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Abstract

This study generates a substantive theory of how factors in the life histories of a cohort of
eleven senior female academics in Hong Kong contributed to their success in academe.
The primary source of data is a series of face-to-face interviews with the respondents. The
critical relationships, educational experiences, and life events that contributed to the career
development of these women are identified, and these data are supplemented by
information about the respondents collected from university websites and the media. Using
the constant comparative method, categories are gradually developed to constitute the basis

of the proposed substantive theory.

The major outcome of the study is a grounded theory of how the respondents made sense
of their attributes and used their dominant attributes to achieve success in their academic
careers. A fundamental concept of this ‘theory of selective attribution in career trajectory’
is the existence of reciprocal relationships among: (i) individual attributes (personal, social
and academic); (ii) socialisation processes; and (iii) career trajectories. At various stages of
the respondents’ career trajectories, the interplay between their dominant attributes and
their socialisation experiences affected their construction (and subsequent redefinition) of
their personal orientations—thus producing variations among individuals in their career

orientations, strategies and pathways.

The study finds that the senior female academics in this cohort shared many desirable
‘success attributes’, which were largely formed and nurtured through various socialisation
experiences, particularly in the early stages of their lives. In addition to these common
features, certain distinguishing factors among individuals within the cohort are identified —
forming divergent patterns of dominant attributes in terms of personal identities, values,
career orientations, and career strategies. These divergent patterns are utilised to present a
threefold typology of senior female academics: (i) ‘career academics’; (ii) ‘career
educators’ and (ii1) ‘career opportunists’. In accordance with the dominant attributes they
exhibited, women of a given type are found to hold similar personal identities, values and

career orientations, and to have employed similar career strategies.



The substantive theory of ‘selective attribution in career trajectory’ provides a new
perspective on how female academics make sense of their attributes, and how they use
them to achieve success in their academic lives. The theory thus contributes to the
literature on the career development of female academics, especially with respect to how
such women perceive, respond to, manage and balance the multiple demands placed upon
them in their academic and family lives. Although the theory is generalisable only to
female academics in situations similar to the present cohort, it has implications for the

development of theory, practice and future research.
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Senior Women Academics in Hong Kong: A Life History Approach
Chapter 1: The Issue in Context

Chapter 1
The Issue in Context

1.1 Prologue

A colleague at university once tried to explain why she had delayed having a child despite
her fondness for children and constant pressure from her parents and in-laws. Having
explained why having a child was not economically and socially viable, she then added:

“Having a child is an act of academic suicide!”

Most people in Hong Kong probably believe that there is no gender discrimination in
Hong Kong, and that women in Hong Kong enjoy a higher status than women in other
parts of Asia. Indeed, the presence of senior women executives in government and the
commercial sector suggests that women have significant influence on the political and

economic life of Hong Kong.

Research on women in higher education in the United Kingdom (UK), United States
of America (USA), Australia, and Canada has produced a substantial volume of
scholarship on women’s academic career advancement in Western countries in the past two
decades (Hennig & Jardim 1977; Aisenberg & Harrington 1988; Shakeshaft 1989; Evetts
1990; Spurling 1990; Astin & Leland 1991; Davidson & Cooper 1992; White, Cox &
Cooper 1992; Bagilhole 1993; Acker 1994; Coleman 1996; Hall 1996; Heward 1996; Carli
1998; Blackmore 1999; Luke 2001) and studies are also being conducted in Singapore,
Japan, and China on the barriers to women’s career success (Cheung, Wan & Wan 1994;
Chow 1995; Luke 2001; Lo, Stone & Ng 2003). These studies have addressed the
questions of why there are apparently so few women in senior academic positions, and
whether there are barriers (visible and invisible) that prevent women from reaching senior

positions in higher education.
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As the present study demonstrates (see Section 1.2 below), there is a relative under-
representation of female academics in senior positions in academia in Hong Kong. So-
called “pipeline theories” have been invoked to account for this under-representation of
women. These theories hold that insufficient women enter, and remain in, higher education
to produce a sufficient pool of candidates for promotion through the system. Alternatively,
the phenomenon might be explained by a range of cultural, social, ideological and

institutional factors that combine to form a so-called “glass ceiling” for female academics.

The present study does not set out to explore the veracity of the so-called “pipeline
theories”; nor does it set out to establish the existence of a supposed “glass ceiling” for
female academics in higher education in Hong Kong. Rather, the study offers a different
perspective by addressing the issue of female representation in the higher echelons of
Hong Kong academia from the perspective of successful female academics themselves.
The study thus focuses on a cohort of female academics who currently occupy senior
positions in higher education in Hong Kong. By recording and analysing the personal data
supplied by these outstanding female academics as they speak about their early life
experiences, their career paths, their successes and their disappointments, the study aims to
gain a clearer understanding of what is required of women who aspire to tread the path of

an academic career.

1.2 Women's Presence in Higher Education in Hong Kong

According to Wu (2002), former chairperson of the Hong Kong Equal Opportunities
Commission,

Education is in fact a great equalizer. One of the most significant measures

in the empowerment of women in Hong Kong has been the requirement for

nine-year compulsory education since the 1970s.
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Since the introduction, in 1978, of nine years of universal basic free education for all
children up to the age of 15, the educational attainment of the Hong Kong population has
markedly improved. Girls have especially benefited by having equal access to primary and
lower secondary education. Before 1978, many families of limited means provided
education only for boys; in contrast, since 1978, the education reforms and the
government’s loan and grant schemes have provided girls from poorer families with an

opportunity to study, and thus progress to higher education.

Higher education in Hong Kong underwent a period of rapid expansion in the early
1990s. The number of universities in Hong Kong increased from two to eight, all of which
were funded by the University Grants Committee (UGC). Between 1986 and 2003, there
was an average growth rate of 3.1% in the total number of students enrolled in higher
education, and the proportion of female students increased from 32.9% in 1986 to 55.1% in

2003 (Census & Statistics Department 2004).

In addition to this increase in the proportion of women enrolled in undergraduate
programmes, the proportion of women enrolled at the postgraduate level has also risen. In
the past, master’s and doctoral research used to be dominated by males, who represented
80% of the postgraduate student population in 1986 and 70.5% in 1996 (Census &
Statistics Department 2004). By 2003, women in master’s and doctoral research

programmes represented 43% of Hong Kong’s postgraduate enrolment (ibid).

Although there has been a significant increase in the proportion of female students,
both undergraduate and postgraduate, in recent decades, the proportion of women
employed in academic positions in institutions funded by the UGC has remained almost
unchanged during the past decade. In 1996, there were 1,837 female teaching academics,
who represented 27.4% of the academic staff funded by the UGC. By 2003, this figure had
increased to 1,841, representing 30.5% of teaching staff (Census & Statistics Department
2004).

This phenomenon of under-representation of women in senior academic positions is
not unique to Hong Kong. More than a decade ago, a UNESCO report on “Women in
Higher Education Management” made the following comment (Dines 1993, p.11):
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With hardly an exception the global picture is one of men outnumbering
women at about five to one at middle management level and at about twenty

or more to one at senior management level.

Research on women in higher education over the past decade or so has demonstrated
that enhanced education and professional opportunities have not significantly increased the
proportion of women managers; indeed, women now represent only a small fraction of

those in senior positions (Adler & Izraeli 1994; Luke 2001).

To assess the contemporary situation in Hong Kong, the present author examined the
“faculty profiles” presented on Hong Kong university websites during September and
October 2003. Table 1.1 shows the under-representation of women in senior academic

positions in Hong Kong.

Table 1.1: Academic staff numbers in Hong Kong by institution, staff grade and sex
(September—October 2003).

Uni it Head/Dean Professor Associate professor | Assistant professor
niversity
M | F |Female%| M F |Female%| M F | Female% | M | F | Female%
Cityu* 24 | 1 4.00% 70 | 2 2.78% |215| 28 11.52% |119| 35 | 22.73%
CUHK* | 63| 5 7.35% (250 36 | 12.59% |215| 57 20.96% |107| 43 | 28.67%
HKBU* | 26 | 5 16.13% | 20 | 2 9.09% 83 | 25 23.15% | 75| 45| 37.50%
HKIEd* | 10 | 6 37.50% | 40 | 46 | 53.49% N/A N/A
HKU* 59 | 7 10.61% [102| 13 | 11.30% [ 282 | 63 18.26% |181| 70 | 27.89%
HKUST* | 22 | 1 4.35% 71 4 5.33% | 186 | 11 5.58% 100( 22 18.03%
Lingnan* | 11 | O 0.00% 121 0 0.00% 45 7 13.46% | 24 | 17 | 41.46%
PolyU* 28 | 5 15.15% | 60 | 7 10.45% | 224 | 46 17.04% |2791140| 33.41%
Total 2431 30 | 10.99% |625|110| 14.97% |1250( 237 | 15.94% |885(372| 29.59%
* CityU: City University of Hong Kong CUHK: The Chinese University of Hong Kong
HKBU: Hong Kong Baptist University HKIEd: The Hong Kong Institute of Education
HKU: The University of Hong Kong HKUST: The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
Lingnan: Lingnan University PolyU: The Hong Kong Polytechnic University

Sources: University websites, October 2003
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These figures raise certain pertinent questions about the role of women in senior positions
in higher education in Hong Kong. In particular, given the fact that there is now about the
same number of female as male graduates, why are there so few women occupying senior
academic positions? Are women not interested in, or capable of, pursuing an academic
career? Why is the equivalence of “the handbag brigade” ' not found in the higher

education arena?

The present enquiry approaches these questions in a unique way as it explores the
career paths of a cohort of senior female academics from a “life-history” perspective.
Rather than exploring the factors that might inhibit success for aspiring female academics,
it focuses on how these female academics have made sense of their life experiences and
achieved success in their careers. By examining and analysing the life events, experiences,
and career pathways of a cohort of outstanding female academics in Hong Kong, the study
makes a significant contribution to the existing body of knowledge of what is required of
women who aspire to succeed in academia. It fills a gap in the literature, in that the only
other research in this area is Luke’s (1997, 1998, 2001) investigation of female academics

in South-East Asia, in which Hong Kong was included.

This study also has practical implications. Because role modelling is an effective way
of empowering those who aspire to any managerial position, the senior female academics
here can serve as occupational role models for future generations of female academics in
Hong Kong. The experiences of these successful women offer valuable insights for those

who aspire to similar senior positions.

1 ‘The handbag brigade’- made up of Hong Kong’s five most prominent and senior public women officers in
the Public Civil Service in the period after the 1997 Handover; often quoted as powerful evidence of the
existence of gender equality in Hong Kong.
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1.3 Aim and Purposes of the Study

The overall aim of this exploratory study is to develop a theory of how life events and
experiences shape the careers of successful female academics, by examining and analysing
the experiences and career pathways of a cohort of senior female academics in the
universities of Hong Kong. More specifically, the purposes of this study are:
= to identify the circumstances and factors which, according to the perceptions of
the respondents, have contributed to the development of their careers;
= to identify the relationships, educational experiences, and life events that have
affected the development of their careers;
= to highlight the attitudes and skills that they deem to have been critical to their
success;
= to focus on the strategies and career paths that they used to reach the senior
levels in higher education, and the factors that influenced these paths; and
= to profile the female academics with a view to providing role models for women

aspiring to success in academia.
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1.4 Research Questions

The main research question of this study is: What, in the life histories of particular senior

female academics in Hong Kong, has contributed to their success?

In addressing the above question, several subsidiary questions are also addressed.
They are:
= How did their childhood and education affect their careers?
= What life events and relationships have helped to lay the foundation for the
development of their careers?
= What experiences, attitudes, and skills were deemed to have been critical?
= What strategies, if any, did they use to attain senior positions?
= What factors were perceived to have affected the advancement of their careers?
= How did they manage multiple roles?
=  What kinds of support did they deem necessary?
= What advice would they give to women who aspire to senior academic

positions?

1.5 Significance of the Study

Research on women in higher education has mainly been conducted in the UK, the USA,
Australia and Canada. In the past two decades, this research has produced a substantial
volume of scholarship on the career advancement of female academics. However, the
conceptual frameworks of this research do not necessarily apply to the experiences of
female academics in non-Western countries. In particular, Western conceptual metaphors
(such as “pipeline theory” and “glass ceiling”) do not always apply in Asian contexts of
higher education. As Luke (1998) has observed, the particularities of so-called “glass-
ceiling politics” are specific to certain informal workplace cultures and professional
milieux within organisations - which, in turn, are a function of the cultural values and

attitudes of the wider society in which they occur.
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Although Western researchers have always admitted that any analysis of social
phenomena must be sensitive to particular experiences, contexts, and identities (Mead
1934), little research has been conducted on women’s experiences and career pathways in
higher education in non-Western countries. Apart from Luke’s (1997) four case studies of
women in higher-education management in Thailand, Singapore, Hong Kong, and
Malaysia, little has been said about women in the higher-education sector in Hong Kong.
The extant literature on gender issues mostly concerns employment, work/family conflict,
domestic violence, and the success stories of particular female professionals and

entrepreneurs.

The Women’s Commission, which was established in 2001 by the Hong Kong
government to promote the well-being and interests of women in Hong Kong, conducted a
survey on the extent and level of positions taken up by women in Hong Kong (Women’s
Commission 2002b). The report acknowledged that a shortcoming of this survey was that
it mainly consisted of statistical data, and that the Commission was:

. interested to know more precisely the underlying reasons and factors
which have contributed to the phenomenon of gender job segregation and
the relatively small proportion of women occupying senior or management
positions ... [and academia should therefore] conduct more research in this
area and contribute ideas on how to enable and facilitate women to
participate in the private and non-governmental sectors more fully in all
fields and at all levels (Women’s Commission 2002a, p.4).
In response to this call, the present research contributes to knowledge about one specific

group of women in Hong Kong - female academics in higher education.

As noted above, Luke (1997) conducted case studies of eleven women academics in
senior positions in four universities in Hong Kong, as part of a larger study on women in
higher-education management in South-East Asia. In commenting on the situation in Hong

Kong, Luke (1998, p.32) made the following observation:
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With the kind of affordable domestic help available in Hong Kong - [a]
support system women in the west would envy - why has that not translated
into enabling conditions to enhance women’s career aspirations and
mobility? Why have women’s high educational achievement levels not
produced greater female representations in senior management levels in the
university sector?

These questions continue to be pertinent, and they point to a gap in current scholarly

knowledge, that requires further research. The present study aims to bridge that gap.

From a practical perspective, the senior female academics in the present study can
also serve as occupational role models for future generations of female academics in Hong
Kong. Research has indicated that women are more likely to look to their own gender for
occupational role models (Stephenson & Burge 1997), and that women leaders often grow
up with images of strong women (Astin & Leland 1991). However, young women have
few occupational role models from whom they can learn how to balance the demands of
homemaker, mother, and wife with the demands of a career (Stephenson & Burge 1997). It
is therefore important that the stories of the limited number of successful female academics

in Hong Kong be heard.

Wu (2002), a former chairperson of the Hong Kong Equal Opportunities
Commission, highlighted the positive effects of women’s advancement on the family by
stressing that:
Women in the family play a unique role. They are able to transfer the
benefits of their own advancement to the family and thus multiply the effect
of the benefits. In the process, the women become an agent for change for
themselves and their families.

The present study can thus provide role models for those who wish to become “an agent

for change for themselves and their families” (Wu 2002).

The present study is also distinctive in that it is a gendered study with a focus on
Chinese women academics in Hong Kong. Unlike most studies on women which largely
examine the barriers to career advancement for women, the aim here is to identify those

factors that have facilitated the success of a cohort of senior female academics.
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Blumer’s (1969) theoretical framework of “symbolic interactionism” — that people
act towards things on the basis of the meanings that those things have for them — has
influenced the research design. The objectives of the study, as outlined above, are in
accordance with Blumer’s framework, in that it is assumed that a female academic decides
what is important to her, and arranges her priorities in life accordingly, with a view to

achieving what she considers to be “success” in her professional life.

Consistent with Blumer’s “symbolic interactionism”, the present study therefore
adopts a topical “life history” approach. As Dimmock and O’Donoghue (1997, p.65)
argued:

... the present values, beliefs, behaviours and practices of school leaders
can only be fully understood by taking cognizance of their past life
experiences ... as well as critical incidents, turning points and chapters

which have moulded, shaped and had an impact on their lives.

In adopting a “life history” approach the study aims to form an understanding of the
actions of the female academics in Hong Kong by examining their life experiences and
their interpretations of those experiences. Such an approach will enable us to look beyond
the “objective dimension” of the women’s careers (consisting of formal structure of posts,
statuses and positions of the career ladder) and venture into the “subjective dimension” that
takes into consideration “individuals’ own changing perspectives towards their careers:

how an individual actually experienced having a career” (Evetts 1990, p.9).

Thus, by examining the career experiences of a cohort of senior female academics,
and by understanding the factors that enhance and/or impede their career progress, the
present study will supplement the extant literature on gender studies, which has, for the
most part, undertaken research from a feminist perspective. The study is not set against
other approaches. Rather, in combination with others that have adopted different
perspectives, it is significant in contributing to a wider understanding of academic
women’s experiences and situations and how these contribute to success in higher

education, especially in Hong Kong.

