current 

circumstances.  

Although the findings of this thesis argue for a distinct difference or variation from 

the kaleidoscope model, there is support for the interpretation proffered by 

Sullivan and Mainiero (2008, p.38) that ““family” be more broadly defined as a non-

work and relational issues … Outside of … What has typically been defined as family 

(e.g., husband, children, parents, siblings) but also encompass a woman’s own 

physical and psychological well-being”. One of the root causes of critical incidents 

revealed in this thesis is that it is the accumulation of these often nonwork and 

relational issues that women bear the greater burden of as compared to their male 

colleagues. Consistent with the recommendations of Elley-Brown et al. (2018), it is 

argued that organisations would be well advised to consider how they frame the 

notion of careers, taking into account the different societal expectations placed on 

women as they strive to manage their career needs and wants, as well as meet the 

expectations of family and, to a lesser extent society, with regards to domestic 

management and caregiving. 

 

RQ4a: Dissatisfaction with Career Structuring and Expectations 
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The individuals in this study did not appear to be dissatisfied with their careers. 

Instead, they were dissatisfied with the organisational environment in which they 

found themselves. Most, (twenty-seven out of thirty) found that their working 

situation had changed due to circumstances beyond their control. Examples 

included changes in organisational leadership, interventions from acquisition or 

venture capital firms, or severe disagreements with a professional peer in their 

organisational environment. It is this aspect, or critical incident, which triggered the 

women’s decision to step away, as the ‘least worst’ choice. As such, they were not 

proactively stepping out to take their careers in a new direction, as protean, 

boundaryless and kaleidoscope theory would suggest. Instead, more closely aligned 

with the findings of Elley-Brown et al. (2018), these women were using their social 

capital and resources to extricate themselves from a work situation that they found 

intolerable.   

The women who stepped away from their established careers were not asking 

themselves “is this it?” (Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008, p.40) in terms of career 

development, but instead ‘must I tolerate this?’  Hence, they were making a choice 

to actively step away from what they perceived as an intolerable work situation. 

What distinguishes the women in this study from some other occupational groups 

is that they have the necessary skill, resources and experience to step away, with, in 

the end, minimal adverse effect on their long-term professional career 

development. This is in contrast to the interpretations of kaleidoscope theory, 

which suggests that women redirect their careers in light of holding in equilibrium 

three competing aspects of challenge, authenticity and balance. It is argued that 

this finding represents a novel contribution to understanding why women who 

appear to be in a good place professionally in a senior career position seemingly 

proactively choose to step away, often to the surprise of those around them. Whilst 

there are many and multiple career pathways, the women in this thesis sample 

were deliberately chosen to correspond as closely as possible to the ‘ideal’ linear 

upward career trajectory, classically associated with men.  That is, until the women 

in question stepped away.  The prevalence of women stepping away can also be 
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orientated with the concept of the leaky talent pipeline which is shown in this 

thesis to be present even at the highest rungs of the career ladder.  

Arguably, there are some elements of kaleidoscope theory that are relevant to the 

way in which women respond to mapping the balance of their ‘relatedness’ or 

interconnectivity with the interface of their personal and professional lives. 

Consistent with works such as Cabrera (2007) and Sullivan and Mainiero (2008), 

women in this study placed greater personal emphasis on, and had a greater 

recognition of, the interconnectivity of their personal and professional lives – 

something that men do not necessarily appear to do, or at least not to the same 

extent. Support for the interpretation of the experiences of women is found in 

literature, such as Morgan (2019), commenting on the way that women thrive in 

their careers when they have the same level of domestic support that men have, 

either because their wife supports them, or because they pay for or outsource 

domestic labour. 

In response to the question of career and organisational structures, the evidence in 

this thesis leads to the conclusion that it is ultimately the application of a rigidly 

linear structure of careers that is problematic and causes a career exit for women. 

The combination of changing organisational and personal circumstances prompts 

women to question whether they feel they can remain. As such, consistent with 

some of the suggestions of Clarke (2013), it is not the organisational career that is 

disliked, so much as a failure by organisations to recognise the full extent of the 

adverse impact of a toxic working environment. Unlike some other population 

cohorts, the women studied in this research have a suite of valuable transferable 

skills and the social and resource capital to manage their career exit(s) if they so 

wish. They do not necessarily want to leave their employment, but they are aware 

of their worth should they seek new employment, and they have the confidence to 

manage the nature of their exit. Interpretation of the narratives further suggests 

that the women in this sample perceive that male colleagues are often surprised by 

the exit of senior female colleagues. It is posited that one explanation for this is 

because they do not experience a need to frame or balance their careers in the 

same way as women, or manage such a wide range of tacit issues. 
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8.6 Availability of Opportunities Because of Resources and Social Capital 

Another key difference associated with characteristics of the women in this 

population sample is that they have resources and social capital which greatly 

enhance the opportunities available to them, including quitting a workplace they 

can no longer tolerate, compared to other workers with fewer options. That all of 

the participants within the sample were able to find new employment 

opportunities supports this interpretation. These findings point to a novel 

interpretation; because these women had particular resources relating to their 

proven professional capability and financial resources because of their above-

average earning capacity, they had the opportunity to proactively manage their 

career exit in a more measured and controlled way. Furthermore, these women 

had a store of social capital derived from their career history that gave them a 

strong social network. This meant that whilst they might not be able, or indeed 

want, to move outside of the legal sector entirely, they had a much greater latitude 

in terms of the opportunities available to them, hence the interpretation of an 

involuntary protean career. Qualifications in the legal sector give considerable 

scope for future potential career opportunities, much like accountancy and 

insurance, as legal resources are in demand across a wide range of other industry 

sectors (Curnow, 2015). This fact cannot be excluded from the interpretation of the 

career opportunities taken by these women after they exited from their established 

and seemingly stable career choices. 

The vast majority of participants in this study moved into positions that were in the 

legal sector. Approximately half, sixteen (53%), ultimately established their own 

small firm in the legal sector, six (20%) went to work for a small legal firm in some 

capacity but on a flexible basis, e.g., as a locum or a consultant (i.e., self-employed), 

five (16%) went to work as an in-house lawyer in a large, non-law firm, two (6%) 

went to work for either the judiciary or the Solicitors’ Regulation Authority (SRA), 

and one (3%) took early retirement. This means that less than a quarter of the 

sample went back into a structured career environment. It could also be 

interpreted that as the sole lawyer in a non-law environment they would not be 
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under pressure to fee-earn against financial targets. Likewise, in the judiciary or the 

SRA, there is greater scope for a far more flexible working day. Contrasting the 

skills, resources and opportunities available to this group of women put them at a 

distinct career advantage when they found themselves in undesirable 

organisational circumstances, compared to others with fewer visible transferable 

skills. What distinguishes the women here and, it is argued, makes a contribution to 

knowledge with regards to understanding the career trajectories of women, is that 

these women have the skills, confidence, resources and social network capacity to 

take control of the situation in which they found themselves. In effect, women 

chose to leave; reluctantly, but at an advantage because they had the resources 

and wherewithal to do so.  

