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ABSTRACT   

 

HEARING, SEEING, AND READING IS BELIEVING: A STUDY OF 

UNDERGRADUATE WOMEN AND MESSAGES ABOUT CAREERS 

 

August 2023  

 

Sarah Elizabeth Isham, B.A., Meredith College 

M.Ed., University of Virginia 

Ph.D., University of Massachusetts Boston 

 

Directed by Associate Professor Katalin Szelényi 

 

This study sought to understand how undergraduate women from different racial and 

ethnic backgrounds make meaning of the different career messages they receive and how 

those messages shape their early career decisions. The study was framed by vocational 

anticipatory socialization (VAS) and meaning making. Participants reflected on the career 

messages they received from childhood through their college education. By using photos and 

images submitted in advance by each participant, participants were able to delve deeper into 

the meaning they derived from each image/photo as it related to their ideas about career 

paths. This study findings advance the understanding of messages about careers that are 

received by undergraduate women and amplify the importance of support and agency in 

making career decisions. Practical implications for women students and their families include 

participating in groups or programs with students with shared identities, career interests, and 
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goals. Implications for career counselors, academic advisors, and student affairs 

professionals include further academic and career integration, cross-training of collective 

advising staff, and continual development of new strategies for reaching out to women 

students. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

College represents a time of growth, when undergraduate students explore and 

determine their educational and career goals (Freeman et al., 2017). Making career decisions 

effectively and setting goals are critical life skills (Freeman et al., 2017), and during college, 

students make decisions related to their career paths, which could include major selection, 

summer internship planning, and evaluating job offers, among other activities. Increasingly, 

however, making career decisions can be difficult for college students (Storme & Celik, 

2018), who can encounter obstacles and stressors, including a limited scope of self-

awareness, negative emotions and thoughts about life and career, and insecurities about 

surviving an uncertain job market (Galles et al., 2019).  

For women specifically, career development is full of complexities, which may arise 

from internal and external barriers, family responsibilities, and occupational inequities, all of 

which can be contributing factors to constraints surrounding career choice and, relatedly, 

upward mobility (Coogan & Chen, 2007). In addition, women must grapple with their own 

beliefs about the challenges and barriers they may encounter in their future careers (Watts et 

al., 2015). Along these lines, Watts et al.’s (2015) study on college students and the 

relationship between gender, perceived career barriers, and occupational aspirations found 

that college women “perceived significantly more barriers to their future careers than their 
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male peers” (p. 20). Centrally, young women are more likely to encounter gender 

discrimination (Novack & Novack, 1996). Women are also more likely to report barriers that 

can include lack of confidence, difficulties with career decision making, and inadequate job 

preparation (Swanson et al., 1996).  

Furthermore, Women of Color face additional career barriers, including racial 

stereotypes and discrimination, which can have a significant impact on their career 

development (Cook et al., 2005). Women of Color hold status in at least two underprivileged 

groups and thus can experience multiple forms of discrimination (Cook et al., 2005). The 

term double jeopardy has also been used in the literature by various scholars, often in 

reference to Black women and the multiple forms of oppression and intersections they face 

due to racism and sexism (Beal, 1970). As Kim and O’Brien (2018) noted, “Because of 

intersecting identities, the conceptualization and outcomes associated with gender-related 

barriers are likely not equivalent for women across different cultural and environmental 

contexts” (p. 228).  

Moreover, stereotypes about women from specific racial and ethnic groups can have a 

negative impact on career development (Cook et al., 2005). To illustrate this point, Rosa and 

Mensah (2016) studied six Black women physicists and their lived experiences, including 

their educational pathways and strategies for overcoming career obstacles. In this study, the 

authors discussed racial microaggressions, defined as “everyday interactions that send 

harmful messages to People of Color … subtle, constant, and insidious racist attacks” (p. 11). 

Through racial microaggressions, messages were communicated to women study participants 

both nonverbally and verbally in academic settings. Microaggressions included “surprised 

looks from colleagues and teachers, differential treatment, and being outnumbered in a 
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classroom,” which “send to young Women of Color the message they are out of place. 

Adding to this is an absence of representation of Black women scientists in the media, 

textbooks, and lesson plans” (p. 11). The totality of these microaggressive messages reflects 

an unwelcoming atmosphere for young Black women with an interest in career paths related 

to science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM; Rosa & Mensah, 2016).  

However, despite the barriers and challenges that women have faced and, in many 

cases, continue to face, change is happening. According to recent data from the National 

Center for Education Statistics, in the fall of 2018, women students constituted 56% (9.4 

million) of undergraduate enrollment, while men accounted for 44% (7.2 million) of 

students.1 Not only are women continuing to increase their representation at the 

undergraduate level, but data from the Council of Graduate Schools (CGS) showed that, in 

the fall of 2019, women were strongly represented at the graduate level, as over half of first-

time graduate students were women. Specifically, 54.7% of students at the doctoral level and 

60.1% at both the certificate and the master’s-degree level were women (Okahana et al., 

2020). Furthermore, the American Association of University Women (AAUW) has reported 

that with the exception of professional degrees, women hold the majority of postsecondary 

degrees and are more prominent in the workforce than ever (Hill, n.d.).  

While, on the one hand, the significant representation of women in educational spaces 

is encouraging, on the other, women still play a lesser role in top leadership positions. For 

example, according to 2021 data from Catalyst, a global nonprofit focused on creating 

inclusivity for women in the workplace, at Standard and Poor’s (S&P) 500 companies, 

women only hold 30 (6%) of the CEO positions of these top 500 companies (Catalyst, 

 
1 Importantly, these data did not include information on trans students. 
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2021). Though there is no shortage of capable and qualified women to occupy leadership 

roles, this statistic makes clear that women still do not occupy these top positions (Hill, n.d.). 

Therefore, determining what accounts for the huge drop-off for women and the incongruence 

between educational attainment and career advancement is critical.  

The AAUW has posited that there are multiple reasons for this gender leadership gap, 

including bias, negative stereotypes about women in leadership, sex discrimination, and 

hostile work environments (Hill, n.d.). Evidence also exists related to the continued 

stratification of professional paths along gender lines, with women overrepresented in so-

called caring professions. According to the International Labour Department of Statistics 

(ILOSTAT; 2020), the overrepresentation of women in particular career fields includes 

health care (from health care assistants to nurses and doctors), teaching, administrative 

support, cleaning, and food preparation. The professions in which women are strongly 

represented can also be referred to as HEED, an acronym that encompasses “health care, 

elementary education, and the domestic sphere” (Croft et al., 2015, p. 360). Furthermore, 

most, but not all, of these professions have lower pay and lesser status than professions that 

have historically been dominated by men (Thomason & Macias-Alonso, 2020). Statistics 

from ILOSTAT (2020) have also reinforced the continued presence of the glass ceiling, since 

men dominate senior management positions such as CEOs and legislators. Men occupy 

almost three quarters (72%) of these occupations (para. 11). Therefore, an important question 

arises: Could the messages that women receive about education be positive yet less so 

regarding their career options? A sub-question also arises: What are the career messages that 

women receive in educational settings? 
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Messages About Careers 

Closely connected to women’s representation in various professions are messages 

about careers received from many different sources. While some messages are negative and 

may serve as barriers to a range of careers, other messages are positive and affirming about 

women’s career options. Taken together, it may be challenging for many young women to 

navigate different and sometimes contradictory messages about career options (Reis, 2002). 

Importantly, as noted by Hylmö (2006), “Messages that we receive early in life teach us who 

we are supposed to be as adults” (p. 168). For example, parental messages about future career 

paths are communicated to children at an early age, well before the college years (Stringer & 

Kerpelman, 2010). Many women encounter pervasive messages from childhood and 

throughout their lifetime “that a woman’s life should revolve around taking care of others 

and that their career plans are somehow superimposed on this primary obligation” (Cook et 

al., 2002, p. 298).  

However, there are also positive messages about careers that girls and women 

receive. For example, Richie et al. (1997) studied the career development of high-achieving 

and highly successful Black and white professional women in the United States who 

represented a variety of career fields. Overall, study participants (18 in total), beginning in 

childhood, received positive messages from various sources, including family, teachers, and 

friends that helped women achieve their career plans and demonstrate persistence in reaching 

their career goals. One study participant underscored the importance of positive messages 

from early on in life and how critical it is to have someone say, “’You're the best, you could 

do anything’... You need somebody who is in your corner saying, whatever you do, you're 

great” (p. 141). In particular, Black women cited the positive messages they received from 
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their families about their race as well as upliftment from their communities in furthering their 

careers.  

More recently, women have also received empowering messages through marketing 

campaigns in the media that can be referred to as “femvertising” (Drake, 2017). According to 

Ronda and Azanza (2021), from a career standpoint, femvertising, when used strategically by 

employers, “demands and promotes the professional development of women and fights the 

stereotypes, obstacles, and labor challenges women face in the workplace” (p. 514). Thus, in 

recent years, there has been far more positive messaging that uplifts and affirms the career 

goals of girls and women, and one vehicle that has supported that messaging is represented 

by women-centric employer advertising campaigns (Ronda & Azanza, 2021). 

The current literature speaks to a variety of nuanced terms regarding what will be 

referred to in this study as career messages and/or messages about careers. Some of these 

terms include memorable messages, or verbal messages that are remembered for long periods 

and have a significant impact on an individual’s life (Knapp et al., 1981). Memorable 

messages are both part of an individual process and a societal sensemaking process for 

understanding the connection between self and society (Ashby-King & Anderson, 2022). 

According to Medved et al. (2006), an example of a possible memorable message from a 

mother to a daughter is, “It’s important to establish yourself in a career before you raise a 

family,” in which the connection between work and family is emphasized but the 

establishment of a career is the priority (p. 162). In Medved et al.’s (2006) study, women 

reported that when making career decisions for the future, they were told to be mindful of 

familial responsibilities before making any choices, which would imply limiting their career 

options. 
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In addition to memorable messages, verbal persuasions represent another message 

type that, according to Bandura (1977), refers to “when people are led, through suggestion, 

into believing they can cope successfully with what has overwhelmed them in the past” (p. 

198). Verbal persuasions can also be referred to as persuasive messages, which encompass 

both written and spoken messages (Tansley et al., 2007). In their study of the personal 

narratives of 15 women in STEM, Zeldin and Pajares (2000) found that verbal messages 

contributed to enhancing the resilience and persistence of women with a variety of 

individuals (family, friends, colleagues, etc.) who had played significant roles in their lives 

and positively impacted their beliefs. 

An example of verbal persuasive messages that influence personal confidence is 

“when women receive social messages that they do not belong in a male-dominated field 

such as mathematics” (Zeldin & Pajares, 2000, p. 217). On the other hand, messages of 

encouragement from parents in Zeldin and Pajares’ (2000) study fueled women to keep 

working diligently in STEM fields. However, at the same time, encouragement and verbal 

messages assist individuals in persisting and putting forth the determination to succeed 

(Zeldin & Pajares, 2000).  

Vocational Anticipatory Socialization 

Messages about careers play a central role in vocational anticipatory socialization 

(VAS), a socialization process that begins in childhood and continues into young adulthood 

(Jablin, 2001). VAS focuses on the ways career-related messages are delivered and, in turn, 

received by individuals. According to Seymour (2006), “Socialization is a lifelong interactive 

process in which people learn the values, attitudes, behavioral norms, and roles that are seen 

as appropriate for particular groups of people (including those for men and women) in any 
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culture” (p. 118). Socialization begins in childhood, when children internalize expectations of 

what is modeled for them, and this process of socialization shapes both identity and 

considerations for appropriate choices for self and for others (Seymour, 2006). Moreover, 

parents play a role in children’s socialization process and have the potential to influence 

beliefs a child has about careers based on their attitudes about gender roles (Lawson et al., 

2015). For example, in one analysis, Hackett and Byars (1996) discussed how Black 

children, particularly Black girls, received messages that were incongruent or inconsistent 

with what their parents communicated or the observed behaviors of their parents. The authors 

discussed how parents verbally encouraged their children to “‘make it’ [in this world] 

because they [the parents] have made it, and parents also shared with their children that they 

can be successful even if they [the parents] may not have been successful in their own lives” 

(p. 335).  

In Sherman and Zurbriggen’s (2014) study, the socialization experiences of girls’ 

perceptions of future careers were examined through doll play between the ages of 4 and 7 in 

a sample of 37 girls in the Pacific Northwest. The authors indicated that  

repeated exposure to sexualized material leads to internalization of sexualizing and 

objectifying messages over time, such that girls learn to think of themselves mostly in 

terms of how they appear to other people rather than thinking about themselves as 

actors in their own right. (Sherman & Zurbriggen, 2014, p. 196)  

Findings from this study illustrated that girls who played with a Barbie doll (a sexualized 

doll), regardless of how the doll was dressed (e.g., as a doctor or fashion model), in 

comparison with girls who played with a non-sexualized doll (e.g., Mrs. Potato Head), did 

not report as many future career possibilities for themselves as they did for boys in both 
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male-dominated (e.g., police officer, firefighter, pilot, construction worker) and female-

dominated occupations (e.g., child care worker, teacher, librarian, nurse). The authors 

concluded that girls envisioned fewer career opportunities for themselves when they played 

with Barbie dolls (but they did not feel the same about boys; Sherman & Zurbriggen, 2014). 

It is also important to consider that through the VAS process, a young woman may 

receive messages from a teacher to assert herself by speaking up and pursuing her interests; 

yet messages the student receives from their family could be completely incongruous with 

those shared by her teacher (Reis, 2002). Thus, different message sources need to be 

considered. Moreover, according to Aley and Levin (2020), “Through anecdotal comments, 

young adults receive cues about social status, pay, responsibilities, and privileges of various 

occupations” (p. 351). 

Additionally, Hylmö’s (2006) study on the VAS messages communicated to teenage 

girls about gender and possible careers examined 18 films during a 4-year span (2000–2004). 

Study findings illustrated that messages from numerous films socialized girls to be dependent 

on men (e.g., father and/or boyfriend) for emotional and financial support and portrayed their 

career and academic pursuits as unimportant. Notably, the literature is dominated by studies 

documenting such gendered career messaging received by girls and women (Lapour & 

Heppner, 2009; Shapiro et al., 2015). 

VAS messaging is particularly prevalent in literature that examines STEM career 

fields as related to adolescents’ academic and career interests. In one study on VAS messages 

of adolescents interested in STEM careers, findings indicated that messages from a variety of 

sources encouraged girls not to depend on anyone else and therefore to pursue career fields 

that allowed for financial autonomy (Jahn & Myers, 2014). Furthermore, some of the 
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literature has pointed to significant racial differences in the VAS experiences of women. For 

instance, Myers et al. (2011) conducted a study of the VAS messages received by adolescents 

interested in STEM, which included 38 focus groups of students ages 13–19 years old. While 

the study elicited numerous noteworthy findings, one salient point was that young Latina 

women from lower socioeconomic backgrounds were expected to start a family at a young 

age and have a job to support the family, whereas the VAS messages that white women from 

higher socioeconomic backgrounds received emphasized that they have the power of choice, 

including prioritizing their career and starting a family later on (Myers et al., 2011).  

Processes of meaning making are also critical to consider in women’s career 

development in relation to VAS. Once career messages are delivered and received, the ways 

women make meaning of those messages can have significant implications for the careers 

they select and pursue for themselves. Building on the work of Kegan (1980), Baxter 

Magolda (2004) discussed meaning making to encompass when “people actively construct or 

make meaning of their experience—they interpret what happens to them, evaluate it using 

their current perspective, and draw conclusions about what experiences mean to them” (p. 

31). Making meaning of one’s experiences related to career-related messages can thus play 

an important role in determining women’s career paths. Therefore, my study used vocational 

anticipatory socialization, in conjunction with meaning making, as a framework to structure 

my data collection and analysis. 

Research Problem 

The process of vocational anticipatory socialization begins early in life, and during 

childhood and adolescence, messages are received that relate to gender, behavior, and 

professional aspirations (Hylmö, 2006). Children and young adults glean information through 
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observed behaviors and messages related to careers well before interests and skills are 

developed (Aley & Levine, 2022). During college, students balance both their own thoughts 

and feelings about their career development and the messages they receive about career 

options from external sources and influences (e.g., media, family, teachers; Jehangir et al., 

2020). The messages that college students receive build upon messages from childhood. 

Furthermore, “how women glean messages from the dominant U.S. culture regarding what 

types of jobs are suitable for women and gendered expectations for behavior influence … 

constrain young women’s career interests, self-efficacy, view of parenthood and achievement 

motivation” (Gasser & Shaffer, 2014, p. 347).  

The literature clearly reflects that women tend to report more significant difficulties 

than men with career decision making (Swanson et al., 1996), and they can be stereotyped as 

“intuitive” while men are characterized as “rational” when it comes to making career 

decisions (Delaney et al., 2015). Messages received about possible career options play a 

particularly important role. As noted by Zeldin and Pajares (2000), the example shared about 

women not feeling as welcome in mathematics may allow women to think that “they do not 

belong in a male-dominated field such as mathematics, [and] they may be especially 

vulnerable to believing that they are not, and cannot be, competent in that area” (p. 217). 

However, women (and girls) also receive positive messages (Powers & Myers, 2017; Ronda 

& Azanza, 2021) about careers and goals they can achieve in the professional world; yet it is 

often the more discouraging, negative (Ezzedeen, 2015), or mixed and, overall, gendered 

(Daniels & Sherman, 2016; Fordon, 1999; Medved et al., 2006) messages that are 

documented and addressed in the literature. Furthermore, the existing literature has shown 

significant race-based differences in the messages that Women of Color and white women 
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receive (Bradford et al., 2001; Flores, 2019; Hackett & Byars, 1996; Higginbotham & 

Weber, 1992; Massoni, 2004; Myers et al., 2011; Wilkins-Yel et al., 2019). Moreover, Corey 

and Chen (2019) asserted the importance of young women’s career development as their 

decisions may have implications for future career decisions and career satisfaction. 

Therefore, the educational problem addressed in this study relates to the multiple barriers and 

mixed messages that women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds experience in their 

career development. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand how undergraduate women from 

different racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of the different career messages they 

receive and how those messages shape their early career decisions.     

Research Questions 

This study addressed three research questions: 

1. What messages do undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic 

backgrounds receive about careers throughout their lives, including messages 

received during their college education?  

2. How do undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds make 

meaning of the messages they receive about careers?  

3. How do career messages and the ways that undergraduate women from various 

racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of those messages shape some of 

their early career decisions? 
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Significance 

Women are the majority population on today’s college campuses. According to a 

2018 report from the American Association of University Women, the student 

composition of institutions in the United States is “more racially and ethnically diverse 

than ever before, and 56 percent of college students are women—a significant change 

from the demographics of college attendees only 40 years ago” (p. 1). Yet, college 

women face many challenges and barriers that impact their ability to pursue career 

decisions. Additionally, the scholarship on career barriers has highlighted how 

stereotypes illuminate the gap between educational ability and career advancement for 

women (Kim & O’Brien, 2018). Furthermore, it behooves higher education institutions to 

have robust services to help support and empower women throughout every stage of their 

career development.  

At an institutional level, the results of this study can add value to the work of 

internal institutional stakeholders such as academic advising and career center staff, 

faculty, deans, women’s center staff, student affairs officers, and cultural advisors. 

Undergraduate women and their families, specifically parents, may also have an interest 

in the study findings and recommendations. External to institutions, additional 

stakeholders with an interest in the findings could include professional associations 

focusing on women from a variety of racial and ethnic groups and their career 

development. These organizations include the American Association of University 

Women, the National Association of Colleges and Employers, and the National Career 

Development Association.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Two primary literature areas grounded this study. The first part of this literature 

review focuses on understanding the external (environmental) and internal (individual) career 

barriers that women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds experience throughout their 

career development. As noted, women’s career development is full of complexities, which 

may arise from a variety of factors, including external and internal career barriers (Coogan & 

Chen, 2007). The second part of the literature review examines various career-related 

messages, including parental/familial, gendered, cultural, and racialized messages that 

women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds receive. Taken together, these two 

literature areas demonstrate how women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds 

experience multiple barriers in their career development and receive a variety of mixed 

messages that may impact early career decisions. 

Career Barriers  

Overarching Trends in Literature on Career Barriers 

The first area of literature relates to the barriers that women experience in their career 

development. Career barriers have largely been described as “difficulties in achieving career 

goals” (Urbanaviciute et al., 2016, p. 12). Specifically, some of the literature has referred to 

perceived career barriers, which Mejia-Smith and Gushue (2017) described as “the degree to 
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which people perceive undesirable obstacles to achieving their career goals and choices” (p. 

146). Crites (1969) is regarded as one of the earliest scholars to describe career barriers as 

impeding the process of career development, which he referred to as “thwarting conditions” 

(Swanson et al., 1996, p. 220).  

Career barriers that college women encounter have been defined in the literature 

using the terms external and internal barriers (Swanson & Tokar, 1991). According to Crites 

(1969), career barriers can be categorized in two ways, as external frustrations (e.g., pay and 

workplace discrimination) and as internal conflicts (e.g., motivation and self-concept; 

(Swanson et al., 1996). External barriers are described as barriers outside or external to the 

individual (Creed et al., 2004)—for example, discrimination based upon gender, race, and 

age (Chi-Ching, 1992). Coogan and Chen (2007) emphasized that, particularly for women, 

external barriers can include discrimination as well as sexual harassment and lack of 

mentorship, which can impact women’s professional lives and upward career mobility. 

Internal barriers, by contrast, can be thought of as “person-focused” and may include 

“perceived lack of ability, motivation, or interest in pursuing career goals” (Urbanaviciute et 

al., 2016, p. 12). O’Leary (1974) identified six internal barriers to women’s career 

development and upward mobility: “fear of failure, low self-esteem, role conflict, fear of 

success, as well as the perceived consequences of occupational advancement and the 

incentive value associated with such expectations” (p. 809).  

Harmon (1977) described both sociological and psychological barriers to career 

development. However, given the multiple barriers cited in the literature, the impact of any 

of these barriers can prevent women, as well as People of Color, from pursuing careers that 

utilize their full potential and their skills because of the prejudice and discrimination that they 
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experience and that they expect to experience (Cook et al., 2002). Furthermore, because of 

anticipated barriers, some career possibilities may be eliminated from consideration (Cook et 

al., 2002). While the very nature of the word barrier has a seemingly negative connotation, 

scholars such as Swanson et al. (1996) have claimed that barriers are not insurmountable and 

that some barriers can be overcome. Furthermore, the preponderance of literature relating to 

career barriers is heavily quantitative and often measures barriers on a scale or through use of 

an inventory (Murtagh et al., 2007).  

In examining career barriers, it is important to briefly recognize that the overarching 

theoretical framework used in the literature when discussing career barriers is social cognitive 

career theory (SCCT). SCCT (Lent et al., 1994) suggests three interrelated aspects of career 

development: how academic and career interests develop, how career choices are made and 

implemented, and how career outcomes are attained. According to Tate et al. (2015), “SCCT 

asserts that both external, contextual (e.g., family influence) and internal, psychological 

influences (e.g., self-efficacy beliefs) have a significant impact on one’s career interests, 

career choices, and satisfaction with work/career” (p. 296). According to SCCT, from early 

on, gender role socialization can bias a child’s access to particular experiences (Shin et al., 

2019). Therefore, given the early messages from childhood and continual messages into 

young adulthood and beyond that a woman receives about careers, it is relevant to reference 

SCCT in relation to career barriers. Thus, this review will include related literature regarding 

the external and internal barriers that women face in their career development.  
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External Barriers 

Stereotypes, Gender, and Race 

While there are a variety of external career barriers that women encounter, this section 

focuses on those connected to stereotypes, gender, and race. Gender-related stereotypes can 

have ill effects on the development of girls and women (Betz, 2008). Betz (2008) outlined 

that gender-role stereotypes for women minimize educational achievements and emphasize 

domestic pursuits such as raising children and homemaking. Not only can stereotypes impact 

educational and career pursuits, but they also “affect women’s career choices through 

stereotypes about occupations best suited for males and females” (Betz, 2008, p. 726). Carli 

et al. (2016) conducted two studies on stereotypes in relation to gender and science. Two 

types of stereotypes were examined. The first set included stereotypes about successful 

scientists, and the second set assessed the similarities in stereotypes between women and 

men. Findings from a sample of 94 participants (ranging in age from 18–68) illustrated how 

women are deemed to be more communal (e.g., empathetic, helpful, and warm) and not as 

agentic (e.g., independent, analytical, and competitive) as men. Thus, due to these 

stereotypes, women are seen as less likely to possess traits and characteristics that would 

make them a successful scientist, which the authors indicated may be a contributing factor to 

prejudice and discrimination against women scientists. 

In particular, STEM careers are full of gendered stereotypes. The effects of stereotypes 

on undergraduate women’s feelings and aspirations in STEM career fields were examined in 

two studies by Schuster and Martiny (2017). Their findings indicated that in contexts where 

women are not as well represented, they have more negative (and less positive) feelings. The 

authors stated that the prevalence of negative stereotypes contributes to women’s negative 
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feelings (including opting out and avoiding STEM career fields). Moreover, the messages 

that women receive about not belonging in STEM careers are abundant. Regarding 

stereotypes and belonging in STEM, scholars such as Steinke (2017) have studied media 

images of women in STEM careers and discussed how, in multiple forms of media, women 

are gender-stereotyped. For example, when STEM professionals appear in films, there has 

been less representation of women than men, which has furthered gender stereotypes, and 

even when diverse representation does exist, it has tended to focus on women’s appearance 

and femininity (Steinke, 2017), not on their skills or abilities. In fact, Steinke (2017) 

contended that women have been portrayed in mainstream media so that they do not fit the 

image of STEM professionals, and these images “have both created and perpetuated a 

cultural stereotype that depicts women as less likely than men to be present in STEM fields 

as well as less likely to be talented, successful and valued in STEM fields” (p. 2). Clearly, 

stereotypes are external barriers that can have an impact on women, and women in STEM 

fields are just one example. 

Moreover, sexism and racism are systemic external barriers that can have a 

significant impact on women’s career development (Kim & O’Brien, 2018). Kim and O’Brien 

(2018) examined the barriers to career development experienced by 3,898 first-year African 

American, Asian, Latina, and white undergraduate women. In this quantitative study, the 

authors measured career barriers using McWhirter’s (1997) Perception of Barriers Scale. 

Study findings indicated that all Women of Color reported elevated career barriers due to 

racism and increased educational barriers due to racial discrimination. Given these findings, it 

is clear that “the intersection of race and gender for Women of Color powerfully affects career 

and educational barriers” (p. 234). Notably, African American women participants expressed 
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the most career barriers due to sexism and racism, beyond those of Asian and Latina women 

in the study.  

Furthermore, racial and ethnic differences have also emerged through examinations 

of how career-related barriers contribute to high levels of career indecision among college 

women. Lopez and Ann-Yi (2006) studied career indecision in three groups of college 

women—African American, Hispanic, and white—and identified a finding similar to that of 

Kim and O’Brien (2018). Specifically, the authors found that African American women 

anticipated more career barriers than Hispanic or white women. Distinctively, the findings 

from Lopez and Ann-Yi’s (2006) study indicated that African American women nearing their 

college graduation reported the most career barriers. In addition, African American women 

expressed uncertainty about coping with educational difficulties, which had a significant 

impact on career indecision. Findings from Lopez and Ann-Yi (2006) are particularly 

troubling and call for further inquiry into the factors shaping the career decisions and post-

graduation plans of African American college women. Furthermore, the findings from both 

recent and older studies have continually reflected the same narrative, that sexism affects the 

career development of women and that the intersection of sexism and racism acutely 

influences the career development of Women of Color. According to Evans and Herr (1991), 

“The perception of racism and sexism in the workplace has a negative effect on a woman's 

belief in her ability to influence the world around her” (p. 133). Moreover, it is particularly 

important to study external career barriers of women from a variety of racial backgrounds 

because barriers can play both a direct and indirect role in career decisions and career 

outcomes (Kim & O’Brien, 2018).  
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Importantly, career development is a lifelong journey that starts before college, so it 

is equally important to examine career barriers prior to college entry. A key study by 

McWhirter (1997) measured the perceived barriers to the education and career development 

of high school students (specifically juniors and seniors) from a sample of Mexican 

American and Euro American students. It is important to note that McWhirter (1997) created 

the Perception of Barriers Scale, which is a quantitative measure used to assess educational 

and career-related barriers. McWhirter (1997) argued that “understanding the barriers 

perceived prior to college seems equally if not more important, because barriers perceived by 

adolescents are likely to influence such critical decisions as whether to finish high school or 

to pursue higher education” (p. 126). Findings from this study indicated that anticipated 

barriers were greater for Mexican American students than Euro American students and that 

women students in the study anticipated more barriers than students who identified as men. 

Particularly, Mexican American adolescent women anticipated that in future professional 

environments, they would experience more gender and racial barriers (McWhirter, 1997). 

Overall, findings from this study indicated that high school students, specifically juniors and 

seniors, are keenly aware of the barriers they may face in higher education, as well as the 

sexism and racism they may experience in future professional environments. 

Finances and Pay  

Finances and financial concerns have also been reported as barriers to women’s career 

development. In particular, unequal pay is a significant institutional barrier that women 

encounter in the workplace (Dickens & Chavez, 2018). Buschor et al. (2014) stated that “to 

this day, male-dominated occupations are better paid and perceived as being higher in status 

than female-dominated occupations” (p. 743). Research from PayScale (2021) confirmed this 
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point, indicating that for every dollar a man makes, a woman only makes $0.82. This 

difference is referred to as the opportunity pay gap (or the uncontrolled gender pay gap). For 

most Women of Color, the gender pay gap is even larger than it is for white women, resulting 

in lower earnings (PayScale, 2021). Furthermore, according to the Center for American 

Progress and data from the U.S. Census Bureau, there are significant differences by race and 

ethnicity in the pay gap for women (Bleiweis, 2020). For example, Asian women earn $0.90, 

Black women earn $0.62, American Indian and Alaska Native women earn $0.57, Hispanic 

or Latinx women earn $0.54, and white women earn $0.79, for every dollar a man makes 

(Bleiweis, 2020). A compounding factor that illustrates this gap is that women are less likely 

to obtain senior-level positions with higher pay. Furthermore, the gap can in part be 

explained by (some) women seeking lower paid positions with more flexibility or taking a 

career break to have children (PayScale, 2021). 

However, even when women and men have comparable roles, job titles, education, 

and experience, which is referred to as the controlled pay gap, women still earn less than men 

(e.g., for every dollar earned by a man, a woman earns $0.98; PayScale, 2021). While, at first 

glance, the significance of the controlled pay gap may be questioned, there are a variety of 

factors that may be overlooked when examining the controlled pay gap. According to Tyson 

and Parker (2019), numerous reasons contribute to women earning less in the workforce than 

men. The authors stated that some of these reasons include gender differences in the 

occupations that women select, women experiencing stereotyping, bias and discrimination, 

the demands of home and family (e.g., the work associated with unpaid labor), and the 

negative correlation between the number of children a woman has and the wages she earns 

(also referred to as a wage penalty for motherhood). For example, 
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Women often choose to move to part-time employment or to step out of a career 

promotion pathway in order to have more time for motherhood and childcare when 

their children are young. If they return to work full-time, they are often forced to 

accept a lower wage compared to the wage they would have earned had they stayed in 

their original job. (Tyson & Parker, 2019, para. 15) 

To illustrate the importance of finances related to undergraduate women’s career 

development, Perrone et al.’s (2001) quantitative study examined factors that shape incoming 

first-year students’ ability to set career goals and the barriers to achieving these career goals 

in a sample of 2,743 first-year undergraduate students. Study participants completed a survey 

asking incoming first-year students to discuss their goals related to academics and careers, 

including any potential barriers to achieving those goals. Overall, women study participants 

stated that personal finances were the largest barrier to attaining career goals, which the 

authors hypothesized may be related to U.S. Census Bureau data in 1998 showing that 

women often earned lower salaries than men. Similarly, in Kim and O’Brien’s (2018) study 

on career barriers for college women, finances were a concern, specifically the most 

prominent concern for Latina college women. Moreover, in Daire et al.’s (2007) study of 155 

Black and white college students (the sample included 99 women, or 63.9%), both Black 

women and Black men reported that their career choices were more significantly influenced 

by future income and status, than they were for white students. Thus, for college women 

entering the working world, financial concerns may play a role in academic and career 

decision making as well as career choice.  

Scholars such as Bona et al. (2010) have offered the distinct perspective that women 

will have greater financial opportunities and pursue more robust areas of interest if they are 
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encouraged to enter more male-dominated career fields (e.g., STEM fields). However, in two 

studies on gender bias in traditionally male-dominated occupations, Begeny et al. (2020) 

found that when more women were present in a more male-dominated field, such as 

veterinary medicine, bias still existed, including an 8% pay gap between women’s and men’s 

salaries. Moreover, regardless of the careers and/or career paths that women choose to 

pursue, ultimately, the pervasiveness of external career barriers, such as stereotypes and 

finances, can impact women’s career choices and overall career development. 