10
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1.6 Limitations of the Study

This study does not presume to represent the experiences of all senior female
academics in all universities in Hong Kong. The format is exploratory, rather than
definitive. It is not our purpose to propose hypotheses or to offer an exhaustive explanation
of all factors that determine success as a female academic leader. Rather, this is a
qualitative study of the life histories of a cohort of senior female academics in which the
informants were encouraged to recall, discuss, and reflect on their career experiences in the
context of their own life circumstances. The “grounded-theory” method was used to
develop deeper understandings of their life experiences and the meanings they attached to
these experiences. The researcher conducted one-to-one interviews with them, as well as

communicating via email. This methodology entailed a number of constraints.

First, given the limited population for study, sampling was a problem. In seeking to
obtain a representative sample of female academics, it was difficult to obtain factual
comparative data on the total population of interest — that is, the numbers of male and
female academic staff members (and their rank). Neither the UGC nor the university
personnel offices could provide comparative data on male and female staff members.
However, even in the absence of reliable data on the overall population for the study, it
became apparent that women are still in a significant minority among senior academics in
Hong Kong, and that there was thus a limited population from whom to select a
representative sample. It was therefore difficult to ensure a spread of senior female
academics across all disciplines. Indeed, some academic departments had very few (if any)
female academics at senior level. The issue of sampling is explored in further detail in

Chapter 3, where the methodology of the study is presented.

Secondly, as with all qualitative research, a lack of time was an issue. As Measor
(1985, p.76) has observed, “time can act as a real constraint in building research
relationships”. Although most of the informants were willing to talk about their life
histories at some length in their initial interviews, they all guarded their time carefully. As
a result, a lack of time unfortunately restricted the number of subsequent interviews after

the initial in-depth conversations.

11
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Thirdly, as with all studies that use interview methodology, data collection was
dependent on the informants’ ability and readiness to recall significant events and persons
that had made an impact on their life experiences. Measor (1985, p.67) has described an
interview as:
... an unnatural social situation [in which] a stranger arrives, sets up a tape
recorder, asks questions ... is prepared to sit and listen to you talking about
yourself for an hour and a half; then they disappear.

According to Denzin (1989, p.117), this somewhat contrived situation can lead to “... a

deliberate monitoring of the self so that only certain selves are presented”.

Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that, in any retrospective data collection, there
is always a risk of a disparity (whether intentional or unintentional) between an
informant’s later interpretation of an experience and what actually happened. The findings
of this study, in recording the recollections of the respondents’ life experiences, thus

incorporate the potential limitations of any self-reported data.

Finally, this study can be said to suffer from the inherent limitations of any research
that has a qualitative dimension, which can always be challenged with respect to its
generalisability and the transferability of the findings. However, as we have noted, the
study is exploratory rather than definitive, and it does not pretend that generalisability is its
purpose. The purpose of the study is to develop a framework or typology that explains and
captures the different career trajectories of a particular cohort of successful female
academics in Hong Kong through examining their experiences and life events. Despite the
acknowledged difficulties in generalising from such qualitative research, it is likely that
some of the findings may be transferable to other contexts of a similar nature. For instance,
other female academics with career orientations similar to the respondents’ might be able
to identify with the attributes and strategies employed by this cohort of senior academic

women.

12
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1.7 Overview of the Thesis

The thesis is comprised of eight chapters. The content of each can be summarised as

follows:

The present chapter has introduced the background of the research by providing an
overview of the current situation with respect to the role of women in higher education in
Hong Kong. The chapter has outlined the aims and purposes of the study, the main
research questions, the significance of the research, and certain limitations inherent in this

type of qualitative research.

Chapter 2 presents a literature review of research related to the role of senior female
academics, with a particular focus on such women in Hong Kong. The literature on
women’s career aspirations and planning is reviewed with a view to identifying life
experiences and situations that have contributed to success in the careers of these women.
In particular, the literature review explores: (i) the representation of women in academia;
(i1) familial and parental influences; (iii) role models; (iv) mentors; (v) significant others;
(vi) conflicts between work and family; (vii) workplace culture; (viii) networking; (ix)

organisational socialisation and (x) political astuteness.

Chapter 3 discusses the methodology of the study in detail. In particular, the chapter
examines the assumptions that underpin the paradigm of ‘“symbolic interactionism”,
explains its relevance to the present research, defends the choice of an edited topical “life
history” approach, and discusses the use of “grounded-theory” methodology. There are
eight parts to the chapter:

=  “symbolic interactionism” and the central research question;

topical edited “life history” as a method of inquiry;

= the “grounded-theory” method;

= theoretical sampling;

= data collection;

= data analysis and recording;

= trustworthiness of the research and ethical considerations; and

= limitations of the study.
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Chapter 4 presents an overview of the substantive theory of “selective attribution in
career trajectory”, which emerged as a result of the present investigations. The chapter
briefly describes the three stages of data analysis undertaken in the present study,
introduces the “storyline” that emerged from the data, and explains the propositions that

relate to the overall theory and a typology of the senior female academics.

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 present a summary of the raw data collected from
conversations with the cohort of eleven senior female academics. The themes that emerged
from the interview data are taken as the main section headings of the chapters. Under each
major heading, the sub-headings are derived from the related core categories and sub-

categories used in the coding process.

Chapter 5 covers the first three of the eight research questions of this study. The
chapter is divided into three main sections, each of which addresses one of the three
research questions — (i) impact of upbringing and education on career development; (ii)

critical life events and relationships; and (ii1) crucial attitudes, skills, and experiences.

Chapter 6 covers the remaining five of the eight research questions of this study. It is
divided into five main sections, each of which addresses one of the five research
questions — (i) career strategies; (ii) factors hindering career advancement; (iii)
management of multiple roles; (iv) support networks; and (v) advice to aspiring female

academics.

Chapter 7 provides a detailed exposition of the categories and concepts that
constitute the theory of “selective attribution in career trajectory”. Attributes, as the core
category of the theory, are explored, and the various clusters of dominant attributes that
determine the typology of the senior women academics are carefully examined to explain
how the interplay of attributes and socialisation experiences account for variations in the
women’s career orientations and career strategies. This chapter also outlines the salient
features of the propositions underpinning the theory of selective attribution in career

trajectory.
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Chapter 8 provides an overview of the aims and purposes of the study, the
methodology employed, and the theory that emerged as a result of the investigation. It
examines the implications of the research findings for theory, practice, and future research,

as well as presents a concluding epilogue to this thesis.
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Chapter 2

Review of Related Literature

2.1 Introduction

As discussed in Chapter 1, the overall aim of this study is to examine and analyse the
experiences and careers of a cohort of senior female academics in Hong Kong, and thus to
develop a theory of how life events and experiences shape the careers of successful female
academics. A substantial body of scholarship on the career advancement of female
academics has been produced in Western countries such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and
the USA. However, the conceptual frameworks of such research do not necessarily apply
to the experiences of female academics in non-Western countries, and an initial review of
the literature indicates that relatively little has been written about female academics in

Asian countries, and specifically in Hong Kong.

The most significant study involving female academics in Hong Kong was
undertaken by Luke (1997), who conducted case studies of eleven women in senior
academic positions in four universities in Hong Kong, as part of a larger study of women
in higher-education management in South-East Asia. Luke’s study investigated women’s
perceptions and experiences of “glass ceiling” factors that might have hindered career
advancement to senior management in higher education, and identified obstacles that
impeded gender equity. The present study, guided by symbolic interactionist principles,
goes beyond the constraints of structural and cultural impediments. Rather, the position
adopted here is one where senior female academics are “perceived as actively building
their lives and careers out of the conditions created and maintained by larger societal and

cultural forces” (Evetts 2000, p. 63).
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As previously stated, the research design of this study is based on similar premises to
those of Blumer’s (1969) framework of symbolic interactionism. This study assumes that
the meanings and importance that the female academics assigned to their upbringings,
environments, education, work experiences, and relationships with other people affected
their career aspirations and career development. Rather than examining the presumed
barriers to career advancement for women, we attempt to identify the factors that have
facilitated the success of a cohort of senior female academics in Hong Kong. It thus aims
to bridge a significant gap in the extant literature, and to lay the foundations for the
development of a theory of how life events and experiences shape the careers of

academically successful women in Hong Kong.

This literature review examines relevant research in this area in four broad categories.
First, it reviews the available literature on the “gender gap” in higher education. Secondly,
it examines the limited research on the career aspirations and pathways of female
academics. Thirdly, it reviews the literature on the life experiences and situations that have
contributed to career success for such women — including familial and parental influences,
role models, mentors, significant others, conflict between work and family, workplace
culture, networking, organisational socialisation and political astuteness. Finally, the
literature review summarises the essential attitudes and skills required of successful female

academics.

Because the literature on women in higher education in Hong Kong is extremely
limited, the literature review also includes references to studies of female leaders in

business and professions other than academia.

2.2 The “Gender Gap” in Higher Education

2.2.1 Women in academia

According to the United Nations Department of Public Information [UNDPI] (1997),
women had not achieved equality with men in any country in the world in 1997.
Previously, in a UNESCO report on women in higher education, Dines (1993, p.11) had
noted that:
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With hardly an exception, the global picture is one of men outnumbering
women at about five to one at middle management level and at about twenty
or more to one at senior management level.
In the same report, Dines contended that the academic careers of women are impeded by
cultural attitudes and practices, such that women are essentially disadvantaged by the fact

that they are not men.

Luke (2001, p.6) expressed frustration that, despite years of affirmative action and
the passing of statutes outlawing sexual discrimination (USA and UK in 1972; Australia in
1984), “the rate at which women have ascended academic career ladders in these countries
is maddeningly slow”. She (2001, p.10) referred to universities as:

... fertile ground of horizontal sex segregation ... a hotbed of both vertical
and horizontal sex segregation. Women are vertically clustered in low-level,
low-pay, low-status positions as academic and general staff, and are
concentrated horizontally in traditionally female areas of study that

generally lead to low-prestige, low-pay professions.

These views appear to be supported by personnel statistics from universities across
the world, which consistently reveal that women are under-represented in tenured academic
positions (Banet-Weiser 2000-2001; Morrison 2000-2001; Marasco 2005; “Developing a
diverse faculty” 2006; “Women in the academic work force” 2006). Although the numbers
of women in higher education are rising in many countries, most occupy part-time, low-
status or temporary positions, and the proportion of women in the most senior academic
positions remains small (Mason & Goulden 2002; Williams 2004; “Women in the

academic work force” 2006).

Spurling (1990) presented a report that is of historical significance in recognising the
reasons for the existence of a “gender gap” at King’s College, Cambridge (UK), as early as
the 1970s. The author identified three barriers that impeded the career motivation of
women at that time — (i) personal attitudinal blocks; (ii) institutional inertia; and (iii) the
difficulties of recognising structural barriers. Of particular interest to the present study,
Spurling (1990, p.9) identified conflicts between family responsibilities and work

responsibilities as being of significance:
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... the division between professional and domestic spheres is so deep that
anybody who tries to develop an academic career simultaneously with
taking the major family responsibility experiences professional frustration

and high levels of stress.

2.2.2 The Hong Kong scenario

Higher education in Hong Kong had a period of rapid expansion in the early 1990s. The
number of universities increased from two to eight, all of which were funded by the
University Grants Committee (UGC). Women’s participation in higher education also
increased. According to the Census and Statistics Department (2004), the proportion of
female students enrolled in undergraduate programmes increased from 32.9% in 1986 to
55.1% in 2003, and the proportion of female students enrolled in postgraduate masters’ and
doctoral programmes increased from about 20% in 1996 to 43% in 2003. However, these
increases have not been matched by a similar increase in the proportion of female
academic staff. In 1996, there were 1,837 female teaching academics, representing 27.4%
of academic teaching positions funded by the UGC; by 2003, this figure had increased to
1,841, representing 30.5% of academic teaching positions (Census & Statistics Department

2004).

Nevertheless, female academics in Hong Kong have not received much research
interest. One important exception was a study conducted by Carmen Luke (1997, 1998,
2001), who undertook an extensive study of women in higher education in Thailand,
Singapore, Malaysia as well as Hong Kong. She examined the experiences of female
academics (including eleven women from four Hong Kong universities) with regard to
“glass-ceiling” factors. It concluded that the “gender gap” in higher education was due to a
combination of factors — including domestic and family responsibilities, cultural factors
(including isolation in a male-dominated field), a lack of management training, the
pressures of a dual career, and a lack of support from other women. The study thus
concluded that explanations that relied on a single concept — such as a “glass ceiling” or a
“pipeline factor” — were inadequate in explaining the complexities of the impediments to

women’s careers. According to Luke (1998, p.56), women’s careers are:

19



Senior Women Academics in Hong Kong: A Life History Approach
Chapter 2: Review of Related Literature

. shaped by the intersections of historically situated cultural values and
structures, and place-specific socio-political and economic factors [and]
they can only be made intelligible by reference to local sites, socio-political

and cultural contexts and histories.

Luke’s study was the first of its kind in Hong Kong, but the basic approach of the
research differed from that of the present enquiry. Whereas Luke assumed that women
were disadvantaged, and set out to discover the factors that impeded their career
advancement, the present research explores the career paths of a cohort of successful
female academics from a life-history perspective and attempts to explain their success in

terms of their life experiences.

2.2.3 “Brick wall”, “glass ceiling”, “stone floor” and “pipeline”

In seeking to identify the factors that prevent women from reaching the highest rungs of
the academic ladder, images of “glass ceiling” (Hansard Society 1990; Davidson & Cooper
1992; Hede 1994), “brick wall” (Bacchi 1993), “stone floor” (Heward 1994, 1996), and
recently, “blocked pipeline” (Keohane 2003), “maternal wall” (Williams 2004) have been

cited in analyses of women’s career opportunities.

The concept of a “glass ceiling” has also been widely cited in much of the workplace
and management literature to explain women’s inability to rise above a certain hierarchical
level (Davidson & Cooper 1992; Hede 1994; Heward 1994, 1996; Luke 1998; Quina,
Cotter, & Romenesko 1998). The Report of the Hansard Society’s Commission (1990, p.2)
on the under-representation of women in the UK provided a description of this concept:

For many women, there is a glass ceiling blocking their aspirations,
allowing them to see where they might go, but stopping them from arriving
there. In any given occupation, and in any given public offer, the higher the

rank, prestige or influence, the smaller the proportion of women.
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According to Luke (1998, p.36), glass ceiling barriers are:

. the transparent cultural, organizational, and attitudinal barriers that
maintain horizontal sex segregation in organizations... [which] share
certain structural features across cultural and institutional contexts such as
the concentration of power and authority among male elites, concepts of
merit, career, and success based on male experience and life trajectories,
and social and institutional practices that reproduce culturally dominant
forms of patriarchy ... women [therefore] look up the occupational ladder
and get a clear vision of the top rungs but they can’t always clearly see

where they will encounter invisible obstacles.

Heward (1996), however, argued that the notion of the “glass ceiling” is inadequate
because the concept is relevant only to entry to the senior levels of academia and other
professions. She suggested (ibid., p.12) that the structural and procedural barriers faced by
women are so fundamental that:

the problem of women and careers in higher education may be more
accurately conceptualized as a “stone floor” keeping them at the bottom

rather than a “glass ceiling” preventing them getting to the top.

The field work for Luke’s study of senior academic women in Hong Kong was
conducted in September 1997, two months after the historic return of Hong Kong to China.
At this time, the international media were presenting profiles of the so-called “handbag
brigade” - a term then used by the media to describe senior female government officials in
Hong Kong. Luke reported that the senior female academics whom she interviewed for her
study were unanimous in referring to these women as exemplars of the lack of “glass
ceilings” in Hong Kong. However, she disagreed with her respondents:

... half-a-dozen high-profile women in a population of 6.3 million does not
constitute overwhelming evidence to support arguments about the lack of

glass ceiling politics. (Luke 1998, p.32)

... on closer probing [of Luke’s respondents], many narratives emerged that
revealed different institutional and collegial treatment, and cultural

expectations, on the basis of gender. (ibid., p.54)
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Although the “glass ceiling”, “brick wall” and “pipeline” theories provide convenient
explanations of the impediments that exist to the career advancement of women, Luke
warned that explanations that rely on a single concept cannot be presumed to be
universally applicable to all women. Other mediating factors, such as workplace culture,
domestic and childcare responsibilities, dual-career pressures, and mentoring/sponsorship
opportunities, might also play a part in the careers of particular women. In advocating a
more positive approach, Luke (1997, p.103) proposed seeking out those “who [are]
promoting enabling processes and structures to improve women’s career opportunities”.

The present study adopts such a positive approach.

