


























"slower road to the top" to remain employed while parenting. Participant no. 15 
accepted advancement slowly and in conjunction with the birth of four children and the 
on-call nature of her husband's work at the time. By the time her children grew up, she 
had become CFO at a large public company. For others, career came first. One woman 
who had recently given birth to her first child explains being overwhelmed by the 
experience and glad she had already developed firm career grounding: 

Establish yourself in your career first and really take the time to look around and observe 
how others might be juggling [career and parenting]. You know you could read a million 
books and I just don't think it ever prepares you for the magnitude of what you're going to be 
taking on (P no. 21). 

Others believe this approach is more challenging: 

They're struggling big time and they're in an entirely different situation than I was. When my 
kids were younger, 1 was a rank-and-file employee or a first level supervisor. 1 wasn't trying 
to raise the kids and meet the demands of an executive-level job. 1 feel bad because it's almost 
a struggle you can't win. You can't be really good at work and be supermom at home. 
Something does suffer, which is why some of the women then just bag it (P no. 15). 

This ordering of career and family partly explains why many chose an intentionally 
slow career path or one punctuated by childrearing absences, part-time work, and career 
shifts. Participant no. 11, for example, had been chief operating officer for two years 
when she realized that running her own business provided more optimal family fit. 
Participant no. 23 reported observing executive women in the finance industry while 
working at a Wall Street firm. She describes them as single, childless, and "miserable", or 
married with children whom they never saw "because they were trying to keep up with 
the guys." She subsequently moved to the entertainment business. There were also 
women who had left executive work altogether at the time of the study. Participant no. 1 
retired from a high-ranking military position to self-employed consulting to be closer to 
home. Participant no. 22 was on maternity leave from a corporate position at a Fortune 
500 company and consulting independently. Not all career moves were driven by family 
responsibilities, however. The desire to do something different rather than family 
motivated Participants no. 2 and 24 to leave their executive jobs. Our sample also 
included women who had pursued a linear and continuous career progression, similar to 
the paths of men. In their case, there were factors enabling parenting and aggressive 
career advancement at the same time including a partner at home, either temporarily or 
permanently, supportive work environments, and intensive outsourcing. 

Outsourcing. Outsourcing included hiring live-in nannies, babysitters, and pet 
sitters; outsourcing cleaning; hiring cooks; and eating out. It helped increase a woman's 
amount of free time, despite acknowledgments of the cost involved. Outsourcing was 
also a means for the women to avoid spousal conflicts over home chores: 

Well, he just refuses to do things. He'll just say, "I can't do it. 1 can't get to it." I pay the 
concierge service now where you pay them $40 an hour and they'll sit and wait for anybody 
[she laughs]. So 1 have all kinds of life saving techniques when he's not available or when he 
just doesn't want to be bothered (P no. 7). 

I can deal with lack of action because I can always get someone to help, the way 1 view it. 
I choose not to and luckily we can afford to if we wanted to. It's more the emotional [support] 
that 1 need and I'm happy to have that (P no. 25). 



Outsourcing seems to be another way that women navigate spousal support but 
affordability did not automatically imply use. Some women and their partners refused 
to outsource childcare and never hired nannies, relying on each other and family 
members instead. 

Discussion 
If adaptive strategies involve actively designing and modifying one's roles, resources, 
and relationships (Becker and Moen, 1999), then what are the adaptive strategies 
devised by executive women to advance in their careers and enjoy a family? The 
emerging framework shows that women espoused a certain value system, nurtured a 
complex support network in the professional and personal realms, and devised life 
course strategies to balance career and family. 

One significant outcome of this study was the notion that achieving satisfaction in 
career and family requires embracing a certain belief system regarding the place of each 
in one's life. Significant among these beliefs is the "fallacy of choice" whereby women 
can ''have it all" and their recognition of the social sanctions that accompany deviance 
from gender norms. Our participants were no strangers to stress and family conflict. 
Like any executive, they experienced the usual strains of executive work and the hectic 
pace of its lifestyle. Their values which can be summarized as "preparedness meets 
opportunity" and a sense of right to enjoy career and family helped them cope with these 
demands. Research has indeed suggested that character may be central to the health and 
effectiveness of executives (Gavin et al, 2003). Thus, while stressful at times, combining 
career and family enhanced women's sense of independence, wholeness, and health. 
There was mention of how they became better parents as a result. This is consistent with 
research indicating that work enhances women's self-esteem and parenting abilities, in 
contrast to men for whom work involvement translates into greater distance from family 
members (Brett and Stroh, 2003; Friedman and Greenhaus, 2000). 