Internal (Personal) Barriers 

In addition to significant external barriers, internal, or personal, barriers can have an 

impact on the career development of women from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds. As 

stated, internal barriers are limitations an individual places on themselves that may relate to 

their motivations, interests, or lack of abilities (Urbanaviciute et al., 2016). Swanson and 

Woitke (1997) maintained that internal or more person-focused barriers are synonymous with 

the term self-efficacy, and thus a high amount of perceived internal barriers indicates an 

individual who has low self-efficacy. Many barriers that have been cited in the literature can 

be categorized as internal career barriers, such as limited confidence or low motivation 

(Creed et al., 2004; Swanson & Tokar, 1991), perceived lack of abilities, and/or limited 

interest in pursuing career goals (Urbanaviciute et al., 2016). Furthermore, when self-efficacy 

for women is low, it can be thought of as an internal barrier to reaching their career pursuits 

(Hackett & Betz, 1981). The literature has also revealed connections between internal and 

external barriers. External barriers, such as discrimination, sexual harassment, and lack of 

support systems, denote challenges that may necessitate strong self-efficacy to surmount 

(Hackett & Betz, 1981). However, external barriers can erode self-efficacy, which then 
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generates an internal barrier that makes it more difficult to cope with external barriers, 

resulting in a vicious cycle.  

Low Self-Efficacy 

When an individual has low self-efficacy, they often limit participation in certain 

activities or may be more willing to give up if they encounter difficulties (Brown, 1999). 

Thus, these self-efficacy beliefs can present a barrier to career development (Brown, 1999). 

Low self-efficacy, particularly related to career decision making, can serve as a significant 

barrier to women’s career development (Gasser & Shaffer, 2014; Hackett & Betz, 1981). 

Importantly, lower self-efficacy, defined as beliefs about capabilities and performance levels, 

can influence a person’s life events (Bandura, 1994), serving as a significant career barrier. 

Moreover, low self-efficacy among women can result in an increased likelihood of pursuing 

traditional career paths (Betz & Hackett, 1983). Falco and Summers (2019) echoed this point, 

suggesting that, for young women, the combination of career indecision and low self-efficacy 

can create a barrier for persistence in career occupations historically dominated by men. 

Moreover, Betz (1992) claimed that, when women have low self-efficacy, they will avoid 

career fields that are more dominated by men or avoid coursework in certain subject areas 

(e.g., math).  

To illustrate the impact of a woman in college having low self-efficacy beliefs, Rivera 

et al. (2007) provided the following example: 

A Hispanic woman who has been discouraged from considering certain occupations 

as inappropriate for her or has learned to expect greater difficulty in pursuing a 

certain career may have lower self-efficacy beliefs regarding her ability in that 

particular area (i.e., male-dominated careers). (p. 49) 
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Rivera et al.’s (2007) study examined the multiple factors that shaped the career decisions of 

Hispanic women attending an urban community college. Study findings indicated that, when 

women deemed that they would encounter larger career barriers to entry into a certain career 

field, as a coping strategy, they would instead select an occupation that they perceived as 

more “manageable” and appropriate for their gender (e.g., administrative or nursing careers). 

Findings also suggested that Hispanic women who were more acculturated to whiteness had 

higher self-efficacy for careers that were considered more female-dominated (e.g., registered 

nurse, secretary). According to Flores and Heppner (2002), “Acculturation refers to the 

process by which individuals from racial/ethnic minority groups adapt to the dominant 

culture” (p. 191).  

Furthermore, the finding that Latina women who are more acculturated to whiteness 

are likely to pursue traditional careers was also reported in an earlier study by Flores and 

O’Brien (2002) with a sample of 364 Mexican American women in their senior year of high 

school. Flores and O’Brien (2002) posited that “acculturated women may be aware of the 

sociopolitical atmosphere for women in workplaces that are dominated by men and thus may 

choose to avoid those careers” (p. 24). While these studies have similar findings, it is 

particularly important to note that Flores and O’Brien’s (2002) study used a sample of high 

school women, while Rivera et al.’s (2007) study comprised a sample of women attending 

community college. Moreover, Rivera et al. (2007) recommended that more emphasis should 

be placed on helping women identify a larger scope of role models, beyond their own family, 

because they may have women in their own families who assume more traditional gender 

roles. Rivera et al. (2007) suggested that self-efficacy for women may be increased through 

having more diverse mentorship that could broaden their career possibilities. 
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Appraisal of Literature on Career Barriers 

Much of the literature on women’s career development, while heavily quantitative, 

has emphatically stated that women experience more career barriers than men related to 

gender (Creed et al., 2004; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; McWhirter, 1997; Raque-Bogdan et 

al., 2013; Rivera, et al., 2007). Furthermore, Women of Color experience additional barriers 

related to the intersection of gender and race (Hackett & Byars, 1996; Kim & O’Brien, 2018; 

Lopez & Ann-Yi, 2006). The literature has addressed a wide range of barriers that women 

face, emphasizing barriers that are both external and internal to the individual. Some of the 

external barriers relate to stereotypes, gender, race, and finances, while the internal, or more 

person-centered, barriers focus on low self-efficacy.  

However, there are still gaps in the literature around identifying strategies and 

resources to help women from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds navigate these barriers. 

For example, Hackett and Byars (1996) discussed the importance of developing skills for 

conquering barriers coupled with coping efficacy to handle obstacles and develop skills. In 

addition, Coogan and Chen (2007) expressed that “gaining a clearer understanding of these 

socially constructed internal and external influences helps to capture not only the 

phenomenon on the surface but also the reasons behind these social and cultural barriers that 

often hinder women’s career development” (p. 192). In addition to examining career barriers 

both external and internal to women, the next section focuses more specifically on the variety 

of messages women receive related to careers and their career development.  

Career Messaging  

The second area of literature relates to the messages that women receive about careers 

beginning with socialization during childhood. This area focuses on the parental/familial, 
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gendered, cultural, and racialized messages and influences that women from various racial 

and ethnic backgrounds receive about careers and how these messages shape their career 

development. Examining literature in this area provides further context for the discussion of 

career-related barriers and the impact of career messaging toward women. For example, 

“Some barriers to career choices are socialized barriers, that is, socialized belief systems or 

behavior patterns that lead women themselves to avoid certain career fields” (Betz, 2008, p. 

722). The next sections discusses socialization, parental/familial messages and influence, 

gendered messages, and cultural and racialized messages. 

Socialization  

Gottfredson’s (2005) work provides an important foundation for understanding how, 

from an early age, children have positive opinions about all careers (Whitmarsh et al., 2007). 

However, as children grow older and “self-concept and accompanying gender identity 

develop, children begin to restrict occupational preferences to those identified as appropriate 

for men or women” (Whitmarsh et al., 2007, p. 225). Young children around 2 or 3 years of 

age learn stereotypes, and as they progress into elementary school, they tend to make 

stereotypical choices (Betz, 2006). While stereotypical gender socialization may be a 

contributing factor throughout their youth, girls and boys have exposure to different kinds of 

learning opportunities (Betz, 2006). For example, Reich et al. (2018) analyzed two different 

sets of LEGO® toys, plastic interlocking bricks; one set was marketed to girls and the other 

marketed to boys. Through this analysis, the authors found numerous gendered messages, in 

LEGO® Friends, the set that was marketed to girls, and LEGO® City, the set that was 

marketed to boys (Reich et al., 2018). The authors identified that the messages toward girls 

focused on beauty, domestic pursuits such as home and family, being caregivers, and having 
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a high beauty standard, and the messages toward boys focused more on knowledge, careers, 

and bravery (Reich et al., 2018). 

Thus, occupational socialization during childhood, in addition to parental attitudes, 

behaviors, and values, can have a significant impact on the career decisions of women 

(Borman & Guido-DiBrito, 1986). For example, Borman and Guido-DiBrito (1986) 

expressed how women are heavily influenced by familial factors in selecting nontraditional 

occupations. 

For many Women of Color, another aspect of the socialization process in childhood is 

racial socialization, which aims to help children develop identity and a positive self-concept 

(Thomas & King, 2007). According to Thornton et al. (1990), 

Broadly defined, racial socialization includes specific messages and practices that are 

relevant to and provide information concerning the nature of race status as it relates 

to: (1) personal and group identity, (2) intergroup and interindividual relationships, 

and (3) position in the social hierarchy. (pp. 401–402) 

Relatedly, in a study that focused on the gendered racial socialization messages 

communicated from African American mothers to their daughters, Thomas and King (2007) 

reported that mothers encouraged their daughters not to allow sexism and racism to serve as 

barriers in their adult lives. While messages from mothers to daughters (who ranged in age 

from 13–21 years old) were not specifically career-related, the socialization messages 

centered on self-determination, self-pride, and assertiveness, and they had a positive impact 

on the daughters’ self-esteem. Therefore, the overall socialization process during childhood 

is one in which parents (and families) historically play integral roles. 
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Importantly, as reflected in recent literature, gendered messages were prevalent not 

just in the past. As shown in several studies, the gendering of educational and career paths in 

subtle and overt forms is alive today (Clickinbeard at al., 2020; Sun et al., 2022). For 

example, Sun et al. (2022) noted that, even in greeting cards, there are gendered messages 

with implications for professional pursuits. In their study, Sun et al. obtained greeting cards 

from three different sources (i.e., social media, greeting card websites, and cards written by 

people using language models) for three specific occasions: weddings, birthdays, and 

Valentine’s Day. It is important to point out that none of these cards was specifically related 

to career pursuits or cards that might offer congratulations on a new job or a promotion. Sun 

et al.’s findings, however, indicated that people write cards to men that are more related to 

careers and professional accomplishments, using words such as “leader”; yet, cards for 

women were more likely to refer to physical appearance using words such as “beauty,” 

“feminine,” and “attractive,” and domestic work, using words such as “tidy,” “clean,” 

“family,” and “house” (p. 6).  

   Furthermore, Wenhold and Harrison (2021) conducted in-depth interviews with 20 

undergraduate students to investigate how young adults acquire information about gender 

norms and then apply this knowledge to future gender-norm expectations. The authors found 

that women in the study expected that they would have a career while raising children and 

taking care of a household, while men expected that they would contribute financially toward 

a household but less so in terms of childcare, having more of an even split with their partner. 

Parental/Familial Messages and Influence 

As Fisher and Padmawidjaja (1999) noted, “Parental influence on the career 

development of adolescents and young adults has been documented in the research literature” 



 

 

 

30 

(p. 136). Simply put, parents strongly influence a young woman’s career development (Corey 

& Chen, 2019). Likewise, support from parents and adult relatives has been identified as one 

of the most pivotal sources of support for women of any racial and ethnic background (Betz, 

2006). Parental encouragement can be helpful and affirming regarding career choice and, at 

the same time, be filled with expectations for life and career. For example, in their study on 

the career influences of African American college students that included two focus groups (a 

group of five women and three men and a group of five women), Falconer and Hays (2006) 

speculated that women were encouraged by their families to pursue historically more male-

dominated careers because “these same careers were typically more difficult, or impossible, 

to attain for women some 30 or 40 years ago” (p. 226). 

Thus, parents and family members are significant and influential in the lives and 

career-related decision making of women in college (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). For 

example, Creamer and Laughlin (2005) interviewed 40 undergraduate women in a study on 

how women make meaning of the academic and career advice they receive. Study 

participants were asked to name the people in their lives who had the most influence on their 

career development. Overwhelmingly, findings reflected that close to all 40 women study 

participants identified at least one, if not both, parents as being the most significant 

influences, followed by other family members (e.g., relative or sibling). The authors 

discussed how influential parents are in providing guidance and potentially career direction 

for college women. However, along with positive influence, there can also be some 

limitations to parental involvement. In the same study, participants expressed that they 

trusted their parents significantly to know “what is best” when it came to career planning. 
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Findings suggested that parental perspective is valued more than the advice of faculty and/or 

other advisors who may be more familiar with a larger scope of career options.  

Raque-Bogdan et al. (2013) investigated the career-related parental influence of 2,080 

first-year college students, including 963 women, from a variety of backgrounds. 

Specifically, the study used SCCT to uncover career-related parental support and career 

barriers in a sample of African American, Asian, Latinx, and white students. Raque-Bogdan 

et al.’s (2013) findings illustrated how parents can provide significant emotional support and 

verbal encouragement when students are faced with academic and career challenges. In 

relation to career planning, overall, women in the study received the most emotional support 

from their parents. According to the authors, this finding may be partly explained by parents’ 

beliefs that their daughter will encounter more career-related barriers in her career 

development. 

Parental relationships, influence, and expectations have also been linked to the career 

decision-making difficulties of undergraduate women. Lucas et al. (2000) explored feelings 

of depression and career concerns in a group of 18 college women from a variety of racial 

and ethnic backgrounds. The authors noted that several researchers, including Fitzgerald and 

Crites (1980), Gottfredson (1981) and Betz (n.d.), discussed how women are socialized and 

expected to hold the primary responsibility for raising children and defer to the career goals 

of their husband or male significant other. The scholars explained that women receive these 

messages from various sources (e.g., family, media, teachers, religion) that “teach” them to 

concentrate on home and family. The career decision-making process of the women in this 

study was associated with lower self-esteem, depression, and academic challenges. Study 

findings reflected the explicit and implicit messages that women received from their parents 
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and/or significant others, and the impact of those messages on their career decision-making 

process. While the findings did not specifically disaggregate the data by race, they do clearly 

speak to how powerful parental messages can be in influencing the career development of 

undergraduate women.  

Similarly, messages from family and expectations about career and life were of great 

importance in a qualitative study of foreign-born immigrant undergraduate women enrolled 

in U.S. higher education institutions (Stebleton et al., 2020). The sample included 18 women 

from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds, representing 11 countries in “Africa, Asia, 

Europe, and Latin America” that also included several students who identified as first-

generation as well as low-income (p. 15). Findings reflected that “not only did participants 

credit their families with making their higher education possible, but family needs and 

desires were considered when making decisions about career and life trajectories” (p. 23). 

These findings underscore the ways women from various backgrounds value the expectations 

of their family and the messages related to success in life and career that go beyond 

white/Western cultural norms (Stebleton et al., 2019). Study participants were strongly 

influenced by their families, which had an impact on their decision making about career and 

life choices. The undergraduate participants in this study frequently felt tension as a result of 

receiving competing messages and having competing priorities in balancing expectations 

from their families and multiple roles (Stebleton et al., 2020). Super (1980) described some 

of these life roles as those an individual could take on during their lifetime, including student, 

worker, child, citizen, and parent (Stebleton et al., 2020). Study findings reflected that many 

of the participants were indebted to their families and felt that messages with extra pressure 

to succeed and balance life roles were based upon sacrifices made by their families in 
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immigrating to the United States for more opportunities (Stebleton et al., 2020). Some study 

participants identified a career trajectory prior to beginning college, and those students had 

not only interest and ability, but also approval from their family (Stebleton et al., 2020). 

Parental support was also salient in the career development of undergraduate students 

in a qualitative study that included nine African American and three Mexican American 

women (Fisher & Padmawidjaja, 1999). Encouragement and availability of parents were key 

factors that positively influenced career planning and decision making for students; 

additionally, 35% of study participants “believed that parental acceptance of their career 

choice was an influential component to career planning” (p. 142) and felt they had autonomy 

in making their career choices. A similar sense of importance surrounding parental influence 

was expressed through the narratives of 11 African American first-year college women in a 

study by Storlie et al. (2018). Study participants shared that family support was “essential to 

their success in college” (p. 38). One quote in particular by a study participant spoke to the 

impact of parental support: “My dad has been the most influential person in helping develop 

my career path. He has always supported me in whatever it is that I wanted to do” (p. 36).  

The importance of parental support was also echoed in Li and Kerpelman’s (2007) 

quantitative study of undergraduate women’s career aspirations, with a predominantly white 

sample (304, or 95.7%). Findings from 304 college women between the ages of 18 and 24 

years old demonstrated, through a survey/questionnaire, the significance of a strong 

connection between undergraduate women and their parents. Particularly, if parents did not 

agree with their daughter’s career choice, then this would become upsetting to the daughter, 

who would be further inclined to make different choices that aligned more closely with her 

parents’ wishes. Clearly, messages, whether explicit or implicit, from parents and family can 
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have a significant impact on the career decisions of women from a variety of racial and 

ethnic backgrounds.  

Gendered Messages and Beliefs 

While, over time, the discourse about gendered career paths and occupations deemed 

best suited for women and men may have decreased, research has reflected that these beliefs 

still abound in society (Betz, 2006). Importantly, literature on this topic includes the 

gendered beliefs that women encounter from a variety of sources (Medved et al., 2006), the 

gendered beliefs that some women hold about their own career paths (DiDonato & Strough, 

2013), and the gendered beliefs about women’s careers that may be reproduced in 

educational settings (Bates & Holt, 2023).  

Medved et al. (2006) conducted a quantitative study examining the gendered nature 

of over 900 memorable messages that undergraduates received related to career/work, 

home/family, and how to balance these two aspects of life. Study participants, responding to 

a survey, included 199 women students (64% of the full sample) who were enrolled in 

communication courses. Findings indicated that women study participants received a variety 

of messages, including that they should be mindful of the impact of their future career 

choices on their family life and subsequent responsibilities. Specifically, women received 

more messages than men about stopping their work when children come into their lives and 

how “full-time care giving is the only way to be a good mother or to avoid regretting the 

‘missing out’ of a child’s early years” (p. 175). While in many instances women and men 

received similar messages from parents about the roles that career and family should play in 

their lives, many of the messages continued to perpetuate gendered beliefs of career and 

family expectations for women.  
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Rivera et al. (2007) conducted a study of a variety of factors related to career barriers, 

self-efficacy, and acculturation of Hispanic women students attending community college. 

While this study did not explicitly discuss career messaging, the findings speak to the 

importance of understanding the career development of Hispanic women and expanding the 

careers they will consider. Specifically, study findings illustrated that when women perceived 

a high career barrier, they were more likely to indicate confidence in pursuing a career that 

was female-dominated (e.g., registered nurse, administrative role) instead of pursuing a 

career that was male-dominated (e.g., airline pilot, chemist). The authors emphasized that 

this finding pointed to a coping strategy used by Hispanic women, whereby they consider a 

limited scope of careers that might be more manageable and present fewer barriers (e.g., a 

more female-dominated career). Thus, “For college women, attitudes about gender-

appropriate occupations may be one barrier that prevents them from entering fields that have 

been traditionally dominated by men” (DiDonato & Strough, 2013, p. 545). 

DiDonato and Strough’s (2013) survey research study examined major- and career-

related decisions in a sample of 264 college students (165 women, 99 men) to determine if 

these decisions were related to students’ “gender-typed attitudes about the occupations that 

are appropriate for themselves and others” (p. 536). Moreover, undergraduate students’ 

“attitudes about the jobs that are appropriate for women and men may provide a window into 

the extent to which cultural beliefs and values constrain decisions about the occupations that 

are most appropriate for the self” (DiDonato & Strough, 2013, p. 538). Students filled out a 

demographic questionnaire and responded to open-ended questions; the findings indicated 

that both women and men felt that it was more acceptable for women to hold stereotypically 

masculine jobs (e.g., in law or medicine) than it was for men to hold stereotypical feminine 
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occupations (e.g., in nursing or education). The authors went on to say that the attitudes that 

women study participants had about careers that were appropriate for themselves continue to 

perpetuate gender stereotypes. Findings illustrated how women’s preferences for more 

traditional career paths for women may be self-imposed barriers that prevent them from 

selecting careers that have greater earning and growth potential (DiDonato & Strough, 2013). 

Thus, DiDonato and Strough (2013) concluded that the women in their study had attitudes 

about gender stereotypes for themselves and made career decisions accordingly, which the 

authors hypothesized could be one contributing factor to the lack of women in more male-

dominated career fields.   

Furthermore, according to Fouad et al. (2010), during high school and college, 

women’s participation in STEM-related activities decreases at a much faster rate than men’s, 

which has resulted in women being “systematically filtered out of the STEM workforce” (p. 

362). Recent studies have sought to understand “the gendered nature of implicitly held 

beliefs related to STEM careers” and how these beliefs are linked with the academic major 

choices of women and men (Dunlap & Barth, 2019, p. 1). One key finding from Dunlap and 

Barth’s (2019) study on these implicitly held beliefs illustrated that the women majoring in 

STEM fields also associated themselves with careers in STEM fields, compared with women 

in academic majors that are more dominated by women (e.g., nursing, social work, nutrition, 

psychology, human development) that are more focused on helping other people or working 

with other people.  

Bates and Holt (2023) also examined women’s expectations of gendered career 

opportunities in their study that included a sample of 21 Black and white undergraduate 

women, all of whom attended one of three well-known and prestigious institutions in the 
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United Kingdom. Women reported that they held multiple gendered career expectations, 

including those they learned about as undergraduate students. Findings also illustrated that 

most women perceived only being able to advance so far because of their gender and that the 

most significant obstacle women expected to face in their career was having children in the 

future. The authors discussed that “in these intensely youthful spaces [referring to colleges], 

messages about appropriate career choice(s) are reproduced via careers” (p. 5). In particular, 

the authors noted the starkness of young women’s beliefs in 2018 (when the study was 

conducted) since raising a family was something study participants expected as part of their 

future, and they would adjust their career accordingly. Thus, Bates and Holt’s (2023) 

findings highlight the significance of gendered beliefs and gendered messages that are 

reproduced in present-day culture. 

Furthermore, according to Cook et al. (2005), “The career development of all women 

occurs in a specific cultural context,” and “society implicitly provides messages about 

appropriate and inappropriate career paths based on the cultural and gendered context of 

which the girl or woman is a part” (p. 167). Through their ecological model of career 

counseling, Cook et al. (2005) discussed how, at a macrosystem, or cultural, level, 

stereotypes and career myths include gender and racial discrimination, valuing white (male) 

privilege, and gender/race-typed occupational choices (and ideologies). Watts et al. (2015) 

also noted that the idea of “appropriate” careers limits the type of career opportunities that 

both women and men view as “appropriate” for women given perceptions of gender roles. 

Zhang et al. (2009) pointed out,  

Because girls may internalize stereotypic beliefs through gender socialization, part of 

the solution to facilitate women’s involvement in male dominant careers is to educate 
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parents and teachers to communicate more positive expectations about girls’ abilities 

to achieve success in domains that are traditionally masculine. (p. 129) 

Thus, the literature has referenced how some women personally hold gendered beliefs that 

speak to the gendered nature of career choice. 

Cultural and Racialized Messages and Beliefs 

According to Eccles (2011), identity and career choice are shaped by gendered and 

cultural messages. At an early age, culture, specifically family culture based upon race or 

ethnicity, places more emphasis on women having certain responsibilities (e.g., caregiving) 

and behaving in certain ways that are not expected of men (Andrews, 2020). Furthermore, 

awareness surrounding the messages sent to young girls highlights cultural inconsistencies 

(Andrews, 2020). Women receive, whether explicitly or implicitly, cultural and/or racialized 

messages regarding careers. According to Shapiro et al. (2015), who studied middle school 

students (sixth through eighth grade), “Every culture includes gendered expectations for what 

individuals, based on their sex, are supposed to be like (their traits, such as being relationally-

oriented or autonomous) and supposed to act like (their behaviors, such as being competitive 

or collaborative)” (p. 4). Women from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds receive 

these messages.  

Specifically, Leong et al. (2010) discussed that, in Asian American communities, 

cultural messages about appropriate occupations may influence career choice and make the 

selection of career fields with perceived success more likely (e.g., engineer, doctor) than 

other career paths (e.g., actor). Similarly, in a qualitative study of Asian American career 

development, Fouad et al. (2008) found that “it may be that messages related to culturally 

appropriate occupational choice are one type of cultural value that initially is transmitted 
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through the family” (p. 54). Another qualitative study with a sample of 12 Asian American 

women ages 20–29 (all of whom were second-generation) focused on gendered racial 

socialization, or messages received from parents/family, the media, and peers (Ahn et al., 

2021). Study participants indicated the pressure and stress they felt while being told to excel 

in both academic/career pursuits and attending to home/family responsibilities. The authors 

shared narratives from study participants, one of whom expressed that she had to “prove 

herself” because she was only able to “make it so far as a female and Asian American,” and 

how the best thing she could do was to become an expert in her chosen field so that she could 

gain knowledge and obtain respect (p. 10). Another narrative from a study participant spoke 

to how, in her youth, she wanted to be a celebrity, but she recognized that if there was any 

competition from another person of Asian descent, they would both be vying for the “token 

role.” Furthermore, this same participant shared that her mother felt that her interest in being 

a celebrity was not a career goal she could achieve in the United States but that it may be 

“easier” to achieve in Asia. Study findings highlighted the mixed messages received by and 

the tremendous expectations placed on Asian American women (Ahn et al., 2021). 

Storlie et al. (2016) also examined cultural factors in a study of the career 

development of 10 Latina first-generation college women. Their study illustrated how 

women encountered strong cultural messages in their career development as well as some 

messages that deviatde from their traditional life roles and family expectations. Findings 

revealed that Latina women expressed difficulty redefining traditional pathways that were 

established in their culture such as staying home with children. These traditional life roles 

that Latina college women experience can include those of daughter, sister, cousin, and 

employee (Storlie et al., 2016). The salience of these life roles, or role salience, “refers to the 
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different aspects of one’s life in which one spends significant amounts of time” (Storlie et al., 

2016, p. 306). Given these life roles, study participants examined their own cultural identity 

when they made choices to take a different path from the traditional role of being an at-home 

caregiver to children. For example, one study participant expressed that the “Hispanic 

mindset [is] that if you’re going to have children, then marry; a man is going to have to 

support you” (p. 311). Study participants talked about the challenges they faced in going 

against more traditional family and culture roles while also navigating new academic and 

career pathways that had not been modeled for them previously. Furthermore, participants 

universally expressed the importance of giving back to their community and to their family 

through their career path and acknowledged the sacrifices their families had made.  

In Storlie et al.’s (2016) study of Latina college women, one particularly salient quote 

from a participant centered on a conversation between a mother and daughter regarding 

career options in the context of cultural considerations. The participant discussed how values 

had been instilled in her to give back to her community through her career path and how her 

mother specifically impressed upon her the importance of responsibility stating, “[Do] you 

want to be like every other [Latina] woman who comes to the U.S. and has to clean homes?” 

(p. 312). Furthermore, participants in Storlie et al.’s (2016) study specifically viewed 

themselves as “cultural trailblazers” who broke traditions to advance in careers that are 

different than those of their culture or family; yet, they also saw their career path as a way to 

give back to their community. Liverman’s (2015) research also captured a similar finding 

regarding the impact of culture on the early career-related decisions of Hispanic and African 

American women. A Hispanic participant from Liverman’s (2015) study spoke to the impact 

of culture on her career-related decisions and how she was in an even stronger position than 
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her mother to have educational and career-related opportunities that would have a positive 

impact on her life as well as the lives of her community and her family. 

Yet, the feelings expressed by participants in Storlie et al.’s (2016) study further 

illustrate a point made by Fisher and Padmawidjaja (1999), who claimed that “when students 

from minority and dominant cultures attempt to meet the parental expectations placed on 

them, minority students may have the additional responsibility of obtaining a career status 

above their parents, to ‘move their race forward’” (p. 146). Relatedly, Luedke’s (2020) 

critical qualitative study of first-generation undergraduate Students of Color (nine women 

and 16 men) found that students felt a strong sense of upliftment for their home communities 

through accessing higher education and through their subsequent career/career path. While 

Luedke’s (2020) study focused on Students of Color uplifting their communities, it also 

emphasized the students’ resistance toward societal messages and replication of inequalities.  

Similarly, Liang et al. (2017) studied the identities of Latina college women, the 

multiple roles they play, and the intersections of their culture, gender, and ethnicity in their 

experiences. In Liang et al.’s study, participants were specifically recruited from a 

psychology research pool at a private Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) in Southern 

California. Semi-structured interviews uncovered multiple themes, one related to the 

messages women received about gender from family (mainly from observing their parents’ 

behaviors and interactions) and from society. For example, study participants noted the 

strength and sacrifice of their mothers in assuming both caretaking, thought of as a more 

traditional role, and providing financially, a more nontraditional role, within the family, 

while the men in their family had more “power and privilege” (Liang et al., 2017, p. 162). 

The authors reported that Latina women in the sample gained “empowerment and 
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confidence” in seeing their mothers assume both traditional and nontraditional roles. Study 

participants also noted that, based upon gender, their brothers were able to lead a “freer” and 

more independent lifestyle without as many responsibilities. As the authors noted, “Latina 

college students also may be expected to fulfill roles at home regardless of their successes at 

school or at work” (p. 153). Importantly, these findings have implications in thinking about 

the career interests and plans of Latina college women and how culturally specific gender 

roles, similar to those outlined in Storlie et al.’s (2016) study, can either help or hinder career 

development.  

In Bingham et al.’s (2014) study, which focused on women’s perceptions of 

academics, career/work, and family, culture was also a key element for Native American and 

Indigenous women in college. The authors expressed that “Indigenous women college 

students’ life experiences are greatly influenced by a combination of cultural and familial 

factors” (p. 625). Findings from a sample of 20 undergraduate women reflected the salience 

of culture and of women living in two worlds balancing their Indigenous culture and the 

“White world.” Furthermore, findings illustrated how women were greatly influenced by 

family expectations that shaped their educational and career paths. Indigenous women 

seemed to straddle these two worlds, given that, traditionally, they were expected to put 

family first and that “pursuing a career at the expense of having children felt selfish” (p. 

623).  

For African American women, cultural influences are also a salient aspect of career 

development (Constantine & Greer, 2003). Wright (2007) posited that for African American 

women, culture is grounded in oral tradition and storytelling. Moreover, it is important to 

keep in mind that “African Americans are not a monolithic group and African American 
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culture is not unitary or static” (Ward & Bingham, 2001, p. 29). In Thomas and King’s 

(2007) study, culture played a role in gendered socialization messages, communicated from 

African American mothers to their daughters (about their race and gender), and the findings 

pointed to messages centering on young women being assertive, self-determined, and strong. 

Additionally, the messages and verbal communication that African American girls receive 

can sometimes be contradictory and not consistent with expectations and parental behaviors 

(Hackett & Byars, 1996). For example Hackett & Byars (1996) indicated that some parents 

express to their children that they can “make it” (e.g., “make it” in this world) because the 

parents have; however, other parents express to their children that they can succeed in life, 

despite their parents not succeeding, and “this constellation of conflicting messages may 

have varying effects on the children” (p. 335).  

Culture was also examined in a study on the first career decisions of African 

American and Hispanic women in STEM career fields (Liverman, 2015). Liverman (2015) 

found that some women in the study received direct messages related to gender role 

expectations within their culture. For example, one of the African American study 

participants, received the following message from her parents: “Maybe you should think 

about getting a boyfriend, so that you can get married and start a family” (p. 150). However, 

this participant expressed different views, namely that she wanted to first feel secure in her 

career as an engineer before starting a family. Her family felt she was not focused enough on 

starting a family of her own and that she was more focused on her academics and 

professional life. 

As illustrated in the literature, many women navigate expectations and messaging 

about careers based upon their culture, race, gender, family, and a variety of additional 
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factors. The literature has highlighted the added pressures and multiple messages and 

influences that women from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds experience. 

Furthermore, for women, messages about careers may blur the lines between gendered 

expectations of life roles and career, expectations women may place upon themselves that are 

restrictive of their gender, and expectations of parents, family, community, culture, and race. 

Furthermore, the intentional use of narratives in this section on career messages amplifies the 

voices of women from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

Appraisal of Literature on Career Messaging 

The literature has clearly documented that women receive messages about careers and 

appropriate career paths from a variety of sources, including parents and family (Fisher & 

Padmawidjaja, 1999; Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013; Stebleton et al., 2020). There is also 

literature that has focused specifically on gendered messages (Dunlap & Barth, 2019; 

Shapiro et al., 2015) and cultural, race-based messages (Bingham et al., 2014; Rivera et al., 

2007). As Cook et al. (2002) explained, “From early childhood throughout life, many women 

are exposed to pervasive messages that a woman’s life should revolve around taking care of 

others and that their career plans are somehow superimposed on this primary obligation” (p. 

298). Women are bombarded with messages about how the trajectory of their lives and 

careers should unfold. As noted, some women are empowered and supported to make 

autonomous career decisions, while others come from backgrounds and more collectivist 

cultures in which career decisions involve family or extended family. Flores and Heppner 

(2002) stated that, “in some cases, the extended family might also be invited to join the 

discourse, since career decisions are often seen as family decisions in collectivist cultures” 

(p. 189). 
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Of all the career messages that women receive, the most common and significant are 

messages from parents and family. While these messages vary, women from a variety of 

racial and ethnic backgrounds receive messages from family related to their career decisions 

and career paths. As noted previously, Eccles (2011) spoke of the significance of career 

choice and identity being shaped by messages that relate to culture and gender. Beginning 

with socialization in early childhood, the influence of parents and family has been supported 

throughout the literature.  

That said, much of the available scholarship is quantitative, often survey-based, from 

a variety of disciplines, and little research has focused on the narratives of women in college. 

Some exceptions include the work of Storlie et al. (2018), who centered the career narratives 

of 11 African American undergraduate women. It is important to hear directly from 

participants who have the opportunity to reflect, share, and articulate their career journeys 

and decisions through narrative. Narrative studies provide a way to communicate and share 

nuances that come directly from participants. Moreover, a narrative researcher can ask study 

participants follow-up questions to further explore their career stories. The literature remains 

somewhat limited regarding the specific career messages directed toward women from 

different racial and ethnic groups. Furthermore, the literature has also documented that more 

research is needed to determine the relationship between parental support and areas such as 

career-related and educational barriers, self-efficacy, and coping for students from a variety 

of racial and ethnic backgrounds (Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 

Overview 

This chapter discusses the purpose of the study, research questions, conceptual 

framework, methodology, data collection methods, data analysis procedures, trustworthiness, 

and limitations of the study. It also describes the pilot study as well as my positionality and 

role as the researcher.  