2.3 Career Aspirations and Pathways

In a progress report on female managers in education throughout the world, Ruijs (1993,
p.537) observed:
An important determining factor of female participation in the labour
market is the social background against which women hold their jobs. For
instance, do they work outside the home and also bear the brunt of childcare
and domestic responsibilities? Or is the combination of “caring” and being
economically active facilitated by a proper social infrastructure and the
partner’s active involvement? This question becomes even more urgent
when a woman is not just looking for a job, but planning a career.
Ruijs (ibid., p.548) found that a woman’s choice of career is significantly influenced by the
prospect of her dual role, and that a career in education was often chosen:
... because of the attractive possibilities for combining it with family
responsibilities, including part-time work, attractive hours and long

holidays.

Acker (1994, p.111), who collected data over a period of two years on the attitudes
and aspirations of female teachers in primary schools, concluded that:
Careers are influenced by family stage and the work needs of teachers’

spouses, as well as by unexpected life events.
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The same holds true in Hong Kong. According to Ngo (1992, p.485-86), domestic roles:
. restrict and condition married women’s choice of employment statuses
in Hong Kong ... a wife would consider both her obligations in the

household as well as the degree of flexibility offered by the job.

Luke (1997) reported similar findings. All of the female academics in her study rated
domestic and family responsibilities as the most important impediment to their career
aspirations and advancement. According to Luke (ibid., p.122-23), having children was:

. the biggest impediment to the freedoms and autonomy required to
respond to professional demands and pursue career aspirations [and] some
women postponed having children until their postgraduate studies were well

underway or completed.

Acker (1994, p.129) also reported that men and women have differing perceptions of
the term “career”, and the women in her study spoke of a “career” as:
. a focus for the demonstration of competence and dedication, [whereas]

men visualized it as a series of planned steps to a goal.

In a similar vein, Hall (1996, p.45-46) studied three female heads of secondary
schools and noted that their career decisions were primarily motivated by:
... commitment to teaching their subject ... commitment to the educational
goals of the work in which they were involved was a driving force in the

women heads’ career success.

Some of Luke’s informants also perceived that commitment to the task, rather than
climbing the academic ladder, was their primary motivation. As she (1997, p.117)

observed:
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... their career aspirations and concepts of successful achievement were
fundamentally linked to a dedication to effecting change, having influence,
making a difference ... they saw the importance of having a powerful and
high-profile position as the best way to generate and disseminate knowledge,
to develop large-scale research projects and attract major funding to support

those projects.

Unlike men, few women begin their careers with a plan (Davidson & Cooper 1992;
White, Cox & Cooper 1992). In their study of 100 managerial women, Hennig and Jardim
(1977) found that “career” was initially perceived in terms of self-fulfilment in the far-
distant future. The same authors identified three patterns among the concepts of “career”
espoused by female managers. First, it was common for women to make “[a] late career
decision, with career decision defined as a conscious commitment to advancement over the
long term” (ibid., p.11). Secondly, women displayed “[a] sense of passivity”, and often
held the view that career advancement “‘just happened” or that “somebody did it for me”.
Finally, the women in Hennig and Jardim’s study emphasised “individual self-
improvement as the critical factor determining career advancement” (ibid., p.12) —
believing that, if they are better, they will be chosen. As a consequence, they tended not to

plan and they talked of waiting to see what developed.

White, Cox and Cooper (1992) interviewed 48 successful female executives and
entrepreneurs in business and industrial settings, and made similar findings to those
described above. More than half of the respondents lamented that a lack of early career

planning had resulted in a slow start and missed opportunities.

Following her study of primary teachers, Acker (1994, p.120) noted that the plans of
female teachers were usually provisional, and that their ambitions could be modified
according to unpredictable life events:

They remake definitions of careers and commitments to suit their
preferences and their possibilities, strategizing for security and maximum
flexibility ... In the process of perceiving and interpreting, the teachers are
guided by their immediate experiences in the workplace culture of the

school.
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Coleman’s (1996) study of female secondary heads produced similar findings. None
of the five women heads who were interviewed had envisaged a career plan for herself

when she began her career in education.

The situation is not dissimilar in higher education. Research has suggested that most
women have no consistent career path (Heward, Taylor & Vickers 1995). In Luke’s study,
none of the senior female academics admitted having any career aspirations when she
started out as a lecturer in the 1970s; as Luke (1997, p.113) observed:

When they started their first teaching posts, none had given much thought
about career planning, and none had ambitions to attain senior
administrative or executive management positions. For most women, career

advancement “just happened”.

In summary, research on women in higher education reveals that women’s career
patterns differ from men’s, and that most women’s careers have been characterised by
diversity and flexibility, including periods of full-time child care and part-time work
(Evetts 1990; Heward, Taylor & Vicker 1995). The majority lacked aspiration to become
educational leaders, and they had often entered higher education at the suggestion of

another person or by coincidence.
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2.4 Socialisation Experiences Shaping Women’s Career Development

The significance of socialisation experiences on career development has been promoted by
career developmental theorists (Super 1953; Super, Savickas & Super 1996). According to
this view, a person’s self-concepts result from social learning in childhood, then evolve
over time as the person goes through various life situations, and finally become
increasingly stable over the course of the person’s life (Super 1953). In terms of career
development, Super, Savickas and Super (1996) suggested that the development of
vocational choices occurs within the context of other roles that an individual plays in life —
such as child, student, homemaker, worker, citizen, leisurite and so on. Because an
individual plays multiple roles concurrently, these roles interact and impact on the person’s
self-concept, thus producing a particular personal and career orientation. According to this
view, career development is a process, and a person’s career outcome is the product of
interactions among personal, family, and occupational factors throughout a person’s

lifetime

Similar assumptions underlie the proposals of Blumer (1969), according to whom,
the meanings that individuals attach to the things in their world, and thus their identities
and values, are shaped and reinforced by significant others and critical events at various
times in their lives. In other words, socialisation experiences shape (and continue to
reshape) the attributes of individuals, and hence their career orientations. This is the broad

framework of the methodology employed in the present study.

2.4.1 Family and parental influences

Although there is a body of literature on how relationships with parents affect the
subsequent career development of children, little research has been undertaken on the
formative years of female academics in particular. This review is therefore expanded to
include female leaders in business and professions other than academia. It is thus presumed
that relationships with parents have similar influences on the careers of these women as
they do on those of female academics (although further research is required to confirm this

presumption empirically).
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Astin and Leland (1991) studied three generations of female leaders in the education
sector and concluded that family influences on female leaders were significant; in
particular, they concluded that the qualities of leadership, self-esteem and independence
were fostered in the early years of childhood. The parents and families of all the
respondents had:

.. modelled, encouraged or, at the very least, allowed them to develop as
independent women infused with strong beliefs in social justice and the

work ethic. (Astin & Leland 1991, p.42)

Similar findings were reported by White, Cox and Cooper (1992), who conducted
interviews with 48 successful female executives and entrepreneurs in business and
industrial settings. These authors found that a stable parent-child relationship “facilitated
the development of an early sense of independence and self-sufficiency” (ibid., p.28). A
majority of respondents in the study were able to identify childhood events that they
believed had had an impact on their later development. Some recalled being motivated to
overcome a weakness in themselves; others spoke of family origins that were limited in
academic or financial terms; others talked about their families having had “an ethos of
equity, independence, high standards and a belief that one could do anything that one
chose to do” (White, Cox & Cooper 1992, p.35). Although the successful women in this
study reported a variety of family experiences, a consistent theme was that the parent-child
relationship “... facilitated the development of an early sense of independence and self-
sufficiency” (ibid., p.28). The authors concluded that:

The various patterns of child-parent relations observed among the
successful women all served to facilitate the development of a separate
sense of identity, or a “positional” identity, which is based on the
individual’s abilities and attributes... a positional identity is likely to
engender a high need for achievement. Early experiences of coping
independently with the environment generated a strong sense of competence

and self-confidence in the women. (White, Cox & Cooper 1992, p.213)
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It is also of interest that many of the respondents in their study named their fathers as
being the more influential parent in their career development. They reported a father-
daughter relationship in which they had been treated like sons — in that they were
encouraged to use their creativity and to be financially independent. Many felt that they

were similar to their fathers in temperament.

Hall (1996) studied three female heads of secondary schools and also found that
families had played an important part in shaping the career perceptions of respondents.
Parental influence, particularly that of fathers, exerted:

. significant influences on the women heads’ early independence, self-
sufficiency and desire to succeed ... [and] ... although family of origin is by
no means an exclusive influence on future values and behaviour, it shapes
perceptions of which resources achieve which results. In their [the
respondents’] case, fathers provided the dominant role model (both positive
and negative) for how formal authority might be used, and mothers were a

source of other strategies for exercising influence. (Hall 1996, p.43-44)

With respect to maternal influence, Rosenfeld (1978) proposed that a mother’s
occupation represents an adult work-role model that influences the occupational choice of
a child; in particular, when mothers work outside the home, Rosenfeld contended that the
mother’s occupation is a stronger predictor of a daughter’s occupation than is the father’s
occupation. Similarly, Hall (1996) suggested that a mother with a full-time career can
provide a stimulus for a daughter to follow in her mother’s footsteps. Furthermore, Hall
suggested that women who look to their mothers as role models often display similar
feminine characteristics to those of their mothers. In a like vein, White, Cox and Cooper
(1992, p.214) found that the successful women who identified with their mothers had
mothers who were:

. strong characters with driving energy [and who] provided powerful
feminine role models which may have helped the women to value positively

and appreciate their own feminine traits.
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The influence of siblings on a person’s career choices, and a possible association
between birth order and achievement orientation, have also received some attention in the
literature. In the study conducted by White, Cox and Cooper (1992) to which reference has
already been made, more than half of the successful women were first born, and most of
the respondents said that they experienced no sibling competition. The authors (ibid., p.41)
concluded:

The number of siblings that a child has, his/her place among the children
(that is, birth order), and relationships with brothers and sisters constitute
important aspects of the child’s learning situation in the home. The child
may learn patterns of loyalty, helpfulness, protection, or of conflict,
domination and competition, which may later be generalised to other social

relationships.

In general, White, Cox and Cooper (1992) claimed that the family upbringing of the
successful women in their study provided respondents with autonomy to choose the roles

to which they were attracted, rather than being bound by culturally prescribed roles.

2.4.2 Role models

The relative absence of role models for girls has been cited as a cause of the lack of career

aspirations among young women. For example, Spurling (1990, p.22) observed that:
Academics in the role of mentor can exert an especially powerful influence.
This is an area in which the shortage of senior women represents a very real
disadvantage in the development of women’s academic careers, for students

learn more than academic information from a supervisor acting as mentor.

Al-Khalifa (1989) contended that the relative lack of female role models caused
female teachers to conceive images of headship on the basis of the examples provided by
men. This opinion echoed that of Hennig and Jardim (1977), who suggested that successful

women are forced to model themselves on men and, by implication, become like men.
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In contrast, Hall (1996) did not support this view. Although she found in her study of
women in higher education that her respondents’ role models (during childhood and during
their working lives) did provide some parameters for their future styles of management,
none of the respondents mentioned that she had been forced to become “more like a man”
in order to succeed. Indeed, the female heads in the study actually denied that they had had
to emulate men’s behaviour, and insisted that their role models had included both men and
women. This finding was consistent with other aspects of Hall’s conclusions regarding role
models. Unlike the authors of other studies reviewed here, she felt that role models “did
not appear to have played a significant part beyond strengthening self-confidence by
confirming the rightness of their chosen path and evolving style”. Indeed, her respondents
were more likely to learn what not to do from “behaviours in both men and women which

the heads chose later not to emulate” (1996, p.57).

2.4.3 Mentors
Mentoring can be formal or informal. Davidson and Cooper (1992, p.100) defined a
mentor as a person who:
... provides information, advice and support for a junior person in a
relationship lasting over an extended period of time, marked by substantial

emotional commitment from both individuals involved.

White, Cox and Cooper (1992) found that the value of mentors was acknowledged
by successful men and women alike. These authors supported the views that in career
terms, the mentee in a mentoring relationship could benefit in terms of (i) sponsorship, (ii)
exposure and visibility, (iil) coaching, (iv) protection, and (v) assignment of challenging
work. More importantly, in psychosocial terms, the mentor might fulfil the functions of

enhancing the mentee’s self-concept, serving as a role model and providing encouragement.
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Although none of the successful women in the study conducted by White, Cox and
Cooper (1992) had been involved in a formal mentoring programme, most respondents
stated that they had enjoyed the support of a respected person who had been influential in
their careers or who had acted as a mentor on an informal basis. About a third of
respondents reported that their confidence had been increased because their mentors had
shown faith in their abilities. The study suggested that women express greater need than
men for psychological affirmation from their mentors, and that mentors provide

psychological support, as well as practical help, in advancing the careers of women.

In the academic field, Aisenberg and Harrington (1988) interviewed 37 highly
credentialed yet displaced academic women who had ended up outside the academy. They
reported that the women in their study had suffered from a lack of mentoring, which was
identified as a factor in their subjects’ having little knowledge of how to plan a
professional life. According to Aisenberg and Harrington (1988, p.45), a lack of
professional advice meant that:

... women tend not to plan intermediate five- and ten-year strategies. Rather
they take smaller steps, almost literally feeling their way along ... Lacking
instruction in general career strategy, women frequently remain unaware of

specific steps important to their advancement.

Spurling (1990) reported similar findings from her study of academics at King’s
College, Cambridge. According to Spurling, academic mentors can exert a powerful
influence on aspiring academics, and the relative lack of senior women as mentors

represents a significant disadvantage for women in developing their academic careers.

Conversely, it has been reported that academic women who have been mentored
achieve greater success in their careers in higher education - because a mentor can be
critical in assisting aspiring academics to make correct career choices and in providing
appropriate support (Kanter 1977; Hall 1996). Without such mentors, Kanter (1977)
contended that women tend to remain dependent for promotion upon formal bureaucratic
procedures, which often favour men. Hall (1996, p.55) found mentors important to women,

and she argued that:
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Mentors for women seeking promotion can serve two purposes ... First,
mentors may act as a guide to an unfamiliar male-dominated organisation

culture. Secondly, they provide sponsorship and legitimate access to power.

Mentors are also helpful in the professional socialisation of aspiring young
professionals. Indeed, Denmark (1988) argued that an aspiring professional requires two
mentors - a personal mentor to encourage individual development and a political mentor to

assist in building a professional reputation.

McCabe and McCabe (2000) presented an in-depth exploration of the role of mentors
in academia, and concluded that having one or more mentors is desirable. They observed:
...that at each stage of an academic career, an individual needs at least one,
and often more than one, mentor. At all times, an individual needs training
and guidance in the development of professional skills.... One also needs
advice regarding the long-term development of one’s career. Advice should
be provided by a mentor who is able to transcend his or her own self-
interest. Teaching and writing are also important skills for the academician
and require mentoring. A trainee or junior faculty member may find one
person to fill all of these roles or may need a number of individuals to

provide mentoring. (McCabe & McCabe 2000, p.45)

Luke (2001) recommended that mentor and protégée should be of the same sex
because female mentors can be role models as well as mentors to aspiring female
academics. However, this is often not the case. Apart from the fact that a lack of senior
women in institutions of higher education limits the availability of female mentors, the so-
called “queen bee” phenomenon can inhibit the mentoring of women by women. The term
“queen bee” was coined by Staines, Travis and Jayerante (1974) to describe dominant and
successful senior women who are unwilling to help other women because they fear that
their own positions in the organisational hierarchy will be threatened by the success of
others. Although Luke (2001) acknowledged the existence of such “queen bees” in
academia, she noted that many of the senior women in her study had recognised the
importance of mentoring and had stated that they were willing to mentor junior women on

the academic staff.
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Regardless of gender, Astin and Leland (1991, p.47) felt that mentors and role
models can have a positive effect on their protégées:
Role models and mentors give us permission to aspire and to act. We are
given permission to be ourselves and to transcend prescribed gender roles.
Role models and mentors also inspire us to try to realise our greatest

potential.

2.4.4 Significant others

Most of the female leaders in the studies conducted by Astin and Leland (1991) and Hall
(1996) mentioned the importance of “significant others” (other than mentors and role
models) who had provided essential support to them at various critical times in their
careers. In most cases, this person was the spouse/partner of the woman. In other cases, a
senior person or colleague in the woman’s workplace had provided this assistance. Other
“significant others” were friends and family members. In some cases, the nannies who
provided childcare and household support served as “significant others” to the successful

women.

These “significant others” provided essential support for these women in what was
otherwise a potentially lonely existence. As Hall (1996, p.58) observed, the lives of
successful women can be:

. mainly solo performances, other than the crucial support at different
stages of one or two others with a strong interest in their success at work
and at home ... [Successful women can be] concerned to protect others’

time, but ... unwilling to admit any need for help themselves.
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2.4.5 Conflict between work and family
It is well documented that the extent of family commitments is markedly different for men
and women (Davidson & Cooper 1992; Ruijs 1993; Coleman 1996; Cheung 1997).
Research over time and across cultures has indicated that women carry the major
responsibility for domestic arrangements and caring for the young and the elderly (Evetts
1990; Acker 1994; Cheung, Wan & Wan 1994; Coleman 1996; Blackmore 1999; Luke
2001; Lo, Stone & Ng 2003). This domestic and caring role applies not only to women
who are working at home but also to women who have full-time positions in the workforce
like those of their male counterparts. For example, Evetts (1990) studied women in
primary teaching and observed that:

... family commitments such as childcare do not stop, although they might

be eased, when children attend school. School hours do not correspond with

working hours even for teachers; the taking and particularly the collecting

of young children from school is a constant worry for working mothers; for

school holidays, including occasional days, special arrangements have to be

made; and for the sick child, complex coping strategies need to be devised.

