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Abstract 

This study explored the experiences of Iranian immigrant women leaders in the government 

sector in the Pacific Northwest. The focus of the study was to understand how their experiences 

of inequitable opportunities in the workplace prohibited them from attaining and advancing 

executive leadership roles. A qualitative autoethnography approach was used to explore how the 

researcher’s lived experiences denoted the career pathway trajectory for Iranian immigrant 

women in the government sector to capture the essence of their experiences navigating inequities 

along the leadership pipeline. To examine their experiences, multiracial feminism theory and 

representative bureaucracy theory provided a multifaceted viewpoint of Iranian immigrant 

women in the context of their identities concerning their leadership roles. A conceptual 

framework also guided this study through the lens of the “emotional tax” phenomenon on 

women of color in the workplace as they identified inequities in the organizations in which they 

worked. Finally, this study drew exclusively from the researcher’s experience, who served in a 

leadership position in the government sector. Through the development of supporting concepts 

and subthemes, four major themes emerged, including (a) Cultural Influence, (b) Powerless, (c) 

Empowered, and (d) Servant Leadership. These themes explained the process of leader 

emergence within the Iranian immigrant women community. 

Keywords: Iranian immigrant, women of color, government, leadership, top-level, 

executive, social equity, oppression, career, representation, autoethnography 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Come with me. Come with me to that star  

a thousand and thousand years far 

from this frozen soil 

from earth’s hollow gauges and guides 

to where no one is afraid of light. (Forough Farrokhzad.43) 

Iran, a mountainous, dry, and ethnically diverse country in southwestern Asia, maintains 

a rich and distinctive cultural and social history dating back to 550 BCE (Afary et al., 2022). 

Powerful rulers dominated the Iranian world and influenced the great ancient cultures who 

surrounded it until the native dynasties surrendered to the inexorable push of Islam in the early 

7th century AD (Library of Congress, n.d.). Persian culture and society were then fundamentally 

altered; yet, the interplay between the older and Islamic eras yielded a new, uniquely Iranian 

amalgamation. As a result, in recent decades, Iran has become known for its exclusive brand of 

Islamic Republic, with a population of approximately 84 million (Worldometer, 2022). Although 

the system of government was intended as a parliamentary democracy, persistent instability, both 

at home and abroad, has directed its slide into more theocratic authoritarianism (Afary et al., 

2022). 

I grew up in Iran, where misogynist ideology (Women’s Committee of the National 

Council of Resistance of Iran, 2021) is indoctrinated in kids through the radical education system 

using textbooks as the primary avenue through which societal information and beliefs are 

standardized and dispersed. In schools, textbooks are visually and textually designed to 

discriminate against girls and impose inequality in favor of men (Moinipour, 2022). 
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In Iran, like other public and private places, schools are segregated by gender, leading to 

further societal exclusions for girls and woman. Girls are taught arts and humanities to 

institutionalize the belief that they are physically and cognitively weaker than boys. However, 

boys are taught science, technology, math, and sports to reinforce their sense of being more 

assertive, smarter, and the natural heads of their families (Moinipour, 2022). This disciplinary 

divide fuels the patriarchal belief that women are weak creatures who strong and competent men 

must protect. Although men are given legal tools to exercise this power, the Islamic Republic of 

Iran does not tackle discrimination against women (Moghadam, 1992). Instead, Iran has 

institutionalized sexism through laws and policies that create calculated inequalities between 

men and women, all justified using Islam. Under Islamic law, men do not need a reason to 

divorce their wives; however, this option is unavailable to wives, who need to cite a valid reason 

(Shakiba et al., 2021). These rules have given male offenders free authority to intentionally take 

the law into their own hands as religious executioners (Moinipour, 2022). 

It is fundamental to highlight the existing inequality regarding the law and societal 

discrimination against women even when women do not commit crimes. Because, in this 

patriarchal system, women are taught their misbehaviors are deadly, punishable by stoning or 

execution (Iran Human Rights, 2021; Women’s Committee of the National Council of 

Resistance of Iran, 2022). Charges such as drug-related activities, expression of free speech, and 

moharebeh (enmity against God) for membership in non-Islamic religious groups are considered 

misconduct and are among the reasons for execution. The imperative fact to stress is the 

systematic denial of legal due process, unjust trials, torture, coercion, forced confessions, and a 

lack of a transparent and independent judiciary in Iran (Iran Human Rights, 2021). For women, 

the fear of death is a lived reality every day, given the theoretical and apartheid regime’s 
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reinforcement of the Sharia Law. As a civil code in Iran, the Sharia Law is based on conservative 

Islamic law, which dropped the age of marriage to 13 and annihilated a woman’s right to divorce 

her husband. In addition, the Islamic Republic imposed new restrictions on women’s dress, child 

guardianship, estate, and foreign travel after the revolution of 1979 (Hanna, 2020a). 

Coming from a small religious town in Northern Iran (shomal), I lived a sheltered life 

spending most of my time at home due to the condition of women stated earlier. However, like 

many Iranian girls my age, I yearned to experience living a free and independent life, and as a 

result, it became my life’s mission to rescue myself and help other women find their freedom. 

For context, my childhood memories revolve around my curiosity about the world without access 

to resources, toys, or television programs that taught me much. Though teaching in school 

centered around helping us learn how to write, extracurricular activities that could stimulate our 

imaginations did not exist (Moinipour, 2020) as the country was going through a major war with 

Iraq, having just gone through a revolution that turned the country upside down. The 

unavailability of learning activities further impacted children with disabilities as discrimination 

has continued (J. Buchanan, 2019). 

The war was an existential battle for the Iranian leadership, just 1 year after the 1979 

revolution in Iran, which claimed at least 1 million lives (Alaaldin, 2020). In 1988, shortly after 

the cease-fire with Iraq, Khomeini, the supreme leader, ordered one of his last acts of 

bloodletting: the execution of thousands of political prisoners who were suffering in Iran’s jails. 

The mass executions, carried out over several months, were designed to test Khomeini’s 

supporters and ensure they were ruthlessly committed to his revolution. Those who showed 

hesitancy were seen as halfhearted and dismissed from power (Alaaldin, 2020). 
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The Islamic Republic put in place restrictive laws dropping the age of marriage along 

with extreme bodily control for women, hence the compulsory hijab. A close look at the Islamic 

Republic’s laws on marriage points to a significant discrepancy between its national codes and 

its international obligations. According to the country’s first supreme leader, Ayatollah 

Khomeini: 

Sexual experiences, with the exception of intercourse, are permitted with girls of all ages. 

He has issued a fatwa (religious edict): Anyone who has a wife less than nine years of 

age is not allowed to engage in sexual intercourse, whether she is his permanent or 

temporary wife. However, other forms of sexual pleasures are permitted, such as 

touching with lust, hugging, and rubbing penis between the buttocks and thighs; even if 

she is a nursing baby. (Justice for Iran, 2013, p. 2) 

Such an approach clearly encourages pedophilia and child abuse as a right of all men, a violation 

of all of Iran’s international commitments. Supreme leader of Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini, ruled 

the age limits of 9 years for girls and 15 years for boys are still applicable as the age of maturity 

(Asghari, 2019).  

So, before I knew it, I had turned 9, which meant wearing a hijab and acting like a woman. 

That tension from society, mainly school, had created a sense of suffocation that slowly began to 

plant a seed of freedom in my mind. Although the national TV did not include substantial 

educational programs and music was a forbidden fruit, it had, over the years, allowed the 

broadcasting of some foreign cartoons. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini banned all Iranian radio 

and television music, claiming it is “no different from opium” (Kifner, 1979, p. 1). The 79-year-

old revolutionary leader said music “stupefies persons listening to it and makes their brain 

inactive and frivolous” (Kifner, 1979, p. 1). 
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In the new Islamic regime, most Western movies and the practice of men and women 

swimming or sunbathing together were considered as artifacts of the previous “satanic” regime, 

which was not tolerated under the Islamic Republic (Kifner, 1979, p. 1). The Islamic Republic 

regime had unsteady relations with the United States since the hostage crisis of 1980 led by a 

group of radical Iranian college students who took 52 Americans hostage at the U.S. embassy in 

Tehran demanding the United States extradite the Shah of Iran. However, after 444 days, the 

hostages were released under the Algiers Accords, which were signed just minutes after the 

inauguration of President Ronald Reagan (Council on Foreign Relations, n.d.).  

Although the regime would not broadcast movies or kids’ cartoons from the United States, 

the regime TV would eventually allow censored shows from countries such as Japan, England, 

Canada, and Syria. I remember being obsessed with strong girl characters in those cartoons. The 

strong female characters portrayed not only an act of defiance but also their power over their 

lives. Those characters seemed to have the vision and direction necessary to lead the way, 

emphasizing the direction setting “creates vision and strategies” (Kotter, 1990, p. 105). 

Exemplary leadership ideated to effectively model the way, “you must first be clear about your 

own guiding principles. You must clarify values by finding your voice. When you understand 

who you are and what your values are, then you can give voice to those values” (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2017, p. 15). 

Despite the fear that dominated my sense of safety given the unstable social climate—

yearning for a normal life similar to the cartoon characters—my colorful imagination was a tool 

to get me through the darkest times of my adult life in Iran. Nevertheless, far in my wildest 

dreams was the possibility of migrating to the land of the free, where I could be simply a woman 

with rights. So, I, too, could have an opportunity to run for office, lead organizations, and make 
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critical decisions as an independent, strong woman in a place where my gender was not a 

deficiency but rather just a physiology of a person’s sex. 

The rigorous brainwashing and regimented school codes made schooling in Iran a 

dreadful environment yet the only safe zone outside of home. The early onset of instilling fear in 

girls by exposing them to the idea of public executions starting at 6 years of age is a reason 

behind Iranian women’s inability to feel safe in the so-called Islamic society. Shadi Sadr, an 

attorney representing five people sentenced to stoning, indicated, “Iran carried out stoning in 

secret in prisons, in the desert, or very early in the morning in cemeteries” (K. Buchanan, 2021; 

Hands Off Cain, n.d., para. 2). Likewise, Hands Off Cain, a league of citizens and 

parliamentarians for the abolition of the death penalty worldwide founded in Brussels in 1993, 

reported Iran had the world’s highest rate of execution by stoning (Hands Off Cain, n.d.). To 

date, no one knows with certainty how many people have been stoned in Iran because most of 

the condemnations of stoning issued by the Iranian authorities have been handed down secretly, 

and so little information is available about the condition of prisons in Iran (K. Buchanan, 2021). 

In Iran’s society post revolution of 1979, women’s conditions did not improve, and 

women were increasingly excluded from decision-making regarding their families and social 

rights (Hojati, 2012). Assassinations, throwing acid in the faces of women who refused to wear 

the hijab, and other acts of brutality punctuated this period (U.S. Department of State, 2008). 

Such cultural, social, and political inequalities forced many Iranians to migrate to other parts of 

the world (Hojati, 2012).  

I left Iran in 2003 for the Philippines to pursue higher education in the field of dentistry 

in a free country. Although I had attained admission to a university in the United States, my 

attempt to secure a visa was rejected by the U.S. embassy due to the September 11, 2001 
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tragedy, which directed considerable hatred toward Middle Eastern people (Hojati, 2012). 

Remarkably, the main reason for my ability to leave Iran was the greater freedoms women were 

given since the 1997 election of President Mohammad Khatami. The reformist-dominated 

parliament lifted a ban on unmarried women studying abroad. Under Iran’s Islamic laws, a 

woman needs her husband’s permission to work or travel abroad. Khatami’s work temporarily 

created a policy window (Weible & Sabatier, 2017), creating the opportunity I needed to migrate 

from Iran. My desire to leave Iran was rooted in my thirst for freedom, which I knew I would not 

have in Iran, especially after marriage. For example, in court, a man’s testimony is twice as 

important as a woman’s. Men can also keep four spouses at once, which is something women 

cannot do (Moore, 2001).  

Under Khatami, women also dramatically increased their presence in education and the 

workforce. According to Feminist Majority Foundation (2000), from 1990 to 2000, the number 

of women entering university tripled. In 2003, Khatami congratulated Shirin Ebadi, a human 

rights lawyer, for becoming the first Muslim woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize (Nikou, 2021; 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2003). Khatami also brought women into 

senior government positions for the first time. In 1997, Khatami appointed Masoumeh Ebtekar as 

vice president for the environment, a senior government position. Khatami worked to reshape 

women’s position in society, indicating a need for a sweeping view of the role of women and, 

before anything else, challenging the norm that women are second-class citizens. Additionally, 

Khatami opposed undermining women, creating the narrative people should all believe men and 

women can be active in all fields (Hanna, 2020a; Moore, 2001; Nikou, 2021; Radio Free Europe, 

2005).  
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However, despite Khatami’s reformist intentions, the Conservatives consistently thwarted 

the efforts of the reformists’ era. They consolidated their control of power with the flawed 

elections for the seventh Majles in 2004 and President Ahmadinejad’s victory in 2005 (U.S. 

Department of State, 2008). The change in the law in the mid-2000s was a brief introduction to 

laws and policy that facilitated my chance for upward mobility and 20 years of migration living 

in three different countries, including the United States, where I continued my education and 

attained leadership positions in the government sectors. 

To explore my experience as an Iranian immigrant woman and to add my voice to the 

various bodies of literature on access and advancement to leadership roles as an Iranian woman, I 

chose to use autoethnography in this study. Autoethnographies are highly personalized accounts 

that draw on the researcher’s experience to extend sociological understanding (Sparkes, 2000; 

Wall, 2008). In considering the use of personal stories in sociological work, Laslett (1999) has 

claimed the intersection of the personal and the societal offers a new vantage point to present 

fuller pictures of events and relationships that are to be told than inferred. 

Experiences of migration and access to leadership positions were rarely discussed, at 

least explicitly, in the research I encountered on Iranian women’s experiences in leadership. As 

such, I used my personal experiences to represent particular, nuanced, complex, and insider 

insights about Iranian immigrant women’s leadership experiences to contribute to the knowledge 

about understanding the lack of systematic support for Iranian immigrant women in the 

leadership pipeline. 

My purpose in writing an autoethnography was to consider the structural and lived 

experiences as factors that influenced my achievement and development of leadership roles in 

the government sector as an Iranian immigrant woman. Additionally, to consider how strategies, 
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environments, and resources in my experience assisted me in achieving vertical mobility in 

leadership positions in the government sector. Unfortunately, the experiences of Middle Eastern 

women, including Iranian immigrant women, have been absent from the literature on structural 

exclusions in academia. My research elaborated and analyzed these neglected experiences as I 

explored the racialized, classed, and gendered (Hojati, 2012) structures that impede Iranian 

immigrant women’s chance for upward mobility in their path to top-level leadership positions. 

Statement of the Research Problem 

Although Iranians have been present in the United States in small numbers since the 

1930s, immigrant arrivals from Iran were primarily international students, professionals, and 

tourists from the late 1940s until the Iranian revolution in 1979 (Lai & Batalova, 2021). 

Following the Islamic Revolution and the Iran-Iraq War, immigration from Iran increased 

dramatically, a direct consequence of the Iranian revolution, specifically as the role of Iranian 

women has become a critical human rights issue in recent years requiring deeper study 

(Mohammadi, 2007). Between 1980 and 2000, the number of Iranian immigrants doubled, from 

122,000 to 283,000. In addition, the profile of Iranians noticeably changed from coming abroad 

to study, visit, or work to include a large number of religious, political, and economic exiles, 

refugees, and asylees fleeing Iran for fear of persecution (Dallalfar, 1994; Lai & Batalova, 2021). 

This population has continued to grow in the 21st century, with 468,798 Iranian 

immigrants living in the United States in 2019 (Lai & Batalova, 2021). According to mid-2019 

United Nations Population Division estimates, the United States was the most popular 

destination for Iranians living abroad (Lai & Batalova, 2021). Since 1979, about 90% of Iranian 

migrants in the United States who have met the eligibility requirements for naturalization have 

already become U.S. citizens (Azadi et al., 2020). Additionally, Iranian women immigrants made 
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up 47% of the overall international migrant stock (United Nations, 2019). In the United States, 

more than 50% of Iranian immigrants were women between the ages of 34 and 64, with 52.8% 

holding bachelor and graduate degrees (Lai & Batalova, 2021). These statistics reflect the 

diversity of cultures in the United States. 

For too long, the principles of diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging have been 

undermined and ignored, particularly in the public sector workplace (Representative Democracy, 

2021). According to Riccucci (2009), assessing social equity in government must consider 

whether members of different groups are equally distributed among the upper-level decision-

making positions. As demographics shift in U.S. society, creating an equitable system (Jagire, 

2019) with diverse racial representation at all levels of government, particularly regarding 

leadership roles for immigrant women, is critical. Data have shown people of color comprised 

about 40% of the U.S. population and about 38% of the full-time federal workforce. Although 

they represented 46% of full-time workers in entry-level positions, people of color held only 

32% of senior federal positions (Schelhorn & Herbers, 2022). 

Further, according to research by Deloitte Center for Government Insights, systemically 

marginalized people advanced at an equitable pace and were respectively represented at all levels 

of the organization, including in roles of authority and influence in an equitable system (Myers et 

al., 2021). However, despite an increase in the Iranian immigrant population in the workforce, a 

significant gap in Iranian immigrant women’s representation in leadership positions has 

remained. Iranian women with multiple identities do not benefit from roles making 

organizational decisions, such as chief executive officer (CEO) in a Fortune 500 company or 

director-level positions of a governmental organization, available to women with a single 

identity in the host country (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Similarly, studies have found 
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migrant women of color have been subjected to disempowering encounters with colleagues; 

exclusion from networking prospects; being the only woman of color in various professional 

contexts; needing validation; and disrupting stereotypical race, culture, and gender myths 

(Santamaría et al., 2022; Staiano, 2015). 

Immigrant women occupy a unique liminal space of being an underrepresented culture 

due to differences from the predominant culture in their gender, race, ethnicity, and nationality 

(Ngunjiri & Hernandez, 2017). Nevertheless, immigrant women play an essential role in 

ensuring equitable organizational outcomes through their representation (American Immigration 

Council, 2020; Deloitte United States, 2021). The lack of recognition and strategic support from 

the government along the leadership pipeline informs the need to further explore the structural 

limitations with a focus on immigrant women of color with specific focus on Iranian women. 

Failure to acknowledge exclusionary policies and practices (Reilly et al., 2021) can negatively 

impact immigrant women’s participation in the government sector and society as a whole. To 

lean into inclusive values authentically requires recognizing current social systems perpetuate 

and promote barriers that deepen divisions between people and limit access to opportunities for 

advancement (Representative Democracy, 2021). Specifically, when reimagining government 

structures at all levels, it is essential to question who is not at the decision-making table. These 

exclusionary practices intersect with Iranian women’s experiences in ways that are unique 

despite their race and gender. 

Although women who reach an executive role in their careers tend to hold lower-level 

positions than men, the patterns reflected among immigrant women executives in general show 

them as least likely to be appointed on a board of directors or work as president of a corporation 

(Longpré-Verret & McKee, 2022). Regardless of their documentation status, immigrant women 
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have long been the backbone of their families, their communities, and the country’s overall 

prosperity (Carratala et al., 2022). Promoting new laws and legislation on gender equality is 

critical, but equally important is building a democratic culture in which women’s rights are 

protected. The inclusion of immigrant women in leadership positions in the government sector is 

a critical element of achieving a genuinely inclusive democracy, and immigrant women must 

have the chance to represent their communities and participate in the decision-making process. 

Migrant women volunteer their time, accept lower wages, and work harder than their 

colleagues to prove their skills and qualifications to employers (Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018). 

Thus, within this structure, Iranian immigrant women are not on a level playing field with their 

American white women colleagues (Fathzadeh, 2022). In their 2019 data set, McKinsey and 

Company (2021) discovered beyond average representation, the proportion of companies with 

zero nonmajority representation in their executive teams highlighted the lack of progress: in the 

United States, this was 31%; in the United Kingdom, 58%; and in Brazil, 73% (Dixon-Fyle et al., 

2020). Washington state was home to 9,497 Iranian immigrants in 2022 (Migration Policy 

Institute, 2022); however, demographics concerning gender and career have lacked data, 

highlighting the distressing gap in information leading to underrepresentation of data. 

According to a 2019 study, 77.2% of the Iranian population were private wage and salary 

workers, with only 13% government workers compared to their U.S.-born counterparts (Lai & 

Batalova, 2021). The growth trajectory has remained disproportionate for Iranian immigrant 

women, specifically in the government sector responsible for serving communities of color, 

despite an increase in the number of women in leadership roles in overall organizational sectors. 

They do not represent the growing Iranian population in the workforce with director-level roles 

that provide an opportunity along the career path toward becoming a CEO or high-profile career-
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advancing opportunities (Dixon-Fyle et al., 2020). The Iranian immigrant women’s voice 

remains absent at the tables where top-level positions shape organizational culture, social 

construct, future funding prospects, and positive outcomes for communities (Avolio, 2011). The 

inconsistency in access to top-level positions for Iranian immigrant women has indicated a gap in 

their leadership pipeline as they continue experiencing structural barriers, with 17% of these 

women living in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Although the Equal Employment 

Opportunity laws (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, n.d.) demand equitable 

hiring, enhanced workplace policies have only created opportunities for white women to 

collaborate with privileged white communities (Holvino, 2010). Comparatively, their 

representation and the inequality gap structure are shaped differently for Iranian immigrant 

women who experience triple jeopardy based on the multiple stereotypes associated with gender, 

race, and ethnicity that they trigger in others (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). 

As a result, Iranian immigrant women’s access to leadership in organizations, particularly 

governmental positions, has remained minimal despite an increase in the number of migrant 

women in the United States. Thus, their lack of representation in leadership positions questions 

the government sector’s democratic governance and social justice (Htun, 2004). Moreover, 

because of their growing population, Iranian immigrant women will not have an agency in the 

top-level decision-making in the government sector with the power to influence their daily lives. 

These perspectives negatively impact Iranian immigrant women’s upward mobility and act as 

barriers to the community that they represent.  

In my experiences, the lack of representation led to my inability to acquire mentorship or 

find strong support groups that could understand how I could advance in the new Washington 

state society. As a result, it took me 10 years to assimilate into my new culture and find a path to 
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the decision-making table where I could represent the unique perspectives of Iranian immigrant 

women. Having that lived experience in my leadership capacity, I grounded my work in the 

importance of diversity and equity when addressing communities of color based on 

intersectionality and need for inclusion. The unique position of Iranian immigrant women, not 

merely by gender differences but also by the historical weight of racism tied to ethnicity and 

culture (Fathzadeh, 2022), functions as a bridge to include their voices in closing the social gaps 

for governmental sectors in serving the underserved communities. Similarly, diversifying the 

pipeline of leaders allows unique experiences, beliefs, and perspectives on pressing issues and 

thus help improve our government’s capability to serve the needs of its entire population, 

especially historically disenfranchised communities (Inclusive America, 2022). 

Purpose of the Study 

This study aimed to explore my lived experiences as an Iranian immigrant woman leader 

in the government sector in Washington state. The study’s objective was to explain the 

disproportionate representation of Iranian immigrant women in mid- to senior-level leadership 

roles and the lack of equitable workplace opportunities that prevent their advancement to the 

director and executive leadership positions. Hence, this qualitative autoethnography approach 

probed my experiences in finding pathways to leadership positions in the government sector and 

navigating the leadership pipeline. My journey revolved around the following questions: 

• Research Question 1: How have my lived experiences as an Iranian immigrant 

woman influenced my achievement and development as a leader in the government 

sector in the United States?  

• Research Question 2: What strategies, environments, and resources assisted me in 

achieving vertical mobility in leadership positions? 
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Paradigm Statement 

The posed research questions grounded this study in further understanding how my lived 

experiences through systemic inequities in the workplace have impacted the attainment and 

development of top-level leadership roles in the government sector. Although my social identity 

intersects with race, gender, ethnicity, and citizenship status, my voice has remained absent from 

the literature on structural exclusions in organizations, leading to a lack of representation. Thus, 

to examine the experiences of Iranian immigrant women, it was essential to dissect how their 

identity influenced their leadership career pathway. Multiracial feminist theory (MFT; Zinn & 

Dill, 1996), with the reflective nuance of third world feminism (TWF; Mohanty et al., 1991), and 

representative bureaucracy theory (RBT; Kingsley, 1944) provided a triangle of multilayered 

perspectives on Iranian immigrant women’s experiences of access to leadership positions (see 

Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework 

 

 

MFT 

Women of color have long contested the hegemony of feminism built primarily on the 

existence of white middle-class women. Therefore, in response to this compelling critique, MFT 
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emerged as a dynamic and influential field in the broader scope of feminist theorizing (Zinn & 

Dill, 1996). Since the late 1960s, women of color in the United States have argued against 

monolithic gender theories. Research connecting gender to other forms of domination has 

recently increased, primarily due to the intersection between race, gender, class, and ethnicity. 

The multiracial feminism perspective seeks to extend beyond the recognition of diversity and 

difference among women to investigate structures of domination, specifically the role of race, in 

understanding the social construction of gender.  

Multicultural feminist scholars propose some common concepts as the foundation for 

their insights and perspectives across the diverse landscape of multicultural feminist production, 

such as the complexity of intersectionality, self-reflexivity (including the questioning of 

privilege), and accountability (McCall, 2005). Although not exhaustive, this list of concepts 

exemplifies what multicultural feminist theorists contribute to knowledge production. For 

example, multicultural feminists study the product of multiple identities through 

intersectionality; through self-reflexivity, questions of privilege and methodology are addressed; 

and through accountability, the driving force for social and political change is inspired (Landrine 

& Russo, 2010).  

Despite the various concerns and scholarly stances that characterize women of color 

feminist thought, they all share an emphasis on race as a preceding influence in contextualizing 

genders differently. The context of race, institutionalized racism, and racial oppression struggles 

connect the varying feminist perceptions within this framework. This context demonstrates racial 

meanings open new theoretical avenues for feminist thought (Zinn & Dill, 1996). Accordingly, 

the ineptitude of examining gender oppression solely without considering other sources of 

subordination is most visible in the law. Crenshaw’s (1989; Crenshaw et al., 1995) pivotal 



26 

 

pioneering work on intersectionality compellingly exposed the legal system’s inadequacies in 

dealing with multiple sources of discrimination experienced by African American women. 

Intersectionality, embedded in stereotyped social identities, enables a fluid analysis of the many 

social settings in which particular stigmatized social identities are more prominent and likely to 

be exploited for oppression (Hurtado & Cervantez, 2009). 

Additionally, women who are exposed to numerous social worlds, as characterized by 

cultures, languages, socioeconomic classes, sexualities, nation-states, and colonialism, develop 

the aptitude to traverse and challenge linear ideas of social reality. As a result, oppressions are 

not classified nor perceived as static; instead, they are dynamic systems that take on various 

dimensions and subtleties depending on the circumstances. Oppression as a medley of prejudice 

and institutional power creates a system that regularly and harshly discriminates against some 

groups and benefits others (National Museum of African American History and Culture, 2021). 

The intersectionality framework enables the expression of numerous oppressions and modes of 

resistance that would otherwise be difficult to access using traditional analysis and assessment 

methods (Landrine & Russo, 2010). 

TWF 

Global feminism has remained trapped in a representation stint based on imposed 

conceptions of agency and stigmatization prescribed by first world feminist discourses. As 

Mohanty et al. (1991) explained, third world women as a singular monolithic subject, for a 

discursive colonization and Western feminisms’ use of the category of third world woman and 

third world difference ties into a more extensive, latent cultural and economic colonialism. The 

monolithic notions embody the concept of a deliberate Western feminist core and passive TWF 

on the periphery conducive to a pedagogy of a third world woman’s marginalization as espoused 
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in third world feminist discourses. However, TWF thought challenges the concept of 

disempowerment, stemming from a patriarchal model that portrays men as the nucleus and 

women as marginal and centripetal entities (Mansoor, 2016). TWF thought aids in recognizing 

the silver lining by reexamining the binaries of margin/center, agency/disempowerment, and 

TWF/first world feminism. 

In discussing Iranian immigrant women’s access to leadership positions across 

organizational sectors, it is essential to unfold the existing biases that have disillusioned the 

Western racialized structure through the Western feminist lens, creating further obstacles to their 

upward mobility. The theoretical depiction of a third world woman’s marginal placement as 

discursively helpless undermines their agency. Thus, TWF explores the interplay of social 

structure and women’s agency across the limitations of race, class, and gender oppression to 

create sustainable lives for themselves, their families, and their communities. Women of color 

have struggled and often destabilized the forces of power that control them to contour their own 

lives. However, racial oppression has been a common focus of the dynamic of oppositional 

agency of women of color (Zinn & Dill, 1996). As Mohanty et al. (1991) pointed out, the nature 

and organization of women’s opposition mediate and differentiate the impact of structures of 

domination. Thus, despite being summarized in multinational sociocultural groups, a third world 

woman sees herself as independent of any immobile epicenter (Mansoor, 2016). The shift in 

narrative gives her the agency to redefine herself as an autonomous-thinking woman capable of 

dismantling the notion of a congealed subalternity. 

Moreover, Mohanty (2003) described the labeling of third world women as powerless, 

sexually harassed, and exploited by focusing on a group of powerless women to prove these 

points by the western feminists further stigmatizing them as victims of socioeconomic systems. 
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Mohanty’s view highlights the formation of stereotypes with an ahistorical and universal unity 

between women based on a generalized notion of their subordination. Instead of analytically 

demonstrating the production of women as socioeconomic and political groups within local 

contexts, this construction of social perspectives limits the definition of the female subject to 

gender identity, completely bypassing social class and ethnic identities. Therefore, when 

analyzing the underrepresentation of Iranian immigrant women in government sectors, it is 

essential to uncover the western feminists’ view of nonwestern women. To argue the universal 

categorization of a large group of women in the third world is mostly done through constructed 

monolithic terms and classifications which label the women in these countries “ignorant, poor, 

uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc.” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 

337). This contrasts with the (implicit) “self-representation of Western women as educated, 

modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities, and the freedom to make their 

own decisions” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 337). 

RBT 

After critically examining the class elitism of the British public service, Kingsley (1944) 

concluded public service must be representative of society if it is to serve democratically. 

According to Baekgaard and George (2018), several studies have found patterns of under-

representation at the highest levels of government. Meier (1975), for example, discovered 

citizens from lower social classes were underrepresented at the upper levels of the U.S. federal 

bureaucracy when studying the composition of the U.S. federal bureaucracy. In addition, women 

and ethnically minoritized groups were underrepresented in leadership positions. However, 

women were underrepresented in agencies responsible for so-called feminine issues (Meier, 1975 

as cited in Baekgaard & George, 2018). 
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Further research also discovered women and African American people were 

underrepresented in upper-level management at the state and local levels in two studies on 

gender and ethnicity representation. Additionally, their path to leadership was through lateral 

transfer rather than the customary path up the hierarchy (Mendenhall et al., 2018). Although 

patterns of (under)representation at the highest levels of public organizations have been 

repeatedly documented, there is a significant gap in research about its underlying causes 

(Baekgaard & George, 2018). This is noteworthy as it highlights my path to vertical mobility in 

accessing leadership positions. Despite this, as explained earlier, my acquired skills including 

resiliency, adaptability, and foresight—from 2 decades of continuous migration—with academic 

and professional abilities, my attainment of a leadership position was a long winding path. In my 

journey, critical areas of significant gaps have been a lack of support from upper management 

(Ibarra, 2019) and sponsorship that has led to decades of lateral moves to break the labyrinth of 

the uneven path of upward progression (Eagly & Carli, 2007). 

As an act of using one’s social capital to propel an individual’s career advancement, 

commonly referred to as a protégé, sponsorship provides exposure, visibility, and experience 

through opportunity. Sponsorship has proved to be a strong determinant of career success 

(Smith, 2021). However, as immigrant women of color, we give voice to some intrapersonal and 

interpersonal challenges we face while stuck in mid-level leadership positions and offer a few 

strategies to bring attention to the representation dichotomies we encounter (Ngunjiri & 

Hernandez, 2017), which was the foundation for this research. 

Similarly, discussions on representative bureaucracy are essential in government 

administration because social equity is a pillar of a democratic society and governance. Making 

government more representative of society has long been a focus of research and theory in public 
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administration. Meier and Nigro’s (1976) definition of representation stated shared values 

between the public and officials direct the latter to make decisions on behalf of and in the 

public’s interest. Thus, RBT begins with responsiveness because public administration is 

considered a vital factor in allocating resources to the public. Increasing workforce diversity has 

become a core value for political actors and institutions. It reflects the growing diversity in the 

United States, so private- and public-sector organizations recognize the importance of recruiting 

and retaining minorities and women for management-level positions to improve their bottom line 

(U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2013). However, according to recent reports from U.S. 

Government Accountability Office (2013), the ethnically/racially minoritized and female 

leadership representation in the financial services industry, and among federal financial agencies 

and Federal Reserve Banks (Reserve Banks), stagnated from 2007–2011. People of color 

representation in the industry was higher in lower-level management positions in 2011, around 

20%, compared to about 11% in senior-level manager positions. Officials stated identifying 

candidates was the most challenging aspect of improving diversity, noting people of color and 

women were frequently underrepresented in both internal and external candidate pools. This is 

essential to highlight because diversity allows agencies to remain accountable to the public, 

becomes an organizational competitive advantage, aids in achieving results-oriented 

administration, improves policy formulation, and promotes the strategic use of human resources 

(U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2020). Despite initiatives for greater inclusion and 

social equity, women and people of color have remained underrepresented in many sectors of 

society. Indeed, U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission’s (2021) FY 2020 data 

showed retaliation remained the most frequently cited claim in charges filed with the agency—

accounting for a staggering 55.8% of all charges filed—followed by disability, race, and sex. 
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Specifically, the directive numbers showed the following categories of discrimination, in 

descending order of frequency: retaliation, 37,632 (55.8% of all charges filed); disability, 24,324 

(36.1%); race, 22,064 (32.7%); sex, 21,398 (31.7%); and national origin, 6,377 (9.5%). 

Therefore, the federal government has placed a strong emphasis on social equity, ensuring 

representation on the merits that policy and decision-making can increase the numerical 

representation of historically underrepresented groups in the workforce, or even significantly 

promote and determine their fortunes (Anestaki et al., 2019; Riccucci, 2009). 

MFT, TWF theory, and RBT collectively directed this study in encapsulating Iranian 

immigrant women’s authentic voices in their quest, attainment, and retention of top-level 

leadership positions. Although various models of feminist perspectives in leadership are based 

on white women’s gender identity, the Iranian immigrant woman’s experiences in constructing 

gender identity have been limited in the research (Hojati, 2012). To ensure the Iranian immigrant 

woman’s voice was included in theorizing on leadership, the theoretical framework of this 

research study positioned their experiences at the epicenter of the research analysis through the 

intersectional lenses of race, gender, and ethnicity. 

Conceptual Framework 

There is a distinct structural experience for immigrant women of color as they join the 

limited number of women of color at the leadership tables across all organizational sectors. 

Recognizing despite its long immigrant history, the United States has no formal immigrant 

integration policy (Msengi et al., 2015) is a first step in identifying the patterns that challenge 

women of color’s career advancement. This is particularly significant as it pertains to the 

nuances of culture, religion, and espoused beliefs because as part of the integration process, 

immigrants must “unlearn something as well as learning something new” (Schein, 2010, p. 301). 
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Therefore, recognizing some behaviors are dysfunctional may be challenging to give up and 

replace, which requires a comprehensive, inclusive integration program for immigrants who call 

the United States their home. 