The resources available to these women was identified as a significant factor in 

their ability to manage their exit from their organisations and current employment, 

and this finding was unanticipated at the outset of this research. However, it is a 

plausible explanation for the way in which these participants, and women 

especially, narrated how they were able to extricate themselves from an unhappy 

organisational environment and manage their forward career choices into 

environments which were still within the legal sector, but did not have the same 

rigid upward pressure. It is also important to recognise that although participants 

chose to remain in the legal sector, they did not simply make a lateral move into a 

similar position in another firm. Such a move is inferred as possible given their 

experience and skills, and indeed was a route followed by one participant (P5), only 

for her to step away again and set up her own small firm. As Table 7.1 (Chapter 7, 

section 7.1) indicates, by 24 months on from the decision to leave, twenty-nine 

participants were fully employed and one had retired.  

The re-entry into employment by the sample confirms their capability and 

confidence, and reaffirms that their decision to leave was an active, albeit reluctant, 

choice at the time. The fact that no participants went back to a senior role in a large 

firm supports the interpretation that there was some kind of issue with their former 

firm having a problematic culture. Further evidence in support of this suggestion is 

drawn from the accounts of participants who repeatedly cited their negative 
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experiences. It would also be false to regard setting up and running a small firm as 

an easy choice, as research by both the Law Society (2020b) and the SRA (2021a) 

reveals that the failure rates of small legal firms in England are accelerating. Large 

firms provide extensive back-office support to fee earners (such as IT, accounts, 

marketing, and HR), and a full-time employment contract offers a considerable 

safety net as compared to self-employment in terms of holiday entitlement and 

other benefits9. That the majority of participants found the risk and uncertainty of 

self-employment preferable to a relatively straightforward horizontal career move 

also suggests that there was an issue with the cultural norms of their former 

employer. 

In summary, analysis and interpretation of the data against the literature provides 

sparse evidence in support of protean and boundaryless career trajectories where 

the career moves are actively planned. Participants in this study did not show active 

plans for setting up on their own account prior to doing so, but instead pursued this 

option having found themselves at what might be commonly termed as a breaking 

point in their traditional career experiences. With regard to kaleidoscope career 

theory, participants also followed a different trajectory to that which is implied by 

the kaleidoscope model. Rather than seeking balance at the mid-point of their 

career, a period loosely mapped to child-rearing years, participants had already 

successfully navigated this challenge. Instead, they stepped away from a much 

more senior position for reasons which are found to be predominately associated 

with increasingly untenable working conditions and culture, and which culminated 

in a critical incident. It is thus concluded that the active choice to step away and 

pursue an alternative career path is a variation or modification of kaleidoscope 

theory. Rather than following the somewhat stereotypical interpretation of seeking 

challenge in early career, balance in mid-career and authenticity in later career, 

participants instead seek balance and greater authenticity at a later point, and 

maintain challenge throughout.  

 
9 For example, Statutory Sick Pay (SSP), which the self-employed can claim in certain circumstances, 
would not come close to the earnings expectations of a Grade A fee-earner. 
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Thus, while it might be argued that the experiences of the women in this sample 

represent a modification of what is predicted by kaleidoscope career theory, there 

are some distinct differences due to both the different sequencing of career 

priorities and life stages, and also due to the capacity of these women to draw on 

intangible resources in the form of social capital, experience and personal capacity. 

This interpretation is consistent with the observations of Mouratidou and Grabarski 

(2021) who state that the generalizability of kaleidoscope career theory “may be 

limited across contexts” (2021, p.201). These intangible resources enabled the 

women in question to step away from established careers, in a manner at least 

partially consistent with kaleidoscope career theory, but also partially consistent 

with aspects of protean career theory.  

It is therefore suggested that these women found themselves in a protean career 

situation, but on an involuntary basis, an interpretation broadly in alignment with 

Guan et al. (2019), although their work related to the concept of involuntary 

boundaryless careers, typically for lower skilled occupations. One of the critical 

defining factors of protean career theory, is that the lateral career move is an active 

choice, and it is implied in the literature as an active positive choice whereby an 

individual takes agency and responsibility for their own career choices (Gubler et al. 

2014). Under the circumstances experienced by the women in this study, the 

women in question do take personal responsibility for their career choices, but as 

already previously articulated, stepping away was chosen as a least worst choice.  

The move into self-employment experienced by a relatively high proportion of the 

sample was not actively pursued or even mentioned prior to the critical incident. 

Rather, the women in question were able to use their intangible resources to 

pursue what appeared to be a protean career, having stepped away from an 

established career under the trajectory implied by kaleidoscope career theory. The 

novel contribution of this thesis is that individuals with particular intangible 

resources and/or skills finding themselves in difficult professional life circumstances 

may very well pursue an involuntary protean career. In other words, they step away 

from an established career because they are able to and circumstances demand it, 

not because they have necessarily been planning to do so for quite some 
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considerable time. Nor does it reflect a change in priorities from balance to 

authenticity as put forward in the original kaleidoscope theory model as these 

women had never backpedalled significantly on their careers during their mid 

careers.  Life stage is still important, but here it is the accumulation of both work 

and home pressures, not the change in life stage that is significant for the decision.   

 

8.6.1 Theoretical Contribution 

The contribution to theoretical development made by this thesis is to use this 

empirical study of women who held senior positions in traditional legal career 

trajectories before ‘stepping away’ to suggest two modifications of both 

kaleidoscope career theory and protean career theory. Taken together, these 

provide a more nuanced and arguably more general theoretical framework for 

understanding women’s decisions to step away and apparently choose to follow 

self-directed careers.   First, with respect to kaleidoscope theory, applying the 

notion of prioritising different career objectives over the life course to this 

particular sample revealed two variations or modifications on the original model; 

first not all women can or do prioritise balance in mid-career when children are 

young, but the impact of not prioritising balance can have an adverse cumulative 

impact on the women concerned if the main burden of care responsibilities – 

whether for childcare or eldercare - still falls to them.  This suggests that KCT should 

be modified or extended to include those not following stereotypical life stage 

patterns, and to recognise the potential for cumulative impacts on career decisions 

when they are not necessarily aligned with stereotypical life stage pressures.  

Another modification is to recognise that although these women’s decisions to step 

away can be interpreted as a search for authenticity, in most case this was a 

response to the cumulative impact of unacceptable workplace culture rather than a 

desire to change the inherent nature of the work undertaken. This suggests that 

seeking authenticity is not necessarily associated with seeking different forms of 

work that either fit individual or societal needs for more meaningful work, but can 

also include seeking a more acceptable, less toxic work environment and culture.  

This distinction also feeds into a reframing of protean career theory, for although 
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the women apparently chose to step away in line with a protean career theory 

approach, not only is this only the least-worst choice, rather than a positive choice, 

it could also be considered as an involuntary choice.  Unlike protean career theory 

which posits a proactive mindset of self-directed activity, for the women in this 

study, there was not an active intention to pursue a self-directed pathway, but 

instead a reactive response, caused to a significant extent by workplace culture, 

rather than by a desire to seek a new form of career. Moreover, this involuntary 

choice is facilitated by social capital based on accumulated skills and experience, 

such that a focus in protean career theory on the individual as the agent of their 

own careers, skates over the impacts of organisational resources in providing the 

means to step away. 