(Evetts 1990, p.118)

Despite the increased involvement of women in careers outside the home, the
unequal allocation of household work within dual-career families continues. For example,
in a report on female managers in education throughout the world, Ruijs (1993, p.546)
emphasised this inequality:

The increase of women’s activity rates in the labour market has not been
paralleled by a substantial increase in the domestic work done by men. Over
the [past] 10 years, men’s daily contribution to domestic activities has
increased by only four minutes. They now spend one and a half hours on
household duties, as compared to an average of four and a half hours by

women.
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Although the twin demands of career and family affect both men and women,
Coleman (1996) contended that women usually carry the major responsibility for
household management. Lewis (1994, p.231) made a similar observation in noting that
“the household management role is a gender boundary which remains contentious and

difficult to dismantle”.

Both Blackmore (1999) and Acker (1994) reported that the majority of the women in
their studies worked a “triple shift”. The women in Blackmore’s study worked a triple shift
of paid work, unpaid domestic work and unpaid community work. Acker (ibid., p.119)
noted that:

. women teachers with young children had to be even more skillful at
juggling, for they had a triple shift, namely, work, home and child-care

responsibilities.

According to Blackmore, women in education are constantly torn between home and
work. On one hand, they often harbour a feeling of guilt for the lack of time that they have
for their children; on the other hand, female teachers can be perceived as not contributing
to their workplace:

... [those] who did prioritize family responsibilities were often viewed by
their fellow members of staff, male and female, as uncommitted,
disinterested and apathetic, because they were not actively involved in

school committees—*“the nine to fourers”. (Blackmore 1999, p.78)

Cheung, Wan and Wan (1994) reported that Chinese women in Hong Kong were still
expected to be largely, if not solely, responsible for managing the home and child rearing.
According to these authors (1994, p.342), traditional gender roles placed a high priority on
domestic obligations for women:

... for the majority of Hong Kong women, social status and worth continue
to be derived from their husbands and not from themselves. The family

remains their focal concern and major source of life satisfaction.
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Work stress has been identified as a major problem for working mothers (Aryee, Luk
& Stone, 1998). Cheung, Wan and Wan (1994, p.334) made the following observation
regarding the situation in Hong Kong:
The extension of women’s roles into the workplace has not relieved their
responsibilities in the household. A number of studies have, on the contrary,
pointed to the burden of having two careers: wage earner and homemaker.
Many working mothers experience conflicts between work and family life.
In spite of more fathers expressing the opinion that child care should be
shared, few husbands take responsibility for child care or other family
duties. The decision to have children is also directly related to women's
choice of work.
In a similar vein, Cheung (1997, p.6) was adamant that:
. women’s increased labour force participation may have a regressive
effect if it imposes an additional burden on top of women’s domestic load
without a restructuring of the division of domestic labour.
According to Davidson and Cooper (1992), women all over the world face these
difficulties. They observed that women:
... get the rawest deal in caring for relatives [and are] more likely to be
faced with the pressures and strains linked with having to take care of

elderly parents and dependents. (Davidson & Cooper 1992, p.139)

In Luke’s study (2001), all the single female academics from Singapore and Hong
Kong were living with their aged parents, and all had a substantial share of responsibility
for care of their extended families. For respondents with child care and domestic
responsibilities, the requirement for long working hours was often difficult; in addition,

they were expected to find time to do research and write up academic papers.
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Lo, Stone and Ng’s (2003) study also reported on the particular nature of the conflict
between work and family as experienced by married female professionals in Hong Kong.
Their study emphasised some problems that differentiate Hong Kong women from their
counterparts elsewhere. In particular, given the heavy emphasis on examinations in the
Hong Kong education system, helping with children’s homework appeared to be “a major
concern among professional women in Hong Kong” (Lo, Stone & Ng 2003, p.189). This
finding was similar to an earlier finding of Cheung (1997, p.185), who had noted that:

For most of the women we interviewed [who] had school-age children,
supervision of children’s school work was a regular task. This involved
spending at least one to two hours a day sitting with the child while she did
her homework, going through the lessons, preparing for tests and

examinations, and so forth.

Although the availability in Hong Kong of domestic helpers and relatives in the
household does assist women in balancing household responsibilities with paid
employment outside the home (Ngo 1992), conflict between work and family can still have
adverse consequences for the career development of women (Aryee, Luk & Stone 1998;
Ngo & Lau 1998). The majority of the women professionals in the study conducted by Lo,
Stone and Ng (2003, p.185) were found to “lead a lifestyle characterized by exhaustion and

little or no family time”.

According to Luke (2001), most of the female academics in her study stated that
having children was the biggest impediment to their freedom and autonomy to respond to
professional demands and to pursue career aspirations. This echoed Rujis’ (1993, p.554)
observation that:

.. while men still have the privilege of planning career and personal life
separately, the conflict between child-bearing and having a career is still

very acute for women.
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In both the UK and the USA, the literature reveals that senior women in education
are less likely to be married and more likely to remain childless; if they do decide to have
children, they are more likely to delay having those children (Davidson & Cooper 1992;
Coleman 1996; Luke 2001). If they are married, having a supportive partner is a key to a
successful career. For example, in Coleman’s (1996) study, the successful female heads all
had husbands who were working in education and were supportive of their spouses’
careers; there were also some instances of joint career planning and of taking turns in
giving priority to the career interests of each partner. Similarly, all of the female academics
in Luke’s (1998) study claimed to have husbands who were supportive of their career

choices and willing to contribute to housework and child-care.

The situation in Hong Kong was summarised by Lo, Stone and Ng (2003, p.188) in
the following terms:

. work-family conflict is a significant problem for many married
professional women in Hong Kong. Many are exhausted and feel “guilt
trips” from the demands of their multiple roles (mother, daughter and
professional). They have to look after their children’s homework and to take
care of their parents in addition to their work roles. They appear to get little
support from their husbands. Many tend to cope by downwardly adjusting
their career and lifestyle expectations, and by enlisting the help of others

(domestic helper, tutor, relatives and husband).

2.4.6 Workplace culture

Acker (1994, p.126) referred to the home and academe as being “greedy institutions” -
because, in both cases, the “work is never really done”. This concept of the “greedy
institution” was echoed in a study conducted by Currie, Harris and Thiele (2000), who
noted a range of personal and professional sacrifices that are required of those who wish to
be part of university culture. In their study, a large majority of respondents, both male and
female, reported having made significant sacrifices. According to Currie, Harris, and
Thiele (2000, p.288), “the overwhelming picture is of staff working long hours, being
away from family and abandoning community interests”, and they then posed the

following questions:
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Are women and men equally able to devote extremely long hours to their
paid work? Given the cultural and social expectations about women’s
domestic responsibilities, does the “work all hours” ethos have the same

meaning for women and men?

In a study of successful female academics in English universities, Kettle (1996)
concluded that the culture of the individual institution was crucial to the success or failure
of initiatives to enhance women’s careers. Although university practices and procedures
did not actively discriminate against women, she contended that the existence of particular
values and beliefs made it difficult for women to succeed:

There is a common theme whereby each respondent considers her
university to be deeply hierarchical, where criteria for promotion are
weighted in favour of men; where aggressive management promotes
unfriendly working practices, where informal networking goes hand in hand
with a devaluation of what are considered to be feminine attributes. (Kettle
1996, p.63):
This statement supports Gray’s (1994) view that the patriarchal nature of higher education
institutions is unfriendly to female academics, and that there is a need for support for

women both within and outside the academe.

2.4.7 Networking

Aisenberg and Harrington (1988) described women at all levels of higher education as
“outsiders in the sacred grove”. Because higher education is still a male-dominated field,
female academics often have peer groups that are composed mainly of men. According to
these authors, women lack visibility, are not informed of available positions, and are not

recommended by their male peers.

In this context, Hennig and Jardim (1977, p.39) spoke of a so-called “old boys
network”, which they described as “a subtle, active system of support which is dependent
on friendships, persuasion, favors, promises and connections with people who already have
influence”, and this network often operates over drinks in bars or at sports events outside

the work environment.
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Although Shakeshaft (1989) claimed that it is in the nature of women to build
relationships by spending time with people, communicating, and caring about individual
differences, many women have reported that gaining acceptance in male-dominated
networks can be difficult (Aisenberg & Harrington 1988; Shakeshaft 1989; Bagilhole 1993;
Heward 1996; Chrisler 1998). Some felt that men deliberately excluded them, whereas
others chose to distance themselves from male colleagues because they felt awkward or
unwelcome. On this subject, Luke (2000, p.293) found that:

Such cultural gender politics, inscribed on married or single women’s social
and professional relations with men, are part of an informal cultural milieu
that makes women invisible, limits opportunities and, in the words of many

women, is “a very Asian thing”.

White, Cox and Cooper (1992) suggested that the lifestyles of women can diminish
their participation in informal networks - because women tend to keep contact with
colleagues to official working hours in order to manage their domestic responsibilities.
Their inability to be included in informal networks can have repercussions on their career
prospects. Because much information and professional advice is imparted in daily informal
discussions among peers, Carli (1998) was of the opinion that peer networking is as
important to professional socialisation as formal mentoring. Moreover, as Spurling (1990)
has observed, networking with colleagues, peers and other professionals in the field helps

to enhance visibility and professional standing.

In the USA and the UK, networking among professional women is becoming
increasingly popular; indeed, networking groups are deliberately established to provide
support for female managers who would otherwise be denied social support, contacts,
opportunities, and policy information by men (Davidson & Cooper 1992). According to
Luke (2001, p.7), such networking among academic women can be:

. socially supportive as well as a source of building influential contacts

and gaining access to important information circuits.
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Heward, Taylor and Vicker (1995) interviewed sixteen male and female university
professors, with a view to gaining an insight into the process whereby potential academics
are identified by existing senior members of the academic profession. They found that
senior academics have significant power to make influential judgements about others, and
that they are in a position to influence the careers of their subordinates by facilitating the
progress of chosen individuals and making their merits known to other influential members
of the profession. They summarised their findings in these terms:

The evidence suggests that there are important networks of relationships
through which senior members of the profession communicate their
judgements of the academic merit of aspirants and make recommendations
for the widest range of academic activities including honours, appointments
and promotions. Many of the respondents had been invited to apply for
posts by former tutors, supervisors, colleagues and friends. The extent to
which such invitations involved participation in competition with other
invited and uninvited candidates varied and included some which amounted

to patronage. (Heward, Taylor & Vicker 1995, p.157)

According to the same authors, men apparently obtained greater benefits from their
social and professional networks than did women. This view is in accordance with that of
Aisenberg and Harrington (1988), who felt that exclusion from professional networks
represented a significant disadvantage to women; moreover, such exclusion accentuated
the perception that female members of the academic staff were treated as “outsiders” or

“marginal professionals”.

2.4.8 Organisational socialisation and political astuteness

Organisational socialisation can be colloquially described as “learning the ropes” — that is,
being indoctrinated and trained in what is important to a given organisation (White, Cox &
Cooper 1992). In this regard, Kanter (1977) argued that gaining entry to the informal
system of opportunity and power determines an individual’s ability to get things done and
achieve goals - and thus to move toward the top of an organisational hierarchy. In a similar
vein, Hennig and Jardim (1977) warned women against being too preoccupied with “self-

development” at the expense of being seen to be competent.
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Spurling’s report (1990) on Cambridge scholars also emphasised the difficulties
experienced by women in their attempts to be accepted into the university culture:
Unofficial, informal networks and channels of information, which help to
educate men about ... areas of responsibility, are not easily available to
women ... Some of the most highly motivated [women] have the least
secure positions in the University - and also have family responsibilities in

addition to full-time jobs. (Spurling 1990, p.53)

White, Cox and Cooper (1992, p.154) alluded to the fact that an understanding of the
politics of these informal networks is essential when they stated that “within the informal
system, signs of suitability develop to supplement official criteria of performance and
trustworthiness”. Rather than waiting to be chosen, the successful women in the study took
the initiative; moreover, they recommended that other people should actively sell
themselves, and “...show competence and simultaneously make others aware of their
contribution, particularly those with the power to promote” (White, Cox & Cooper 1992,
p.151).

Nevertheless, the same authors (1992, p.155) noted that organisational politics had
negative connotations for the women in their study; indeed, political strategies were
perceived as “secretiveness, controlling resources, stealing ideas, blackmail and back-
stabbing”, that were used to “further personal goals at the expense of the organization”.
They (1992, p.157) went on to argue that women need a knowledge of how their
organisation works, and that:

Women must be encouraged to question established norms and practices
and to think about their organization in new ways. Awareness that they are
constrained by the system is not sufficient. Women need to think about

ways of achieving a more desirable state.
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2.5 Key Experiences, Attitudes, and Skills

The female leaders in Astin and Leland’s (1991) study had all had positive learning

experiences in their early years which, according to the respondents, had a positive effect

on their subsequent leadership skills and self-confidence. According to Astin and Leland

(1991, p.55):

Their accomplishments reflect the integration of previous education, work

and other activities, all of which contributed to their distinctive styles and

commitments.

Astin and Leland (1991, p.126) suggested that this group of successful women

exhibited certain qualities in common:

high levels of activity and energy;

an appetite for challenge, problem-solving, and risk-taking;

an ability to accept and overcome obstacles and personal setbacks;

intellectual competence and a strong academic background;

personal awareness and confidence, continuously honed by wide exposure to life
experiences (such as work, community service, cultural diversity); and

support from family, friends, role-models, and/or mentors.

In their self-descriptions, the respondents who were engaged in academia spoke of

their possessing such qualities as intelligence, perseverance, resourcefulness, leadership

and curiosity. Many were active participants in organisations and institutions, and their

leadership was manifested in teaching students and empowering junior members of the

academic staff through mentoring.
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2.5.1 Single-mindedness

When asked what advice they would give to other women who aspired to be successful,
the successful women in White, Cox and Cooper’s (1992) study emphasised the
importance of being single-minded. They encouraged women to know what they want, to
set their priorities, to aim high, and to “go for it”. They recognised that success is harder
for a woman to achieve, and many stressed the importance of persistence and the need to
“keep battling”. Some emphasised the importance of communicating their ambitions to
those in power, rather than waiting to be noticed. The virtues of honesty and integrity were
also mentioned, together with the importance of women being themselves, rather than

attempting to adapt to a male model.

2.5.2 Self-confidence
With regard to the importance of self-confidence, Spurling (1990, p.49) reported that all of
her respondents “felt that lack of it [self-confidence] seriously undermines academic
performance”. Heward (1996, p.17) had a similar view:

... self-confidence, a positive evaluation of their own academic ability from

the outset of their career, is a crucial basis for a successful academic career.
All the respondents in Heward’s study claimed that having confidence, especially seeing
themselves as academically able, was of the greatest significance for their later success in
academe. In addition, the respondents asserted that self-confidence continued to be
important as these academic women competed with men for sponsorship or promotion.
This was despite Heward’s (1996, p.19) observation that:

Behaviour such as assertiveness, self-confidence and self-advertisement,

which is praised in men, may be criticized as unfeminine and risk alienation

from women colleagues.

In this context, Heward noted that a woman could be labelled as being “over
ambitious” by her female colleagues at the same time as she was being encouraged by
senior men. She concluded by calling for more research on:

How far women seek promotion or eliminate themselves from competition
for the “glittering prizes” of the academic profession, and for what reasons?

(Heward 1996, p.19)
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2.5.3 Risk-taking
Spurling (1990) noted that the female academics at Cambridge were not risk-takers; indeed,
many of them put more effort into finding obstacles to improving their situation than into
identifying and developing possible strategies. The explanation for this behaviour was as
follows:
In hierarchical and patriarchal cultures there is an approved role for young
men to play in challenging authority and proving themselves. It represents
regeneration. If men generally seem to be more capable of mustering a
challenge than women, they do so in a culture that encourages them—just
as it also teaches them to withstand any uncomfortable consequences as a
rite of passage. Women whose experience has been that society has passed
judgement on their interests and ambitions and concluded that they are
irrelevant, or secondary at best, might well regard judgements and

conclusions warily. (Spurling 1990, p.46)

However, she argued that women are capable of overcoming their aversion to risk-
taking:
The experience of even small success can quickly change this, but a risk has

to be taken to achieve even small success. (ibid., p.48)

2.5.4 Making a reputation
The literature indicates that reputation is an important currency in the academic profession.
Peer evaluation of one’s work, theses and publications is the basis of academic success.
Knowing and receiving positive judgements from senior members in the field of study are
highly significant because these senior members act as “gatekeepers” and they admit or
exclude aspirants to the academic profession. As observed by White, Cox and Cooper
(1992, p. 155):
Individuals who cannot draw on a base of “knowing and being known” may
be deprived of others’ co-operation in achieving objectives. Informal
channels are also an important means of transmitting information.
Exclusion from informal networks can lead to failure to understand how

organizational norms are translated into practice.
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Hence, some of the women in Heward’s (1996) study talked about “making and managing
an academic reputation by publishing in prestigious journals and meeting the ‘right

299

people’”(ibid., p.19). Since making a reputation often involves taking a proactive role and
to a certain extent, self-advertisement, some women may find it easier than others to

establish themselves in the networks of their field.