According to McKenzie’s (2021) report, the call for social justice, equity, and inclusion 

are paramount, with evidence that diversity in an organization will emanate more success as a 

basis of competitive advantage and particularly as a critical enabler of development; yet, 

progress on diversification initiatives has been lagging. Additionally, organizations are still 

trying to figure out how to use diversity and inclusion most effectively to support their growth 

and value-creation goals and company financial outperformance (Hunt et al., 2021). 

Hence, given the attempts for diversification, the challenges faced by immigrant women 

of color concerning discrimination based on race, gender, and ethnicity require an extra layer of 

attention. Immigrant women of color apply resilience in facing complex, ambiguous, and 

multifaceted challenges to deal with discrimination and other obstacles related to accessing 

employment, education, and career advancement (Akbar & Preston, 2019). However, their 

experiences have remained a barrier as immigrant women move along their career pipelines. As 

a result, they have often found themselves grappling with the phenomenon of emotional tax in 

the workplace (Travis & Thorpe-Moscon, 2021). Achieving any level of authority gives 

immigrant women a voice to express concerns about inequity and negative attention inside and 

outside the workplace. 

The concept of emotional tax served true as I started my role at the managerial level. Five 

months into my hiring, we faced the COVID-19 global pandemic as a nation. Despite the many 

uncertainties the whole country was battling, I needed to work harder because I was not 

considered a real American. I was worried if I did not go above and beyond, I would lose my job 
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and the chance to achieve my dreams. I was experiencing the emotional tax. I worked off the 

clock to keep up with the changing work requests to ensure my managers I valued my job and 

even the pandemic could not stop me. I did not take days off and did not take breaks when I 

needed them because I felt my status as an Iranian immigrant and woman put me in a lower 

strata, so I had to overcome the barriers by proving I could do it. That excessive pressure to work 

hard and withstand challenges led to my deteriorating health and wellness. Although the notion 

of emotional tax may be another trendy word in some brochures, it negatively affects immigrant 

women of color. Many of us migrate to the United States in pursuit of a better life, which 

translates into working harder, with the constant need to prove competency. Having visible 

differences in skin color, accent, and traditions forces immigrants to be consciously on guard to 

deal with potential bias or discrimination stemming from factors related to their identity (Travis 

& Thorpe-Moscon, 2021). 

Based on the MFT and RBT, the conceptual framework for this study outlined the 

phenomenon of the emotional tax as it impacts women of color’s health and performance (see 

Figure 2), as adopted by the Catalyst Research Centers. In 2018, Catalyst conducted research that 

empirically supported the emotional tax image depicting women of color’s experience across 

organizations (Travis & Thorpe-Moscon, 2021). The quantitative data supporting these findings 

highlighted the respondents’ experiences at work that described various aspects of the emotional 

tax and its impact on their ability to thrive and succeed at work. Their observations exemplified 

the costs of feeling different at work based on gender, race, and ethnicity—and the subsequent 

decisions some participants have made to accept things as just the way they are and accept it 

(Travis & Thorpe-Moscon, 2021). Accordingly, research has shown the barriers women of color 

face, such as lower pay than men and fewer advancement opportunities, are not related to their 
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values, priorities, or choices compared to white peers. Instead, it might be because of women of 

color’s drive to succeed and contribute that they experience emotional consequences when 

stymied. 

 

Figure 2. Emotional Tax 

 

 

As progress moves, organizations hiring women of color to satisfy diversity goals is not 

enough. Employers who do not value women of color may lose out on the top level of aspiring 

talent. Based on a study of 1,600 professionals across various organizations such as nonprofit 

organizations, education, and government, 90% of women of color indicated regardless of how 

they were perceived on the job (Bolden-Barrett, 2018), they wanted to be prominent leaders who 

hold intellectually spurring jobs and upward mobility to higher roles. Still, an emotional tax can 

affect women of color’s health and performance. Being dismissed, discounted, and disrespected 

can distract even highly skilled workers. Because women of color face significant discrimination 
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in the workplace, particularly when compared to white men, some may worry any lapses in 

performance will jeopardize their career opportunities (Bolden-Barrett, 2018). For immigrant 

women, the added layer of ethnicity forces them to live each day constantly “on guard.” For 

Asian, Black, Latinx, and multiracial employees, decades of research have shown exclusion, 

discrimination, and bias can be daily experiences. These experiences occur inside and outside the 

workplace and can be severely agonizing. Taken together, they impose an emotional tax with 

heavy personal consequences. This emotional tax can also harm businesses by preventing 

employees from being able to thrive at work in their journey along the leadership pipeline 

(Travis & Thorpe-Moscon, 2021). 

Rationale for Autoethnography 

In the current increasingly diverse environment, institutions have been implementing 

practices to address the issue of gender in leadership to establish or reinforce realities about 

gender in leadership. However, the scarcity of women in top leadership positions highlights 

people with the best intentions have misread the symptoms and the solutions managers employ 

need to make more of a difference (Eagly & Carli, 2007). In academia, the proliferation of 

research in leadership studies has sought to compare men’s and women’s leadership practices in 

terms of effectiveness (Eagly & Carli, 2003). Through creating metaphors such as the glass 

ceiling and labyrinth, academics have identified the double bind female leaders often encounter 

to cultivate an appropriate and effective leadership style (Eagly & Carli, 2007). Hence, women 

have sought ways to project authority without relying on the autocratic demeanors that people 

find crude in women. As an Iranian woman, I am well-informed about my gender differences 

and my experiences as a second-class citizen (Rehman, 2021). So, my understanding of sexism 
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started as early as 6 years of age when taught in first grade in school that women were always 

less than men. 

Unfortunately, this indoctrination has been ingrained so deeply in my subconscious that I 

often do not recognize the sexism I face in U.S. society. Moving to the United States did not 

make my understanding of my gender or rights any easier. After settling in Seattle, I had no 

information about my rights as an immigrant woman. There was no program I could enroll in to 

help me understand the way of life in the United States. The barriers to jobs and the culture I 

knew nothing about led to further marginalization. The federal government’s permissive 

approach to immigration and its singular focus since September 11, 2001 on border security has 

ignored the reality of local communities encountering immigrants in daily life and such 

communities’ normal civic, economic, and social activities. It is distressing that the U.S. 

government does not have an immigrant settlement policy (Brenner, 2009). 

Though new in Seattle, less than a year into my migration, I started a business in 2010 

with no knowledge of or background in running a business. However, the one thing I had 

mastered throughout my years of the migration was adaptability. Immigration means change; it 

denotes disruptions to interpersonal systems and social networks and confronts systems of 

meaning. It means adaptation to the new contexts that involve the integration of identities and 

social and cultural systems into that context (Sonn, 2002). By chance, I found an advertisement 

about a photo booth business and the possibility of a better financial future. I moved forward 

with the process and started a photo booth business. The entrepreneurial path was based on a 

lack of familiarity with the hiring process, inability to work in the dental field for licensing 

issues, low minimum wage ($7 per hour), and lack of mentorship and sponsorship opportunities. 

As Dallalfar (1994) delicately explained, entrepreneurial immigrant women are using the ethnic 
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economy to engage in work activities that are more profitable than working as low-paid and 

devalued workers in businesses often owned by men. Women face the constraints of patriarchal 

systems and sexism when working for men in both capitalist enterprises in the general labor 

market and in ethnic economies. The experiences of racism and sexism are simultaneously 

experienced (UN Women, 2020) by immigrant women working in the former labor market 

categories. By accepting my experiences of marginalization, I began focusing on a vision of a 

better future and moved forward with the business for the next 10 years. Entrepreneurship taught 

me how to work with systems, communities, organizations, and people. I vicariously lived the 

high life of the celebrities that hired my services and had the opportunity to donate my services 

for fundraising opportunities such as Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center. I ventured into 

the land of the Oz through curiosity, resilience, adaptability, commitment, and a mission to 

succeed. Despite countless probabilities I operated a successful business as an immigrant woman 

from Iran.  

Aside from the gender controversies, the perspective on leadership symbolizes a different 

layer of marginality constructed on race and ethnicity. For example, researchers have found 

leaders of color have been disadvantaged by societal fabrication of race and ethnicity, perceived 

as not legitimate (Ospina & Foldy, 2009). As a result, perceivers or potential followers are less 

likely to endorse people of color as leaders. Furthermore, positional leaders of color, such as 

managers, may face challenges to their leadership that white leaders do not (Ospina & Foldy, 

2009). 

My new perceptions of race and ethnicity experiences began during my early arrival in 

Seattle. In Iran, the notion of racism was not discussed. Although patriarchy and gender 

segregation were tangible, we did not discuss them. Freedom of expression and freedom of the 
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press are not adequately protected in Islamic Republic Regime law. Consequently, the 

established regulatory structures are often violated or, at best, disregarded in practice (Human 

Rights Watch, n.d.). Reflecting on my experiences in the Philippines, I did not encounter racism, 

nor did my accent or lack of physical similarity make life difficult. 

On the contrary, my difference made me visible in a good way. During my 5 and a half 

years living in the Philippines, I was chosen 3 times as Ms. Dentistry from the Dentistry 

Department, where I pursued a degree in dental medicine. The Filipino culture’s acceptance of 

who I was as a foreign woman and their inclusionary practices in their school activities made me 

feel at home; I felt I belonged. Their recognition of my individuality gave me the strength and 

courage to continue my education in a foreign language and live like any other Filipino person. 

As I regard that period of my life, I began learning about what it meant to be a free woman. My 

experiences in the Philippines vastly differed from that of the United States, where I desperately 

worked to fit in. My differences made me recognizable as the alien other (Epps & Furman, 

2016). 

In my early days after migrating to the United States, while going through culture shock, 

I did not realize what I felt was not only the huge cultural differences but also the visible 

physical and lingual differences. Soon, I became aware of my race and my olive skin color. I 

made sure not to get suntanned to keep my skin color light. To speed up my assimilation process, 

I worked excessively to pronounce English words correctly. The reality that my visibility became 

a barrier to the freedom I left Iran to seek in 2003 became exhausting, leading to isolation and 

loneliness.  

This narrative concerning my accent highlights the notion of implicit bias and its 

consequences on navigating my new western society. By way of concept, implicit bias was 
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introduced as the new science of unconscious mental processes that significantly affect 

discrimination law (Agarwal, 2022). In addition, implicit bias occurs automatically and 

unintentionally, affecting judgments, decisions, and behaviors. Research has shown implicit bias 

can pose a barrier to recruiting and retaining a diverse scientific workforce (U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, n.d.). The research on implicit bias supports the existing barriers to 

newcomers as they navigate their new society, similar to my lived experiences. 

In terms of accent, in a poll by the hearing campaign, Heal the World, as part of a global 

campaign to educate people about the importance of hearing, 1 in 3 people said they made 

judgments about others’ personality, intelligence, and competence based purely on their accent 

(Vorster, 2007). Some 15% admitted they would take someone less seriously at work if they had 

an accent, and 11% agreed an individual’s accent would influence whether they did business 

with them. Similarly, Dr. Glenn Wilson, a Kings College, London psychologist, confirmed the 

critical role accents can play in one’s initial attitude toward others (Ferry, 2007). Dr. Wilson 

suggested there were essentially two components to an accent—location and strength—which 

encourages particular stereotypes to presume people with stronger accents are less intelligent and 

are educated to a lesser degree (Ferry, 2007). Hence, hearing a specific accent activates the 

implicit bias concerning race and ethnicity in native speakers. 

So, aside from its uncertainties and contradictions due to power differentials, 

underrepresentation, and bias, the concepts of race and ethnicity play a fundamental role in how 

individuals and collectives define themselves, either explicitly or implicitly (Okozi et al., 2009; 

Ospina & Foldy, 2009). Moreover, research has indicated race–ethnicity seldom operates in 

isolation from other identities such as gender, class, sexual orientation, and religion. For 

instance, these factors lead to marginality, likely to constrain managers of color as they may lack 
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access to essential networks and “appreciation and encouragement” (Ospina & Foldy, 2009, p. 

880) from their superiors as resources necessary to achieving vertical mobility. Barriers to 

resources do not happen unilaterally. It continues with the earlier concepts, such as bias, identity, 

class, gender, and other discriminatory behaviors, that leads to isolation and underrepresentation.  

Conversely, research has recognized other narratives concerning gender, indicating most 

Americans believed women were just as capable as men in leading corporations or government. 

According to a Pew Research Center (2008) survey on women and leadership, most Americans 

considered women indistinguishable from men in key leadership traits. These characteristics 

included intellectual ability, competence, and innovativeness. However, according to role 

congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), a divergence between female leaders and the perceived 

demands of leadership was the basis for biased evaluations of women as leaders. The theory 

proposes perceived incongruity between the female gender role and leadership roles leads to two 

forms of prejudice when expectations for the leader role are incongruent with gender stereotypes 

(Ritter & Yoder, 2004): first, perceiving women less positively in their ability to hold leadership 

roles and second, assessing women’s behavior that meets the quality criteria of a leadership role 

less positively (Eagly & Karau, 2002). 

Despite the beliefs that women are stronger than men in terms of benevolence and 

organizational capabilities (Ignatius, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2015), with the rise of 

androgynous leadership, the stereotype of the successful leader has remained in masculine terms 

such as “Think male – Think leader” (Saint-Michel, 2018, p. 1). Four out of 10 Americans 

thought there was a double standard for women seeking to advance to the highest levels of 

government or corporation, where they must assert themselves more than their male counterparts 

(Pew Research Center, 2015). Evidence has also specified women who work in male-dominated 
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arenas are prone to experiencing bias and discrimination (Begeny et al., 2020). Despite cultural 

differences, women have experienced three persistent barriers to advancement: social, 

organizational, and individual (Ledbetter, 2018). Challenges concerning the gradual progress of 

women in leadership have remained pronounced for immigrant women, who continue to face 

more barriers to advancement in the government sector than any other employee group (Pew 

Research Center, 2015). 

Moreover, although the improvements in the executive-suite across all organizations have 

been much more significant than at lower levels since 2019, executive suite positions have 

benefited white women more than women of color and immigrant women (Lean In, 2021). 

Consequently, there has been a substantial decrease in the representation of women of color at all 

levels of advancement. These disparities help to explain why there have been so few women in 

senior positions and almost no immigrant women and women of color (Lean In, 2021; The 

Rockefeller Foundation, 2020). Women of color and immigrants were more likely to report that 

race and gender have been barriers to their career advancement (Bui, 2019). Census data from 

1990, 2000, and 2009–2011 indicated although public sector employment of immigrants could 

increase their economic assimilation, immigrants were substantially underrepresented in all 

federal, state, and local government staff levels (Lewis et al., 2013). 

Immigrating to a new country entails tremendous challenges that require adaptability 

(Ciaramella et al., 2022). However, the adjustment period differs based on gender, country of 

origin, religion, race, class, disability, and culture (de Haas, 2021). Given the varied reasons for 

migration, in focusing on immigrant women, it is essential to understand the barriers they face, 

particularly for those who want to make their way in endeavors outside the home. In the case of 

Iranian women specifically, the desire for a safer space for women’s mobility, a greater family 
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awareness about enhancing women’s futures, fewer job opportunities, and pursuing further 

education have propelled them to migrate (Hojati, 2012). Nevertheless, in the United States, 

Iranian women’s experiences of lack of freedom and independence after the 1979 Islamic 

Revolution have been compounded by structural and perceptual problems in the workplace, 

legal, and political realms because of the existence of gender inequalities and discrimination 

against Iranian women (Burkova, 2017; Hosseini, 2017; Keypour, 2020). Simultaneously 

experiencing racism and sexism, Iranian immigrant women participate in the ethnic economy as 

a site of empowerment (Dallalfar, 1994). Although Iranian immigrant women in modern society 

are highly educated, they are limited in gaining organizational and community leadership 

positions where they can exercise significant influence (Hojati, 2012). In addition to feeling out 

of place (Fathzadeh, 2022) and the general challenges of gaining leadership in an organization, 

Iranian immigrant women face profound structural and historical barriers linked to the very 

perception of leadership itself (Minoo, 2017), leading to their lack of representation, particularly 

in government sectors. 

As adapted by the Equal Employment Opportunity Act (EEOA) of 1972, the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964 mandates federal agencies to develop and implement affirmative employment 

programs to address the long-standing underrepresentation of women and people of color in the 

workforce. Given a fundamental federal personnel policy established by law is to create a 

competent, honest, and productive federal workforce that reflects the diversity of the nation’s 

population, the federal civilian workforce does not reflect the nation’s diverse population (U.S. 

Government Accountability Office, 1992). 

Similar trends have been apparent in U.S. politics at the federal government, where 

women made up 27% of the 117th U.S. Congress. Although this was a 50% increase from the 
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previous decade, it still needs to represent the full percentage of the female population because 

women constituted over half of the workforce in the United States. Women of color only 

represented less than 9% of members of Congress (Manning & Brudnick, 2022). In addition, 

women of color were only 4.7% of executive- or senior-level officials and managers in S&P 500 

companies. It is essential to include that as recently as 2022, less than 1% of Fortune 500 CEOs 

were women of color and more than two thirds of Fortune 500 companies had no representation 

of women of color as board directors (Ariella, 2022, 2023). Although immigrant women may 

find their way into leadership positions, they require multiple resources to succeed. Often 

struggling to access training, mentorship, and sponsorship, it takes years for the average 

immigrant woman to climb the leadership ladder. This can lead to their inability to gain enough 

momentum to become a part of more influential organizations, be recruited to take on leadership 

positions, and be included in the leadership pipeline. 

Between 2015 and 2020, a slight upswing in women being identified and promoted to 

senior management positions in the private corporate sector highlighted the pipeline of female 

leaders was growing. Women have gained significant advancements in educational attainment in 

recent decades to better position themselves for career success and leadership positions (Pew 

Research Center, 2015). However, despite the upward mobility of women, the representation of 

women of color and immigrant women in senior leadership positions was significantly less than 

their native-born women (Cukier et al., 2013). As Iranian immigrant women find themselves 

stuck in mid-level positions due to racially oppressive experiences in the workplace, there has 

continued to be a gap in the top-level leadership roles. In addition, these pipeline challenges 

reflect an apparent underrepresentation of the development in the populace of Iranian people in 

the U.S. government workforce. The absence of inclusionary practices trumps efforts made to 
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advance equity. Organizations hold immense control and influence to drive racial equity, 

meaning bold and sustainable progress is possible when organizations and their leaders commit 

to action. However, doing so requires the recognition of implicit bias and changing how 

individuals at all levels think and operate (Deloitte United States, 2021). Additionally, it requires 

expanding their notion of responsibility to include drastically improving outcomes for 

individuals excluded due to ethnicity or race. 

As mentioned earlier, my lack of recognition of gender biases in the organization has 

prevented me from addressing them as they happen. For example, though the concept of 

diversity, equity, and inclusion has made strong waves in the United States, the manifestation of 

its application has remained vastly minimal. Recently at a networking event, I discussed my 

interest in running for office. A male elected official, without hesitation, responded, “you could 

run to represent the women immigrants based on your background.” Although I appreciated his 

vision for me, after reflecting on his comments, I identified biases concerning my race, gender, 

and ethnicity. I asked myself why he assumed I wanted to run to represent the migrant 

community. This also reminded me of how biased governmental leaders and representatives box 

me into the category they deem fit for me. This experience also hinted at the systemic structural 

violence in our society that manifests in both material and symbolic means of social exclusion 

(Center for Health Equity Research Chicago, 2020). 

Reflecting and journaling allowed me to connect empirical knowledge generated through 

the observations and analyses of others with personal understanding in relation to and in the 

context of the experiences of others. In autoethnography, “proximity, not objectivity, becomes an 

epistemological point of departure and return” (T. Adams et al., 2014, p. 23). Consequently, my 

original intention was to use a reflective lifeworld methodology for this research. While crafting 
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a methodological approach, Van Manen (1990) suggested researchers study a phenomenon of 

great interest that they can explore and reflect on from multiple angles (Vagle, 2018). Rather 

than relying on abstract generalizations and theories, Van Manen offered an alternative that taps 

into the unique nature of each human situation (Vagle, 2018). However, exploring the many 

nuances and factors associated with one’s sense of self-concept within the role of identity made 

it apparent that this was a study for which there was limited shared language between the 

research and the potential participants. Moreover, the literature on Iranian women leaders is 

scant and incomplete; therefore, I began to question whether I might first need to find the voice 

of my lived experience of leadership in the years that I navigated this system.  

Autoethnography as Methodology 

Autoethnography begins with a personal story; in this case, my story was about my 

identity, migration, and career advancement in leadership position opportunities. In the migration 

literature, there is an acknowledgment that comprehensive or universal migration theory will 

never arise because migration is too complex. Thus, diverse social phenomena always need to be 

understood in the specific historical and social contexts in which they occur and can, therefore, 

never be captured by a simple set of formulas, laws, models, or regression equations (de Haas, 

2021). Narratives told by immigrants can be powerful stories in which meaning and identity are 

verified, adjusted, and redefined. This is an essential caveat behind the lived experiences of 

immigrants; the roles they play and the connection of their stories to the larger social context 

reveal how these stories can both create reality and be gateways into a state of greater 

sociological understanding (Wall, 2008). Accordingly, using autoethnography as a feminist 

method exposes the person to political actions as they move through cultural experiences. 

Autoethnographers show knowledge derives from political understandings of one’s social 



46 

 

position, cultural freedoms, and limits. As its integral part, autoethnography actively engages in 

self-reflexivity, which is the foundation of intersectionality in feminist discourse, specifically as 

it relates to layers of human social, emotional, theoretical, political, and cultural praxis (Poulos, 

2021). 

Autoethnography and the “I” in the social sciences have permeated feminism and 

narrative methodologies (Ettorre, 2016). Hence, autoethnography belongs to postmodern (critical 

theory) ethnography as it challenges the status quo (O’Byrne, 2007). So, I chose 

autoethnography to tell my story as it fused social science and literature to include the heart, the 

autobiographical, and the artistic text (Ellis, 1999). 

Significance of the Study 

This dissertation provides additional research to explain the challenges I, as an Iranian 

immigrant woman, experienced in exploring leadership opportunities and the barriers I 

encountered in securing and developing significant roles along the leadership pipeline across 

multiple workforce sectors. According to previous research studies, Iranian immigrant women 

have applied resilience as a strategy to overcome barriers in the leadership pipeline; yet, no 

succinct route exists (Hojati, 2012; Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). 

Furthermore, an increase in immigrant population dynamics, structural barriers, organizational 

bias, and nonnative speaker stereotypes has resulted in a gendered racial incongruence for 

Iranian immigrant women leaders. Further study may help identify common traits and possible 

resolutions to overcome the challenges Iranian immigrant women face on the career pathway to 

top-level leadership roles in the government sector. 
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Definition of Terms 

Asian: The Census defines Asian Americans as those with origins in the Far East, 

Southeast Asia, or the Indian Subcontinent, and Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander 

(NHOPI) as those in the U.S. jurisdictions of Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia (Asian 

Pacific Institute on Gender Based Violence, 2022). Asian and Pacific Islander identities include 

people of Asian, Asian American, or Pacific Islander ancestry who trace their origins and 

identities to the countries, states, or jurisdictions and/or the diasporic communities of the 

following geographic regions:  

▪ Central Asia: Afghani, Armenian, Azerbaijani, Georgians, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, 

Mongolian, Tajik, Turkmen, and Uzbek.  

▪ East Asia: Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Okinawan, Taiwanese, and Tibetan.  

▪ Hawai’i and Pacific Islands: Carolinian, Chamorro, Chuukese, Fijian, Guamanian, 

Hawaiian, Kosraean, Marshallese, Native Hawaiian, Niuean, Palauan, Papua New 

Guinean, Pohnpeian, Samoan, Tokelauan, Tongan, and Yapese.  

▪ Southeast Asia: Bruneian, Burmese, Cambodian, Filipino (also regarded as Pacific 

Islanders), Hmong, Indonesian, Laotian, Malaysian, Mien, Singaporean, Timorese, 

Thai, and Vietnamese. 

▪ South Asia: Bangladeshi, Bhutanese, Indian, Maldivians, Nepali, Pakistani, and Sri 

Lankan.  

▪ West Asia is typically referred to as the Middle East. Geographically, it includes the 

countries of Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey (straddles Europe and Asia), United Arab 

Emirates, and Yemen (Asian Pacific Institute on Gender Based Violence, 2022). 
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Ethnicity: As a social construct, ethnicity is a set of descent-based cultural identifiers 

used to assign persons to groupings that expand and contract in inverse relation to the scale of 

inclusiveness and exclusiveness of the membership (Cohen, 1978 as cited in Fought, 2006). 

Equity: Equity is focused on defining, measuring, and achieving fairness in the delivery 

of government policies and services. Individuals’ wellbeing is inevitably impacted by the 

distribution of conditions, possibilities, services, and systems in modern societies (Cepiku & 

Mastrodascio, 2021). 

Iran/Iranian: Iran, historically known as Persia or the Persian empire, included not only a 

much wider territory than present-day Iran but also encompassed non-Iranian countries and 

peoples such as Egypt. Persia remained the European term for Iran until 1935 when the Iranian 

government insisted all countries should officially call the country by the latter name. Iranian 

refers to a person born in Iran who may be currently residing and doing business in Iran 

(Britannica, 2023).  

Iranian American: Iranian American refers to a person who was either (a) born in Iran, 

immigrated to the United States, and became either a U.S. citizen or a resident; or (b) born in the 

United States (Mostofi, 2003).  

Microaggression: Microaggressions are conscious, unconscious, verbal, nonverbal, 

subtle, and visual forms of racism. Microaggressions are normalized and minimized forms of 

everyday suffering (Delgado et al., 2012). 

Middle East: In 1902, the term “Middle East” was coined to designate the area residing 

between Egypt and Singapore, comprising major access points to Asia (e.g., the Suez Canal, the 

Red Sea, the Persian Gulf). West Asia, where most of the countries of the Middle East reside, 

used to be called the “Near East,” but the newer term “Middle East” also came into usage in the 
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early part of the 20th century. It is a predominantly Muslim area with widespread semiarid and 

desert conditions where agriculture is heavily dependent on irrigation and pastoral nomadism has 

been prevalent (Alam & McClimans, 2009; Keddie, 1973). 

Mid-/Senior-/Executive-Level General Schedule (GS): The broadest subdivision of the 

classification system covered by Title V. It includes a range of levels of difficulty and 

responsibility for covered positions from grades GS−1 to GS−15. It is designated by “GS” for 

supervisory and nonsupervisory positions at all of these grade levels. Most positions above grade 

GS−15 are included in the Senior Executive Service, which is outside the General Schedule 

(U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 2009). 

Nonnative Speaker: Nonnative speaker (of English, in this case) is someone who has 

learned a language other than English as a first language and is learning or has learned English as 

an additional language (Moussu, 2006).  

Oppression: Interlocking multilayered system that centralizes social power for privileged 

groups and is maintained and operationalized on three dimensions: contextual (e.g., individual, 

institutional, and social/cultural); conscious and unconscious (i.e., intentional and unintentional); 

and applied (e.g., attitudes and behaviors, policies, and practices; Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Y. 

Wang, 2022). 

Race: Race is a socio-political, not biological construct (M. Adams et al., 2018, p. 66). 

Various races are cultural constructions reflecting specific behaviors and beliefs that were 

imposed on different populations (Smedley et al., 2023). 

Racism: Conscious or unconscious beliefs, mindsets, and actions that disparage people 

based on their race. Set of institutional, social, and interpersonal patterns and practices that 

created benefits for people legally defined and socially constructed as “white” and disadvantages 
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for people defined as belonging to racial groups that were not considered white by the dominant 

power structure in the United States (M. Adams et al., 2018). 

Representation: There are two types of representation: (a) descriptive or passive 

representative, which refers to the level of similarity in descriptive characteristics, such as one’s 

race, between bureaucrats or politicians and their constituents; and (b) substantive or active 

representation, which refers to whether bureaucrats or politicians pursue the interests of their 

constituents (Wright, 2016). 

Social Equity: Social equity refers to fairness, equality, and justice in the integration of 

white women and people of color in upper level, higher paying jobs throughout the federal 

bureaucracy (Riccucci, 2009).  

Stereotype Threat: The fear of reinforcing negative stereotypes about racial, ethnic, 

gender, or cultural groups (Steele, 2011). 

Third World: The nation-states of Latin America, the Caribbean, Sub-Saharan Africa, 

South and South-east Asia, China, South Africa, and Oceania constitute the parameters of the 

non-European third world. In addition, Black, Latino, Asian, and indigenous peoples in the 

United States, Europe, Australia, some of whom have historic links with the geographically 

defined third worlds, also define as third world peoples (Mohanty et al., 1991). 

White: A person having origins in any of the original people of Europe, the Middle East, 

or North Africa (Maghbouleh, 2020). 

Summary 

In Chapter 1, the author focused on the unique historical backdrop and cultural context 

sensible for the uncertain and evolving challenges facing Iranian women, a context that is more 

complicated than often assumed, and the reasons for pursuing this study. As discussed, Iran’s 
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recent history has been quite turbulent, and its culture quite varied, without a simplistic narrative 

to explain or describe the environment for women. Additionally, this chapter focused on 

depicting the author’s lived experiences along a career trajectory toward top-level leadership 

roles in the government sector. Finally, it drew a connection between the intersections of race, 

gender, and ethnicity in the lack of leadership representation despite the growth in the Iranian 

immigrant population in the United States. A qualitative autoethnography of experiencing racial 

oppression and discrimination in the workplace provides an understanding of contributing factors 

to a disproportionate and slow progression of Iranian women in the leadership pipeline through 

the introduction of the theoretical frameworks comprised of MFT (Zinn & Dill, 1996) and RBT 

(Kingsley, 1944). The next chapter explores the conceptual frameworks that guided the 

development of the research methodology to understand the phenomenon of the emotional tax 

through the identities of race, gender, and ethnicity, creating barriers to career advancement for 

women and people of color. 

 Chapter 2 also contains a literature review of relevant studies on the experiences of 

Iranian immigrant women in leadership roles in the government context. Chapter 3 outlines the 

process of completing the study and informs the conceptualization of the phenomenon in Iranian 

immigrant women’s career trajectory in the government sector. Further, Chapter 3 describes the 

autoethnography qualitative study, data interpretation, and analysis methodology. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, there is scant research on immigrant women in the 

workforce, much less on Iranian women who are leaders in U.S. government sectors. This reality 

necessitated a literature review that could serve as a foundation to support research on Iranian 

immigrant women who are leaders in U.S. organizations rather than a review of what others have 

said on the topic. In hindsight, as an Iranian woman, my life and experiences as an immigrant 

and my endeavors to attain a leadership position in the government sector have provided insight 

into some of the needs of the Iranian immigrant women community, specifically professional 

needs in the leadership career pipeline. Being a part of this category has helped me to identify 

some of these unique needs. 

In addition, given the array of the existing research focused on the concepts that 

emphasize immigrant women’s victimhood, more research should highlight their achievements, 

specifically related to leadership positions. Although immigrant women lack connections to 

social support networks and institutions in mainstream society due to the restrictions, such as 

limited English proficiency and foreignness with the host society, they have agency in 

overcoming these challenges and building the capacity to attain and retain leadership positions. 

In thinking about a strong foundation, both for this dissertation and for future efforts to 

understand Iranian immigrant women leaders and related workforce issues, quantitative and 

qualitative literature contextualized immigrant women within the expanding female talent and 

leadership base. Additionally, the concepts of intersectionality and identity are critical to 

understand the complex relationship of forces, internal and external, that immigrant women 

leaders in U.S. organizations must navigate. Consequently, the relevant literature on these 

concepts is limited. This study brought attention to Iranian immigrant women and their vital role 
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in defining and informing this field of research. Therefore, a sensible application of an 

intersectional approach demands organizations look beyond gender, given the plentiful research 

on women in the U.S. workforce. Furthermore, application of an intersectional approach must 

examine the experiences of immigrant women, particularly immigrants who are Black or Brown, 

as they face challenges that are different from white female colleagues. 

Chapter 2 features literature relevant to conceptualizing the research data through the lens 

of immigrant women of color who have held leadership positions in the government sector. By 

applying intersectionality, my literature review created an inclusive approach to the impacts of 

race, gender, class, and ethnicity on leadership development. Conducting the literature review 

provided an overview of steps taken while reviewing relevant articles for the study objective. In 

the literature, the historical aspects of migration and the role of immigrant women of color in the 

government sector created a holistic view of the necessity for additional research on immigrant 

women, specifically from Iran. This study addressed the disproportionate number of Iranian 

immigrant women in leadership roles in the government sector, how that lack of diversity 

impacts the Iranian communities’ access to resources, and what government sectors can do to 

provide equitable career advancement resources. Iranian immigrant women’s leadership 

attainment and development in the government sector is vital as it highlights the barriers and 

gaps in access and employment practices for these women. This chapter is organized as follows: 

(a) Middle Eastern or North African racial identification, (b) women in leadership, (c) reasons 

for migration, (d) theoretical framework, (e) influence of intersectionality in leadership, and (f) 

the leadership career pipeline that reflects the prevalence of a gap in top-level leadership roles 

for Iranian immigrant women in government. 
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Middle Eastern or North African Racial Identification 

One of the most important notions that guided this study was how race and ethnicity play 

a role in the marginalization of Iranian women. Hence, in discussing Iranian communities’ 

demographics, it is essential to accentuate a conflict in Iranian racial identification, given there is 

no check box for Middle Eastern or North African (MENA) on the U.S. census. Researchers at 

the U.S. Census Bureau (2022d) concluded in 2020 that including a “Middle Eastern or North 

African” category on questionnaires would be “optimal,” partly because it would allow MENA 

respondents to report their MENA identities more accurately. Furthermore, the National Content 

Test research findings showed using a distinct MENA category elicits higher-quality data. 

People who identify as MENA use the MENA category when available but have difficulty 

identifying as only MENA when no category is available (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022d; U.S. 

Congress, 2022). According to a Times investigation, more than 80% of people of Southwest 

Asian, Middle Eastern, or North African descent identified as white in previous census surveys 

(Parvini & Simani, 2019).  

As an Iranian woman, I identify as Middle Eastern, which is not the same as claiming I 

am white. My upbringings and experiences are far from that of white people living in the United 

States. Concerning Middle Eastern, the act of identification and racialization is laden with tacit 

associations that fuel negative stereotypes. In society at large, Middle Eastern people are 

constantly subjected to a process of selective racialization (Kimmel & Ferber, 2017). Therefore, 

in the first 3 years of migration, I tried hard to deviate from answering where I am from due to 

others’ preconceived notions about who I was. So, allocating a box in surveys to identify MENA 

people would increase the visibility of MENA distant culture, which could lead to a more 

inclusive society. 
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Understanding race, gender, migration status, and ethnicity are essential as it reveals 

critical statistics about various groups. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2022c), local, 

state, tribal, and federal programs use these data as crucial elements in the basic research behind 

numerous policies, particularly for civil rights. In addition, race data are used in the planning, 

evaluating, and funding of government programs that provide funds or services for specific 

groups (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022c). 