The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to understand how undergraduate 

women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of career messages and 

how those messages shape their early career decisions. The study addressed three research 

questions: (1) What messages do undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic 

backgrounds receive about careers throughout their lives, including their college education? 

(2) How do undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds make 

meaning of the messages they receive about careers? (3) How do career messages and the 

ways that undergraduate women from various racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning 

of those messages shape some of their early career decisions? 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework that was broadly used to guide this study speaks to the 

interconnectedness of multiple factors in career decision making. Specifically, three primary 
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factors included individual background characteristics (gender and race), the process of 

vocational anticipatory socialization (VAS), and meaning making. 

According to Novakovic and Fouad (2012), “The body of literature pertaining to 

women’s career development identifies many variables that play an important role in the 

career development of women” (p. 224). Framed specifically in this study are how personal 

background influences, namely those related to gender and race, play an important role in 

career-related messages, meaning making, and ultimately career decision making. As defined 

by Novakovic and Fouad (2012), background influences are “established characteristics that 

are beyond the control of an individual such as age, gender, and ethnicity” (p. 225). Notably, 

career development can be both helped or hindered by the messages that individuals receive 

about their gender and racial identities (Cook et al., 2005).  

According to Cook et al. (2005), gender is a factor in how women from different 

racial and ethnic backgrounds may be perceived regarding their commitment to the 

workplace, values, interests, and abilities. Furthermore, racial and ethnic background can be 

an integral part of a woman’s career development, while racial/ethnic stereotypes can create 

barriers to career development (Novakovic & Fouad, 2012). Relatedly, when making career 

decisions, cultural context is often a significant factor (Fouad & Byars-Winston, 2005). 

Given the many complexities of women’s career development and intersecting aspects of 

identity, gender and race were the most salient background influences taken into 

consideration in this study. 

Aside from individual background influences, the conceptual framework included 

vocational anticipatory socialization, which is the communicative process whereby both 

explicit and implicit socializing messages are received from a variety of sources that have an 
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impact on the career choices of individuals, namely adolescents and young adults (Jablin, 

2001). Jablin (2001) posited five sources from which individuals obtain occupational and 

career information: “(1) family members, (2) educational institutions, (3) part-time job 

experiences, (4) peers and friends, and (5) the media” (p. 734). 

Family members are often the initial source of socialization for children as they 

discover information about work and career (Buzzanell et al., 2011). The literature has noted 

compellingly that the “family of origin is probably the single most potent determinant of 

career development, and one means by which the sociopolitical salience of race and class are 

translated into individual career trajectories, perhaps most significantly for those of 

racial/ethnic group minorities” (Brown, 2004, p. 587). Whitson and Keller’s (2004) broad 

definition of family of origin includes the family in which an individual was raised or spent 

their developmental years. Messages from family “are those that children report as explicitly 

conveyed to them (e.g., my uncle told me) … [and] may consist of discouragement of work 

and careers, advice, or verbal mention of career aspects that children should consider” 

(Buzzanell et al., 2011, p. 150). Specifically, parental influence and the socialization process 

play a significant role in how children and young adults learn about the world of work 

(Bradford et al., 2001; Fisher & Padmawidjaja, 1999; Li & Kerpelman, 2007; Medved et al., 

2006). For example, Levin and Aley (2020) suggested that children may be privy to hearing 

and observing their parents discuss work-related matters, as parents may share both the joys 

and challenges of work environments.  

The second source from which occupational and career information is obtained are 

educational institutions (e.g., childcare centers, K–12 schools, and colleges). For example, 

children first learn to communicate with each other in school (Jablin, 2001). Aley and Levine 



 

 

 

49 

(2023) discussed that, within educational institutions, there are different types of mentors, 

such as counselors, coaches, and teachers, who can guide and support students with career 

selection. In school, children and adolescents can observe interactions with school 

administrators (e.g., the principal, teachers) as well as other students to determine how 

people communicate given their organizational or occupational role (Levine & Hoffner, 

2006). As adolescents and young adults progress throughout their academic journey during 

high school and college, they obtain occupational information through their courses and often 

through internships (Jablin, 1985). According to Novakovic and Fouad (2012), “Adolescence 

is an especially important time for the study of women’s career development because 

adolescent girls may make career decisions that are influenced by gender stereotypes and 

experiences of discrimination in the educational setting” (p. 224). Furthermore, young 

women’s career decisions during their adolescent years can shape their future career path 

(Novakovic & Fouad, 2012). 

The third source from which occupational and career information is obtained is part-

time jobs which, as Jablin (2001) surmised, offer adolescents work contexts that require 

relationship building and communication skills. For young people, part-time jobs are often 

formative experiences that have the potential to shape their identities and meaning of work 

(Herrygers & Wieland, 2017). Part-time jobs as well as internships are also opportunities to 

further an understanding of experience and skills, and to cultivate professional networks, 

which are sources of a variety of career-related messages (Aley & Levine, 2020). Yet, while 

part-time jobs can provide opportunities to build skills, become familiar with workplace 

settings, and earn money, adolescents may or may not seek these opportunities. 
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The fourth source from which occupational and career information is obtained speaks 

to how peers and friends, whether explicitly or implicitly, play a role in the vocational 

anticipatory socialization of children and young adults (Jablin, 2001). Interactions with peers 

may provide opportunities to practice skills that young adults need to succeed in the 

workplace (Aley & Levine, 2020). For example, involvement with afterschool activities 

accounts for a great deal of socialization between adolescents and their peers (Levine & 

Hoffner, 2006). In addition, explicit conversations with friends may be an opportunity for 

children and young adults to learn more about the world of work and careers, and to obtain 

feedback (Jablin, 2001). Notably, in a study on the vocational anticipatory socialization of 

college students (Powers & Myers, 2017), communicating with friends was also identified as 

the most significant source of discouraging messages about careers (e.g., discouraging 

particular career paths).  

The fifth source of occupational and career information is the media (Jablin, 2001). 

According to Myers et al. (2011), “Media portrayals of work shape children’s values and 

expectations about careers” (p. 90). Jablin (2001) surmised that media messages are not 

arbitrary or random, but are presented (particularly from television) in a more strategic and 

patterned way that illustrates occupations and communication within organizations. For 

example, images from STEM professionals featured in the media can be a source of critical 

and impactful information for adolescent girls, particularly when considering career 

pathways (Steinke, 2017).  

Along with television, magazines can also illustrate a variety of messages about the 

world of work for girls and women. Massoni (2004) studied career and work-related 

messages from issues of Seventeen Magazine (in 1992), a publication geared toward 
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adolescent girls who are predominantly white. Findings illustrated that the magazine’s 

“overarching message to girls about work is that it remains a man’s world in which women 

labor (mostly at being beautiful) as a means to meeting or assisting more powerful men” (p. 

62). The author discussed how the magazine portrays women’s jobs as being more focused 

on aesthetic and personal qualities, and men’s jobs requiring more analytical and intellectual 

skills. Although times have changed in some respects since 1992, more recently, Daniels and 

Sherman (2016) suggested that girls and women are often underrepresented in the media, and 

when they are present, it is not uncommon for them to be represented in stereotyped or more 

limited ways (e.g., traditional roles). Indeed, gendered messages directed toward girls in the 

media are not isolated to the past; they are still happening today.  

For example, in 2016, Pittman compared the front covers of Girls’ Life and Boys’ Life 

side by side, and found numerous gendered messages and images reflected in each, which 

ignited an online firestorm, particularly among parents. The images on the Girls’ Life cover 

focused primarily on physical appearance, including fashion, hair, and makeup (including the 

focal point of the cover featuring a young white adolescent girl with long blond hair in the 

middle of the cover), while the Boys’ Life cover was more career-focused and included 

images that signified a variety of careers (e.g., microscope, police badge, firefighter helmet, 

stethoscope, and hammer). Furthermore, the words “explore your future” were centered on 

the front cover of Boys’ Life (Pittman, 2016). Thus, the gendered depictions and messages, 

specifically from Girls’ Life magazine, illustrate how, in recent years, images and messages 

are still similar to those from decades earlier that depict women as being less career-oriented 

and more appearance-focused. Furthermore, VAS messages and their influence shed light on 

how young adults process information and make career decisions (Myers et al., 2011). Myers 
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et al. (2011) shared that, “for example, research on gender differences in STEM pinpoint 

factors that result in the gross underrepresentation of women in these fields” (p. 88). 

It is important to note that, whether reviewing a magazine cover or interpreting an 

image, readers make meaning of what they hear, see, and/or read. Thus, meaning making, 

grounded in the work of Kegan (1980, 1982) and Baxter Magolda (2004) was an integral part 

of this study’s conceptual framework.  

Baxter Magolda (2004) discussed that “people actively construct or make meaning of 

their experience—they interpret what happens to them, evaluate it using their current 

perspective, and draw conclusions about what experiences mean to them” (p. 31). Given this 

interpretation, meaning is constructed based upon a person’s individual perspective and 

assumptions as well as the context of an experience they encounter (Baxter Magolda, 2004). 

Thus, meaning making, the third element of this conceptual framework, is a vital aspect of 

human experience and central to an individual’s life (Chen, 2013).  

Meaning making, as related to college students’ development and learning, includes 

strategies that help students comprehend their learning (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012, p. 4). 

Making sense of the world, navigating the complexities of figuring out who to be, what to 

believe, how to act, and whom to turn to for support and guidance are part of adopting a 

meaning-making perspective (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). Furthermore, for college 

students, part of their career development process is forming their own sense of self and 

meaning in life (Lewis, et al., 2018). Therefore, meaning making is central to life and 

experiences (Chen, 2013). With this in mind, this study sought to explore broadly, through 

the conceptual framework, how personal factors and background characteristics, including 
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gender and race, the role of career-related messages in VAS, and meaning making shape the 

early career decisions of undergraduate women.  

            Figure 1 depicts the conceptual framework as a series of concentric circles, which are 

useful because, though the circles can overlap, they also maintain their own identity. The 

symbolism of concentric circles is meaningful when thinking about how identity 

characteristics (in this study, race and gender) are such an integral part of career decision 

making and career development. The concentric circles also illustrate that messaging through 

VAS and meaning making build upon each other and lead to career decisions.  

 

   Figure 1 

Visual Representation of the Conceptual Framework 
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Methodology 

The methodological plan for this research focused on conducting a qualitative study 

of how undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of 

the career messages that they receive. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), “The word 

qualitative implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities and on processes and meanings 

that are not experimentally examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms of quantity, 

amount, intensity, or frequency” (p. 8). Specifically, “qualitative research is an approach for 

exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human 

problem” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 4). Conducting qualitative research provided an 

opportunity to delve deeper into the lives and lived experiences of undergraduate women 

from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

The qualitative research method utilized in this study was narrative inquiry. 

According to Connelly and Clandinin (1990), 

It is equally correct to say “inquiry into narrative” as it is “narrative inquiry.” By this 

we mean that narrative is both phenomenon and method. Narrative names the 

structured quality of experience to be studied, and it names the patterns of inquiry for 

its study. To preserve this distinction, we use the reasonably well-established device 

of calling the phenomenon “story” and the inquiry “narrative.” (p. 2)  

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) emphasized that narrative is the study of the ways humans 

experience the world. In research related to education, it has been theorized that humans are 

storytellers who have lives full of stories (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Furthermore, 

Polkinghorne (1995) posited that through narrative inquiry, stories can be utilized to describe 

human action. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), there are seven distinctive features of 
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narrative inquiry: (1) collecting individual stories, (2) describing individual experiences, (3) 

stories occurring within a particular time, place, or context, (4) stories shaped through 

chronology, (5) gathered through various forms of data, (6) analyzed through different 

strategies (e.g., structural or thematic), and (7) stories that may contain transitions, 

epiphanies, or tensions.  

Capturing the stories of undergraduate women through their first-hand accounts was 

at the core of this qualitative study. To uncover more about the career messages that women 

receive, collecting narrative stories offers a way to illustrate how individuals view their own 

lives and self-perceptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Narratives encompass “accounts of daily 

life, stories that spring from the imagination, vignettes of daily life, news reports of events of 

public interest, histories, gossip, and other oral and written accounts in past, present and 

future time” (Daiute, 2014, p. 2). Yet, in narrative inquiry, using stories as data—particularly 

through stories told in the first-person that include a beginning, middle, and end—is critical 

to this kind of qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  

Furthermore, there are a variety of narrative approaches. Some of the most common 

include biography, autobiography, oral history, autoethnography, and life history (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). There is no single linear path to conducting a narrative study, though Creswell 

and Poth (2018) did outline several considerations for conducting narrative research: (1) 

alignment between the research problem/questions and narrative inquiry, (2) selection of 

individual(s) who have stories/experiences to share, (3) data that can be gathered through 

different types of information, (4) stories situated within time/place, culture, and context, (5) 

restorying/reorganizing, (6) using a collaborative approach to tell stories, and (7) generating a 

written form of the narrative.  
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Since the purpose of this study was to understand how messages about careers shape 

the early career decisions of undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic 

backgrounds, I focused on particular background characteristics (i.e., gender and race), 

messages received through vocational anticipatory socialization, and the process of meaning 

making as part of the conceptual framework. Therefore, with the intent of studying the 

meanings of lived experiences, narrative inquiry was an appropriate choice because, in 

narrative inquiry, the lived experiences of individuals serve as powerful examples (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990). A study of career messages could contain numerous powerful examples 

of the lived stories of undergraduate women. Furthermore, Simmonds et al. (2015) discussed 

how “narrative inquiry is also valuable when conducting gender-based research because it 

focuses on narratives as experiences lived and told” (p. 36).  

The role of the researcher is also distinct in narrative inquiry, and Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) emphasize that the researcher allows space for each participant to tell their 

story first while the researcher listens. This approach does not mean that the researcher is 

silenced; rather, the emphasis is on each participant being heard. Furthermore, in narrative 

research, each participant is viewed as a storyteller as opposed to a respondent, and the role 

of the researcher is to listen effectively to each participant’s stories (Savin-Baden & Niekerk, 

2007). Connelly and Clandinin (1990) suggested that 

We are, in narrative inquiry, constructing narratives at several levels. At one level it is 

the personal narratives and the jointly shared and constructed narratives that are told 

in the research writing, but narrative researchers are compelled to move beyond the 

telling of the lived story to tell the research story. (p. 10)  
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At this first level, my dissertation shares the individual personal narratives of each participant 

and the jointly constructed narratives through illustration of the themes and critical findings. 

In moving beyond the first level, as a narrative researcher, I tell the research story by 

connecting findings to past and present literature.  

Recruitment  

Site Selection 

The site selected for this study was a public research university located in an urban 

setting in the northeastern United States. The institution, referred to pseudonymously as 

Ocean University, had approximately 13,000 undergraduate students and 3,000 graduate 

students at the time of this study. The information reported in this section was derived from 

the university’s website, without noting specific sources to protect the identity of the 

institution and participants. The undergraduate population was 57% women and 43% men. 

According to fall 2020 data, the race and ethnicity of undergraduate students reflected in the 

student body was: white, 38.5% (4,216); Hispanics of any race, 20.6% (2,255); Black or 

African American, 20.1% (2,200); Asian, 16.6% (1,823); two or more races, 4.1% (446); 

American Indian or Alaska Native, 0.1% (13); Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, 

0.0% (2). The institution is part of a state system of public universities and is one of the most 

diverse higher education institutions in the United States in terms or race, ethnicity, and 

citizenship status (Suneson, 2020).  

Regarding admissions, the acceptance rate was 75%, with a 90% rate of early 

acceptance. The student–faculty ratio for undergraduate students was 16 to 1, and most 

classes had fewer than 20 students. The most popular academic majors encompassed areas in 

the sciences (biological and biomedical sciences; psychology; social sciences), health 
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professions and related programs, and business (including marketing and management). The 

mission of the institution highlighted a multicultural academic environment and a diverse 

campus community as well as an institutional commitment to engagement on an urban and 

global scale. The target institution was well positioned as a research site due to the diverse 

student population, percentage of women, and my familiarity with the setting.  

Sampling                     

In conducting narrative research, my goal was to speak with undergraduate women 

and collect stories about their lived and told experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). According 

to Creswell and Poth (2018), “Narrative research is best for capturing the detailed stories or 

life experiences of a single individual or the lives of a small number of individuals” (p. 71). 

Therefore, the target sample size for this study was 10–12 undergraduate cisgender women 

from a variety of racial and ethnic groups. This study focused on the messages that cisgender 

girls and women receive going back to their childhood, adolescence, and into early 

adulthood.  

Since gender was a constant and salient variable in the study, I found it important to 

focus on the messages that cisgender women have received from an early age, up until they 

make career decisions as they are about to graduate from college. Because of the potential 

differences in the messages that trans girls and women, as well as gender queer, gender 

diverse, nonbinary, and agender people receive, it is critical to study their experiences in a 

separate study, though this was not the goal of my research.  

In relation to racial and ethnic characteristics, my goal was to recruit participants 

from diverse backgrounds, including, but not limited to, Asian American women, 

Black/African American women, Latina women, Native American women, and white 
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women. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) discussed the connection between a study’s purpose 

and the number of participants. Since this study necessitated speaking with women from 

different racial and ethnic backgrounds, having a diverse sample of women was a critical part 

of that goal. Since the purpose of narrative inquiry is not comparison, the study findings were 

not used to compare Women of Color to white women, or women from any racial and ethnic 

background to each other. The goal of this research was to share unique and personal stories, 

not to standardize or generalize participants’ experiences. 

Specifically, the type of sampling that was primarily utilized for this study was 

criterion sampling. According to Maxwell (2013), decisions about sampling are an integral 

part of a study’s research methods, including where research is conducted and whom are 

included in the sample. Therefore, using criterion sampling necessitated setting up criteria to 

identify participants who met those criteria (Mertens, 2015). The main criteria were gender 

(participants needed to identify as a cisgender woman), race (participants needed to represent 

different racial and ethnic groups), and year in school (participants needed to be in their 

senior/final year of undergraduate study since this study focused on career messages and 

career decision making as students were about to finish college). Criterion sampling required 

asking participants to share information about their gender, race, and year in school to 

confirm that their responses met the specific criteria. Participant selection was not based on 

major, field of study, or intended career path. Using criterion sampling helped identify a 

diverse group of undergraduate women with whom to speak, which is a common approach to 

achieving quality assurance (Patton, 1990).  

To obtain participants for this study, with approval from the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB), I crafted a message about my study to be sent as a broadcast email to the entire 
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campus community (see Appendix A). As it turned out, the broadcast email was sent to the 

entire database of undergraduate and graduate students at the institution (and could not be 

separated using any additional criterion). While having the broadcast email sent was helpful 

in reaching a larger scope of potential participants, it also allowed many other students to fill 

out the screening questionnaire who did not meet the established criteria. 

In addition to the broadcast email that was sent to students on four separate occasions, 

I conducted individual outreach through offices/departments at Ocean University, through a 

variety of student groups and clubs connected to students from diverse backgrounds and/or 

women specifically, and to offices/departments that work with students from diverse 

backgrounds. I conducted multiple rounds of outreach to student groups and 

offices/departments/campus contacts, introducing myself and the study and asking the 

individual and/or group about their willingness to forward my email to students. I also sent 

several reminder emails requesting that my study invitation be reshared and/or reposted. I 

also asked participants if they knew of friends, peers, or networks who might like to 

participate in the study, utilizing snowball sampling for this purpose. Despite these efforts, 

obtaining a diverse sample of participants who met all the criteria for my study was far more 

difficult than I anticipated. 

My recruitment email included a brief demographic data sheet/screening 

questionnaire on which interested participants answered relevant questions (via Qualtrics) 

about their demographic backgrounds, academics, and careers (see Appendix B). After 

extensive outreach over the span of 4 months, I obtained a racially and ethnically diverse 

sample of 11 students. While I received initial interest from more participants who met all the 
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criteria (and whom I began communicating with), they ultimately did not follow through with 

participation. Table 1 provides information about the 11 study participants. 

 

Table 1 

Description of Participants (in Their Own Words)     

Pseudonym Race/Ethnicity  Major(s)/Minor  Intended Career Plans  

Carol Hispanic and Latina and 

white (mother is white and 

father is Mexican) 

Biology (minoring 

in the Honors 

College) 

 

Accepted to graduate 

school to pursue a PhD in 

molecular and cell 

biology 

Christina Latina Biochemistry 

(Honors College) 

 

Job search in the medical 

field and taking the 

MCAT in July, then 

planned to apply to 

medical school 

Faith Haitian and Afro-

Caribbean 

Double majors in 

English and 

Africana studies; 

minor in race, 

ethnicity, and 

literature  

Fulbright 

Fellowship/Scholarship; 

English teaching assistant 

in East Africa 

Fallon Tunisian/North African 

(from Tunisia)  

 

BS in management 

with a finance 

concentration  

Working in financial 

services in New York City 

Florence White English major with 

a minor in 

communications 

Accepted a job as a 

recruiting consultant 

Juliette Black (mother is Black and 

father is white) 

Early childhood 

education licensure 

and Africana 

studies 

Education/teaching 

Kelly Identifies as white (from a 

Puerto Rican background) 

 

Biology major and 

cognitive science 

minor (on the 

premed track) 

Future plans were to 

attend medical school for 

orthopedics  

Laura Lebanese (from Lebanon) Exercise and health 

science major 

Job search—possibly in 

fields related to major 
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Pseudonym Race/Ethnicity  Major(s)/Minor  Intended Career Plans  

Mary Mexican/Hispanic Business 

administration and 

marketing (also 

enrolled in an 

accelerated Master 

of Business 

Administration 

track) 

Continuing accelerated 

MBA program, then 

hoped to work in beauty 

fashion marketing in New 

York City 

Stephanie Asian American  Philosophy major  

 

Unsure (wanted to take a 

break before working) 

interested in human/social 

services 

Theresa Asian American 

(specifically Chinese 

American) 

Double majors in 

accounting and 

organizational 

change (under 

management) 

Hoped to find an 

internship related to 

accounting and human 

resources 

 

 

 

Participants who were selected for this study were contacted via email and were 

provided information regarding the purpose of the study, a request for submission of photos 

(in advance of the interview), and a description of what to expect during the interview. After 

each participant responded, I asked each to confirm their interest in participating in the study. 

After confirmation was received, I sent a consent form (Appendix D) to each participant via 

email and scheduled their Zoom interview. In the confirmation email, I provided instructions 

regarding submission of visual images/photos to participants once their participation had 

been confirmed. 

Data Collection Methods 

Interviews 

Interviews were the primary method I used for data collection. According to Terrell 

(2016), in a qualitative study, interviews can be the primary means of data collection. 
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Furthermore, “interviews are narrative stories about what the person being interviewed 

thinks happened, or thinks should have happened or even wanted to have happened” (Luker, 

2008, p. 167). Agee (2009) noted that to develop a full understanding of lives and lived 

experiences in a qualitative study, questioning is essential.  

To uncover stories from undergraduate women about the messages they had received 

about careers and how they made meaning of those messages, all student interviews were 

conducted via Zoom due to the COVID-19 pandemic. As an interviewer, I was mindful of 

how the interview was constructed, including the day of week and time of day (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000). I was also intentional in building rapport to create a comfortable virtual 

environment that was best suited to each individual study participant’s preferences. I 

conducted one semi-structured narrative interview with each participant, which allowed for 

flexibility and further inquiry into study participants’ lives and lived experiences. After each 

interview, I took field notes on what I had observed during the interview. According to 

Phillippi and Lauderdale (2018), “While field notes for interviews and focus groups are best 

recorded immediately, contextualization of the study may be a recursive process throughout 

the study, with relevant information added based upon participant comments” (p. 383).  

Photo Elicitation 

Each narrative interview included photo elicitation, which Glaw et al. (2017) 

described as “using photographs or other visual mediums in an interview to generate verbal 

discussion to create data and knowledge. Different layers of meaning can be discovered as 

this method evokes deep emotions, memories, and ideas” (p. 1). Furthermore, part of  photo 

elicitation includes a discussion between the researcher and the study participant, during 

which the photographs are used to generate conversation and elicit memories that illustrate 
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participants’ beliefs, views, and feelings (Yeager, 2020). Harper (2002) noted that the 

premise of photo elicitation in qualitative research involves inserting a photograph into a 

research interview.  

In my study, photo elicitation was used rather than photovoice. In photo elicitation, 

photos from individual participants are discussed during semi-structured interviews, whereas 

photovoice comprises a more participatory, group-oriented process (Briggs et al., 2014). 

Participants were provided with instructions regarding the submission and use of 

photographs (Appendix D), which helped guide a portion of the semi-structured interview 

process and which were used as tools to elicit reflection and meaning making regarding life, 

career messages, and career decisions. As Glaw et al. (2017) wrote,  

Photographs have been found to give extra depth to the interview content by adding 

richness and depth and revealing more than would have been revealed if only an 

interview had been conducted. This allows for a deep and broader understanding and 

a richer, more holistic, profound, and multifaceted look at the topic to create meaning. 

(p. 4) 

Participants were instructed to submit photographs, including personal photos and 

those they located online or in magazines, etc. prior to the interview. Allowing study 

participants to select which photos they wanted to bring to the interview and discuss was 

intentional, with the goal of creating a more comfortable and relaxed interview environment 

by letting the study participants know the content in advance (Glaw et al., 2017). In 

particular, study participants received instructions noting that the content of the photos 

should be related to representing messages the students received about their career/career 

path prior to and during college. A career message or a message about careers could be either 
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an explicit and/or implicit message that had an impact on participants’ career decisions. The 

suggested number of photos was between three and four, and the minimum number of photos 

was two. 

Broadly, the interview questions (see Appendix E) were related to messages that 

participants received throughout their lifetime and/or during college about careers, 

academics, meaning making, career barriers, and career decision making. The semi-

structured interviews incorporated photo elicitation to uncover nuanced career-related stories.  

Each interview was audio-recorded and was approximately 90 minutes long. All 

audio from each interview was transcribed in accordance with Luker’s (2008) 

recommendation to transcribe the interviews as soon as possible. Before each interview, I 

obtained informed consent from study participants. Glesne (2011) maintained that potential 

study participants should be made aware through informed consent “(1) that participation is 

voluntary, (2) of any aspects of the research that might affect their well-being, and (3) that 

they may freely choose to stop participation at any point in the study” (p. 166). I obtained 

informed consent both verbally and in writing, which included permission to audio-record 

each interview. These interviews followed a semi-structured format; Appendix E illustrates 

the questions asked during each interview, grouped into categories.  

Glesne (2011) stated that “the interviewing process particularly provides an occasion 

for reciprocity” (p. 178). While reciprocity does not have to come in the form of a monetary 

gift, I provided each participant with a $50.00 gift card at the conclusion of the interview 

process, as a gesture of appreciation. Additionally, in conducting this research, I was 

continually mindful of my own values and privilege throughout the entirety of the study, 

particularly with respect to conducting interviews and incorporating photo elicitation. In 
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doing so, I heeded Phillippi and Lauderdale (2018) by reflecting, after each interview, on my 

role and actions during my conversation with the participant.    

Data Analysis Procedures 

Beal (2013) suggested that there are a variety of approaches to analyzing narrative 

data. Moreover, Creswell (2013) claimed that data analysis in narrative inquiry can include 

both a description of the story and a discussion of emergent themes. Therefore, the data 

analysis in this study incorporated both personal narratives and a thematic analysis. In a 

narrative study, the analysis should focus on the story that each participant tells, the 

chronology of events that unfolds, and discoveries or epiphanies revealed by the storyteller 

(Creswell, 2013). Ollerenshaw and Creswell (2002) expressed that “a story in narrative 

research is a first-person oral telling or retelling of events related to the personal or social 

experiences of an individual” (p. 332). Therefore, in analyzing the individual stories of 

undergraduate women from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds, part of the data 

analysis process included restorying, a process for reorganizing stories into a general 

framework (Creswell, 2013). Creswell (2013) suggested that “the restorying framework may 

consist of gathering stories, analyzing them for key elements of the story (e.g., time, place, 

plot, and scene), and then rewriting the stories to place them within a chronological 

sequence” (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002, p. 332). Along these lines, due to the 

chronological nature of the stories, each had a beginning, middle, and end (Creswell, 2013). 

With respect to the photo-elicitation element of this study, Glaw et al. (2017) noted that 

photo-elicitation interviews are a form of data analysis as well as a data collection method. 

The photo data were analyzed in relation to the interview data as a means of understanding 

the meaning-making process that each participant associated with their career options. 
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This analysis process was guided by the three-dimensional space approach, a 

metaphor signifying paths or elements in narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Specifically, the three dimensions of Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) approach are “the 

personal and social (interaction) along one dimension; past, present, and future (continuity) 

along a second dimension; place (situation) along a third dimension” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 

47). This three-dimensional lens was the primary tool for informing the data gathering 

process (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002).  

Before the transcription process began, listening to each interview and reorganizing 

and rewriting notes provided an opportunity for analysis (Maxwell, 2013). As stated, each 

interview was transcribed verbatim using a transcription service. Furthermore, in narrative 

inquiry, the data from interviews, notes, and artifacts (e.g., photographs) are referred to as 

field texts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). According to Clandinin and Caine (2013), “Field 

texts are embedded within research relationships and reflect multiple nested stories. Field 

texts are shaped into interim research texts, which are shared and negotiated with participants 

prior to being composed into final research texts” (p. 544). Research texts can include visual, 

written, and audio forms that answer questions such as “who cares” or “so what” and are 

ultimately exchanged between the researcher and the participants (Clandinin & Caine, 2008). 

After transcribing each interview, coding the data was the next step in the process, 

and the data went through two cycles of coding. Miles et al. (2014) described codes as  

labels that assign symbolic meaning to the descriptive or inferential information 

compiled during a study. Codes usually are attached to data “chunks” of varying size 

and can take the form of a straightforward descriptive label or a more evocative and 

complex one (e.g., a metaphor). (pp. 71–72) 
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For the first cycle of coding, I used open coding, which is “the interpretive process by which 

data are broken down analytically” (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 423). This process helped in 

interpreting the data and gaining new insights by breaking down large amounts of data 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). As a second cycle of coding, I used axial coding, which typically 

follows open coding (Creswell, 2013). According to Creswell (2013), in axial coding, a 

central phenomenon is identified from the open-coding categories and from there the 

researcher 

returns to the database to identify (a) what caused this phenomenon to occur, (b) what 

strategies or actions actors employed in response to it, (c) what context (specific 

context) and intervening conditions (broad context) influenced the strategies, and (d) 

what consequences resulted from these strategies. (p. 286) 

Using axial coding helped me refine and relate categories to each other (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). In addition to coding interview text through this two-step coding process, I used the 

photos submitted by participants to inform and add nuances to the codes I developed. 

Finally, given all the qualitative information I collected, I considered using a software 

program but ultimately decided to code the data manually. 

Pilot Study  

Pilot studies can be useful in qualitative research for developing a framework and for 

refining research questions (Mertens, 2015). Furthermore, as Maxwell (2013) stated, “One 

important use that pilot studies have in qualitative research is to develop an understanding of 

the concepts and theories held by the people you are studying” (p. 67). In the case of this 

study, I conducted a pilot with two undergraduate Women of Color, one student who 

identified as Afro-Latina and the second student who identified as Asian American. Neither 
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student attended Ocean University, but a different higher education institution in the same 

geographic region. However, both students offered insight into my interview protocol, photo-

elicitation instructions/exercise, and overall research plan. The pilot study allowed me to 

adjust the scope of my interviews and refine questions before conducting interviews with the 

11 study participants.  

Trustworthiness 

   Lincoln and Guba (1985) described trustworthiness in the following way:  

The basic issue in relation to trustworthiness is simple: How can an inquirer persuade 

his or her audiences (including self) that the findings of an inquiry are worth paying 

attention to, worth taking account of? What arguments can be mounted, what criteria 

invoked, what questions asked that would be persuasive on this issue? (p. 290). 

In qualitative studies, trustworthiness is determined by using four strategies: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Credibility relates 

to having enough data to support claims, including a visible process of interpretation 

(Mertens, 2015). Transferability “enables readers of the research to make judgements based 

on similarities and differences when comparing the research situation to their own” (Mertens, 

2015, p. 271). Dependability attests to the appropriateness and quality of an inquiry process 

and is parallel to stability over time (Mertens, 2015). Finally, confirmability speaks to the 

data interpretation not being “figments of the researcher’s imagination” and the researcher’s 

judgements being minimized (Merterns, 2015). I utilized all four strategies to ensure that my 

study was trustworthy. 

For the first strategy, credibility, the results from this study are credible from a 

participant perspective (Terrell, 2016). I implemented member checks, which comprise a 
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process that seeks verification from individual interview participants to ensure accuracy in 

representing study participants’ stories, thoughts, and experiences in the product or final 

report (Terrell, 2016). Member checks can be informal or formal (Mertens, 2015). According 

to Mertens (2015), “Member checks involve the researcher’s seeking verification with the 

respondent groups about the constructions that are developing as a result of data collected 

and analyzed” (p. 269). I shared the two full narratives presented in this dissertation 

individually with Faith and Mary to obtain their feedback. I also shared a draft of the findings 

chapter with the other nine participants to ensure that my interpretations were reflective of 

their lives and experiences and that they had an opportunity to reflect on the themes provided 

in the chapter. I asked each participant if I represented them accurately in the document 

(Terrell, 2016). Member checking allowed me to constantly work with data and report back 

findings to participants.  