Taken together, these findings extend the application of both KCT and PCT to 

contexts not initially envisaged or taken as the likely standard form of women’s 

career pathways.  They can also be regarded as suggesting that these frameworks 

need to place more emphasis on first of all the organisational context rather than 

focusing on individual choices. This is because in this case the organisational 

context inhibited prioritisation of balance, and generated the cumulative problems 

that led to a search for greater authenticity. However, the organisational context 

also provided the women in question with skills and experience, enabling even an 

involuntary decision to step away. Second, as Woodhams et al. argue, there is a 

need to pay more attention to macroeconomic and social conditions, for example 

the system of childcare provision, eldercare provision, social norms with respect to 

gender roles, working time and even retirement as these all contribute to pressure 

at a personal level. Without changes in both organisational and the macro-social 

context, an increasing number of women with transferable professional skills can 

expected to side-step into related occupational environments as a ‘least-worst’ 

choice because they find themselves in intolerable working environments.    

The experiences of the women are conceptualised in the following model (Figure 

8.1) from which, based on the relative prominence of authenticity, balance and 

challenge (at the foreground, or of lesser perceived importance), it can be seen that 

the perceived importance differs through the life course as compared to 



 

242 
 

kaleidoscope theory in its original form. It is not the claim of this thesis that 

kaleidoscope theory is inherently flawed, but rather that in specific circumstances 

women experience non-stereotypical career trajectories, usually alongside having 

families, whereby they are able to maintain career challenge, and balance is not 

actively sought until late career as opposed to mid-career. 
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Figure 8.1: A modified application of Kaleidoscope Theory (Author, 2021) 
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8.7 Conclusion 

The overarching aim of this thesis has been to investigate why women who have 

achieved seniority within their careers in the legal profession in England and Wales 

ultimately choose to step away from these established careers. The main finding of 

this thesis is that for these women the choice is reluctant or in common terms the 

‘least worst’ option as compared to the alternatives that these women perceive are 

available to them. From the evidence it can be interpreted that there is typically a 

complex interplay of factors that contribute to the decision to step away, a 

situation consistent with the existing body of literature on the subject of women’s 

careers. Where this thesis makes a novel contribution is that it offers a potential 

explanation of why skilled, experienced and highly capable women step away from 

their careers, revealing that there is not necessarily a single factor that can be 

pinpointed as the cause. Rather, the complexity of the situation reflects the 

typically non-linear reality of women’s careers as compared to men. As these 

women are typically able to use their skills and social capital to find new 

employment, the underlying factors contributing to the decision to step away can 

be masked, and thus by implication seldom properly addressed. This thesis has 

attempted to illustrate that high-achieving women remain in control of their career 

choices, and that contrary to existing explanations they are neither pushed out or 

forced to step down. Instead, they exit on their own terms and leaving or stepping 

away is an active choice. 

 

In summation, multiple interlaced factors have been found to contribute to the 

situation of women in the legal services sector choosing to step away from their 

formerly linear career trajectory (Figure 8.2). The sector as a whole is typically 

demand and high-tempo, and achievement and success are predominately 

evaluated in financial terms using analogies of battle. As such, organisational and 

sectoral norms become mutually reinforcing. The sector and organisational context 

are further buttressed by toxic leadership behaviours. This is not to suggest that all 

leaders in the sector are toxic, but if leaders are not actively toxic towards their 
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staff, a high proportion appear to support (or even encourage) unnecessarily 

competitive cultures that lay the conditions for toxic working environments or 

organisational miasma. These same leaders often appear to display benign neglect 

towards female employees, failing to appreciate the different experiences of 

women throughout their career as compared to men. At the same time, there is the 

impact of the cumulative negative load of working in a highly stressful and 

unnecessarily aggressive environment. 

 

It is argued throughout this thesis that women who have high-tempo demanding 

careers carry the additional weight of societal expectations and familial 

expectations, which become internalised as an unsustainable a self-norm (Chapter 

6, section 6.5). To be taken seriously as fee earners, women work longer hours to 

achieve the same billable targets as men (Chapter 3, section 3.4.4). From the outset 

of their career’s women are already making calculations about the likely direct and 

indirect impact of having children (Chapter 2, section 2.3.1). Women are expected 

to look a certain way in order to appear professional (Chapter 3, section 3.4.4), and, 

just as women reach a point in their career where they can be confident in their 

senior role, familial (and societal) expectations of eldercare or ill-health due to 

stress can impact their opportunities (Chapter 2, section 2.4.1). These personal 

pressures occurring at the same time as difficult work events or critical incidents 

(Chapter 6, section 6.4) create a perfect storm of conditions, ultimately triggering 

the decision to step away.  
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Figure 8.2: Conceptual Framework (Author, 2022) 
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The main novel contribution of this work is that it finds that the study participants 

in this sector have a relative set of advantages that enable them to manage their 

career exits in ways that less qualified or resource-enabled individuals would most 

probably not be able to do. Often, women in the mid-to-late stages of their career 

might find themselves having to step down rather than out of an undesirable career 

situation in order to achieve balance (Elley-Brown et al., 2018), a situation that 

would be consistent with the kaleidoscope model. By contrast, the women in this 

study are able to use their skills and social capital to maintain balance in mid-

career, and continue to maintain authenticity, balance and challenge but on a self-

directed basis. In other words, these women have stepped away, but not down. 

This scenario is argued as a specific empirical application of kaleidoscope theory 

contingent on women having a relative set of advantages. Furthermore, it is 

tentatively suggested that this relative set of advantages is not necessarily confined 

to the legal sector, and is likely to have relevance and application in other 

professional services contexts such as accountancy or academia, potentially 

illustrating why there is continued attrition of women from the senior ranks of 

organisations across various sectors. 

 

Within the course of this analysis several other issues have been revealed as 

contributing to the decision of women to step away. The first of these contributing 

issues is the role of critical incidents, described in this thesis as a major challenge, 

issue or problem in the life and career course that ultimately cause women to re-

evaluate their current career situation. Critical incidents, as and when they arise, 

are not insurmountable problems, so much as a ‘last straw’ in terms of women re-

evaluating their current career experiences. Such critical incidents may be either 

professional or personal, and on the majority of occasions for the participants in 

this study arise due to a combination or overlap of both professional and personal 

circumstances. The hallmark of these critical incidents is that they appear relatively 

minor to colleagues and family members, or at least no more serious than previous 

challenges that have been overcome. The steady building of issues and challenges 
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culminating in a critical incident is invariably what prompts the final decision to step 

away. 

 

A second contributing issue that has been revealed in this thesis and was 

unanticipated at the outset of the study was the existence of and even prevalence 

of women-on-women bullying. Some literature on this phenomenon exists (e.g., 

Dellasega, 2005; Mavin, 2006a; 2006b), but it had not been expected that bullying 

behaviour and microaggressions by women to women would be such a strong 

theme in the narratives. Possible explanations for the pervasiveness of bullying may 

be attributable to the culture of the sector, or perhaps that some women in the 

sector perceive that they need to display stereotypical hyper-masculine traits, 

which manifest as bullying. It is not possible to assert that bullying by women is a 

major contributing factor to the decision to leave, as it would be expected that such 

bulling behaviour and microaggressions could be navigated. However, it is also 

reasonable to envisage that the cumulative impact of working with a toxic 

individual would certainly be factored into a decision to step away.     