Also significant in our findings was the dominance of social support as a 
resource-enhancing mechanism. Our participants were cognizant of the importance of 
social relationships to their advancement and well-being in general. Where 
professional support was concerned, they mentioned peers and support networks 
within the organization and in the industry or profession in general. Mentoring was 
cited as especially important for women, consistent with the evidence (Burke and 
McKeen, 1990; Eby et al, 2008). Women also compensated for lack of support in one 
domain with support from another. For example, women who married later in life had 
elaborate circles of friends while women in difficult marriages sought support in their 
community and profession. Nevertheless, key individuals were cited more frequently 
than formal organizational policies among women's coping strategies. This could be 
explained by their executive positions where flexibility is limited and the demands of 
work are less negotiable. Women may also fear family concerns will undermine their 
chances of advancement. This seeming ineffectiveness of so-called family-friendly 
policies is in line with observations that employing organizations cannot possibly solve 
the very problems they created - namely, barriers to women's advancement and denial 
of family life (Shorthose, 2004). 

Just as there was rare discussion of what companies did to help women advance and 
balance career and family, there was little discussion of barriers to advancement and 
rare mention of the "glass ceiling," which clearly some had shattered. Others, however, 



seemed to have circumvented it altogether through career moves to other sectors, 
employers, industries, or other forms of employment such as entrepreneurship. These 
moves enabled a more seamless advancement, one not necessarily guided by a 
"climbing up the ladder" ethos. Our participants' career patterns seem "boundaryless" 
in some cases in that they spanned multiple employment settings (DeFillippi and 
Arthur, 1994) and "kaleidoscopic" in that many women eschewed rigid, upward 
progress, instead shaping their careers around their lives and authentic selves 
(Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005). Other women followed a career track similar to men's 
with rare interruptions, upward advancement parallel to parenting, and access to 
full-time help at home. 

Support in the personal domain included parents, husbands/partners, and children. 
The model of a mother who ''balanced'' work and career was emphasized by one of our 
participants, which echoes Kestenbaum's (2004) observation that the development of a 
"dual identity" of motherhood and assertiveness is greatly aided by a mother role 
model (Kestenbaum, 2004, p. US). Spouses were critical to the women's quest for 
balance, consistent with evidence (Brett and Stroh, 2003; Rao et al., 2003). Children were 
also cited as supportive of career and potentially aiding in women's career family 
balance. Because of how intimately mothers tend to experience work-family conflict, 
some of our participants felt "guilty" leaving their kids to go to work. Their children's 
pride and encouragement alleviated that guilt. However, research also suggests 
children magnify gender stereotypes in the couple (Fels, 2004; Hertz, 1997) and several 
women pondered the motherhood question: If their having it all meant career and 
intimacy, then it seems that having even more (i.e. children) may mean having it all no 
longer. 

Though these findings apply to a specific sample, they suggest that a complex and 
diversified network of social support, a village indeed, is necessary for women to 
advance in their chosen fields and to have a fulfilling family life. This "it takes a 
village" metaphor counters the masculine ideal of rugged individualism whereby "it is 
ideal to act alone, without the help of others, and with little or no emotion" (Milliken 
and Dunn-Jensen, 2005, p. 6). These social networks also reflect the female gender's 
tendency to "tend-and-befriend," meaning nurturing activities that promote safety and 
reduce distress and creating and maintaining social networks that aid in the process 
(Taylor et ai., 2000). The women recognized social support's mutual nature: 

Some people get too focused on trying to get ahead that they forget about the people around 
them and the most successful people that have climbed up the ladder the fastest have been the 
most supportive of their team members (P no. 3). 