Regarding the second strategy, transferability, I provided rich, thick descriptions to 

convey the findings (Terrell, 2016). To provide readers a detailed glimpse into the lives and 

lived experiences of study participants, aside from the two individual narratives, in Chapter 

5, I introduce each participant in detail, along with at least one photo/image that they 

provided as part of the photo-elicitation exercise. Additionally, a detailed description of the 

research site was included to provide context about the type of institution and the setting.  

The third strategy in qualitative research to ensure overall trustworthiness, 

dependability, relates to consistency and replicating the results (Terrell, 2016). According to 

Shenton (2004), for dependability, “the processes within the study should be reported in 

detail, thereby enabling a future researcher to repeat the work, if not necessarily to gain the 

same results” (p. 71). Therefore, as the researcher, I reported all processes in detail to provide 
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a framework for future researchers to repeat this work at a different time and in a different 

context. 

The fourth and final strategy, confirmability, necessitates that a researcher remain 

neutral in the study, not be influenced by external sources, and reflect findings authentically 

(Terrell, 2016). In my study, I achieved confirmability primarily by minimizing my own 

personal bias, reflexivity, and continual awareness of my own actions and their impact on the 

study (Terrell, 2016). This process necessitated significant introspection and personal 

reflection throughout the study and keen attention to detail in analyzing the data.                            

Positionality Statement  

As a white cisgender woman and higher education professional, it is important for me 

to acknowledge my positionality in researching undergraduate women from diverse 

backgrounds and the meaning they made from the messages about careers that they received 

in relation to making career decisions. The impetus for this qualitative study was based on 

over two decades of working in the field of career services with students from a variety of 

racial and ethnic backgrounds. Moreover, as a white woman, I recognize the sensitivity of the 

questions I asked students and how, based upon a student’s identity (e.g., gender, racial, 

ethnic, etc.), that may have affected their own comfort level when responding to my 

inquiries.  

For many years, the core of my professional role was as a career counselor and 

advisor to support undergraduate women in reflecting on their interests, skills, and values. 

These conversations often entailed discussions of both possibilities and limitations of certain 

career paths, parental expectations, and messages from a variety of sources about careers. As 

a career professional, I have a responsibility to support students in accessing career-related 
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information, dispelling myths, and encouraging career exploration. Encouraging students to 

think critically about their next steps and believing that “one of the central goals in career 

counseling is to facilitate the career decision-making (CDM) process and assist clients [i.e., 

students] with any decision-making difficulties they are experiencing” (Lease, 2004, p. 242) 

has been part of my own mission. I have always strived to help all my students by 

providing support, encouragement, and resources. However, in conducting this study, my 

goal was to shine a light on the experiences of undergraduate women through their own 

words. My beliefs align with scholars like Betz (2008), who stated that “career pursuits will 

play a major role in most women’s lives, so it is imperative that we develop knowledge and 

interventions that will help women make career choices that they find fulfilling, satisfying, 

and economically sustaining” (p. 722).  

Limitations  

There were several limitations to this study. Institutional context was a limitation 

because I interviewed women from one research university with very specific characteristics. 

Another limitation related to participant recruitment. Obtaining a diverse sample was 

incredibly challenging despite extensive outreach through a variety of channels at Ocean 

University.  

Furthermore, despite many attempts to recruit women from specific racial and ethnic 

groups, there were no students who identified as Native American or Indigenous and who 

moved forward with study participation. In addition, as discussed, this study focused solely 

on the experiences of cisgender women in their senior year of undergraduate study. 

Therefore, the experiences of trans girls and women as well as gender queer, gender diverse, 

nonbinary, and agender people were missing from this study, though it is important to study 



 

 

 

73 

the experiences of these groups in future research. Additionally, perhaps due to my own 

positionality as a white woman researcher, during interviews with participants, they did not 

share as much about their racial and ethnic backgrounds, but they did share more about their 

gender.  

Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings of my research. Specifically, Chapter 4 details 

the narratives of two participants, Faith and Mary, to provide a full understanding of their 

experiences and meaning making in relation to career messages, in the narrative tradition. 

Chapter 5 presents brief introductions of the remaining nine participants, along with six 

themes that cut across participants’ experiences. 
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CHAPTER 4 

NARRATIVE STORIES OF FAITH AND MARY 

 

This study centered the lives and lived career development experiences of women 

from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds in their final year of undergraduate study. 

This chapter presents narrative stories from two participants, Faith and Mary, to amplify their 

voices and convey their academic and career journeys. Each narrative is presented here, as 

much as possible, in the participant’s own words, including nuanced stories and passages 

communicated from them directly. In many instances, both participants recalled memories 

and stories of career messages from times when they were growing up through their time as 

graduating seniors in college.  

These two stories were selected due to the richness of detail that they offered about 

the two participants’ identities, cultures, academic backgrounds, career journeys, and the 

meaning they made of the career messages they had received since childhood. Both 

participants reflected on their families, teachers/professors, and other significant individuals 

in their lives. While Faith and Mary had unique and distinct journeys, they both reflected 

deeply on the messages they had received from a variety of sources. The complexity of 

meaning making from both participants could be felt through their stories and often through 

examples of making decisive choices, which may (or may not) have aligned with the wishes 
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of their families or other important individuals in their lives. Their narratives were 

thoughtful, candid, and descriptive.  

Faith’s Story 

At the time of her participation in this study, Faith was a graduating senior and was 

preparing to leave campus the next day for a trip abroad. Faith identified as a cisgender 

Haitian and Afro-Caribbean woman from an immigrant family. Yet, Faith made a distinction 

about her racial and ethnic background relative to times when she was asked to fill out a form 

and check a box indicating her race. In those instances, Faith shared that she always checked 

the box that indicated “Black.” Moreover, she explained that there was never a box to check 

about her language background. As an English and Africana studies double major, with a 

minor in race, ethnicity and literature, Faith described her minor as “the exact same thing [as 

her major], but in new words.” 

Faith was the youngest of three in her family and had two much older siblings whom 

she described as 26 and 29 years old. One sibling majored in criminal justice and intended to 

go into law enforcement, and the other sibling was pursuing public relations. Faith voiced 

that she did not feel particularly close to either of her siblings and did not speak with them 

about their career goals and future aspirations. Specifically, Faith reported that her siblings 

did not necessarily take an interest in knowing what she did, or why she did it, with respect to 

career plans. Faith attributed some of the differences with her siblings to their earlier 

educational experiences, from high school. Specifically, their experiences were all very 

disparate given the types of schools she and her siblings attended and the different ways the 

institutions shaped their understanding of their career options. Faith attended an exam school 

that she had to place into; one of her siblings attended a vocational school, and the other was 
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bussed to a different district an hour away from their home. However, Faith did share that, 

collectively, she and her siblings “shattered” their mother’s “dreams of her having doctors as 

children. Engineers, lawyers, or whichever.” Faith communicated that when she was growing 

up, she wanted to be a lawyer because she read a book about Thurgood Marshall in the third 

grade. However, Faith said that while law was “not off the table,” she was focused on other 

career-related areas. She spoke at length about learning and language particularly because 

both areas informed her choice of major. She conveyed that part of the reason for selecting 

her majors, English and Africana studies, was the way she looked at how language was 

manipulated in relation to Afro diasporic communities. Furthermore, Faith acknowledged 

that 

Africana studies and English professors were the first people that I had [in college]. 

The first course I had was an Africana studies course. And then my English 101 

professor and my seminar professor were the ones that started helping me decode 

how is language important to experientially or politically charged situations when 

we're looking at, well, what are services that are maintained both here and abroad? 

And how are language resources either a function of access or a denial of access? 

For Faith, language was also a determinant of health, and she provided an example to 

illustrate the importance of language, specifically to gain access to medical services. In her 

family, Faith served as a translator in a variety of settings. Two weeks prior to our interview, 

Faith told me that she had accompanied her mother to a routine mammogram appointment 

because there were no translators available. She also had to help her parents with both verbal 

and written translation at the food pantry, which, Faith shared, was where her family had 

been getting their food. At the food pantry, Faith’s parents were provided forms in English 
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and needed her support filling them out. Through these personal examples, Faith witnessed 

first-hand how “language is a social factor,” and her lived experience “pushed her to study 

English and Africana studies.” At the time of our interview, Faith shared her plan to embark 

upon a Fulbright Fellowship/Scholarship as an English teaching assistant in East Africa. 

Faith stated amusingly that her friends from the same language and culture 

community felt that she spoke “in dissertations,” and she described herself as “speaking in 

dissertations or riddles.” Faith’s friends asked her questions such as, “Why do you talk like 

someone who studies language in depth?” to which Faith responded, “So I might as well 

[study language in depth].” Faith also remarked that she and her peers knew that Afro 

diasporic communities are often overlooked and misunderstood. She pondered questions 

such as, “Are we talked about at all? Do we make it into the conversation? What is the 

relationship between us and then how other communities are relating?” As our conversation 

progressed, I noticed myself listening intently to each word Faith articulated. 

Furthermore, Faith held multiple jobs in college. In her first year, she had a job with 

on-campus housing and with an afterschool program. She also worked with students in 

classrooms during her first year. During sophomore year, Faith worked as a peer career 

advisor with students at Ocean University. In her junior and senior years, her jobs included 

tutoring and serving as a resident assistant. She also participated in programs abroad, a 

service trip, and an internship in primary and secondary schools for a few weeks. 

 However, as a college senior, Faith discussed how important education was to her 

since she viewed education as the lens through which she could address issues she cared 

about deeply, such as food insecurity. Faith shared that she knew that the overwhelming 

number of teachers are women, also having been told repeatedly that teachers are underpaid: 
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“‘Oh, teachers don’t make any money. You won’t make money.’ Those are things I was told 

when I was younger. ‘You’re not going to make money.’” She said that these messages were 

also shared with her not just about education and teaching, but also about her interest in 

social work. While Faith was not deterred from pursuing teaching, she mentioned,  

When it comes to trying to make sure that you're financially independent, while I kept 

in mind that I liked educational spaces and I wanted to be in them, I did also carry the 

apprehension that this is not the most lucrative career. 

At this point in our conversation, I paused for a moment and asked Faith a follow-up 

question. I was curious as to how she had responded or reacted when she was told that she 

would not make much money if she pursued teaching. She provided a robust answer: 

How do I respond? Hmm. Most of the time I just let them rant. And then I'll wait, I 

guess, till they're finished with their spiel about how I'll never make any money. And 

I'm like, "Well, one thing is that hopefully there will never be a loss for teachers. 

There'll always be a need for teachers." And so, if I really want somebody to 

understand, at least, the practical side of teaching, I'm like, "Okay, well you'll always 

need teachers." Like, "Yeah. But there are teachers? What do you need to be a teacher 

for?" Teachers are needed. 

Faith continued: 

When it comes to, if I still want to do law, I'm like "Again." I said, "Education is my 

window for going into things, but it may not be the only way that I end up engaging 

with the communities that I want to be in." So, it's one facet. Education is not going to 

bankrupt you is, the other thing for explaining to them. Yes. It's not six figures, but it 

is a career that is important to shaping communities and people. So, there are different 
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ways that I respond depending on who the person is. When it's people who want to 

have a discussion. Sure. We can talk about the field and the actual pros and cons of 

this field. If they just want to argue with me, go over with me, and tell me I'll be poor 

for the rest of my life. I'm like, "Okay, you can keep looking at that." 

Faith stood strong with her interest in teaching and as we talked more about systemic 

and oppressive forces, she told me that she was not going against the fold by teaching, but 

she thought that racism and sexism intersected when students “get her as their tutor or 

teaching assistant.” Faith noted that her positionality as a Black woman student provided a 

lens for viewing her students’ learning styles, backgrounds, and learning experiences 

differently. Given her identity, Faith remarked that 

It's important to me what my experiences have been and the fact that it shapes how I 

enter classrooms and how I engage with students in wanting them to understand and 

not be marginalized within classroom spaces and the ways that I've seen done. 

Teachers played a pivotal role in Faith’s experiences as a high school and college 

student. In college, Faith’s English professor (who was also the fellowships director) was 

instrumental in encouraging Faith to apply for the Fulbright Program in East Africa, from 

which she had received a post-graduation fellowship.  

In addition, as a self-described “visual person who likes to read,” Faith said that some 

of her application processes for fellowships and scholarships were influenced by signage 

around campus pertaining to foreign service and/or public service. She spoke in detail about 

the posters on campus and how she took many pictures of them. She told me that one day 

when she was supposed to be working on an assignment and looking back at her camera roll 

for pictures of assignment notes, she found herself instead going back through all the pictures 
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that she had taken of the study abroad, foreign service, and public service posters. Faith felt 

that even though the physical copies of the posters were eventually thrown away, “they were 

useful, and they did the job. And at least, even if they didn’t get to everybody, they got to 

me.” 

Faith shared that the posters were a catalyst for additional exploration because she 

was able to further research the programs she was interested in (Fulbright) and noticed on the 

poster that there was a campus representative for the program. Proactively, Faith identified 

the name of the campus representative, who was the fellowships director, and reached out to 

her; they met at the start of Faith’s sophomore year. The director also had a role as a 

professor in the English department where Faith was already taking classes, so she enrolled 

in a course with the professor. Meeting the professor turned out to be pivotal for Faith. As 

she explained, she never thought she would get a Fulbright and that she was not bold enough 

to apply; yet, because of the positive messages from the professor/fellowships director, Faith 

did apply for a Fulbright, as well as the Critical Language Scholarship, both of which she 

received.  

Faith recounted more about the messages she heard from the professor/director who 

had made such an impact on her career journey: 

She was the one who was like, "You can do these programs. There is nothing wrong 

with that. Send me your resume. Let's work on this application. Let's work together 

this summer. Let's meet next week. What have you done? Let's write this." And if I 

had done that all by myself, it wouldn't have been tailored to the judging committee. I 

wouldn't have understood, how do you reshape those responses to be what the judges 

want them to be and to make sure you market yourself in a way? She was like, "This 
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application is great. However, it doesn't highlight the things that they would've 

wanted you to highlight in their choosing. So, let's reshape this to highlight this aspect 

of your experiences."  

After discussing her post-graduation plans, as our time together was coming to an 

end, I posed a question to Faith about how circumstances around the COVID-19 pandemic 

had shaped how she was preparing for her next steps. She told me that she felt her 

communication skills dipped significantly during the pandemic because she had a high level 

of anxiety and paralysis that prevented her from taking further action. Faith explained that 

the anxiety and paralysis came about because she went from working multiple jobs where she 

described being exhausted all the time, with an expectation that she was accessible 24/7. She 

was particularly overwhelmed with her email inbox, which kept filling up—something she 

had never experienced before. This level of anxiety stopped Faith from looking at her email. 

She also mentioned that she had distanced herself from people because they would email her 

saying, “I’m not getting a response from you.”  

Faith shared that each time she heard a “ping” indicating that she had received a new 

email, she would shut down internally and experience emotions that bordered on panic. She 

noted that this feeling was too much for her and that the pandemic elevated the expectations 

she had felt as a Black woman: 

But there are also things I can't express because when I'm dealing with the 

implications of understanding, well, my racial background, I have always known that 

given that I'm fighting for a lot more when it comes to the resources that I want to 

have accessible to me and the way that I want to be perceived in the workplace, I 

know that if I'm not always overperforming, then it looks like I'm always 
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underperforming. Or the expectation is that, if I'm not on top of everything, then that 

means I'm falling behind. And so that was difficult to reconcile because it became, 

well, this syndrome of I'm never doing enough. And that just weighs on you even 

more when it comes to making you feel incapable of doing work and making you feel 

incapable in the workplace, period. Or outside of the workplace.  

 Faith reflected that she would have done more work abroad “had the world not 

depleted in the last two and a half years.” She said that part of her rationale for selecting 

some of the photos that she chose was because she wanted her work to be international, 

beyond what the pandemic allowed. The pandemic necessitated that Faith adapt her teaching 

and tutoring style in working with students, which also connected to her post-graduation 

plans as a Fulbright Scholar. 

 Our conversation turned toward the images/photos that Faith selected. In relation to 

the first photo (Figure 2), depicting diverse flags and people, she spoke about how she had 

never thought about becoming a foreign services officer, nor had she been familiar with 

programs that could fully fund a master’s degree.  
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Figure 2 

Careers in Foreign Service 

 
 

Faith shared: 

And so at least one thing that I'm seeing in all of that is there's so much color and 

there's so much vibrancy and there's an aura of joy around the presence of all these 

flags and the representation of all these different areas and peoples and conceptions. 

And I want that to be a part of that research … Well, my flag [the Haitian flag] is not 

in the photo. But I'm okay with that. I'm like, "There are brown people in the photo, 

so I'm fine with that." It's important to me that, again, like I said, the linguistic and the 

communal traditions that I'm following aren't in that research as much. I don't see 

those people in those places. And I want that to be visible. And so, part of the choice 

of me including this is that, even if I'm not as clearly in this, is that I know I'm in it in 

the sense of, I'm mixed into all of that work in the same way this is a fusion of flags. 

It's a fusion of cultures, it's a fusion of communities. And so, my collective perception 

is embodied in the mix of so many flags. Or in the mix of so many people. Even if it's 
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not an identifier of my community or my face or my thoughts or my parameters. It's 

supposed to be that there's a lot meeting in this place.  

Faith also spoke about how she selected the second image (Figure 3) in thinking 

about her career and how important public service was to her:  

Well, I know that service is important to me. I know that when I look at how are 

people affected by the choices and by the language work I want, I thought about the 

food insecurity example. I thought about what it meant for several different types of 

resources, how was language a determinant of health in the sense of it being 

important or having implications for what resources communities like mine have 

access to or don't have access to? 

 

Figure 3 

Careers in Public Service 
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Faith’s third photo was of a globe against a bookshelf (Figure 4). She communicated 

that she selected this photo by searching for “international education.” She expressed that she 

did not want education to be linear or focused solely in one format or in one place: 

I want it to be accessible. And I want the basis of research that I do, for example, to 

be a platform that other research can be produced from, or to be part of a legacy that's 

continuing to help more and more communities, I guess, gain access and resources 

and gain the ability to really advocate for what they need and get what they need. And 

so, I want education at the first level to be accessible. And I want it to reach, whether 

it's reaching people, whether it's reaching places or whether it's reaching disciplines, 

whether it's reaching other offices. Given the same way that I was like, education 

touches all these other places for me, I want education to have a reach. I want the 

things that I do to reach. I want my career to have a factor where in which it's not 

limited, it's not static. But it moves. It transforms. It transgresses. It reaches.  

 

Figure 4 

Careers in International Education and Education 
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Mary’s Story 

At the time of her participation in this study, Mary was finishing her senior year at 

Ocean University. She anticipated receiving a bachelor’s degree in business administration 

with a concentration in marketing and was dually enrolled in an accelerated MBA program 

(on the sustainability track). Mary identified as a cisgender woman from a Mexican 

background. While she grew up in a military family, Mary considered California to be her 

home. During our interview, Mary spoke quite extensively about her mother and father and 

mentioned her two older brothers. 

As an out-of-state student, Mary told me that she had arrived in the area for college 

with all her money in her pocket. In her first year of college, she worked three jobs and 

“continued to have a ton of jobs, really trying to hustle.” Yet, she felt that this hustle had an 

impact on her schoolwork, and she often had to assess what was a priority, given how she 

managed her time. Mary had always excelled in education, and she knew that her parents had 

different expectations for her than for her brothers. Mary said that her mother expected 

academic excellence, regardless of Mary’s other commitments and at one point said to her 

disapprovingly, “‘Oh, well, you’re not on the dean’s list.’” In response, Mary declared: 

“‘Well, I’m also working like a million jobs. I have to prioritize here.’” According to Mary, 

her mother would never make these comments to her brothers, holding lower expectations for 

them, which she viewed as a double standard. Mary reflected,  

I am Mexican, so I don’t know if it’s also cultural, but I do also think that because my 

parents did grow up in a time where especially a lot of Mexican women didn’t 

graduate, didn’t even attend university, so I think that’s why it’s so much more 

important for them.  
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Mary stated emphatically again that her parents wanted to ensure that she was not 

another dropout statistic because she is Mexican. Mary’s mother, a teacher, instilled in her 

the importance of education and emphasized the importance of Mary receiving a master’s 

degree so that she would not have to depend financially on her future husband. Similarly, 

Mary’s mother was always told by her father (Mary’s grandfather), “‘You need to have a 

degree. You need to have a stable career. You need to have all of these things before you 

start a family.’” Mary felt that the main reason her mother had instilled the same messages in 

her, and not in her brothers, was because “she’s a girl.” She also thought that joining the 

military was more of a conversation and option for her brothers, if education did not work 

out, while she was expected to pursue higher education. While both of Mary’s brothers had 

attended college, neither had pursued a master’s degree, which was heartbreaking to her 

mother. Mary felt more academic pressure from her parents, who said, “‘Okay, well, she’s 

our only hope’” to attend graduate school. Overall, Mary expressed how her parents valued 

all their children receiving higher education, particularly because they were Hispanic. 

However, Mary felt that her parents’ expectations were more elevated for her because of both 

her race and her gender.  

 Outside of academics, Mary spoke at length about her job at a very high-end, 

luxurious hair salon. She had worked at the salon for over 2 years, and, according to Mary, 

the clients were all very important people, including chief executive officers, chief marketing 

officers, and, in one case, the first woman to have a presence in her specific field/industry. At 

the salon, Mary interacted with clients, but she also observed them keenly and would tell 

herself, “‘I want to be you,’” in admiration of these accomplished women clients. As she 

shared, reflecting on her educational experiences, 
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Especially because they are women, you see in all these books. And even my 

professors, most of them have been men. It’s way more inspiring to hear about a 

woman who has even started from nothing or even started from a little bit of 

something, and she’s gone to where she’s gone. And even in my master’s program, 

I’m still the only woman in most of my classes. 

Mary talked about how she often engaged clients in conversation, and most of the 

clients told her how impressed they were because she worked while attending college, which 

was different than most of their own collegiate experiences. When Mary heard clients 

complimenting her, she thought to herself, 

“Oh, what if I didn’t have to work? Who would I be? Or how much time would I 

have?” That would be so nice sometimes. But I understand that it is creating character 

and all of that inside me. So, I’m cool with that sometimes. 

At the same time, Mary thought that many of the women were judging her for her choice of 

university, since she felt there were so many prestigious institutions in the area. However, 

with conviction, Mary expressed that “it is a big deal” to receive higher education, regardless 

of the standing of the college or university. 

A frequent question that Mary received at the salon was, “‘Oh, what are your plans 

for post-graduation?’” The women who asked this question offered to help Mary explore her 

career options in a variety of ways. Mary recalled one woman, a client,  whom she felt had 

“global influence” who frequented the salon every week. The client was not only curious 

about Mary’s plans and goals, but also offered and followed through in sending Mary’s 

resume to her own network. Mary wished more clients offered career assistance, especially 

since the salon was in an upscale area and the women clients paid so much money for their 
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services. Mary emphasized how these women were everything she wanted to be, and she 

tried to ask them as much as she could about their careers during their salon visits. She 

engaged clients in conversation with questions such as, 

“Oh, do you like your job? What are some things that you have to do?” Things like 

that. And when they don’t want to help me out, I’m like, I just always think to myself, 

“What if I was you? Wouldn’t you want to help yourself out a little bit?” But I also, I 

just always think to myself especially as a woman, “Don’t you want to see other 

women in those board rooms? Wouldn’t it make such a big difference?” And it’s a 

little frustrating to me that some of the women don’t care. And I don’t know if this is 

just because of, I don’t know, but I do think a lot of the times it is because I’m brown, 

that they do not help me and that some of them just do not care. 

While Mary did not name racism directly, during her interview, she spoke of experiencing 

racism, sexism, and ageism. Furthermore, she spoke at length about the women at the salon 

and how they differed in their degree of helpfulness to her. Mary observed that the women 

who offered to help her were from countries outside the United States. She detailed a story 

about one specific client who frequently came into the salon bragging about her work. Mary 

noted that the woman was from New England. In one specific exchange, she took the 

opportunity to ask this client as many questions as possible, such as, 

Mary: “Oh, do you think that there’s any positions, anything like that? Even give me 

your company name; I’ll contact HR.” 

Client: “Yeah. I don’t think that there’s any openings.”  

Mary continued this story about the client:  



 

 

 

90 

Just straight up like that. You can lie. There’s a nicer way to say things. I totally get 

it, but you hear everything I’m doing. Especially somebody my age, everything. I just 

need someone to give me a chance. And if you don’t want to be that person to give 

me a chance, that’s totally okay, but I’m willing to work. So, I’m fine with giving that 

to another company. But I see you as someone who’s so successful; you’re coming in 

here every 3 weeks; you’re inspiring me to be like you, but you can’t even give me 

your hand to help me out. It’s a little frustrating. And I know that they don’t have to. I 

understand they don’t have to … It does take a lot to ask. So, when somebody shoots 

you down like that, especially someone that sees you trying to be like, it goes to show 

you like, okay, although there are women in the workplace, you have to realize that 

some of them still have that men's mind.  

In reference to the same client, Mary recounted her perceptions of how race influenced her 

experience: 

But there have been other instances where this woman in particular, I've heard her 

speaking about other clients that are my age doing similar things. And she praises 

them almost. She sees them as doing such a great job, "Wow, that's so good." But 

they're white. They're not me. And I'm like, "You couldn't even give me a chance, but 

you're talking so good about all these other girls." 

Mary said that clients like the woman from New England treated her and her Latina 

co-worker differently. She told me that she was not the only one who thought this way at the 

salon, since her co-workers had discussed their treatment from clients in the past, and many 

times they saw that clients treated them differently from their white salon co-workers. While 

Mary remarked that she was unsure if being from countries outside the United States made a 
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difference in clients’ willingness to help her, in the next breath, she shared, “But I feel like it 

could, especially considering the women who help me, and they maybe see themselves in 

me, and that’s the reason, but I’m not sure.” 

 As our conversation continued, Mary shared more about the career options she had 

considered starting from childhood through the time of our interview, prompting her to 

discuss how those options had stayed the same or changed. In elementary school, she wanted 

to be an ambassador but recalled an incident where an ambassador was shot overseas. After 

hearing about that tragic event, she decided quickly that being an ambassador was no longer 

an option. Similarly, Mary thought about diplomacy between the United States and Mexico, 

or the United States and Spain since Mary was Spanish speaking. Mary was inspired by 

seeing her father go to work in the military and knowing that he was “working for America,” 

and she thought that she would like to have a similar role, but she did not want to get 

deployed. Relatedly, she expressed that when she was younger, she could not recall a time 

when she had seen another woman in a higher role or career aside from being a teacher. 

Being a teacher was one career path that Mary knew she did not want to pursue, especially 

since her mother was a teacher and she saw all the work her mother put into her job. When 

Mary thought about teaching, her response was an emphatic, “Oh, no, thank you.”  

 Mary mentioned that, growing up, she did not see any women who inspired her; she 

stated that while she was growing up, the only women she saw working in a higher role were 

teachers in classrooms. She also mentioned that when she was younger, she could not recall a 

time when she saw any women, specifically Women of Color, whom  she could relate to, 

since, broadly speaking, she did not think there was as much representation in career paths as 

there was today. Yet, Mary spoke about how she still did not see representation of Women of 



 

 

 

92 

Color in academic settings, including in her undergraduate and graduate courses, and 

particularly in business administration. Mary could envision becoming a professor, and she 

expressed how, at this point in her education, she did not have any professors who looked 

like her, and there was no current representation of Women of Color among the Ocean 

University faculty.  

Mary also reflected on how she knew, since middle school, that she was not interested 

in the military. She recalled several guest speakers from the military (all men) coming into 

the classroom in high school, and the resounding message they shared: “Come join the 

military.” She told me, however, that she had other career goals. She pondered a career as a 

lawyer and considered politics and psychology. However, all those notions dissipated when, 

in high school, she joined Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA). Mary said that 

FBLA showed her that “this is a really smart track.” She was also inspired by her yearbook 

teacher in high school who showed her that her “creative thoughts were worth it; they meant 

something” and how that feedback encouraged her to consider the marketing field. At the 

time of our interview, she was particularly interested in beauty fashion marketing. 

Mary furthered her curiosity in marketing with a summer internship between high 

school and college, which she reported was a positive experience. The marketing internship 

was on the military base where Mary lived. All the employees in the office where she worked 

were women. She said she was “inspired” to see “a bunch of women succeeding in the 

business field, especially since I didn’t see any business stuff happening growing up.”  

While in college, Mary had an internship working in accounting and, through that 

experience, realized that the work was too boring and that she could not make a difference 

through this career path. She explained that she would rather help people and be on a more 
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creative career trajectory than an analytical one. One bright note was that Mary described 

how, at the accounting internship, she “saw people who looked like her and people she 

related to,” so there was more representation, which was important to her. 

At multiple points during our conversation, Mary discussed having been inspired by 

women. As Mary was in her last semester of undergraduate classes, she reflected on one of 

her professors, a woman, whom she deemed “successful” and someone who “knows her 

stuff.” Mary expressed that she could just feel the energy from the professor and that the 

professor knew what she was saying, noting that this professor pushed her not to give up and 

showed her, “Oh, there’s more to this. You just need to finish this chapter.”  

As our conversation continued into a discussion about post-graduation plans, Mary 

remarked that she had “been applying any place, but I’m just seeing where the wind takes 

me.” Mary had only received one response from a job that she applied for, having been 

offered an interview. Perplexed by the lack of more responses from employers, Mary noted 

that the media shared a different message of how the market was “great and booming” for 

new college graduates. Yet, Mary was skeptical about this news from the media and thought 

that it only applied to applicants who were STEM or nursing majors. Moreover, she noted 

that her current geographic location was a hindrance to her pursuit of a career in beauty 

fashion marketing and that her desired location was New York City. Mary noted that she was 

waiting to receive her master’s degree until she could get there. She said, “For now, I just 

need a job that will pay rent and one that pays me for my degree. I didn’t get this degree for 

nothing. So that’s where I am right now.” 

 Along with geographic location posing a barrier to reaching her intended career goals, 

Mary mentioned that being a woman in a graduate program (while still an undergraduate 
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student) was another challenge. In college, Mary was part of many group projects in which 

she was the only woman and exclaimed, “And I have felt the male wrath, seriously. One 

class I had two boys, and they would just constantly say comments to me that I knew it was 

because of my age. I knew it was because I’m a girl.”  

Mary discussed examples of a few group projects in which she was the only woman. 

In one instance, she noted that she had to “get sassy” because a group of male students had 

intentionally left her out of a Zoom meeting during which they agreed to meet as a group the 

following day. Mary confided in her mother about her experience in graduate business 

classes. Her mother responded by telling Mary that she could relate to her feelings, but Mary 

dismissed this notion because she said her mother worked in education and business was “a 

whole different thing.” According to Mary, “a woman in business is completely different 

than a woman in education.” 

Aside from sharing with her mother,  Mary’s colleagues from the salon told her that 

this behavior from men was “normal,” and the normalization of this behavior scared her 

because it made her realize that if these men were in the workforce, she did not want to work 

where they were working. In reflecting on her values and the values of a corporation, Mary 

explained that all of this pushed her more, and when anyone told her, “‘Oh, you can’t do that’ 

or ‘You’re young’ or something like that,” she said, “‘Let me do my own thing.’” 

 As our time together ended, before the discussion of the photos/images, I asked Mary 

to reflect on how the COVID-19 pandemic had shaped how she prepared for and thought 

about post-graduation career plans. Mary responded by emphasizing that she wanted to go 

into a creative field working in marketing and thought that, while it would “be nice to be at 

home,” she would not reach her maximum potential if she worked in a remote or hybrid 
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position; she needed to be with people. She pointed out that issues with her male peers at 

school had been over Zoom and text, not in person. Mary remarked that perhaps she would 

have reacted differently to the comments from these men if they had been made to her in 

person. She also wondered out loud if the men may not have shared such candid comments 

with her if they had been meeting in person. 

 As our conversation transitioned to the images/photos that Mary selected for the 

photo-elicitation exercise, she described the first image (Figure 5) by stating: 

So, the first one, the Forbes, I felt that was pretty important to include, mainly 

because I feel, for me, when I think about success and I think about women who are 

successful, I attribute it with Forbes for some reason, especially because they do so 

many lists of the wealthiest women, the most wealthy everything, all that stuff. So, I 

attribute it to Forbes as a milestone, once you have hit this, you are successful. So, 

that's why I put that one in there. And it's interesting, too, because I know that a 

hundred years ago that would've never been a headline, that would've never been a 

cover photo, ever. So, I think it's important to, although now in school, sometimes I 

do feel [there is] sexism and stuff, it's important to see that there's still people who 

have risen above that. And although I don't see it much in my life, it is still important 

to just note that is a possibility that can be done. 

Mary continued, 

If you were to look up on Google businesspeople, you wouldn't see one of somebody 

who was clearly a Woman of Color, standing up in a board room with all these other 

people sitting down, listening to her. That's not what you see on Google. You would 

see probably a bunch of men. And so, that's what I felt was important [in this] picture, 
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that it shows somebody is being successful, and there's also other women in the room. 