 

The third contributing issue is the fact that the participants in this sample have a set 

of intangible resources that, having stepped away, made a lateral career move 

appear relatively straightforward. These tacit resources are beyond factors of skill 

and competence, as often discussed in relation to early career development, and 

include elements such as social capital, determination, resilience and 

resourcefulness. Indeed, the same skills that enabled such women to secure good 

qualifications and training contracts in the first instance, and then rise up the ranks 

of professional experience whilst simultaneously managing additional matters such 

as tacit expectations of domestic management. It is the combination or inter-

relationship of circumstances and resources that both drives the choice to step 

away, and also enables the consequences of this choice to be effectively self-

managed. The implications of these findings for the careers of women in practice, 
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future research and policy are set out in the following chapter, which concludes this 

thesis in its entirety. 
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CHAPTER 9 

9.0 CONCLUSIONS AND THOUGHTS ON FURTHER RESEARCH 

9.1 Introduction and Summary of Key Findings 

This research set out to examine the career trajectories of senior women in the 

legal sector in England and Wales from a novel perspective. Rather than replicating 

the presumption that there are tacit barriers to female career progression, this 

research posed the question of whether women are actively choosing not to 

continue on what would be anticipated as their planned career path. The 

motivation behind this proposition stemmed from the rationale that if women are 

well educated, confident, highly competent in their jobs, have achieved against the 

odds thus far, and are more than aware of the likely tacit barriers they face, why 

assume that it is impossible for them to overcome these final tacit barriers and 

achieve senior positions? Thus, the core question that has underpinned this 

research is why these women in this particular cohort would actively choose not to 

do something – that is to say, to not accept a senior executive position, for which 

they are qualified, capable and have proven capacity to undertake. In summation, 

the research has found that women do actively choose not to pursue their careers 

to what would be presumed as their natural conclusion, and instead step off their 

career path. This research has also revealed why women in these circumstances 

choose to step off the career ladder. 

 

As the literature makes clear and this research confirms, there are a number of 

reasons for women to step away from established careers. These reasons are often 

easier to appreciate from the perspective of the lived experiences of women. In 

order to understand these issues fully, it is helpful to briefly restate and expose 

some of the prevailing assumptions and explanations that have been put forward in 

the past. 

1. The decision to step off the career ladder is an active choice on the part of 

women, although typically a very reluctant one. These women are not 

pushed nor are they manoeuvred, meaning that any evidence of the glass 
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cliff in these specific scenarios is limited. In a similar vein, the assumptions 

of a voluntary career move promulgated in both protean and boundaryless 

career theory is not clearly evidenced. The career moves made by women 

are better characterised as involuntary, made possible by transferable skills 

and social capital, but not the preferred choice. 

2. There is no clear evidence that the stepping away relates to incapacity or 

incapability on the part of the women. They have not chosen to step away 

because they felt they could not do the job, and most fought hard for their 

career because it has been a central part of their lives and, in some 

instances, their raison d’être for many years. 

3. Women in this cohort want to work, and they want to be economically, 

intellectually, and socially or personally useful. The decision to step away 

was not because it was easier to subjugate their career to that of their 

husband or partner or to become a trailing spouse. 

4. Having stepped away, these women remain economically active and in their 

own words, ‘useful’, putting their intellectual talents and professional skills 

to good use. It can be reasonably induced that there is a large amount of 

underutilised labour capacity amongst women who have stepped away if 

the findings of the study are found to hold constant in other professional 

spheres. 

5. The women who comprise the cohort of participants in this study almost 

universally face an unprecedented triad or perfect storm of significant 

pressures that precipitated the decision to step away. In the first instance, 

they are one of the first generations of women in the legal sector to be 

expected to work full-time in high pressured jobs, as well as manage the 

home. They also usually deferred having children, meaning that their 

younger and in some instances teenage children need care the same time as 

their elderly parents. In combination, the needs of childcare, eldercare and 

extreme work pressure represent a situation that makes it all but impossible 

for women in this cohort to sustain a linear career trajectory. 
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Overall, this research suggests that by failing to identify that women operating at a 

senior level in professional careers are likely to have a different set of social and 

professional pressures as compared to their male peers, employers are failing their 

female employees, both at senior level and those in the talent pipeline. These same 

employers/organisations are also arguably losing out on a significant amount of 

potential employee engagement and productivity. Benign neglect on the part of 

these organisations to recognise and put in place frameworks to address these 

distinct differences, which are formed by societal norms and expectations between 

men and women, creates a perfect storm of conditions. In turn, this perfect storm 

leads to critical incidents in the personal and professional lives of women, serving 

as the catalyst in the final decision to step away. It can therefore be concluded that 

the decision to step away from established careers is an active, albeit reluctant, 

choice. Furthermore, it is a very difficult choice that individuals need not necessarily 

have to face if the diversified requirements of workplace populations were better 

understood. 

 

9.1.1 Critical Incidents Can Derail Career Trajectories  

A key finding of this research study was the impact of critical incidents, which have 

been defined in this research as being events that trigger the final decision to step 

away from an established career. Critical incidents need not, at face value, appear 

particularly significant, and on the greater number of occasions they are not. In 

isolation and viewed without context or wider understanding, stepping away after a 

critical incident may be perceived by an objective party as something of an 

overreaction. This perhaps contributes to the perpetuating myth that women are 

unfit for leadership roles, or that they are overly sensitive, or overreact to difficult 

situations. The imagery of the straw breaking the camel’s back is a suitable 

metaphor for critical incidents, because if any of these critical incidents presented 

in isolation the women in question could be expected to manage such situations 

and move on. However, after an extended period of struggle and challenge, and 

with limited or more often non-existent organisational awareness and support, 

these women chose to direct their energies towards their own wellbeing. 
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Continuing to battle for their career in an environment of organisational miasma 

came to be seen as not worth the effort or the resources that they must expend. 

This led to critical incidents, even apparently minor ones, seemingly derailing 

established careers despite the purported existence of organisational frameworks 

of support. 

 

Expanding on the issue of limited or non-existent organisational awareness, the 

concept of benign neglect fits particularly well. Proportionately speaking, few 

women occupy senior leadership positions. Further, these women have typically 

had to adopt stereotypically male leadership traits and management styles in order 

to achieve and sustain their positions. It has been shown in this research that 

organisations often seem ill-equipped to first identify and then manage the distinct 

set of conditions that women in these circumstances may face. Set out in the 

analysis and discussions in this research (Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8), women can 

experience a particular combination of pressures. These pressures relate to the 

twin expectations of (a) professional excellence to at least be considered equal and 

(b) expectations of private or personal excellence (i.e., family care and/or domestic 

management), as to fail in one area is to be perceived as failing in another (Chapter 

8, Figure 8.2). Because the women in this sample are by nature women who have 

always, in common terms, ‘overachieved’, they set themselves very high personal 

expectations, a consequence of which is that these women also appear to find it 

very hard to identify themselves as being in difficulty and needing help.  

 

Being unaware of the likely distinct needs of women in this professional position 

means that organisations fail to put in place necessary support mechanisms. 

Presumptions regarding the behaviour and capability of women in senior 

professional positions makes them unlikely anticipated candidates for needing 

distinct approaches to career management or assistance. As these women have 

already been successful, it is understandable, although not condoned, that senior 

managers do not consider that they would need help and support. By far the 
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greatest proportion of career management theory addressing the disadvantages 

faced by women is directed towards early stage and mid-level career development 

(Briscoe and Hall, 2006; Sullivan and Arthur et al., 2006; Mainiero and Sullivan, 

2005). Researching senior executive careers is of lesser interest, because executives 

are already perceived as successful, and thus not in need of further help. This 

research confirms that, in reality, help is very much needed, along with an 

awareness of the distinct pressures that women face.  