It appears that social support was not only a coping mechanism but also a creator of 
context and a determinant of the life course strategies devised by women, these being 
"pragmatic choices in the face of the structural imperatives of the organization of work 
and the situational imperatives of personal and family relations" (Becker and Moen, 
1999, p. 1004). While some experienced circumstances enabling a more "masculine" 
career path, others found it necessary to "order" career and family, echoing popular 
press calls that balance is about leading life in "chapters" (Hammonds, 2004). 

Additionally, most women had to cope with the coexistence of social support and 
undermining in their relationships. Even where differentials within the couple were 
insignificant, the fact that most husbands were employed full-time indicates that some 



negotiation of career and family roles was called for. Perlow (1998) indeed found that 
"resister" spouses set limits on what they are prepared to accept in terms of their 
partners' work demands, potentially leading to conflict. Work-non-work relations, 
Perlow concludes, are "underpinned by an interpersonal, rather than merely 
intra-psychic process" (p. 498). Women sometimes modified their expectations 
towards their resister spouses and rationalized their limiting behaviors. Women also 
needed to negotiate these expectations, sometimes "upfront," which supports the 
notion that decisions made early in life have consequences for women's ability to strike 
a favorable division of paid and unpaid labor in the home (Mahoney, 1995). When the 
balance between support and undermining tipped the scale, some women separated 
from their spouses, in line with earlier evidence indicating that ambitious women will 
choose their careers over an unsupportive spouse (Gerson, 1986). 

There was also an emphasis on outsourcing domestic responsibilities and rejecting 
mythical notions of the "superwoman" that "does it all." The emphasis on outsourcing 
corresponds well to Blair-Loy's (2001, p.707) model of "new motherhood" where career and 
mothering roles are maintained but domestic responsibility is subcontracted. Though 
convenient to women for obvious reasons, outsourcing as a social phenomenon has been 
the object of criticism on grounds that, by making housework a non-issue, it does little to 
alter gender norms in the home (Hertz, 1997; Jennings and McDougald, 2(07). 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to discover how a sample of executive 
women managed to advance while maintaining a family life. Indeed, it seems that 
executive women having a career and a family is shrouded in mystery. Consider the 
statement of one of Brett and Stroh's (2003, p. 76) subjects, a female banker: "I am filled 
with admiration for my women partners who are successful and have children. I am 
mystified to how they do it". To begin demystifying this balancing act was our aim, 
and we unearthed broad and complex components including relational coping through 
social support, deliberate careerlfamily decisions over the life course, and specific 
values and beliefs vis-it-vis career and family. 

Implications and research avenues 
We believe that this inductive study opens doors for the interdisciplinary study of 
careers in relation to work-nonwork dynamics, especially where executive women are 
concerned. It lays the groundwork for future conceptual and empirical research on 
career advancement and family balance in difficult gender environments such as those 
experienced by executive women in family relationships. We also believe that the 
increased attention to the synergistic connections between work and other life domains 
is a positive development in our field. Executive women represent a particular concern 
in that their ambitious pursuits are met with challenges on both family and career 
fronts, prompting many to choose one over the other. It behooves researchers to better 
understand how these women might experience both a career of leadership and an 
intimate family life by validating the model developed here. 

Our findings also hint at the complexity of career success and family balance for 
women. This complexity has been recognized (Heraty et at., 2008) but hitherto 
insufficiently explored. Qualitative designs will be particularly suited to such 
investigations. Our particular exploration unearthed a constellation of elements, 



including supportive social relationships, specific belief systems, and planned life 
course strategies. The prominence of social support lends credence to its importance in 
buffering the stressor-strain relationship, confirms its importance to women, and 
agrees with observations that the work-non-work interface involves personal and 
interpersonal dimensions (Carlson and Perrewe, 1999; Perlow, 1998). The emergence of 
specific belief systems is an important finding and one that deserves systematic 
investigation relative to society's encouragement of a "having it all" ambition among 
women. The finding that career and family balance are negotiated over the course of a 
lifetime points to the influence of context on adaptive strategies, namely, extent to 
which personal and professional support enables or hinders women's advancement 
and family balance, and the nature of the adaptive strategies espoused in response. It 
also indicates that work-life balance is an overall assessment of one's life rather than a 
daily state of affairs and suggests the importance of the temporal sequencing of career 
and family events (pittman and Blanchard, 1996). Temporal phenomena such as the 
growth of children into adulthood, the retirement of a spouse, the relocation away or 
closer to family of origin, and promotions over time altered women's contexts and thus 
their adaptation to career and family concerns. Future research should continue 
exploring work and non-work dynamics as they unfold over time. 