So, that's also something that you do not see … I could definitely see my identity in 

this, especially because I see Women of Color. 

 

Figure 5 

Successful Women in Business 

 
 

 

 

The second photo Mary shared was an image of a Woman of Color in a meeting 

(Figure 6). Mary shared that she could very much relate to this photo. She said that one of the 

main reasons that she selected it is because in the photo she sees a Woman of Color standing 

in a position of power in a boardroom with other people sitting down listening to her. To 

Mary, she felt that the photo was important because, in her mind, it showed a successful 



 

 

 

97 

woman with other women in the room, which she felt was not always common to see 

(especially if someone was looking up “businesspeople on Google”). 

 

Figure 6 

Woman of Color Standing in a Board Room 

 

 

As her last photo, Mary discussed a drawing of women standing up for women’s 

rights in a protest (Figure 7). Mary shared that, before college, she never thought about 

women’s empowerment; however, she selected this image because women’s empowerment 

had become more important to her since experiencing sexism. Furthermore, Mary referenced 

how she connected with the image because there is visible diversity, and while one cannot 

see the faces of the women or hear their stories, diversity is present in the image.  
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Figure 7 

Women’s Empowerment  

 

 

Summary of Findings 

This chapter presented two detailed narrative stories from participants Faith and 

Mary. These nuanced stories highlight the richness of two students’ unique academic and 

career journeys and capture the memories and career messages they received from childhood 

through their final year of undergraduate study. The complexity of Faith’s and Mary's 

meaning-making processes in making academic and career choices was illustrated as much as 

possible through their own words. Illuminating these stories helped provide further context 

and understanding for the common themes described in Chapter 5. Therefore, the next 

chapter introduced the voices and lived experience of the additional nine participants, 

followed by a deeper discussion of the overall themes that emerged from the interviews and 

photo-elicitation exercise. 
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CHAPTER 5 

INTRODUCING THE PARTICIPANTS THROUGH THEIR IMAGES, VOICES, AND 

WORDS 

 

Two central goals guide the description of findings in this chapter. First, the chapter 

presents brief introductions of the nine study participants whose stories were not described in 

Chapter 4. The purpose of these introductions is to give a general sense of participants’ 

backgrounds, educational paths, and career aspirations—an understanding that helps shape 

interpretations of findings related to career messaging and meaning making. Participants are 

introduced pseudonymously and are presented in alphabetical order. The second goal of this 

chapter is to illustrate common themes among all study participants related to career 

messages and meaning making. The conceptual framework was used as a guide in drawing 

out the emergent themes, particularly regarding career messages and meaning making.  

The following section focuses on getting to know each of the women who contributed 

to this study, including their backgrounds, educational pathways, and career aspirations. 

Images contributed by participants are also used to reflect aspects of participants’ career 

aspirations. Importantly, most women had clear career goals at the time of this study and 

indicated foundational interests in different types of careers or educational paths that they 

perceived as leading to those careers. 
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Carol  

Carol was a first-generation college student from California studying biology within 

the Honors College. She identified as a Mexican cisgender woman and described herself as 

an only child of her mother and father (but had much older half-siblings). In her youth, Carol 

wanted to pursue the arts and specifically talked about her goal of working in an artistic field 

such as theater, acting, or singing. However, she noted that in her middle school years, her 

interests started shifting to science, and, in high school, she determined that biology was her 

strength.  

In college, Carol participated in a program that helped students develop lab skills, and 

it included an experiential internship component. Through this program, Carol gained 

experience and worked with lab mentors who were pivotal in encouraging her ultimate 

decision to apply to and enroll in a doctoral program in molecular and cell biology (which 

she was set to begin in the fall after graduation from college). Due to the pandemic, Carol 

was unable to make any campus visits, and all her graduate school interviews were 

conducted via Zoom, which she noted was difficult. Yet, it was not until college that Carol 

saw women working in career fields aside from teaching and recognized that it was a 

possibility to do more than teach with a bachelor’s degree in a science-related field. She 

described her rationale for selecting her image (Figure 8), which reflected her path to finding 

a way to combine her interests in art and science as a career, saying, 

This one, like I said before, in elementary school, I was more artistically driven. I still 

very much am. I always knew I wanted to incorporate this creativity into all aspects 

of my life. And when I interviewed for the grad school I'm going to, there was a 

professor, and on his lab website, he had a section that was specifically science and 
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art together. I was like, wow, light bulb! This is what I want to do with my career and 

what I want to try to incorporate in my career as I move forward. I think that it was 

really important seeing that people have already thought about science and art 

together and that it's totally possible. And also, another thing, I was watching another 

scientist researcher from Harvard give a talk, where he had a PowerPoint in the 

background. And his PowerPoint was just so visually appealing, and there were very 

cool, artistic proteins flying around the screen. And I was like, I totally want to do 

that, too. I want to learn how to do that, so I can apply it to my job. 

 

Figure 8 

Light Bulb Moment Combining Science and Art in a Career 
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Christina 

Christina was another participant who described herself as a scientist, an aspiring 

pediatrician and biochemistry major in the Honors College. She identified as a cisgender 

Latina woman. As a first-generation college student, Christina took a gap year between high 

school and college to train for service in the National Guard. Inspired by one of her brothers, 

who was on active military duty, as a high school student, she took a Junior Reserve Officers' 

Training Corps (JROTC) course, during which a recruiter came into the classroom to talk 

with students about the military. Christina quickly absorbed what the recruiter shared about 

all the benefits of being in the National Guard, which included paying 100% of tuition for 

any college/university. After hearing about the benefits, Christina said she “might as well 

join” because she could “learn from that experience.” The military was appealing to 

Christina, in part because her career path did not have to be decided “right then and there”; 

rather, she could become involved in the military part-time, live at home, finish her degree, 

and then decide what she wanted to do next. 

Christina chose the following photo (Figure 9) specifically because, to her, it 

represented how she saw herself in the future, a Woman of Color practicing medicine. She 

spoke of the significance of this photo by saying that it was not something one frequently 

sees, adding that when she searched the term “female doctors” online, most photos were of 

white women doctors. She told me that she had to specifically type “female Woman of Color 

doctor” to find the photo that she shared. Christina said, “It’s not too often that you see it [an 

image of a Woman of Color who is a doctor].” 
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Figure 9 

Woman of Color Practicing Medicine 

  
 

 

Fallon 

As a proud Tunisian, Fallon attended college in her home country for 3 years, and, at 

the time of her participation in this study, she was a candidate for a bachelor’s in 

management with a finance concentration. She identified proudly as North African from 

Tunisia and also identified as a cisgender woman. Her mother was a strategic management 

professor and the breadwinner of the family. Her father was a photographer, whom she 

described as artistic and creative. Despite Fallon’s love for cinema, which she expressed to 

her family, she felt that she had to be a more serious student. She noted that her older brother 

was a “bad student” but creative (and pursued architecture and became an architect), and she 

did not think that they could both have a creative career, which she said had an impact on her 

pursuit of a career in cinema. Moreover, Fallon’s top priorities were financial security and 
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stability, and she conveyed that she “wants to be recognized as the best at whatever she’s 

doing.”  

Fallon described herself as indecisive, and her post-graduation career plans included 

moving to New York City and pursuing a career as a financial analyst at a big investment 

bank. To illustrate her career goals, Fallon selected the image depicted in Figure 10, noting, 

That's how I feel about the finance industry. I feel like there's a part of me who's like, 

"No, I can't do this. I'm still a little girl. I'm into cinema. No." But I'm very, very 

determined to make it ... I know how bad the work environment can be in investment 

banking. And that matters to me. It matters to me to have a good working 

environment, but I'm also very set on facing whatever challenges, the sexism, the 

toxic work environment, whatever it takes to get there. So, I acknowledge me being 

me, but I also feel like I'm ambitious enough that I can face whatever it is.  

 

Figure 10 

Feelings About the Finance Industry 
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Florence 

 Florence, a Washington, DC, native, planned to graduate with an English major and 

communication minor. A white cisgender woman, Florence remarked that she had always 

been interested in writing but had originally entered college as an exercise and health science 

major. Her mother and stepfather worked in engineering, but she never felt any pressure to 

follow suit. Florence shared that her older brother was very supportive of her career plans 

and would often ask her questions about her job search, such as if she had looked for jobs in 

which she could be outdoors. Florence’s brother knew how much she enjoyed outdoor 

activities, which was also evident when she described working at Burton Snowboards as “her 

dream job.” While Florence mentioned looking at the careers page for Burton “a little bit,” 

she said there were no positions that she qualified for, so she did not pursue Burton further 

immediately post-graduation. However, the company culture and values at Burton struck a 

chord with Florence, and a few of the images that she selected for the photo-elicitation 

exercise were from their website (Figure 11). Florence shared more about Burton as a 

potential employer: 

I guess it's my dream job, working with that company. They're very much involved 

with their employees specifically and getting everybody to work together. Then, they 

have a few days out of the year where they close the offices, and everybody goes out 

to the mountain together. It's a super collaborative environment from what I've read 

and very much promoting, anybody can do it, who wants to. Then, they have an 

organization. I worked with a similar one that helps inner-city kids get out to the 

mountain for the first time and learn to ski and snowboard. 
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Figure 11 

“Dream Job” at Burton Snowboards 

 

 

Despite her interest in Burton, Florence admitted she was still unsure what she 

wanted to do career-wise, though she had accepted a job upon graduation as a recruiting 

consultant for a healthcare staffer. While Florence did not see herself filling recruiting 

consultant role long term, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, she noted that she had missed out 

on internships and other opportunities, so she wanted to build up her resume for the future to 

pursue other areas of interest that require more experience. 

 Juliette 

Juliette, an ambitious student teacher, transferred to Ocean University from a 

community college. She identified as a Black cisgender woman. Her intention was to 

graduate with a double major in Africana studies, which she described as “really just Black 

history, pretty much, said in another fancy way” and early childhood education with a 

licensure concentration. Juliette’s interest in education persisted from when she first began 

her studies at a community college. Her journey to transferring to a 4-year institution was 

complicated, but her interest in becoming a teacher remained constant. She was a self-
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described “germophobe” and “control freak” who was not interested in community living in 

college, but she wanted to stay connected to her community at home. 

Having attended a vocational high school, Juliette was involved in a series of labs 

(cosmetology, vet tech, finance, marketing, auto tech, auto collision, and carpentry). As a 

high school student, she considered becoming a contractor and starting her own construction 

business. However, as she had always had a love of children, she went on to discuss her 

“affinity” and “instant connection” with children. When Juliette spoke of her students and 

teaching in the classroom, it was clear how excited she was to share. The photo in Figure 12 

was taken by Juliette, and it represents an image of her student teaching experience, which 

was taking place during the same time as our interview. She had students make handprints 

and, to do so, had to mix up paints to get all the shades since she did not have time to 

purchase multicultural paints. 

 

Figure 12 

Student Teaching Experience  
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Juliette reflected on her own experiences as a child and how they differed from those 

of her students: 

Yeah, definitely just seeing the different shades of black, and brown, and just all of 

their different shades, and seeing like, "Okay, there wasn't really probably such a 

thing yet that was mainstream when I was young, that was multicultural paint." I had 

to make it and come up with it now, and artists have done it in the past, too. Just the 

way that I did it, mixing the primary colors, and just finding those shades instead of 

buying them ready to go.… So, definitely reflecting on those type of things that I did 

as a child and being like, "Okay, what did I have? What did I not have? How does my 

self-portrait look?" Okay, when I was a kid, me, and my peers, you were either just 

leaving the paper white, or you were using a peach crayon, a brown crayon, or a black 

crayon. 

Representation in education (also reflected in paint colors) mattered to Juliette. She spoke 

about how she felt that the field of education was very white, and she expressed a lot of pride 

in being a teacher and a Woman of Color in education. 

Kelly 

Kelly felt confident pursuing her goal of becoming an orthopedic trauma surgeon. 

She identified as a cisgender white woman of Puerto Rican descent. Kelly was a biology 

major and cognitive science minor on the premed track. Her two older sisters (half-siblings) 

lived in Puerto Rico. Kelly did not grow up with her sisters and noted that neither of them 

attended college. Kelly’s mother was a pharmaceutical project manager with a degree in 

biology and had always supported Kelly’s career goals. However, growing up, Kelly had 

numerous teachers who had not supported her and whom she felt did not think she would be 
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college-bound. Yet, high school was a turning point and a time in Kelly’s life when she felt 

that three of her teachers believed in her and praised her academic progress, specifically her 

honors chemistry teacher and her psychology teachers.  

Kelly matriculated to college and decided to major in biology, yet she expressed 

regret about that decision. She shared that she was heavily influenced by a friend who had 

told her not to switch her major from biology to another discipline because that meant she 

would not graduate on time. In retrospect, Kelly wished she had spoken with “an actual 

advisor” instead of her friend because she would have switched her major, especially when 

she found out that, for medical school, she did not need to have a major in science (she just 

needed to take prerequisite classes). While in college, during one of her winter breaks, Kelly 

participated in a month-long program that Ocean University offered in collaboration with a 

local medical school, and during that time she fell in love with the clinical aspect of 

medicine. She also had the opportunity to shadow three different specialty doctors. During 

the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, Kelly spent a year as an EMT. She also worked as 

a clinical care technician in a department called “Float Pool,” where she would, as needed, 

help support every department. Kelly shared that, prior to college, she was involved in 

several sports, such as lacrosse and field hockey, and while she was no longer an athlete, her 

career goals centered on attending medical school for surgery and orthopedics (which was 

connected to her affinity for sports). Kelly articulated that the image she selected (Figure 13) 

encapsulated her hopes for a future career: 

So, this one, I felt like it incorporated, I guess, two main aspects of the sense of, like I 

said, going into orthopedics very much influenced with just me being an athlete when 

I was younger, with also the thought of potentially going into physical therapy and 
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stuff like that ... But I want to make sure I don't get influenced so much, so I'm just 

telling myself, “Don't get influenced too much by what other people are saying. Do 

what you think you really like or really enjoy and decide on that later when you have 

experienced it before removing it from the list.”  

 

Figure 13 

Careers in Orthopedic Medicine 

 

 

 

Laura 

  Laura noted that “the future is mysterious,” a sentiment illustrated by her lack of 

clarity about her post-graduation career plans. She identified as a Lebanese cisgender woman 

and had moved to the United States from Lebanon a short time prior to our interview. Laura 

was a transfer student from a college in Lebanon, where she began her studies as a nursing 

major. However, when she transferred, she was no longer a nursing major and anticipated 

receiving her degree (a Bachelor of Science) in exercise and health science.  

  Laura noted that she had transferred to Ocean University after getting COVID-19, 

which she said was the scariest thing that had happened to her in her college life. Laura lived 
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off-campus with her uncle and mentioned that, aside from being a student, she worked as a 

licensed pharmacy technician. She spoke about how she enjoyed helping people, which was a 

great motivator for her future career plans. In relation to one of the images that she submitted 

(Figure 14), Laura shared, 

Well, this image. I always love nature and I really enjoy hiking. And this picture, I 

was with my cousins, and I took this picture, and it was like, oh my god, how God is 

able to create everything. And those pictures always remind me of the failure that I've 

been in or the disappointments, life disappointments that I've had. The sunset, 

especially, I feel it's like every time I go down in something or I don't succeed doing 

something, or I fail doing something, at the end, it won't be dark anymore…. I think it 

suits my life, though, because I'm at a point, I'm at the end of getting my bachelor’s, 

so we are at the end of the day. And after that day, which is the beauty of it, after that 

day, I will get another job, so another chapter will open up in my face.  

 

Figure 14 

Nature 
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Stephanie 

Stephanie began college as a computer science major. Once she transferred to Ocean 

University, she became a psychology major and then took a philosophy class that piqued her 

interest in majoring in philosophy. She identified as a cisgender woman of Asian descent. 

Stephanie was involved in an academic support program for Asian American students that 

was very influential in shaping her career path and had an impact on the kind of work that 

she would like to pursue post-graduation.  

However, when Stephanie was growing up, she recalled that it was impressed upon 

her in elementary school to go into the medical field. She said that “literally almost every 

Asian parent I know wants their child to be in the medical field.” Coming from a low-income 

background, Stephanie remarked that having a lavish life and security was seen as a good 

thing in her family, and to obtain this good life, one had to have a job like that of a doctor, 

lawyer, businessperson, and so on. With graduation on the horizon, Stephanie was still 

unsure about next steps toward a career. She explained that her most significant obstacles 

were mental health challenges and finances. Stephanie noted that she was scared, specifically 

about applying for jobs and interviewing—which she thought about constantly. Stephanie 

recognized that she was tired of school and needed a break or a vacation before starting to 

work. She considered jobs in fields related to social work, therapy, advising, and/or 

mentoring. She emphasized the importance of stability in her career due to the financial 

insecurity she had experienced in her family and her mother’s experience growing up on a 

farm in a poor family. Ensuring that she had food on the table, a roof over her head, and basic 

necessities to survive were of primary importance to Stephanie. Her career aspirations were 

reflected in the image she selected (Figure 15): 
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But the reason why I chose this image is because I think that everybody is essential to 

helping each other; we can't do everything alone, which I know is very contradictory 

to what I said when I said that American culture, I think it's very individualistic and 

you have to do everything by yourself. And I feel like I have to do everything by 

myself, but that's just the sort of message that American culture has like really 

embedded it in me. So, it's just the mindset that I'm sort of stuck with and I'm trying 

to change. I want to be able to go into a career that I naturally just want to do because 

it's something that I'm good at that I naturally just want to do. And I'm not sure how 

to explain it. I naturally like to help people because I just think helping people is cool 

and helping them grow is cool, helping them have the resources they have is cool. 

And so, I think having that for a career is cool.  

 

Figure 15 

Helping Others 
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Theresa 

Theresa was an only child. She originally began college as a pharmacy major, aligned 

with her parents’ expectations for their child to become a medical professional or lawyer. She 

identified as a cisgender Chinese American woman. However, Theresa ultimately decided to 

transfer to Ocean University and to no longer pursue pharmacy, but double major in 

accounting and organizational change. She noted that while her mother and father were 

supportive of her, they had their own opinions. Overall, Theresa’s family’s main goal was for 

her to be happy. She remarked that her parents were “more modernized” and not too strict 

about tradition. She had a built-in support network with her friends, who were also from the 

same cultural background, identifying as Asian (and they were all high achievers, needing to 

obtain a 4.0 GPA, “all As, no Bs,” and living in a “tiger mom, tiger family situation”). As a 

college student, Theresa was involved in a student success program for Asian American 

students, which she found significantly impactful and encouraging.  

When Theresa was growing up, she thought she could be anything that she wanted to 

be, including being a star like Hannah Montana, one of her favorite television characters. She 

also briefly considered becoming a teacher. In high school, she realized that she “should 

think about a more realistic profession that she could choose going forward.” Theresa 

attended an exam high school, which she felt prepared her well for thinking about careers 

because her school spoke with students about making a LinkedIn profile, resumes, and 

sending professional emails (for instance). The high school also helped students think about 

the kind(s) of professions they may be interested in pursuing in the future. Regarding post-

graduation plans, Theresa wanted to find an internship and then a full-time job in accounting 
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or human resources. She said that if she was not able to find either of these kinds of jobs, she 

would look in the finance field.  

Theresa chose the following image to illustrate her future career aspirations (Figure 

16), explaining,  

This one is related to my future and current accounting work because this is what I 

can see myself doing. Even though it's rigorous and maybe probably repetitive work, 

… I feel like it just resonates with me because that might be something I'd do in the 

future. It has something to do with math, tables, Excel sheets, spreadsheets, and 

working with others in order to make a good financial statement for my clients. That's 

what I feel like I see myself doing. 

 

Figure 16 

Future and Current Accounting Work 

 

 

Emergent Themes in Career Messages and Meaning Making  

 In line with my research questions, each of the six emergent themes described in this 

chapter relate to career messages and meaning making. Regarding the first theme, 

participants spoke about messages connected to aspects of their backgrounds or identities that 
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excluded them from various career paths or industries. Notably, the second theme emerged 

from participants’ stories about the support and empowerment they received when making 

career and, in some cases, academic decisions. The third theme centered on career messages 

and expectations that participants received about the multiple roles they were expected to 

play in both their professional and personal lives.  

Relative to the fourth theme, participants articulated a variety of inspirational and 

aspirational role models for their career and professional interests. In most cases, role models 

were not individuals whom participants knew on a personal level but, rather, those identified 

through other sources, such as the media. The fifth theme focused on participants’ own 

meaning-making process as resistance, specifically as related to overcoming oppressive 

forces in their own lives and careers. Finally, the sixth theme emerged from participants’ 

personal meaning-making process of what it meant to have a good life and be successful, 

particularly in their careers. While there were nuanced (and multiple) meanings of a 

successful life, participants, and a variety of important people in their lives, valued 

achievement and success. Importantly, although the six themes described in this chapter 

highlight distinct aspects of the career-related messages received by participants, as well as 

their meaning making, the themes also exhibit some overlap given the intersecting content 

and sources of career messages and meaning making. 

Tensions in Career-Related Messages: The Role of Exclusion (and Inclusion) 

 Several study participants reflected on the tensions in messages they received from a 

variety of sources related to careers. These tensions referred to the exclusion and, to some 

extent, inclusion participants felt within the context of being represented, welcomed, or 

accepted in various careers/career paths. As they described the messages they had received, 
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many of the participants articulated their own values and beliefs in relation to various 

industries, career fields, and spaces where they felt they did or did not belong based upon 

aspects of their backgrounds and identities. As participants described, messages about careers 

were communicated from a variety of sources, including family and gendered expectations 

for children, observations of workplaces, the military, friends, and the media.  

Almost immediately after our conversation began, when asked about her academic 

background, Christina spoke about the exclusion she experienced as a Woman of Color, 

sharing, 

Okay, so, for my major, I am a biochemistry major and there are not many of us, let 

alone female and [Students of Color]. So, I can say throughout my career, I mean, it 

may just be a common thing, but the majority of the students are in clicks, clicking, 

grouping, and once in that grouping, even if they're the same major concentration or 

career path, they don't get out of it.  

Christina noted, however, that this experience of exclusion was not new to her:  

I've always been the minority when it comes to schooling and getting pushed a little 

bit into college. So, it wasn't too surprising for me not seeing many Females of Color 

in my classes, especially something that's looked at as a male industry with the 

sciences. I don't think females are really pushed or supported when going into that 

career field. 

Similarly, Fallon’s experiences of exclusion focused on gender and race. Her deep 

reflections about being North African and a woman aspiring to enter the New York City 

financial services arena arose at multiple points during our conversation. In particular, she 
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spoke about the importance of representation and sense of belonging for women with her 

background, given her career goals:  

[Sense of belonging] could be a challenge in my career path. And I feel like that’s 

[going] to be a challenge in my career path. Just to feel like I fit there. Like, "No, I 

belong." And I feel like that's the one thing where I feel like, I don't know. I think we 

talked about me being a woman, but I do feel like me being North African might ... it 

hasn’t been a problem yet. Hopefully it won't be a problem, but it might be a problem, 

where I feel like, "Do I even fit here? Do I belong?" Because again, even in my 

internship, maybe it's not as bad as my company. Usually, it's all white men. 

Unlike Christina and Fallon, Florence, as a white woman, did not identify any barriers 

in her career development based upon her racial and/or ethnic identity. Yet, she did speak 

about how, being a young woman, people did not always listen to her in work-related 

situations, which led her to feel excluded. The example she shared related to her part-time 

job at a sporting goods store, where her knowledge was often interrogated by white men 

when they asked her questions, and then, when she provided an answer, they turned around 

and asked one of her male colleagues the same question. Furthermore, growing up in 

Washington, DC, Florence had seen many women working in office positions on numerous 

visits to the Capitol and the White House, and she felt that women were also in office 

positions in schools and in teaching positions. Florence noted that she still felt as if women 

were expected “to go into being secretaries, teachers, nurses, more caregiving or, I guess, 

catering to higher ups in a way, rather than executive positions and stuff like that.” Florence 

also spoke about her mother’s success as an engineer, noting that her “mother had been very 

successful in her career.” Florence referenced that when she was growing up in Washington, 
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DC, she would tag along to town halls with her mother and recalled seeing people in lower 

positions than her mother talking down to her. In reflection, Florence noted that “even when 

you reach that level of what should be respect, people still don’t respect it and expect you to 

be at a lower position.”  

Messages of exclusion also shaped Kelly’s experience in significant ways. As an 

aspiring orthopedic surgeon, she shared a story about working as a clinical care technician in 

a hospital, where the nurses whom she worked with would ask her about her career plans. 

When Kelly answered them, the response she received was, 

Nurse(s): “Oh, orthopedics." (One of the nurses said: "Oh, you know the stereotype, 

right?") 

Kelly: “Yeah.”  

Nurse: "Big, tall, muscular men."  

Kelly: "Yep. My five-two, tiny, female body.” I kind of just answer it like, “Yeah, I 

know. I'm fully aware of it. I don't care.”  

Kelly continued, explaining her sustained commitment to becoming an orthopedic surgeon: 

That's what I want to do, and I'm not going to change it just because it's male-

dominated or the stereotype, it's whatever. I think I can still do it, so I'm going to try 

to still do it. I'm not going to deter myself because of that. It's nice seeing female 

orthopedic surgeons or even med students that I've personally met that want to go into 

it and that they're the same height as me and stuff like that. I'm just like, yes. Seeing 

that is also encouraging.  

Theresa also reflected on career messages she had heard from other people, including 

members of her own family. Theresa’s remarks were curious because she also spoke about 
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the expectations from parents and family members, and cultural expectations based upon her 

Asian heritage around becoming a doctor, lawyer, or any medical professional. While 

Theresa expressed an interest in accounting or human resources, she noted that other people 

wanted her to take on feminized professions because she acted feminine—a very traditional 

and gendered message. Based on these messages, she spoke about her ability to do well in a 

“people-oriented career,” and it was something she might enjoy. For Theresa, then, inclusion 

was defined in relation to career fields that stressed characteristics that people around her 

described as feminine. She continued, 

When I say that people always think that I'm people-oriented, that I might do well in 

these careers, it's because I always seem very ... my appearance is very ladylike, 

gentle, very welcoming. I always talk very nice and soft. That's what people want to 

look for in customer-service representatives. I'm always very respectful and 

mannerable and amicable. My parents and relatives and people always say, "Oh, you 

look like you could do well in this. You could also be a hotel representative. You 

could be doing a desk job or something.” 

Gendered expectations were also instrumental in the career messages Carol received. 

Early on in college, Carol, as a budding scientist, knew that she did not want to be a teacher 

but that she loved biology. Yet, she could not fathom how she could have available career 

options beyond teaching with a bachelor’s degree in biology. Carol said that she kept “that 

hope in the back of [her] mind,” that there were more career options for her outside of 

teaching, but the societal expectations of women narrowed the career choices she thought she 

had. However, as she began her second year of college, she realized she could work not only 

as a teacher, but also as a lab technician. Yet, it was not until her lab mentors helped to 
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expand her knowledge of other career options that Carol could see the possibility of other 

career paths. She shared that some of the messages she heard about belonging in STEM from 

multiple people told her that there were only 

White cis men in STEM, but my internships have been primarily just female people 

from very different backgrounds … so it has made me feel safe in that regard. I 

[hadn’t] experienced that exclusivity within STEM until I started applying for 

graduate school. And then I had interviews with some of the professors from other 

schools, and then I realized, “Oh yeah, most of the professors are one type of person.” 

I just don’t see as many female PIs [principal investigators] in STEM. 

Empowerment, Support, and an Increase in Confidence 

In all 11 interviews, participants spoke about at least one individual in their lives who 

had empowered them and vocalized inspirational messages or advice in their pursuit of 

academic and/or career-related interests. Parents and families were often the strongest 

sources of messages related to empowerment and the strongest sources of support. However, 

teachers, professors, friends, work colleagues, and mentors also provided messages of 

support and empowerment. In some cases, the empowering messages had a lasting impact. In 

the context of my study findings, empowerment can be defined as participants having the 

ability to take control of their own lives in making academic, career, and life decisions. 

Given this sense of empowerment, most participants had unconditional support and 

encouragement from important people in their lives, and many reflected upon detailed stories 

that illustrated a sense of empowerment. 
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Parents and Family 

Many participants shared that members of their families empowered and supported 

their academic and career choices. As a biochemistry major, Christina spoke mainly about 

the support she received from her brothers, who encouraged her continuously, telling her that 

she could do anything she set her mind to. They pushed her to succeed and achieve her 

dreams. Christina’s brothers’ support was particularly salient given what Christina expressed 

about her family: 

In my family … it’s like all for one, and people want to succeed themselves and not 

really bring anybody else on that same boat to success. So, we never really had too 

much motivation from our other family members. They have the same perception of, 

"Oh, I have this lifestyle, so you're most likely going to have the same." 

For Christina, positive messages and empowerment thus came from her brothers but also, 

early in life, from her mother, who passed away when she was young. Christina’s mother 

always told her that she would be successful in the future and to keep her mind on what she 

wanted to do. She used this advice from her mother as a piece of motivation, which fueled 

her sense that she could not give up.  

Kelly described similar sources of empowerment from family members. Kelly’s 

mother was her biggest supporter around academic and career choices. She shared that her 

mother had a degree in biology and a minor in chemistry and worked as a pharmaceutical 

project manager. When Kelly was younger, she would look through her mother’s old college 

textbooks, which piqued her interest, particularly those on anatomy, which she said “got her 

into science.” Kelly also credited her mother’s openness about academics and her ability to 

describe in detail medical issues in the family with providing foundational support for her 
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future career plans. Kelly described how, when her grandfather, who had a heart condition, 

was ill, her mother would always provide Kelly with full details about what was going on. 

Kelly said that she was 

young at the time, but I was just so fascinated about it, it didn't bother me. She would 

show me the stitches on him and everything. I loved how open she was about it, how 

supportive, but not even just like ...  because I know how some parents can be like, 

"Oh, be a doctor. Be a lawyer," or anything like that. It wasn't like that. It was more 

so I came up with it on my own that I wanted to do this pathway, and she just 

supported me throughout it. 

Similar to Kelly, Florence expressed that her mother was also the most significant 

source of support in her career planning. Florence spoke about how much she respected her 

mother because her mother never had anything handed to her, growing up with 12 siblings. 

She had to work very hard, and Florence trusted what her mother had to say. Her mother also 

“talked sense into her at times” and would ask her critical questions when Florence brought 

forth one of her “crazier ideas” about careers and would ask her questions such as, "Well, 

think about it. Would you actually want to do that? Do you think you have that skillset to be 

successful at that?" Florence said that her mother would never discourage her but would ask 

her questions that would be “more of a reality check.” In one instance, Florence was 

considering a career in social work and shared that her mother was supportive but reminded 

Florence that there was not much money in that field. 

Teachers/Professors 

In addition to parents and families, teachers and professors were another significant 

source of support and empowerment. Christina and Faith spoke about high school teachers 
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who had a positive impact on their career trajectories. As a biochemistry major in college, 

Christina shared her experience attending a high school of mostly African American 

students. She noted that her AP biology teacher was a white man. Christina remembered 

vividly an instance when this teacher was returning a homework assignment/test and made a 

point of telling her, “Your logic is very, very well thought out. And you’ll be very successful, 

just continue what you’re doing in biology.” Christina told me that this message from her 

teacher had stuck with her for years and was one of the moments she would remember for the 

rest of her life, since she continued to pursue biology in college.  

Carol also described experiences that had empowered her during her time in college 

and helped her set her sights higher than she had planned post-graduation. Carol participated 

in a research-intensive program that focused on helping students gain additional lab skills in 

the biomedical sciences. She described the mentorship she received in this program as 

empowering and instrumental in her decision to apply to graduate school. Carol’s lab 

mentors shared positive messages with her, underscoring their belief that she could attend 

graduate school. As a first-generation college student and an only child, Carol had planned to 

obtain her bachelor’s degree and work in a lab post-graduation. However, her mentors 

expressed that they were very much against her post-graduation plans of working in a lab and 

“thought it was a waste of time.” They asked Carol repeatedly if she would consider going to 

graduate school. Carol expressed to me that she felt “weirded out” by these mentors at first 

and pressured by them to attend graduate school. However, ultimately, given the impact of 

her mentors and the lab skills program, she had the confidence and knowledge to pursue 

graduate school and wound up applying to PhD programs, which was something she would 

not have necessarily thought about or considered previously.  
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Much like Carol, Juliette also had professional advocates. As an aspiring educator and 

student teacher, she recalled her mentor teachers praising her efforts in the classroom, noting 

that her second-grade mentor teacher commended her by saying, “You either have it or you 

don’t when you’re a first-year teacher. And you already have it as a student teacher. So, 

you’re going to be fine.” In addition, Juliette’s kindergarten mentor teacher said to her, “You 

just have to know your audience, and adjust to it, and you’re going to be fine. There’s 

literally nothing else that I can advise you on.” Juliette said that being observed in the 

classroom and receiving feedback (so much positive feedback) allowed her to respond more 

quickly to feedback in the moment. Additionally, Juliette received praise from one of the 

instructional assistants at the school where she was student teaching. Both Juliette and the 

instructional assistant applied for the same job. The instructional assistant praised Juliette and 

shared with her that she had only applied for one teaching job. She told Juliette, “I’ve got to 

look for more [jobs]. Oh, my goodness, I’m competing against you [for this teaching job]?” 