 

It is the contention of this thesis that this is a set of circumstances unique to high-

status women with professional careers. The benign neglect that organisations or 

managers can display in terms of failing to recognise the distinct pressures that 

women face at this level, and which is simply not faced by men on the same scale, is 

a further contributing factor to the decision by women to step away. If men do face 

these same circumstances, they typically outsource caring responsibilities (Duxbury 

and Higgins, 2017). By contrast, women in this situation are seemingly somehow 

expected to manage. If their employer has shown that it does not care about them, 

the response of women to step away from this untenable situation can be viewed 

as both logical and rational. Every person has finite energy, and for some it is 

pointless to display and use energy for an employer or organisation that does not 

appear to care. Thus, the decision to step away is, when viewed through this prism, 

a logical and rational response.  

 

 

9.2 Impacts In Practice 

There are two core potential impacts for key stakeholders drawn from the 

conclusions of this research. Employers must understand the impact of these 

situations in terms of the likely efficacy or otherwise of current interventions to 

support women in professional environments. Equally, there needs to be a greater 

understanding by organisations in terms of the specific additional challenges 

women face as compared to men throughout their entire career trajectory. 
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9.2.1 Impact for Organisations: Managing Shrinkage in the Senior Female Talent 

Pipeline 

It is now widely accepted that diversity in terms of workforce demographics should 

be embraced. Diverse workforces are found to be beneficial for organisations, 

something which has been extensively proved and argued in literature (Chapter 2, 

section 2.2.1). In terms of gender diversity, organisations have collectively taken 

steps to increase levels of gender diversity at senior levels by means of a 

combination of interventions and initiatives, such as positive discrimination, quotas, 

external compulsion (e.g., gender pay gap reporting), and also social pressures 

particularly stoked over the last few years via social media and therefore greater 

awareness (Chapter 2, Section 2.2.2). However, as the findings of this study reveal, 

unless the underlying structural and cultural issues within organisations are 

addressed, these interventions are little more than sticking plasters. This is not to 

say that such interventions do not help some women, or at least increase debate 

that can be useful in terms of raising awareness and thus encouraging people to 

question prevailing norms. However, by failing to understand the specific 

circumstances of women in the here and now, organisations will never properly 

address issues of gender diversity at senior executive levels. Unless there is change 

in current processes, procedures, policies and strategies, the evidence in this study 

shows that employers will continue to face shrinkage in their senior female talent 

pipeline. 

 

Practical suggestions for addressing this shrinkage include, first and foremost, truly 

understanding and acknowledging the impact of social and professional pressures 

on women in the workplace. Rightly or wrongly, women in this situation are already 

wearily familiar with the need to be better than their male counterparts simply to 

be considered equal (Chapter 3, section 3.4.4). This has been the norm for an 

extended period, long before legalised norms of equal pay, for example. But this 

performance expectation gap is heightened for women in high-profile senior 

executive roles, where their actions, behaviours and professional outputs are 
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markedly more visible. The first step to addressing this imbalance in expectation is 

to recognise that, due to wider societal pressures, women continue to bear the 

greater burden of needing to be professionally excellent, and simultaneously 

personally and professional successful. It requires a twin approach of 

acknowledging these pressures, and equally ceasing to stigmatise any men who try 

to voice their recognition of the situation, and take proactive steps themselves to 

support family members. In this study, women spoke repeatedly of the fact that 

they would be tacitly expected to manage workload and take on family 

responsibilities, whilst if their male counterparts did the same, they would be 

applauded and recognised. This hypocritical interpretation of family care remains a 

significant problem, as well as signalling the unsustainability of excessive workloads. 

 

Encouraging truly flexible working would be one practical intervention, and could 

be as simple as recognising the quality of work output rather than favouring 

presenteeism. This recognition of work output would need to apply to men and 

women and to acknowledge the challenges that women face in terms of household 

caring responsibilities, and helping to de-stigmatise those men who need or want to 

take on greater caring responsibilities. At present, a great many organisations still 

struggle with flexible working. Whilst clearly not every job can be entirely flexible, 

in professional services there is markedly greater scope for flexibility and autonomy 

of managing working arrangements. If a professional services organisation cannot 

trust its highly skilled and trained employees to do the work that they say they are 

going to do, then it is a very sorry state of affairs indeed. It also speaks to the 

recognition of the ongoing reinforcement of career models and expectations that 

suit men, but not women, as evident in the requirement of physical presence in an 

office at defined times. 

Recognition that women face different challenges in terms of building the social 

capital and social networks necessary to sustain (and even protect) their 

professional position, is critically important. Specifically, a lack of role models, and 

an expectation of adopting a stereotypically masculine leadership style or manner 

perpetuates cognitive dissonance that is unsustainable over the long-term. The 
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accumulation of critical incidents, particularly for women, are directly underpinned 

by a failure of organisations to understand the differing experiences of women in 

their lives and careers. The lack of support and understanding therefore means that 

when women face additional pressures, organisations are ill-equipped to manage 

or respond to these pressures or recognise them for what they are. It creates a 

sense that the organisation does not particularly care, and this breach of the 

psychological contract then makes it easier for a woman to step away from her 

employer, if not necessarily the career that she has worked entire life for. 

Organisations that wish to keep their skilled female talent should carefully assess 

internal awareness of the different career experiences and lived reality of men and 

women. It is a clear finding of this thesis that the life course of a career trajectory 

cannot be considered the same for all, and specifically not when comparing women 

with their male peers. 

 

9.2.2 Impact for Women: Organisational Culture, Bullying, and Non-Linear Careers 

One of the unanticipated findings of this research was the extent to which bullying 

occurs in a professional context. A natural assumption that well-educated 

professionals are beyond the behaviour of children in terms of bullying behaviours 

and microaggressions has been shown to be fundamentally false. Bullying is 

seemingly widespread within the legal sector, and is a significant contributing factor 

to the differential experiences of men and women in this career context. The extent 

to which women bully other women was unanticipated, and was not a minor issue 

or a few isolated incidents, but a continual problem. The microaggressions 

experienced by professional women appear to manifest themselves for a number of 

reasons, which can often overlap with one another and do not necessarily present 

equally. The microaggressions are often covert, and usually rely on intellectual 

challenge and personal disparagement, such as querying the dress sense of a 

female colleague in a deliberate attempt to make them feel inferior. As women in 

professional contexts have long been known to suffer from impostor syndrome 

(Clance and Imes, 1978; Choi et al., 2015; Mak et al., 2019; Mullangi and Jagsi, 

2019), this is a highly effective mechanism for damaging someone’s self-confidence. 
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Such seemingly off-hand criticism is not something that would ever be written 

down, therefore becomes a matter of hearsay, and is easy to discount and dismiss. 

 

Another favourite mechanism of bullying involves challenging the intellectual 

capability of colleagues. Popular examples included verbal explanations in one 

context, which are then disparaged in writing in front of others. Moving deadlines 

and rephrasing targets, and engaging in unnecessary passive aggressive behaviour 

is also a near daily feature of the legal sector (Chapter 6, section 6.3). Veiled 

threats, selective misrepresentation, and attempts to redirect blame for work not 

appropriately completed are also popular tactics. Professional women, particularly 

in the legal sector, would be assumed to be confident and able to manage or 

dismiss such behaviour. But, as the structure of preceding discussions highlight 

(Chapter 6, section 6.3), this has a cumulative wearing effect. In isolation, one or 

two issues can be easily managed, but encountering such behaviour on a daily basis 

over several years has a significant erosive impact. That organisations seemingly fail 

to recognise the presence and impact of bullying, or take any intervention to 

prevent or eradicate it, is another manifestation of benign neglect. Men do not 

report suffering from the same types of problem on the same scale, but in this 

study a small proportion do admit to witnessing it. It would be much less common 

to challenge a man on his dress sense, for example, but this happens quite regularly 

for a woman, because the expectations of corporate attire are sharply gendered. 