The governmental sector is obligated through federal and state laws to ensure top-level 

leaders of organizations represent the nation’s growing diversity (The White House, 2021b). In 

addition, the U.S. government must advance equity, civil rights, racial justice, and social 

equality. Because advancing equity necessitates a systematic approach to incorporating fairness 

into decision-making processes, executive departments and offices must identify and address 

inequities in their policies and initiatives that act as roadblocks to equal opportunity (The White 

House, 2021b).  

As the nation’s largest employer, the federal government plays a decisive role in ensuring 

a just and equitable future. Almost every activity agencies engage in, from hiring to 

policymaking to service delivery, has the potential to challenge societal norms that propagate 

systemic inequities and biases in building an equitable future. Ensuring equitable access and 

representation is fundamental in the governmental sector because inequity and bias in using and 

delivering federal services adversely impacts underserved communities (Myers et al., 2021). So, 

to ensure government programs and policies fairly and equitably serve the needs of all racial 

groups, and to monitor compliance with antidiscrimination laws, policies researchers, advocacy 

groups, and policymakers are interested in knowing if people across different races and 
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ethnicities have the same opportunities in education, employment, and housing (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2022b). 

The United States is home to over 330 million people of various ethnic, cultural, societal, 

political, religious, and educational backgrounds and identities, which should be represented in 

our government agencies (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020, 2022a). Nevertheless, the essential factor 

is that such representation is not simply a model to uphold but rather a policy to implement as 

they have shown to be good practice. In addition, research studies and articles from organizations 

like the Harvard Business Review and Forbes have shown the many advantages of diverse teams, 

given their range of unique perspectives that help teams enhance performance and boost 

innovation (Partnership for Public Service, 2021). 

However, although the Biden-Harris Administration has taken decisive action to restore 

and strengthen U.S. democracy to ensure the federal government works for every U.S. citizen 

(The White House, 2022), a multivariate analysis has pointed out how these theories have been 

implemented. In their research, Gilens and Page (2014) indicated economic elites and organized 

groups representing business interests substantially impact U.S. government policy. In contrast, 

average citizens and mass-based interest groups have little or no independent influence. Hence, 

empirical research has attempted to underline how governmental policies play out in the heart of 

the U.S. democracy and Congress. 

Based on a report in 2020 from the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies, 40% 

of the U.S. population was people of color but constituted only 11% of all senate office top 

senate staff (Brenson, 2020). The reported underrepresentation of people of color, especially 

women of color in top positions, underlines the lack of diversity. The top U.S. Senate staffers in 

Washington, DC have the power to influence and manage the senate legislative agenda; shape 
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the multitrillion-dollar U.S. Federal budget; oversee the confirmation process; investigate and 

provide oversight of administrative agencies; and hire, manage, and discharge senate staff 

(Brenson, 2020). Furthermore, women of color are most likely to address the needs of multiple 

marginalized groups with their legislative portfolio based on the intersection of their positionality 

(Reingold et al., 2020). Presently, only white men have occupied the White House Chief of Staff 

position (Inclusive America, 2022). 

In looking closely toward the Iranian communities, according to the U.S. Census Bureau 

(2020), 77.2% of the Iranian population were private wage and salary workers, with only 13% 

government workers. Despite the increase in the number of women in leadership roles in the 

overall organizational sectors, the growth trajectory has remained disproportionate for Iranian 

immigrant women, specifically in the government sector responsible for serving communities of 

color. They have not represented the growing Iranian population in the workforce with director-

level roles that provide an opportunity along the career path toward becoming a CEO or other 

high-profile career-advancing opportunities (Dixon-Fyle et al., 2020). The Iranian immigrant 

women’s voice has remained absent in top-level positions that shape organizational culture, 

social construct, future funding prospects, and positive outcomes for communities (Avolio, 

2011). The inconsistency in access to top-level positions for Iranian immigrant women indicates 

a gap in their leadership pipeline as they have continued experiencing structural barriers, with 

17% of these women living in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Although Equal 

Employment Opportunity laws demand equitable hiring (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission, n.d.), the enhanced workplace policies have only created opportunities for white 

women to collaborate with privileged white people (Holvino, 2010). Juxtaposed to their 

representation, the structure of the inequality gap is shaped differently for Iranian immigrant 
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women who experience triple jeopardy based on the multiple stereotypes associated with gender, 

race, and ethnicity that they trigger in others (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). 

As a result, Iranian immigrant women’s access to leadership in organizations, particularly 

governmental positions, has remained minimal despite an increase in the number of migrant 

women in the United States. Thus, their lack of representation in leadership positions despite 

their economic contribution to U.S. society highlights the nuances of why lack of inclusion in 

top-level positions negatively impacts Iranian immigrant women’s upward mobility and acts as a 

barrier to the community they represent. This concept applied to women in the not too distance 

past with the motto “No taxation without representation” when suffragists called for fair 

representation. As Harriet Beecher Stowe recapitulated their position eloquently, “If the principle 

on which we founded our government is true, that taxation must not be without representation, 

and if women hold property and are taxed, it follows that women should be represented in the 

State by their votes” (Tutt, 2010, p. 1502). 

The unique position of Iranian immigrant women, not merely by gender differences but 

also by the historical weight of racism tied to ethnicity and culture (Fathzadeh, 2022), functions 

to include their voices in closing the social gaps for governmental sectors in serving the 

underserved communities. Similarly, diversifying the pipeline of leaders allows unique 

experiences, beliefs, and perspectives on pressing issues and thus help improve our government’s 

capability to serve the needs of its entire population, especially historically disenfranchised 

communities (Inclusive America, 2022). 

Women in Leadership  

Gender plays a significant role in the construction of a leader. Gender and ethnicity 

simultaneously present a dual challenge (Fitzgerald, 2006) that has the potential to create 
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tensions and barriers to leadership prospects. Isolation and exclusion are particularly evident for 

women of color in leadership positions, as they face a double bind concerning gender and race 

(Eagly & Carli, 2003). Women in the United States constituted only 2% of Fortune 500 CEO 

and 8.8% of top leadership positions. This gap widened for women of color as they accounted for 

only 1% of top earners; thus, women of color lagged across the indices (Women Business 

Collaborative, 2022). In diving deeper into this concept, some elements need addressing. First, 

these factors illuminate the characteristics of women leaders. Their path to power arises from the 

mismatch between the qualities conventionally related to leaders and those traditionally 

associated with women pertaining to agentic and communal attributes. Agentic characteristics, 

which are credited more strongly to men than women, describe an assertive, controlling, and 

confident tendency.  

In contrast, communal characteristics, ascribed more likely to women than men, 

predominantly emphasize other people’s welfare (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Second, 

women leaders are hired to carry the gender issue for the whole organization (Heifetz & Linksy, 

2010). Therefore, structural and attitudinal barriers (Nohria & Khurana, 2010), combined with 

the definition of leadership and the societies’ perception of leaders, impede women’s ability to 

attain leadership positions. However, despite the broad consensus that women face more 

obstacles to becoming leaders than men, particularly for male-dominated leadership roles, there 

has been much less consensus regarding the behavior of women and men once they attain such 

positions (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). 

As described in this section, the framework of gender in leadership explains sociocultural 

factors can hamper women’s access to management and overall leadership positions. 

Nonetheless, recent surveys of the public consensus on who is the better leader (men or women) 
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have shown about 1 in 5 (21%) said men make better leaders. In contrast, the vast majority, 69%, 

said men and women make equally good leaders (Pew Research Center, 2008). The survey 

shows public perception of leadership remains favorable to both men and women. This paradox 

in public attitude reemphasizes the gap between women’s potential for leadership and their 

actual attainment of such positions in organizations such as governmental sectors. 

Likewise, a study by Wong et al. (2017) reinforced these findings, noting for Chinese 

women, sociocultural barriers carried over from the wider community, such as attitudes about 

women and their capacity to lead but cannot fully explain the gap in apparent qualifications with 

actual leadership on the ground. Some pertinent sociological factors hindering women’s 

participation in leadership positions include discouragement by spouses, domestic 

responsibilities, gender bias, inferiority complex, cultural conflicts, and political interference 

(Gray, 2019).  

As for immigrants, the study by Senses-Ozyurt (2015) emphasized migrant women face 

additional cultural and psychological challenges. To survive and thrive, migrant women need to 

learn how to fare with the demands and expectations of the new society’s cultural expectations. 

For migrant women with lower socioeconomic status and limited multicultural competency, 

acquiring human capital and psychological skills might make all the difference between 

surviving or remaining marginalized in their new environment. Additionally, depending on their 

country-of-origin, women are usually expected to balance their gender role as mothers and wives 

with their social role as leaders (Koburtay et al., 2022). Thus, the negative attitudes held by 

women, specifically migrant women themselves, are regarding leadership positions and their fear 

of criticism, lack of self-esteem, and lack of self-confidence are additional inhibiting factors. 
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In discussing the impediments of gender in leadership, it is also essential to create 

contexts for the rationale behind the need to change the script. Although many scholars 

attempted to define leadership and its scope of representation, leadership exhibited a 

multifaceted phenomenon, leaving room for more discussion on the leader’s role “to infuse 

purpose and meaning into lives of individuals” (Nohria & Khurana, 2010, p. 69). In addition, 

leadership requires a deep dive into successfully integrating cultures, resources, race, gender, 

ability, and beliefs to form an inclusive and interconnected world. Therefore, it is necessary to 

address how these elements act as barriers to advancement for women, particularly immigrant 

women in leadership positions. 

Bias and Race in Women Leadership  

Home, school, society, and cultural beliefs shape one’s behaviors and choices. These 

social beliefs are rooted in the world of the past (M. Adams et al., 2018); therefore, in addressing 

the barriers to women’s access to leadership, it is crucial to understand the cultural and 

organizational assumptions. Raffo and Clark (2018) indicated leadership “is filled with concepts 

that often do not have an agreed-upon definition” (p. 208). The differential structures of 

opportunity and power have highlighted the structural misalignments that arise from the qualities 

traditionally associated with leaders and women. Snaebjornsson et al. (2015) illuminated 

“women and men are both perceived as more effective in leadership positions in stereotypical 

roles, and both are found ineffective in nontraditional roles” (p. 4).  

The context mentioned previously underlines the existing societal prejudices and brings 

awareness to dissecting how one’s perspectives stem from their environment and influence their 

structures’ systems. Many women encounter bias not only because of their gender but also 

because of their race, ethnicity, disability, or other aspects of their identity—and the 
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compounded prejudice can be much greater than the totality of its parts. As a result, these groups 

of women often experience more microaggressions and face more barriers to progress (Lean In 

& McKinsey & Company, 2022). Recognizing biases is the first step to deconstructing oneself 

concerning the environment. Similarly, the lack of women in leadership ignites the need for 

equality and illuminates women of color’s marginalization in a white culture. Hence, being 

mindful of the system that “at the cultural level, the norms, and preferences of the white 

dominant group viewed as superior” (M. Adams et al., 2018, p. 65) enable leaders to recognize 

the system of advantages to address the need for social justice.  

Although various research has highlighted the existing bias against women in the United 

States, the bias against women of color and immigrant women is often overlooked. Women make 

up nearly half the immigrant population worldwide (United Nations, 2019). However, when it 

comes to data reporting, their voices often need to be added to the mix, which alludes to the 

earlier observation of their lack of representation across all sectors (Ricchiardi, 2020). An 

analysis by the Fuller Project for International Reporting not only sheds light on existing gender 

gaps but, most importantly, also on what kinds of stories we tell—and do not tell—about 

immigration in general (Ricchiardi, 2020). Not only does the coverage fail to acknowledge that 

women face unique challenges as they migrate, but migrant women also make meaningful 

contributions once they are settled despite encountering structural barriers (Scharff, 2022). A 

National Businesswomen’s Council report noted 40% of immigrant entrepreneurs in the United 

States were women, and 13% of all women-owned companies were run by foreign-born women 

(National Women’s Business Council, 2015).  

According to a report in New American Economy (2019), immigrant women played 

critical roles as caregivers and service providers across the country. As entrepreneurs and 
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science, technology, engineering, and mathematics workers, immigrant women have helped 

stimulate economic growth and innovation. These stories go unnoticed without consciously 

acknowledging women’s economic role and leaving their voices out of the analysis. As the 

demand for high-skilled talent surges in the U.S. labor market, immigrant women are also 

helping fill critical gaps. About 1 in 3 immigrant women hold a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

These highly educated immigrant women contribute significantly to the healthcare, higher 

education, and tech sectors in the United States. Nevertheless, their stories and experiences of 

discrimination as a push factor to emigrate (Lach & Sicherman, 2022) and limited upward 

mobility lacks sufficient research. 

Tokenism and Marginalization in Women Leadership 

Gender diversity is part of the nonjob related and demographic categorization as one of 

the compound aspects of diversity, such as ethnicity and race, which relates to the principle of 

equity. This quest for equity leads to the assumption of tokenism (R. Adams & Ferreira, 2009) 

and the glass ceiling. Scholars have explained when a small group of people, such as women, 

embody an issue—to carry it in the organization as a token (Heifetz & Linksy, 2010)—they 

accentuate the glass ceiling—the invisible barrier preventing women from ascending into 

leadership (Northouse, 2019). This glass ceiling has been best witnessed in the corporate 

hierarchy, with 18.7% of World Bank globally surveyed firms having female participation on 

their top management team (Enterprise Surveys, 2014; Lafuente & Vaillant, 2019; World 

Development Indicators, 2019).  

Kanter’s (1977) theory of tokenism argues the visibility of tokens could lead to the social 

and professional isolation of tokens. This can cause so-called tokens to perform worse than 

members of the numeric majority but can also induce better performance at the individual level 
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(R. Adams & Ferreira, 2009). Thus, tokens could add value by bringing new ideas and 

perspectives to the table. However, the more dissimilar directors are from tokens, the more 

directors could disagree and the more conflict there could be among leadership. Thus, this makes 

the concept of tokenism controversial. Furthermore, because the predicted effect of gender 

diversity on performance is ambiguous, the net effect must ultimately be determined empirically 

(R. Adams & Ferreira, 2009). 

On the other hand, existing empirical studies have shown diversity can promote team 

effectiveness by broadening the range of experience and expertise available to a team. Consistent 

with this argument, research has found compared to homogeneous management teams, diverse 

executive teams were more innovative and adopted more successful strategies (Lafuente & 

Vaillant, 2019). Although other opposing research indicated a diverse team composed of 

specialists, a heterogeneous team composed of individuals with a greater breadth of experiences, 

was found to have greater cognitive variety and to be better able to realize the performance 

benefits linked to diversity (R. Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Lafuente & Vaillant, 2019). 

Numerous studies have reported no significant relationship between gender diversity and 

performance. Although some research has found no significant link between gender diversity and 

performance, some studies reported an undesirable impact of gender diversity on performance. 

For example, R. Adams and Ferreira (2009) found gender diversity negatively affected 

performance in firms with weaker defense control mechanisms. Likewise, an equal number of 

studies revealed a positive relationship between women’s representation on boards and their 

performance. Exploring women in top corporate leadership positions is therefore warranted. 

Moreover, the impact of women in these specific roles is of much interest as their leadership 

style directly affects strategy, decision-making, corporate culture, and, ultimately, firm 
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performance. Consequently, several studies explained this ambiguity in the results, arguing the 

relationship between women’s representation on boards and performance is nonlinear (Lafuente 

&Vaillant, 2019). 

Although theories from economics, organizational behavior, and social psychology 

provide some understanding of the link between gender and ethnically underrepresented 

diversity, the empirical evidence on the link is eclectic and limited. However, there are 

reasonable theoretical arguments and empirical evidence that have suggested either no effect of 

leadership diversity on firm performance or a detrimental effect. Therefore, understanding the 

influence of the gender and ethnically underrepresented diversity of the executive-level directors 

on the enterprise’s financial performance has necessary implications for shareholders, corporate 

boards, and policymakers (D. Carter et al., 2010). Although, as explained earlier, barriers vary 

based on the culture and the adaptations of gender roles, the research conducted by Shung-King 

et al. (2018) revealed the intersection of professional hierarchy with gender. Consequently, 

tokenism as a form of marginalization eludes foresight and creates the illusion that women 

represent some importance to highlight values and ideas, while keeping women and the idea of 

tokenism in a little box (Heifetz & Linsky, 2010). To overcome the hostile sexism that creates 

otherness and oppresses based on gender and race, leaders must focus on the diversification of 

leadership opportunities, and challenge the construct of leadership in a linear manner. For 

example, a catch-22 women experience in the workplace is being too feminine or not feminine 

enough according to the perceived cultural role of women and leadership (Nohria & Khurana, 

2010). This reasoning allows for a deeper personal reflection of deeply ingrained biases. The 

existing impediments concerning access to employment and leadership positions impact 

immigrant women inversely as they experience multipronged realities of race, gender, and 
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ethnicity. Thus, it is crucial to distinguish immigrant women’s experiences from women in 

general and the homogenization of women of color to understand the disproportionate workplace 

gap associated with limited English proficiency, discrimination, and oppression that impacts 

their career trajectory (Msengi et al., 2015). In addition, some research has suggested 

underrepresented group members may encourage divergent thinking in the decision-making 

process. However, Campbell and Minguez-Vera (2008) argued greater gender diversity among 

board members generates more diverse opinions and critical thinking, making decision-making 

more time-consuming and less effective. D. Carter et al. (2010) also claimed greater gender 

diversity may generate economic gains. Nonetheless, the theory and evidence on group dynamics 

suggest board diversity may positively and negatively affect firm performance. 

U.S. Policy Relating to Equal Employment Opportunity  

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits any organization from discriminating 

against an applicant based on race, color, religion, or country of origin (U.S. Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission, n.d.). The U.S. policy on equal employment opportunity requires 

organizations to provide equal employment opportunities to applicants irrespective of country of 

origin or nationality. The laws enforced by Equal Employment Opportunity Commission make 

workplace discrimination unlawful for federal agencies. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission prohibits employers from retaliating against an employee who exercises their rights 

under Title VII. Additionally, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission enforces federal 

antidiscrimination statutes and provides oversight and coordination of all federal equal 

opportunity regulations, policies, and practices (Shaw et al., 2020). However, the problem 

remains that many immigrants have more difficulty attaining leadership positions than their U.S.-

born counterparts despite having the same qualifications and necessary skills to succeed in such 



67 

 

positions. The complex challenges women face that are already present in the U.S. workplace 

augment the need for policy improvements focused on leveling the status and criteria for 

immigrants in organizations with the necessary skills and education to attain a leadership 

position. Similarly, increasing women’s representation in an elected governmental office is 

essential to ensuring public policies and national priorities reflect the diverse needs of women, 

their families, and communities (Shaw et al., 2020). 

Although the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission paved the way to bring 

success to women, the nature of discrimination has changed, and immigrant women have 

continued to be marginalized. Unconscious bias has largely replaced overt discrimination. The 

existence of like-me biases and recruiting for jobs through word-of-mouth, which attracts 

primarily people demographically like the majority population, are among some of the current 

problems that are more subtle than, say, simply paying women a lower wage (Lach & 

Sicherman, 2022). Despite its parallel status and equal longevity in Title VII, the prohibition 

against national origin discrimination has remained, as it began, largely undeveloped and 

ineffective (Perea, 1994). Existing research has argued discrimination based on national origin 

should include discrimination based on immigrant or noncitizen status (Ontiveros, 2018). 

However, the current national origin discrimination doctrine does not match how immigrant 

workers experience discrimination. For example, an employer may refuse to hire a person 

because they are immigrant. However, for both documented and undocumented workers, 

discrimination is more likely to take the form of exploitation, not exclusion (Ontiveros, 2018). 

As a result, workers are treated worse in the workplace because they are immigrants. In addition, 

although some of the discrimination may be based on a worker’s specific country of origin, 
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sometimes workers experience discrimination merely because they are not considered real 

Americans (Ontiveros, 2018). 

Similarly for Iranian immigrant women, the probabilities are even more amassed against 

them in the public sector. Although the gender pay gap has continued to narrow in the 

government sectors (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2020), immigrants earned about 

12.6% less than U.S. nationals, on average. Subsequently, women migrants faced a double wage 

penalty, both as migrants and women (Amo-Agyei, 2020). The opportunities to attain leadership 

positions are present; however, the obstacles that hinder these opportunities are sometimes 

overbearing. As an outcome, many Iranian immigrant women join the ethnic economy or 

minimum wage jobs rather than going through an exhausting process of attaining leadership 

positions (Bernhardt et al., 2013; Burkova, 2017). 

Federal Government and Underrepresentation of Women 

The literature on the lived experiences of Iranian immigrant women is insufficient; 

therefore, this study was anchored in the expanding literature about the struggles of women in 

leadership, women of color, and the general experiences of immigrants in the United States. In 

recent history, women of color and immigrants have made reasonable progress regarding 

education and employment. However, policy analysts, demographers, and social scientists’ data 

on income, employment, and education on developments in socioeconomic status across the 

country have shown people of color continued to fall behind white people and that women 

continue to lagged behind men (Riccucci, 2009). 

The U.S. federal government is obligated to create social equity by ensuring equal and 

fair entry into the leadership level, policy-making, and higher-paying positions concerning race, 

gender, and ethnicity (Riccucci, 2009). Still, white men have continued to hold the highest 



69 

 

average grade of employment in the federal government, and women and women of color have 

continued to experience the glass ceiling as a barrier to employment (Bowling et al., 2006). 

The most challenging experience Iranian immigrant women face in the workplace is 

veiled and blatant prejudice. As this paper was being written in the 2022, Iranian immigrant 

women in the United States took their frustrations with their home country’s brutal government 

(Asare, 2022) to the streets in opposition to the regime’s gender apartheid practices (Mayer, 

2000). Ironically, Iranian women’s migration experiences interconnect with gender and race, 

which is a source of marginalization and exclusion. The underrepresentation of Iranian 

immigrant women in leadership positions in the government sector is the byproduct of a 

racialized system. This system legitimatizes the unequal distribution of resources, and whiteness 

is a credential via explicit and tacit discrimination as the normative elements of white institutions 

(Ray, 2019). Thus, apparent gaps have existed between espoused and enacted policies as an 

objective organizational attribute that reflects discrepancies between guidelines and practice 

representing the concept of decoupling, which refers to failing to walk the talk of inclusivity and 

social justice (Mor Barak et al., 2021). 

In reflecting on my leadership experiences, I began to think about how my migration 

affected my sense of leadership. Although leaders are made, not born (Ruvolo et al., 2004), 

predominantly through life experience, education, and mentorship, I can appreciate my intuitive 

leadership evolution through the years. Starting with a goal, I envisioned a better future and a 

mission to achieve human dignity. Although I grew up as a sheltered woman in Iran, I 

encountered tremendous hardships in my journey outside my home country and carved unique 

paths to help me reach my vision. Resilience and adaptability in overcoming language and 
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cultural barriers while remaining culturally agile and embracing diversity in its purest form were 

among the experiences that led to attaining leadership positions in the U.S. government.  

Reasons for Migration 

The migration and dislocation process are both distressing and transformative. Migration 

can cause profound changes in economic, social, and political activities, altering the role of 

women as providers and caregivers and developing new narratives for women and men in the 

sending and receiving societies. However, most economic analyses of migration have failed to 

identify or investigate gendered migration patterns and, with few exceptions, tended to focus 

primarily on the experience of male immigrants. Despite this, gender significantly determines 

who migrates, when, under what conditions, and what resources (Meyers & Jachimowicz, 2003). 

Gender is also probable to affect the profitability of immigrants in the host country. For 

example, influencing the rate at which they are integrated into labor markets, the types of labor 

markets they pursue or are qualified for, the types of visas and protective social positions they 

share, and their mobility to higher-paying, higher-status employment. For young men and, in 

many circumstances, young women, migration becomes a rite of passage, and those who do not 

attempt to elevate their status through international movement are considered lazy, 

unenterprising, and undesirable (Massey et al., 1993). In comparison, the various reasons that 

lead to women’s migration globally are political, economic, and social contexts in these 

women’s lives. One early and widely recognized theorist, Ernest Ravenstein, developed the laws 

of migration theory (Massey et al., 1993). The most surprising result of the theory was the 

conclusion that, on average, women are more significant migrants than men. Ravenstein credited 

domestic service and jobs in the shops and factories of industrial centers as the pattern of 

migration for women seeking work outside of their homes (Massey et al., 1993). 
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One of the primary objectives of the United States for permitting immigrants is based on 

their skill set because, on average, immigrants are more likely to have an advanced degree 

(Andersson et al., 2014). Studies have shown the U.S. economy has vastly improved by 

including immigrants who have specific skill sets designed to produce more efficient outcomes. 

Although there are various public views about immigrants and the job market, nearly two thirds 

(64%) of Americans across various groups believed immigrants currently in the country mostly 

fill jobs U.S. citizens did not want (Krogstad et al., 2020). The public often has believed U.S. 

immigrants only do the dirty work U.S. workers will no longer do (Huddle, 1993). 

Additionally, recent government reports suggested immigrants were more likely to hold 

jobs with poorer working conditions than U.S.-born workers, conceivably because immigrants 

work in jobs U.S. citizens do not find desirable. Despite this general view, the 2003–2005 

American Community Survey on work-related injuries indicated, on average, immigrants were 

more likely to work in hazardous occupations than U.S.-born employees (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2005). This was partially due to differences in average characteristics, such as 

immigrants’ limited English language proficiency and educational attainment (Orrenius & 

Zavodny, 2009). In comparison, the new surge of migrants has shown higher education levels. 

The estimated 44 million immigrants in the United States were better educated, partly due to 

rising schooling levels in their home countries. As a result, compared with the U.S.-born 

population, immigrants were as likely to hold bachelor’s and postgraduate degrees depending on 

their country of origin. For example, in 2016, 30.0% of immigrants ages 25 and older had a 

bachelor’s degree or higher, compared with 31.6% of U.S.-born (Krogstad & Radford, 2020). 

Immigration fuels the economy to increase productivity, increase the economy’s 

productive capacity, and raise gross domestic product. Immigrants’ incomes rise, but so do those 
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of U.S. citizens. It is a phenomenon dubbed the immigration surplus (Borjas, 1994). Thus, 

research has shown increased immigration does not displace U.S. workers for many of the same 

reasons there are no adverse wage effects. Benefits of immigration outweigh the costs (Kugler & 

Oakford, 2013; Orrenius, 2016; The White House, 2021c). Despite the benefits of employing 

immigrants in the workplace, there appeared to be growing discrimination against immigrants 

and wide wage disparities compared to their U.S. counterparts. In discussing migration, there has 

been increasing apprehension about how some public narratives on migrants evoke 

discrimination, exclusion, and even incitement and negatively impact the human rights of 

migrants and people’s shared values (Guterres, 2019). Many Iranian immigrants possess a strong 

educational background, either by having a college degree or solid professional credential before 

immigrating. Iranian immigrants have much higher educational achievement than the U.S.-born 

and overall immigrant populations. In 2019, 59% of Iranians ages 25 or older reported having a 

bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 33% of U.S.-born and immigrant adults. Only 7% of 

Iranian immigrants did not have a high school diploma or equivalent, compared to 26% of 

immigrants overall and 8% U.S.-born (Lai & Batalova, 2021). 

Societal and workplace discrimination give immigrants little choice but to accept low 

wage offers. Workplace inequity, inadequate enforcement of existing antidiscrimination laws, 

ineffective use and dissemination of data, economic disadvantage experienced by 

underrepresented groups, and persistent discrimination in employment and labor relations have 

continued to be evident in many organizations in the United States (Malhotra et al., 2022). 

According to the 2017 statistics report from Norway, 26% of Iranians have experienced 

discrimination based on their immigrant background. According to this report, although Iranian 

immigrants were highly educated, they suffered a lower employment rate (Fathzadeh, 2021). In 
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addition, 54% perceived their job as mentally taxing, and around 17% claimed they were often 

bullied or emotionally abused at work (Fathzadeh, 2021). 

However, despite the current statistics, the migration trend is increasing (Ruiz et al., 

2015), and Ravenstein alluded to a perception that the “push-pull” process determines migration 

(see Figure 3). Immigrants are “pushed” by unfavorable conditions that cause them to leave their 

home and “pulled” by favorable conditions that attract them to a specific destination (Corbett, 

2016; Effects of Immigration on Women, 2021). Later studies by R. Lawton in the 1950s and 

1960s reused Ravenstein’s methods but added additional demographic indicators to arrive at 

refined migration models (Corbett, 2016). Aside from the factors contributing to the women’s 

migratory decisions, the host countries receiving the new migrants have shown exciting patterns. 

For example, counties that attracted migrants from diverse national and international origins over 

a century ago have become considerably richer than those that were distinct by a more 

homogeneous population. The benefits of diversity have persisted over time, where high levels 

of diversity have been linked with bridging across groups—high population fractionalization 

with low polarization—the associated economic gains were felt in the short, medium, and long 

term (von Berlepsch & Rodriguez-Pose, 2017). 
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Figure 3. The “Push and Pull” Woman of Color Migratory Decision 

 

 

Iranian women’s decisions to leave their native country are influenced by social change 

in Iran, which influences the challenges in and resistance to their host society. Beyond the 

cultural beliefs, Sharia law’s imposition in Iran pressures Iranian women to migrate. Sharia 

undermines gender equality by giving men greater control over women (Hojati, 2012). Women 

in Iran are confined to a system of discrimination and inequity. This is reflected in the Islamic 

Republic’s constitution and penal code. According to this system, a woman’s life is only worth 

half as much as a man’s existence. She is entitled to receive half of what her male counterpart 

would receive in civil matters. Regardless of her achievements and intellect, her testimony in 

court is legally regarded as less credible because she is only “worth” half of a man (Constitute, 

2022; Keypour, 2020). Hence, the status of women in society and the labor force in Iran creates a 

significant challenge leading to their migration for future advancement in the United States, 

despite the reality that migration is arduous for women because they face unequal opportunities, 

especially at decision-making points in the migration and resettlement processes (Rezazadeh & 

Hoover, 2018). Like other immigrant women, many Iranian immigrant women lack connections 

to social support networks and organizations in mainstream society due to barriers such as 
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limited English proficiency, unfamiliarity with the host society, and social isolation, to which all 

immigrants are subject. However, on a positive note, female immigration in the 21st century is 

expected to increase steadily over time. As migrant women become increasingly visible in the 

workplace, community, and home front, they will shape the processes of settlement and mobility 

for years to come (Meyers & Jachimowicz, 2003). 

Theoretical Framework 

It is essential to distinguish Iranian immigrant women’s experiences from women in 

general to understand the need for their representation in the government sector. Furthermore, it 

is unequivocally critical to highlight the workplace gap associated with discrimination and 

oppression and their impacts on career trajectory. This study discussed two fundamental theories 

that ground the limited literature on Iranian immigrant women’s experiences in leadership 

positions. 

Debates on Diversity and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory 

In recent years, the trend of immigration internationally has been increasing. For 

example, in 2010, nearly 40 million of the approximately 309 million residents of the United 

States were foreign-born, a 28% increase over 2000 census numbers. Additionally, Budiman 

(2020) indicated between 2000 and 2010, over 13 million immigrants settled in the United 

States. This upward inclination necessitates a vital integration element to empower immigrants 

and the communities that receive them. The two essential concepts to highlight are the need for 

successful integration of immigrants into their new community and the necessity for mentorship. 

With these perspectives, for the immigrant to succeed, they must learn how to interact effectively 

in a new environment where people think, feel, act differently, and often speak a different 

language (Kochan et al., 2015). 
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Consequently, these pioneers encounter significant barriers in starting and maintaining 

their endeavors, such as entrepreneurship. The need for integration is not a new topic; however, 

there has been a shift in how immigrant communities adjust to their new home in recent years. 

Although many immigrants may have higher education and capital, their success depends on 

their ability to integrate quickly into their new society. They are challenged by onerous and 

unnecessary obstacles that limit their social mobility (Kochan et al., 2015). Thus, programs 

geared toward meeting their needs are incredibly crucial. These programs explain their new 

world in landing a new job or starting a business. An equally important idea is the development 

of social capital through these programs (Kochan et al., 2015). Social capital in this setting 

allows immigrants to form relationships while adjusting to their new lifestyle. The context of the 

social capital highlights the concerns around U.S. assimilation model as it is reinforced by core 

values and ideals established by the country’s original Anglo-Protestant settlers. These values are 

embedded in the U.S. belief that promotes the principles of liberty, equality, individualism, 

populism, and laissez-faire underlining the U.S. Constitution (Owen, 2015). 

Although the United States has prided itself in its American mosaic and rejoiced in the 

unique cultural heritage of racial and ethnic groups, there is skepticism about how the concept of 

multiculturalism helps diversify a nation (Owen, 2015). As mentioned, there is value in 

diversification and a multiculturalist point of view in which the social structure is not uniform, 

different identities and cultures coexist, and differences are not regarded as conflicts but a source 

of richness, providing for the change of society (Yilmaz, 2016). However, countries such as 

Japan shifted the perspective of the advantage of diversity to argue that big decisions are more 

straightforward in a homogeneous society and continue to support the racial composition of 

Japan’s uniform population (Burgess, 1986; Demelius, 2020). Additionally, on the global scale, 
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although German Chancellor Angela Merkel has been globally praised for her refugee policy and 

politics, Merkel surprised her supporters by stating multiculturalism in Germany had utterly 

failed (Johansson, 2022). On the one hand, movements in Western societies that were organized 

around issues of ethnicity, race, gender, sexuality, and nationality challenged the primacy of 

class politics and introduced new agendas. Furthermore, the opposing views began to question 

the elasticity and fluidity of the concept of multiculturalism, which enables and supports 

differing political purposes, complicating its use as an affixed policy practice. Multiculturalism 

has become the battleground between cultural purists, who defend the use of static and 

homogenous concepts of identity, and cultural innovators, who celebrate hybridity and cultural 

fusions (Johansson, 2022). 

The various discussions on multiculturalism then have questioned efforts around the 

diversification of the workforce, the concept of representation, and, more specifically, leadership. 

However, current organizations claimed a diverse workforce in public organizations was central 

given the expected outcomes that diversity could bring concerning the different groups they 

represent. As discussed, RBT argues public organizations tend to value diversity given its 

potential contribution to the organization’s responsiveness to diverse needs in the general 

population (Ashikali et al., 2021). However, on the contrary, recent studies have implied more 

than simply enhancing the representation of more diverse employees is needed to fully tap into 

the intended outcomes of diversity; organizations need to focus on including them in leadership 

potions (Mor Barak et al., 2016). 

Scholars have, conversely, raised questions about how to foster this inclusion. This need 

for careful attention to inclusion becomes even more critical when examined in the context of 

teams. An inclusive environment is considered a provision for inclusion. It allows for using a 
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wide range of perspectives and ideas to enrich decision-making processes and boost the 

performance of diverse teams (Ashikali et al., 2021). The attention has thus shifted from simply 

achieving diversity to the need to foster inclusive working environments to appreciate 

differences and support the integration of minority employees. Hence, effective intergroup 

performance depends on how leaders build intergroup relational identity (Mor Barak et al., 

2016). An inclusive leader deems it necessary to facilitate and support belongingness and 

uniqueness. 

Thus, to build leadership capacity and sustain efficient organizational design (Forrestal, 

2013), having an archetype of diverse leadership remains essential. Furthermore, diverse 

leadership enables leaders to develop culturally competent models for 21st century leadership 

that are depicted by new social constructs, rapid technological change, emerging global 

concerns, and changing population demographics. This study dealt with experiences of 

immigrant women from Iran; Hofstede’s (2011) cultural dimensions model helps analyze the 

leaders’ espoused beliefs and attitudes as they relate to experiences in reaching their respective 

positions in U.S. organizations. 