Hearing those words “felt good” to Juliette, and while she believed that “what is meant to be 

is meant to be” in terms of who would get the job that they both applied for, she felt 

positively that the instructional assistant was a little nervous that she was her competition. 

Through multiple instances of being empowered in her ability to pursue teaching, Juliette’s 

confidence continued to increase. 

Self-Messages: Listening to the Inner Voice 

Resoundingly, study participants spoke about encouraging messages they had heard 

from a variety of external sources. However, several of the participants also expressed a 

strong sense of agency over their own choices and actions through listening to their inner 

voice. Juliette, for example, spoke about self-empowerment and encouraging messages that 



 

 

 

126 

she told herself during the early part of the COVID-19 pandemic. During this time, she was 

attending a community college and applying to transfer to a 4-year institution. Juliette said 

that the pandemic made her feel that time was of the essence and that she had no time to 

waste. As a student, she thrived with remote learning, which she could have never imagined: 

“Okay, after doing that [going through the early phases of the pandemic], I feel like I can do 

anything. It’s so empowering to just be like, okay, I made it through that. I can make it 

through anything.”  

Juliette also shared that her confidence increased from her teaching experiences. She 

first developed a love of working with preschoolers while she was in community college, 

and, as a student teacher, she was asked to teach both a preschool gym class and a toddler 

gym class. Though Juliette talked about how she loved preschoolers, she was initially scared 

of toddlers. Upon hearing the news that she would be teaching toddlers, Juliette went 

“freaking out” to her professor/advisor, who told her not to be afraid, that they were “just 

toddlers” and that she was going to not only be fine, but would have fun with this age group. 

After the initial panic, Juliette embraced the opportunity to teach toddlers. She said to herself, 

“‘I can do anything. Give me the newborns, give me whatever, I love them.’” The confidence 

in Juliette’s voice as she shared this story was palpable.  

Theresa also spoke with pride and confidence about being a person who takes charge 

of her decisions because, as she explained, she was of legal age and an adult. While she 

spoke highly of the support from her parents, she stated that they did not know what college 

life was about and that both she and her parents agreed that Theresa should do what was right 

for herself. While Theresa felt empowered by these messages from her parents, she had 

pondered what careers she should pursue. She expressed that making these decisions was 
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difficult since she did not have anyone there to guide her, even though she told me that there 

may be counselors or other adults nearby. Theresa exclaimed that, “It’s always like, you fight 

internally with what you really want and if you’re choosing the right path.” 

Fallon also expressed that she felt pressure to choose that one right path. She believed 

that because she was Tunisian, she felt a cultural expectation to select one career path for her 

entire life. Yet, in the United States, during her internship in finance, she spoke with her 

mentors about this topic. She described how stressful this situation was for her because she 

felt that she had to make one right decision but wanted to be so many things. Then she told 

herself, “‘No, it has to be one thing.’” Despite the notion of selecting one career path forever, 

Fallon talked about her motivation. She was unsure where the motivation came from, but 

ever since she was a teenager, she knew that it was very important for her to be successful at 

whatever career she was going to choose. Fallon felt she had to “pick the right career path, 

have the right choice, and succeed in it.” 

Kelly’s connection to the medical field during the COVID-19 pandemic enhanced her 

confidence. During this time, she spent nearly an entire year as an EMT. When hired as an 

EMT, Kelly said to herself, 

“Oh my God, am I really doing this? Am I really qualified for this?” It was definitely 

a shell-shock situation because I would say it was the first real, I guess, step in my 

mind that I could really see myself going through and becoming a doctor because it 

was the first actual clinical job that I did, actually first job in general.  

Striking Balance: Expectations for Caregiving and Breadwinning 

Study participants spoke about various expectations they felt from important 

individuals in their lives, mainly parents and/or families, related to their future roles in 
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caregiving and breadwinning. These messages about expectations allowed participants to 

reflect on how to balance their own thoughts and feelings with what their family, culture, and 

society expected. A few of the participants spoke about expectations to become a mother and 

have a career. However, none of the participants communicated that they were expected to 

become, or interested in becoming, a mother full-time, except for Juliette. Remarkably, none 

of the participants shared expectations from anyone in their lives about giving up their career 

to have children or returning to the workforce after having children. Relatedly, Mary was the 

only study participant who shared that her mother encouraged her to get an education and 

establish a career so she would not have to depend financially on her future husband. Aside 

from Mary, none of the other participants reported that they received messages or had any 

individuals in their lives who encouraged them to (or not to) depend on a spouse or partner in 

the future.  

In some cases, the gendered messages women received, particularly around the 

compatibility of a career and life/family goals, were very nuanced or complicated, as in the 

story Laura shared. When Laura was in college in Lebanon, before moving to the United 

States and transferring institutions, she was very excited about becoming a nursing major. 

Laura’s father, however, did not want her to major in nursing or to go into a nursing career. 

When Laura shared this story, she stated that she “really fought for nursing” since it was 

something she was very interested in pursuing because she enjoyed helping people. When I 

asked her if she could say more about why her father did not want her to major in nursing, 

she declared, “It was because I am a girl; I will have my own life, get married, and have 

children.” Laura’s father told her that nurses have long shifts, they are overworked, and not 

paid well. Yet, Laura noted that while her father was against her interest in nursing, he still 
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supported her. Despite the support, Laura knew that her father did not want her to attend 

nursing school and wished she had chosen another major. He had communicated his thoughts 

at least two or three times; yet, when he saw how much Laura wanted to be a nursing major, 

he said to her, “‘Okay, we will support you. You are grown up now.’”  

Ultimately, Laura did shift away from nursing to pursue an exercise and health 

science major. Notably, Laura shared that her father was “okay with this decision” because 

“he thinks it’s a more cool career to do” and that he wanted her to be happy, to succeed in 

life, to get married, and have children. Importantly, both of Laura’s parents had full 

expectations for her, including being successful and having a “good career,” as well as 

getting married and having children.  

Expectations regarding a caregiving role, besides having a professional career, were 

even more central in Stephanie’s experience. In addition to holding multiple caregiving 

responsibilities from a young age, she also felt that her caregiving role and her family’s 

interest in her becoming a mother were messages that were “pushed onto her.” Stephanie’s 

older brother was described as “spoiled” because he was “the guy in the family, in an Asian 

family, too.” While Stephanie’s brother did not have any responsibilities within the home, 

Stephanie was responsible for caring for the family, ensuring that there was harmony, 

making sure that everyone was okay, and taking care of their mother as needed. As Stephanie 

noted, “Basically, for me, I had a sort of caretaking role. I was like an intern caretaker when I 

was really young. And then, I still had my internship as I was growing up at home.”  

When Stephanie was younger, she often received the broader message that women’s 

roles needed to focus on providing support. Stephanie expressed that being a mother, teacher, 

nurse, or social worker was a “career [message] pushed upon her because she was a woman.” 
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She said that she witnessed women in the media and her own mother emphasize these 

messages in talking about certain life roles and career fields. Stephanie also noted that she 

often heard people say, “‘[As a woman], you don’t get to lead, you just kind of clean up after 

everybody.’” Stephanie thought it was “outdated” to think that only women are caretakers. 

She believed that anyone could be a caretaker, and anyone could be a leader. However, 

despite the frequent messages she had received about caretaking and having children, 

Stephanie noted that she was also expected by her family to pursue a career in the medical 

field or an area that paid a lot of money because of the financial insecurity that her family 

experienced. Relatedly, Stephanie felt that career-related messages she heard from her 

mother stemmed from her mother having grown up poor, leaving school in the fifth grade, 

and eventually receiving a high school diploma but no additional education. Stephanie noted 

that her mother’s perspective about careers was, 

“Because I lacked these opportunities, I don’t want you to lack these opportunities, I 

want you to have them all. And so, I want you to be the best that you can be. I want 

you to live a fulfilling life. And so, I want you to pursue this career because not only 

does it make a lot of money, it’s also something that is very helpful and practical and 

something that you would be really good at, because you’re good at taking care of 

people. And so, I’m going to push that all on you all your life to just be like, 

“‘Become a nurse, just become a nurse.’” 

However, in the next breath, Stephanie stated that, in her experience, “literally almost 

every Asian parent I know wants their child to be in the medical field.” She noted that, 

coming from a low-income background, having a lavish life and security was seen as positive  

and that this good life required a job like that of a doctor, lawyer, businessperson, and so on. 
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However, despite the numerous messages Stephanie received, she remained interested in 

studying philosophy and in pursuing career paths related to social work, therapy, advising, 

and/or mentoring. 

Fallon shared a very different experience from Stephanie’s about her family and her 

mother’s career path, also noting different expectations about her own career choices. Her 

mother was the main breadwinner in the family, and her father was an artist and 

photographer. Fallon shared that she identified with her father more than her mother and 

reflected on a time when she was 6 or 7 years old before her mother became a professor. Her 

mother was a CEO of a company. In reflecting about this time in her youth, Fallon said, “It 

wasn’t a good thing for the rest of the family … She wasn’t very present. She was very … 

Yeah, let’s just say she wasn’t a good mom for the first years of my life.” Fallon noted,  

And then at some point, her company got merged with another company, she got a 

good severance pay, and she was home for a few months. So, she was deciding if she 

wanted to stay in that field or maybe do something else. She decided to go into 

education, become a professor. Mainly because she was so absent, and she missed so 

many things in her kids' lives. And it was also very, very, extremely stressful for her, 

for the whole family. So, yeah. The only example I had was my mother. And I don't 

think it was a good one. And I also ... it's not that I blame her, but I don't like the fact 

that now she's not very career-driven, whereas now she's more about ... not the 

financial ... She loves what she does. She loves being a professor, but it's just being a 

professor. She doesn't think about doing more.  

Perhaps due to the career shifts in her mother’s life, the career-related messages 

Fallon received from her parents reflected a calm, open attitude. She revealed that her mother 
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was instrumental in her decision to major in business, telling her early on in college, 

“‘Maybe you want to enroll in the business program just as a Plan B. You never know.’" 

Fallon agreed with this advice and enjoyed business and finance. With input from her 

parents, she decided she should “get a useful degree” to “see how she likes it,” and then, in 

the future, if she wanted to pursue her interest in cinema or another career field, she could do 

that later. Other messages, however, portrayed a different image of Fallon’s career interests, 

aside from business and finance. Importantly, she noted that her friends in Tunisia felt that 

“business is not seen as a good career move,” that “it’s what you do when you’re not good at 

anything.” She also explained that, in Tunisian culture, the artistic career path (which 

included her interest in cinema) was not deemed a “smart choice” and that a person should 

“get a real degree.” However, aside from all the messages from external sources, Fallon 

wanted to pursue a financially lucrative career in finance and be the best at whatever she 

decided to do.  

Juliette also had much to share about expectations. She stated that she did not believe 

that women could have it all in the way that it has been “advertised to us.” In her opinion, 

many people limit themselves based upon their ancestral experiences or their own lived 

experiences. Yet, she told me, “You got to learn from the past and just keep on going. And I 

think that holds a lot of people back based on whatever they listen to from their family, or 

anybody.” While Juliette did not share expectations from family or friends regarding 

caregiving or breadwinning, she did speak about expectations that she felt were messaged 

toward women from the mainstream media. In her view, the media illustrated that women 

could have multiple life roles simultaneously, namely being a wife, a mother, and having a 

job. However, Juliette did not agree with this view, she felt that women can have it all at 
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different times but not simultaneously. She told me, “When you’re a mother, you’re on 24-7, 

it's just you're on 24-7. When do you get a break? You don't. You never get a break.” When 

speaking about herself, Juliette communicated that she did not fulfill expectations that were 

put on her by anyone, including her parents. She believed that she was lucky to be a strong 

person because she knew how much pressure she could be under from other people in her 

life, but she shared,   

I would love to be a stay-at-home mom. I tell people this, and I have no shame 

because I am just like, “That is a job. Because why am I going to let somebody else 

raise my kids when I am a teacher?” And just, I’m the person that I am. Why am I 

going to do that?  

Juliette was the only participant who discussed caregiving in a positive light, both 

professionally and personally, sharing how much she wanted to become a mother. However, 

Juliette’s primary post-graduation focus was on becoming a teacher and attending graduate 

school. 

Inspiring and Aspirational Role Models  

Several study participants spoke about the significance of role models in their lives, 

beginning in their youth. Participants identified women and men as role models, ranging 

from family members to characters in movies, television shows, and books. In some cases, 

participants shared vivid accounts of the impact that a role model had had on their lives. This 

often included an account of how the role model had inspired them based upon their personal 

characteristics, career path, and/or their professional accomplishments. In addition to being 

inspired, some of the participants also spoke about the role models’ traits and/or 

characteristics as aspirational in their own lives in advancing and succeeding in a particular 
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career field/industry. Notably, role models were important sources of career messages for 

participants.  

Fallon, for example, discussed a few women she looked upon as role models, 

referring mostly to people whom she knew from public life and the film industry. Referring 

first to Amal Clooney and then a Lebanese movie director, she shared, 

Oh, I want to be her [Amal Clooney]. She looks amazing. She's so pretty, beautiful. 

She dresses like that. And she's a lawyer? Yeah, she was a big one in the idea of what 

a woman lawyer looks like. A role model that I developed later in life, maybe 4 years 

ago, is Nadine Labaki. She's a Lebanese movie director who I love. And yeah, she's a 

role model definitely. But that was later in life. My whole childhood, yeah, I was 

more into male movie directors. I did not know any female movie directors. Never 

heard of any. Did not have any role models in that field. 

Fallon also considered working in the humanitarian field, and talked about the film 

Beyond Borders. Specifically, Angelina Jolie’s character resonated with Fallon because, in 

the film, Jolie becomes a humanitarian worker. Fallon noted that movies played a big part in 

influencing her worldview. She contrasted her love of films with books, which, as she 

recounted, made her more confused. Movies, by contrast, offered characters who would be 

role models or the kind of people that Fallon wanted to become. 

Carol, who was very interested in science, connected with Stephen Hawking because 

she saw him as “so smart” and thought that she should hold herself to the same standard as 

Hawking. Carol explained, referring to the movie The Theory of Everything, “I saw that 

movie and it really inspired me to go into science for sure. I remember that movie, I also 
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started reading the book Hidden Figures, and then that movie came out shortly after. So that 

was a big one for STEM.” 

Similarly, as Kelly reflected on her interest in the sciences, she spoke about an 

experience shadowing a woman who was an orthopedic spine surgeon who inspired her 

because she was one of the few women at the hospital where the shadowing/observation 

experience took place. Kelly noted that orthopedics was dominated by men and that it was 

“really cool seeing more women go into STEM” because she felt in the past that it was not a 

very common or supported area for women. She also spoke of her connection with a few 

medical television shows, including Grey’s Anatomy and Dr. G Medical Practitioner. Kelly 

expressed that she fell in love with how Dr. G went about her work, even though she was not 

an orthopedic surgeon. As Kelly discussed the show, she spoke of how Dr. G worked with 

the police to figure out the cause of death for each case. While Kelly said she was not 

interested in the type of medicine that Dr. G practiced, watching the show contributed to her 

overall interest in medicine.  

Florence also spoke about the impact of women from television, specifically when 

she discussed watching the Gilmore Girls. She noted, 

Oh, journalism would be really cool. I liked how it was represented in the show. I just 

got to college and realized it wasn't everything that they showed on TV, but still think 

it's something that's super interesting. Just maybe a little bit too cutthroat for me. I 

guess, in the show, it's very much like, she gets on the school newspaper without 

trying, she gets to be the head of her college newspaper without really trying. In 

reality, it's not that easy. You have to have countless writing samples and have “ins.” 
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While Florence did not identify any specific actors from Gilmore Girls, she spoke about how, 

ever since she was in middle school, writing had been something she enjoyed consistently. 

Likewise, Theresa reflected on the significance of television shows and fictional 

characters in her youth, as well as their impact and meaning. The examples that Theresa 

provided centered on the Disney Channel and shows from Nickelodeon. Theresa noted, 

[I want] to be like Hannah Montana. But that’s not going to happen. In my dreams, it 

could be. I could be a star. But besides being a star, I wanted to be, as I said, either a 

doctor or a lawyer because my parents always pushed that to me. My relatives did, 

too. They see a bright future in me in those kinds of fields because that's the only 

thing they see as respectable and successful. The character Hannah Montana, played 

by Miley Cyrus, has a double life with just being a regular high school student and 

the other side being a rock star. Her high school friends or classmates don't know 

about it until one day it was discovered by her friend by accident. I do not know. I 

just saw being a star as something really glamorized and nice as a child back then. I 

know now it's not really that fun and all, but it felt really fun to be a part of, at first. 

There's also other shows like The Suite Life of Zack & Cody that I really like. I was 

like, "I could also be an actor, too." It's like I could do anything back then. The 

Disney Channel and other Nickelodeon shows also really impacted me in lots of 

ways. 

In addition, participants sometimes viewed political figures as role models. Laura 

shared a story from when she was 6 or 7 years old and recalled that there was only one 

woman in the Lebanese parliament. Laura was so impressed with the woman that she 

confidently shared with her father that, one day, she would also be in the parliament, so there 
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could be two women. She exclaimed, “Every time I see a woman doing something great in 

life, here you go—“‘You’re a woman, you’re my idol.’” 

Public figures, scientists, and actors/characters were not the only people mentioned as 

role models. Both Christina and Laura spoke about family members as role models in life. 

When Christina was growing up, she expressed that her brothers were her role models and 

“that’s how she got this far.” However, she mentioned that there were not any role models 

whom she looked up to from a career perspective who were professionals in the medical 

field. Christina shared,  

Right now, I think I always settled as creating myself as my own role model, if that 

makes sense, like what I want to specifically do. Because looking back on how I got 

where I am and what I’m doing now, there’s no specific role model that really, I can 

look up to and personally relate. I mean, there’s some people who I find interesting 

and inspiring, but not specifically a role model. 

Laura spoke affectionately about her mother, a housewife, whom she depicted as a 

very hardworking woman. She shared that her mother, who did not drive, took her brother to 

a hospital three times a week by public transportation for dialysis treatment. The hospital was 

over an hour away from their home. Laura explained, “I really want to be like my mom … 

Not just a dependent woman on my future husband or dependent woman on my father or 

whatever. I always thought like independent, strong woman, that’s what I want to be.”  

Meaning Making Through Resistance (and a Commitment to Overcoming) 

 Several study participants verbalized their meaning-making process as they thought 

about exclusion from certain careers and traditional gender norms. Their resistance was not 

solely a commitment to overcoming these forces, but also a steadfast determination to 
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achieve. Some participants shared stories, beginning in their childhood, of meaning making 

through resistance. Christina, for instance, revealed more about her experiences that shaped 

her during her youth and in her community, given her participation in a series of activities 

that included Math Power (a math camp), Cooking Club, Biking Club, and Fitness Club. She 

said that these clubs opened and broadened her horizons of what she thought a woman could 

and could not do because many women, specifically Women of Color, participated in these 

activities/clubs. Christina expressed that her exposure to these clubs showed her that, as a 

woman, she could do anything she wanted. She noted, “Race shouldn't be a factor, age, sex, 

ethnicity, nothing. And that's why I felt that equality with everybody.” Christina spoke about 

how she thought that all this exposure tied back to what students are exposed to when they 

are younger and if the activity was something they wanted to do, not necessarily that they 

could not do something or what was preventing them. She said the activity could drive or 

motivate what a student wants to do in the future. Christina mentioned that change could 

come with “more exposure because having that exposure, that’s a big thing.” She noted that 

when she was growing up, she would expose herself to everything through programs and 

activities, just to see what she did and did not want to do. She paused, then said, “So, I guess, 

I took advantage of a lot of things that I could do in my community.” 

 Kelly shared a story about resisting stereotypes in her own projected career choices. 

Kelly felt that the stereotypes of women going into nursing and there not being many men in 

nursing were true, so if a woman pursued a career in the medical field, they were probably 

going to become a nurse. Kelly recalled telling her friend, a man, that she did not believe that 

as many women went into healthcare, and her friend corrected her by saying, “‘Maybe in the 

past, but not anymore.’” These comments from her friend gave Kelly pause, so she took it 
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upon herself to investigate the data a bit more to find out the percentage of women in 

healthcare. Kelly stood firm in her conviction that she wanted to pursue orthopedic surgery, a 

field dominated by men. As Kelly spoke, she rationalized how pursuing medicine meant that 

she was still doing something out of the ordinary for women in resisting stereotypes.  

 In addition, Florence revealed that she always felt she had “a little bit more to prove” 

as a woman. She made this comment in reference to her academics, stating that, in her 

communication or English courses, proving herself was not as much of a factor since she said 

that most English majors were women. However, in her courses outside these disciplines, 

since there were more men, she felt she definitely had to prove herself more. Furthermore, 

Florence described “having a chip on her shoulder” in spaces where she had more to prove 

such as playing on co-ed sports teams and playing on the boys varsity hockey team in high 

school. Florence appeared to have made meaning from the lack of representation of women 

in a variety of spaces by feeling that she had to prove herself more. 

 Florence was not the only participant who spoke about having to prove herself 

through resistance. Fallon spoke specifically about being intimidated by men in the financial 

services industry (a field in which she was interning at the time). She expressed, “There’s 

something intimidating about old men in suits, where I feel like I'm out of place. I don't 

belong here. This is their space. I don't know what I'm doing here." However, while Fallon 

expressed her vulnerability, she also voiced her determination and ambition to face whatever 

challenges were ahead in her career path and her commitment to not shying away from 

pursuing finance.  
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Definitions of Career Success and Exercising Independence  

During multiple participant interviews, women engaged in their own process of 

making meaning of what it meant for them to succeed and have a good life. However, what 

(or who) defined “success” or having a “good life” had a variety of meanings. This emergent 

theme centered on participants’ definitions and approaches to achieving success and making 

independent career decisions. 

There was no universal definition of career success; indeed, who (or what) defined 

success varied widely among participants. However, three primary ways that career success 

was defined emerged from the data, including: (1) by the importance of education and 

academics, (2) through career paths providing financial security, and (3) by careers that have 

an impact on others. For academic success, overall, this meant pursuing higher education and 

selecting a major that was seen as valuable and would lead to a good career path. None of the 

participants (except for Theresa) reported messages of an expectation to obtain a certain 

grade point average. Another definition of career success was directly correlated with 

financial status/security. Finally, career success was also defined by the career’s positive 

impact on others. Broadly speaking, some of the participants’ families and/or communities 

determined how success was measured.  

Education and Academics 

 Many of the participants spoke at length about their academics, beyond mention of 

their major and coursework. In some cases, academic success meant pursuing higher 

education or selecting a major that would provide a linear career pathway to financial 

security (e.g., majoring in business and going into a career in finance). There were also some 

broadly embedded messages about education that related to this theme. 
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 In Mary’s narrative, her mother emphasized the importance of academic achievement, 

which Mary felt was particularly important because of her Mexican heritage and high 

dropout rates among this Latinx students. From a young age, it was impressed upon Mary 

and her siblings not to be a statistic of a Latinx person dropping out. Both of Mary’s parents 

expected her to attend college and pursue a master’s degree—a message that motivated her to 

work harder in her courses. Similarly, Theresa shared that her parents always said, 

“‘Education can make you get a good financially stable job, and you will have a good life.’” 

Theresa noted: “Education can make you achieve anything, accomplish anything because the 

more you learn, the more you know.” Faith also spoke about how education was her window 

into pursuing certain areas and how “education is not going to bankrupt you.” 

 Stephanie commented that her family members were “fine” with her academic 

pursuits of computer science and psychology. However, when she decided not to major in 

either discipline and pursue a philosophy major instead, her family said, “‘What? What are 

you going to do with philosophy? Like, it’s not necessarily useless, but it's so hard.’”  

Stephanie made her own meaning of her family’s messages, which she felt were just 

another way for them to tell her that philosophy was useless and did not lead to success. For 

a long time, Stephanie’s family members expressed disappointment in her decision to change 

majors and practically begged her to go back to majoring in psychology. Her family 

communicated that they felt scared and worried about her future, but, at the same time, they 

did not feel they could change Stephanie’s mind about her choice of major. Stephanie found 

philosophy interesting and reflected on the advice her family had given her in the past, which 

was to “‘Do what you’re good at,’” and Stephanie shared that she was very good at 

analyzing, thinking, and understanding complexities. While Stephanie acknowledged her 
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family’s opinions, ultimately, she made an unpopular yet independent choice to continue 

majoring in philosophy. Over the years, Stephanie noted how she had learned to trust her 

own gut instinct, concluding that her family’s way of helping was thoughtful but not exactly 

helpful to her. In fact, they had caused her more anxiety.  

Similarly, Theresa also spoke about making independent academic and career 

choices. In framing this part of our conversation, Theresa shared more about her identity 

related to this theme: 

I am Asian American. To be more precise, I'm Chinese American. Being an ABC 

[American Born Chinese), I was not like ... I wasn't taught English. English wasn't my 

first language even though I was born here. Cantonese was my first language because 

my parents speak Cantonese. With culture involved … they always wanted me to be a 

doctor, a lawyer, anything in the medical field. They want me to succeed well, they 

want me to have good grades. That was always part of what my family and my 

relatives think I should follow. That's what I've done as well. But now that I grew 

older, I feel like, yes, grades are important, but so are my feelings and what I really 

want to do, and my parents respect that. 

Theresa described her parents as “modern” and “less strict” than in traditional Asian 

culture. She said that while her parents have questioned some of her career decisions 

(including her decision to stop pursuing a major in pharmacy), they all had the same goal, 

which, for Theresa, was to be happy. Theresa noted that after switching her major from 

pharmacy to organizational change, her mother expressed skepticism about the change, 

asking Theresa, “‘Oh, you want to do finance?’” (Theresa said that she did not want to 

pursue finance as much). Overall, though, Theresa felt a sense of agency over her career 



 

 

 

143 

decisions, despite the messages she had received from her parents and extended family. She 

was focused on choosing a path that felt right to her and planned to seek an internship post-

graduation, then look for a full-time job. Theresa described her interests in accounting and 

human resources and implied that, with these fields, she would likely have a “desk job” and 

“an office life,” but these decisions were her choices. 

Christina also spoke about making independent career choices, specifically about 

having to do things on her own. As a first-generation college student, Christina noted that she 

did not have anyone in her immediate family who understood her struggles or could relate to 

what she was going through. Christina said that, in her family, the message she heard was, 

“It’s like all for one [unlike one for all] and people want to succeed themselves, and not 

really bring anybody else on that same boat to success.” 

Yet, being both independent and resourceful, Christina had grown accustomed to 

seeking services and people outside her family to support her academic and career journey, 

which included her Honors College advisor and other advisors at Ocean University, her 

faculty members, the Veterans Affairs office, and peer tutors. During our conversation, 

Christina emphasized how education was the key to everything and expressed that 

knowledge is free and attainable. She underscored that no one can take knowledge away 

from an individual, and because of this, she tried to take advantage of as much knowledge 

and resources as she could. 

Finally, as an international student, Laura spoke about how independent she had 

become in attending college far away from her home country of Lebanon. She said that, deep 

down, her father did not want her to attend college in the United States but that he did want 

her to be successful. She said that, back home in Lebanon, she had “a princess life,” and now 
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she just lived in a small room at her uncle’s house. Furthermore, she spoke about how, 

compared with her other friends from Lebanon, she was independent and was able to make 

independent choices. Laura noted a number of times when her and her parents’ ideas about 

her academic major and career plans differed, but she praised herself for the independent 

choices she had made, including exploring three different majors and four career paths in 

psychology, nursing, exercise and health science, and pharmacy.  

Career Success Defined by Financial Success and Security 

Resoundingly, study participants associated career success with financial success and 

security. The prestige of certain careers (e.g., doctor, lawyer, financial analyst) equated with 

financial success for many participants (a belief also held by their parents and/or families). 

Carol defined success in a few ways, one of which related to career growth and 

financial success. She spoke about the financial success of her older half-sister, who did not 

attend college but went into the Air Force. Following her service, Carol’s sister rose in the 

ranks as the assistant manager of a company. Carol shared that as an assistant manager, her 

sister brought in “a lot of money” and would always take Carol to the mall. Given her sister’s 

career trajectory, Carol said that seeing how successful her sister had become also motivated 

Carol to be successful.  

Similarly, Fallon’s top priorities in her career were being successful and financially 

secure. While she expressed her interests in two very different career paths (cinema and 

financial services), she noted that having a career in cinema—in which she was very 

interested—was not congruent with her desire to succeed in life and become financially 

secure. She seemed to define career success as being successful in life, being the best at 

whatever she was doing, and being financially secure. However, as noted, during our 
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conversation, she spoke numerous times about her interest in cinema. One of the images she 

selected for the photo-elicitation exercise was that of a successful Lebanese movie director. 

Although Fallon spoke fondly of the director, she did not equate a career in cinema with 

professional success. Rather, she spoke about how “choosing finance” fueled her drive to 

succeed in life, and while cinema provided a way to be creative, her priority was to be 

financially secure. Since both Fallon and her parents agreed that, coming out of college, she 

“needed to obtain a useful degree,” and then, if she wanted to pursue cinema (or another 

field), she could go into an alternate field later.  

 As with Fallon, Theresa discussed that she wanted to live successfully and have a 

stable income. Theresa spoke about her parents wanting her to become a doctor or lawyer 

and noted that they “pushed” her toward those fields because those were the only areas that 

they saw as respectable or successful. As a first-generation college student, Theresa respected 

her parents’ opinions but felt that they could not guide her in her career decisions because 

they did not understand college life. Theresa expressed similar sentiments as her parents but 

also noted, 

[I want] to rely on myself, have a financial, stable income, just live a good, calm, chill 

life is what I really [want] nowadays. I don't really want anything much. It's just that I 

just need to choose what path I want to make for myself first. It's not that I don't have 

support. I do. I just don't know. I really want to choose a good life for myself. 

Working in a customer-service role at the age of 18 was pivotal for Theresa. Her part-time 

job as a cashier at Whole Foods helped her become less naïve and more extroverted, and it 

also expanded her interactions with people from different backgrounds and ages. However, 

as a senior in college, she reflected on some of the messages about careers from her relatives, 
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whom she described as middle class and financially “pretty well off.” Her relatives said to 

her, 

“Oh, you have to do well in life, so you don't have to be like this in the future." It's 

like, "Oh, if you don't do this, we are going to look down on you." That's what I also 

feel with the Asian community, too, is if you don't do well, then they don't want to be 

a part of your life as well. That's a part of why I feel like I should be in a good career 

path.  

Stephanie also spoke about wanting to have a good life and financial security. She 

reflected on her teenage years as a time when she was part of many diverse clubs and 

activities in the hopes that these experiences would help her identify future career areas of 

interest. Regarding academics and future career choices, she had primarily thought about 

computer science because of her family situation—she described herself as coming from a 

poor family—and how her mother was struggling. While Stephanie ultimately did not pursue 

computer science, she did reflect on the ways she could create a good life, provide for 

herself, and help her mother. 

Career Success Defined by Having an Impact on Others 

 A few participants spoke about the deep meaning and impact they hoped their 

professional endeavors would have on the lives of others. For example, Stephanie spoke of 

success through the lens of serving as a mentor in her future career so that she could help 

students or other populations find success, resources, or networks they might need to access. 

In part, Stephanie defined career success through meaningful work and her impact on the 

lives of others. In her own life, Stephanie recognized the impact of her participation in a 

student success program for Asian American students on her life and career plans. Stephanie 
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spoke multiple times during our conversation about mentoring, both having mentors and 

serving as a mentor or advisor for others. Similarly, Faith discussed having an impact on 

students through education and teaching. She spoke about her identity as a Black woman and 

how important it was for her to ensure that students were not marginalized in classroom 

spaces. 

 Mary’s narrative viewed career success through a distinct lens focusing on women in 

business careers, namely Latina woman in business, with an interest in putting out her hand 

to help other women succeed. In addition, Carol discussed how important it was for her to 

give back by taking what her mentors had taught her and teaching the next generation. She 

expressed that mentoring and inspiring others, as her mentors had inspired her, were what she 

valued as success in her career.  

For Christina, the COVID-19 pandemic brought about some silver linings. She said 

that her contribution to the world was helping people, even through the smallest tasks. 

During the pandemic, for example, Christina was on COVID-19 orders from the National 

Guard and was able to administer the COVID-19 vaccine in her community at a nearby 

clinic. At the clinic, some of the individuals whom she encountered were older adults, who 

were not comfortable speaking English. Christina expressed that, even though her Spanish 

“was not the best,” she spoke Spanish to make the adults more comfortable. Many of the 

individuals to whom she administered the vaccine told Christina, “‘Wow, I’ve never not felt 

a shot before. You’re amazing.’” Furthermore, during her COVID-19 orders, Christina 

networked with an oncologist whose wife was a pediatrician. The oncologist offered 

Christina opportunities to shadow them and learn more about their work. In reflecting upon 

the COVID-19 orders in her community, she said, 
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So, I was just getting knowledge left and right. There was knowledge there, left, and 

right. And it was a really good experience. Just awesome people who I’m working 

with and meeting and just the gratitude that they showed towards us.  

Summary of Findings 

 This chapter presented brief introductions of the nine study participants whose stories 

were not represented in Chapter 4. Included in these introductions was at least one image, 

selected in advance by each participant, reflecting some aspect of their career aspirations. 