Moreover, the data shows that if a woman ‘can’t take a little bit of banter’ in the 

workplace, she is considered over-sensitive, an approach that allows abusive 

cultures to fester. If men seldom recognise, or at least do not articulate, that they 

are aware of bullying between women, it is easier for the problem to go 

unrecognised and unaddressed. If this is a perpetual feature of the daily culture of 

an organisation, then a decision to step away from such a culture should not be a 

matter of shock and surprise. It is a logical reaction to an unsustainable and 

unhealthy situation. 
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9.3 Policy Considerations 

9.3.1 Leakage of Female Talent from the Workforce at Large 

On the basis of the evidence gathered in this study, it is tentatively suggested that it 

is not only women in the legal sector that are choosing to step away from 

traditional linear organisational careers. It is a plausible supposition that there is 

leakage of female talent from the workforce at large at a faster rate than that of 

men. Whilst women who have trained as lawyers are shown to have a skill set that 

is readily transferable, it is reasonable to suppose that women in other professional 

services environments are also likely to be in possession of transferable skills and 

the capacity to apply their skills on a lateral basis in another workplace 

environment. Evidence presented in Chapter 2, section 2.2, discusses the slow and 

non-linear career experiences of women. From a policy perspective, it is suggested 

that relevant industry bodies (contingent on the nature of professional discipline) 

should pay closer attention to the attrition rates of women from respective industry 

sectors to identify if a wider range of factors is impacting the decisions of women in 

these environments to step away. 

 

The loss of female talent from the workforce at large could also be somewhat 

bluntly argued from the position of human capital. Ultimately, it is expensive for 

organisations to lose skilled employees. If organisations are experiencing the 

attrition of female talent at a rate faster than that of male employees, this would 

suggest that there are organisational conditions and possibly industry factors that 

are contributing to levels of employee churn or turnover. From the perspective of 

labour costs and budget management, spending some time evaluating whether 

organisational and wider policies are contributing to the loss of female talent could 

pay for itself and ensure the organisation retains a diverse workforce that is truly 

representative of the wider population. If the argument that employees are the 

main source of organisational differentiation is accepted, then from a policy 

perspective, putting in place measures to help prevent the attrition of female talent 

from the workforce at large would be considered a useful next step. 
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9.3.2 More Flexible Organisational Careers for Women (and Men) which Reflect 

Changing Norms 

One of the induced findings of this study was the involuntary nature of stepping 

away from an established career. Participants identified many aspects about their 

work that they enjoyed, such as being intellectually challenged and economically 

useful. They also enjoyed helping their clients and working with at least some, if not 

all, of their colleagues. When the women in the sample stepped away from 

established careers, this was not as a result of a long-term plan to establish 

themselves in a new environment. Instead, it was what might be perceived as an 

extreme stress reaction, where they were able to put their transferable skills and 

intellectual capital to use in finding a short-term solution, i.e., setting up their own 

business, which allowed them to accommodate competing personal and 

professional needs at that point in their life course. This leads to the speculation 

that perhaps if there were greater opportunities for planned flexibility within 

traditional linear careers, this greater flexibility would better reflect changing social 

norms around living and working longer and facing different personal challenges. 

 

Potentially, one possible solution might be for organisations to become more 

willing to offer paid or unpaid sabbaticals. Employees could then utilise these 

opportunities to balance competing personal and professional needs at a specific 

point in time. As people are working and living longer than ever before, instituting a 

1-year sabbatical within the context of a 50-year career is potentially a far more 

cost-effective way of organisations retaining valuable staff. It was observed that 

within the population, the extreme immediate reaction to step away was taken, 

rather than necessarily exploring part-time working options. This signals what 

appears to be a strong desire to be away from the working environment for 

whatever reason, and not in a sickness leave capacity. This is why a sabbatical 

would be suggested in favour of part-time working environments or sickness leave.  
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Many of the employees within the population sample experienced ill health; either 

their own or that of a family member, and a sizeable proportion of health 

conditions were attributed to stress (Chapter 6, section 6.4.2). Coupled with high-

tempo careers and seemingly excessive workloads, there is potentially a case to 

answer for organisations working employees too hard to the point of ill-health, 

especially when considering that women generally still have to work harder than 

men to achieve the same results within a professional context. Organisations are 

not ultimately held responsible for cumulative stress-related conditions in high-

tempo professional environments in the same way that they would be held 

accountable for physical harm that befalls an employee as a result of a workplace 

accident. Perhaps policy approaches that recognise the cumulative effect of 

excessive workloads would be useful to help provide a better working environment 

for employees. This may help reduce the prevalence of toxic working conditions 

and, ultimately, the collective effect of ill-health leading to a critical incident 

reaction or response. 

 

9.4 Thoughts for Future Research 

9.4.1 Towards a more general framework for understanding non-linear Careers  

Senior professionals almost certainly have a set of transferable and technical skills 

that can be framed in the manner of a protean career, as it is presumed, reasonably 

and understandably, that senior professionals have the intellectual and financial 

resources to manage their own career environments. It is becoming less likely that 

an individual will remain in the same career for the rest of their working lives. In 

reality, 40- to 50-year working lives are now becoming the norm as people live 

longer, and pensions can no longer be considered sufficient for maintaining living 

standards. Moreover, there are questions as to why an individual would necessarily 

want to retire if they enjoy their work, although they no longer wish to, or can 

healthily sustain, a 50- to 60-hour working week. This thesis concludes that the 

social push to achieve career success within the first 10 years of working life is, 

from an objective perspective, unnecessary. This demand for immediate career 

success is an obvious route to burnout and is not necessarily compatible with 
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female biology and life course. The push for short-term career success also stores 

up long-term workforce and societal challenges. 

As a recommendation of this research, it is proposed that attention is directed 

towards a deeper understanding of non-linear careers, and more flexible career 

development opportunities. The evidence for women, in particular, does not 

support the assumption that linear careers are equitable in their outcomes. Women 

are stepping away from senior professional careers because they are not supported 

in a career model predominately designed for men, who benefit from stereotypical 

family norms. Specifically, a partner with lesser career ambitions willing to accept 

the responsibility of domestic management. Further, women are not supported in a 

social framework that assumes that women still continue to bear the majority of 

domestic management responsibility, and women are not supported in an 

environment that encourages women to behave like men in order to be perceived 

as achieving their workplace goals. 