2.5.5 Publish or perish
Research is essential for career success in universities and publishing is of paramount
importance because one’s academic career depends on it. McCabe and McCabe (2000,
p.45) pointed out that “academic institutions reward individuals who have publications and
bring income into the institution” and “too often, superb teachers do not receive
appropriate recognition”. This could pose a problem for some academic women, argued by
Chrisler (1998, p.115), as:

the desire to appear unselfish, to give others whatever they seem to need,

and to fit one’s own work into the leftover spaces may be typical of women

and a result of gender role socialisation.

2.5.6 Commitment

With regard to commitment, Gray (1994, p.78) made the following observations:
In order for women to develop their presence in higher education, a life of
dedication is required ... [women academics] compete within the academic
system on its terms, attempting to attain success via research ratings,
publications, committee memberships, delivering conference papers and so

on.

Similarly, Bagilhole (1994, p.22) found that female academics:
. strive to be incredibly conscientious and dedicated, putting excess
pressure on themselves ... [because] they had to be better than their male

colleagues to succeed.
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2.5.7 An ambivalent academic
Gray (1994, p.78) referred to herself as “an ambivalent academic”. She saw academic work
as “just a job”, and attempted to allocate more time to outside activities. This enabled her
to accommodate different views, be open to ideas, and maintain some distance. This
deliberate ambivalence enabled her to avoid:
. coming face-to-face with my own power and that of other women...
[and helped to] keep my investment in the academic at a safe level and

remain a semi-outsider. (Gray 1994, p.78)

2.6 Women in Hong Kong

In a speech delivered in 2001 at the “Fortune Global Forum”, Wu, the former chairperson
of the Hong Kong Equal Opportunities Commission, noted that “the social development of
women is also a journal on the development of a civil society in Hong Kong” For her, the
notable milestones in the improving status of women in Hong Kong have included:
» the admission of the first female student to Hong Kong University in 1921;
= six-year free compulsory education for boys and girls in 1971;
= equal pay for nurses and teachers in 1971;
= the extension of such education to nine years in 1978 — which led to a drop from
36% in 1971 to 12.6% in 1999 in the proportion of women with no schooling,
and to about roughly equal numbers of women and men studying in universities
today;
= amendments to employment law in 1981, which introduced ten weeks of paid
maternity leave for women in full-time employment;
= the Sex Discrimination Ordinance, which came into force in 1996;

= the Equal Opportunities Commission established in 1996.
As a result of all these measures, Wu noted, more Hong Kong women are participating in

the labour force today, and that they are making an important contribution to the

development of Hong Kong.
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However, despite these improvements, Ngo (1997, p .68) has noted that traditional
gender norms and role differentiations continue to be widely practised:
Traditionally, women’s activities were restricted to the domestic sphere and
a patriarchal system evolved in those Confucian societies in which females
held a dependent and subordinate position both within and outside the home.
Another manifestation of Confucianism is familism, loosely defined as the
ideology that emphasizes individual’s loyalty to the family and the
placement of family interests above individual and other interests. In these
societies, the family exerts a strong influence on the opportunities of

individual members.

According to Luke (1998), educated women in Hong Kong are caught between
Eastern and Western cultures and ideologies. She described the dilemma and the
constraints in the following terms:

It seems then that the choices educated women can make are structurally

available — “women can do whatever they want today, there are no
restrictions, it’s up to women to work their way up” — but they are
ideologically and subjectively heavily circumscribed ... Cultural

expectations and gender differentiated socialisation still map out different
expectations and opportunities for men and women. Subjectively, the
professional and personal choices women make, such as whether and when
to raise a family, come at what many called a “cost” or “price”. (Luke 1998,
p.48)

Respondents to Luke’s study (2001) also felt that the “mindset” and “culture” of women

themselves were the biggest barriers to an academic career for women.
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2.7 Summary and Conclusions

This chapter has reviewed the literature on areas of research that are related to the careers
of successful women, with a particular focus on female academics in Hong Kong.
Although some research has been conducted on how life experiences and critical events
have influenced the careers of successful women in other countries, little significant
research has been conducted on Chinese female academics in Hong Kong. The review has
found that the only study of female academics in Hong Kong was conducted by Luke
(1997) as part of a major study of women in higher-education management in South-East
Asia. Luke’s findings in relation to Thai, Hong Kong, Singaporean and Malaysian women
in higher education highlight the fact that their experiences, as elsewhere, “are shaped by
place-specific socio-political, economic and cultural factors” (Luke 2000, p.303), and

pointed to the need for further research on female academics in Hong Kong.

In addition, this review of the literature suggests that a comprehensive understanding
of women in the academic profession requires consideration of a multitude of factors —
beginning with their early upbringings and including their accumulated life experiences. It
is apparent from the literature that women’s careers are constrained by many factors -
including their domestic and childcare responsibilities, the workplace culture that
surrounds them, and restricted opportunities for mentoring and sponsorship. It is also
apparent from the literature that no single concept — such as a “glass ceiling” or a “pipeline
effect” — is comprehensive enough to account for the complexities of women’s career
development. Moreover, the review suggests that the issues have to be examined within
particular cultural contexts — especially with regard to how women choose to interpret their
life experiences. The review has also revealed that Hong Kong’s culture is unique in some
respects — such as the ready availability of domestic help and the expectations on mothers
for children’s school work. The ways in which these factors differentiate female academics
in Hong Kong from their Western counterparts have been brought to light in this literature

review.
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The findings of this review provide valuable background knowledge for the present
study. The critical issues have been clearly identified and enumerated in this review, but
the lack of research in the specific context of Hong Kong points to a need for a local study
focused on the unique experience of female academics in this particular setting. Moreover,
it is apparent that few if any researchers have approached this topic from a life-history
perspective, and especially one that also employs the grounded theory methodology. The
present research, rooted in Blumer’s symbolic interactionism, thus fills a critical gap in the
extant literature regarding Hong Kong. At the same time, it contributes to the growing
number of studies on successful females, conducted both locally and abroad, which focus

on their interpretations of the experiences that have contributed to their career development.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This study examined and analysed the life events, experiences and career pathways of a
particular group of senior female academics, and the meanings they attached to these
experiences. Using this approach, the study aimed to develop a theory of how life events

and experiences have shaped the careers of academically successful women in Hong Kong.

The present chapter describes the methodology of the study in detail. The chapter
examines the assumptions underpinning the paradigm of symbolic interactionism and its
relevance to the present research, explains the choice of an edited topical life-history
approach, and discusses the use of grounded-theory methodology. Following this
introduction, the chapter is divided into 11 sections: (i) the debate between interpretivism
and positivism; (ii) symbolic interactionism and the research questions; (iii) edited topical
life history as a method of inquiry; (iv) grounded-theory methodology; (v) theoretical
sampling; (vi) data collection; (vii) data analysis; (viii) trustworthiness of the research; (ix)

ethical considerations; (x) limitations and (xi) summary.

According to Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe (1994, p.78), an interpretive
approach assumes that “the world and ‘reality’ are not objective and exterior, but ... are
socially constructed and given meaning by people”. Such an interpretive paradigm
assumes that all human action is meaningful, but “has to be interpreted and understood
within the context of social practices” (Usher 1996, p.18). In accordance with this

approach, the present study adopted an interpretivist paradigm.

The study interpreted this paradigm from a symbolic interactionist perspective,

which according to Blumer (1956, p. 686), can be understood in these terms:
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We can, and I think must, look upon human life as chiefly a vast
interpretative process in which people, singly and collectively, guide
themselves by defining the objects, events, and situations which they
encounter ... Any scheme designed to analyse human group life in its

general character has to fit this process of interpretation.

The interpretive paradigm and the perspective of symbolic interaction adopted here
assume that there is no objective truth; rather, individual perception bestows meaning. In
Johnson’s words:

All human life is experienced and indeed constructed from a subjective
point of view, and ... social research should seek to elicit the meaning of

events and phenomena from the point of view of participants. (Johnson
1994, p.7)

According to this approach, social research should aim to understand how
individuals create, modify, and interpret the world in which they are placed (Cohen &
Manion 1994). As Johnson (1994, p.7) observed with respect to social researchers:

Although we may not always know in full depth what a participant means,
we have to go by what they say, and make the most sensitive interpretation

we can of it, from the basis of our own world view.

The primary task of interpretive research is thus not merely to gather facts and
measure how often certain patterns occur, but to appreciate the different constructions and

meanings that people place upon their experience (Easterby-Smith, Thorp & Lowe 1994).

In adopting an interpretivist approach, the main research question of the present

study is therefore:

What, in the life histories of particular senior female academics in Hong Kong, has

contributed to their success?
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In addressing this question, several subsidiary questions arose and were also
addressed:
= How did their childhood and education affect their careers?
= What life events and relationships have helped to lay the foundation for the
development of their careers?
= What experiences, attitudes, and skills were deemed to have been critical?
=  What strategies, if any, did they use to attain senior positions?
= What factors were perceived to have affected the advancement of their careers?
= How did they manage multiple roles?
=  What kinds of support did they deem necessary?
= What advice would they give to women who aspire to senior academic

positions?

The methodology adopted in addressing these questions began with the development
of a semi-structured interview guide to aid in the collection of data during interviews with
respondents. The data were then organised and analysed using an inductive grounded-

theory methodology based on the meta-theory of symbolic interactionism.

3.2 Interpretivism versus Positivism

Interpretivism and positivism have different philosophical assumptions regarding their
conceptions of social reality and human behaviour. Interpretivism assumes that there is no
objective truth; in the words of Johnson (1994, p.7): “all human life is experienced and
indeed constructed from a subjective point of view”. In contrast, positivism rests on the
assumption that a social reality exists; in the words of Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe
(1994, p.77): “knowledge is only of significance if it is based on observations of this

external reality”.
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Qualitative research is often associated with the interpretive approach, which tends to
be inductive and theory-generating, whereas quantitative research is often associated with
the positivist approach, which tends to be deductive and theory-testing. Researchers who
adopt an interpretive approach base their methodology on the subjective experience of the
individual because individual perception is held to bestow meaning. According to this view,
“the world and ‘reality’ are not objective and exterior, but ... are socially constructed and
given meaning by people” (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Lowe 1994, p.78). The
methodology adopted in accordance with this approach therefore aims to gain an
understanding of the processes whereby the individuals create, modify and interpret the
world. Researchers who favour the interpretive approach typically utilise a range of
methodologies - such as accounts, participant observation, and personal constructs — which

are usually of a qualitative nature.

In contrast, those who adopt a positivist view stress that the researcher is value-free
and independent of what is observed. Rather than emphasising processes, the emphasis of
the positivist approach is on the measurement and analysis of causal relationships between
variables (Denzin & Lincoln 2000). As Creswell (1994, p. 6) observed:

When a quantitative researcher writes a study, the language should be not
only impersonal and formal but also based on accepted words such as
relationship, comparison, and within group. Concepts and variables are
well defined from accepted definitions.
Researchers who adopt a positivist approach to the social world tend to employ traditional

methodologies - such as survey research, experiments, and structured interviewing.

It is thus apparent that the interpretive approach tends to have an association with
“qualitative” methodologies whereas the positivist approach tends to have an association
with “quantitative” methodologies. The differences between these two broad groups of

methodologies were explained by Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 8) in the following terms:
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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.

Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the

intimate relationship between the researchers and what is studied, and the

situational constraints that shape inquiry. Such researchers emphasize the

value-laden nature of inquiry. They seek answers to questions that stress

how social experience is created and given meaning.

Against the background of the above discussion, a careful examination of the stated

purposes of the present study suggests that the study naturally lends itself to an interpretive

and qualitative research methodology. The stated purposes include the following:

to identify the circumstances and factors which, according to the perceptions of
the respondents, have contributed to the development of their careers;

to identify the relationships, educational experiences, and life events that have
affected the development of their careers;

to highlight the attitudes and skills that they deem to have been critical to their
success;

to focus on the strategies and career paths that they used to reach the senior
levels in higher education, and the factors that influenced these paths; and

to profile the female academics with a view to providing role models for

women aspiring to success in academia.
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An interpretive and qualitative approach is appropriate because such concepts as
“perceptions”, “relationships”, “attitudes” and “life-history accounts” cannot be quantified
and the findings of the study cannot be replicated. Moreover, qualitative methods (such as
interviews, participant observations and document analysis) are appropriate to the present
examination of the life histories of the respondents because, in the words of Bogdan and
Taylor (1975, p. 4), such methods “allow us to know people personally and to see them as
they are developing their own definitions of the world”. The same authors have noted that
these methods often yield rich descriptive data which helps a researcher to understand
human experiences that are often complex and subjective. As Strauss and Corban (1998, p.
11) observed, “qualitative methods can be used to obtain the intricate details about

phenomena such as feelings, thought processes, and emotions that are difficult to extract or

learn about through more conventional research methods”.

Another reason for choosing a qualitative approach is the exploratory nature of this
study. As Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 10) have argued, qualitative research provides
“the best strategy for discovery, exploring a new area, [and] developing hypotheses”. In
view of the fact that one aim of the study is to develop a theory of how life events and
experiences shaped the careers of successful female academics in the universities of Hong

Kong, an interpretive and qualitative approach is appropriate.

3.3 Symbolic Interactionism and the Research Questions

The concept of “self” is of primary importance to the theoretical framework of “symbolic
interactionism”. According to Mead (1934), the individual develops a sense of self through
interaction with others. The process begins from childhood and continues throughout life
through social interaction. Building on Mead’s (1934) ideas, Blumer (1969) formulated
three principles:
* human beings act towards things on the basis of the meanings that the things
have for them;
= the meanings of such things is derived from the social interactions that people
have with their fellows; and

= these meanings are manipulated and modified through an interpretive process.
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The first of these principles is contrary to the view that human behaviour is
determined by societal forces. According to symbolic interactionism, individuals attach
their own meanings to a range of phenomena - such as people, material objects, and
abstract concepts - and then act towards them on the basis of these meanings, which are

personal to the individual.

The second principle implies that the meanings that a person has for the things in his
or her world are created by the actions of other people. This view is supported by Bogdan
and Biklen (1992, p.37) who argued that the self is:

. a social construction, the results of persons perceiving themselves and
then developing a definition through the process of interaction. This loop
enables people to change and grow as they learn more about themselves

through this interactive process.

The third principle refers to an interpretive process, whereby a person deals with the
things that he or she encounters. According to Blumer (1969), this process involves two
stages. First, a person interacts (or engages) in a communication process with himself or
herself with respect to the meanings of phenomena. Secondly, the person “selects, checks,
suspends, regroups, and transforms the meanings in the light of the situation in which he

[or she] is placed” (Blumer 1969, p.5).

These three principles have significantly influenced the methodology of the present
study. In accordance with the first, it is assumed that the female academics studied here
decided what was important to them, and then arranged their priorities accordingly - with a

view to achieving what they considered to be “success” in their professional lives.
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In accordance with the second principle - that social interaction is the source from
which meanings are derived - it is assumed that the meanings the female academics
attached to phenomena were determined by the relationships and critical events in their
personal, social, and academic lives. Significant others in the lives of these women (such
as parents, family members, teachers, peers and colleagues) and critical events (such as
opportunities for education, overseas study, job change, marriage and child-bearing) are
thus assumed to have played an important role in contributing meanings to their lives -

including their career orientations.

In accordance with the third principle, the present study assumes that interpretive
processes influenced the careers of the female academics, and that an understanding of
these processes - in particular, their interpretations of life events and people associated
with career development - is crucial in addressing the main research question:

What, in the life histories of particular senior female academics in Hong Kong, has

contributed to their success?

3.4 Topical Edited Life History as a Methodology

The topical life-history approach adopted in the present study is consistent with Blumer’s
(1969) symbolic interactionism, as described above. This view is supported by Minichiello
et al. (1990, p. 152), who contended that there is “a fundamental affinity between the
central tenets of symbolic interactionism and life history research”. In support of this
position, Minichiello et al. (1990) built upon Plummer’s (1983) arguments to propose three
theoretical assumptions common to both a life-history approach and symbolic

interactionism.

First, according to Plummer (1983, p.54), “in every case of study, we must
acknowledge that experiencing individuals can never be isolated from their functioning
bodies and their constraining social worlds. Minichiello et al. (1990, p.152) argued that
life-history research supports this view because “it is aimed at examining life as concrete

experience”.
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Secondly, life is an emergent perspective and human beings experience the world
through their definitions of it. Similarly, according to Minichiello ez al. (1990, p.153), “the
most central and fundamental source of knowledge is the personal document, the life

history, which elicits “the sense of reality” that human beings hold about their own worlds”.