Hofstede (2011) defined culture as “the collective programming of the mind that 

distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from others” (p. 3). Within this 

definition, Hofstede posited culture can be connected to different collectives as a collective 

phenomenon. Within each collective are various individuals, and the term culture is commonly 

used for tribes or ethnic groups, nations, and organizations (Hofstede, 2011). Based on this 

definition, this study used the term culture to refer to the collective thinking, actions, beliefs, 

practices, and behaviors of each group of leaders that distinguish the leaders from others. 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory as a framework is instrumental in crosscultural 
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communication to describe the effects of a society’s culture on its members’ values and 

determine how these values relate to behavior. Hofstede developed the original model using 

factor analysis to examine the results of a worldwide survey of IBM employee values in 1967 

and 1973 (Chin & Trimble, 2015). The refined theory proposes six dimensions: (a) 

individualism-collectivism; (b) uncertainty avoidance; (c) power distance (strength of social 

hierarchy) and masculinity-femininity (task orientation versus person-orientation); (d) long-term 

orientation to cover aspects of values not discussed in the original paradigm; and (e) indulgence 

versus self-restraint (Hofstede, 2011).  

Hofstede’s model is instrumental when looking at Iranian immigrant women’s leadership 

growth concerning their cultural understanding of mentorship and support in the governmental 

sector. Specifically, marginalized groups are promoted slower than any other group and are 

consistently underrepresented in senior leadership roles (McKinsey & Company, 2021). In 

addition, Iranian immigrant women come from collective, masculine, long-term, and restricted 

countries, influencing how they behave and seek mentorship. As a result, Iranian immigrant 

women across multiple organizational sectors lack the advocacy and sponsorship that white men 

and women benefit from in consideration of advancement or access to further opportunities 

along their career trajectory while carrying the burden of racism and sexism combined (Sanchez-

Hucles & Davis, 2010). 

The leadership journey to achieve equity acknowledges the dominant culture’s privileges 

which oppress groups who do not identify with its construct. Hence, mindfulness and cultural 

competency models are central to understanding humanity as a whole while confronting existing 

biases. Leaders can address the three levels of reasoning as “taking care of oneself, taking care of 

others, and supporting positions that consider the impact of both on self and others” (M. Adams 
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et al., 2018, p. 450) and the consequences of oppression. This is particularly imperative when 

thinking about current policies that will influence the future in which the past has been the 

oppressor of the social identities constructed and formulated by others. Hofstede’s model could 

drastically impact how governmental policies are written and implemented (Javidan & Walker, 

2012). Specifically, policies affect those not part of the dominant culture with leadership styles 

heavily influenced by North American values (Den Hartog & Dickson, 2004), such as Iranian 

immigrant women. 

Nonnative Speaker 

In the United States, current organizations, systems, and national and local governments 

have recited the necessity for diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). However, fairness, equity, 

and social justice concepts do not stand on mutually understood ground in the common language 

despite the existing variety of opinions in the translation of thoughts. In part, the notion of social 

justice recognizes differences between the social identities in society and respect their 

dissimilarities for the purposes of fairness and equal access to resources (M. Adams et al., 2018). 

In reflecting on the role of the government in DEI, it is essential to highlight government 

policy is critical to immigrants’ economic assimilation because it can facilitate incorporation by 

providing financial resources and fewer legal constraints that accelerate integration. Immigrants’ 

integration into host societies are a result of individual characteristics (e.g., human capital) and 

structural provisions (i.e., contexts of reception) that demarcate life chances, economic 

opportunities, and, ultimately, economic achievements of immigrants (Haberfeld & Lundh, 

2014). The context of reception has a major influence on the type of immigrants that prefer to 

arrive to certain countries and to avoid others. Thus, the concept of integration is a dyadic 

process between the immigrant and the native born.  
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However, immigrants as nonnative speakers face barriers that marginalize them in their 

new society despite defining them as others (Fitzgerald, 2006). These barriers are manifested 

through gaps that further ostracize minoritized groups, labeling them as disadvantaged. As for 

immigrants, these challenges encompass stereotype threats (Steele, 2011) based on the perceived 

difficulty in communication between native and nonnative speakers, such that the motive to 

disprove a stereotype compels immigrants from a stereotyped group to prove their legitimacy, 

turning immigrants into overachievers. Steele (2011) suggested an existing stereotype gives a 

stereotyped group the drive to succeed, whereas other groups of people feel no incentive to work 

hard. However, the need to disprove a stereotype causes extra stress, which may interfere with 

performance resulting in unintended consequences such as inefficiencies and rigidities. Steele 

(2011) was not arguing the nature of one’s work ethic but rather that of the “extra ghost slaying 

that is in their way” (p. 112), resulting in a constant need to prove competency as discussed in 

the phenomenon of emotional tax. 

Kim et al. (2018) highlighted a fascinating analysis of the negative consequences of 

stereotype threats for nonnative speakers in organizations. This examination distinguished the 

effect of the lack of harmonized group dynamics and organizational performance and identified 

the embodiment of the stereotype threat in conjunction with accent stigma—recognizing its 

appearance as part of the existing social force. It is vital to note the identification of social force 

as it relates to the “speaker’s social identity and conveys a considerable amount of social 

information” (Kim et al., 2018, p. 75). Thus, the implied discrimination and institutional barriers 

leave underrepresented employees unmotivated and dissatisfied. 

An individual’s identity then becomes the encapsulation of the social, cultural, and 

historical context deeply embedded in their display of originality. This idea echoes the influence 
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of social contingencies as part of the intricate aspect of individuality. These social constructs 

shape the multidimensional structure of society based on the complexity of the social identities 

that weave its culture when considering the formation of leadership potential. A dynamic 

portrayal of being through the individual life span process was delineated by Liu et al. (2020) in 

the development of an individual’s biological, cognitive, and socioemotional changes occur in 

multiple contexts, including families, schools, workplaces, and countries. Therefore, to 

emphasize the leader’s stage of development in the life cycle promotes, encourages, and assists 

the expansion of knowledge and expertise required to enhance one’s leadership perspective and 

performance. 

However, despite the differences in culture and language, individuals with nonnative 

accents are viewed as less intelligent, less loyal, and less competent. As a result, individuals with 

nonnative accents tend to be rated lower in status, especially when their accents are perceived as 

challenging to understand (Birney et al., 2020). Therefore, nonnative speakers are less likely to 

be hired and more likely to be assigned by potential employers to lower-status positions and 

lower earnings, keeping them at a lesser professional advancement. Nonnative speakers are also 

less likely to be recommended for promotions compared to native speakers. For example, in their 

article, Kim et al. (2018) specified a recent study that found nonnative speakers who delivered 

the same scripted speech as native speakers were significantly less likely to be recommended for 

a middle-management position. They also received “less new-venture funding than their native 

counterparts” (Kim et al., 2018, p. 76). 

Influence of Intersectionality in Leadership 

Since the 1970s, feminist theories have contributed to development theory and practice, 

challenging normative assumptions about normal behavior and heterosexuality as the default 
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(Bastia, 2014). However, despite feminist contributions to development, how gender disparities 

connect with class, race, and ethnicity inequalities has been undertheorized in mainstream 

development studies. Moreover, intersectionality operates between a variety of 

sociodemographic categories, including sex, race, ethnicity, and class, creating an effect that is 

structurally imprinted into social institutions, forming a conundrum of multiple oppressions 

(Stypińska & Gordo, 2017). 

Intersectionality has also proved fruitful in migration research (Bastia, 2014). For 

example, studies on labor market outcomes have revealed when migrants held several 

underrepresented statuses simultaneously, these statuses reinforced each other mutually and had 

a detrimental effect on their chances of promotion or equal wages (Stypińska & Gordo, 2017). 

Therefore, age, gender, race, and migration background are vital considerations in reaching any 

understanding of the diverse outcomes experienced by different social groups in attaining and 

advancing leadership roles. The context of intersectionality in leadership also helps to identify 

the strategies Iranian immigrant women adopt for overcoming the barriers. The intersection of 

their nationality, culture, ethnicity, language, and accent connects to their identity: who they are 

and how they navigate the inequities in advancing in their leadership roles. 

Multiracial Feminism Theory 

Since the late 1960s, women of color in the United States have opposed unitary theories 

of gender. Their criticism emerged from growing concerns pertaining to the exclusion of women 

of color from feminist scholarship and the misinterpretation of their lived experience, and 

inevitably from the dialogues disputing, permitting, and creating a distinction (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Structured around a broad range of public challenges, women of color resist the detachment of 

oppression. Instead, they insist on acknowledging the intersectionality of race, class, and gender 
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oppression that white middle-class feminists have historically ignored—communicating 

concurrently from within and against the misconceptions of their identity. The women’s 

emancipation and antiracist movements challenge systems of supremacy, not solely as gender-

specific disciplines but also as women whose livelihoods are impacted by their position in 

multiple hierarchies (Zinn & Dill, 1996). 

Recently, in reaction to the increase in diversity challenges, there has been an increase in 

research coupling gender to other forms of dominance (Dixon-Fyle et al., 2020). The intent is for 

researchers to conduct studies on how people’s experiences differ based on their race, ethnicity, 

and class. Despite the various perspectives and multiple scholarly viewpoints that categorize 

feminisms of women of color, they share an emphasis on race as the primary factor that 

differentiates genders. The preeminence of race, institutionalized racism, and challenges against 

systemic racism coalesce the diverse feminist perspectives in this framework. Together, they 

exemplify racial interpretations provide feminist thought with a new theoretical direction 

(Guillaumin, 1995). 

It is essential to emphasize individuals do not experience gender in isolation from race, 

class, and sexual orientation. Neither do individuals perceive gender in isolation from their age, 

disability status, or ethnicity. Rather, social positions are lived concurrently, meaning one’s 

experiences as a woman are instantaneously shaped by one’s racial status, class position, age, 

and other identity markers (Harnois, 2013). Thus, multiracial feminism focuses not only on 

differences but also on the intersection of differences and dominance formed in historical and 

social constructs. It confronts feminist scholars to reshape their disciplines’ fundamental 

concepts and theories, going beyond the mere recognition and inclusion of trivial differences. 
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Multiracial feminism seeks to elucidate the structural origins of diversity by focusing on the 

social position of women based on race, class, and gender (Zinn & Dill, 1996). 

Additionally, multiracial feminism compels systems to see privilege and subordination as 

interconnected. Consequently, multiracial feminism questions how existences and experiences of 

women and men, different racial-ethnic groups, and different classes shape relationships defined 

and enforced by the social institutions that serve as the primary sites for power negotiations in 

society. Multiracial feminism provides an analytical framework that holistically perceives the 

experiences of women of color concerning their unique identity to facilitate the inclusion of 

marginalized groups for whom it can be said: “When they enter, we all enter” (Crenshaw, 1989, 

p. 167). 

TWF Theory 

TWF has emerged in opposition to white second-wave feminists’ single-pronged analyses 

of gender oppression that omitted third world women’s multiple and complex oppressions in 

their various social locations. As Mohanty (2003) described, the term defines a political 

constituency, not a biological or even sociological one. It is a sociopolitical designation for 

people of African, Caribbean, Asian, and Latin American descent, and Native peoples of the 

United States. It also refers to “new immigrants” to the United States in the last 3 decades: Arab, 

Korean, Thai, and Laotian. What seems to constitute “women of color” or “third world women” 

as a practical oppositional alliance is a shared context of struggle rather than color or racial 

identifications. 

Similarly, it is third world women’s oppositional political relation to sexist, racist, and 

imperialist structures that constitutes their potential commonality. Hence, the everyday context 

of struggles against specific unequal structures and systems determines their potential political 
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alliances. It is different from the history of Western (i.e., white, middle-class) feminisms, which 

has been explored in detail over the last few decades. Scholars often locate third world women in 

terms of the underdevelopment; oppressive traditions; high illiteracy; rural and urban poverty; 

religious fanaticism; and overpopulation of Asian, African, Middle Eastern, and Latin American 

countries. However, central to TWF is the distinction between the importance of the 

public/private for white middle and upper-class women and working-class women and women of 

color subject to state intervention in their familial lives. Women of color have not had the benefit 

of the financial conditions that curb the public/private distinction. Instead, women of color’s 

political consciousness branch from an awareness that the public is personally political 

(Mohanty, 2003). Consequently, this theory suggests two third world feminist mandates: (a) 

feminist analyses of third world women’s oppression and resistance should be historically 

situated and (b) third world women’s agency and voices should be respected (Herr, 2014). Thus, 

TWF contains women’s advocacy in the third world is not grounded in the doctrines of the first 

world and focuses on the local and national contexts and struggles of third world women’s 

activism. 

Despite the protections created in international law, women have remained subordinated 

in every corner of the globe. Women are disadvantaged socially, economically, legally, 

politically, and culturally compared to men living in comparable situations. The status quo 

remains that a small and privileged group of men maintain their powerful grasp, controlling 

secular, religious, national, and international forms of power (Ulrich, 2007). Economically, 

women continue to be relegated to the margins while men reap the benefits of better market 

access. Women’s impoverishment is primarily due to unequal access to markets and a lack of 

status and influence in the family and community. Women, particularly those in developing 



87 

 

countries, are left behind in an era of globalization and the expansion of markets into formerly 

isolated corners of the world. Although globalization tends to marginalize developing countries 

economically, it economically marginalizes women even further. The dissection of women’s 

identity from the developing world provides sufficient background into an intertwined system of 

power and dominance and supplies additional knowledge as to why immigrant women from Iran 

require an all-inclusive discourse on their identity concerning race and ethnicity. Therefore, TWF 

concentrates on the oppression and resistance of third world women. This explains why TWF 

must be accentuated and its continued significance acknowledged (Havlin, 2015; Herr, 2014; Ty, 

2006). 

RBT in Leadership 

As a value-based theory, representative bureaucracy encompasses bureaucratic decision-

making. Embedded in the fabric of representation, scholars and practitioners have long 

questioned whether public officials’ race, ethnicity, and gender matter to the efficacy and 

legitimacy of public services. Thus, representative bureaucracy affirms race and ethnicity would 

be especially significant foci for representativeness in all levels of government in the United 

States (Webeck & Lee, 2022). The theoretical foundation of representative bureaucracy can be 

traced back to Kingsley’s (1944) work on representation in the English civil service. Kingsley 

argued class representation was critical for democratic rule. 

Similarly, Mosher (1982) highlighted the need to understand how behavioral orientations 

of the new public service will mirror the general public as bureaucracies were expected to push 

for the needs and interests of their sociological counterparts in the general population, a process 

Mosher referred to as active representation. In parallel, Mosher (1968) denoted passive 

representation in terms of the demographics mirroring those of society, as this enhanced the 
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legitimacy of government. Mosher’s exposition of representative bureaucracy also suggested 

race and ethnicity would be especially significant foci for representativeness in the United States 

(Riccucci & Van Ryzin, 2017). Accordingly, recent research has highlighted women are already 

significantly underrepresented in leadership. For example, only 1 in every 4 C-suite executives 

was a woman in 2022, and only 1 in every 20 was a woman of color (Lean In & McKinsey & 

Company, 2022). Furthermore, women are still held back by the “broken rung,” for every 100 

men promoted from entry-level to manager, only 87 women were promoted, and only 82 women 

of color were promoted (Lean In & McKinsey & Company, 2022). 

In the current government system, as we necessitate the need for democracy, it is also 

vital to empirically investigate the interaction between the new public service and democracy to 

discern the normative and ideological status of the new public service. As it stands, passive 

representation is indicative of the success of the government in promoting social equity, and as 

Frederickson (1990) argued, the government is compelled not only by the goals of efficiency and 

economy but also by social equity. Although the concept of social equity has assumed a host of 

different, sometimes conflicting meanings, it has continued to center on the doctrines specified 

by fair and just treatment, justice, and equal and equitable allotment of benefits to the society at 

large. To the extent that government demonstrates these values through its own employment 

practices, it creates a model and momentum for similar employment practices throughout 

society.  

The government has played a critical role in the employment of women and people of 

color in this nation. Such employment practices include, for example, paying men and women 

equitably to promote social and economic justice. Despite these efforts, pay inequities in the 

federal workforce persist. However, in their future engagement, the Office of Personnel 
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Management has created an agenda for addressing pay inequities, including evaluating the 

gender imbalance in hiring across all occupations (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 2023). 

It also promises to develop more robust pipelines for women to reach upper-level positions. 

Success in creating diverse institutions may also serve as a measure of the government’s 

effectiveness in combating discriminatory employment practices and its willingness to embrace 

equality of opportunities including immigrants and minorities (Riccucci, 2009; Riccucci & Van 

Ryzin, 2017). 

The Leadership Career Pipeline 

The concept of diversity and representation is particularly critical when considering 

employing policies at the governmental level that will affect the nation. As Burns (2012) 

suggested, leadership influences what individuals demand from the government in many ways. 

As opposed to the ‘objective’ definition of their needs by observers, grassroots leaders 

substantially impact how people perceive their own needs. Political activists and practitioners 

take the lead in mobilizing support behind particular demands and not others depending on the 

ambitions and ideologies of those activists and politicians. Thus, leadership values influence the 

policies that impact everyone’s way of life, including a diverse leadership may have the ability to 

envision a broader audience by building a “consensus through participation” (Goleman, 2000, p. 

80). 

As predicted by the U.S. Census Bureau, by 2050, the nation’s racial and ethnic mix will 

look quite different than it does now. Uniquely known as the land of immigrants, immigration is 

projected to be the essential driver of national population growth in the coming half-century 

(Passel & Cohn, 2020). Hence, attention to diversity is considered good business, quality service, 

and ethical practice nationally and globally (VanderPal, 2014). More importantly, it promotes the 
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idea of cosmopolitan citizens as responsible cosmopolitan business leaders who are aware of the 

critical issues confronting the global community (Maak & Pless, 2009). The world is becoming 

more interconnected and dependent on one another, sometimes known as blurring boundaries 

(Bromley & Meyer, 2017); yet, this makes it more complicated. Fundamentally, given the public, 

private, and nonprofit sectors have always played interlocking roles in global problem-solving, 

their distinctive roles need to be modified to the realities of global markets in today’s world. 

Each industry provides a way of practicing a crucial function in their intertwined behavior to 

confront some of the world’s most challenging problems and assist in constructing a far more 

stable future (Maak & Pless, 2009). 

During in the 21st century, diversity has led to globalism and the growth of multinational 

organizations mirrors the increasing diversity of the U.S. population and communities, 

challenging the notions of effective leadership strategies concerning equity. At the same time, 

diverse individuals also seek and gain access to leadership roles. Throughout government, 

organizations, and communities, the world is facing changing population demographics and 

becoming increasingly more global and diverse. Many countries globally have become more 

heterogeneous due to the ease of migration, changing economic conditions, and the growth of 

multinational organizations. Underrepresented groups in the United States and globally have 

shared a common experience of oppression and discrimination; they increasingly demand 

equality and access to society’s resources (M. Adams et al., 2018). Similarly, women venture to 

challenge the patriarchal social norm in countries such as Iran and leave their countries to face 

unique challenges, as they must negotiate new social relationships, learn a new language, and 

strive to access the resources required for a living (Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018).  
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Despite growing population diversity in the U.S. population, disparities exist in 

corporations, higher education institutions, sciences, and government sectors regarding the 

representation of women and racially/ethnically minoritized people in leadership ranks. Using 

the number of CEOs in Fortune 500 companies as a measure, Zweigenhaft and Domhoff (2006) 

reported a steady increase in the number of women and members of non-white racial and ethnic 

groups becoming part of the power elite in the United States. The number of Fortune 500 

companies having at least one woman holding a corporate directorship grew from 0.16% in 1978 

to 89.2% in 2003; however, only 7.9% of those holding the top title in these companies were 

women. However, data on racially/ethnically minoritized people in the power elite are more 

complex because they are not regularly or consistently collected. Leaders in the United States 

mirror the dominant population majority of white, heterosexual, Protestant men. Zweigenhaft 

and Domhoff (2006) demonstrated even as more women and people of color enter leadership 

positions, the power elite in the United States (e.g., corporations, finance the political campaigns, 

and those who serve in government as appointed legislative and military leaders) have remained 

quite homogeneous. The power elite have continued to be dominated by a prototypical leader 

defined by white, social masculine norms. Although underrepresented in leadership roles, one 

may wonder what happens when women and people of color attain leadership positions. Diverse 

leaders coming into these ranks often must learn the rules of the game and play by them (Chin & 

Trimble, 2015). Entering the power elite often shapes the identities and leadership behaviors to 

conform to the dominant culture. As a result, these new and diverse leaders often become more 

like those already in the power elite. Zweigenhaft and Domhoff’s (2006) and Ray’s (2019) 

findings suggest the power elite has remained homogenous, and using the theory of racialized 
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organizations, this proposal reflects on inherently racial systems that legitimize unequal power 

distribution. 

Consequently, racialized organizations’ lack of a holistic approach, specifically through 

the systems lens, further perpetuates the notion of inequity caused by the ineffective 

implementation of diversity initiatives or the absence of such policies. According to an article in 

Harvard Business Review, developing a diverse leadership pipeline can benefit companies in all 

sectors (Conger & Fulmer, 2003). This article further explained that firms with the most 

ethnically diverse executive teams were 33% more likely to outperform their peers in terms of 

profitability. In addition, those with executive-level gender diversity worldwide had a 21% 

likelihood of outperforming their industry competitors (Pace, 2018). Chin et al. (2016) proposed 

leaders’ social identities and lived experiences significantly influence the nature of their 

leadership. Understanding how immigrants’ assimilation and sociocultural experiences affect 

their development as leaders. Alarmingly, despite diversity’s importance in the current global 

and multicultural societies’ lives, communities, and workplace environments becoming apparent, 

leadership theories have neglected the influence of diversity on access to leadership positions 

and the exercise of leadership (Chin & Trimble, 2015). 

Intersection of Gender, Race, and Ethnicity in Leadership 

As organizations become increasingly diverse from various generations to various 

cultures in the workplace, organizations need to adapt to the progressively diverse and shifting 

workforce. Subsequently, representative bureaucracy invites government organizations to reflect 

the populations they serve because the crucial argument is public organizations must represent 

the populace the organizations serve by employing people at each level, who better mirror the 

demographic composition of the population served in terms of race, ethnicity, and gender 
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(passive representativeness; Cepiku & Mastrodascio, 2021; Kingsley, 1944). Similar discussions 

also stress organizations implement inclusive policies where cultures of all groups not only 

collaborate but also thrive. Thus, leaders need to understand how to perform their roles in ways 

that maximize the performance of their diverse workgroups and appreciate these objectives 

through performances that are inclusionary of all group members. 

Moreover, encouraging inclusive behaviors improves the work experience of all 

workgroup members to ensure justice and equity according to the group-value model of 

procedural justice (Mor Barak et al., 2021; Randel et al., 2017). Finally, although there has been 

some progress regarding the number of women in government, inquiries have remained about 

how women advance to higher-level positions, particularly how women from racially 

underrepresented groups advance in government. This quest probes yet another phenomenon that 

echoes the intersectionality of being both a woman and from a racially underrepresented group in 

retaining and advancing leadership through representation and inclusion in the U.S. federal 

government. 

Research has archeologically fixated on only one aspect of the lives of women leaders, so 

these simple categorizations along a single dimension do not encompass the dynamics of 

women’s experiences. The multivariate concept of dynamism serves as evidence for women 

from racially underrepresented groups who face the power imbalances that come from being 

both a woman and nonwhite (A. Nelson & Piatak, 2021). With its roots in Black feminist 

scholarship and activism, intersectionality was coined by Crenshaw (1989) to represent the 

various ways race and gender interact to shape the multiple dimensions of Black women’s 

employment experiences. Intersectionality highlights how white women disguised the distinct 

discrimination that Black women experienced using a critical analytic lens to interrogate racial, 
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ethnic, class, ability, age, sexuality, and gender disparities and to contest the structural 

construction of systems of inequality (Harris & Patton, 2019). Intersectionality—the way 

multiple aspects of identity may combine in different ways to construct social reality—may be of 

signal importance for studies of leadership in the workplace. Leadership dialogues deprived of 

intersectionality lack a discrete set of experiences that often do not accurately reflect the 

interaction of race and gender. Additionally, crosscultural psychologists have long been aware of 

socialization in more than one culture (i.e., bicultural or multicultural), such as perception, 

character, cognition, social interaction, and identity formation (Crenshaw, 1989; Sanchez-Hucles 

& Davis, 2010). 

Similar perspectives discern the necessity of representation in the government sector. The 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title VII prohibits employers from discriminating against 

employees based on sex, race, color, national origin, and religion (U.S. Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission, n.d.). However, discrimination laws protect individual class categories 

in a dichotomous manner rather than the intersection and culmination of discrimination faced by 

being a member of multiple protected classes. In the case of Iranian women, factors like cultural 

expectations, life experiences, and a complex combination of different forms of discrimination, 

including racism and sexism, overlap in ways that profoundly affect their ability to advance 

(Linkage, Inc., 2020) professionally. Linkage Inc.’s (2020) research found race and ethnicity 

create overlapping or interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage and substantially 

affect how women leaders assess themselves—and how others assess them. An organization 

cannot have a diverse workplace without the presence of intersectionality. As for Iranian 

immigrant women, their race or ethnicity presents a form of a triple bind due to the additional 

challenge of culture-based expectations (Linkage Inc., 2020) affecting both the actual leadership 
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behavior and how they are assessed. The causalities for the differences could range from the 

advantages white women have in the workplace compared to Iranian immigrant women, leading 

to workplace inequality. Iranian women have internalized espoused beliefs to create a condition 

where they become prone to a triple bind because of the Eurocentrist perspective of immigrant 

women as the outsider (Hojati, 2012), reducing the likelihood of these women speaking 

assertively in asking for support or career development necessary for advancement. 

Despite the federal government’s various efforts to close the gender pay gap, women 

have remained underrepresented in leadership positions. However, this underrepresentation 

discrepancy has remained much broader for racially marginalized women in senior leadership 

roles. The historical experiences of exclusion of women of color have continued. Although the 

federal government has taken positive steps to improve diversity, women from racially 

underrepresented groups have continued to hold fewer management positions and feel less 

included in the workplace (A. Nelson & Piatak, 2021). Given the importance of the 

representation theory, consideration of the intersection of multiple aspects of identity provides a 

holistic and more nuanced interpretation of diverse leaders. Intersectionality becomes an 

analytical framework for investigating, understanding, and responding to how gender intersects 

with other identities and how these intersections contribute to the unique experiences of 

oppression and privilege (Kimmel & Ferber, 2017; Shepard, 2021).  

Analysis of the intersection of multiple identities helps to reveal the disadvantage and 

discrimination that accrues from the combination of identities. The combination of identities is 

not simply additive; they interact to produce a substantively distinct experience for women 

leaders (Symington, 2004). Thus, intersectionality is exceptionally suitable for examining 

leadership because intersectionality unveils the connections between multiple identities and 
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personas of social actors. Additionally, it proposes the analysis of complex social situations 

should not be reduced to singular categories; rather, it should include the conception of 

fundamentally diverse experiences from the effects of inextricably connected roles and 

situations. An intersectional approach does not discuss race, class, gender, ability, and sexuality 

as sovereign groupings but seeks to inspect their interface in understanding leadership identity, 

behavior, and effectiveness (Richardson & Loubier, 2008; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). This 

is precisely the milieu in which reflecting on my experiences as an Iranian immigrant woman can 

assist in identifying strategies and resources necessary for leadership advancement. 

Summary 

Chapter 2 provided a review of the literature to distinguish Iranian immigrant women’s 

experiences and the challenges that impact their ability to obtain and retain top-level leadership 

roles in the governmental sector. The literature was grounded in intersectionality theory to 

understand complex social situations. The foundation of intersectionality theory highlights that 

people live multiple, layered identities derived from social associations, history, and the function 

of structured power. Thus, people are members of more than one category or social group and 

can simultaneously experience advantages and disadvantages related to those different social 

groups.  

Additionally, by identifying the emotional tax phenomenon, Iranian immigrant women 

face inequities concerning race, gender, and ethnicity in the workplace. Experiences not resolved 

through mid-level leadership positions may give them a voice to express concerns despite 

simultaneously experiencing a lack of support and belonging on their path to leadership 

positions. Using the push and pull factors, this study aimed to highlight immigrant women’s need 

to justify the pros and cons of their migratory decision, yet another layer to their complex, unique 
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experiences. The organizational leadership structure is contextualized by an organization’s 

norms, values, beliefs, and culture, in which the executive leader holds senior managerial 

authority over the organization. As the immigrant population is increasing in the United States, 

individuals served by governmental organizations have become diversified with new immigrant 

community members; however, their representation in these organizations’ executive leadership 

roles has remained stagnant. 

Chapter 2 also addressed the intersection of race, gender, and ethnicity that presents a 

triple bind for Iranian immigrant women in experiencing the phenomenon that influences their 

decision to take steps in moving along a career trajectory toward top-level leadership. Iranian 

immigrant women find themselves wedged in mid-level leadership roles in organizations that do 

not have a culture that supports Iranian immigrant women’s self-efficacy in making career 

choices to lead in government. The leadership career pipeline presents a glass ceiling for top-

level leadership when the experiences along the way are oppressive and discriminatory. Chapter 

3 will use autoethnography research with content analysis methods to explore how the 

researcher’s lived experiences were influenced by their migration and impacted by the 

“emotional tax” phenomena of immigrant women in the workplace. 
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Chapter 3. Method 

This qualitative autoethnography study was designed to understand the lived experiences 

that restrict Iranian immigrant women’s access to leadership roles or pursuit of advancement 

along their career pipeline toward such positions. Autoethnography links data of lived experience 

to the broader sociocultural conversation and then ties it back to the literature in a theoretically 

sound way (Poulos, 2021). 

Lived experience is understanding an individual’s human experiences, choices, and 

opportunities and how those factors influence one’s perception of knowledge (Exkano, 2013; 

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 2022). This study aimed to further 

understand the experiences of Iranian immigrant women leaders in government sectors. Given 

the limited research on the lack of representation of immigrant women in the leadership pipeline, 

this study added knowledge through autoethnography. As a researcher, I used my lived 

experiences to write the self-reflexive-self (Ettorre, 2016) to reflexively use my own experiences 

in the Iranian culture to look more deeply at self-other interactions. By writing themselves into 

their work as significant characters, autoethnographers challenge accepted views about silent 

authorship, where the researcher’s voice is not included in the presentation of findings (Holt, 

2003). Hence, autoethnography could be a valuable way to examine my leadership position in 

the government sector experiences in a self-reflexive manner. 

The study also explored the emotional tax phenomenon of women of color in the 

workplace concerning the push and pull factors of migration. Respectively, the study unfolded 

the actual impacts of the phenomenon and various theories in my lived experiences to evocate a 

sense of urgency in how immigrant women of color face and overcome barriers. Further, it 

shined a light on the effects of narratives detrimental to the health and wellbeing of immigrant 
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women of color on their path to leadership advancement. Finally, it investigated immigrant 

women’s challenges to advancement in the governmental workplace as it intersects with 

multiracial feminist theory (MFT) with a reflective nuance of third world feminism (TWF) and 

representative bureaucracy theory (RBT). The following questions guided the study: 

• Research Question 1: How have my lived experiences as an Iranian immigrant 

woman influenced my achievement and development as a leader in the government 

sector in the United States?  

• Research Question 2: What strategies, environments, and resources assisted me in 

achieving vertical mobility in leadership positions? 

This chapter presents the study’s research method, including the research design and 

rationale, the researcher’s role, and the methodology. The research design and rationale section 

illustrate the study’s approach, theoretical framework, and research questions that guided the 

data assemblage and analysis, using my lived experiences from an engaged personal position to 

gain a richer nuance of participation observation in social events (Poulos, 2021). 

Additionally, the section focused on the position of the researcher as one of the most 

critical components because it provides a concise rationalization of my role as an observer–

participant in the study. Moreover, it also addressed reflexive thinking (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018) concerning how my positionality in the research was conducive to bias, steps taken to 

remedy partiality, and ethical concerns identified and addressed. 

Background and Context  

As stated throughout the research, I used autoethnography to reflexively engage in 

systemic introspection with conscious attention to my experiences, memories, insights, 

epiphanies, and life practices (Poulos, 2021). Although little research has explored the concept of 
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gender in leadership or the bifurcation of race and gender, there is a gap in research concerning 

intersectionality in leadership positions as it relates to immigrants. Most of the research reviewed 

relied on the single dimension of social inequality in gender (Breslin et al., 2017). Thus, as an 

Iranian immigrant woman living in Washington state, I found it challenging to build a 

community, continue higher education, attain a leadership position, and influence decisions. I 

needed clear guides, mentorships, or career advancement programs that could support my 

development journey. Therefore, through autoethnography, I hoped to create a window into what 

constitutes lived experiences of an Iranian immigrant woman in achieving and developing a 

leadership pipeline in the government sector and what strategies, environments, and resources 

can assist in achieving vertical mobility. 

Autoethnography 

The scientific method is the most powerful tool for discovering realities about the world, 

exploring new theories, and performing their empirical validation. Therefore, scientific research 

can be qualitative or quantitative. Qualitative research concerns a deeper understanding of a 

given problem (Bekele & Ago, 2022; Nixon & Odoyo, 2020). As a qualitative method, 

autoethnography studies the self (Hughes & Pennington, 2017). Autoethnography is not merely a 

practice of knowing about the world; it has become a way of being in the world that requires 

living consciously, emotionally, and reflexively (Bolen, 2012; Brown-Vincent, 2019; Ellis et al., 

2010). Researchers observe themselves concerning a specific phenomenon or topic in the context 

of a particular scientific discipline (Ellis & Bochner, 1996). Autoethnographers seek to narrate 

compelling stories to highlight a particular phenomenon experienced in the research area 

(Poulos, 2021). In the middle of the 19th century, the practice of ethnography attempted to write 

about exotic or primitive cultures aimed to portray realist tales of objectivity. However, in the 
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1980s, various authors of ethnographic texts began experimenting with a more impressionist text 

by crafting more evocative research tales, soon known as autoethnography (Poulos, 2021). As 

both process and product, autoethnography changed the outsider lens to an observer–participant 

in the scene. Therefore, autoethnography situates the methodological nexus of meaning-making 

in the body and critically reflexive researchers. Furthermore, autoethnography challenges the 

transgressing normative and oppressive performativity (Denzin & Lincon, 2018). 

Autoethnographers value narrative truth based on the context of the experience, its 

application, understanding, and response for and by readers and others as writers, participants, 

audiences, and humans (Ellis et al., 2010). Readers provide validation by comparing their lives to 

the writer, by thinking about the similarity and differences in their lives and the reasons why, and 

by feeling the stories have informed them about unfamiliar people or lives (Ellis, 2004; Ellis et 

al., 2010) 

Autoethnographers view research and writing as socially just acts; rather than a 

preoccupation with accuracy, the goal is to produce analytical, accessible texts that change the 

researcher and audience and the world we live in for the better (Holman Jones, 2005). Using 

autoethnography as a research method enabled the researcher to establish a holistic view of the 

existing barriers and challenges to advancement in leadership positions for Iranian immigrant 

women. The subjective dimensions of personal experience that are missing from many existing 

academic texts can be best expressed through the personal voice (Douglas & Carless, 2016). 