The individual introductions provided a way to share more about the unique background, 

academic, and career journey of each participant. The second part of this chapter discussed 

common themes that emerged from the participant narratives related to career messages and 

meaning making. 

 Whenever possible, salient direct quotes from participants were included in their 

authentic voices. Along with these quotes from participants, this study identified six major 

themes that emerged from the data. These varied themes spoke to participants’ feelings of 

exclusion from various career paths or industries, feelings of support and empowerment in 

making career decisions, expectations around multiple life roles, inspirational and 

aspirational role models related to career interests, resistance and overcoming oppressive 

forces within careers, and multiple definitions of success and what it takes to have a good 

life. 

 Overall, these findings highlighted nuanced messages that participants received about 

careers and their career paths from a variety of sources. Notably, there were more instances 

of participants feeling excluded in academic and/or career settings than included. However, 

the support that participants received throughout their lives surrounded them with care and 
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made them feel empowered and often autonomous in making career-related decisions. 

Parents and families seemed to have the most to say and were often the most influential 

regarding messages that participants heard about careers, as parents often vocalized their own 

opinions (sometimes in opposition) to their daughter. Parents and families were also a driving 

force in the expectations placed upon study participants. Participants felt inspired by media 

figures, members of their own families, and, in some cases, themselves (Christina) as the role 

model they did not have or yet see. There were multiple, nuanced definitions of success 

connected to education, financial security, and career impact on other people. However, a 

common collective theme among all participants was how often the strongest message about 

careers that influenced career decision making came from each participant herself.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 

Overview of the Study 

 The purpose of this narrative study was to understand how undergraduate women 

from different racial and ethnic backgrounds made meaning of the different career messages 

they received and how those messages shaped their early career decisions. According to Enke 

et al. (2013), “Women receive complex and contradictory messages about their roles in 

society from many sources” (p. 481), including messages that promote (Powell et al., 2012), 

conflict with (Ahn et al., 2021), or resist traditional gender norms (Daniels & Sherman, 

2016). Scholars have also noted that young women have their own unique career 

development journeys (Corey & Chen, 2019) and that the messages that are communicated 

from others have an impact on women’s beliefs about themselves and their career trajectories 

(Brown, 1999). In response to the findings of existing research and to address how 

contemporary college students receive and make meaning of messages about their 

professional pathways, this study explored how cisgender undergraduate women from 

diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds experienced and made meaning of a wide scope of 

career-related messages. 

A major goal of my research was to collect nuanced stories from college women 

about the career-related messages they received from various sources, including 
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parents/families, friends, teachers, professors, educational institutions, and the media. Much 

like Storlie et al.’s (2018) narrative study of 11 undergraduate African American women, my 

study of 11 women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds gathered rich career-related 

narratives from which emerged contextualized themes related to career development. My 

study sought to address the following research questions: 

1. What messages do undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic 

backgrounds receive about careers throughout their lives, including messages 

received during their college education?  

2. How do undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds make 

meaning of the messages they receive about careers?  

3. How do career messages and the ways that undergraduate women from various 

racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of those messages shape some of 

their early career decisions? 

As part of my data collection, each student submitted three or four photos/images 

prior to participation in a 90-minute interview. The goal of the photo-elicitation exercise was 

for participants to select meaningful images that spoke to them about their careers at the time 

of our interview. Incorporating a discussion about the photos/images into each interview 

provided an opportunity for meaning making, storytelling, and developing a deeper 

understanding of career-related messages. 

The conceptual framework broadly guiding this study spoke to the interconnectedness 

of multiple factors in career decision making. Specifically, these factors include individual 

background characteristics (gender and race), the process of vocational anticipatory 

socialization (VAS; Jablin, 2001), and meaning making (Baxter Magolda, 2004; Kegan, 
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1980). Regarding background characteristics, the study focused on the ways gender and race 

shaped messages and how students made meaning of those messages. In addition, in the 

context of career-related messages, VAS reflects the socialization process whereby learning 

and cultivating educational and career-related interests take place (Myers et al., 2011). 

Finally, meaning making includes a focus on how meaning-making systems shape people’s 

experiences, including those of college students (Baxter Magolda, 2004; Kegan, 1980).  

My study sought to center student voices by engaging a diverse set of participants, 

gathering rich narratives, and having students participate in a meaningful reflection activity 

that incorporated photos/images. This chapter discusses the findings from the interviews and 

the photo-elicitation exercise in relation to existing literature and offers key conclusions from 

the study. The chapter also considers implications for practice for women students and their 

families, career counselors, academic advisors, and student affairs administrators. 

Prior to discussing the findings, it is important to reflect on the role of gender, race, 

and ethnicity as central identity-based experiences that my research design focused on in the 

study. My intention during the interviews with participants was to uncover in-depth details 

from each of the women about the salience of gender, race, and ethnicity in the career 

messages they had received. However, most participants spoke about their experiences 

related to gender and being a woman (in some cases, a young woman specifically) as well as 

their career-related experiences in the context of the sexism they experienced. Regarding race 

and ethnicity, in my approach to this study and the interviews, I anticipated hearing explicitly 

from participants about the ways that systemic racism shaped the career-related messages 

they had experienced.  
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Yet, in speaking with the participants, I found that one of the primary ways race and 

ethnicity appeared in the study was in participants’ push-back against expectations. For 

example, race, ethnicity, and culture often played a role in shaping expectations from 

families and communities regarding major selection, career choice, and what it meant to be 

successful, especially in relation to having a career with prestige, such as being a doctor, 

lawyer, or a STEM professional. Numerous participants spoke about hearing messages about 

being a doctor, lawyer, or medical professional since so many families placed a high degree 

of importance on certain careers/career paths. Even when participants did not hear these 

messages from their families, they often expressed a sense of gratitude for how their families 

did not tell them to become a doctor or lawyer. As noted, Faith spoke about coming from an 

immigrant family and how she and her siblings “shattered” their mother’s dreams of her 

children becoming doctors. Given Faith’s interest in education, which seemed to be a career 

choice that she had to justify, she pushed back against familial, community, and cultural 

expectations.  

The second, and much less obvious, way that race and ethnicity appeared in my study 

was when participants spoke about their lived experiences with racism, as in the stories from 

Faith and Mary. Often, when participants spoke about their cultural backgrounds, it was in 

the context of their racial and/or ethnic identities (e.g., Stephanie and Theresa speaking about 

their Asian American backgrounds). Additionally, participants elaborated in depth on their 

racial and ethnic identities when asked to indicate their racial and ethnic backgrounds on the 

screening questionnaire to participate in the study.  

Upon reflection, I wondered if my identity as a white woman presented a barrier in 

some cases, particularly for the Women of Color in the study, to talking about systemic 
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racism in a career context. It is thus important to interpret the findings of this study with the 

understanding that, at least in the context of my interviews, gender and gendered messages 

related to experiences with sexism appeared to be more explicitly influential than racism and 

racialized messages in the career development of participants. Yet, while participants might 

not have said as much about race and ethnicity as gender, they did speak at length about 

family and community cultures. 

Discussion of the Findings 

 The findings of this study point to a nuanced and complex process of how 

undergraduate women engage in meaning making based upon career messages they receive 

from a variety of sources. The central findings and key takeaways from my study fell into 

two overarching areas. The first area comprises findings that the undergraduate women 

received career messages from many sources, establishing a connection to Jablin’s (2001) 

five sources of vocational anticipatory socialization, including information from parents and 

families, educational institutions, part-time job experiences, peers and friends, and the media. 

VAS includes both the unintentional and intentional pursuit of information that an individual 

weighs in relation to their own beliefs about themselves (Jablin, 2001). My study findings 

showed that participants illustrated the various messages from all five of Jablin’s (2001) 

sources of VAS and discussed their own meaning-making process given the information they 

received. The second area of findings describes the nature of these messages, how women 

made meaning of them, and how their early career development was shaped by these 

messages. The following sections discuss these findings in light of relevant literature, 

pointing to areas where my study confirms existing research findings and areas where my 

study contributes new information to the knowledge base. 
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Sources and Content of Messages 

 The findings of my study point to several sources of messages, including the five 

sources of vocational anticipatory socialization (Jablin, 2001), which include parents and 

families, educational institutions, part-time jobs, peers and friends, and the media. The 

following sub-sections describe these sources of messages in relation to the current literature. 

Parents and Families 

A common thread throughout the data collection was the significance and impact of 

messages from parents and families in the lives and career development of all 11 study 

participants. In alignment with existing literature, prior to college, parents communicate 

messages and expectations to their children about their future careers (Nazione et al., 2011; 

Stringer & Kerpelman, 2010). Broadly speaking, messages from parents relate to higher 

education, academic achievement, hard work, and career success (Ashby-King & Anderson, 

2022). Findings from my study showed that parents and families were the most important 

sources of career-related messages for the participants and attested to the importance of 

education, academic success, and career success in their lives. Scarduzio et al. (2018) pointed 

out the influence of parental messages in the lives of young adults, particularly regarding 

career interests, meaningful work, and motivations about work, which aligned with my study 

findings. Importantly, however, my study presented nuances in relation to differences in the 

influence of career-related messages received from mothers as opposed to fathers, as 

depicted by the study participants. In interpreting these findings, it is important to note that 

participants’ parents were described as cisgender and in heterosexual relationships. 

Mothers. Study participants spoke about a variety of messages they had received 

from their mothers in relation to different career paths. Fallon, for example, spoke at length 
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about messages from her mother, who had directly influenced her choice of an academic 

major in business and subtly shaped her projected post-graduation career plans in finance. 

Florence and Kelly also identified their mothers as significant sources of messages that 

encouraged them but did not limit or prescribe their career choices. Florence’s mother was a 

sounding board for advice and played an active role in finding job postings for Florence. 

Likewise, while Kelly projected a sense of independence, she discussed how her mother 

supported her career plans and fostered her interest in science but never pushed her into the 

medical field. Furthermore, Mary shared that her mother overly emphasized education since 

she was the only daughter in the family, yet she always stressed that Mary could do anything. 

It is important to note in these findings that although most participants’ mothers exerted 

considerable influence over their daughters’ career-related development, they did so in ways 

that also encouraged participants’ individual decision making and interests. Overall, my 

findings were consistent with Powers and Myers’ (2017) study indicating that students often 

identify their mothers as the most significant source of encouraging messages about careers. 

Moreover, participants reflected on the academic, career, and personal choices of their 

mothers and how those choices not only shaped their mothers’ experiences, but also may 

have impacted the messages they received from their mothers about academic, career, and 

life choices. 

Fathers. The literature has also devoted significant attention to the role that fathers 

play in students’ educational and career journeys (Gibbons & Woodside, 2014). Notably, 

however, my participants spoke minimally about their fathers, primarily discussing messages 

from their mothers or their parents together. Three women in my study reflected on messages 

they had received from their fathers. For example, Mary’s father was in the military, but the 
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military was never of interest to Mary, nor was it an expectation for her to pursue the military 

as a career. By contrast, Mary’s brothers were encouraged to pursue a career in the military 

as a backup to receiving a college education. Fallon spoke positively about her father, noting 

that she identified more with her father than her mother because he was the artistic and 

creative parent and worked as a photographer (which connected to Fallon’s love of cinema). 

Laura discussed her father’s strong feelings about her academic and career plans, and while 

they were in opposition to hers, she was not resistant to the messages that he shared with her 

about her academic, career, and life plans.  

Among these three examples, one stressed the lack of messaging from the father 

(Mary), another spoke about the absence of alignment of career interests with the father 

(Laura), and only one described the father as an important role model for career options 

(Fallon). These findings contrasted starkly with the influence of the messages arriving from 

mothers, most of which were more sustained, positive, and encouraging. There are several 

possible reasons for these findings. First, the mothers of my participants may have been more 

involved in the career-related (and other) upbringing of their daughters, thereby having more 

opportunity to engage in career-focused discussions. Alternatively, my participants might 

have assigned more weight to the messages they had received from their mothers in our 

interviews. Another possibility is that mothers may have been more likely to provide direct, 

encouraging messages that were more influential in the participants’ career-related 

development, which might have also become more memorable. 

Siblings. Aside from mothers and fathers, siblings—whose career-related influence 

has been acknowledged in the literature (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005)—were identified as 

both role models and/or sources of messages among a small number of participants. For 
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example, Christina spoke of her two older brothers who she said were her role models 

growing up; they supported and provided her with unconditional love. In addition, Florence’s 

older brother supported her in a different way by asking her pointed questions about her 

career path and connecting with her over a shared love of music. Notably, however, Florence 

expressed some defiance in being the younger, more stubborn sibling and wanting to do what 

she wanted to do, not what someone else, in this case, her brother, suggested. Fallon noted 

that her older brother was not a good student, and because he pursued a creative career 

(architecture), she did not feel that she could also pursue a creative career in cinema and that 

she needed to do something more serious. The role of siblings, among the participants who 

made mention of them, thus appeared to be important but sometimes conflictual. 

Educational Institutions  

Powers and Myers (2017) identified messages from teachers/professors as a frequent 

source of encouragement about careers. For example, Christina, Faith, and Kelly all 

mentioned that positive messages from teachers/professors had an impact on their career 

decisions. This finding is supported by Adya and Kaiser (2005), who suggested that young 

women’s career interests can be positively influenced by teachers. Importantly, participants 

described teachers who praised and encouraged them to continue their good work in various 

subject areas. For Christina, this memorable message stuck with her for many years because 

the teacher had also told her that she would be very successful if she continued along the 

same trajectory. Kelly recounted similar experiences with her psychology teacher, who 

encouraged her to major in and pursue a career in psychology. In addition, messages from 

teachers and professors also arrived in practical ways, as in the example of Faith’s English 

professor, who championed her all the way through fellowship and scholarship applications, 
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encouraging her to position herself through her writing to highlight all her relevant 

experiences and skills. 

Part-Time Job Experiences 

  Part-time job experiences seemed to play a role in the messages that women received 

in both part-time roles and in other experiential opportunities such as internships. In this 

study, part-time jobs served as an important source of information and career messages. 

Moreover, part-time jobs and/or internships are vehicles for applying and practicing skills, 

developing networks, and providing understanding of what success in an organization means 

(Aley & Levin, 2020). Specifically, Herrygers and Wieland (2017) posited that “early, part-

time jobs are formative and presumably shape young people’s identities and meanings of 

work throughout their lives” (p. 557).  

In my study, Mary’s part-time job at an upscale hair salon was a significant source of 

discussion about her efforts to network with clients and her experience as a Latina woman 

being treated differently from her white co-workers. In addition, Florence discussed her part-

time job at a sporting goods in the context of her knowledge and expertise not being as 

valued by customers (men in particular) because she was a young woman. Kelly’s experience 

at a hospital, while helpful for obtaining clinical experience, also served as a vehicle for 

interacting with nurses and doctors and as a space for hearing more about stereotypes about 

her intended career path as a woman in male-dominated orthopedic medicine. Finally, 

Fallon’s experiences in her internship in financial services and anticipated full-time work in 

finance illustrated how many white men are in this field and made her question her sense of 

belonging.            
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Peers and Friends 

Peers and friends also appeared to play a role in career-related messaging among a 

small number of the women participating in my study. Stephanie, for example, noted that she 

and her group of friends, who came from the same cultural background, thought of 

themselves as a “tiger family” and expressed to each other that they had to strive for 

academic achievement (i.e., getting all A’s). They asked each other questions about their 

career decisions and ultimately respected the choices that each of them made. Others 

recounted stories of friends giving them advice related to their choices of major, like Kelly, 

whose friend told her not to switch her major given that she was on the premed track (which 

turned out to be advice that Kelly did not find helpful).  

Media 

The media, including television channels and shows, various news sources, and 

advertising (e.g., stock images), were another source of messages identified by participants, 

emerging as a strong theme represented in the visual images submitted for the photo-

elicitation exercise. For this exercise, many of the participants selected images portraying 

women. For example, two of the photos that Florence submitted identified women working at 

REI and Burton Snowboards. Both images were examples of femvertising, or employer-

branding campaigns featuring images and messages that affirm girls and women in reaching 

their career goals (Ronda & Azanza, 2021). Through these images, Florence identified two 

employers as providing a supportive and collaborative culture for women to thrive. 

Relatedly, Mary brought images from the media related to women’s empowerment, 

specifically a Forbes cover picturing a woman with the featured headline, “The 100 Most 

Powerful Women.” Theresa identified the power of the media through a variety of 
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channels/shows, including Nickelodeon, which has been recognized in the literature as a 

media source depicting strong and empowered girls and young women represented as main 

characters (Banet-Weiser, 2004). Specifically, Theresa spoke about how the network had an 

impact on her in many ways and illustrated to her, through television, that she could do 

anything.  

Messages from media and television also highlighted the importance of role models. 

These findings align with Bona et al. (2010), who discussed how women’s career choices are 

influenced by mentors or role models. In fact, many of the role models discussed by 

participants in my study were connected to some form of media, including prominent women 

figures like Nadine Labaki, a Lebanese movie director, and Amal Clooney, a Lebanese-

British lawyer (Fallon) and actors in TV shows such as “Gilmore Girls” (Florence). 

Importantly, these findings reflect promising ways that women undergraduates process and 

react to messages from the media, which are still often described as portraying gendered 

stereotypes of women’s roles in society (Daniels & Sherman, 2016; Hylmö, 2006; Massoni, 

2004; Steinke, 2017). However, in this study, the participants’ interactions with the media 

were often affirming and positive, leading to empowering career-related messages that 

women interpreted as giving impetus to a range of choices in their careers. 

Overall, my findings aligned with existing literature (Enke et al., 2013; Lapour & 

Heppner, 2009; Shapiro et al., 2015) showing that undergraduate women receive messages 

from a variety of sources, beginning in their youth, about their career and life choices. In fact, 

in writing this dissertation, I would often read examples in the literature that I then heard 

exemplified through the stories my participants shared. Especially important to note are the 

critical roles of mothers, role models from the media and advertising, and teachers/professors 
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in delivering career-related messages through encouragement, openness to women’s 

interests, and setting examples of successful women in professional roles. My study findings 

also suggest that the roles played by fathers, siblings, and friends were less prominent, as 

evidenced both by the smaller number of participants discussing messages from these 

individuals and the sometimes more conflicted feelings related to the career-related messages 

from fathers, siblings, and friends. These latter findings bring important nuances to the 

literature on the career messages received by undergraduate women. 

The next section briefly discusses five overarching themes that emerged from my 

study’s findings. I revisit these themes from the previous chapter to relate them to prior 

literature and draw further conclusions. These five themes include (1) tensions in career-

related messages: anticipated exclusion; (2) self-empowerment, support, and an increase in 

confidence; (3) striking balance: expectations for caregiving and breadwinning; (4) 

definitions of and approaches to success and exercising independence; and (5) overcoming 

obstacles through resistance. The theme related to aspirational role models is not discussed in 

this section because those findings align with my discussion of sources of messages in the 

previous section of this chapter. Furthermore, it is important to note that many of the points 

raised by study participants during their interviews and the photo-elicitation exercise aligned 

with existing research from a broad range of disciplines spanning education, counseling, 

student development, and communication studies (Flores, 2019; Medved, 2006; Storlie et al., 

2018; Zeldin & Pajares, 2000;). However, my study also makes important contributions to 

the literature through both novel findings and adding nuances to conclusions drawn from 

prior studies. 
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Tensions in Career-Related Messages: Anticipated Exclusion  

      Participants in my study spoke about both academic and career-related spaces where they 

felt excluded. Multiple participants, including Carol, Christina, Fallon, Florence, Kelly, and 

Mary referenced their social identities, especially gender and race, with respect to being 

excluded in certain spaces. Participants identified a few key spaces where they felt excluded: 

(1) in environments dominated by men (white men in particular) and (2) in academic settings 

and through part-time jobs. 

Exclusion from Environments Dominated by Men (Mostly White Men) 

Carol, Fallon, Florence, and Kelly expressed feeling excluded from environments 

dominated by men, in most cases white men. Each of these participants shared specific 

examples of spaces from which they had been excluded or thought they would be excluded in 

the future. These sentiments were mirrored in Bates and Holt’s (2023) study of 21 

undergraduate women from the United Kingdom who anticipated feeling excluded from 

future careers based on their gender. Within the sciences, specifically medicine, Carol and 

Kelly both remarked how these fields are typically dominated by men. Carol shared that she 

had been told by multiple sources that there were only white cisgender men in STEM fields, 

even though that was not her experience. Kelly talked about multiple sources, including the 

women nurses with whom she worked at a hospital, who continually pointed out that she was 

planning to pursue a field—orthopedic medicine—dominated by men. These findings align 

with the abundant literature showing women’s frequent low sense of belonging in STEM 

(Dunlap & Barth, 2019; Schuster & Martiny, 2017). In addition, related to the business arena, 

and in the context of her pursuit of a full-time role in financial services, Fallon questioned 

her sense of belonging as a woman, specifically a North African woman, pursuing this white-
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male dominated field. Fallon not only spoke about systemic barriers in her future career, but 

also referred to her experiences at the time of our interview interning in financial services.  

As a researcher, I noted the openness and the candor of participants as they shared 

about areas where they felt, or expected to feel, unwelcome because of their gender and/or 

race. This sense of anticipated exclusion is an important finding, which could have 

significant implications for women’s actual career pursuits. However, I did not hear from any 

of the participants, through their words or actions, an inclination to avoid entering a career in 

which they had a stronger sense of feeling unwelcome. Instead, the interviews highlighted an 

acknowledgement that there are barriers now and more anticipated barriers in the future that 

the participants would have to overcome. As noted in more detail later, this sense of agency 

and commitment to overcoming obstacles played a major role in how my study’s participants 

made meaning of the career messages they received. 

Exclusion from Academic Spaces and in Part-Time Jobs 

Students in my study also spoke about feeling excluded from academic spaces and 

within off-campus part-time jobs. Mary spoke about how she was not taken seriously and felt 

excluded during academic project work with men in her graduate-level business courses. She 

discussed being intentionally left out of meetings and did not feel like she was taken 

seriously. She also experienced sexism and ageism through her experiences in her MBA 

courses, pointing out that she was one of the younger students in the program. However, her 

part-time job at an upscale salon was the space in relation to which Mary spoke the most 

about the impact of her race and racism, and feeling excluded, particularly when women 

clients at the salon were more willing to help her white colleagues advance their career plans.  
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In addition, Christina talked about the underrepresentation of women, specifically 

Women of Color, in her biochemistry major. She also spoke about the clicks and exclusive 

groups within majors and how those fueled competition. Florence shared a firsthand account 

of not being taken seriously by men, mostly white men, in her part-time job at a sporting 

goods store. Her story illustrated that men did not value her expertise or product knowledge; 

they would ask her questions only to turn around and ask those same questions to her male 

colleagues. 

Importantly, these study findings, in addition to past research (Evans & Herr, 1991; 

Kim & O’Brien, 2018), illuminate systemic forces of sexism and racism that are everyday 

experiences and perceptions of young women in college. The deeply problematic nature of 

these systems of oppression was vividly reflected in multiple participant narratives. The 

spaces of exclusion depicted by participants referred to underrepresentation in academic 

majors and parts of the workforce dominated by white men, as well as experiences with 

sexist and racist behaviors from others in academic spaces and part-time jobs. Through these 

experiences, participants expressed deeply personal examples of systemic barriers that they 

had already faced and expected to face in their professional lives post-graduation. 

Self-Empowerment, Support, and an Increase in Confidence 

 Despite their experiences with exclusion, women in my study discussed the 

importance of self-empowerment in their lives, which they described as being supported by a 

variety of individuals. Thus, the next two sub-sections highlight examples of self-

empowerment and emotional support that participants received. In summarizing the findings, 

it is notable that most participants felt empowered in their decision-making process and had 
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cheerleaders, champions, coaches, and other important people in their lives who supported 

them along the way.  

Self-Empowerment 

 The participants suggested strongly that they needed to be self-motivated and self-

reliant in career-related matters. For example, Mary discussed how she preferred to rely on 

herself and do things on her own rather than depend on others because she did not feel she 

could always trust other people. Mary noted with conviction that her career decisions were 

self-motivated, and she did not have anyone in her family who (like her) was business-

oriented. Kelly also noted how important it was to network and make connections, but that 

was something she had to initiate herself (i.e., outreach to physicians about shadowing 

opportunities), and during the COVID-19 pandemic, that process was more challenging since 

everything was remote. In addition, Carol recognized that for quite some time, she had been 

doing everything by herself (i.e., getting good grades and applying to internships). However, 

she realized that it would have been much easier if she had more mentors in her life and 

brought down her self-imposed walls much earlier. Through these examples, Mary, Kelly, 

and Carol exhibited autonomy, self-reliance, and determination—all important aspects of 

empowerment. 

Emotional Support as Related to Empowerment  

Overwhelmingly, for students in my study, emotional support was a key element in 

feeling empowered. Juliette had emotional support from her mother, who provided her with 

stability growing up and the ability to maintain a strong connection to the school system and 

the teachers in her home community that she found so meaningful. In addition, Christina’s 

brothers provided her with emotional support, which was foundational to her knowing that 
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she had unconditional love as she sought to achieve her academic and career goals. Similarly, 

Kelly spoke about how her mother supported and believed in her, even when Kelly had her 

own doubts about pursuing a career in medicine. She discussed how she appreciated that her 

mother never pressured her to pursue any specific career paths but believed in her and her 

capabilities, thus empowering her in numerous ways. Kelly’s experience was mirrored in 

Zeldin and Pajares’ (2000) study on women in STEM career fields in relation to how 

resiliency and perseverance were strengthened by important people in participants’ lives. 

Additionally, Raque-Bogdan et al.’s (2013) study on a diverse sample of undergraduate 

students found that women received far more emotional support than men, and this support 

was crucial to women believing in themselves and their self-efficacy. Although my study did 

not focus on the experiences of men, the finding related to strong sources of support 

experienced by women (Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013) was very much reflected in my 

participants’ stories.  

It is important to note that emotional support for empowerment can come from many 

different sources, as reflected in my participants’ narratives. In fact, as demonstrated by the 

study findings, besides parents and families, teachers, professors, mentors, friends, and 

colleagues also provided emotional support, often leading to self-empowerment. For 

example, Faith’s English professor/fellowships director championed her through countless 

drafts and conversations in working toward the Critical Language Scholarship and Fulbright. 

Support through this process was pivotal for Faith in receiving both awards. 

Striking Balance: Expectations for Caregiving and Breadwinning 

Some study participants noted that, based upon their gender and/or race, they received 

messages about getting married, having children, and having a financially stable and 
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lucrative career. In interpreting these findings, it is important to revisit the literature noting 

that “parents provide girls and boys with very different experiences and with different 

messages regarding their talent and their best educational and vocational options” (Eccles, 

2011, p. 199). In fact, children receive messages about gender from the day they are born 

(Hylmö, 2006, p. 168). Importantly, as reflected in a number of recent studies, the gendering 

of educational and career paths in subtle and overt forms is not isolated to the past—it is 

alive today (Clickinbeard at al., 2020; Sun et al., 2022), expressed in a variety of gendered 

expectations for women from an early age.  

Furthermore, in one recent study, young women college students reported that they 

were expected to “do it all” when it came to career and family (Wenhold & Harrison, 2021), 

pointing to an expansion of women’s responsibilities balancing work and life commitments, 

fully embracing both domains. Women participants in this study articulated a tension 

between actively engaging in developing their career goals and feeling pressure to balance 

childrearing responsibilities.  

My study’s findings reflected this sentiment of having to do it all. In fact, Juliette was 

the only participant who expressed an intention to stop working if she was to become a 

mother. In this context, she described herself using words such as “nurturing” and “caring.” 

By contrast, most women in my study reported receiving messages about caregiving and 

being expected to become mothers, yet they did not express that any message source 

expected them to stop working after having children. Maria’s and Stephanie’s narratives, for 

example, illustrated how messages from their families communicated expectations about 

becoming mothers in the future in addition to, not instead of, having careers. These findings 

suggest that gendered messaging still exists; however, these messages can come in the form 
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of piling both family and career-related responsibilities onto women college students’ 

shoulders.  

Findings from this study also spoke to the significance that women attached to 

pursuing a career that could lead to financial security and stability. Theresa, for example, 

spoke about how her parents viewed education as the vehicle for obtaining a financially 

stable job and a good life. On multiple occasions, Fallon spoke about her top priority being 

financial security and stability, which she explained was the main reason she was no longer 

pursuing a career in cinema. In addition, Mary’s mother emphasized the importance of 

financial stability in relation to Mary’s future family life. In fact, she was emphatic about 

Mary establishing her career so as not to depend financially on her future husband. 

Importantly, while study participants were encouraged to get married and have children, none 

of the messages they received from any source, including their parents, indicated that they 

were expected to rely on a partner in the future. These findings suggest that the women 

participating in my study were encouraged to become independent breadwinners while also 

focusing intensely on their future family lives. 

My findings also pointed to the important role of race, in interaction with gender, in 

shaping messages regarding caregiving and breadwinning in the experiences of Asian 

American women. In line with the literature, my findings suggested that second-generation 

Asian American women are often expected to get married, have children, and be caregivers 

(Ahn et al., 2021). Relatedly, many participants in Ahn et al.’s (2021) study communicated 

that their brothers had different expectations placed on them and received different messages 

from their parents than they did about educational and career goals. This finding mirrors the 

experience that Stephanie shared regarding her older brother, whom she described as not 
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being expected to do anything related to caregiving in their family. While Stephanie was her 

mother’s caretaker at the time of our interview, her mother also expected her to be a future 

caretaker and mother for her own family.  

Mary, who identified as Latina, expressed similar sentiments, echoing Liang et al.’s 

(2017) study depicting Latina college students who noted that their brothers were able to lead 

a more carefree lifestyle. In my study, Mary spoke about her parents expressing different 

expectations for her brothers in relation to their education and career options. Mary felt that 

the messages she received (e.g., being told to establish her career before getting married and 

having a family) were due to her gender. Messages that Asian American and Latina women 

in my study received thus presented important nuances in the interaction between 

breadwinning and caregiving, putting more emphasis, at least in the stories of Stephanie, 

Theresa, and Mary, on caregiving as a critical undertaking. 

Definitions of and Approaches to Success and Exercising Independence 

Messaging from families intersected with students’ interests in relation to definitions 

of career success. For study participants, there was no all-encompassing definition of career 

success; rather, the findings indicated broadly that it related to three primary areas: (1) 

education and academics; (2) career success, financial success, and security; and (3) having a 

career that has an impact on others. 

Participants internalized messages related to education and academics. In many cases, 

they placed the greatest emphasis on the importance of education, doing well in school, and 

selecting a major(s) that could lead to a financially stable career path. For example, Theresa 

spoke about the power of education and how it can help an individual achieve and 

accomplish anything, which was a message impressed upon her by her parents. Theresa 
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referenced how important it was to her and to her friends (from similar backgrounds) to do 

well in school since education is a building block for what she felt made a good life with a 

financially stable job. While some families, like Theresa’s, had distinct ideas about what 

major(s) they should pursue, most families ultimately understood that it was up to their 

daughters to make their own choices. In several instances, families wanted their daughters to 

pursue different majors (which was the case for Laura, Stephanie, and Theresa). 

Participants (and their families) also defined success by the status and prestige 

associated with career fields mainly in medicine, law, and engineering. Faith, Stephanie, and 

Theresa discussed success as defined by the messages they heard from their families about 

careers they deemed successful. Lastly, a few of the participants spoke about how they 

defined success (at least in part) as the ability to have an impact on other people’s lives 

through their career path. Being a physician, mentor, social worker, advisor, or parent were 

mentioned in particular as having a direct impact on others’ lives. 

Overcoming Obstacles Through Resistance 

Despite the participants’ accounts of exclusion from various career spaces, I noticed, 

during the in-depth interviews, how tenacious and resilient they were in surmounting 

obstacles. While participants verbalized the challenge(s) they faced, they also expressed a 

commitment to not letting those challenges impede their progress, learning, or experiences. 

There were multiple approaches to resistance grounded in assertiveness and confidence.  

Multiple Approaches to Resistance: Assertiveness and Confidence  

The study findings pointed to the independence and assertiveness of participants in 

resisting the gendered and racialized norms they encountered in the career-related messages 

they received. For example, Florence provided several examples of times when, as a woman, 
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she had to assert herself with men on an athletic team, at her part-time job, and even with her 

brother, since she did not want to be told what to do regarding her career path. Kelly asserted 

that she was capable of performing the same tasks as men, and she said that she would do her 

work and pursue her own pathway, given that multiple individuals repeatedly told her that 

orthopedic medicine was dominated by men. Kelly was determined to engage in any 

resistance to achieve her goals and would not let anything or anyone stop her.  