It has been argued in this thesis that the only way women in this situation can 

achieve some form of balance and authenticity in their lives, yet retain the interest 

of a an intellectually challenging career, is to step away from established linear 

career trajectories. For the women who are trained in a professional discipline, they 

are typically able to do so because they have worked long and hard to develop 

transferable skills. That organisations and career theory continues to fail to 

recognise the clear differences between men’s and women’s career trajectories due 

to a combination of internal and external pressures, means that re-perpetuating 

and overlaying male experiences of what constitutes career success will not work 

for the majority of women. The evidence captured in this research would seem to 

point to the need to revisit some of the assumptions regarding the career 

experiences and norms of professional women in developed economies at all stages 

of the life course. 
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9.4.2 The Prevalence of Female Bullying 

An unanticipated finding of this research was the existence of female bullying, 

particularly female-led bullying in professional services. This appears to be an 

underexamined in the literature, but one which at least partially contributes to the 

decision of women to step away from senior positions. The issue of bullying at 

professional levels is undoubtedly complex, not least of which because in high 

tempo and demanding careers it would be anticipated that individuals would be 

unlikely to be victims of such behaviour, and/or able to rebuff such behaviour 

should it occur. That such a high proportion of participants were either witness to 

or victims of bullying and microaggressions suggests that this is much more deep-

rooted issue than might have previously been recognised. It is tentatively posited 

that it is also the case that men are victims of female bullying. Admittedly, it may be 

more difficult to find participants willing to discuss such an issue but this possibility 

should not be discounted, considering the prevalence of evidence in the narratives 

around bullying and microaggressions. This would be recommended as area of 

further research, specific to professional services, and in relation to understanding 

why professional women bully and what the impact of this bullying might be. 

 

9.5 Reflections and Limitations 

A limitation of this study is that the population sample is small relative to the total 

number of female solicitors who are on roll, and that because the research was 

asking participants to talk openly about a difficult period in their lives, it relied 

heavily on snowball sampling and the use of professional networks to find 

participants willing to engage. It became apparent from anecdotal discussions that 

it is not only women who step away from established careers, which led to the 

inclusion of some male participants, but that men were markedly less comfortable 

with discussing difficult career experiences. For example, I am aware of at least 

three anecdotal examples of men stepping away from jobs because they felt they 

were bullied by a female colleague, but these men did not form part of the sample 

as they had not worked in the legal sector but in other professional service 

environments. The data for this study was gathered before the pandemic took hold, 
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and the greatest unplanned experiment in remote and flexible working took place. 

Had it not been for the difficulties of the pandemic, it would have been a valuable 

and informative exercise to re-engage with participants and discover how their 

careers had progressed in the intervening time period, and whether they felt they 

had benefited from stepping away, or whether they felt they should have remained 

with their original employer. Such evidence would have been useful in determining 

whether there might be wider benefits to encouraging longer periods of leave 

during difficult personal periods in employment lifecycles. In addition, it would have 

been useful to probe more deeply into the possibility of whether factors such as the 

menopause impacted participants, which was something that did not explicitly form 

part of the questions covered during the interviews with participants. 

 

9.6 Closing Thoughts 

For a variety of reasons, senior professional women do not have the same career 

experiences as their male peers. Although women nominally pursue the same 

career paths, they face additional challenges and pressures that are seldom 

recognised or acknowledged. By and large, women are able to manage these 

pressures and challenges, and they experience career fulfilment and personal 

fulfilment in achievement of their own professional aspirations. But, the ongoing 

failure of organisations to recognise the different lived experiences of women in 

terms of tacit social pressures (home management, childcare, eldercare), and the 

cognitive dissonance of women trying to behave as men in order to succeed in 

harsh career environments, creates organisational conditions which are ripe for the 

emergence of critical incidents. The accumulation of, or the particular combination 

of critical incidents ultimately leads to successful professional women choosing to 

work in career and organisational environments that are more accommodating of 

flexible career approaches. 

 

If an organisation has breached a psychological contract through benign neglect, a 

decision to step away is a logical response. If an organisation has breached the 
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psychological contract through not recognising the perpetual microaggressions of 

women, which are perpetuated and endorsed by organisational culture, then 

choosing not to ‘play’ in such an environment is also a logical response. Thus, this 

research concludes that loss of senior female executives is both an active decision 

and a logical one. This is not because these women cannot do their job – far from it. 

They are, in many respects, likely to be superior to other male candidates, because 

these women are aware of a reality that to be considered equal, they must in fact 

be better. The decision to step away is fuelled by a combination of organisational 

and societal pressures that organisations seem to fail to recognise or acknowledge.  

 

Given that the career experiences of women in professional services are not the 

same as the career experiences of men, there is a need to frame the problem of 

talent attrition differently in order to understand what must be done to address the 

challenges women face. The suggestions from this research are to recognise the 

prevalence of critical incidents experienced by women, to acknowledge the 

challenges they experience in building social and professional capital, and to 

deconstruct the assumption that every employee wishes to pursue a linear career 

trajectory at the fastest possible speed. Greater balance, tolerance, and flexibility 

are likely to be key in order to keep women in the workforce, particularly skilled 

professionals. The present mechanisms for achieving this are not addressing the 

root causes of the problem. The practical suggestions of this research are to 

acknowledge these differences and balance them. To achieve this, a revisitation of 

some of the assumptions underpinning career theory as it applies to men and 

women are necessary. Without which, it is contended that the problem will 

continue to replicate itself, and the question of why there continues to be a 

significant gender gap in senior executive positions will not be resolved. 
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11. APPENDICES 

Appendix A – Grade Rankings of Solicitors by Years of Experience and Geographic 

Region 

 

  

 

  

(Gov.uk, 2021) 

 

 

  



 

307 
 

Appendix B – Industry Statistics 

Solicitors on Roll 2012-2021 (Practicing and non-practicing) 
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Routes to Qualification 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 

 

(SRA, 2021b) 

 

Breakdown of Solicitor Firms 2021 
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Appendix C – List of Interview Questions 

Developed from Lewis and Simpson (2015) 

1. Can you describe your career trajectory? 

2. What choices do you feel you have made in your career? 

3. What freedom did you have in your career choices? 

a. Did this level of freedom change throughout your career? 

4. What constraints did you have in your career choices? 

5. Looking back over your career, how would you describe your expectations 

compared to the actual experiences? 

6. As you have progressed in your career what expectations of masculine and 

feminine leadership style have you encountered? (Explain as necessary) 

7. To what extent do you feel that organisational culture (strategy / direction) 

impacted upon your career choices? 

a. What differences in culture did you experience in different 

organisations/ different locations? (different sites even within the 

same organisation can experience cultural variation) 

b. Did changes in leadership impact organisational culture? And if so, in 

what ways? 

c. What role has industry culture played in your career experiences? 

8. What was the role of HR in your career choices within the organisations that 

you have worked for? 

a. Did HR proactively support your career choices or has your career 

been self-directed? 

b. Were outcomes of appraisals followed through? 

c. Were you encouraged to set stretch targets/goals? 

d. Were these similar to male colleagues? 

9. What was the role of your line manager in your career choices within the 

organisations that you have worked for? 

a. Did other managers (more senior, other departments) have any 

involvement in your career choices? 

b. Have you ever been headhunted or approached by a headhunter? 

10. Are there memorable (notable?) examples of positive (supportive) or 

negative (harmful) leadership that have influenced your career choices? 

11. Did your employers offer freedom of choice in your career development, or 

were your choices constrained (please explain) 

12. Have you encountered organisations using choice as a means of disguising 

gender inequality? (please explain) 

13. What does career success mean to you? / What does career success look 

like to you? 

a. Has this changed for you? 

b. If yes, how, and what do you think has driven this change? 

14. How have you managed work-life balance? 
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15. What has influenced your career motivations? (catalyst – work / family or 

gradual) 

a. Probe – major life events, children, health issues 

16. Looking back over your career, was there anything you wish had gone 

differently? 

17. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

  



 

311 
 

Appendix D – Refined Interview Questions Added to Second Tranche of Interviews 

[1] Have you witnessed or experienced microaggressions or bullying in any of 

your organisations? 

a. If yes, do you feel you can elaborate? 

b. Were any efforts made by anyone to intervene? 

c. Did the same types of bullying / microaggression occur to men as 

well as women? 

Question included after unanticipated evidence of bullying / microaggressions in 

first tranche of interviews. 

[2] Looking back, what do you feel ultimately served as the trigger or catalyst 

for stepping away from an established career? 

Explicit query to probe into final trigger for stepping away / job quit(s) derived from 

Rothuasen et al., (2017). 

[3] Has how you manage your work-life balance changed as you have 

progressed through your career?  

Addendum to Q14. 
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Appendix E – Full Interview Schedule 

Participant No. Date 

1 04.11.15 

2 18.11.15 

3 04.12.15 

4 11.12.15 

5 30.12.15 

6 18.01.16 

7 22.01.16 

8 19.01.16 

9 21.01.16 

10 17.02.16 

11 12.04.16 

12 15.04.16 

13 19.04.16 

14 25.05.16 

15 06.06.16 

16 19.01.18 

17 06.01.18 

18 30.01.18 

19 09.02.18 

20 27.02.18 

21 02.03.18 

22 09.03.18 

23 26.03.18 

24 09.04.18 

25 17.04.18 

26 29.05.18 

27 29.05.18 

28 13.06.18 

29 18.06.18 

30 29.06.18 
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Appendix F – Informed Consent 

Dear ……………………………………………… 

I am undertaking a PhD study exploring the career motivations of senior female solicitors in 

the UK, specifically to understand what inhibits their decision to accept board level position 

or its equivalent.  The working title of my thesis is “why women choose not to join the 

board”, and the working hypothesis is that some senior female executives make a 

conscious career decision not to accept board level positions or their equivalent.  I posit 

that the lack of senior female representation in UK boardrooms is, at least in part supply 

driven, and I am looking to investigate why this is the case. 

Part of the research involves conducting interviews with senior members of legal 

organisations in England and Wales who have experience of choosing not to accept a board 

level position, or stepped away from one, and, having been identified as someone who 

meets these criteria, I would like to invite you to take part. 

If you agree, you will be asked to participate in a telephone / skype / face to face interview 

of about 60 minutes at your convenience. During the interview I will ask you questions 

about your personal experiences of your career, and the decisions that you have chosen to 

make, taking into account influencing factors such as organisational circumstances and 

culture. 

Your participation is entirely voluntary. You can choose not to answer any particular 

questions and you are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

With your permission, I would like to record the interview and also take notes for later 

analysis. The data will be kept securely and destroyed after the completion of the research. 

At every stage your identity will remain confidential. Your name and identifying 

information will not be included in the final thesis, nor will the identity of any organisation 

for which you have worked.  

The research has been subject to ethical review in accordance with the procedures 

specified by my university, the Manchester Alliance Business School, and has been given 

approval. If you have any further questions about the research, please feel free to contact 

me by email or telephone. 

If you agree to take part, I would be grateful for an email to confirm that you are aged 18 

years or over and willing to participate on the basis of the arrangements described in this 

communication. 

 

Yours sincerely 
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Appendix G – Participant Profiles 

  Age (at time 
of interview) 

Marital status  Children Before stepping away After stepping away (24m) 

P1 44 2nd  13(s) 13(s) 11 (d) Senior partner Established boutique consultancy 

P2 57 2nd  21 (d) 18(s) 5 (d) Senior partner Established a legal consultancy 

P3 55 2nd  17 (d) 16 (s) 6 (s) Interim CEO Established small business 

P4 63 1st 31 (s) Senior partner Established legal practice consultancy 

P5 39 1st 4 (d) Senior partner Launched legal training company 

P6 47 1st 14 (s) 13 (d) 6(d) Senior partner Works as a locum 

P7 42 2nd  2 (s) (4 (d) Senior Partner Launched boutique law practice 

P8 61 2nd  36 (s) 33 (s) Senior partner Works as a locum 

P9 58 3rd 31 (d) 27 (d) Senior partner Joined small legal practice 

P10 49 2nd none Senior partner Set up own legal consultancy (break for contract clause) 

P11 48 2nd 12 (d) Managing Partner Launched boutique law practice 

P12 42 2nd none Senior partner In-house legal counsel for a niche insurance firm 

P13 51 3rd 15 (d) 11 (s) 3 (s) Managing Partner Took over small legal firm 

P14 62 2nd 38 (s) 37 (s) Senior partner Work as a legal consultant (self-emp) 

P15 46 2nd none Senior partner Merged with another small legal firm 

P16 58 2nd 27 (sd) Managing Partner Judiciary 

P17 45 1st 11 (d) 11 (s) 8 (s) Senior partner Established a legal consultancy 

P18 48 2nd  17(s) 13(s) 12 (d) Senior partner Works as a locum 

P19 42 2nd  none Managing Partner Launched boutique law practice 

P20 49 3rd 18 (d) 16 (d) Senior partner Works as a legal consultant 

P21 44 2nd 14 (s) 6 (d) Senior partner Joined a mid-sized legal practice (salaried) 
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P22 46 2nd 23 (d) 21 (s) Managing Partner Works as a legal consultant 

P23 51 1st 31 (s) 29 (d) 28 (s) Senior partner Early retirement 

P24 48 2nd 19 (d) 17 (s) Senior partner Established small legal business 

P25 46 2nd none Senior partner Works as a legal consultant (self-emp) 

P26 46 2nd 15 (d) 13 (s) Senior partner Senior Solicitor, small firm 

P27 45 2nd 13(d) 8(s) Senior Partner Sole practitioner 

P28 49 1st 19 (sd) Senior Partner Legal consultant 

P29 55 2nd 28 (d) 25(d) Senior Partner Locum solicitor 

P30 56 2nd 32(ss) 17(s) 11(s) Senior Partner Sole practitioner 
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Appendix H – Organisational Profiles 
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Appendix I – Thematic Analysis 

 

Theme Sub-Theme 

Professional Critical  
Incident 

•                     Microaggression - personal (observations about dress/appearance) 

•                     Microaggression - professional (reading all emails, micromanaging; attempts to exclude) 

•                     Bullying (female to female) 

•                     Bullying (male to female) 

•                     Excessive workload (targets moved to unattainable levels) 

•                     Lack of organisational support (no mechanism to support flexible working) 

•                     Lack of line manager support (lack of understanding as to why flexible work might be needed) 

•                     Specific workplace incident (e.g., discovery of fraud or other serious professional miscounduct) 

•                     Toxic culture (unethical activities tacitly encouraged - e.g., overstating WIP) 

Personal Critical 
 Incident 

•                     Personal ill-health (frequently stress-induced or related, e.g., burnout, ulcers, blackouts, migraines) 

•                     Suicidal ideation 

•                     Cancer or other major life-changing illness 

•                     Acrimonious divorce proceedings 

•                     Traumatic event (house fire; major car accident) 

•                     Ill health of child (e.g., congenital life-limiting condition) 

•                     Spousal care (e.g., stroke; cancer; serious depression; early-onset dementia; fatal asthma attack) 

•                     Eldercare (pressure from family members; tacit expectation of care provision; pressure from 'social services' to provide care) 

 