Therefore, autoethnography made it possible to address the lack of research on Iranian immigrant 

women in leadership positions in the government sector through the insider participation lens to 

contribute to this field. 
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Research Design 

A qualitative autoethnography study design was used to explore the prompted research 

questions to examine the researcher’s lived experiences about a specific phenomenon under 

study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Autoethnography study methods are stories narrated through 

an artistic and analytic demonstration of the development process of identifying and interpreting 

personal and cultural experience using personal experience to engage self, others, culture(s), 

politics, and social research (T. Adams et al., 2014). This study drew exclusively from my 

experiences as an Iranian immigrant woman who is in mid- to high-level leadership roles in 

governmental sectors in the Pacific Northwest region of the United States. Given the significant 

gap in this field, the research context was possible by using personal stories as primary data to 

support understanding how the intersection of race, gender, and ethnicity impacts Iranian 

immigrant women’s ability to attain and advance to the highest levels of leadership in 

government. 

In considering an autoethnography approach to investigate the common themes and 

issues faced by Iranian immigrant women, it was crucial to consider whether my individual 

experiences could be universally interpreted and comprehended in terms of a unifying theme. In 

other words, for the study to adhere to the research framework, it must entail a phenomenon in 

addition to common characteristics in how that phenomenon was observed and valued. 

Therefore, before initiating the research, it was only probable to anticipate with confidence 

whether this topic would fit in an autoethnography framework. In autoethnography, the 

researcher challenges the rigidity between insider and outsider standpoints, social application, 

and social limitation.  
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In research, integrity is initiated when research design and procedures support the 

research goals, which reflects the need for methodological alignment (Poulos, 2021). Hence, as a 

research method, autoethnography use a researcher’s personal experience to describe and critique 

cultural beliefs, practices, and experiences while acknowledging and valuing a researcher’s 

relationships with others (T. Adams et al., 2014). Consequently, based on the subject matter and 

chronology, it seemed likely this topic would fit in the framework. The artifacts, diaries, and 

documents centered on disciplines and structured around experiences that shared a common 

feature: the path to leadership for Iranian immigrant women (T. Adams et al., 2014). The 

obstacles encountered in pursuit of methods and strategies used to achieve success increased the 

probability of finding common themes among those strategies. 

In discussing the different methods of gathering and analyzing data aside from the initial 

knowledge of each design’s specificity, the subject of study should also play a role in arriving at 

the design decision. The concept of an exploratory approach is necessary “for informing and 

legitimizing decisions in practice” (Biddix et al., 2018, p. 1). Hence, before diving into the 

absolute state of choosing a method, it is vital to consider how to study the hypothesis, questions, 

or observations holistically. In choosing qualitative research, one of the critical decisions is 

whom or what should be included in the sample: whom to interview, whom to observe, and what 

texts to analyze. An awareness should guide the sampling process that qualitative research is 

based on experience and the creation of meaning in addition to the specific research question 

(Kuper et al., 2008).  

The uniquely designed qualitative inquiry seeks to explore questions where there is little 

known or to explore questions that may have been examined in other contexts with different 

populations. Therefore, the researcher is interested in exploring them in a unique setting. It is 
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also important to note when focusing on a particular issue in an organization or a structural 

group, those complexities are what qualitative methods try to capture. Therefore, 

autoethnography as a design inquiry balance intellectual and methodological accuracy, emotion, 

and vision; autoethnography strives for social justice and to make life better (Poulos, 2021). 

The qualitative approach for this research design used analytical-interpretive writing to 

engage in academic discourse and incorporate theoretical and conceptual literature sources. It is 

crucial to indicate autoethnographic inquiry is guided less by specific techniques of data 

collection (Poulos, 2021). Instead, its emphasis rests on a set of ethical, aesthetic, and relational 

sensitivities being incorporated into a wide variety of autoethnographic modes of inquiry (Jones 

et al., 2016). To develop clusters of meaning, the researcher used field notes, qualitative 

observations, and analysis of personal documents to analyze the shared experience through 

horizontalization (Flick, 2014).  

In considering the researcher’s role further, it is essential to prevent personal life 

narratives from influencing the data collection and analysis processes. In actively applying 

reflexive introspection and retrospection, the author used layered accounts to examine how 

diverse perspectives connect (Poulos, 2021). Therefore, as part of this practice, the epoche 

(bracketing) is particularly essential in this design. Epoche is a process in which the researchers 

reserve their experiences to take a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under examination. 

Using bracketing, we seek an open, enquiring, questioning attitude of mind and be reflexive and 

self-critical vis-à-vis our own preconceptions, though with a greater focus on our sociocultural 

location (Jones et al., 2016). Hence, an analytical-interpretive approach provides opportunities 

for close examination, understanding, and dissemination of the inner worlds of those engaged in 

critical self-reflexive inquiries while focusing on improving theoretical understandings of 
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broader social phenomena (Hughes & Pennington, 2017). The self-reflexive lens helped improve 

the process through dynamic reflection, so everything is perceived freshly, as if for the first time 

(Creswell, 2007). A conscious process of connection and subsequent isolation of intuitively 

appearing thought patterns (Moustakas, 1994/2011). 

The next step required a thorough analysis of the autoethnography research. Hence, the 

study used content analysis to identify and interpret meaning in documented forms of 

communication by isolating small pieces of the data representing central concepts. Next, 

applying or creating a framework to organize the pieces in a way that can be used to describe or 

explain a phenomenon (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Kleinheksel et al., 2020). As a family of 

systematic rule-guided techniques, content analysis examines the informational contents of 

textual data (Forman & Damschroder, 2007). Therefore, researchers can use content analysis to 

gauge and analyze the presence, connotations, and associations of particular words and concepts. 

For example, researchers can evaluate language used within an article to search for bias or 

prejudice. Conclusively, content analysis assists in dealing with rich data that requires 

interpretation (Jacoby & Siminoff, 2007; Schreier, 2014). 

Data Sources 

The collection of items, including relevant literature that fit together to provide multiple 

perspectives, and rich multilayered accounts of a particular time, place, or moment in my life as 

a reflexive participant in the research study, was generalized to those with lived experience 

directly related to the phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Understanding 

autoethnography requires working at the intersection of autobiography and ethnography, first, by 

revisiting the past events and investigative texts (e.g., photographs, personal diaries, and 

records). Second, the researcher writes these experiences to compile a text that uses tenets of 
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storytelling techniques, such as narrative voice and character development, to create evocatively 

(T. Adams et al., 2017) and explicit representations of the cultural experience to engage the 

audience with the phenomenon experienced by the researcher (Poulos, 2021). 

This study drew exclusively from the researcher as an Iranian immigrant woman engaged 

as a mid-to-high-level leader in the government sector. In addition, the researcher had been 

involved in communities of practice specifically for Black, Indigenous, and people of color 

(BIPOC) leaders in Washington state. 

Given the research method as autoethnography, the study process did not require the 

researcher to obtain an institutional review board from Seattle University. Instead, the researcher 

used their own identity criteria as follows: (a) identify with the social construct of an Iranian 

immigrant, (b) identify as a female, (c) fall between the ages of 35 and 65, and (d) have worked 

in a mid-to high-level leadership position in a government organization for a minimum of 2 

years. 

Data Assemblage  

The subsequent step on not needing institutional review board approval was data 

collection. Data gathering is the process of collecting and measuring information on variables of 

importance (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A reputable methodical approach provides a path to 

answer specified research questions and evaluate outcomes. Although data collection methods 

differ by discipline, the emphasis on ensuring accurate and trustworthy collection remains the 

same (Responsible Conduct of Research, n.d.).  

As an empirical research methodology, autoethnography comprises an array of 

descriptors such as critical autobiography, ethnography, ethnographic poetics, emotionalism, 

evocative narratives, and first-person accounts (Hughes & Pennington, 2017). Data collection for 
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autoethnographies begins with researchers’ respective memory and first-hand discernment of 

what is relevant to the study (Wall, 2006). Other sources of data included internal and external 

artifacts, such as notes, journals, and diaries. Autoethnography as an assemblage includes but 

goes beyond the culmination of a range of heterogeneous elements in different modalities to 

offer different perspectives on a phenomenon. It challenges the boundaries between the 

individual and the social through an emphasis on practice, which offers a new ontology of the 

social (Denshire & Lee, 2013). Ontology of the social, as explained by Denshire and Lee (2013), 

illuminates the social complexity through rejection of the rigid distinctions between the 

microlevel of analysis (the individual) and the macrolevel (society). 

Assemblage enables dynamic and continuous crafting of the self and experience in 

historical and cultural conditions and in circulating textual assemblage (Jones et al., 2013, 2016). 

Thus, the advent of assemblage in autoethnography encourages the autoethnographer to consider 

decisively uncovering the type of gaps, inconsistencies, and relations that appear when they 

compare the stories of others to the stories, they tell themselves. Assemblage, translated as a data 

collection strategy, involves the gathering of a collection of items, including relevant literature, 

that fit together to provide multiple perspectives and rich, multilayered accounts of a particular 

time, place, or moment in the life of the autoethnographer (Hughes & Pennington, 2017). 

Based on the interpretive nature of the qualitative research in this research study, data 

collection occurred in two phases. The different phases of the research strategy allow for more 

transparency as the data collection methods are significant concerning how the information is 

analyzed and interpreted (Paradis et al., 2016). Phase 1 included collecting demographic data and 

reflecting on documents to help understand the influence of the researcher’s identity on 

predicting collective action (Van Zomeren et al., 2008). Phase 2 allowed the researcher to share 
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more details about the strategies, environments, and resources that impacted their experiences 

(Brinkmann, 2013). In addition, it granted the researcher to collect descriptions of events to 

develop a holistic account (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Data Analysis 

Given the nature of the autoethnography and similar challenges identified in the data 

collection section, observing personal data are both a strength and weakness of this model, 

requiring a solid foundation to analyze data. Consequently, the data contain unstructured 

accounts, and the analysis is based on the interpretation of meaning using observation, 

description, and explanation (Nixon & Odoyo, 2020). 

Techniques such as triangulation, pattern recognition, key events, content analysis, 

crystallization, and various visual representations can generate more validity, depth, and richness 

in the research findings and outcomes (Cooper & Lilyea, 2022). In autoethnography, the process 

of triangulating internal thoughts and external behaviors, recent memories with past notes or 

artifacts, and descriptive facts with visceral emotions help build a coherent justification for 

themes (Cooper & Lilyea, 2022; Creswell, 2013). Using multiple methods or data sources, the 

researcher developed a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena and a strategy to test 

validity by consolidating information from different sources (N. Carter et al., 2014; Dawadi et 

al., 2021). 

In the data analysis process, the gathered data from personal experiences was transcribed 

and examined for common and recurring motifs. Subsequently, data coding was followed to 

create categories to sort and organize them (Creswell, 2013). By creating a table, the common 

themes encountered in the findings were identified through columns and headings to organize 

and provide a foundation for coding the findings. 
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In autoethnography, the layered accounts chronically center around the author’s 

experience alongside data, abstract analysis, and relevant literature. This form emphasizes the 

procedural nature of research (Ellis et al., 2010). Like grounded theory, layered accounts 

illustrate simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 2006) and frame 

existing research as a reflexive means by which the researcher–practitioner consciously embeds 

themselves in theory and practice (McIlveen, 2008). In addition, the layered counts use vignettes, 

reflexivity, multiple voices, and introspection (Ellis et al., 2010) to give meaning to identities, 

relationships, and experiences and to create relationships between past and present, researchers 

and participants, writers and readers, and tellers and audiences (T. Adams et al., 2014). 

Narrative Inquiry Analysis 

According to T. Adams et al. (2014), the crisis of representation enthused researchers to 

recognize the limits of the knowledge prerogatives they make about the contexts, perspectives, 

topics, and findings of their research. In addition, researchers have recognized social scientific 

research has often failed to account for the intuitive leaps and false starts and comprise the 

investigative experience. As a result, researchers began to acknowledge how their own identities, 

lives, beliefs, and relationships influenced their approach to research and interpretations. Thus, 

autoethnography created a more transparent, reflexive, and creative way to do and share their 

research by including the researcher and their personal-cultural dilemmas. Thus, the core ideals, 

research design considerations, and reasons for doing autoethnography are require to address the 

following (T. Adams et al., 2014): 

▪ Making contributions to knowledge  

▪ Valuing the personal and experiential  

▪ Demonstrating the power, craft, and responsibilities of stories and storytelling  
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▪ Taking a relationally responsible approach to research practice and representation. 

To achieve this goal, narrative inquiry analysis supported examining records and 

understanding experiences (Caine et al., 2019). In this qualitative autoethnography study, 

narrative as the primary approach was defined through social history as an entire life story 

woven from the threads of dialogues, observation, and documents (Riessman, 2005). As a 

phenomenon and method, narrative terms the structured quality of experience to be studied and 

labels the pattern of inquiry for its study (Clandinin, 2006). Hence, narrative inquiry as a 

methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to 

adopt a particular view of experience as a phenomenon under study (Clandinin, 2006). Focusing 

on the ontological and epistemological underpinnings, narrative inquiry investigates to generate 

multifaceted lens for narrative inquirers to carefully consider what they represent in research 

texts (Caine et al., 2019). 

Additionally, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) defined narrative inquiry as a collaboration 

between the researcher and participants over time, in a place or series of places, and social 

interaction with the environments. The stories, narratives, metaphors, and diaries are the units of 

analysis (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), with a vision to add and delve into the deeper contours of 

meaning and context (Poulos, 2021). Therefore, the analysis occurs first at an individual level 

and second at a social level because participants are “always in relation, always in a social 

context” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 2).  

Because the stories evoked in the context of an inquiry are purposefully told to others for 

a particular intention and to benefit a specific audience, stories are viewed as narrators’ 

opportunities to create alternative representations of reality and engage in social action (Pitre et 

al., 2013). The narrative inquiry analysis enables researchers’ efforts to compare and contrast 
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emerging experiences of agency, reflexivity, voice, and identity with existing knowledge and 

practices related to a particular phenomenon. 

Positionality 

Knowledge-making is a part of learning about the world around us and a contributing 

factor to the pool of meanings concerning the constant search for a casualty. Research has 

become the preliminary baseline for anyone interested in questioning how and why. Although 

the depth of research is different based on the researcher’s positionality, the idea remains 

relative. As mentioned earlier, autoethnography study requires living consciously, emotionally, 

and reflexively. Accordingly, autoethnography reflects on the broader culture-sharing behavior 

of individuals or groups to understand how past experiences share interpretations of a 

phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Because autoethnography emphasizes introspection as its foundational medium, as the 

researcher, I understand myself as living with resilient, extroverted, appreciative, vulnerable, and 

diplomatic selves resulting in multifaceted and spontaneous “extrinsic results of poiesis” (Jones 

et al., 2016, p. 215). Poiesis extends the position that praxis is about, by, and for someone, 

signifying it also relates to the persons endorsing the praxis themselves, thus evoking a sense of 

an emerging self-as-other. Additionally, in praxis exists the potential for persons—intentionally 

or implicitly—to create and develop alternative selves through rhetorical engagement with others 

(Jones et al., 2016). 

Thus, essential elements of this research fell mainly on the researcher’s positionality and 

interpretations of events. The researcher’s characteristics included being an Iranian immigrant, a 

heterosexual woman, and a current employee in the government sector seeking to obtain and 

excel to a top-level leadership role in an organization. The researcher also shared many lived 
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experiences of the study’s phenomenon. Given the necessity for the researcher to gain insight 

into the phenomenon without bias, it was imperative to be ethical and do no harm (Poulos, 2021; 

Stringer & Aragon, 2021). In addition, in cultivating trust, it was vital to acknowledge that in 

positionality theory, it is acknowledged people have multiple overlapping identities. Thus, 

people make meaning from various aspects of their identity (Bourke, 2014, p. 1). Therefore, 

applying the concept of intuitionism serves in building an ethical framework. 

Consequently, it is essential to highlight as qualitative research seeks to provide an 

understanding of a problem through the experiences of individuals and the precise details of their 

lived experiences, the researcher’s positionality and interpretation of analysis must be engaged 

critically. Because research continues as we reflect on the progress of a clue, data collection, 

findings, and implications, our reflections may take shape between self and the experience under 

study. So, it is crucial to be reminded biases shape the research process, serving as checkpoints 

along the way. By recognizing our biases, we gain insights into how we might approach a 

research setting, members of groups, and how we seek to engage with the audience (Bourke, 

2014; J. Nelson et al., 2013). 

Trustworthiness 

Selecting instruments to collect data are a crucial step in the research process. The 

validity and reliability of the collected data and their potential comparability with previous 

studies were prioritized during this phase (Bastos et al., 2014). It was unequivocally critical to 

indicate that objectivity and truthfulness remain constant throughout the process (Creswell, 

2013). Therefore, the researcher used credibility and trustworthiness through a process of 

verification. To accomplish this goal, carrying out triangulation as an operational practice added 

to the validity of the study (Hesse-Biber & Johnson, 2015). 
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Additionally, to account for the concept of generalizability, the use of multiple 

approaches such as coding, using rich and thick descriptions, and clarifying bias validated the 

use of this study for other populations (Creswell, 2013). Additionally, inquiries about research 

practices and techniques require autoethnographers to be committed to creating knowledge and 

applying compelling aesthetic practices. Because conducting their work responsibly and ethically 

requires them to consider the personal, relational, and institutional risks and responsibilities of 

doing autoethnography (T. Adams et al., 2014). 

I triangulated the data referenced in the data analysis section to ensure trustworthiness. 

For example, for any particular topic, I triangulated my own personal documented reflections 

from specific events and then compared and contrasted what I wrote at the time of the events and 

found literature and research that spoke about those events. Hayes and Fulton (2015) indicated 

reviewing reflective logs or memoirs in triangulation of evidence when obtaining other sources 

of information supports initial assertions of a professional’s contribution to a field. 

Autoethnographers center the power of stories to describe and critique culture. Through 

applying reflexivity, the researcher considers their location in research and representation 

concerning acknowledging and critiquing our place and privilege in society to break long-held 

silences on power, relationships, cultural taboos, and forgotten and/or suppressed experiences (T. 

Adams et al., 2014). 

Controls for Bias 

Evaluating research is necessary yet disputed territory. In narrative research, there is a 

gap between the topic of study and the researcher. In autoethnography, the researchers and those 

under study are the same subjects; therefore, asking questions about bias and how to prevent it is 

relevant (Poerwandari, 2021). Additionally, the difficulty of evaluating autoethnography, which 
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includes the researcher’s experience, is more complex than evaluating traditional research 

projects (T. Adams et al., 2014). Epoche is a critical step in reducing bias. 

Epoche 

Another essential step taken to reduce bias was bracketing personal biases by taking 

conscious steps to become aware of biases and assumptions usually not addressed explicitly, 

mainly through active and focused techniques. According to Creswell (2013), epoche or 

bracketing is putting aside one’s personal biases, expectations, and understandings so they may 

be more curious about the existing data. In practice, putting aside these biases entails becoming 

consciously aware of them and thus questioning and denying them when evaluating data or 

deciding which interview questions to ask. It is, therefore, necessary for the researcher to 

understand how their understandings can influence the study and to be intentionally aware of 

them and acknowledge how they may influence the interpretation of the results. Additionally, for 

this study, autoethnography allowed the researcher to convey their experience as research data. 

Therefore, autoethnography, if conducted properly and responsibly, is an excellent method to 

capture and analyze valuable experiences. The method enabled the researcher’s experience as an 

Iranian immigrant woman from a marginalized group to uncover the phenomena they have 

experienced or faced so the issue can be recognizable by the public (Poerwandari, 2021). 

Criticisms and Benefits of Autoethnography 

There are some apparent advantages and drawbacks to autoethnography as a research 

method, just as there would be with any other study. In autoethnography, writing-as-inquiry 

leads the work, impacting the research quality (Poulos, 2021). The need for the researcher to 

reveal their own emotions and thoughts is one of the drawbacks of autoethnography that critics 

have cited. This stipulation calls on the researcher to be truthful and eager to provide personal 
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details. It is also beneficial to state although recalling captures autobiographic data from the past, 

self-analysis, self-observation, and reflection bring out the present thinking, attitudes, 

perceptions, habits, and emotions of autoethnographers. Thus, it addresses the researcher’s work 

in identifying essential features and systematically describing interrelationships among them (T. 

Adams et al., 2017). 

The unit of analysis for this research was based on an Iranian immigrant woman who 

worked in government, nonprofit, and for-profit organizations. However, it is essential to point 

out there is significant variation among Iranian immigrant women regarding how they navigate 

the U.S. society. Thus, the conclusions of this research contain this specific experience of an 

Iranian woman in Washington state. Additionally, it is critical to recognize the gathered 

information is only a tiny portion of the author’s lived experiences. Therefore, the data were 

restricted to existing documents and memories. Finally, it is essential to address the researcher’s 

experiences as an immigrant woman through an insider lens, which could make a case for biases. 

Because every migrated Iranian woman has a unique story, their experience systematically 

differs from other migrant women in Washington state. 

Summary 

This chapter included the research methodology used for this study, a detailed 

explanation of the research design, and reasons why the qualitative phenomenological case study 

was chosen. In addition, this chapter included the positionality of the researcher, a description of 

the data collection, and the data analysis procedure. 

In this study, the researcher employed a qualitative autoethnography approach using 

diaries, documents, and journals with careful transcription, annotation, and interpretation. To 

gather insights on Iranian immigrant women’s attainment and development of leadership roles, 
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analytical-interpretive autoethnography allowed the researcher to seize the essence of their lived 

experiences. The researcher also applied a reflexive approach to reveal multiple layers of 

consciousness, connecting the personal to the culture in the context of common underlying 

themes that would unite and provide a comprehensible foundation for experiences about 

achieving leadership positions and overcoming obstacles to success and advancement. 

Subsequently, the researcher analyzed their strategies by coding data obtained from direct 

transcription and memo-taking. The coding was undertaken to group the information from the 

data into interpretable and sensible categories.  

Finally, the researcher used epoche to ensure bias was mitigated and validation of the 

data occurred through the triangulation methods. Chapter 4 presents comprehensive findings 

from the researcher’s documents, diaries, and journals. The research questions were used to 

guide the analysis of the study, and the researcher’s lived experiences were shared thematically 

to inform the discussion in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 4. Findings 

Having explored the body of existing literature relevant to the present study and 

discussed the methodological approach of autoethnography, the research findings are presented 

herein. This qualitative autoethnography study aimed to understand the lived experiences that 

restrict Iranian immigrant women’s access to leadership roles seeking to attain and retain 

executive-level leadership positions in the government sector.  

This chapter presents the findings that emerged from the data that were analyzed using 

the conceptual framework constructed for this study. The analytical, interpretive 

autoethnography research design engaged the researcher through writing in academic discourse 

by incorporating theoretical and conceptual literature sources. Autoethnography of my lived 

experiences allowed me to write the self-reflexive self (Ettorre, 2016) to reflexively use my own 

experiences in the Iranian culture to look more deeply at self-other interactions.  

The inside-out course of autoethnography describes research projects that begin with 

events that turn us—our thinking, feelings, sense of self, and the world—and others who are 

different from us inside-out (T. Adams et al., 2014; Custer, 2014). As Ettorre (2016) eloquently 

described, “when I write as an autoethnographer, I see myself as active in political life and a 

member of the precariat who wants to ‘mend wounds by remembering’” (p. 11). Reflecting and 

writing allowed me to connect empirical knowledge generated through the observations and 

analyses of others—a view from above—with personal knowledge grounded in active, hands-on 

involvement and intimate relationship. In autoethnography, “proximity, not objectivity, becomes 

an epistemological point of departure and return” (T. Adams et al., 2014, p. 23). 

This chapter presents comprehensive findings from my documents, pictures, and diaries 

as an Iranian immigrant women leader from the Pacific Northwest region of Washington state. A 
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qualitative autoethnography approach was used to understand how my experiences are related to 

the disproportionate number of Iranian immigrant women in mid- to senior-level leadership 

roles. The approach also illuminated how the lack of equitable opportunities prohibits Iranian 

immigrant women from advancing to executive leadership roles. The autoethnography of my 

lived experiences was intended to inform the government workforce and give aspiring Iranian 

immigrant women executive leaders insight into perceptions and strategies to consider when 

attaining and retaining the position. All the documents were probed to protect others’ identities, 

not to compromise anyone’s information, and have been intentionally excluded from this 

dissertation. All findings presented served to answer the following research questions for this 

study: 

• Research Question 1: How have my lived experiences as an Iranian immigrant 

woman influenced my achievement and development as a leader in the government 

sector in the United States? 

• Research Question 2: What strategies, environments, and resources assisted me in 

achieving vertical mobility in leadership positions? 

Summary of the Research Design 

This qualitative autoethnography study was designed to understand the lived experiences 

contributing to the limitations of Iranian immigrant women in leadership roles or along their 

career pipeline toward such positions. The study intended to explore my lived experiences as an 

Iranian immigrant women leader in the government sector in the Pacific Northwest. The research 

design was selected to observe the phenomenon of the emotional tax women of color and 

immigrant women experience in the workplace as it intersects with multiracial feminism theory 

(MFT) and representative bureaucracy theory (RBT). Qualitative data were collected, analyzed, 
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and integrated into this research study for a deeper understanding of how the researcher’s 

experiences are related to Iranian immigrant women being disproportionately represented in mid- 

to senior-level leadership roles. 

The study reflected on my experiences of the lack of equitable opportunities as an Iranian 

immigrant woman in the workplace, leading to challenges in advancing to executive leadership 

roles using autoethnography to explore an individual’s unique life experiences concerning social 

and cultural institutions. In the Handbook of Autoethnography, Jones et al. (2016), described this 

powerful qualitative method as a way of learning about the world by centering ourselves in it by 

living intentionally, enthusiastically, and reflexively. To do so, we need to inspect our thoughts 

and actions. Autoethnography necessitates we pay close attention to our biases, beliefs, and 

rulebooks to uncover the many layers of our resistances, doubts, and uncertainties in completing 

the objectives of our task. It asks we rethink and adjust our lives, making conscious decisions 

about who and how we want to be (Brown-Vincent, 2019).  

Thus, this developing process “seeks a story that is hopeful, where authors ultimately 

write themselves as survivors of the story they are living” (Jones et al., 2016, p. 10). The practice 

of autoethnography can uncover many different feelings in the writer. While writing this 

dissertation, I had to pause and reevaluate the emotions that were a byproduct of my exposure to 

adversity and the valuable life lessons that only I could speak about as it relates to an Iranian 

immigrant woman leader in the government sector. This research was instrumental in 

highlighting how my lived experiences influenced my development as a leader and what 

strategies and environments assisted me in achieving vertical mobility. 
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Data Source 

As a method of ontological research, autoethnography aims to concede to social 

complexity by rejecting the hard-bound distinctions between the microlevel (individual) of 

analysis and the macro level (society; Hughes & Pennington, 2017). This is essential to highlight 

as it pertains to what constitutes the data source and collection process in autoethnography. 

Therefore, following a systemic practice of continuous participation, reflection, introspection, 

and storytelling, I intended to work through the multilayer accounts of my experiences to analyze 

an in-depth silhouette of the phenomenon under study. 

My data collection phase began with reviewing journals, pictures, and documents. 

Although this study drew exclusively from my experiences as an Iranian immigrant woman in a 

leadership position in the government sector, the nuances of the study included internal and 

external artifacts such as notes, journals, pictures, and diaries. I then triangulated the experiences 

with two other data points to explore the phenomenon. Triangulation is derived from a 

geographic surveying strategy to effectively figure out a subject for investigation, a sequence of 

three points forming a triangle. This is instrumental as it enhances the credibility of the research 

(Hughes & Pennington, 2017). 

Findings 

In the finding section of this study, I answer the research questions in relation to the 

conceptual framework. According to Maxwell (1996), as researchers, we should not separate our 

research from other aspects of our lives because this could result in the loss of major insights, 

hypotheses, and validity checks. Thus, using autoethnography, I used reflexivity as a central 

principle (Polous, 2021) to express insight and awareness of the research context to better 

understand both self and others. 
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The Essence of My Experiences 

As intended, my data collection phase began with reading, reflecting, and evaluating 

various texts I collected over the years. Then, to illuminate how my lived experiences as an 

Iranian immigrant woman have influenced my career path, I began to analyze data starting from 

my life in Iran to shine a light on themes highlighted in the finding section. Based on texts, 

pictures, and trophies in the form of documents, the following themes were identified as aligning 

with the research questions in the thorough analysis of the data. Four themes emerged: (a) 

Cultural Influence, (b) Powerless, (c) Empowered, and (d) Servant Leadership.  

As intended, my data collection phase began with gathering all the documents I had in 

my journals, various awards, emails, and online artifacts that were later organized as relics. 

During school, professional, and networking meetings I would write down the emotions, 

epiphanies, and lessons learned through the reflection process as it related to my present personal 

and career development. I attended various meetings, events, and career development classes, 

normally 60 minutes long, to immerse myself in the practice of reflexivity. 

Over time, I became more immersed in the indispensable components of autoethnography 

and the context of observation in identifying underlying themes related to my work. For 

example, on many occasions, I noticed how a section I had written had dominated so much of 

my thought process during the day, and my informal check-ins with friends would bring up how 

a certain reminder of the past experience in pursuit of a better career had made me feel 

throughout the day. In sharing the observations, my Iranian friends often commented on their 

struggles and how they could not see themselves in the government sectors. Or how their 

upbringing directly impacted their choice in choosing a career. 
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The primary sources of data analyzed for this research included artifacts (e.g., journals, 

awards) and observations made throughout the exploration process. Moreover, although most of 

my observational notes were not used as a primary source because the notes did not directly 

address the study’s research questions, they significantly contributed to my personal knowledge, 

augmentation, and deep appreciation of the themes that emerged through immersion and 

development as an autoethnographer.  

In unveiling the merits of the intersectionality and unique positionality of Iranian 

immigrant women, it was necessary to apply an analytical lens; therefore, in the analysis section, 

the documents were examined through thematic coding of the occurrences to identify emerging 

themes and patterns. More than 100 passages were also analyzed from the journal entry 

transcripts through first- and second-sequence coding. A comprehensive approach involving 

thematic coding was used for the first cycle analysis, and line-by-line interpretive coding was 

used for the second cycle analysis. In all, nearly 50 unique codes were revealed. Thirty of these 

codes occurred 5 or more times in the data, examining each of these at a deeper level, and 

grouping the codes by commonalities. They were analyzed through interpretive coding in the 

second cycle analysis, revealing four major themes, 10 subthemes, and 30 supporting concepts. 

These themes, subthemes, and concepts are included in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Themes, Subthemes, and Concepts 

 

 Theme 

Subtheme Cultural influence Powerless Empowered Servant leadership 

Family Gender norms 

Bondage 

Saving face 

Marriage 

Iran 

Observing the 

experiences of other 

Iranian women  

Lack of trust 

Living in fear (Death 

and punishment) 

Grit and resilience 

Locus of control 

Awareness 

Vision 

Better future 

Commitment and 

motivation 

Freedom 

Good deed 

Ethical 

Empowering others 

Development of trust 

Community Gender norms 

Bondage 

Saving face 

Philippines 

Cultural and social 

negative stigma 

Stress 

Diminishing health 

Access 

Support 

 

Society Gender norms 

Bondage 

Saving face 

United States 

Invisibility 

Emotional tax 

 

  

 

The four major themes related to access to leadership included Cultural Influence, 

Powerless, Empowered, and Servant Leadership and shared the path of emergence to leadership, 

which my experiences before and after migration to the United States illuminated. Moreover, the 

theme of Cultural Influence had an overarching impact on all the other themes from the data. For 

example, in answering the first research question, the approaches to leadership worked to 

demonstrate how my perceptions about leadership changed from a system that victimized my 

individuality in the premigration context (e.g., gender, saving face) to a system that supported 

my agency in the postmigration context (e.g., access, equality). 

Moreover, the supporting concepts in the Servant Leadership theme demonstrated my 

leadership patterns that were perceived and practiced pre- and post-migration in this study. 

Finally, the themes also responded to the second research question by highlighting the process of 

leadership development in the association of the subculture by understanding how the servant 

leadership approach, with a focus on trust, empowering others, and ethics, was highly favored as 

a means of attaining followership. 
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A model was developed using these themes as a guide to answer the present research 

questions, which helped trace my lived experiences from the initial experience of migration 

resulting in being powerless to empowered, and finally, emerging as a leader in my new 

community (see Figure 4). Though the theme of Cultural Influence may appear to be at the 

margin of this study, it was integral to the interpretation of the findings as its effect could be seen 

in every other major theme. For example, the theme of Servant Leadership emerged as a 

fundamental approach toward leadership in my philosophy and practice. Moreover, the 

supporting concepts in this theme demonstrated how the immediate subcultural community 

influenced my understanding of shared leadership patterns. 

 

Figure 4. Model of Adaptation to Leadership 

 

 

Before moving into the model showcasing the themes, it is essential to define the themes 

as informed through a close consideration of the data. Cultural influence became the foundation 

for the model overlapping my experiences of powerless, empowered, and servant leadership. The 

cultural framework encompassed many layers of gender, identity, race, ethnicity, ability, 
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religion, and class related to the research questions. For example, the theme of Powerless 

surfaced during a time in my life when the inability to move forward was carried out with 

elements of ineptitude, insecurity, immobility, isolation, and fear. The Empowered theme 

accentuated resilience by highlighting the factors that propelled me toward moving forward, 

staying motivated, and being committed to creating a better future. Similarly, the Servant 

Leadership theme combined the practice and cultural understanding of leadership, presenting 

ethics, trust, humility, and the desire to help others. Hence, the model helped shape an 

understanding of the complex layers that existed in this study. 

It is noteworthy to include all pieces are provided verbatim to encapsulate the most 

authentic voices of my experiences. Grammatical errors and pauses have characteristically been 

included. Now the study is complete, I can see with pronounced clarity that the past events not 

only enhanced my understanding and appreciation of the cultural background but also, to 

understand from an insider lens on the tools necessary in advancing Iranian immigrant women’s 

access to leadership positions in the government sector.  

Narratives 

In reflecting on the events that shaped my experiences, this section provides the vital 

context for uncovering the findings.   

Iran, a Place I Called Home 

As I mentioned earlier in this study, I was born into a relatively modernist Muslim family 

in northern Iran. My hometown of Qaem Shahr, formerly known as Shahi, was a highly 

populated religious city. Given its proximity to the Caspian Sea, Qaem Shahr was a forested city 

that had become a new home for many displaced families during and after the Iran–Iraq war. 

Growing up in a rapidly expanding Qaem Shahr facilitated the existence of nuances that only a 
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reflective view can unravel. What nuances impacted my ability to change scenery and become 

one of the few young women my age to leave this highly populous city? 

I was born into a multilingual family. Both my mother and father spoke their own dialect 

in addition to speaking Farsi. My father was from a village on the outskirts of Qaem Shahr, and 

my mother was born in the Turkish neighborhood of Qaem Shahr. My mother’s ancestors were 

from Azerbaijan (former Soviet Union constituent state) and Tabriz, a city in the northwest of 

Iran. This laid the foundation for my understanding of the influence of cultural differences, even 

in my own family. However, my parents, despite their familial Islamic traditions, were both 

modern, which the aggressive modernization of Iran may have influenced from 1963–1979 

(Maloney, 2019). In addition, my mother was the only woman in her family to get a high school 

diploma and land an administrative job. This was instrumental in how I perceived my future 

possibilities.  