Thirdly, ambiguity and incongruity are always possible in comparing two
individuals’ definitions of the same situation. Similarly, according to Minichiello et al.
(1990, p. 153), a life-history researcher should “move away from studying abstractions and
get at the particular, the detailed and the experiential [in order to] grasp the ambiguities and

inevitability of different perspectives” .

The arguments of Minichiello et al. (1990) are applicable to the present study, which
assumes that the meanings and importance that the female academics assigned to their
upbringings, environments, education and attitudes (towards self, others, family and work)
affected their career aspirations and developments. A life-history approach is therefore

appropriate to addressing the research questions of the present study.

Another argument for the selection of the life-history methodology can be found in
Dimmock and O’Donoghue (1997). In defence of their choice of such an approach in their
study of school heads, they argued (ibid, p.65) that:

... the present values, beliefs, behaviours and practices of school leaders
can only be fully understood by taking cognizance of their past life
experiences - including particularly influential people with whom they have
come into contact, such as relatives, friends, former teachers and professors
- as well as critical incidents, turning points and chapters which have
molded, shaped and had an impact on their lives ... Where individual
school leaders are to be found today, what they happen to be doing, how
they perform and with what success, are all matters which are connected to
the routes they have travelled, the experiences gained and meanings created,

through the passage of their lives.
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Similarly, in the present study it would be impossible to make sense of the achievements of
the female academics without examining the routes they travelled. A life-history approach,
located within the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism, thus provides the

most appropriate methodology for the present study.

However, in view of the limited scale and size of this study, it was clearly impossible
to undertake a study of the full and comprehensive life history of each individual and to
trace all aspects of an individual’s life from birth. Rather, it was necessary to adopt a
“topical” approach that focused on particular phases, aspects and issues of the respondents’
lives. In particular, this focused on the interaction between the female academics’ career
aspirations and the phenomena that affected the development of their careers. As an
“edited” life history, it does not aim to provide a full biography of the female academics,
nor is it deemed necessary to do so. Rather, the aim is to examine “the interrelationships of
incident, thought, people and place that underpin the current person” (Dimmock and

O’Donoghue 1997, p.53).

In summary, the life-history approach adopted in this study was “edited” and
“topical” in nature. Its aims were: (i) to provide an understanding of the female academics’
meanings and actions by examining the early life experiences that shaped and influenced
them; and (ii) to examine the interpretations of the female academics themselves with

regard to the experiences that have contributed to the development of their careers.

3.5 Grounded-theory Methodology

The present study applied the grounded-theory method of sampling, data collection, and
analysis as described by Strauss and Corbin (1990). In grounded-theory research, theory is
derived from data. As Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 23) observed:
...[theory] is inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon it
represents. That is, it is discovered, developed, and provisionally verified
through systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to that

phenomenon.
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According to the principles of the methodology, the researcher frequently returns to the
field of study to gather additional data, which are then analysed, coded, categorised, and
compared with previously collected data. This allows the research “to emerge rather than
to construct it preordinately (a priori)” (Lincoln & Guba 1985, p.41). When conducted
carefully, Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 27) contended that the grounded-theory method
“meets the criteria for doing “good” science: significance, theory observation compatibility,

generalisability, reproducibility, precision, rigor and verification”.

The grounded-theory methodology is thus a form of inductive analysis that is suited
to investigation of complex situations with multiple interacting factors and/or areas about
which little is known or in which no pre-existing theory or research exists. As Strauss and
Corbin (1990, p.23) observed, the methodology “does not begin with a theory, then prove
it. Rather, [it] begins with an area of study and what is relevant to that area is allowed to
emerge”. This makes it eminently suitable for application in the present study, which
began with an area of interest and whose central research question was developed after
revisions. From the central research question, subsidiary questions were formulated to
initiate the data-gathering process. As the interviews unfolded, further questions were

introduced in the semi-structured interview guide.

Data collection in the present study involved initial documentary analysis of each
identified informant, followed by one or two rounds of face-to-face semi-structured
interviews, subject to each informant’s availability. After the interviews with first two
informants, the transcripts were coded and memos written during the process. This
process — of data collection, coding, and memoing — was often cyclical in practice, because
data collection and data analysis were interwoven, and analysis often provided a guide for

future data gathering and sampling.
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Data analysis in grounded-theory methodology involves three steps of coding: open
coding, axial and selective. The first of these, open coding, is “the process of breaking
down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (Strauss & Corbin
1990, p.61). Axial coding seeks to “put back together data in new ways after open coding,
by making connections between categories” (ibid., p.96). Selective coding is “the process
of selecting the core category, systematically relating it to other categories, validating those
relationships, and filling in categories that need further refinement and development” (ibid.,
p.116). These three coding methods were employed flexibly for the purposes of data

collection, analysis, and theory-building.

3.6 Theoretical Sampling

3.6.1 The nature of theoretical sampling
The key sampling mode of the grounded-theory methodology is “theoretical sampling”.
According to Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.45):
Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for generating theory
whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyses ... data and decides
what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop ...

theory as it emerges.

The data-collection process is thus, in effect, a sampling process that aims to identify
and develop concepts and categories that have “proven theoretical relevance to the
evolving theory” (Strauss & Corbin 1990, p.176). In referring to “proven theoretical
relevance”, the authors mean concepts that are repeatedly present or notably absent when

comparing incidents.

Apart from the sampling decisions made at the initial stage of data collection,
“theoretical sampling cannot be planned before embarking on a grounded-theory study.
The specific sampling decisions evolve during the research process itself” (Strauss &
Corbin 1990, p.192). Some degree of flexibility is thus required on the part of a researcher
if he or she is “to respond to and make the most out of data relevant situations” (ibid., p.

178).
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Theoretical sampling thus begins during the data-collection phase of the study and
involves searching the transcripts for emerging categories of significance in the narratives.
As constructs are derived from the data, repetitions of theoretical sampling can be used to
increase the depth of focus and to ensure consistency - that is, to ensure that data are

gathered in a systematic way for each category (Strauss & Corbin 1990).

Theoretical sampling serves different purposes in the three different coding stages: (i)
in open coding, theoretical sampling aims to uncover as many categories as possible, and
to identify their properties and dimensions; (ii) in axial coding, it aims to unfold
relationships between categories and their sub-categories; and (iii) in selective coding, it
aims to verify the emergent framework. The cyclical process of sampling and data
comparison ensures that the procedure of sampling and analysis is well grounded in the

data.

In the present study, purposive sampling (i.e. maximum variation sampling) was
employed in the open-coding and axial-coding stages to ensure the inclusion of senior
female academics from different disciplines and universities, and with different personal
characteristics. At the selective-coding stage, theoretical sampling became more directed,

and the researcher chose persons and documents with a view to verifying the story line.

3.6.2 Criteria for selecting respondents
In the choice of respondents for this study, certain broad criteria were first determined -

such as seniority/rank, ethnicity, and tertiary background.

Seniority was interpreted as a senior academic or managerial position in an
institution (such as head of a division, professor or senior lecturer). It was not possible to
ensure a spread of respondents across all disciplines within the eight universities of Hong
Kong because some academic departments had very few (or no) females at a senior level.
An important consideration was the respondents’ willingness to participate in at least two
one-hour interviews, and to engage in active self-reflection about their early life
experiences. At the open-sampling stage, several rounds of invitations were sent out, but

only a small number of senior women responded to the invitation.
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In terms of ethnicity, only senior female academics of Chinese background were
included in the present study. This was done to produce a theory about Chinese women

academics in Hong Kong.

In terms of tertiary background, “theoretical density” (Strauss & Corbin 1990) was
maintained in terms of diversity of age, disciplines, teaching experience, background,
positions, and institutions. Senior female academics from a range of academic backgrounds,
disciplines, and life experiences were therefore included. The women in this study held
positions as deans, associate deans, heads of departments and professors in a variety of
departments within the arts, humanities, social sciences, law, science and engineering

faculties of the eight universities of Hong Kong.

To preserve confidentiality, informants were assured that their names would not be
disclosed, and each was designated a pseudonym to be used in data analysis and reporting
findings. To ensure anonymity, all identifying information (such as names of institutions or
people) was deleted or changed. A profile of the respondents is presented below in Table

3.1:

Table 3.1 Profile of the respondents.

Informant | Title Age Marital status

W1 Associate dean 50-59 single

w2 Professor, head of department 40-49 married with children
W3 Associate professor 40-49 married with one child
w4 Head of department 50-59 single

W5 Director 40-49 married with children
W6 Professor 50-59 single

W7 Professor, associate dean 40-49 married with children
w8 Professor, dean 50-59 single

) Professor 50-59 married with one child
W10 Professor, dean 40-49 married with children
W11 Dean 50-59 married with children

The senior female academics included in this study were from diverse backgrounds in
terms of academic interests, teaching experience, roles within their institutions, and family

backgrounds.
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3.7 Data Collection

According to Strauss and Corbin (1990) data collection in grounded theory should
facilitate the development of theory that is grounded in data systematically gathered and
analysed. The data-collection methodology adopted in the present study therefore involved
a continuous interplay between data collection and data analysis. The two major methods

used to collect data were documentary study and semi-structured interviews.

3.7.1 Documentary study

Following Strauss and Corbin’s (1990, p.56) recommendation that grounded-theory
research should use “published materials during all phases of the research”, professional
profiles of the respondents were collected and analysed before the interviews. These
included website résumés, media reports, and profile information available through the
institutions and the media. Field notes and documents collected about the respondents were
also used to supplement interviews. Documentary analysis was conducted on some of the

media reports that pertained to issues relevant to this study.

Documentary research had an obvious advantage in being unobtrusive and non-
reactive. In addition, the documents assisted in validating and expanding upon the data
provided by the respondents in interviews. According to Minichiello et al. (1990, p.128),
an interviewer can check for consistency by ascertaining whether “the informant’s
description, interpretation or analysis of an event, experience or issue is consistent with his
[or her] account of it in another interview”. Documentary analysis thus served as a means
of “triangulation” because all such research is retrospective in that it provides information

from the past, such documentary data provided a longitudinal dimension to the study.
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3.7.2 Interviewing

According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992, p.96), interviews are used “to gather descriptive
data in the subjects’ own words so that the researcher can develop insights on how subjects
interpret some piece of the world”. To suit different purposes, qualitative interviews can be
varied in depth and duration, and structure. Such qualitative interviews are particularly
suited to research into intangible matters such as perceptions, values and experiences -
because they provide interviewers with opportunities to probe into the feelings and

meanings of interviewees.

The present study adopted in-depth interviewing as the primary means of data

collection. Minichiello et al. (1990, p.87) defined such in-depth interviewing as:

... conversation with a specific purpose—a conversation between researcher

and informant focussing on the informant’s perception of self, life and

experience, and expressed in his or her own words. It is the means by which

the researcher can gain access to, and subsequently understand, the private

interpretations of social reality that individuals hold.
Furthermore, according to these authors (ibid., p.96), in-depth interviews enable a
researcher to “gain access to, and an understanding of, activities and events which cannot

be observed directly by the researcher”.

In-depth interviewing was employed in the present study because it enabled the
researcher to understand and interpret social reality through the meanings that the
respondents attached to their life experiences. Such in-depth interviews can be conducted
in an unstructured or a semi-structured format. In this study, semi-structured interviewing
was used as the main data-collection method because some degree of structure ensures that
common themes are addressed and that the researcher can be ‘“confident of getting
comparable data across subjects” (Bogdan & Biklen 1992, p.97), while simultaneously
allowing sufficient freedom to explore particular issues of concern to individual

Interviewees.
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An interview schedule, or “aide-memoire” (Burgess 1984), was developed on the
basis of a list of topics and questions generated from the main research question. This aide-
memoire consisted of a list of general issues to be covered in the interview; however, it did
not necessarily determine the conduct of the conversations. As Minichiello et al. (1990,
p.116) observed, an aide-memoire

... enables the researcher to start with some questions on a theme, and then
he or she allows the conversation to meander according to the respondents’
responses and the subsequent verbal interaction between him or herself and

the informant.

Burgess (1984, p.115) had a similar view of the use of an aide-memoire in noting
that:
the questions revolve around topics of conversations because the
interview schedule merely suggests the kinds of themes, topics and
questions that might be covered rather than any actual questions that might

be used.

Examples of the interview guides used in this study are provided in later sections of

this chapter to illustrate the interviewing process.

3.7.3 Pilot study

To test the validity, clarity, and effectiveness of the research questions, a pilot interview
was conducted with one senior female academic at the university where the researcher
works. The interview took place at the interviewee’s office and was tape-recorded. After
this initial interview, a transcript of the recorded interview was sent via email to the
informant to seek verification and to invite feedback. A week later, another email was sent

to the informant to set up a time for a second interview.

On the basis of the feedback received on both interviews, the interview questions
were revised to ensure optimal “theoretical relevance” (Strauss & Corbin 1990). For
example, most of the closed (“yes/no”) questions were converted to open-ended questions
to encourage respondents to provide more information than a mere “yes/no” answer.

Moreover, some questions that appeared to be too “directed” and “negative” were removed.
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In addition to testing the validity, clarity and effectiveness of the research questions,
the pilot interview enabled the researcher to familiarise herself with the interview
procedure, and to refine interview skills — such as paying attention, establishing rapport,

providing timely feedback and taking notes.

3.7.4 The interviews

Data on the respondents’ verbal disclosures, observable feelings, and body language were
collected through face-to-face interviews. A minimum of two interviews was requested of
each respondent because they served different purposes and focused on different aspects of
the respondents’ life histories. The duration of the interviews ranged from 1% to 2 hours.
These were supplemented with email conversations and some documentary analysis, as

appropriate, before and after the interviews.

The process of data gathering began in August 2002 and continued through to mid-
2005. Before the collection began, letters were sent to potential respondents explaining the
purposes of the study and requesting their co-operation. Face-to-face interviews were
subsequently conducted with eleven senior female academics from various universities in

Hong Kong.

The aims of the first interview were: (1) to introduce the purpose of the research; (i1)
to explain the level of commitment required; (iii) to establish rapport; and (iv) to obtain
general information about the respondent. In pursuit of these general aims, the researcher
had the following practical objectives in the first interview:

= to explain the general purposes and methodology of the study to the interviewee,
and to answer any questions she might have;

= to induce the interviewee to talk about her current role (for example, position
held, responsibilities, her perception of her current role, and so on);

= to induce the interviewee to reflect on how she came to be where she is today,
and to identify the key strategies, attitudes, and skills that played a part in her
success; and

= to provide an outline of the purposes and procedure for the second interview.
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To assist in achieving these objectives in the first interview, an aide-memoire was
developed. It was intended that this would serve as a reminder to the researcher of what to
ask in keeping the interview focused on the objectives. However, in accordance with the
researcher’s desire to allow a free-flowing conversation, not all of the questions were asked
and none was asked in any particular order. Figure 3.1 presents the aide-memoire that was

developed for the first interview.

Aide-memoire
Initial Interview

= Explain what the study is about and answer questions about the research aims,
involvement, procedures, confidentiality issues, etc.

= Induce interviewee to talk about what she does currently (e.g. positions, responsibilities,
how she sees her current jobs, etc.).

= Induce her to reflect on how she got to where she is today.
= Ask her how she got into higher education.
= Ask her whether she had discernible career paths.

= Ask her whether she followed “traditional” academic routes (e.g. serving a minimum
number of years in a university department and waiting for promotion by seniority).

= Induce her to identify key attitudes, skills, and experiences that have contributed to her
success.

=  Ask her which of these attitudes, skills, and experiences were essential.
= Ask her whether she actively sought leadership/promotion opportunities.
= Ask her about strategies, if any, that she used to get to where she is now.

= Ask her to think about these issues for the second interview: (i) early life experiences (to
identify key people, key turning points, and critical incidents that influenced her academic
career); (ii) any factors that have enhanced or inhibited her career advancement (and the
kinds of support she needed); and (iii) any advice that she has for women who aspire to
senior academic positions.

Figure 3.1 Aide-memoire for initial interview.

69



Senior Women Academics in Hong Kong: A Life History Approach
Chapter 3: Methodology

It was important to establish and maintain rapport with the respondents because most
guarded their time carefully. An audio recording of the first interview was promptly
transcribed verbatim and sent to each interviewee by email for verification. Soon after,

another email was sent to each respondent requesting a second interview.

The researcher’s practical objectives at the second interview were:

= to induce the interviewee to talk about her early life experiences and to identify
key people, important turning points, and critical incidents that have influenced
the interviewee’s academic career;

= to discuss factors that have helped or hindered her career and the kinds of support
that she needed; and

= to induce her to provide advice for women who aspire to senior academic

positions.

An aide-memoire that allowed for open-ended responses was again developed to
ensure that the researcher would be able to “gather comparable data across sites” (Bogdan
& Biklen 1992, p.77). As noted previously, the questions in the aide-memoire served as
reminders and were not asked in any particular order. Rather, the interview followed the
flow of the conversation, and most of the respondents volunteered valuable anecdotes
without having to be prompted. Figure 3.2 presents the aide-memoire that was developed

for the second interview.
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Aide-memoire
Second Interview

= Begin by asking interviewee to construct a “mental map” of her life and career. Ask her to
identify different phases of her life and career.