Practical implications 
The results shed some light on how women actually cope with career advancement and 
family balance and will allow organizations committed to the retention and 
advancement of women to make more informed decisions regarding their family 
policies. The findings indicate that social support is critical to women, rendering 
initiatives such as mentoring and creating networking opportunities particularly 
important. The finding that family support and belief system shape women's ability to 
enjoy career and family also confirms earlier suggestions that organizational glass 
ceilings merely reflect values of the broader social context (Duncker, 2008; Fagenson, 
1990), and that there are factors beyond the employer's scope that hinder and sustain 
women's ambitions. At the same time, organizations can certainly choose to be at the 
forefront of social change. 

For ambitious women reflecting on career and family, our findings lead us to revisit 
the idea that they need to choose. We propose reframing the debate away from whether 
"having it all" is possible to a better understanding of how some women experience it. 
Our study preliminarily suggests that women must embrace certain beliefs about their 
life roles and revisit what society considers appropriate. Women can reasonably expect 
to live with some disapproval when they bend social norms; however, our participants 
also indicated that times were changing and gender roles were in flux. Women must also 
nurture social support in the workplace, at home, and in the community and be strategic 
about these relationships. On the home front, individuals cannot choose their parents, 
but our study suggests that women find ways to offset lack of support in one area by 
developing support systems elsewhere. The study also indicated the importance of the 
spouse, and women may need to carefully think about the kind of partner they need 
relative to their career and family goals. Finally, women need to ponder life course 
decisions on whether they can reconcile executive work and motherhood and whether 
career and family should take turns or whether they can be pursued in tandem. In sum, 
underlying any strategy is an effort to think about one's life. This study encourages up 



and coming women to understand the barriers they face and to think early about the 
strategies they must devise to achieve their career and family goals. 

Limitations 
Our findings must be evaluated in light of limitations stemming from the inductive 
design and the use of self-report data. First, the outcomes of qualitative studies are not 
meant to be broadly generalized. Qualitative studies are often conducted on small 
non-representative samples such as ours given that analytical depth rather than 
generalizability is what is sought (Ely, 1995). The study's rigor provides unexpected 
insights and rich descriptions of significant theoretical utility, but a small sample of 
predominantly Caucasian and affluent North American women does not permit valid 
speculations about other settings. Second, there is always a concern with the use of 
self-report data (podsakoff and Organ, 1986). Our analysis of intensely personal 
experiences means these accounts could have been biased by a range of factors 
including selectivity with past recollections, trust in the interviewer, and egocentric or 
credit-giving biases (Fincham and Bradbury, 1989; Huddy et at., 1997). Third, 
interviews could have encouraged respondents to reflect on situations they might 
otherwise have not thought about, and in so doing so, they shaped them as well. This, 
however, is not a problem limited to interviews (e.g. diaries, see Poppleton et at., 2008). 
Finally, there is evidence of a gender bias operating in interviews such that women 
respondents tend to provide women interviewers more honest responses (Hutchinson 
and Wegge, 1991; Lueptow et at., 1990). Our participants were women interviewed by 
women which we hope, encouraged candid responses. 

In closing, this study was guided by the belief that: 

[ ... J solving a 'problem' (i.e. difficulties managing family and work) is often best 
accomplished, not by further exploring the problem itself, but by learning about those 
circumstances in which the problem is less present (Haddock et aL, 2006, p. 208). 

Here, we hoped to invite researchers to explore the adaptive strategies at the nexus of 
career advancement and family balance. We also hoped to provide career-oriented 
women with a measure of optimism, admittedly from a small sample and from one 
study, in the form of practical recommendations on how they might experience 
managerial and personal success. We believe this is a worthy endeavor and hope that 
other researchers will join us in continuing on the path of exploring women's 
adaptation to challenging gender environments in career and family. 
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