Family-based laws are common throughout Middle Eastern countries, so my upbringing 

was also predisposed by the discernment concerning men and women, which often made women 

dependent on their male keepers. It was customary that under man’s supervision, women had 

limited ability to travel, aspire to look for employment, or pursue an independent life without the 

support of a father, husband, brother, or other male keepers.  

As stated earlier in the study, the laws were designed to apply Islamic precedent in 

controlling protect women’s autonomy keeping them dependent on men, which in turn 

propagated gender inequalities. So, the discriminatory practices of religion impacted laws and 

social and cultural rules in my place of birth, which shaped how I began to experience the 

systems of oppression. I also learned as a woman, I only had a limited number of professions I 

could aim to achieve. I remember my father always telling me to be a teacher. He stressed being 
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a doctor or nurse would be cumbersome, so I should only think about becoming a schoolteacher. 

My father was trying to protect me from the society that, given its embracing of Islamic 

traditions, enforced patriarchal norms. Therefore, observation is essential in understanding the 

influence of cultural factors, such as societal beliefs, on women in leadership. 

Growing Up 

As a young girl, I kept thinking about the difficulties of the road ahead, but even though 

the barriers of the Islamic regime seemed like an asphalt ceiling, I was determined to succeed. 

Looking through my journals, I see how much the lack of fundamental rights had impacted my 

sense of joy (see Figure 5). However, the one constant in my diaries was persistence in reaching 

a better future. In reading through the journals, several passages highlighted that despite the 

barriers I faced and anticipated, it was clear the key to overcoming unseen challenges was the 

commitment to succeed. Several photographs from my journals are provided in this section to 

better understand what these experiences were like. 

 

Figure 5. Poems in Personal Diary 
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Note. The poems summarize my feeling about experiencing gender inequality and 

oppression in Iran that led to my fascination to uproot and find my voice. 

Beyond observing the importance of policies that led to my desire to leave Iran, I learned 

my acts of defiance in school were a means to an end. While early on, I was not aware I would 

ever have a chance to leave Iran, I always imagined myself living in a free country. Sometimes, I 

daydreamed about walking down the street in the United States with my hair free in the air. I 

even pretended to have conversations with people, and that thought would bring so much hope to 

me.  

To put the magnitude of this concept into context, I invite you to think about a box. Then 

think about seeing yourself in that box. That box can be your room or your house. Then some of 

the things you know are that you are not safe outside of this box, you are not valued outside of 

this box, and most importantly, you might never live your full potential in life because your 

mobility is only in that box. Now, take a deep breath and imagine what it can be outside this box. 

The unlimited possibilities and, most importantly, your ability to be YOU! This was my 

daydream. In that daydreaming, I would lose hours thinking about all that I could become. Those 

thoughts became the anchor of my future decisions. In my thoughts I was ready to live anywhere 

but in Iran.  

My Leadership Development in Iran 

After identifying the foundational context concerning my upbringing, it is essential to 

understand the elements of my leadership development in Iran. 

Cultural Influence 

A crucial piece in this study was the theme of Cultural Influence, as it built the 

foundation to understand the many nuances of the remaining themes to be considered. Ideas 
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emerged in the theme of Cultural Influence, including family, community, and society. In each 

category, the underlying elements comprised gender norms and saving face (see Figure 6). 

Gender norms revolved around my experiences as a woman, influenced by patriarchy resulting in 

bondage. This was also affiliated with the concept of saving face, precisely capturing my 

inability to live a free and independent life given the country’s highly limiting power of the 

Sharia law. As stated in the study’s theoretical framework, MFT illuminates the person’s 

multiple identities through intersectionality, self-reflexivity, and the questions of privilege to 

ensue social and political change (Kimmel & Ferber, 2017); hence, in the case of Iranian women 

it is exceedingly essential to describe how their cultural influence of womanhood has impacted 

their ability to navigate their life.  

 



 130 

Figure 6. Cultural Influence Theme 

 

 

 

 

Family 

Indeed, a central cultural value, family, occurred as a concept encompassed by the theme 

of Cultural Influence. For me, the family was at the heart of all decision-making, specifically as 

it related to the local community and society at large. Being a collectivist society, people in Iran 

have a very strong allegiance to their families (Evason, 2016). The welfare of the family can 

surpass the needs of the individual. This devotion also means family integrity and dishonor are 

shared between all family members. All people share the prestige of a family’s success or are 

responsible for a family’s dishonor (Evason, 2016). Given the ancestral-oriented mentality, 

loyalty to one’s family is paramount, and equally, breaking the trust in one’s family is viewed as 

a deep betrayal. The concept of family honor is firmly ingrained in our daily lives. For example, 

when we introduce ourselves, it goes with an order. In my highly polluted hometown, I would 

Society

Community 

Family

• Gender Norms

• Bondage

• Saving Face 

Cultural Influence 
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introduce myself as my dad’s daughter and move on to let people know of my uncles as a point 

of reference. That introduction would indicate I came from an honorable family. Although 

theoretically, this cultural discipline does not make sense, its practice was expected. 

Both extended family (e.g., grandparents, aunts, cousins) and the immediate family unit 

(e.g., parents, siblings) played imperative roles in the family dynamic. As a result, gender norms 

and saving face weaved the very fiber of the concept of family. The collectivist society defines 

“identity and role more in terms of group membership, licenses aggression primarily towards 

other groups, put less value on personal ambition, and funnels love primarily in the group” 

(Schein, 2010, p. 151). This is highly relevant as it puts the individual at a crossroads between 

what is appropriate for them and what the family deems fit. 

Turning Point. On a particularly cold and rainy afternoon in November 2001, at the age 

of 18, I reflected on my future as I often did; I began to realize the recent chatters about my 

family’s plan for an arranged marriage. Although I was not allowed to make decisions, I began to 

think about the consequences of such engagements as it pertained to me and my future. As I 

started to think more, I felt lonely, exhausted, overwhelmed, and, above all, oppressed. The tears 

started rolling down my face, and I saw myself surrounded by an iron wall. It was not just my 

gender, lack of freedom, and autonomy in society or the community; it was worse than that, it 

was my family. After hours of contemplation, I reached out to my cousin and his wife, who used 

to rent our lower apartment. I asked them if I could come over and get clarification on what was 

going on. They wholeheartedly agreed to discuss that with me because my parents circumvented 

such discussions. My mother was not interested in this arrangement. Still, as I was growing 

older, my father insisted it was time to marry me off according to his family and cultural 

standards. Arranged marriages happened based on the family’s beliefs of protecting girls from 
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honor-related shame. Decisions about marriage are often taken under social pressure related to 

the family’s honor (Paulusson, 2013). 

I quickly ran downstairs before my parents got home. As I sat down, my cousin’s wife 

brought us tea and said, “we have so much to talk about!” I was unsure what that meant because 

I had just started to hear chatter when eavesdropping on my parents’ conversations and 

sometimes overheard my mom’s conversations with her sisters. Finally, however, my cousin 

recounted, “Your arranged marriage has always been set, and you will marry someone the family 

has selected for you. While this is not your decision, you are expected to obey the elders’ 

decision and marry off.” He then went on and on about the details of the decision, and I broke 

down. I started crying and said I would not go through with that. I would not submit to this 

decision because I am too young to worry about this issue. My cousin nodded and said, “I agree 

and believe in your decision.” He and his wife reassured me to support me emotionally as this 

would not be easy. Then, looking through my diary, I wrote this: 

My wonderful God: hello. It has been exactly 1 year since the talks of my marriage. I had 

enough of it and finally told my dad that I will not under any circumstances go through 

with this arranged marriage. The moment I said that to my dad, I felt dizzy, and 

everything became black and white. I couldn’t stand up as my legs were shaking. I 

struggled to make my way to my room. I feel so lonely, and I am unsure as to whether 

you hear me. My heart feels so heavy, and I feel that I may not achieve a better life if this 

marriage happens. Please help me get out of this place. The only thing I am asking you is 

to make me free! 

Looking back through my diary, I see evolving concepts in the perception of family. I 

wrote my father’s decision was based on the family’s merits and I could not make decisions that 
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dishonor me and my family. It was not a conversation to be had. In another journal entry, I 

wrote: 

Now that Khatami allows for girls to travel, I have been trying to find out how I can leave 

Iran to the Philippines. All my conversations with my parents on leaving Shomal for 

Tehran has failed and I don’t think they will help me leave Iran. I can’t dream big [like 

living in the U.S.] because I am a girl.  

My preconceived notions of family dynamics made it difficult to push for a decision that 

I only thought would be good for me. After I broke my arranged marriage, the tension in the 

immediate and extended family escalated. I knew deviation from the family decision was 

absolutely self-annihilation; however, the thought of marrying someone because the family had 

deemed it necessary, was something I could not digest. I was confident I would always live with 

regrets if I did not save myself and my future. For some odd reason, I knew I did not belong to 

that world that so desperately forced me to comply with such primitive traditions, but I also did 

not have many options because I also dearly loved my family. Putting them through sorrow was 

the hardest thing I had ever done. This introspection clearly referenced the importance of 

reputation in the cultural context. 

Community 

I saw the notion of community as another essential part of our daily lives. Outside of the 

family, the neighbors, the convenience stores on the corner of the street, and our friends 

influenced how we made decisions. I remember my dad told me one day: 

You reflect your parents everywhere like a representative. What you say and do impacts 

us. I will never want to see the day that you somehow dishonor us in the family or 
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community. Where you become the scandal of the entire neighborhood by laughing out 

loud in the street or wearing your hijab improperly. 

This also went beyond my dad’s statement and carried over to the concept of womanhood 

and virtue. My dad’s request only applied to me as my brothers did not get similar advice 

regarding their behaviors outside our home. As I was going through puberty and began to grow 

into my body, my mother and aunts ensured I wore loose and long clothes to cover my womanly 

body properly. My grandmother would always seat my girl cousins and me to tell us stories of 

how she never let any man except my grandfather see her hair. She would say to my cousins and 

me to cover our womanly bodies as it was against God’s command to act in manners that were 

not modest. Later in my journey outside of Iran, I realized how my choice of clothing was 

always based on what the women and men in my family had imposed. Even the choices of color 

in my clothing were influenced by my upbringing, which usually included darker colors.  

As Paulusson (2013) emphasized: 

In honor culture the family’s honor is valued by the girl’s or the woman’s social and 

sexual behavior, in her virginity, and is therefore dependent on how well she can manage 

the deeply rooted traditional norms that describes what is acceptable or not. Anyone who 

violates these norms and rules must be punished, and the most extreme form is killings, 

“so called” honor killings, sanctioned by the community. This is because family honor 

means everything, more than a life. Oppression and violence in the name of ‘”so called” 

honor prevent girls and women to make choices about their own life. It restricts them in 

their everyday life and is an act of serious discrimination and violation against human 

rights. (Abstract section) 
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Therefore, I was representing not only myself but also the whole family. I was 

responsible for my family’s honor, and the community’s backlash against my actions was a 

direct consequence reflected on the entire family. That pressure was so intense I could not go 

anywhere without my parents or brothers. I was never allowed to exist outside the family’s 

shadow, so the community would not fault me for anything they thought was against my 

obligation as a woman. So, the concept of virtue as part of saving face suggested the significance 

of this notion as a part of cultural influence. According to Hofstede’s cultural dimension theory 

(Hofstede Insights, n.d.) with an interdisciplinary approach, Iran, as a hierarchical, rigid, 

masculine, and collectivist society, forces internalized psychological images of inferiority on 

women using familial obligations as anchoring methods of ingroup control. 

People are extensively affixed in their in-groups, and their unique identities are 

determined by their collectives. Consequently, there is a price linked to receiving help from the 

in-group. The person must take care not to upset the other members. They must also take care to 

meet the expectations of others. This results in an overwhelming sense of collective power that is 

primarily implicit and unwritten yet very powerful. Upsetting the group and forming alliances 

with other groups may result in in-group frustration; thus, they are avoided. As a result, there 

may be an unseen constraint on individual innovation and free thought. This form of tight social 

control trains Iranians from a young age to be cautious concerning what they express and how 

they state it and to employ an indirect language rich in discretion (Javidan & Dastmalchian, 

2003).  

Society  

In Iranian society, the perceptions of gender roles—bondage and saving face—victimize 

women, creating a vacuum where similar social behaviors are standardized regardless of where 
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you live, and those constructs scrutinize women. After the revolution of 1979, as the Islamic 

Republic legally enforced the separation of genders, they also placed extreme restrictions on 

women to limit their involvement in the public sphere, tighten their moral code of dress, and 

deny them freedom of expression. Such tight control of women’s behavior resulted in their 

seclusion and exclusion (Evason, 2016). The compelling question was why my society was 

obsessed with controlling women and their autonomy. Although patriarchy, interaction 

boundaries, and hijab as part of the gender practices observed in this cultural context were 

mainly based on religion, cultural traditions, and interpretation as part of the society, my 

immediate and extended religious family also embraced intensive gender roles prohibiting my 

autonomy. For example, a journal entry from August 2001 read: 

I feel extremely sad tonight. I feel like the universe keeps putting rocks on my way. I 

need to free myself from this society. I want to know if there is anyone else that feels the 

way I do. Will I ever have a savior? Is there a strong woman out there that can help me? 

Although it is challenging to describe patriarchy copiously in the constraints of this work, 

given the influence of gender and patriarchy in the Iranian cultural context is a vast topic, for this 

study, patriarchy is described as the appearance of male dominance over women and children in 

the family and society in general (Pierik, 2022). As such, the magnitudes are men’s ever-

increasing economic power and control manifested as inequality, an influential force that 

upholds patriarchal systems through profound relationships to the social, economic, commercial, 

and environmental determinants of health (Matheson et al., 2021). This concept was vital as it 

played out in ways that largely impacted accessibility for women caught in the triangle of gender 

norms, bondage, and saving face. As with family, community, and society, women’s lack of 

autonomy was another focal point in the theme of Cultural Influence. 
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Powerless 

The cultural contextual themes presented in this section helped shape an understanding of 

the complex layers in this study. The remaining themes to be presented are related to the research 

questions by focusing on both the attainment and retention of leadership. In addition, the 

contextual and cultural factors of family, community, and society are deeply related to and 

integrated throughout these other themes.  

Although the nuances of cultural influences remain a steady overarching effect of how 

my life as an Iranian immigrant woman unfolded, feeling powerless was a theme that became 

apparent as a result of external forces that limited my ability to pursue my vision of living my 

full potential. 

Observing the Experiences of Other Iranian Women. The notion of powerless was 

apparent throughout the observed artifacts. It was revealed in the multiple stages of my journey 

in Iran and outside of Iran. Although the theme of Powerless was not an identity I upheld, it was 

a constraining factor that blocked me from setting higher goals or desiring more for myself 

concerning all the implicit rules applied only to women, such as absolute control of their 

autonomy under a pretense of honor.  

As a woman in Iran, I experienced the issue of being powerless as a way of knowing 

about myself concerning my gender. While dreaming of a better life with an option to choose my 

future, decades of patriarchal experiences in the cultural context internalized powerlessness. 

Ultimately it became a way of life, and it was particularly reinforced by observing other Iranian 

women. Although my mother was not a homemaker—unlike many other Iranian women in our 

hometown—she still abided by familial, communal, and societal standards and ensured I 
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followed a similar path. Several factors emerged in the theme of powerless and are represented in 

the model included below (see Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7. Components of Being Powerless 

 

An interesting parallel shows how the experiences of other Iranian women were adopted 

as the norms are woven into the fiber of society. Although discussions around hijab and marriage 

for women are considered a cultural context, the domination of women’s bodies is also a part of 

the bigger picture. As young girls, we became familiar with observing other women and learning 

from their mistakes by depicting horrifying images and stories. For example, at age 16, my 

mother shared with me the story of a girl from our extended family who committed suicide by 

throwing herself under the moving train for being pregnant out of wedlock. She was 16, and it 

was because she could not get an abortion. She was my friend; though we were not close, we 

were family. That news shook me to my core.  

In Iran, under the Youthful Population and Protection of the Family law, access to 

abortion, contraception, voluntary sterilization services, and related information is severely 
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restricted (United Nations, 2021). Even though it directly violates women’s human rights under 

international law, this law contains a provision stating abortion would fall under the crime of 

“corruption on earth” and carry the death penalty. Additionally, this law prohibits the free 

distribution of contraceptive goods, which disproportionately impacts women in situations of 

marginalization and victims of sexual violence (United Nations, 2021). These violent societal 

laws that trickle down to community and family make it very hard for women to trust their 

family, community, and society, making women feel powerless. 

Even my school uniforms were either gray or dark blue, with a chador draped over all of 

my school uniforms. I remember the hot summers of shoal when we would be so hot under all 

those black and dark clothes—specifically, recalling a day when I was walking back home when 

I began to feel invisible and insignificant. Because the feeling of not having any power over my 

life was more than I could bear, I imagined myself floating above myself. I was so tired of being 

so invisible in the cage I grew up in that I wanted to leave my body. In some of the diaries, I 

talked about this concept: 

Today I tried to float up and look at the store around me, and I tried to go up the 

neighbor’s tree and look down to see the entire street. It is fascinating how you can free 

your mind. One day I will be free and wear shorts in the hot summer, and that day I will 

tell myself, girl, you did it! 

Lack of Trust 

In looking at images or reading the diaries, the existing undertone in the entries and the 

feeling that evokes in me when I recall various events addressed the compilation of themes. 

Another theme that emerged was the concept of trust, which indicated an absence of feeling safe. 

The unsafety of the environment combined with the threats of executions isolates young women 
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living on high alert, further proving their need to cover up and remain invisible for their own 

safety. While reflecting on my journal entries during my stay in the Philippines, I came across an 

entry as a derivative of the familial, communal, societal, and cultural need for controlling women 

and their autonomy. On September 11, 2007, I logged: 

For the past 4 months, I have been dealing with intimidation and insults by an Iranian 

male student who has been against my candidacy for the Ms. Dentistry pageant. Though I 

was asked by my classmates, professors, and even the Dean of the department to 

represent the College of Dentistry, this guy has been creating a hostile environment in 

school. In class, before our clinical session, he told me that he would report me to the 

Iranian Embassy for daring to go against Islamic practices and join the pageant. After 

consulting it with the Dean of the Dentistry department, I was advised to seek legal 

counsel and be careful in my interactions outside of school. I am so afraid to talk to my 

parents since they will be mad at me for accepting to represent my college. I am terrified 

and worried for myself. I am so scared! 

Fortunately, through sharing my story of harassment and intimidation from this male 

student with my class, some female classmates came forward with evidence of threats from the 

same person, leading to the revocation of his student visa and eventual deportation from the 

Philippines. But unfortunately, the Iranian government’s systemic misogyny gives men the 

authority to act on their chauvinism even outside of their own country. Systemic brainwashing 

starts from an early age in school, family dynamics, and society through calculated methods such 

as murals and massive advertisements. In public spaces, the billboards propagate images of 

women in hijab to reinforce the necessity for women to cover up and be safe. The compulsory 

hijab became a tool to oppress women. A study by Ren et al. (2019) proposed educated 
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individuals tend to divert from religious or conventional principles while sharing their 

experiences of hijab after leaving Islam, as the researchers shared: 

I don’t believe hijab is a tool of oppression but a tool fabricated by the Islamists [Islamic 

political movements/actors] in the mid-20th century as a response to the massive 

unveiling of women during and after Western imperialism, by creating a new type of veil, 

the one that we know today, meant to control society . . . because women are believed to 

be their family’s honor and by extension, their society’s honor, Islamists knew they were 

losing power and blamed wars and catastrophes on general immorality of the people… 

And because women are the society’s honor they must be controlled so that the Islamists 

can control the people. . . . The veil became tightly associated with Islam, it became its 

symbol. . . . So the Islamists have to symbolically control the people by making women 

wear their newly created version of hijab. . . . Take hijab as a signature of this new Islam. 

. . . I believe this is the reason why they make campaigns to veil young girls and scare 

children with hell and djinns [supernatural entities] only so that they can have that control 

even later in their life because they know it’s easier to brainwash and veil a child than a 

mature adult. (as cited in Syahrivar, 2021, p. 1977) 

These brainwashing methods eventually led to mistrust in the education system and the 

government. Although the Islamic regime had its propaganda machine convince young girls to 

cover up to be safe as young girls, we began to learn that even with the hijab, we were unsafe. 

We learned men can still rape, grope, and abuse women; yet, women are punished for speaking 

up and speaking out. The lack of trust in the system ironically keeps women safe because they 

learn to stay under the radar. Ultimately, to stay out of trouble with the skill of thinking ahead 

and assessing the potential consequences, I learned to survive. I believe this is partly due to the 
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regard for saving face; thus, even the slightest potential threat to one’s persona was not worth 

becoming involved in a risky situation. However, unanimously it created an untrustable 

environment where silence was central to resistance. 

Empowered  

Empowered surfaced as conceivably the most critical and multilayered theme in this 

study. The empowered theme appeared in passages and awards that introduced a sense of self-

sufficiency in toiling toward a better future. Although the manifestation of the characteristic of 

empowerment looked different throughout my journey from Iran to the Philippines and then to 

the United States, the underlying message repeated was, “I felt empowered!” Three major 

subthemes emerged as a part of empowerment: (a) grit and resilience, (b) internal locus of 

control, and (c) access. Each of these was critical to finding empowerment. Examples are each 

theme will be discussed in the following sections. Figure 8 demonstrates this theme and its 

intricacies. 

Figure 8. Components of Being Empowered 

 

Grit and Resilience. As indicated throughout the study, living under the Islamic regime 

taught women how to survive in the face of continuous mistreatment. A clear criterion in my 
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journals was the desire for a better life. The subconscious notion of overcoming challenges in the 

hopes of a good life to which strength was crucial to the embodiment of being empowered as 

part of an exemplary element of fearlessness and being able to confront the future face-to-face. 

Strength made living possible amidst the disturbing images of execution, stories of suicide, and 

threats of imprisonment. In a poem that I wrote in the year 2000, the concept of grit is portrayed: 

Over there is a stormy sea 

Over here is a lonely girl standing on the seaside 

Over there the tides embrace each other under the blue skis 

Over here the lonely girl grieves her hopelessness 

Over there the flock of seagulls fly freely 

Over here the lonely girl sings solitary songs 

But what seems to be coming from afar filled with joy and happiness? 

Yes. That is the very happy event that the girl has been waiting for on the seaside 

This poem resembles the underlying desire for a better future where, for example, the 

issue of gender was not an inhibitor of achieving a better future. Grit and resilience helped carry 

me through setbacks, external barriers, conflict, and inner doubts and hesitations. Recent studies 

have discovered Iranian women’s willingness to protest hijab is a form of resistance (Syahrivar, 

2021). Thus, resilience as the ability to recover quickly from struggles and return to the previous 

level of function to cope with a crisis mentally or emotionally and to return to the precrisis status 

quickly has been a skill that I developed because of living in Iran (Adelian et al., 2021). This 

theme was clear thorough out my life journey (see Figure 9). 
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Figure 9. Personal Mission 

 

Note. Personal branding proverb that captures my past, present, and future perspectives. 

 

Locus of Control. Respective patterns of empowerment were considered in a subtheme 

of internal locus of control. This principal concept unraveled the abilities that helped me 

overcome the numerous challenges along the way, specifically in helping me navigate my 

options and how to control my fate. Internal locus of control emerged in passages where I felt 

empowered to decide without letting the external factors dominate my commitment to reaching 

my goal. As explained earlier, my standing up to my father sparked the reality that despite the 

limitation, I had the power in myself to become whole once again. Specifically, reflecting on my 

accomplishments attest to the idea that, to some degree, I believed in my own power through an 

internal will to change my life when family, community, and society walled me off. This 

subtheme helped to support cultural values–family and collectivism–because the concepts of 

empowerment through self, allowed for emancipation beyond self, specifically toward the 

betterment of one’s family and community. 

I am a resilient person who lives life to the fullest
and inspires others to do the same.
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Awareness. Awareness was key in embracing the components of empowerment. Starting 

with accepting my geographical and physical locations, I had to overcome the boundaries by 

finding myself and identifying a pathway to a viable solution. So, I realized my freedom required 

me to physically leave the environment I was in to achieve a favorable outcome. That realization 

led to me finding ways to prepare for that move. 

Vision. Foresight meant my ability to think about the possibility of a future where I could 

live to my full potential. My account of this event demonstrated my vision: 

A decision that changed my life forever happened after the tensions of my decision not to 

accept the arranged marriage. That turned my extended family into a dark cloud that 

turned my life upside down. The negative comments soon began to spread into the 

community, making my parents worried about my future possibilities. When the talks 

became overwhelmingly negative, I began to think through escape plans to cope with all 

that was happening. Going through multiple phases of emotional breakdown, I realized I 

needed to find a way to save face. So, the first vision was that since I could not uproot my 

whole family, I needed to leave. I then proposed that to my mother, who did not support 

it and never discussed it with my father. However, a few months later, our family friends 

came to Iran from the U.S. and joined us for lunch. After the Persian hospitality and 

while we (the women) were cleaning up, I talked to our family friend’s spouse, originally 

from the Philippines, to help me immigrate to America. To my mother’s disbelief, I was 

talking about a plan that she and my father had never thought about, but since I was a 

dreamer, I had this concept of losing time, which was my only chance. Specifically, that I 

wasn’t losing anything by simply asking a question. To my surprise, she said sure. When 

we return to the U.S., we can explore helping you get a student visa and attend school in 
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America. Her response brought tears to my eyes because someone took my word 

seriously for the first time and offered support solely based on my decision. I felt 

empowered that day! 

Though as destiny had it, I was not able to attain a visa to the United States given the tensions 

around the Middle East after September 11, 2001; however, the conversation that day facilitated 

my migration out of Iran a year later. 

Motivation and Commitment. Motivation and commitment have been inseparable factors 

of empowerment in my journey. Even though living in Iran felt like living in a closed box 

without an opportunity to learn about events happening in the rest of the world due to severe 

censorship, lack of internet, and legal punitive measures, I always benefited from movies or 

cartoons that portrayed a strong female character to imagine what is possible. Although this may 

seem puzzling, the reality was I could have only motivated myself to commit to a vision that was 

only possible through a small window of the TV programs under the dark shadow of the Islamic 

Republic regime of Iran. By enthusiastically embracing what was visualized to us while 

circumnavigating the propaganda against freedom of expression to fold us into a piece of cloth 

meant to protect us from all evils, I was determined to reach for better things and motivated to 

move forward and commit to saving myself. It is also necessary to indicate the fear of being an 

independent woman goes beyond what meets the eye. Starting with the reality of executions and 

honor killings, another extreme determent of women’s emancipation is acid attacks on women’s 

faces. For example, according to Middle East Eye (2015), there had been up to 13 acid attacks 

against women drivers who were poorly veiled, with accompanying warnings against leaving car 

windows open. Additionally, several incidents happened in 2017 because the Iranian parliament 

passed a law that gave additional powers to morality patrols. Ansar-e-Hezbollah—“Supporters of 
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the Party of God”—a militant fundamentalist group, announced it would be resuming its street 

activities, which included harassing women who were not wearing what the group deemed 

proper Islamic covering. Ansar-e-Hezbollah also said sexual violence against women could be 

attributed to such instances of female impropriety. Consequently, in that kind of climate, 

fundamentalist vigilantes believe their actions are justified (The Daily Beast, 2017). So, although 

my mind and heart deemed freedom a necessity, the family, community, and society worked 

against my will, so I not only had to believe in myself, but I also had to think through the 

possible misogynistic acts that were beyond my control as backlash. Thus, empowerment 

encompasses grit, resilience, and internal locus of control consisting of vision, awareness, 

motivation, commitment, and access to had manifested itself in the periphery of a girl like me. 

Access. Access was a pillar to many of my future achievements. While reflecting on the 

journals, access was highlighted as a theme after my parents approved my leaving Iran for the 

Philippines as part of continuing education and to disrupt the chatter that was hurting my image. 

However, I had not done anything wrong but stood up for myself and announced I needed to 

have a say in my future. Having the financial backing to leave Iran for the Philippines was the 

most influential piece in shaping my future.  

In this introspection about my time in Iran, despite the odds stacked against my upward 

mobility, the aforementioned themes created a framework highlighting my leadership abilities. 

Though the desire to leave Iran resulted from living in a patriarchal, misogynistic society with its 

regressive laws and low quality of life (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2005) that bound women to 

a restrictive gender role, oppressed as means of saving face, my intuitive desire to change 

inherently altered the landscape for my migration. In following the leadership development 

narrative, it is safe to emphasize, as Stogdill (1974) indicated, there are almost as many different 
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definitions of leadership as there are people who have attempted to define it (Stogdill, 1974 as 

cited in Northouse, 2019); hence, leadership for me meant my ability to lead my life that was 

conceived out of a simple desire daring to live a full life as a woman! 

My Leadership Development in the Philippines 

As stated earlier, so much of the work that led to my leaving Iran was thematically tied to 

the nuances of familial, communal, and societal expectations. Although my parents did their best 

to provide me with a better life, the reality was we all lived in a box under a set of restrictive 

rules that, at its core, was designed to ensure my womanhood revolved around a patriarchal 

practice of women as property. A daughter is legally owned by her father with authority to abuse 

her physically and verbally, ban her from studying or working, force her into an arranged 

marriage, or even murder her with little to no consequences, assuming the father knows best 

(Nafisak, 2022). It is also necessary to highlight a husband’s power and authority over his wife 

goes beyond that of the father, and no laws support women against domestic abuse and violence. 

A man can marry up to four women at once; women can only marry one husband. Additionally, 

a woman needs a male guardian’s consent from her father or paternal grandfather to marry 

(Hanna, 2020b). 

Powerless 

 Though, as mentioned, powerless was not an identity, it was the byproduct of my 

understanding of oppression over the years in various stages of my life. These experiences led to 

my inability to express my individuation and the life I lived fully. The following subthemes 

highlight the incidents that resulted in my feeling powerless in the Philippines. 

Cultural and Societal Negative Stigma. It is extremely important to highlight that 

although I was aiming for the moon, the reality of my life was dangerously getting closer to the 
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end of the road, which meant marriage. I knew if I stayed and married anyone, I would never be 

able to leave Iran, given the negative stigmas of divorce, the discriminatory laws, and other types 

of backlashes from the community and society because a married woman cannot leave the 

country without her husband’s permission. For example, Iranian women need a legally written 

statement of permission from their husbands to get a passport. In addition, the husband can 

permanently ban her from leaving the country without any specific reason (Nafisak, 2022). This 

theme was specifically highlighted in one of my journal entries in 2003 when I wrote: 

It is Monday evening. Mom and I just returned from Mr. Rezvani’s house, whose wife is 

a Filipina. We shared with them that I plan on applying for a student visa, and while my 

dad is not totally on board yet, we want to learn how to proceed with obtaining a visa and 

learn more about the Philippines. However, they pushed back on this decision. They 

indicated that after the tragic 2001 event, the image of the Iranian people was impacted 

negatively and that it might not be a good idea for me (a young woman) to move to the 

Philippines. They also did not think I could obtain a visa to the Philippines, even with the 

temporary policy window for women. Though this discussion is worrisome and stressful, 

I am determined to find a way to leave Iran. Although I am super sad, I know I will find a 

way. Please, God, help me! 

A few short months later, I obtained a visa to the Philippines and managed to convince 

my parents, mainly my father, to allow me to leave with the condition to fulfill my promises of 

studying and remain virtuous to my family values. After moving to the Philippines, although 

facing tremendous hardships, the only disappointing impression I noted was the societal views 

against my country of origin. All the Filipino community saw in me were the images shown on 

their national TVs and international media, which was not working in my favor. It took me years 
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to undo the negative stigmas I was burdened with internally and those that targeted my identity 

externally. All that undue pressure led to persistently working hard to learn the new language, 

adjust to my new society, and represent myself under my own values to survive. 

Stress. The combined stresses of moving to an unfamiliar cultural environment and the 

fear of not having the means to survive created significant pressure and contributed to a sense of 

instability I described through various journal entries. I wrote about my experiences in my new 

life in the Philippines by stating: 

It has been a month since I have been here in this small village. I am staying with Ms. 

Grace’s mother. In the mornings, I hear the livestock and wake up to a sound of a bell 

from the baker’s bike. He sells freshly made rolls. I also took walks on the mango tree 

farm and saw a banana tree for the first time. While I miss my family, I do not want to 

return to Iran. Sometimes when I go to the market, I rush back to find my scarf, then I 

remember I do not need to cover up. This makes me feel free. But I am so stressed out 

over my school. Once I finish English 101, I must move to the city to enroll in the 

dentistry program. I am stressed over financial requirements, finding a place to live, 

safety, and the rigorous student visa process. 

This account reflected the day-to-day impact this type of stress had, not only on one’s 

mental state but also on one’s physical condition due to the unfamiliarity of the environment and 

the lack of necessary skills to overcome such stressors. As a result, I faced a battle each day to 

set aside my real fears to protect my overall well-being, but unfortunately, I soon became gravely 

ill and spent a few years in and out of the hospital. 

Five and a half years later, I reached my goal of continuing my education and becoming a 

dentist. I not only learned how to adapt to my new environment, learn a new language, and excel 
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in the dental program but also participated in extracurricular activities such as dance, pageants, 

and volunteer opportunities. 

Elements of Being Empowered 

In addition to having grit, resilience, and internal locus of control, several resources 

themed as access emerged as a part of the empowered theme. Such access provided opportunity, 

belonging, representation, and emotional support, among other things. An example of such 

opportunities or representation was an award I was given (see Figure 10) for participating in the 

International Folk Dance Competition. 

As part of the contest, the college of dentistry students were invited to join the university 

in celebrating the music and dance festival. Because I had been living in the Philippines for 

almost 4 years and had participated in numerous school activities with various awards, I felt 

empowered to sign my name as a participant. I shared my eagerness to choreograph a dance with 

my classmates, and we were able to recruit students from the 1st and 3rd year dental department. 

After school, we would all get together and practice and were able to win the contest. 
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Figure 10. International Folk Dance Competition 

 

 

We achieved an award that proved my vision, motivation, and commitment were a means 

to step up and represent my culture through dance. I had also successfully built a team around 

that desire to win the dance championship award. Though only a single tool in the totality of 

being empowered, access was undoubtedly an essential and powerful tool for becoming more 

independent and resourceful. 

My Leadership Development in the United States 

Living in the United States was imperfect and often a struggle; yet, the United States 

provided tremendous advantages over living in Iran. After moving to Washington state, despite 

the Seattle freeze, I was determined to find my path to empowerment. As for the Seattle freeze, it 

is a commonly understood idea that it is difficult to make new friends in the city of Seattle, 

Washington, particularly for newcomers. Seattle freeze was mentioned as a social phenomenon 

over 100 years ago (Berger & Hegg, 2020).  
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To put it into perspective, Sommerfeld’s (2005) article delinquently indicated, the 

dichotomy most fundamental to our collective civic character is this: Polite but distant (i.e., Have 

a nice day. Somewhere else). This was exactly my experience as a newcomer who had lived in 

Iran, the Philippines, and Turkey by then. In search of a career opportunity, I was struck by the 

reality of an absolute culture shock for the first time. According to Demes and Geeraert (2015), 

the term acculturative stress or culture shock implies a process characterized by phases of stress 

and adjustment. Studies have shown movement from a familiar to an unfamiliar culture does not 

always impact one negatively. However, the questions are “what can account for or explain the 

course of stress and adjustment over time and what are the consequences of different 

acculturation experiences” (Demes & Geeraert, 2015, p. 316).  