Meaning Making Facilitated a Sense of Agency 

Closely related to my findings about resistance, my research also pointed to a strong 

sense of agency among the participants. My study sought to hear directly from students and 

to have them reflect upon their career development journeys and the messages they heard 

about careers throughout their lives. Given that this narrative study utilized interviews and a 

photo-elicitation exercise as the primary means of data collection, the structure allowed for 

students to reflect on and engage in their own meaning-making process. Through all the 

conversations and in analyzing the findings, it was apparent that the meaning-making process 

fostered a sense of agency in participants. Agency has been studied in a variety of contexts 

related to undergraduate students and careers (Betz & Hackett, 1987; Olle & Fouad, 2015; 

Villa et al., 2020). Betz and Hackett (1987) discussed agency in the context of creating 

behaviors that respond to educational and career opportunities. Agency thus relates to 

making choices and acting upon them. Taken together, participants in my study used their 

agency to be proactive, persistent, and assertive. In revisiting the conceptual framework 

(Figure 17), to reflect these findings, I added an inner circle in between meaning making and 

career decisions to represent agency.  
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Figure 17 

Updated Visual Representation of the Conceptual Framework 

 

 

Within this updated conceptual framework, Jablin’s (2001) five sources of vocational 

anticipatory socialization were used. It is important to note that Levine and Aley (2020) later 

introduced a sixth source of VAS: using the Internet to search for career information. 

However, while this study did not include the sixth source, the updated framework 

incorporates a proposed additional source of messaging. This source of messaging is not 

reactive but proactive and from the students themselves, which I describe as self-sent 

messages. Self-sent messages indicate when participants used their inner voice to propel their 
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career decisions and plans. While most of the career messages that participants received were 

not messages they sought (unsolicited advice), messages that were self-sent by participants 

utilized each student’s agency and inner voice as the most important source and ultimate 

decision maker. 

Importantly, my findings reflected that while messages from external sources are 

powerful, for study participants, the most significant messages often came from participants 

themselves. Olle and Fouad (2015) posited that external and internal influences have an 

impact on human agency. For instance, Theresa described how she provided the greatest 

challenges for herself, more than her parents or any external sources, when it came to career 

planning and making career decisions. Theresa knew that she could rely on herself and felt 

that she needed to make solid independent decisions through her own agency. She noted that 

the greatest challenges in making these decisions did not come from someone (or 

somewhere) else but from herself (since she put a lot of pressure on herself to make the right 

choice/s). Faith noted that, as a Black woman, her identity shaped how she entered 

classrooms and engaged with students. She discussed that she did not want her students to be 

marginalized since she had seen that happen in the past. Faith’s interest in education and her 

desire to have an impact on students’ lives was deeply expressed at multiple points during 

our conversation, and she was adamant that education was the space to which she wanted to 

devote her time and attention immediately after graduation. Faith said that as a tutor and 

teaching assistant, since an overwhelming number of teachers are women, she was not going 

against the norm by teaching, but she felt that sexism and racism intersected when students 

get her as their tutor or teaching assistant. 
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 I was struck by participants’ ability to be introspective and reflective and to assert a 

sense of ownership and agency over their choices and career decisions. For example, I did 

not get the sense that women made choices purposefully in opposition to being told what to 

do by others or with the intention of disrespecting any cultural expectations. More so, the 

women participating in my study had a sense of self-assuredness around owning their choices 

and taking proactive steps toward action. 

A Note on Findings Related to the COVID-19 Pandemic 

It is important to note that pandemic-related findings emerged from my study. 

Although they are not included in the major findings, thes are important to this discussion 

since my study was conducted within this context. Overall, the pandemic seemed to provide 

the opportunity for deep reflection and meaning making for participants, both about the role 

of a career in their lives and about their personal values system.  

As conveyed through their stories, all 11 women had to navigate their college 

experience in different ways than they had in the past, shifting their academic lives, many of 

their activities, and aspects of their career planning process online. Participants had varying 

responses about how the pandemic impacted their sense of time. For instance, Juliette 

described how, given the pandemic, she felt there was no time to waste, while Carol spoke 

about the pandemic allowing her to breathe and slow down. Carol also noted the meaning of 

the pandemic providing time for her to focus on other aspects of her life aside from her 

career.  

Throughout the pandemic, some participants held part-time jobs or internships in 

person (Carol, Florence, Juliette, Kelly, Laura, and Mary) or worked in a hybrid capacity 

(Faith and Fallon). Learning about remote work and remote-work options was more 
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unfamiliar to participants prior to the pandemic, but the meaning of remote work was of 

interest to varying degrees (with most participants preferring to work in person). For 

example, Mary noted that remote work would be nice but felt that her maximum potential 

would not be reached if she was not working in person. Given her interest in marketing, 

Mary felt that this highly collaborative field was best pursued with other people in person. 

While both Christina and Fallon noted that COVID-19 did not have an impact on their career 

plans, Christina said that her work ethic dipped given the comforts of online learning from 

home. Christina at times would make herself go to campus to get into work mode and leave 

the comforts of home to be more productive (which she motivated herself to do). 

Furthermore, Florence reflected generally on seeing people explore different career 

paths when COVID-19 affected their jobs, and this made her realize that, at any point in 

one’s career, it is okay to make a change and decide to pursue something different. This 

realization that making changes and pivoting in one’s career at any point is a powerful 

message, as a few participants spoke about the importance of finding a career path and 

committing to it for the long term (e.g., Fallon noting that, in Tunisian culture, it is not as 

common for people to change their career path from one field to another). 

Connections to Community Cultural Wealth  

Findings from my study pointed to some asset-based perspectives in relation to how 

the participants received career-related messages and how they made meaning of them. 

These perspectives relate specifically to community cultural wealth, which Yosso (2005) 

described “as a critical race theory (CRT) challenge to traditional interpretations of cultural 

capital” (p. 69). CRT centers marginalized groups who are often not recognized or 

acknowledged, moving away from a deficit lens of Communities of Color and focusing on 
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abilities, cultural knowledge, and skills (Yosso, 2005). Included in community cultural 

wealth are six forms of capital from both home and community that Students of Color bring 

into the classroom (Yosso, 2005). I briefly describe all six forms of capital and discuss the 

specific types that were related to my study. 

The first form of capital, aspirational capital, is about resiliency, despite perceived or 

real barriers, and a resilience to maintain dreams and hopes for the future, particularly 

aspirations that parents pass along to their children (Yosso, 2005). Secondly, linguistic 

capital relates to multicultural communication skills and the social and intellectual skills 

achieved through communication (Yosso, 2005). According to Yosso (2005), the third form 

of capital is familial capital, which refers to the cultural knowledge, history, and learning 

acquired through the family and extended family. Social capital, the fourth form of capital, 

pertains to accessing resources through community and people (Yosso, 2005). Navigational 

capital, the fifth source, “refers to skills of maneuvering through social institutions. 

Historically, this infers the ability to maneuver through institutions not created with 

Communities of Color in mind” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80). Finally, the sixth form, resistance 

capital, relates to resisting and opposing inequality through skills and knowledge (Yosso, 

2005). 

In my study, the most salient forms of capital from the community cultural wealth 

framework were aspirational capital, familial capital, navigational capital, and resistance 

capital. Examples of aspirational capital included the multiple parents and family members 

who wanted their daughters to pursue particular career paths. For example, some participants 

received encouragement to become doctors (Faith), and doctors, nurses, or other medical 

professionals (Stephanie and Theresa). In addition, Mary’s parents hoped she would attend 
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graduate school, and her mother expected her to establish a career before having a family. 

Additional examples of aspirational capital included both Mary’s and Laura’s familial hopes 

that they get married and have children. Fallon’s parents hoped she would obtain a useful 

degree. Finally, another form of aspirational capital related to my study connected to how 

both parents and extended families wanted their daughters to have a successful life. 

Relative to familial capital, parents, siblings, extended family members, and cultures 

were often discussed by participants. For instance, the role of mothers was discussed as a 

strong influence in their daughters’ career plans. Examples included Fallon’s reflections on 

her mother’s career transition from being a CEO to a college professor and the resulting 

influence over her own career plans, Laura’s reflections on her mother being a strong and 

independent housewife, and Theresa’s mother pushing her toward life and career choices that 

she had not had in order for Theresa to have a better life. Also, regarding familial capital, the 

role of fathers was more limited. For example, Fallon had a connection to her father in being 

interested in and learning about a more creative career. Another example was Christina’s 

exposure to the military through one of her older brothers and then pursuing the National 

Guard while in college through ROTC. 

In relation to social capital, my study participants accessed a variety of resources 

through a range of programs. Stephanie and Theresa were part of a program at Ocean 

University for Asian American students which provided support, connection, and 

community. Relatedly, Theresa discussed that, aside from the program, she had a strong 

group of Asian American friends whom she referred to as her “tiger family.” These friends 

comprised a supportive community with a shared cultural background. Another form of 

social capital related to the resources and people that Carol accessed from her lab skills 
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program. Specifically, Carol had many women mentors who encouraged her to attend 

graduate school and supported her through the process of learning more about academic and 

non-academic career paths.  

Additionally, in my study, navigational capital related to how participants navigated 

different messages and turned to self-messaging (i.e., self-sent messages) in doing so. For 

example, Mary’s experience at the salon and her persistence in networking with clients as 

well as her ability to navigate experiencing sexism and ageism within her graduate program 

are examples of this form of capital. Mary’s tenacity allowed her to persist and move through 

any challenges with positive self-messages. Juliette navigated the educational system as an 

aspiring teacher, noting how white the field is and how important her role as a teacher was, 

providing representation as a Black woman. Christina’s ability to maneuver through her 

biochemistry major and courses in the sciences (in which there were not many women) as a 

Woman of Color was also an example of navigational capital. In each example, Mary, 

Juliette, and Christina navigated either explicit or implicit messages that they did not belong, 

but they persisted by encouraging themselves along the way.  

Finally, resistance capital illustrated how participants stood up against anticipated 

exclusion. For instance, Faith was deterred from pursuing the teaching profession because 

she would not make any money, and she spoke about how her approach to responding to 

these messages was by resisting them. She discussed how important a career in teaching is to 

communities and to people. In addition, Fallon talked about being a North African woman 

working in finance (and fitting in) and shared an example from her internship at the time and 

thoughts about working in this field full-time in New York City post-graduation. Fallon was 

not going to let being a woman and her identity as a North African woman have an impact on 
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her pursuit and persistence in the financial services arena. Finally, Kelly discussed 

stereotypes claiming that orthopedic medicine was only for men, but she stood strong in her 

interest to pursue the field regardless of stereotypes. Kelly stood up against anticipated 

exclusion and resisted stereotypes. 

Practical Implications 

The study’s implications underscore Novakovic and Fouad’s (2012) point that “an 

understanding of the most important factors influencing women’s career development will 

assist the development of appropriate interventions aimed at helping women reach their full 

educational and career potential” (p. 224). My study has implications for a wide range of 

individuals, including women students, career counselors, academic advisors, and student 

affairs practitioners, as described in the following sub-sections. 

Practical Implications for Women Students and Their Families 

My study’s findings centered and uplifted individual participants’ career journeys and 

their meaning-making processes as they made early career decisions. Since all the women in 

my study were in their final year as undergraduates, they were able to speak about their 

academic trajectories and career decisions through their senior year of college. Although 

participants received messages about careers from many sources, the most important voice in 

their career planning process was their own. The women in my study shaped their own career 

development and outwardly expressed self-assuredness with their choices.  

The study findings point not only to implications for current college women, but also 

for considering how, from an early age, girls and women are socialized to think about career 

options. As many of the participants in my study easily recalled multiple careers and career 

paths they had considered in elementary, middle, and high school, building career 
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knowledge, skills, and career confidence should begin as early as possible. In particular, 

awareness of more formalized mentorship programs or experiential learning opportunities 

can broaden students’ knowledge of careers and career paths. One example of such a 

program is Girls Who Code, a nonprofit with a mission to increase the representation of and 

provide support to women in the field of computer science. This organization holds 

afterschool clubs in middle and high schools as well as a summer immersion program. 

Organizations like Girls Who Code are particularly important given findings from previous 

research, such as Shapiro et al. (2015), who found that single-gender environments have 

many benefits, including mitigation of gendered messages, expanding career options, and 

increasing self-confidence. Significantly, Shapiro et al. (2015) noted that, by middle school, 

socialized gender roles already exist and shape adolescents’ career goals. The findings from 

this study point to the connection that college women felt when participating in groups or 

programs with students who had shared identities, career interests, and goals. An important 

implication for women college students’ families is thus recognizing and supporting girls’ 

career-related interests from an early age. 

Implications for Career Counselors, Academic Advisors, and Student Affairs 

Professionals 

 Findings from this study point to several implications for career counselors, academic 

advisors, and student affairs professionals on college and university campuses. The collective 

work of these administrators can further enhance the agency of undergraduate women in their 

own early career decision-making process. Administrators should continue to support women 

students with holistic services that encompass academic, career, and personal/social areas. 

While all students should be empowered to trust their own internal voice and meaning-
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making process, women, given all the messages they receive from a variety of sources, 

should continue to be supported and empowered through advising appointments, mentoring 

programs, and cultural/affinity groups. Given this holistic approach, there are specific 

recommendations for administrators whose work connects to these areas. 

Implications for Career and Academic Advising 

The study findings continue to illustrate the importance of academic and career 

integration for women. Many of the participants had considered several different majors and 

changed their majors multiple times (yet a few of these changes happened after transferring 

to Ocean University). Participants also spoke extensively about their academic backgrounds 

in relation to their career plans.  

One practical implication drawn from this study is to have as much advising support 

integrated academically with career advising as possible, or at least some level of cross-

training and knowledge-sharing between campus partners who work in academic advising 

and those who work in career advising. For some students, pursuing a certain major meant 

there was only one or very few linear career paths, so it is especially important to develop a 

deeper knowledge of academic and career integration. While many participants spoke with 

other people both on and off campus in advising capacities, I encourage career centers to 

continually develop new strategies for reaching out to women students. Both career 

counselors and career centers should continue making intentional efforts to include women, 

highlighting women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, in messaging, marketing, 

promotion, branding, and selection of speakers/employers for programs and events, to 

highlight diverse voices and perspectives related to careers. For example, career centers 

could partner with cultural and affinity groups on campus to host events or a series of events 
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that feature women (and alumnae from the institution) working in a wide variety of careers 

and industries and that highlight the nclusion of women in spaces that have been historically 

dominated by men. These events, along with the critical work of career counselors, can also 

directly confront and analyze the gendered and racialized messages that women college 

students often continue to receive, particularly related to feelings of actual or anticipated 

exclusion from certain career fields. 

Specifically, career counselors can have a positive impact on the career development 

process of college students. Powers and Myers (2017) stated that “career counselors have the 

power to help adolescents overcome perceived barriers by offering messages that encourage 

them to not only explore potential careers through internships and part-time jobs but also to 

capitalize on their unique abilities” (p. 421). Career counselors can ask probing questions to 

uncover more about the messages that women received from their families about careers and 

how those messages have influenced their decisions (Marks et al., 2018). Furthermore, career 

counselors can help uplift undergraduate women and talk with them about their own 

definition of success related to education, careers, financial security, and helping others. As 

noted, participants in my study defined and measured success in many ways, but, overall, 

most participants were interested in a career that provided financial stability and security and 

made an impact. Career offices can help students navigate messages about careers, 

empowerment, support, and providing resources and services to enhance students’ career 

development. For contemporary college students, not solely women, from Generation Z, 

stability—namely, financial stability—is a higher priority than having a “dream job” 

(Picciotto, 2023).  
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Relatedly, one possible consideration for career centers would be to provide 

workshops specifically for women on salary negotiation, salary transparency, and overall 

awareness of average salaries (and benefits) in a wide variety of career paths. If they are not 

already engaged in this work, career centers should consider developing their own content, in 

conjunction with an organization such as the American Association of University Women 

(AAUW) and their AAUW Start Smart program, which is designed to increase the 

confidence of women and provide them with strategies for salary negotiation. Start Smart 

workshops provide women with the opportunity for verbal practice, written reflection, and 

career resources. 

Additionally, career counselors could make use of photo elicitation, which was 

incorporated into my study as a tool to further students’ meaning-making process and help 

them make connections between their educational and career experiences. For example, as a 

reflection and conversational tool, prior to a career counseling appointment, a student could 

be prompted to bring one or two images/photos with them that represent ideas they have 

about careers. The prompt could ask participants about careers at that point in their lives. The 

photo-elicitation prompt could also be modified to speak more about interests, skills, or 

values that are important to a student in their career development. Photos or images could be 

integrated as part of an individual appointment or small-group counseling for women and/or 

women with shared identities/backgrounds. 

Finally, as a career service professional, the findings from my study have made me 

reflect on my own advising style and approach to working with undergraduate women in a 

career context. It is important to me to continue having meaningful and authentic 

conversations with students. Actively listening and reframing how I ask questions during an 
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appointment can ensure that a student feels confident that they have the answers that will 

help shape their career decisions and next steps. Additionally, increasing my own cultural 

competency and mitigating any bias is critically important in the work that I do daily. 

Implications for Student Affairs Professionals 

I also encourage further attention to visual messaging on campus by student affairs 

administrators. This could include electronic signage or print collateral that breaks down any 

perceived barriers (i.e., showing images of women from diverse backgrounds who are police 

officers or who work in fields historically thought of as nontraditional). Faith spoke about 

how, from the time of her first year in college as a commuter student, she paid attention to all 

the posters on campus. Faith also noted that she did not see representation in many of the 

posters on campus, and while that did not serve as a deterrent, she did notice it. In addition, 

as evidenced by the study findings, student affairs professionals should provide robust 

resources to first-generation students. Given that this study involved multiple women who 

identified as first-generation, there are opportunities to enhance support services for this 

population around the messages that are communicated about professional pathways. 

Future Research  

My study also prompts several recommendations for future research. First, future 

studies related to women’s career development should be conducted using an asset-based 

framework that seeks to affirm and center how undergraduate women enact their own agency 

to make career decisions. While it is important to continue studying the influence of 

messages from outside sources, it is also critical to consider how women enact their agency 

in their meaning making about careers related variously to external career messaging. 

Scholarship should also aim to include richer narratives from women of diverse racial and 
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ethnic backgrounds, with a focus on larger samples of women so that a more comprehensive 

understanding of women’s meaning making related to career messages can be obtained. In 

addition, it is important for future research to include women identifying with a broader 

variety of gender identities, not only cisgender women.  

Furthermore, this study involved a small sample of participants from one large urban 

public university in the Northeast. I see opportunities for future research to include more than 

one institutional type and geographic region. For example, future research should expand 

upon the work of Enke et al. (2013), who studied Catholic women college students and the 

role of institutions in helping students make difficult choices given the complex and 

gendered messages that surround them professionally and personally. Nuances may also be 

present in a variety of institutional types, which could include Predominantly White 

Institutions, Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Hispanic-Serving Institutions, and 

Tribal Colleges and Universities, as well as women’s colleges. 

Moreover, my study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants 

were asked how the pandemic had shaped their post-graduation planning and, in response, I 

received a wide range of answers. One example was a reflection from Florence, who shared 

that, during the pandemic, she encountered many stories of women who were working 

regular office jobs but had creative hobbies they never pursued. However, once COVID-19 

hit, several women she saw in the media quit their jobs and decided to pursue a creative 

outlet and realized that they could make a living off that pursuit and enjoy it as a career. This 

realization brought on by seeing women make such pandemic-related shifts in their career 

plans may be an important topic for future research. 
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As reflected in the findings of my study, messages about careers are powerful and can 

have both hidden undertones and clear directives related to gender, race and ethnicity, age, 

ability, and a host of other identities and characteristics. The 11 women whom I met through 

this process were real, inspiring, and open to sharing their experiences and journeys from 

childhood through their senior year of undergraduate study. I hope that, through this study, 

their diverse voices and stories will further uplift and empower women to break barriers, be 

confident in their career decisions, and pursue their goals. 
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APPENDIX A 

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Subject Line: Seeking women in their senior year of undergraduate study for a study 

on career messages and decisions  

My name is Sarah Isham, I am a doctoral student in the Higher Education program at 

the University of Massachusetts Boston. The purpose of my study is to understand how 

undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of career 

messages and how those messages shape their early career decisions. The intention of the 

study is to speak with women who identify as African American/Black, Asian American, 

Latina, Native, and white. Your participation in this study will include providing the 

researcher with 3-4 photos (instructions provided) during your 90-minute interview that will 

visually capture messages that you received throughout your lifetime and/or during college 

about careers.  

Participation in this study is voluntary and confidential and will include submitting 1-

2 electronic photos prior to the interview, and an individual interview that will last 

approximately 90-minutes. You will be compensated for your time. The interview will be 

conducted via video, or in-person, at a date and time that works best with your schedule. 

Upon completion of the interview, you will receive a $50.00 gift card. Your participation in 

this study will provide insight to career counselors and educators. All inquiries about 

participation or questions about the study can be directed to Sarah Isham at 

Sarah.Isham001@umb.edu or 919-815-9887. Thank you for considering!   

    

mailto:Sarah
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPANT SCREENING FORM (IN QUALTRICS) 

 

Name 

Email Address 

Phone 

 

Do you identify as a cisgender woman (describes anyone whose gender identity is the 

same as the sex they were assigned at birth)? 

• Yes 

• No 

• Prefer not to say 

 

Race/Ethnicity (please select all that apply) 

• African American/Black 

• American Indian/Indigenous 

• Asian/Asian American 

• Latinx 

• White 

• Other 

 

Do you have siblings?  

• Yes 

If yes, please include the number of siblings and their gender. 

• No 

 

Do you have any caregiving responsibilities (for children, parents/family, etc.) 

• Yes (if yes, please briefly describe) 

• No 

 

Class Year/Year in School 

Anticipated Degree 

Anticipated Graduation Date  

Major(s) 

Minor(s) 

 

What are your anticipated post-graduation plans (e.g., seeking a full-time job, 

attending graduate/professional school, summer internship, etc.) 
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Consent Form for Hearing, seeing, and reading is believing: A study of undergraduate 

women and messages about careers 

 

 

Introduction and Contact Information 

You are asked to take part in a research study. Participation is voluntary. The researcher is 

Sarah Isham, a Ph.D. candidate in the Higher Education program within the Department of 

Leadership in Education. The faculty advisor is Dr. Katalin Szelényi, Graduate Program 

Director, Associate Professor in the Department of Leadership in Education. Please read this 

form and feel free to ask questions. If you have questions, Sarah will discuss them with you. 

Sarah can be reached by email at Sarah.Isham001@umb.edu. Dr. Szelényi can be reached by 

email at katalin.szelenyi@umb.edu. 

 

 

Description of the Project: 

The purpose of this research is to understand how undergraduate women from different racial 

and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of the different career messages they receive and how 

those messages shape their early career decisions. A career message, or a message about 

careers, can be either an explicit and/or implicit message that has had an impact on career 

decisions. The interview questions will focus on messages you received throughout your 

lifetime about careers, academics, career barriers, and career decision-making. 

 

Your participation in this study will take approximately 90-minutes. If you decide to 

participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in: 

 

• Photo submission: Prior to the interview, you will either collect and/or take 3-4 visual 

images/photos (that you will send me via email at least two days in advance of the 

interview) which speak to you about careers at this point in your life. These 

images/photos should be images that you find meaningful. 

• When you collect/take images/photos for this project, it is important that you do not 

take any identifying pictures of yourself or other people. Should any of the 

images/photos contain identifiable individuals, I will contact you and ask you to 

select new images. A career message, or a message about careers, can be either 

explicit and/or implicit message that has had an impact on your career decisions. 

• Individual interviews: I will be conducting one individual interview with you which 

will take place via Zoom. The interview will be both video and audio recorded. 
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During this interview, we will be discussing the photographs that you selected and 

going through a semi-structured interview. 

 

Risks or Discomforts: 

A risk of participation is a loss of confidentiality. I will do everything I can to protect your 

information. There are minimal risks involved in participating in this study. You may 

experience some discomfort when responding to interview questions. During your interview, 

you may skip any questions or stop participating at any time. You may speak with Sarah 

Isham or Dr. Katalin Szelényi to discuss any distress or other issues related to study 

participation. If you wish to discuss concerns with The University Health Services (UHS) 

Counseling Center, you are encouraged to contact 617-287-5690, Quinn Administration 

Building, 2nd floor room 7 at UMass Boston. 

 

Benefits: 

There is no direct benefit to you from participating in this study. Your participation may help 

us learn more about how undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds  

make meaning of the different career messages they receive and how those messages shape 

their early career decisions. 

 

Confidentiality:  

Your part in this research is confidential. That is, the information gathered for this project 

will not be published or presented in a way that would allow anyone to identify you. 

Information gathered for this project will be password protected or stored in a locked file 

cabinet and only the researcher will have access to the data. To maintain privacy and 

confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used to replace your actual name. All information 

collected for this project will be encrypted, password protected, and/or stored in a secure and 

locked location that is only accessible to the researcher. 

 

The University of Massachusetts Boston Institutional Review Board (IRB) that oversees 

human research and other representatives of this organization may inspect and copy your 

information.  

 

All screening questions and photos will be destroyed once the study is completed. The video 

recordings will be destroyed upon completion of each interview. The audio recordings will 

also be destroyed once they are transcribed. The interview transcripts for this study will be 

securely encrypted and stored on the researcher’s password protected personal computer for a 

period of at least seven years. Upon completion of the study, the master list containing actual 

names and the corresponding pseudonyms will be destroyed.  

 

Your information collected as part of this research will not be used or shared for future 

research studies, even if all of your identifiers are removed.  

 

Voluntary Participation: 

The decision whether or not to take part in this research study is voluntary. If you do decide 

to take part in this study, you may end your participation at any time without consequence. 
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Whatever you decide will in no way penalize you or involve a loss of benefits to which you 

are otherwise entitled, and it will not affect your status as a student. If you wish to end your 

participation, you should contact Sarah Isham by emailing her at Sarah.Isham001@umb.edu.  

 

Audio and Video Recording of Interviews: 

This study involves the audio recording and video recording of your interview with the 

researcher. Neither your name nor any other identifying information will be associated with 

the audio recording or the transcript. Only the researcher will be able to listen to the audio 

recordings. The video recording will be erased upon completion of each interview. The 

recordings will be transcribed by the researcher and erased once the transcriptions are 

checked for accuracy. Transcripts of your interview may be reproduced in whole or in part 

for use in presentations or written products that result from this study. Neither your name nor 

any other identifying information will be used in presentations or in written products 

resulting from the study. 

 

Immediately following the interview, you will be given the opportunity to have the recording 

erased if you wish to withdraw your consent to recording or participation in this study. 
 

By checking the box in front of each item below, item, you are consenting to 

participate in that specific procedure for the recordings:  

❑ having your interview recorded;  

 

❑ having the recording transcribed;  

 

❑ use of the written transcript in presentations and written products. 
 

 

Questions: 

You have the right to ask questions about this research before you agree to be in this study 

and at any time during the study. If you have further questions about this research or if you 

have a research-related problem, you can reach Sarah Isham at Sarah.Isham001@umb.edu or 

the faculty advisor Dr. Katalin Szelényi at katalin.szelenyi@umb.edu. If you have any 

questions or concerns about your rights as a research participant, please contact a 

representative of the Institutional Review Board (IRB), at the University of Massachusetts, 

Boston, which oversees research involving  

human participants. The Institutional Review Board may be reached by telephone or email at 

(617) 287-5374 or at human.subjects@umb.edu. 

 

By verbally agreeing to participate, you will be agreeing to participate in the research. Please 

keep a copy of this form for your records or if you need to contact me. 

 

 

Please keep a copy of this form for your records or if you need to contact me.  

 

mailto:human.subjects@umb.edu
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APPENDIX D 

PHOTO/IMAGE INSTRUCTIONS 

These instructions will be provided via email to participants once their participation is 

confirmed. 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in this study to understand how undergraduate 

women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds make meaning of career messages and 

how those messages shape their early career decisions. Your participation in this study will 

include a recorded interview of approximately 90-minutes. Prior to the interview, please 

collect and/or take 3-4 visual images/photos (that you will send me via email at least two 

days in advance of the interview). These visual images/photos should be images that you find 

meaningful in terms of the career options you are thinking of for yourself. When you take 

pictures and/or provide visual images for this project, it is important that you do not 

take/provide any identifying pictures of yourself or other people. However, you may submit 

photos of people in publicly available images, for example, ones you find on the Internet. 

A career message, or a message about careers, can be either explicit and/or implicit message 

that has had an impact on your career decisions.  

Before the interview begins, you will be asked to provide verbal informed consent, since 

participating in this study is voluntary, and you may stop at any time.  
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

Interview Protocol  

This list of questions will serve as a guide for the interview. As this interview is semi-

structured, not every interview question may be asked. 

 

Purpose of the Study  

“Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. The purpose of my dissertation is to 

understand how undergraduate women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds 

make meaning of the different career messages they receive and how those messages 

shape their early career decisions (e.g., advice about what careers/industries to pursue, or 

not to pursue, expectations about careers/career paths). A career message, or a message 

about careers, can be either explicit and/or implicit message that has had an impact on 

career decisions. 

 

I am seeking to understand more about the messages that undergraduate women receive 

about careers from childhood through their college education. The interview questions 

will be focused on understanding more about the messages that you have received up 

until this point in your senior year of undergraduate study, and how you have made 

meaning of these messages. Questions regarding the photo(s) that you submitted prior to 

this interview will also be discussed during this interview.” 

 

Confidentiality  

“Your participation in this research is confidential. The information gathered for this 

dissertation will not be published or presented in a way that would allow anyone to 

identify you. Your responses will not have any identifying information, and you will be 

assigned a pseudonym. Information gathered for this dissertation will be password 

protected and encrypted. All of the data associated with interviews will only be accessible 

to my dissertation chair and me and will be kept in a secure location. 

 

Please do not use your name, or the names of others in your interview responses or 

discussion of photo(s), in order to maintain confidentiality. Additionally, please do not 

use other directly identifying information that could include, an address, email, or 

telephone number.”  
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Consent 

 

“I would like to record participant interviews to ensure that I am capturing accurate and 

complete responses. Recordings will be transcribed verbatim and to protect your identity 

all identifying information, including names and places will be removed. Once the 

transcription process is completed the recordings will be destroyed. All transcripts will be 

secured and encrypted on a password-protected computer and in a UMB OneDrive 

folder. Please note that you can choose to skip any interview questions or withdraw your 

consent at any time.” 

 

“Do you agree to participate in this interview and have your interview recorded?” 

 

Interview Questions 

College Experiences  

1. Can you tell me more about your college experiences, and your current course of 

study (major/s, minor/s, concentration)?  

2. What or who have been the most significant influences in your choice of academic 

major(s), and career plans? 

a. Follow-up: Can you speak more to the role of: 

   Family 

Friends/Peers 

Teachers/Professors 

      Other individuals/External influences in making these choices?  

 

3. How have the individuals that you identified responded or reacted to your academic 

and career choices? 

a. How do you feel about their reactions? 

4. Who are your greatest sources of support when it comes to career planning, and 

making career decisions? 

a. How do they support you with career planning and career decisions? 
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Career Life History 

5. How have you thought about different career options throughout your life so far, 

starting from childhood? 

a. Can you think back to when you were in elementary school, what did you 

want to be when you grew up? How have those ideas changed, or stayed the 

same? 

b. When you were growing up, can you recall specific images/messages of 

women working in different careers/industries? If so, what were they? Did any 

of those ideas resonate with you? If so, how? If not, why not? 

c. As you think about your adolescent years (high school), can you share more 

about how you thought about career options, and interests? Did those ideas in 

any way shape your decision to attend college? If so, in what way(s)? 

d. During adolescence, do you recall specific messages that you received about 

careers? If so, can you share more? Who were the source(s) of those messages 

(parents, teachers, faculty, staff, courses, print, or online media, movies, 

television, books, etc.)? 

e. As a current senior in college, what kind of career options have you 

considered? Have you found ways to explore those options, and if so, how? 

What kind of messages have you received about this/these career option(s)? 

What meaning did you make of those messages? 

6. Could you tell me a story about a time when you received advice about what careers 

to pursue, or not to pursue, from any stage of your life? 
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a. Who/where did this advice come from? What did the advice mean to you at 

the time? What meaning does it have now? 

b. Why did you decide not to pursue the earlier options you mentioned? 

7. What are your intended post-graduation career plans? 

8. At what point did you first become interested in this career field/industry? 

a. Can you share why you decided to pursue this career field/industry? 

Career Barriers 

9. What challenges have you encountered in your academic and career pursuits? 

a. Who (or what) have provided the greatest challenges when it comes to career 

planning, and making career decisions? 

10. Did you feel there were any challenges to your career planning in college?  

a. If yes, could you please say more? What were they? 

b. If not, why not and how do you make meaning of not experiencing any 

challenges? 

Background and Identity  

11. Do you feel like you are expected to pursue a certain type of career? If so, what are 

those careers that you are expected to pursue)? 

a. Where those expectations are coming from? 

b. How have those expectations been communicated to you? What meaning did 

you and do you make of those expectations? 

c.  Do you feel like larger societal forces, like sexism and racism, shape the 

career choices of women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds? What 

have your own experiences been with regard to this?  
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COVID-19  

12. How is/has COVID-19 shaped how you prepare and think about post-graduation 

    career plans?  

c. Follow-up: Given what you shared, how would you define the role of having a 

career in your life, and what it means to you? Has this changed (or not) in 

light of the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Photo Elicitation and Meaning-Making 

13.  Can you reflect on why you chose each of these images/photos? How has each 

image/photo (ask about each image/photo individually) shaped/is shaping your 

current feelings about careers at this point in your life? 

a. What is meaningful to you about each photo? 

b. Do you think/feel that aspects of your background or identity are connected in 

any way to this image/photo? If so, how? 

c. In looking at this image/photo, what would you say to your current and your 

future self about careers? 

 Closing 

14.  Is there anything else that you would like to share? 
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