The account for my culture shock was the inability to practice my knowledge (dentistry) 

from the Philippines while adjusting quickly to my new environment. However, the skills I 

developed after my move to the Philippines as part of the theme of Empowered came to the 

rescue. Without family and community, there were no specific programs to help me integrate 

into the Washington state society. Applying the theme, the sequence of events that created 

upward mobility constituted elements of empowerment in moving forward despite the setbacks, 

such as lack of support, financial stability, and social engagements.  

Upon arriving in the United States, I adapted to nontraditional opportunities for learning, 

which were instrumental to my path of becoming empowered. For example, my ability to start a 

small business because getting a job was not possible due to a lack of integration programs was a 

liberating experience. Though I was not trained in how to start and run a business, given my 

commitment to being financially apt, I was able to run a successful business I operated for 10 

years. Financial freedom allowed for the crystallization of my desire to serve. I had an ability to 
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contribute to the new community I had built through persistence. I began to volunteer for 

nonprofit organizations that taught me about what it meant to be a community-focused 

organization. By helping these organizations, I realized my passion for public service and started 

thinking about career paths that would serve me in achieving this goal.  

Powerless 

 The manifestation of feeling powerless in the United States exacerbated a much bigger 

problem concerning my identity, acting as a barrier to opportunity for upward mobility. The 

study's emotional tax phenomenon emphasized the inequity among the specific migrant 

population. 

Invisibility: Emotional Tax. As is the case for many immigrant and refugee women 

from the developing world, migration is due to a lack of resources or the inability to find 

employment. As mentioned earlier, culture shock and a lack of tailored resources to ease the 

integration process affected my sense of belonging. Whether it was a result of the Seattle freeze 

or a program that could help me identify the resources I desperately needed, my health and 

wellbeing were negatively impacted. The feeling of being powerless shaped a lived experience 

that I called “invisibility,” defining it as “a lack of interest in certain immigrant groups or 

minorities” (Leinonen, 2012, p. 216). Thus, my experiences were either associated with my 

country of origin, Iran, or all the differences my physical appearance, accent, and mannerism 

revealed about my identity. I invisibly moved through spaces but visibly invoked my foreignness 

in others. These were the agonizing experiences explained as the conceptual framework in this 

study, the phenomenon of emotional tax. Although the sense of powerlessness and lack of 

support had impacted my ability to maneuver my new society, I aimed to create an understanding 

around this critical concern through my research conducted in 2019; I emphasized: 
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The results [of the survey] revealed the inconsistency in which the immigrant Muslim 

women access their primary resources in terms of language, integration, citizen rights, 

and cultural classes. These programs will not only make the transition to the new society 

easier but also facilitate their access to language proficiency and educational attainment. 

Although the existing nonprofit organizations and local mosques work to provide specific 

programs for Muslim women, the need for a State and County-based program is 

necessary. As we witness through the self-reported survey, Muslim women do feel that 

they are treated poorly when wearing the hijab, which leads to their isolation from 

society. The analysis has also shown that Muslim women internalize this issue and feel 

depressed about navigating the spaces of their community wearing their hijab. Their 

visibility makes them invisible, which results in some form of structural violence (Didra, 

2019, p. 33). 

Changing the Script: Feeling Empowered 

After 5 years of continuous engagement through work, volunteer efforts, and self-

advocacy, I finally built enough capital to attend school again. Although dental school was no 

longer a viable choice, given the lack of financial opportunity, I could afford it at the community 

college level. Once I started school, I became hooked once again. The school acted as my 

support system by offering me a safe place to share my life story and build a community that 

revolved around my lived experiences. I felt empowered when I was given a chance to share 

what made my time in school special or had the space to talk about the oppressive regime in Iran. 

For the first time in my entire educational journey, I witnessed the effects of academic support, 

mentorship, and sponsorship (see Figure 11). 
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Figure 11. Change Agent as the Gender Women and Sexuality Studies Representative 

 

Although I had only intended to go to school for a bachelor’s degree in the U.S. 

education system, I ended up continuing my education to a doctorate level. So, school as a tool 

for my empowerment was significant in enabling me to achieve upward mobility. Although 

school is subcategorized in the theme of Access, its role has remained extremely substantial. I 

was so inspired I began to address the gaps I felt in my journey as an immigrant. In school, I was 

recognized (see Figure 12) for my background and valued as a diverse individual. My professors 

made time to support me and empowered me with compassionate words, which gave me a sense 

of belonging similar to my time in the Philippines.  
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Figure 12. Words of Support from a Professor  

 

While using student loans to attend study abroad in India and Norway, I quickly realized 

the impact of access as part of representation in research. In this context, student loans acted as a 

resource for my representation. In addition, my study abroad in India and Norway resulted in two 

separate research projects about Muslim women and integration programs. My prior research 

facilitated a much more extensive study acknowledging I needed to conduct research to highlight 

the existing gaps related to immigrant women in the Washington state’s society concerning 

integration programs. I was the representation in the community I wanted to speak about, so by 

surveying 111 women in King County, I conducted a mixed method research project for my 

master’s program capstone on integration programs for immigrant Muslim women (see Figure 

13). The study examined the accessibility of integration programs immigrant Muslim women 

needed after they moved to Washington state. I used a mixed method research design consisting 

of quantitative and qualitative data collected on Muslim women in King County, Washington (n 
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= 111). The central questions were: How does a Muslim woman’s cultural identity influence her 

ability to integrate into the new society? What type of programs do immigrant Muslim women 

need to integrate into their new society? Background context explained this research further: 

Muslim women not only in King County but also the United States struggle to understand 

their new environment and define their identity in the new territory. Although the United 

States is a diverse country because of its immigration foundation, migrants all come from 

a multitude of different backgrounds. It is critical to note that Muslim countries are much 

2 different in that sense. The divergence of Muslim culture stems from their religion, 

customs, and traditions. Necessary parameters such as freedom and power, familial 

commitment, assimilation, and self-actualization are topics that need to be analyzed, and 

the differences explained. Women in Muslim countries see ‘freedom and power’ in 

accordance with their Islamic beliefs. It is not uncommon for a Muslim woman to choose 

her ‘familial commitment’ above her desire for a particular career, or other wishes. She is 

in constant tension between her intentions for the future and her fate as a woman. Muslim 

woman’s sacrifice plays an essential part in what defines her as honorable. (Didra, 2019, 

pp. 1–2)  
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Figure 13. Capstone for Master of Arts in Policy Studies  

 

Leadership  

The concept of leadership was evaluated through my personal perceptions and practices. 

In this section, the approach to leadership is presented as the theme of Servant Leadership. 

Research Questions 1 and 2 were addressed through understanding the concepts that emerged 

within these themes. In answer to Research Question 1, my lived experiences demonstrated the 

patterns of leadership that existed throughout my journey. Furthermore, I provided examples that 

exhibited not only how I idealized this approach but also my practice of servant leadership.  

Research Question 2 could be answered as my self-identified factors necessary for 

vertical mobility in the government sector. However, this study indicated the lack of 

representation in leadership was more prevalent, particularly in governmental structures, as part 

of the postmigration context in identifying resources and access. Within the larger postmigration 
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context of the United States, I, as an immigrant woman, learned to perceive the greater practice 

of and support for servant leadership overall. Figure 14 provides a visual representation of my 

leadership vision through postmigration. 

 

Figure 14. Leadership Development  
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Servant Leadership 

The servant leadership approach was often themed as the practices of a good leader; how 

a leader should lead. Additionally, it was clear through my observations while immersed in the 

various accounts and volunteer opportunities that servant leadership was both idealized and 

embodied in the collectivist community of the Middle Eastern North African region. As defined 

by Greenleaf (1970), servant leadership starts with the “natural feeling that one wants to serve, to 

serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead” (as cited in Northouse, 2019, p. 

228, emphasis in original). Some characteristics conceptualizing servant leadership are listening, 

healing, vision, commitment to helping others, developing trust, empowerment, and ethics 

(Northouse, 2019). Similarly, several characteristics developed in this construct confirm the 

alignment of the themes with the concept of servant leadership, including good deeds, ethical 

behavior, empowering others, and developing trust. The behaviors of a servant leader help to 

build and sustain trust with one’s followers. Paramount to the theme of servant leadership was 

the notion of good deeds. 

Good Deeds. The importance of good deeds is central to the practice of leadership. I 

always believed in a type of leadership that embodied a sense of service in its definition. Thus, I 

acted on that notion by joining organizations that supported the most vulnerable members of our 

community. A piece of news shared by a local nonprofit organization about me read: 

Yesterday the magical Marjan Didra began her project of getting Facing Homelessness a 

booth in the Fremont Market, wow WOW! It was a fantastic day of good GOOD 

conversation and new friendships; lots of folks stopping in to learn about our ‘Just Say 
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Hello’ campaign and how to get involved! Thank you all who helped out!!! See you all 

next week at the Fremont Market! (anonymous personal communication, 2022) 

This evidence provides an understanding around the emotional healing of the servant 

leadership because it involves being sensitive to the personal concerns of others and being 

willing to address them (Northouse, 2019). Based on my interpretation, good deeds reflected 

observations of cultural practices and noted the importance of giving back and contributing to a 

better world. In another example, I share an email I received from an employee of the University 

of Washington: 

I am not sure if you remember me, but I was working at UW Bothell while you were 

finishing up your master’s degree and working in the Administrative Office. I had always 

tried to chat when we could and admired your desire to help others as you shared your 

stories of your journey from Iran with me. I recently read the story in the UW Bothell 

Newsletter on what you are doing currently. So, I thought that I would reach out, say 

hello, and express how happy I am for you as you continue to impress. Congratulations 

and all the best to you and yours. I know you will keep creating more avenues for 

yourself and others.  

This statement reveals a good deed indicates one’s all-inclusive leadership practice and 

would determine future growth as a leader. This was not only a feature discussed ideologically 

but a trait I could see was identified in my leadership practice. Similarly, being respected is a 

critical facet of servant leadership, using actions and words to prioritize others’ (followers’) 

concerns (Northouse, 2019). 

Ethical. Being ethical was a concept that emerged in many artifacts about leadership. It 

was not only essential that a leader apply ethical principles but also that the leader represented in 
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such a way as to earn respect from others. In analyzing ethics concerning leadership, Price 

(2017) introduced critical leadership ethics to accentuate the multidimensional use of ethical 

leadership in the common terminology of the organizational construct. Price (2017) proposed a 

compelling argument for applying ethics in leadership through a simple step of analysis and the 

phenomenology of utility in the practice of effective leadership in our contemporary world. In 

questioning the morality of getting people to do things while labeling their behaviors as bad or 

good, a similar concept in the adaptation of behavior discussed by M. Adams et al. (2018), the 

idea of social identity reflects the culture that fosters a set of beliefs and values that reinforce 

“system of advantages” (p. 65). The notion of ethics is highly intriguing in leadership as leaders 

are expected to set the vision and direct organizations to achieve their identified goals. So, in this 

conversation, how leaders influence their followers is essential. Thus, reflecting on the findings, 

it was crucial to highlight my continued commitment to remaining ethical to my family, culture, 

and community across the many places I took residence. I had stressed why it mattered to be a 

leader in my life in leaving Iran while remaining committed to my obligations to my parents. 

Similarly, I described the need to lead the advocacy as a scholar in immigrants’ and refugees’ 

lives to highlight their dire need for access to resources. In one of my doctoral program 

assignments about remaining ethical leaders, I wrote: 

As an ethical leader, I see the best in people and honor their dignity. I connect with the 

world through the intentional practice of love, and I serve humanity with compassion in 

this shared journey. What am I leaving behind is: A legacy of service that stems from the 

work of the global ethical leaders. Though living in the future is a habit that I keep in 

everything I do, I consider it as a strength in my ethical leadership development journey. 

In accordance with the Social Learning Theory, ethical leaders should serve as examples 
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for the people they lead. The observation of behavior, such as adhering to ethical 

practices and making ethical decisions, leads to the subsequent adoption of those 

behaviors. The leader’s use of positive and negative reinforcement to inform which 

values are important and which are not creates a second opportunity for social learning 

and instructs which behaviors are acceptable (Z. Wang et al., 2018). Additionally In 

accordance with the Servant Leadership Theory the leaders attempt to the right thing, to 

be honest with themselves and others to work for the common good. Servant leadership 

theory can have a positive impact as it works to morally strengthen followers. Its four 

components are emotional healing, helping followers succeed, behave ethically, and 

putting followers first (Northouse, 2019).  

These words reiterated the concept of ethics in leadership as one of great responsibility, 

highlighting that when people follow you and trust you, it is your job to be an ethical leader in 

doing the right thing in the right way. 

Empowering Others. In identifying other fundamentals of how my leadership has 

evolved, I found the desire to help empower others. Whether supporting educational 

opportunities or volunteering, every instance of this that emerged in artifacts focused on 

empowering others. As part of the empowerment progression, as I remained committed to my 

own education vision, advocacy and fundraising to support other women from war-torn countries 

helped me grow my leadership skills. The need to talk to others, prepare an elevator speech, and 

genuinely share why supporting other women mattered during fundraising efforts helped me 

expand my definition of leadership through service. I deemed education and access an essential 

part of this work. The following passage is an email I sent in January 2013 to Women for 
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Women International, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization dedicated to helping women survivors 

of war rebuild their lives: 

My name is Marjan and I’m from Iran. I live in Seattle, Washington. Given my 

experiences of hardship and discrimination, I will do as much as I can to help other 

women achieve the life they deserve. I have already filled out the application to work as 

an ambassador. I volunteer with different women’s groups and know it will be helpful to 

support the organization and help other women in need get the best attention they require 

to survive. I believe it is our responsibility to make the world a better and safer place for 

those who can’t have the luxury of the life we have. Please let me know how I can make 

this happen! 

I felt inspired by my ability to help others support those in need as an example of building a 

bigger community to empower others. Because I had put great value on the community, I found 

it necessary to consciously and intentionally give back to the society. 

Development of Trust. The topic of trust regarding the need for representation was 

repeated throughout this study. In various documents, trust was frequently used interchangeably 

with authenticity, which made these concepts virtually inseparable as a part of understanding 

leadership. In reviewing the documents, the theme of trust surfaced in my dialogue around 

leadership, as seen in this following passage: 

In discussing leadership attributes such as inclusivity, communication, and sponsorship, I 

want to draw on the necessity for the leader’s visibility on a personal level. As Hewlett 

(2016) highlights, leaders who pivot well horizontally earn the trust and respect of their 

team and are likely to be satisfied with their career progression. This concept was eye-

opening as it emphasizes the authentic leadership theory, specifically in governmental 
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organizations. There is a great divide between the leaders and staff in my organization, 

which makes giving feedback and direct communication cumbersome. However, by 

understanding the leadership attributes, leaders can develop authenticity and learn to 

become more aware and transparent (Northouse, 2019). This is explicitly crucial in a 

government where a lack of awareness and inclusivity will adversely impact the 

organizational outcome.  

In another refection I wrote: 

Leaders’ understanding of self, environment, and beliefs aid in building trust in 

followers. Trust is common in building an authentic relationship, creating a feedback 

process, or changing the organizational plan. Trust contains the needed stability for 

organizations to manage their internal and external affairs introspective to their 

contingency factors such as their size, technology, and culture.  

As I had shared, my writing reiterated the need for leaders to be trusted and viewed as authentic, 

ethical leaders. As with many other examples provided in this discussion, leadership meant 

protecting others, caring for them, and helping them whenever possible. 

Summary 

Chapter 4 presented comprehensive findings from the various documents and provided a 

thematic analysis of the data where four significant themes emerged: (a) Cultural Influence, (b) 

Powerless, (c) Empowered, and (d) Servant Leadership. The first of these themes, Cultural 

Influence, was integrated throughout all the other themes. Powerless, Empowered, and Servant 

Leadership demonstrated the shared process of emergence to leadership in the postmigration 

context and directly answered Research Question 2 in this way. Additionally, the perceptions and 

practice of Servant Leadership aligned to answer Research Questions 1 and 2 by explaining how 
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my lived experiences and understandings in the individual practice of leadership impacted my 

achievement of leadership positions in the postmigration context.  

The findings were categorized according to the two research questions designed to 

capture both my lived experiences and the strategies, environments, and resources that impacted 

my success. The themes that emerged in the study provided a deeper understanding of how I 

navigated the leadership roles, as reflected in the study and direct quotes that highlighted pride in 

the work, exhaustion with the obstacles, and strategies I used along their career trajectory. 

Overall, the findings illuminated the experiences as a process of moving from powerless to 

empowered and, finally, emerging to leadership roles in which I could help empower others. 

Chapter 5 expands the discussion of the findings in response to the research questions. 

Recommendations are provided based on the contributions from my experiences in the research 

study, and additional literature is applied to new concepts emerging from their responses. 

Theoretical, social change, and future research implications are also discussed. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

This analytical, interpretive autoethnography research explored my lived experiences as 

an Iranian immigrant woman leader in the government sector in Washington state. The study 

explained the disproportionate representation of Iranian immigrant women in mid- to senior-

level leadership roles and the lack of equitable workplace opportunities that prevent their 

advancement to director and executive leadership positions. 

Chapter 4 presented the findings that emerged from data collection and analysis using the 

conceptual framework constructed for this study. A reflexive process was used to analyze 

various notes, journals, and documents of my experience as a leader in the government sector in 

Washington state. The four themes that emerged from my experiences were outlined in Chapter 

4: (a) Cultural Influence, (b) Powerless, (c) Empowered, and (d) Servant Leadership.  

This chapter expands the discussion of the findings in response to the research questions. 

By identifying the lived experiences that were most significant to the focus of this study, I 

combined them into an assemblage of the analysis that follow in the next section. Answers to the 

research questions were introduced with the collection of narratives, highlighting why, how, and 

in what ways Iranian immigrant women have continued to be marginalized in the government 

sector as they have sought to attain and retain executive-level positions. Also discussed are the 

theoretical, social change, practice, and future research suggestions. 

Study Discussion 

The findings of this study provide an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of 

Iranian immigrant women leaders and consideration of why these women are still 

underrepresented in executive-level leadership roles in the government sector. Each document 

was reviewed based on the two principal research questions during the data assemblage process. 
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The research questions focused on (a) lived experiences that influenced my achievement and 

development as a leader in the government sector; and (b) strategies, environments, and 

resources that assisted me in achieving vertical mobility in leadership positions.  

Through an autoethnographic approach, data collection involved introspection and 

observation throughout this study. I spent a substantial amount of time becoming familiar with 

the study method and its application in analyzing my personal and professional experiences. As 

stated, the concept of representation goes beyond simply marking the diversity check box. While 

learning to advocate for myself in achieving higher career goals, a thought state resonating in this 

research’s body and the existing literature was, “You can only aspire for what you can see 

yourself in” (Ijoma et al., 2021, p. 353). In addition, in applying the representative bureaucracy 

theory (RBT), this research highlighted that for the government to govern democratically, it is 

necessary to include demographically diverse representatives to lead to a more democratic 

outcome concerning public policies (Kennedy, 2014). In reviewing numerous studies and 

examining article reviews, it was clear recent evidence proposes, “Administrators who embrace 

the minority representative role perception most strongly believe that they should act in favor of 

policies that address the needs of minority clients” (Kennedy, 2014, p. 403). The studies 

suggested underrepresented employment may lead to enhanced political representation, thereby 

contributing to fundamental policy representation. 

Similarly, a meta-analysis study by Eagly and Carli (2003) concerning a sex difference in 

leadership style and effectiveness indicated, “[A]ny female advantage in leadership style might 

be offset by disadvantage that flows from prejudice and discrimination directed against women 

as leaders” (p. 818). Eagly and Carli (2003) explained when people hold stereotypes about 

groups or communities, they presume members of that collective to have features and display 
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behavior consistent with those stereotypes. Therefore, the observers implicitly espouse 

information about their gender-stereotypic beliefs. Thus, the lack of representation and the 

existing stereotypes against women and people of color further marginalize the underrepresented 

Iranian immigrant women in their career path. Although feminists of color have been critical of a 

certain version of essentialism that has defined “women as a single group” (McCall, 2005, p. 

1779), it is also essential to pay close attention to the intersectionality of the experiences that 

women of color and those with an immigrant background as they all experience the impacts of 

emotional tax and marginalization uniquely as it intersects with their individuality. 

The significance of understanding leadership representation from diverse populations is 

critical as the U.S. workforce becomes increasingly globalized. In this melting pot of different 

social identities, inquiry into how cultural factors shape both the practice and the philosophy of 

leadership in building a strategy for an organization’s culture means the aptitude to leverage 

cognitive, effective, and communicative variances among a culturally diverse staff. Thus, the 

culture a leader creates plays an influential role in the realization of the business (Schein, 2010; 

Tran, 2017). Furthermore, as the United States continues to welcome new immigrants from Iran, 

there is a need to explore the landscape of human capital as they contribute to the diversity of the 

workforce as we discover ourselves in a global village (Gallos & Schein, 2006; Hofhuis et al., 

2016). 

Studies have identified Middle Eastern and North African immigrant and refugee women 

(MENA) tend to participate in the U.S. workforce at a lower rate in comparison to other 

immigrant groups with significantly lower incomes (Harjanto & Batalova, 2022); for example, in 

2019, 22% of MENA immigrants lived in poverty as opposed to only 14% of all immigrants and 

12% of the U.S. born (Harjanto & Batalova, 2022). They have been frequently underemployed 
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and work in positions for which they were overqualified and/or overeducated than the total 

foreign- and native-born adult groups. Additionally, in 2019, 46% of MENA immigrants aged 25 

and older held a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 33% of all immigrant and U.S.-born 

adults (Harjanto & Batalova, 2022). Given the existing data on Iranian immigrant women 

included in the MENA category, the present research illuminates understanding for assisting 

Iranian immigrant women in their quest to achieve executive leadership positions by 

understanding their need for specific strategies, environments, and resources as they relate to 

their culture and their role as leaders. 

The overarching purpose of this autoethnographic research was to examine how my lived 

experiences as an Iranian immigrant woman influenced my achievement and development as a 

leader in the government sector in the United States. In addition, this study broadened the 

existing literature about leadership through an in-depth exploration of Iranian immigrant 

women’s leadership in the postmigration subculture. As stated throughout the study, although 

there has been systematic and incremental progress in understanding the leadership phenomenon 

in a crosscultural framework, the preceding research has seldom probed leadership in MENA 

subcultures. It has been further limited in its exploration of the concept of intersectionality 

concerning the nuances of the unique experiences of immigrants even in a similar region (Chin 

& Trimble, 2014; Dickson et al., 2003; House et al., 2004).  

Experiences of Leading to the Particular Career Trajectory 

The answers to Research Questions 1 and 2 revealed an array of underlying themes aimed 

to create a holistic approach to how the nuances of a person’s lived experiences can, in fact, have 

an impact on their future leadership opportunities and willingness to serve. For example, my 

early exposure to oppression in Iranian society, where cultural context added an additional layer 
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to family, community, and society’s perception of my gender, was also the birthplace of my 

desire to overcome that oppressive mentality. As defined by Prilleltensky and Gonick (1996), 

oppression, both as a state and as a process:  

Entails a state of asymmetric power relations characterized by domination, subordination, 

and resistance, where the dominating person or groups exercise their power by restricting 

access to material resources and by implementing in the subordinated persons or groups 

fear of self-deprecating views about themselves. (pp. 129–130) 

In terms of the state aside from the dominating power of the Iranian government 

concerning prosecution solely based on gender, there was also the political oppression that 

resulted from a long-term and consistent denial of essential resources and other social barriers to 

the fulfillment of self-determination, distributive justice, and democratic participation. Thus, the 

oppressive forces were a combination of multiple forms of power by domination agents to 

advance their own interests at the expense of persons or groups of relatively powerless 

individuals in this setting, the Iranian women (Prilleltensky & Gonick, 1996). Next was the 

process of internalizing the oppression in psychological dimension, as Prilleltensky and Gonick 

(1996) stated: 

To be weighed down in your Mind; it is to have a harsh dominion exercised over your 

self-esteem. The psychologically oppressed become their own oppressors; they come to 

exercise dominion. Over their own self-esteem. Differently put, psychological oppression 

can be regarded as the internalization of intimidation of inferiority. (p. 129) 

Therefore, the experiences of oppression while living in Iran thrust the desire for change 

and breaking barriers. Yet, the sense of domination manifested in other forms of oppression in 

my postmigration journey in the United States. For example, although I had moved to the United 
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States where women have rights and values and more and more women join the leadership strata 

(Chu & Posner, 2013), I did not understand what that right meant to me. In my head, I was still 

living in Iran with no worth or value. I could distinguish between right and wrong, but when 

identifying my rights as a woman, I could not comprehend what it meant. This is why I chose my 

major in college at the University of Washington as gender, women, and sexuality studies, so I 

could start with a simple notion—what does it mean to be a woman? My education choice 

significantly impacted how I understood myself as a new woman in the United States to practice 

leading as self and undo the many years of systemic oppression. 

The themes that emerged from Powerless indicated the existence of internal and external 

elements that steered my path into leadership as a way to overcome the barriers that, for many 

years, had impeded my ability for upward mobility. My inability to fully express myself as a 

woman while experiencing the laws that subjected me to violence (Hanna, 2020b) awakened an 

inner strength that inspired me to create pathways for my success. Similar experiences of 

oppression in the United States pushed me to finish school, be a women’s rights advocate, and 

publish mixed method research on the need for integration programs for immigrant women with 

a Muslim background. My motivation and commitment were proven through the actions I took 

to lead the way not only for myself but also for the community I represented. The research 

findings underscored servant leadership as the pinnacle of my leadership practice. Greenleaf 

(2008) coined servant leadership in The Servant as Leader, a seminal essay published in 1970 

(Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership, n.d.). As published by the International Journal of 

Servant Leadership in that essay, Greenleaf (2008) described: 

The servant-leader is servant first. . . . It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to 

serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. That person is 
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sharply different from one who is leader first, perhaps because of the need to assuage an 

unusual power drive or to acquire material possessions. . . . The leader-first and the 

servant-first are two extreme types. Between them there are shadings and blends that are 

part of the infinite variety of human nature. (p. 35) 

As stated in servant leadership theory, this leadership approach’s primary goal includes 

serving others’ needs while presenting the self as a servant as a plausible explanation of a 

leader’s significance (Lythreatis et al., 2021; Northouse, 2019). In addition, a servant leader 

serves humanity with the intent that those being served can grow as individuals and reach their 

highest potential (Lythreatis et al., 2021). 

In the Making of a Leader. Although my journals and documents painted an 

emotionally enticing story of a young girl’s dream of freedom to evoke a sense of location and 

positionality, it also illuminated the notion of conscious awareness in extending humility to 

question, “who is the person behind the name” (Gist, 2020, p. 45). Though oppression debilitated 

a sense of wholeness, I was able to resurrect an internal power that had one mission: to empower 

me to achieve my dreams of a better life. So, my lived experiences of escaping an oppressive 

environment allowed for my forward mobility. Hence, awareness of the situation and seeking 

more for myself were crucial in attaining future opportunities. In my leadership journey, I used 

internal power and external influence to pave my path to a seat at the decision-making table. 

Consequently, the question of leader character is particularly critical to ponder because of 

the “power and influence” related to leadership as a process that necessitates collaboration and 

consensus. In that interplay, leaders define their vision by setting directions through effective 

communication. They use language to communicate the values of an organization and form its 

culture and “underscores the philosophy of an organization and demonstrates the real values” 
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(Farrell, 2019, p. 194). This is where the notion of awareness plays an essential role in effective 

leadership through emotional intelligence (EQ) to better direct the followers based on what is 

required of the situation to enforce the vision. As described by Srivastava (2013), EQ is the 

ability to monitor one’s and other people’s emotions to differentiate between various emotions, 

label them appropriately, and use dynamic information to guide thinking and behavior. 

Therefore, effective leadership is “the extent to which a leader continually and 

progressively leading and directing his/her followers to the agreed destination which is defined 

by the whole group” (Bhatti et al., 2012, p. 192). EQ has been included at the forefront of 

leadership development models and self-monitoring to highlight the importance of accurately 

addressing different situations through self-awareness and self-regulation. Referring to the 

emerging themes, awareness as the subcategory of Empowered played a dual role in my survival 

and evolution as a leader, specifically related to my pre- and post-migration. Other themes 

emphasized the need for representation in which its absence yields emotional tax.  

An example that clarifies how the findings created an opportunity for my growth as I lead 

in my current government role was a meeting where the head of the department had set for 

intervention to address some concerns around the tensions among teams from the newly created 

department. As we all sat around the table in the meeting room, the department head began by 

stating the reason for the meeting and asked the teams to start talking about what they seemed to 

be a problem leading to rigidities they had encountered. Everyone nodded and started to look 

around to see who would start first. However, at that moment, I recognized although it was 

essential to get to the root of the problem, the department head should have addressed the 

elephant in the room, the vision for creating a new department, and hiring new teams. They also 

did not begin with a level-setting mindset to get teams to have authentic conversations. Before 
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anyone started the conversation, I immediately raised my hand. I asked if it was possible to step 

back and start from the top by letting us all know their intent and vision to get united behind the 

significance of their foresight. The department head agreed to continue the discussion by sharing 

the vision and inviting teams to weigh in on the actual implementation of that vision. By using 

EQ as part of my personal and professional practice, I set a tone for a productive conversation 

session and allowed space for psychological safety. Though I was using EQ in my life without 

recognizing it, its application became apparent through the doctoral program, which walked me 

through the process of EQ enactment. I learned effective leadership uses EQ to better direct the 

followers based on what is required of the situation to enforce the vision. Therefore, effective 

leadership is the extent to which a leader persistently and progressively leads and directs their 

followers “to the agreed destination which the whole group defines” (Bhatti et al., 2012, p. 192). 

Aside from the overall concept of leadership, the specific findings led to their emergence 

as servant leadership. In diving deeper into the literature to bracket some of the underlying 

elements of servant leadership related to my culture and background, it was visible in the 

occasion of “the national and regional leadership in the Middle East, history, culture, religion, 

and geography form a unique complex that influences both the decisions made by leaders and 

how others view those decisions” (Greaves, 2012, p. 99). Thus, my leadership practice 

unconsciously represented my cultural understanding by which leaders and citizens develop the 

necessary trust to govern effectively (Kabasakal et al., 2012). This cultural understanding also 

influences the expectations of behavior and attitudes on both ends of the leadership spectrum. As 

explained in detail by Greaves (2012), the leadership cultures of the Middle East have three 

major formative areas: “the city, the village, and the desert” (p. 101). Although much of the 

formation of a cultural tendency to influence leaders yielded back thousands of years, it is also 
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clear Islam had a profound influence over the adaptation of behaviors that constituted a trustable 

leader. For example, the Quran states the Prophet Mohammed “preferred to work through 

persuasion, moral example, and goodwill. He is uniformly depicted as kind, generous, humble, 

godly, and charitable, traits that can apply to very few of those who succeeded him to the 

Caliphate” (Greaves, 2012, p. 99). 

Additionally, Greenleaf’s servant leaders are servants first, which starts with the natural 

desire to serve and their conscious aspiration to lead (Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership, 

n.d.; Sarayrah, 2004). As Spears (2000) described, servant leaders encompass the following 

characteristics: listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, 

stewardship, commitment to helping others and building community (as cited in Sarayrah, 2004). 

As stated in the leadership examples on effective leadership, the current study’s finding, in 

alignment with the existing literature, confirms the influence of culture and background on my 

leadership development (Puranik, 2022; Raithel et al., 2021). For example, my intrinsic longing 

to serve my family, community, and society was a byproduct of the difficulties I experienced as a 

woman and later as an independent woman. Although no one had given me the responsibility to 

advocate for others’ rights, I firmly believe my upbringing and cultural teaching influenced my 

leadership development. Further, research findings supported employees who place high 

importance on ethics in their work lives are projected to care more about the company’s mission 

(Lythreatis et al., 2021).  

Comparable attitudes applied to my leadership development, where I found strength in 

leading the way by advocating for the rights of others. I understood access and representation go 

hand in hand in identifying eligibility and availability. As an example, in a 2021 doctoral 

innovation class project, I chose to research Women for Women International, a global 
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organization that works to empower women from war-torn countries. These countries include 

Afghanistan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kosovo, Nigeria, 

Iraq, Rwanda, and South Sudan. I indicated: 

The reason for choosing this organization is to understand what is working and what 

hinders its operation. Another reason is, now that the United States is leaving 

Afghanistan, how the humanitarian works would continue in their communities. And for 

future purposes, as someone who grew up in an environment with culturally embedded 

structural misogyny, I have an ongoing desire to create change in Iran. Although WFWI 

[Women for Women International] does not support Iranian women, studying its 

operation will help my vision for initiating a grassroots movement. 

Although I knew building oneself and freeing one’s mind required much work and 

practice, I always included others in that journey to serve them in a manner I deemed possible, 

given my representation and access anywhere it was available. 

Representation, Access, and Emotional Tax  

The COVID-19 global pandemic proved to be one of the most significant leadership tests 

for leaders across various industries. Although leaders had to make the most challenging 

decisions in no time to protect the health of their employees and customers, they also 

circumnavigated extensive disruption to their operations, planned for recovery, and prepared to 

reimagine their business models for the new normal. In times of volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity, and ambiguity (Government of Canada, 2022) that need rapid, high-impact decisions 

in a limited information setting, leaders must manage these elements, learn new lessons along the 

way, and help to develop various creative problem-solving strategies. Resilient leaders who 

empower others to lead are catalysts for widespread change through agile leadership. Hence, an 
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effective leadership team encourages outside the box rationale to deal with cataclysmic events 

(Kaul et al., 2020).  

However, despite the great work leaders have done, research has identified international 

and national crises, including pandemics, often highlight inequalities that may have been unseen 

or hidden prior to the crisis by those experiencing discrimination, resulting in many of our most 

vulnerable populations in the United States experiencing a much harsher impact on work-related 

and economic factors (Kantamneni, 2020). For example, the most vulnerable people (i.e., 

African American/Black, Native Americans, and Latinx) of the U.S. population did not have the 

financial stability required to survive the pandemic and were not represented in many of the jobs 

that allowed for work from home accommodations and included health benefits, paid sick leave, 

and decent wages (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020; Kantamneni, 2020). Unfortunately, they had 

experienced the adverse economic consequences of the COVID-19 global pandemic at an 

increased intensity compared to white, upper, middle-class Americans. 

Leadership in a crisis concerning representation is crucial as leaders are bound to often 

make difficult decisions that will have adverse impacts on the most vulnerable population; thus, 

it is important to have representation at the decision-making table of who asks the tough 

questions concerning various populations makes an apparent difference. Representation matters 

because it can form the reputation and self-image of women, Black, Indigenous, and people of 

color (BIPOC) in environments dominated by overrepresented majorities. Additionally, a typical 

chorus of some underrrepresented academics in the United States who found themselves in a 

position of authority was, “[y]ou can only aspire for what you can see yourself in” (Ijoma et al. 

2021, p. 353). Sadly, there is a deficiency in addressing the social elements pulled from 

unresolved structural racism that led to this underrepresentation because psychological and social 
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disparities often perpetuate the leaky pipeline that contributes to the decreased representation of 

people of color (Ijoma et al., 2021). 

As indicated, the themes that spoke clearly to this concept determined access was vital to 

my upward mobility. Without access to resources, I would not have had the chance to be 

represented in the government sector; however, despite my position, women and people of color 

are segregated in the lower paying, lower status in the government sector at large (Riccucci, 

2009). The nominal representation then led to the experience of emotional tax that negatively 

impeded my ability to take space in the dominant culture. Although my hard work and resilience 

paved the way for my representation, the lack of other immigrant women of color, specifically 

Iranian immigrant women, made my uniqueness inconvenient. This is highly alarming as 

research by Catalyst showed: 

Team members from racially and ethnically marginalized groups are under constant threat 

of bias in their work teams, which affects their ability to thrive at work. They stay on 

guard to protect themselves from intentional and unintentional experiences of bias, for 

example by bracing for insults, avoiding certain situations and places, and changing the 

way they look to protect against being stereotyped by others. This experience of being on 

guard is a hallmark of the emotional tax that employees from marginalized racial and 

ethnic groups pay in the workplace. Emotional tax is the combination of being on guard 

against bias because of race, ethnicity, and gender and the associated effects on well-being 

and ability to thrive at work. (Brassel et al., 2022, p. 4) 

However, research findings have indicated team racial and ethnic diversity is critical for 

being less on guard on work teams. Accordingly, the more racially and ethnically diverse a team 

is, the less likely team members from marginalized racial and ethnic groups will be on guard. So 
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aside from gender as a marginalization, I simultaneously experienced the emotional tax and 

tokenism as a barrier to psychological safety. The findings of this eluded to the phenomena of 

emotional tax based on my experiences of exclusion resulting from organizational practices that 

further marginalized my identity. A clear example was in my first government role. I had just 

finished my master’s program and was ready to join a workforce on a higher pay stratum; 

however, to my surprise, my base pay was equivalent to those with no real work experience 

graduating from a bachelor’s program. I found it unreasonable because not only did I have more 

experience, but I was also carrying more debt due to my higher education. But given the lack of 

access to career advising and other Iranian women at my workplace, I did not negotiate for a 

higher salary. 

Additionally, because I was the only Iranian immigrant woman in the office, I was 

carrying the burden of being an Iranian woman and an immigrant. Although feeling the 

emotional tax, I realized empowering myself required a strong vision and commitment to 

change. Because the organization was not supporting me to level up, I took it upon myself to 

change the system for others. On my vision board, I wrote: 

I will be a leader that empowers humanity, women, and minorities through education and 

public service, using my determination, critical thinking, and optimism to accomplish good 

deeds with ethics, integrity, and loyalty.  

As addressed earlier in the study, marginalized populations prefer to work in the 

government sectors based on their commitment to advancing social equity (Riccucci, 2009) 

which requires a systematic approach to embedding fairness in decision-making processes, 

executive departments, and agencies to recognize and work to rectify inequities in their policies 

and programs that serve as barriers to equal opportunity (The White House, 2021a). However, 
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my experiences have proven otherwise. Most importantly, I carried the burden of raising 

awareness around the lack of diversity and equity in the organization and developing and 

implementing solutions to the problem. But the antiracism toolkit by Coalition for Diversity and 

Inclusion in Scholarly Communications (2021)–professional associations representing 

organizations and individuals working in scholarly communications–underscored: 

The burden should not fall on BIPOC staff when everyone has a responsibility to speak up 

and act as agents of change. BIPOC staff and associated groups (e.g., Employee Resource 

Groups) can provide perspective in discussions and help prioritize actions, but they are not 

responsible for achieving the solution. (para. 2) 

A series of McKinsey and Company (2022) reports showed a correlative association 

between business performance and diversity in which access to talent and improved employee 

engagement contribute to a higher performance outcome. Recently, organizations have been 

working to include diverse individuals in their programs; however, Van Bommel et al. (2022) 

research indicated more is needed to proclaim policies or issue statements about DEI. According 

to their data, three quarters (75%) of employees reported their organization’s racial equity 

policies needed to be more genuine (Van Bommel et al., 2022). Conversely, the employees of 

color who believed their organization’s racial equity policies were honest had experienced more 

inclusion, engagement, feelings of respect, and value. Additionally, authentic racial equity 

policies fuel positive experiences at work for employees of color and provide a crucial acumen 

for organizations that wish to retain a diverse workforce. Various articles highlighted 

performative DEI efforts in organizations such as hiring chief diversity officers, frequently 

women of color, without empowering them to root out the cause of systemic inequities serve as a 

buffer for the organization’s leadership and, unfortunately, the buck tends to stop there (Melaku 
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& Winkler, 2022). Sadly, performative DEI strategies hurt marginalized people working in the 

organizations and impact the organization’s long-term effectiveness. For example, working in a 

sector that conveniently created virtual sessions inviting speakers to talk at us explaining implicit 

and explicit bias without a follow-up action led to employee demoralization. The lack of 

authentic interest in changing the systemic inequity highlighted the big issue of lack of diversity 

in the leadership hierarchy and the leadership’s lack of willingness to take on the responsibility 

to go beyond performatively acknowledging the issue to directly addressing it and inviting 

everyone to engage in action for change. Their inability to combat the problem led to many 

marginalized staffers leaving the organizations and leaving the sector short-staffed and 

responsible for serving the public, ultimately further affecting the marginalized communities that 

desperately need governmental assistance.  

Therefore, it is critical to recognize what happens to Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian 

immigrants, and people with disabilities as they gain entry into the organization and whether 

they are afforded access to equitable professional development, mentorship, sponsorship, pay, 

performance reviews, networking, and opportunities for advancement and promotion (Melaku & 

Winkler, 2022). When eliminating emotional tax, organizations must take active steps to create a 

sense of belonging for marginalized employees and include policies that advance diverse leaders. 

According to McKinsey and Company’s (2021) research, respondents indicated when the leaders 

at their organizations were diverse, they were 1.5 times more likely than peers without diverse 

leaders to feel very included. Furthermore, at organizations where leaders focus on inclusivity 

through acts such as building team cohesion, respondents were 1.7 times more likely than those 

at other organizations to feel very included. Therefore, an organization’s strategies, 

environments, and available resources directly impact its employees’ success and development. 
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Strategies, Environments, and Resources 

In this study, Research Question 2 was: What strategies, environments, and resources 

assisted me in achieving vertical mobility in leadership positions? The documents revealed 

common strategies, environments, and resources in seeking to attain and retain executive-level 

positions as (a) pursuing mentors and sponsors to support career goals and (b) being in a 

workplace environment that was supportive and favorable to my growth as a leader.  

However, it is unequivocally vital to recenter resilience as an immigrant’s lived 

experience strategy in facing countless adversity that led to positive changes. For example, 

migration forces the migrant to change worldviews and develop new life narratives, which in and 

of itself is a positive change. In reviewing the immigration literature, the main emphasis is on the 

immigrant’s experience as adverse effects, such that Weiss and Berger (2008) highlighted 

immigrants’ “strengths, resilience, and potential salutary effects are neglected” (p. 100). Thus, as 

a model of study in terms of resilience, the posttraumatic growth model hypothesizes personal 

growth as an outcome of cognitive–emotional processing of challenges triggered by a stressor 

event resulting in an increased readiness to invest in relationships, greater compassion, and 

closeness and freedom to be oneself. These concepts closely aligned with the findings of the 

Empowerment theme that emerged from the data from this study through supporting ideas such 

as grit and resilience, internal locus of control, and access. 

In identifying strategies, environments, and resources that Iranian immigrant women or 

other immigrant women may find necessary in their path to attaining leadership positions, it is 

vital for human resources in organizations to think about the immigrant women’s needs separate 

from native-born individuals. Because despite the vast pool of skills that immigrants possess, the 

simple notion that they are in a minoritized groups puts them in the lower strata. Immigrant 
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women need to understand their rights and have representation at the leadership level that 

resembles them to break the status quo of immigrant women representation only at the 

operational level across various sectors such as government to make their vertical mobility 

possible. Therefore, if Iranian immigrant women in organizations are not allowed to define how 

laws affect them and how existing policies impact them, the current status of their representation 

will remain unchanged because it would be difficult for immigrant women to visualize accessing 

leadership when strategies, environment, and resources keep promoting the majority culture. The 

current antiimmigrant rhetoric, which many politicians in the government sector have been using 

to condemn immigrants, has increased dramatically. As rightfully indicated by Cohen et al. 

(2000) in their leadership training for immigrants, the need for immigrant leadership in all facets 

of public affairs has never been more apparent than now. For example, when talking about 

emotional tax and its relation to the differences that categorize them as others, Lorde (1984) 

described: 

It often felt like I was working and raising my children in a vacuum, and that it was my 

own fault— if I was only Blacker, things would be fine. It was a time of much wasted 

energy, and I was often in a lot of pain. Either I denied or chose between various aspects 

of my identity, or my work and my Blackness would be unacceptable. As a Black lesbian 

mother in an interracial marriage, there was usually some part of me guaranteed to offend 

everybody’s comfortable prejudices of who I should be. That is how I learned that if I 

didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me 

and eaten alive. My poetry, my life, my work, my energies for struggle were not 

acceptable unless I pretended to match somebody else’s norm. I learned that not only 
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couldn’t I succeed at that game, but the energy needed for that masquerade would be lost 

to my work. (p. 128) 

Lorde’s (1984) lived experiences depicting emotional tax tie back to the necessity for 

representation as it helps new immigrants recognize that they too can think about accessing 

higher career ambitions in terms of leadership opportunities, which requires them to “articulate 

power, not conformity” (p. 138). Lorde’s words reminded me of my own struggles as an Iranian 

immigrant woman from Iran. In my early days living in the United States, specifically in Seattle, 

the lack of access to housing, healthcare, and integration training isolated me from the bigger 

community. Given my limited income, I could not enjoy the amenities the city offered other 

residents, and I struggled to feel I belonged. Although I owned my small business and worked as 

a canvasser to raise funds for organizations that supported kids in war-torn countries, I remained 

marginalized in one of the most progressive cities in the United States. In the eyes of the system, 

I was a legal immigrant fully capable of finding employment, speaking the language, and being 

qualified to chase the American dream. Still, in the reality of my world, I was an isolated 

immigrant woman who had escaped a country that deprived her of her fundamental rights, an 

immigrant of another country that taught her how to survive as a foreigner, and a newcomer (in 

the United States) that represented all that was wrong with her country of origin (i.e., Iran).  

I did not have a community, nor was I qualified for governmental assistance because, by 

the nature of my immigration status, I was fit to figure it out as everyone else had. And I did! But 

it cost me over a decade of my life to level the playing field that could have been spent in self-

actualization to advance my career in serving my community. Thus, in creating an environment 

where people of color and women can thrive, the governmental sector’s approach to diversity, 

hiring, and supporting staff to form an inclusive workplace will make a big difference in the 
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quality of the service provided to the people they represent. Finally, representative government is 

“a founding ideal of U.S. democracy, and no other institution has a greater responsibility to 

uphold this standard than the U.S.” government (Maristany & Meier, n.d., p. 5). Therefore, a 

holistic and democratic government must find it necessary to include in their strategies and 

environment access to mentorship and sponsorship for those who desperately need their support 

to advance in their lives under equitable conditions. Leaders from marginalized communities 

have both the experience and vision to allocate vital resources to the communities they represent. 

Mentorship, Sponsorship, and Workplace Environment 

In the previous exhibits, I indicated the barriers to mentoring for women of color and 

immigrant women have continued to persist in the workplace and questionably contribute to the 

underrepresentation seen at the highest levels of leadership. Although the need for and benefits 

of mentorship and sponsorship in achieving leadership positions remain necessary, organizations 

still need to grasp its impact (Whitmire, 2022). Unequivocally, employees can gain an 

overabundance of benefits from mentorship throughout the entirety of their careers. In addition, a 

CNBC survey found 90% of employees with a mentor were happier, more productive, and feel 

empowered to contribute (Wronski & Cohen, 2019). However, only 37% of professionals had a 

mentor; hence, neglecting to cultivate mentorship opportunities can significantly impact a 

company’s retention rates (Whitmire, 2022). Mentoring relationships have also been found 

helpful in leadership development, and research has explicitly indicated the same beneficial 

impacts apply to women of color and immigrant women (Gower et al., 2022). 

However, women of color and immigrant women’s career progression has not influenced 

their numbers in the upper divisions of organizations. Still, there is an overwhelming scarcity of 

diversity at the CEO levels of corporations and not enough in the pipeline to make a difference 
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(N. M. Carter et al., 2013). In terms of migrant women, as mentioned throughout the study, the 

personal, cultural, and structural challenges as they adapt to new lives in host countries hold 

them dependent on their community. Although the resettlement policies fail to recognize the 

unique challenges women immigrants and refugees face, gender-based interventions focusing on 

males’ access to employment and financial independence leave women migrants behind in their 

quest for empowerment.  

Research by Gower et al. (2022) showed female migrants were perceived to have lower 

self-efficacy scores due to their potentially lower social, linguistic, and cultural integration in the 

resettlement country. Lower integration was likely to be a result of isolation due to child-rearing 

responsibilities, which may preclude immigrant women from engaging in social activities such 

as employment, lack of education and formal qualifications, cultural expectations around family 

responsibilities, and language barriers (Gower et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2018). Social isolation and 

separation from family left behind contribute to anxiety, with opportunities for family reunions 

being limited by low socioeconomic status and harsh government policies such as the Executive 

Order 13769, which imposed a 90-day suspension on entry into the United States by persons 

from seven countries (i.e., Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen; National 

Archives, 2017; Roosevelt, 2017). The stress of transitioning along with concerns about stigma 

from community members; distrust of authority figures or health professionals from different 

cultural backgrounds; and socioeconomic factors such as income, language, and transport may be 

barriers to accessing appropriate services, which contributes to their lack of representation in the 

higher echelons of governmental sectors (Gower et al., 2022). 

The lack of mentorship opportunities in the United States hampered my ability to spend 

quality time understanding my new environment; instead, I had to work several jobs while 



 189 

adjusting to the new society I needed to learn about. Although resilience gave me the ability to 

“bounce back” (Mendenhall et al., 2018, p. 89), hard work, commitment, and grit allowed me to 

step into the unknown to become successful; the unimaginable loneliness, anxiety, and stress 

took a huge toll on my health and wellbeing.  

As part of the strategies that helped me succeed, I acknowledge the role of school as a 

place where despite my background, I had a chance to learn and seek feedback and mentorship 

necessary for my self-realization. Ultimately school was the only place that felt safe to express 

the nuances of my migration process, and I found seeking mentorship a validating process in 

honoring my experiences as an individual as “a commitment to ongoing development, capacity 

building, and enhancing agency” (Gower et al., 2022, p. 3). In addition, Rosser’s (2005) study on 

mentorship divulged “the CEOs recognized they would not be where they are today without the 

influence of those who had mentored them as they progressed in their careers” (p. 538). 

Therefore, mentoring relationships are essential in ensuring Iranian immigrant women a pathway 

to show up in the pipeline to executive leadership positions (Rosser, 2005) at all levels. 

In contrast, sponsorship differs from mentorship, although mentors can be sponsors if 

highly placed and well connected. In assuming a sponsor as an advocate provides significant and 

positive support to help secure career advancement opportunities, mentors can be at any level in 

the organization. They may not necessarily need to be in a position of power (Sharma et al., 

2019). This is extremely important to highlight as this study identified barriers to access as a 

need for more organizational awareness, limited leadership opportunities, and limited social and 

human capital scope. Understanding the variance between sponsorship and mentorship is central 

to ensuring immigrant women are wholly supported in their career trajectory (Chow, 2021).  
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A clear example of the need for sponsorship in my career development was when I 

graduated from my master’s program. At the time, I had worked in various industries across for 

and nonprofit organizations. However, when I applied for a government leadership position, I 

realized despite the strong academic community, I did not have the social capital necessary to 

advance in my quest for success. Luckily, my school professors and past internship opportunities 

created a network to support me through that process. Now, I understand the meaning of 

sponsorship and its value in my future. Although I had spent several years outside of Iran and the 

migratory process had influenced my chance to live my full potential, it did not fulfill the need 

for generational wealth as a “surplus resource available for improving life chances, providing 

further opportunities, securing prestige, passing status along to one’s family, and influencing the 

political process” (M. Adams et al., 2018, p. 191). Outside of mentors and sponsors as resources, 

I recognized the need to work in environments supporting my development and growth as a 

leader. 

In describing a suitable workplace environment with an organizational culture that was a 

good fit in my leadership and held espoused values that aligned with my own were those that 

emphasized the need for organizations to be agile in instilling a global mindset in their systems. 

For example, employees were encouraged to develop skills that provoke a sense of curiosity to 

expand their organizational knowledge creation. In that setting, the organizations were also 

responsible for creating knowledge by “shaping employee work experiences and then eliciting 

experience-based learning in ways that allow it to be shared throughout the organization and lead 

to the accomplishment of organizational objectives” (Mendenhall, 2018, p. 303). In discussing a 

diverse leadership representation and the attributes that reflect its very multidisciplinary roots, it 

is pivotal to reminisce that “[l]iving in a diverse world––or leading a diverse workforce––is more 
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than a mental construct, a memorized list of cultural differences, or a willingness to be tolerant. 

It is about examining how well we function at the margins and interfaces of life, where divergent 

ways of being and believing meet and collide” (Kemper, 2003, as cited in Mendenhall et al., 

2018, p. 28).  

So, an environment conducive to immigrant women requires an organizational 

understanding of the need for diversity to effectively operate crossculturally and for leaders to 

indisputably have the competence to maneuver between their own and foreign cultures. In 

addition, organizations should consider evidenced-based management to be aware of their biases, 

seeking and examining the evidence with precision (Daft, 2016). However, the assumption is 

merely an evaluative criterion, further emphasizing the necessity for cultural competency in 

creating an organizational environment that acts as a “grease of the cultural machine, enabling 

professionals to learn through the contact they have with the people and circumstances of their 

cross-cultural environment” (Caligiuri, 2012, p. 53). Although I learned to adapt and survive 

over the years, the environments that helped me thrive were those that trusted in my ability to 

make decisions and supported my desire for growth while pushing me to set higher goals. Thus, 

the findings from this research study align with the literature on various fundamental arguments 

leading to associations on conceptual framework, social change, and the practice of executive-

level leadership in the governmental sector. 

Implications for Social Change 

This study’s findings centered on four major themes that emerged from an in-depth 

review of my journals and documents: Cultural Influence, Powerless, Empowered, and Servant 

Leadership. Given the current increase in immigration in the United States, representation 

remains necessary at all levels of government in impactful and meaningful ways. The study also 
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illuminated there had been minimal changes in the workplace experiences of immigrant women 

over recent years. Based on my experiences during pre- and post-migration, the first implication 

of this study finding solidified the existing data highlighted in the literature on immigrant 

women’s lack of access to leadership and literature about immigrant women who have continued 

to face barriers to upward mobility despite their ability as leaders who are agile, adaptive, 

resilient, and culturally competent. My lived experiences further addressed how resilience, 

internal locus of control, and access can pave the way to becoming an effective agent in 

empowering self and others to contribute positively to our collective communities.  

In addition, the literature review highlighted the benefit of diversity in the community 

that the governmental sectors serve; by taking actions through policy change, organizations can 

grow a diverse leadership pipeline necessary to cultivate a dynamic, diverse organizational 

workforce with psychological safety at its center (Van Bommel et al., 2022). Given their diverse 

background and granting them the opportunity, immigrant women as leaders can be instrumental 

in creating psychological safety by forming the right environment, mindsets, and behaviors for 

all employees to include other marginalized groups (McKinsey & Company, 2021). However, 

women’s representation has increased across the pipeline since 2016, and women—especially 

women of color—have remained considerably underrepresented in leadership.  

The second implication for Iranian immigrant leadership in the government sector, based 

on the findings of this study, is as an Iranian immigrant woman, I experienced unique barriers 

and obstacles throughout my leadership practice; yet, in reviewing the existing research and 

literature, the commonalities in the present research were around the systematic inequities that 

were based on race and/or gender. Current systemic, ineffective, and discriminatory policies 

concerning race, gender, and ethnicity have significantly impacted the development and practice 
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of leadership of immigrant women leaders in the government sector (Human Rights Watch, 

2022). Additionally, those policies and practices need to be assessed in a manner that recognizes 

the inequities concerning the lack of representation of different ethnic groups in the government 

sector that is responsible for democratic governance (Riccucci, 2009). 

As more immigrant women successfully lead the governmental sector, it is paramount to 

create an environment where all employees feel they belong and each person’s differences are 

appreciated (Travis & Thorpe-Moscon, 2021). To do so, organizations must gather enough data 

to understand how nonnative speaker immigrant women are accessing the resources necessary to 

make it to the leadership pipeline. Therefore, it is critical to pay close attention to multiracial 

feminism theory by focusing on women’s social location based on race, class, and gender; 

multiracial feminism seeks to clarify the structural sources of diversity. Thereby, multiracial 

feminism “forces us to see privilege and subordination as interrelated and to pose such questions 

as How to do the existences and experiences of all people-women and men, different racial-

ethnic groups, and different classes-shape the experiences of each other?” (Zinn & Dill, 1996, 

pp. 329–330). To which Mohanty argued, “it is the nature and organization of women’s 

opposition which mediates and differentiates the impact of structures of domination” (Zinn & 

Dill, 1996, p. 328). 

Although the differences related to gender, race, and ethnicity in organizations seem 

challenging, they further demonstrate the emergence of leadership skills and experiences highly 

valuable to human capital resources. Although additional research is certainly needed, this study 

contributes to the growing body of literature toward conceptualizing ways to better assist access 

to leadership positions for MENA immigrant women. Several key factors were identified that 

assisted with empowerment of the researcher in this study. Lastly, the findings of this study 
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contribute to the literature on Iranian immigrant women in leadership, barriers of racism and 

sexism, and my lived experiences that contributed hope for a better future for all immigrant 

women seeking to attain and retain executive-level positions in the governmental sector. 

Recommendations for Practice 

The findings of this study have resulted in multiple recommendations for Iranian 

immigrant women in governmental sectors. Starting with the organizational perspective, this 

study emphasizes the need for a diverse and inclusive government to draw on the wisdom of a 

workforce that reflects the population they serve to better understand and meet the needs of the 

U.S. population (D’Agostino et al., 2021; U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 2023). One 

may think the solution to this problem of lack of representation would be to recruit more 

immigrant women; however, this alone is not enough, and more focus should be placed on 

providing the tools and mentorship they need to encourage retainment (Ijoma et al., 2021) after 

achieving leadership positions. 

It is essential to employ a workforce that accurately reflects diversity in the United States; 

however, more than merely hiring a diverse workforce is required. Governmental sectors must 

make the workplaces more inclusive, specifically regarding the intersectionality of race, gender, 

class, and ethnicity. As stated in the research, although the representation of diverse communities 

in the workforce has been slowly increasing—especially among women in senior management—

women, particularly immigrant women of color, have remained underrepresented across the 

entire pipeline (McKinsey & Company, 2022). This is alarming as the total percentage of female 

employees in the federal government and the percentage of female members of the Senior 

Executive Service have remained flat over the past several years. A plethora of literature, 

research, and data reflect on the benefit of diversity in the decision-making process at executive 
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leadership tables (D’Agostino et al., 2021; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). An inclusive and 

diverse work environment benefits from better decision-making driven by multiple perspectives. 

In addition, an increased emphasis on and reflection on the facts directly correlates to more 

robust organizational health (D’Agostino et al., 2021). 

Additionally, McKinsey and Company’s (2021) research showed organizations perceived 

as devoted to diversity were approximately 75% more likely to support a pro-teamwork 

leadership culture. Through listening and encouraging dialogue in talking openly about 

differences and paying particular attention to listening to and affirming experiences that bridge 

gender, race, and ethnicity (D’Agostino et al., 2021), the concept of diversity also encompasses a 

workforce with languages other than English. Although challenges in communication between 

employees with different linguistic backgrounds are inevitable (Kim et al., 2018), failure to 

recognize and address these challenges can create major obstacles to achieving effective 

integration benefits. Therefore, the organizations’ human resource department needs to invest in 

their nonnative speaker employees through trust-based solutions. For example, the Occupational 

Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) safeguards the rights of workers to safe and healthy 

working conditions by: 

Setting and enforcing standards, and by providing training, outreach, education, and 

assistance. Fluent in a variety of languages, OSHA’s multilingual staff ensures that 

programs and services are effectively communicated to all workers and employers. The 

Wage and Hour Division (WHD) enforces federal labor laws, including laws concerning 

the minimum wage, overtime pay, child labor, and migrant workers. (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2023, para. 1) 
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OSHA’s standards are an excellent start for all governmental agencies in ensuring a sense 

of belonging and inclusion among their nonnative-speaker employees. Moreover, language 

abilities are integral tools in enabling employees and executives to advance their careers. High 

degrees of multilingualism in the organization reduce the prevalence of mistakes, thus enhancing 

the organization’s efficiency, quality, and output. However, it is crucial to indicate a person’s 

inability to speak English does not translate to the inadequacy of skill or talent but rather the 

limitation in language proficiency. Organizations must consider the following: 

The difficulties that highly skilled and valuable non-English speaking employees 

encounter in their bid to communicate with their colleagues, customers, and managers in 

the organization. Organizations should build communication bridges that enable non-

English employees to attain their optimal potential. (Moron & Mujtaba, 2018, p. 23) 

Thus, more than training in the English language alone is required to ensure nonnative 

speakers are effectively integrated into the workplace culturally. There is a difference between 

speaking in English and learning about the Unites States and its 50 states’ culture. It is essential 

to pay particular attention to the difference between the words and mechanics of their application 

and their unique espoused beliefs as part of society’s cultural fabric. It is critical to recognize 

understanding these cultural nuances and forming conversable sentences supports adequate 

language capital. 

The language also represents an era in time through slang, movie snippets, or poems for 

both the native and nonnative speaker, respective of their country of origin’s cultural diversity. In 

other words, people must apply an intersectionality lens as they think about the relationship 

between simply knowing how to speak a language and knowing the nuances of those words. 

Nonnative speaker immigrant women need help to inherit the culture they are adopting in the 
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United States. As mentioned, Iranian women underwent a radical Islamic reform in the United 

States, and the Pacific Northwest Hippie movement also changed how the United States defined 

itself. At the time Iran was going through a Western-influenced (Afary, 2023) Islamic theocracy 

(Kazemipur & Rezaei, 2003), President Carter delivered his malaise speech in the United States, 

which was more like a sermon, urging the United States to reevaluate its meaning and purpose 

(Feuerrherd, 2018; Strong, 1986). The United States was reforming its own culture. Women 

continued progressing across all sectors, specifically those with solid gender norms construct. 

For example, in that era, the first Susan B. Anthony dollar coins were made in San Francisco, 

and the Women Airforce Service Pilots of World War II finally received their well-deserved 

military status from the Defense Department after almost 35 years (Feminist Majority 

Foundation, 2020). 

Thus, the realization of these efforts relies on the inclusion of nonnative and native 

speakers in the management of organizations with diverse linguistic personnel (Moron & 

Mujtaba, 2018). This will allow the nonnative speaker to have a representation other than 

themselves necessary to bridge cultural and linguistic barriers. The Iranian immigrant leaders can 

understand the nuances of foreignness that come with accents and other forms of identity to help 

shape policies conducive to building an environment supportive of Iranian immigrant women's 

vertical mobility and other underrepresented groups within organizations. 

Second governmental sectors must apply strategies such as gathering DEI data to 

measure outcomes and identify barriers pertaining to Iranian immigrant women. Creating a 

targeted strategy involves identifying specific opportunities to address the agency’s particular 

challenges and engaging Iranian immigrant women employees in those solutions. For example, 

leaders in government sectors must also offer allyship and sponsorship, particularly for diverse 
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employees. LGBTQ+ and racially or ethnically minoritized senior leaders are more likely than 

others to say sponsorship positively impacted their careers and are likely to feel an essence of 

inclusion in their organizations (D’Agostino et al., 2021; Gower et al., 2022). However, the 

absence of mentors and sponsors creates significant barriers for immigrant women from Iran. 

Governmental sectors must expand their Iranian immigrant women leadership pipeline by 

rigorously surveying and studying through participatory action research to understand the needs 

of this particular population better and comprehensively investigate the finding to create 

solutions in including Iranian immigrant women in the organizational hierarchy. Although the 

data on Iranian immigrant women in the government sector have been lacking in studying this 

populace, it is essential to continuously reflect in the process to avoid reproducing “the same 

systems of power we aim to change” (Stringer & Aragon, 2021, p. 70). Additionally, although 

engaging in data gathering and further evaluation of the hiring process, it is vital to revisit 

existing policies to examine whether these policies have led to an equitable and democratic 

representation of immigrant women in the upper echelons of the government sectors in ensuring 

democratic governance.  

In this study, RBT framed the foundation of the need for representation by aligning the 

theories outcome—assurance to equal access to power, bureaucratic proficiency and capability, a 

precise reflection of group preferences, group disposition to collaborate, and effective use of 

resources (Kennedy, 2014) to that of government sector’s ambitious goals. Understanding the 

magnitude to which various groups are represented and disseminating representation across 

agencies and levels is critical. Scholars have found, “increasing representation among minorities 

and females is related to substantive changes in policy outputs favoring these groups” (Kennedy, 

2014, p. 402). As culturally agile leaders, Iranian immigrant women “adapt to universal values, 
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understand acculturation, contribute to the global world by sharing their tacit knowledge” 

(Estellés & Fischman, 2021, p. 230; Gabrielsson et al., 2008). Thus, another essential practice 

government sectors must include in their hiring and retention process is boosting the diversity of 

their pipeline by addressing the existing systemic bias through all-inclusive training. For 

example, Congress has been active in shifting the culture of their respective offices, underlining 

the necessity for diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging. At the same time, congressional 

hiring managers have indicated a diverse staff is a priority, and many “admit their office’s 

diversity policy is implied or assumed” (Maristany & Meier, n.d., p. 13). Because without 

identifying the specific needs of each population, there can be no shared value or vision to work 

toward as a robust team. Consequently, the lack of an established, transparent policy on salaries, 

job titles, job requirements, beliefs, and unestablished procedures and norms can result in 

implicit bias or preferential treatment in one’s team (Maristany & Meier, n.d.).  

Similar to some of organizations’ orientation trainings, government agencies must 

implement trainings that specially address integration process for immigrant women to build 

them up for success by helping them translate their skills into the current sector’s culture and 

espouse beliefs. By standardizing the process, government sectors institute a critical equity lens 

for building a more cohesive and inclusive staff in their day-to-day operation while applying 

diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging in workforce retention and development. It has been 

sufficiently documented that adequate employment is a route to immigrants’ economic 

integration and social mobility (Lewis et al., 2014). Thus, inclusive government policies are so 

effective as to limit the space for discriminatory intentions (Marrow, 2009) in “cultivating ‘heart‐

felt’ positivity [as means] to achieving individual and organizational growth and optimal 

functioning over time” (Steger et al., 2017, p. 11). 
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Although, as indicated earlier, one’s accent has remained a barrier for immigrant women 

leaders; it is instrumental for governmental sectors to minimize accent discrimination in the 

workplace by recognizing unconscious bias and offering training to the staff, specifically those 

on the recruitment panels. Government sectors must develop inclusive workplace practices and 

consciously look beyond biases relating to delivering a directive to the actual content of that 

statement (Agarwal, 2021). It is vital to keep all communication as inclusive and nonjudgmental 

as possible while incorporating more team members from diverse linguistic backgrounds to 

ensure everyone is more acclimatized and adapted to varied accents. This act will promote 

multilingual sensitivity, which might reduce the ethnolinguistic notion and accent hierarchies. In 

addition, government sectors must provide strategies and toolkits that can support diverse teams 

and create effective workplace communication practices between members with different 

backgrounds and accents (Agarwal, 2021).  

Finally, it is essential to include Iranian immigrant women in the leadership pipeline by 

providing them with professional development training to ensure they have the chance for 

upward mobility in their quest to represent the unique needs of the MENA communities. It is 

also crucial for the government sector to organize efforts to inform and educate employees about 

the importance of diversity in their daily work to dismantle structural barriers (D’Agostino et al., 

2021; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2023). Given the limits and restrictions of this 

research study, as identified in Chapter 1, the researcher determined the need for additional 

research on the topic of closing the leadership gap for Iranian immigrant women in attaining and 

retaining executive-level positions.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Despite the various propositions of this study, the concept of leadership representation, 

specifically in the government sector, requires extensive exploration. This research presents a 

few recommendations to address the executive leadership gap for Iranian immigrant women in 

the government sector. Nevertheless, this problem requires much-needed attention as people 

work to address the many inequitable and systemic issues. In thinking about future research, it is 

essential to study how the phenomenon described in the study impacts the attaining and retaining 

of leadership positions in the government sectors (see Figure 2). Understanding the 

consequences of the phenomenon will help define steps necessary to dismantle the structural 

barriers impacting the pipeline that prevents Iranian immigrant women from experiencing 

success along their career trajectory toward executive leadership. It is also critical to stress the 

need for research that takes a strength-based approach in highlighting immigrant women’s 

achievements, given their experiences and background. 

Further research should consider the process of leader emergence found in this study, 

predominantly as an adaptive approach for surviving the stress of life crises. Researchers should 

especially explore how these experiences are carried throughout various MENA populations and 

other cultural groups. In addition, there is the potential for the applicability of this model among 

other populations who have experienced loss and, subsequently, are powerless as a result of 

trauma. Further, with these populations in mind, other research would undoubtedly be a 

worthwhile endeavor looking at contributing factors to leadership through a methodological 

approach to capture the complex interacting factors of lived experiences and leadership 

achievements. Future research must also look to other ways to develop how mentorship and 

sponsorship prospects could be formalized for Iranian immigrant women to reinforce the pipeline 
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necessary to increase representation at decision-making tables in the government sector. Lastly, a 

mixed method longitudinal study that focuses on the factors leading to the successful attainment 

and retention of Iranian immigrant women in executive-level leadership roles can lead to 

evidence-based solutions. 

Summary 

In response to the research questions, this study’s findings momentously expanded the 

knowledge base related to leadership. This autoethnographic research over the past year included 

full reflections, observations, and an in-depth evaluation of my lived experiences, allowing for 

rich data collection. Analysis involving a heterogenous approach for the first cycle coding and 

the second cycle review provided four emergent themes: Cultural Influence, Powerless, 

Empowered, and Servant Leadership. The research questions were designed to explore the 

experiences along my career trajectory and the strategies, environments, and resources impacting 

my success. Mentorship and sponsorship were identified as resources crucial to further the 

leadership experiences of Iranian immigrant women. This study further revealed findings that 

were both consistent with previous research and new findings, such as the emotional tax 

phenomenon. Implications for social change elucidated the findings leading to the 

recommendations for practice and future research. This research study highlighted the need to 

explore the pipeline that keeps Iranian immigrant women from securing more seats at executive 

leadership tables. The overall findings of this research provided valuable insights for improving 

workforce provisions to develop methods that could assist in leading inclusive and diverse 

government sectors.  
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