= Consider each stage of her life and career (childhood, adolescence, adulthood, teaching,
etc.) to identify significant people, critical incidents, and turning-points that have impacted
on her academic career.

= Ask her to describe how her upbringing and education affected her growth as an
academic.

= Induce her to talk about the family in which she grew up, the family situation, and the
education she had.

= Ask her to identify life events and relationships that have helped to lay a foundation for her
success

= Ask her to identify the experiences or situations that were especially important to her
success. Ask her what happened and why the event or situation was especially important.

= Ask her to identify particular persons who influenced or assisted her on her career path?
Ask her how this person affected her and what the person did to make him or her special?

= Ask her to identify factors that enhanced or inhibited her career.

= Ask her to identify the experiences or situations that were especially important to her
success. Ask her what happened and why the event or situation was especially important.

= Ask her to identify particular persons who influenced or assisted her on her career path?
Ask her how this person affected her and what the person did to make him or her special?

= Ask her to identify factors that enhanced or inhibited her career.
= Ask her to identify the kinds of support that she deemed necessary to success.

= Induce her to offer advice to women who aspire to senior academic positions, —in
particular, any advice that she would give to a younger female colleague with regard to
managing her career in higher education.

=  Ask her whether she sees herself as a role model for other women.

= Ask her whether there are certain qualities or specific jobs that she perceives as being
critically important in preparing female academics.

Figure 3.2 Aide-memoire for second interview.
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Unfortunately, an outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) occurred in
Hong Kong in early 2003. Because many people wore masks and were generally reluctant

to receive strangers, some interviews had to be postponed until several months later.

All interviews were tape-recorded (after gaining the respondents’ permission) and all
recordings were transcribed verbatim for verification. These transcripts were then used for
coding and analysis, which began shortly after the first few rounds of interviews, and then
continued concurrently with subsequent interviews. This methodology was in accordance
with the advice of Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.59), who suggested that “data collection
and data analysis are tightly interwoven processes, and must occur alternately because the

analysis directs the sampling of data”.

3.7.5 The researcher’s role
According to Burgess (1991, p.108):
researchers need to have understanding and sympathy for the
informant’s point of view. They need to follow their informants’ responses
and to listen to them carefully in order that a decision can be made
concerning the direction in which to take the interview. In short, researchers

have to be able to share the culture of their informants.

Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.42) made a similar point in referring to the importance
of “theoretical sensitivity” in a researcher. They described this attribute as:
... the attribute of having insight, the ability to give meaning to data, the
capacity to understand, and capability to separate the pertinent from that

which isn’t.

These authors went on to explain that such “theoretical sensitivity” is derived from a
researcher’s personal and professional experience, together with his or her grounding in the
technical literature. Moreover, it can be improved during the research process by continual

interaction with the data.
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The researcher in the present study was able to draw on her experience as a teacher
and an administrator in the higher-education sector to establish credibility and build a
rapport with the respondents in the study. This was augmented by the researcher’s
knowledge of the higher-education bureaucracy in Hong Kong, her teaching experience in
Hong Kong schools and tertiary institutions, and her knowledge of the working conditions
in tertiary institutions. Through active listening and appropriate attending skills, the
researcher was able to foster an atmosphere of trust that encouraged respondents to talk

about their personal experiences, reflect on past events, and share attitudes and feelings.

There were no language or cultural barriers, and the researcher was able to conduct
the interviews in a language with which the respondents felt comfortable. Most of the
interviews were conducted in a combination of English and Cantonese, or a mixture of

English and Putonghua.

The researcher’s confidence and theoretical sensitivity grew with time and through
interactions with the data. As suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.43), the analytical
process itself provides an excellent source for theoretical sensitivity:

Insight and understanding about a phenomenon increase as you interact
with your data. This comes from collecting and asking questions about the
data, making comparisons, thinking about what you see, making hypotheses,
developing small theoretical frameworks about concepts and their

relationships.

In summary, the researcher in the present study adhered to the important
methodological principles of: (i) continually asking questions about the data; (ii)
maintaining an attitude of scepticism; (iii) seeking validation from the data; and (iv)
following the accepted procedures of grounded theory in terms of data collection and

analysis.

73



Senior Women Academics in Hong Kong: A Life History Approach
Chapter 3: Methodology

3.8 Data Analysis

3.8.1 General principles of data analysis
This study followed the grounded-theory methods of data analysis, as proposed by Strauss
and Corbin, and the basic analytical procedures involve:
... the asking of questions about data; and the making of comparisons for
similarities and differences between each incident, event, and other

instances of phenomena. (Strauss & Corbin 1990, p.74)

The study followed suggested procedures to ensure standardisation and rigour in the
data-analysis process - which, in grounded theory, involves three types of coding (open,
axial and selective). Code notes and theoretical memos were maintained throughout the

data analysis to ensure accuracy in developing theoretical ideas.

The relationships among data, coding, and memoing, as proposed in the coding

paradigm of Strauss (1987), are shown in Figure 3.3.

Data Collection Coding Memoing

v

/ u%&

etc. etc. etc.

Source: Strauss (1987, p.19)

Figure 3.3 The coding paradigm.

As suggested in this paradigm, the present researcher kept moving back and forth among

the collecting of data, coding and memoing.
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3.8.2 Open coding

According to Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.61), open coding is the process of “breaking
down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data”. The purpose of this
first analytical step is to identify categories of data and their related properties and

dimensions.

In this study, open coding was applied to all the interview transcripts and some of the
documents. To generate concepts, the early interviews were coded on a line-by-line basis
and, if appropriate, word by word. As certain concepts and categories emerged repeatedly,
relevant sections of the later interviews were coded paragraph by paragraph to identify the
similar categories. Throughout the coding process, code notes and memos were maintained
with regard to the questions asked of the data and the relationships among concepts and

categories that emerged.

Figure 3.4 provides an example of an open-coded transcript from the first interview

of the first round of semi-structured interviews.
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A_INTOI 240902

Interview transcript Open coding

A: ’;F]JFT’ (7 o fid style =% F F‘ﬁ *‘9%&#5 Self-reflection

|1 % upbringing * coming back to [F19 FI=IfH | Unlike other women,
’fﬁ i 28 PEHIPE BERH > not be so dlrect and frank > | Direct & not rank-conscious
without awareness of whom and the people around the
table  fHESF l“'ﬁaﬁ'* R fﬂlFiIF’?‘fE[?B@ Following Mom

T = A Challenge authority

M J%‘lkjpmﬂﬁl‘;

A: PN E:E, with good reasons, _

doesn’ t mind who » H[ 7] H; R FYAEIGH Sense of right & wrong
S > (TS 9&?‘ | 25 3 3 expected to be taken as

equal ['d ? HEEEESFI1E5 1T 15 o S HIBAPLE - i Equal status

factor i~ i girl secondary school ELpor» ]
? %@Pi? i *’753]: » ST Co-ed scgool P@PHT Girls’ school vs co-ed school
fpd > PIHISFPL > & [fJgEPH’ffti Co-ed school (R
B[ experiment fid > 2 jﬁf R =R A g
notes [ 5 JEw - PﬁPﬁ » / another thing E“thl';r.":pﬁ el
upbringing "4 > the girls somehow they know > I don’ t
know any better word to put this > they know how to
behave in front of boys and guys ° Whereas growing up
in — i upbringing in all girls €= school P » 4+ bﬁﬁfﬂ
PEHE ST E% - Treat them as equal ° I don’ t care you
are guys or boys or girls or whatever » & JPJF#%#E |
(! (s F‘_{[\il ST ﬁj@}é’ﬁﬁ?ﬂﬁﬁm males %
ego [IFEER! » ¥R o PFIPF'

Peer influence
Equal status
Not gender-conscious

Male colleagues
Strong male ego

Coding Memo:

Girls’ school vs co-ed school

Are all girls from girl school like her? Do girls from single-sex schools turn out to be more
independent and direct? Do they exhibit stronger sense of achieving equal status?

Next interview: Check if informants are from girls’ schools. If so, do they make similar
comments?

Male ego
What about male ego? What prompted her to make such a remark? Any unpleasant incidents
with male colleagues? Check intensity and situations.

Figure 3.4 Open coding of interview transcript.

Some of the documents - such as résumés, media reports, and profile information -
were also coded. Figure 3.5 provides an example of open coding of an excerpt of a feature

article about one of the respondents.
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Coding notes

A Chinese first

Dr [l's breakthrough also represents a major
accomplishment in genetics research on ethnic Chinese:
Her haplotype was discovered in a test group solely made
up of Chinese people, marking the first occasion that a
gene associated with a complex disease has been
identified in the Chinese population before it was
discovered in any other ethnicity.

This amazing achievement is all the more
remarkable given that during the Cultural Revolution Dr
- was made to quit high school after just two years to
go and work in the countryside.

Luckily for all of us, her education didn't end in the
fields. Having completed a medical degree in | N in
1983, her PhD at the University of in 1992 and

ostdoctoral research at the Department of Genetics and
- Institute of Biotechnology, University of
. in 1995, Dr ;| has no intention of resting on
her laurels.

Her upcoming goals include the study of a drug
that will apply her latest research findings for the
treatment of schizophrenia. She will also continue her
involvement in the international haplotype map (HapMap)
project, building the next generation of the human
genome map.

In common with Dr [JJl}'s other work, HapMap
aims to identify even more of the detailed genetic
differences that predispose us to diseases like cancer,
diabetes and mental disorders - and to ultimately improve
life for all of us by expanding the boundaries of science
until cures can be found.

Ground-breaking

Major breakthrough,
Chinese subjects,

Ground-breaking

Early education disadvantaged by
Cultural Revolution,
Hard labour

Medical training in China,
Overseas education and research
experience,

Dedication

Immediate goals,

Research applications,
Contribution to future medical
discoveries

Research areas,
Finding cures to diseases,

Dedicated to improving life

Figure 3.5 Open coding of a feature article about an informant.

3.8.3 Axial coding

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998, p.124), the purpose of axial coding is to:

... begin the process of reassembling data that were fractured during open

coding ... procedurally, axial coding is the act of relating categories to

subcategories along the lines of their properties and dimensions.
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They also stated that the focus of axial coding is on:
... specifying a category (phenomenon) in terms of the conditions that give
rise to it; the context (its specific set of properties) in which it is embedded;
the action/ interactional strategies by which it is handled, managed, carried

out; and the consequences of those strategies. (Strauss & Corbin 1990, p.97)

In the present study, axial coding was used to make connections among the
categories and their sub-categories, as identified in the open-coding stage. Hypotheses
were proposed with respect to these relationships, and these hypotheses were then tested
against existing and new data as they became available. Code notes and memos were
maintained with respect to the relationships among categories and sub-categories in
accordance with the model proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.99), as illustrated

below:

(A) CAUSAL CONDITIONS - (B) PHENOMENON -
(C) CONTEXT = (D) INTERVENING CONDITIONS -
(E) ACTION/INTERACTION STRATEGIES >

(F) CONSEQUENCES

Figure 3.6 provides an example of an axial coding theoretical memo on a category

(“mission search”).
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Theoretical memo: Mission search

Ref.: W1_Int2_200203_0OC23 MS

Causal condition - Phenomenon
Being a Christian, | joined a religious Mission search — waiting for God’s
group in Waterloo because | had no direction

friends there. | attended a missionary
conference one summer and committed
myself to God. The gathering instilled in
me a sense of mission. | had a vague idea
that my career would help me contribute
my knowledge to people around me.

Properties Dimension

Being Christian Duration — long

A sense of mission Intensity — strong
Nature of the mission Clarity — low

Career and mission Relationship — close
Dislike office work Intensity — strong

Programming work is meaningless ‘cause  Intensity — strong
there is no human interaction

God will show me the way Intensity — strong

- Context - Intervening conditions

After my Master’s study, | helped outasa | was not afraid when | faced the
co-ordinator of a summer training camp audience.

organised by the church for some group | really enjoyed sharing my knowledge
leaders. We invited a trainer from the with others.

States but he couldn’t come due to a visa | believed that God gave me the energy

problem. A friend and | had to stand in for ~ and the opportunity to share.
him.

- Action/interaction strategies - Consequence

My Christian friends told me that | did well | didn’t think | would be good enough for
and my voice was loud and clear. PhD study but | believed that if “teaching
They reminded me that some people were is my calling”’, God would find the way.
called to be teachers. It took me several years, after doing

| began to keep asking myself “Is teaching  other work that | finally got into my PhD
my calling?” and if so, “Which setting?” study, and began my career in

| started to look around and decided that university.

university environment was the one | felt
most at home, and | needed a PhD to
qualify for university work.

Figure 3.6 Example of an axial coding theoretical memo.
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3.8.4 Selective coding
According to Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.116), selective coding is:

... the process of selecting the core category, systematically relating it to

other categories, validating those relationships, and filling in categories that

need further refinement and development.
It is not necessary to undertake the steps described in the process in linear sequence, and
most researchers move forth and back among them. This task of integrating the categories
that have been developed through open and axial coding begins with “a general descriptive
overview of the story” (Strauss & Corbin 1990, p.119). Using this “story” as a guide, the
researcher “can [then] begin to arrange and rearrange the categories in terms of the
paradigm until they seem to fit the story, and to provide an analytic version of the story”

(ibid., p.127).
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Figure 3.7 provides an example of a selective coding theoretical memo:

Core category: dominant attributes

Patterns of relationships between female academics’ dominant attributes and their career
orientations and strategies.

Relationships between female academics’ dominant attributes and their career
orientations and strategies

= The respondents shared many “success attributes” in common — such as intelligence, a
high energy level, perseverance, commitment, and a positive attitude. The attributes that
influenced their career trajectories are distinctive.

= None of the respondents began their academic lives with a clear career plan but once they
had identified their preferred roles, they were able to make best use of their dominant
attributes to enhance their careers.

= The women’s attributes were continuously modified by socialisation experiences, such as
early upbringing, family demands, work situations, significant relationships, and critical life
events. These interactions account for variations in their career orientations and strategies.

= On the basis of the distinctive influential attributes, three types of senior female academics
could be identified:

Type 1: particularly strong in their quest for knowledge; investigative and research-
oriented;

Type 2:a strong sense of mission to educate; humanitarian, and student-oriented;

Type 3:a capacity to thrive on challenges; opportunistic and people-oriented.

Career orientations

Type 1: researchers; regard research and publishing as core aspects of their academic lives;

Type 2: teachers; primary goal in academic life is to improve the quality of education;

Type 3: managers; main motivation is to bring about change; career goals are short-term and
flexible.

Career strategies

Strategies in common that were identified: (i) focusing on essential tasks; (ii) building up
academic reputation; (iii) being politically astute; (iv) taking up opportunities; (v) managing
time; (vi) refining research and publication skills; (vii) thinking positive; and (viii) responding to
the needs of students and departments.

Type 1: (i) focusing on essential tasks; (ii) building up academic reputation; (iii) managing
time; (iv) refining research and publication skills;

Type 2: (i) focusing on essential tasks; (ii) managing time; (iii) thinking positive;
(iv) responding to the needs of students and departments;

Type 3: (i) being politically astute; (ii) taking up opportunities; (iii) thinking positive;
(iv) responding to the needs of students and departments.

Figure 3.7 Example of a selective coding theoretical memo.
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3.8.5 Data recording

A system for data coding and storage is needed to facilitate retrieval of data for coding,
theory development, and verification. Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.319) recommended the
development of an “audit trail” for this purpose. In accordance with this recommendation,
face-to-face interviews with the respondents were recorded, transcribed, coded and filed.
All data were stored in electronic form in computer files. The code notes, memos, field
notes and other documents were referenced and filed to ensure that all data were easily

accessible for coding and theory development.

3.9 Trustworthiness of the Research

In establishing trustworthiness, the present study adopted the criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba 1985; Miles &
Huberman 1994).

3.9.1 Credibility

The criterion of credibility refers to the truthfulness of the data. In the present study,
multiple methods of data collection and prolonged engagements of the researcher with the
respondents were used to enhance credibility. In addition, during the data-collection and
analysis phases, the researcher engaged in sessions of “peer debriefing” (Lincoln & Guba

1985, p.308) with a colleague who had expressed interest in the study.

To ensure “referential adequacy” (Lincoln & Guba 1985, p.313), the interviews were
recorded, transcribed and stored to provide a referential benchmark against which later
data analyses and interpretations could be compared for adequacy. “Member checks” (ibid.,
p.316) were performed by asking the respondents to verify the content of the transcripts

and summaries of interpretations of the interviews.
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3.9.2 Transferability or generalisability

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.316), the transferability (or generalisability)
of the findings of a qualitative study is limited; the researcher “can only set out working
hypotheses together with a description of the time and context in which they were found to
hold”. The extent of transferability to other contexts depends upon the degree of similarity
between the two contexts. In making an assessment of such transferability, Lincoln and
Guba (1985, p.316) referred to the value of “thick description” — which assists others to

make a judgement about the possibility of transfer to other contexts.

Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.251) expressed a similar view, contending that a
researcher should:

. specify the conditions that give rise to specific sets of action/interaction
pertaining to a phenomenon and the resulting consequences. [A study] is
generalizable to those specific situations only. Naturally, the more
systematic and widespread the theoretical sampling, the more conditions
and variations that will be discovered and built into the theory, therefore the

greater its generalisability.

In the present study, transferability was enhanced by the use of theoretical and
purposive sampling to include respondents of different backgrounds and characteristics.
The “thickness of descriptions” was also ensured by the use of recorded materials, detailed

analysis of the interview scripts, and field notes.

Grounded theory method is not about using representative sampling in the sense of
random sampling, and the purpose of this study was not to produce generalisations that can
be applied to other contexts. Rather, the aim was to develop a theory that explains the
phenomenon of how this cohort of successful female academics achieved senior positions.
Nevertheless, in view of the rigour of the investigation, some degree of generalisation to

similar contexts might be possible.
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3.9.3 Dependability

To demonstrate the stability and “trackability” of data and theory development in
qualitative research, Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.319) recommended the use of an “audit
trail”, which should involve: (i) raw data; (ii) data reduction and analysis products; (iii)
data reconstruction and synthesis products; (iv) process notes; (v) materials relating to
intentions and dispositions; and (vi) instrument development information. This procedure
was carefully observed in the present study. A record of interview schedules, recorded
tapes, supplementary documents, field notes, and coding notes was kept. This enabled the
researcher to present the process in a manner that demonstrates the trustworthiness of the

findings and interpretations.

3.9.4 Confirmability

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.324), confirmability refers to “the extent to which
the data and interpretations of the study are grounded in events rather than the inquirer's
personal constructions”. Confirmability can be addressed through a detailed auditing
procedure, triangulation, and the keeping of a reflexive journal. In addition, the

development of an audit trail allowed the present study to be evaluated and confirmed.
Finally, the present study adhered to the criteria provided by Strauss and Corbin

(1998) for assessing the research process (see Figure 3.8) and the empirical grounding of a

study (see Figure 3.9).
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Criterion 1. How was the original sample selected? On what grounds?
Criterion 2: What major categories emerged?

Criterion 3: What were some of the events, incidents, or actions (indicators) that pointed to
some of these major categories?

Criterion 4: On the basis of what categories did theoretical sampling proceed? That is, how
did theoretical formulations guide some of the data collection? After the

theoretical sampling was done, how representative of the data did the categories
prove to be?

Criterion 5: What were some of the hypotheses pertaining to conceptual relations (i.e. among
categories), and on what grounds were they formulated and validated?

Criterion 6: Were there instances in which hypotheses did not explain what was happening in

the data? How were these discrepancies accounted for? Were hypotheses
modified?

Criterion 7: How and why was the core category selected? Was this collection sudden or
gradual, and was it difficult or easy? On what grounds were the final analytic
decisions made?

Source: Strauss & Corbin (1998, p.269)

Figure 3.8 Evaluative criteria for assessing the research process.

Criterion 1: Are concepts generated?
Criterion 2: Are the concepts systematically related?

Criterion 3: Are there many conceptual linkages, and are the categories well developed? Do
categories have conceptual density?

Criterion 4: |s much variation built into the theory?

Criterion 5: Are the conditions under which variation can be found built into the study and
explained?

Criterion 6: Has process been taken into account?
Criterion 7: Do the theoretical findings seem significant and to what extent?

Criterion 8: Does the theory stand the test of time and become part of the discussions and
ideas exchanged among relevant social and professional groups?

Source: Strauss & Corbin (1998, p.270-72)

Figure 3.9 Evaluative criteria for the empirical grounding of a study.
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3.10 Ethical Considerations

The initial letter of invitation to respondents contained an assurance that they could
withdraw from the study at any time, and, if they did, their records of interviews and
personal information would be destroyed. This was to ensure that respondents participated
on a voluntary basis, and that they were not placed under any pressure. All interviews were
audio-recorded and transcribed. Each informant was sent a copy of her interview
transcription and provided with an opportunity to make any corrections. To preserve
confidentiality, respondents were assured that their identities would not be disclosed, and
each was designated a pseudonym to be used in data analysis and reporting findings. To
ensure anonymity, all identifying information (such as names of institutions or people) was

deleted or changed.

3.11 Limitations of the Study

3.11.1 Access

Gaining access to suitable respondents was a significant problem for this study. Senior
female academics are still in a minority in Hong Kong, and the population from which to
select a suitable sample was therefore limited. In particular, it was difficult to ensure a
spread of senior female academics across all disciplines within the eight universities of
Hong Kong because some academic departments have very few (or no) females at senior

level.

Despite several rounds of invitation, few female academics responded to the
invitation. Of the 46 invitations, only a small number replied, and some of these refused to
participate. A common reason for refusing to participate was a lack of time. One female
academic cited a lack of interest in research associated with gender issues because she did

not see the need for such a study in the Hong Kong context.
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3.11.2 Sampling
The study was perforce confined to a small group of senior female academics in Hong
Kong, and thus reflects the perceptions and attitudes of this relatively small number who

agreed to participate in the study.

The study focused on these women’s perceptions of success in senior academic
positions, and no attempt was made to compare the perceptions of success of male and

female academics, or to compare perceptions by race or academic subject area.

3.11.3 Data collection

It was difficult to obtain comparative statistical data on the number of male and female
academic staff members (and their ranks) in Hong Kong universities. Neither UGC nor the
university personnel offices could provide such comparative data. To obtain an
approximation of the number of male and female academics by rank, the present researcher
therefore visited the website of each university, accessed the staff list of each school or
department, and counted the numbers and ranks of male and female staff members. This
provided only an approximation because some websites might not have been updated, and

because it was sometimes difficult to guess the sex of the person from the name.

A lack of time in interviews was also an issue. Although most of the respondents
were willing to talk about their life histories, they also guarded their time carefully. Indeed,
most were adamant that their interviews were to last no more than an hour. This lack of
time might have restricted in-depth reflection and rapport between the interviewer and the

interviewees. Lack of time also restricted the number of subsequent interviews.

The respondents’ ability and readiness to share their personal experiences was
obviously of importance. Unfortunately, one respondent refused to discuss her “private

life” — thus restricting data collection in this case.

Finally, in any retrospective collection of data, there is always a risk of a disparity
(whether intentional or unintentional) between an informant’s interpretation of the
experience and what actually happened. Moreover, the interview situation might produce

distortions in data. As Denzin (1989, p.116—17) has observed:
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... the knowledge that one is being observed, or interviewed, leads to a
deliberate monitoring of the self so that only certain selves are presented.
Because many interviews convey implicit demands to the respondent (social
desirability, for example), there is often an attempt to present a self that
meets these demands. This has the potential of creating a built-in self-
fulfilling prophecy within the interview: Subjects may tell the interviewer

what they think the interviewer wants to hear.

Every precaution was taken to avoid these difficulties and thus obtain research
findings that accurately reflect the recollections and accounts of the respondents’ life
experiences. Nevertheless, the findings are subject to the various limitations that attend any

self-reported data.

3.11.4 Generalisability

The small number of respondents necessarily limits the degree to which the research
findings can be generalised to all female academics. However, as previously noted, the
primary objective of the study was to interpret the experiences, perceptions, and
descriptions of this cohort of respondents in this particular context. Any generalisation of

the findings to other contexts should be undertaken with caution.
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3.12 Summary

This chapter has presented an overview of the methodology adopted in this study. The
purpose of this study was to develop a theory of how life events and experiences have
shaped the careers of academically successful women in Hong Kong. The methodology
therefore examined the life events, experiences, and pathways of a sample group of senior
female academics, and the meanings they attached to these experiences. The chapter has
provided justifications for adopting an interpretive approach and an inductive grounded-

theory methodology based on the meta-theory of symbolic interactionism.

Because the present research assumed that the meanings and importance that the
female academics assigned to their upbringings, environments, education and attitudes
(towards self, others, family and work) influenced their career aspirations and development,
a topical life history approach was an appropriate means of addressing the research

question.

The grounded-theory methodology of theoretical sampling, data collection and
analysis has been discussed, and explanations (and samples) of coding have been presented.
The trustworthiness of the research (as reflected in the four criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability) has also been explained. Finally, the

ethical issues and limitations of this study were also addressed.
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Chapter 4

Towards a Substantive Theory of Selective

Attribution in Career Trajectory

4.1 Introduction

The aim of this study is to generate a substantive theory with respect to factors in the life
histories of certain senior female academics in Hong Kong that have contributed to their
success in academe. In pursuit of this aim, the primary source of data was a series of face-
to-face interviews with eleven senior female academics. The main objective of these
conversations was to identify relationships, educational experiences and life events that
had contributed to the career development of these women in higher education. These data
were supplemented by information about these women collected from university websites
and the media. Using Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method, categories
were gradually developed, and these constituted the basis of the proposed substantive

theory.

This chapter presents an overview of the substantive theory that emerged as a result
of these investigations. Following this introduction, this chapter is comprised of four
sections. Section 4.2 briefly explains the essentials of the substantive theory. Section 4.3
explains the development of the theory through grounded-theory methods of data
collection and analysis. Section 4.4 presents a “story line” of the substantive theory that
has been developed. In the final section, the main propositions linking the concepts and
categories within the theoretical framework are explained. The chapter concludes with a

summary.
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4.2 Essentials of the Theory

A fundamental concept of the theory of selective attribution in career trajectory that
emerges from this study is the reciprocal influence of an individual’s personal attributes on
personal identity, relationships, decision-making processes, and career trajectory (Super
1953; Holland 1997). The reciprocal relationship between socialisation experiences and the
development of attributes is also part of the theoretical framework. In short, attributes are
powerful determinants of personal behaviour, and thus exert a significant influence on a

person’s career trajectory.

The present study focuses on how certain senior female academics have made
selective use of their attributes to build successful careers in higher education. A study of
the pertinent features in the life histories of the women in this cohort reveals that they share
many desirable “success attributes”, which were largely formed and nurtured through
various socialisation experiences, particularly in the early stages of their lives. However, in
addition to these common features, certain factors distinguish individuals within the cohort,
and these divergent patterns of dominant attributes have eventually led them along their

different career pathways.

Divergent patterns of dominant attributes can be discerned in the following respects:
personal identities; values; career orientations; and career strategies. On the basis of these
divergent patterns, three types of senior female academics have been identified:

= career academics;

= career educators; and

= career opportunists.

In accordance with the dominant attributes they exhibit, women of the same type have
similar personal identities, hold similar values and career orientations, and employ similar

career strategies.
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4.3 Steps in Arriving at the Theory

The theory and typology described above was formulated using grounded-theory
methodology, involving three stages of data-analysis:

= open coding;

= axial coding; and

= selective coding.

Each of these is discussed below.

4.3.1 Open coding

Open coding is a process of “breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualising, and
categorising data” (Strauss & Corbin 1990, p.61). The primary purpose of this step of data
analysis is to identify conceptual categories of data and their related properties and
dimensions. In the present study, open coding was applied to all of the interview
transcripts and some of the supplementary documentation regarding the informants. This
process yielded preliminary topic categories. In particular, attribute types, attribute

dimensions, and attribute properties were identified. These are described below.

4.3.1.1 Attribute types
Individual characteristics of the female academics were identified in the open-coding stage.
For example, labels such as “mission-drive”, “commitment”, “diligence”, “perseverance”,
and “risk-taking” were attached to the respondents’ descriptions of themselves and others
in their accounts of their behaviours and experiences. Subsequently, the attributes were
grouped under the categories of:

= personal;

= gocial; and

= academic.
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4.3.1.2 Attribute dimensions
The following dimensions were identified for the three attribute types noted above:
= personal attributes: personal identity; personality; attitude; and competence;
= social attributes: age; socio-economic status; social and cultural identity; gender;
and marital roles; and

= academic attributes: academic self-concept; and professional identity.

4.3.1.3 Attribute properties
Five concepts that described different facets of attribute properties were identified:
= focus: the area of concentration of effort;
= commitment. the degree of concentration of effort;
= clarity: the sense of clarity in attribute priority;
= consistency: congruity in application of attributes in similar circumstances; and
= strategies: how certain attributes were used in response to different life

situations and in making career-related decisions.

4.3.2 Axial coding
The second step in data analysis, axial coding, has been described as ‘“the process of
reassembling data that were fractured during open coding ... [and] ... relating categories to

subcategories along the lines of their properties and dimensions” (Strauss & Corbin 1998,

p.124).

In the present study, connections were established among the categories (and their
subcategories) identified in open coding by following a paradigm model proposed by

Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.99):
(A) CAUSAL CONDITIONS -> (B) PHENOMENON - (C) CONTEXT -»> (D)

INTERVENING CONDITIONS - (E) ACTION/INTERACTION STRATEGIES = (F)
CONSEQUENCES
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The paradigm model facilitated the complex process of relating subcategories to a category
by inductive and deductive methods. Each category was developed in terms of: (i) the
causal conditions that gave rise to it; (ii) the specific dimensional location of this
phenomenon (in terms of its properties); (iii) the context; (iv) the interactional strategies
undertaken in response to this phenomenon (in light of the context); and (v) the

consequences of any interaction undertaken.

Hypotheses were proposed with respect to these relationships, and these hypotheses
were subsequently tested against existing and new data about the phenomena. The

following example illustrates the process with one such phenomenon:

A dilemma (phenomenon) faced by one of the married academics who had two
young children was whether to attend an overseas conference where she was to deliver a
paper (causal conditions). In this case, a dimension of a social attribute (being a wife and a
mother) had created a dilemma. The properties to be considered were: (i) the area of focus
of the woman’s effort at that time; (ii) her degree of commitment to her family (versus
work); (ii1) the clarity of her career goals; (iv) the consistency of her decision; and (v) the
strategies she employed to resolve this dilemma. In this instance, an intervening condition
was the assistance she received from her mother and a friend — who offered to look after
the children for her while she was away from Hong Kong. Another significant intervening
condition was the support and encouragement provided by her husband, who endorsed the
value of the conference presentation to her career development. The strategies that she
employed were: (i) gradual “weaning” of the children from dependence on her; (ii) pre-
arranged household shopping; and (iii) tickets to various places of interest for the children
and their friends. As a consequence of the implementation of these strategies, the woman
was able to attend the overseas conference with fewer feelings of guilt for being away from

her family.
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In making connections among the categories and their subcategories (as identified in
open coding) by use of the paradigm model described above, clusters of personal, social
and academic attributes began to appear. Although the senior female academics shared
many common success attributes, it became apparent that the most influential attributes
were fairly distinctive. On the basis of these distinctive influential attributes, three types of
senior female academics could be identified:

= Type I: particularly strong in their quest for knowledge; investigative and

research-oriented; designated as “career academics”;

= Type 2: a strong sense of mission to educate; humanitarian and student-oriented;

designated as “career educators”;

= Type 3: a capacity to thrive on challenges; opportunistic and people-oriented;

designated as “career opportunists”.

4.3.3 Selective coding

In the third step of data analysis, selective coding, the aims were: (i) to select the core
category (or central phenomenon); (ii) to relate this systematically to other categories; (iii)
to validate these relationships; and (iv) to fill in categories that required further refinement
(Strauss & Corbin 1990). The overall objective was to develop a single story line around

which everything else cohered.

In the present study, the core category of “selective attribution” was identified. This
was chosen as the core category because it was considered to be a broad category that
encompassed the main research question of how the women’s selective use of their
distinctive dominant attributes has affected their career trajectories. The story line of the

core category is outlined below.
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4.4 “Story Line” of the Theory

The “story line” of the present study describes how certain senior female academics make
selective use of their attributes to build successful careers in higher education. The
pertinent features of the life histories of these women demonstrate that many of the
desirable success attributes that they possess were formed and nurtured through various
socialisation experiences, particularly in the early stages of their lives. Important
attributes — including confidence, perseverance, and independence — were developed and

reinforced at home and at school through formative childhood experiences.

The story line of the study goes on to identify three types of senior female academics
(career academics, career educators, and career opportunists) in accordance with the
divergent patterns of dominant attributes that they display. Although the types of senior
female academics share several common attributes — including intelligence, a high energy
level, perseverance, commitment, and a positive attitude — the most influential attributes in

terms of their career trajectories are distinctive.

The dominant and distinctive attribute of the career academics is their passion for
knowledge. The main motivation of their lives is to contribute to knowledge development
in their own areas of expertise. They regard research and publishing as core aspects of their
academic lives, and they derive pleasure from discovering new knowledge and achieving

significant breakthroughs in research.

The dominant and distinctive attribute of the career educators is their strong sense of
mission to educate and to serve. Their primary goal in academic life is to improve the
quality of education. They are willing and able to respond to institutional and student needs,
and they regard the education of their students as their major responsibility. They derive
pleasure from recognition of their students’ achievements and from seeing improvements

in students and courses.
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The dominant and distinctive attributes of the career opportunists are flexibility,
versatility, confidence and political astuteness. They thrive on emerging challenges and
opportunities. Their main motivation is to bring about change — thereby improving the
quality of their teaching and student education. They derive pleasure from developing

departments, completing new projects, and leading effective teams of staff members.

In assessing the attributes included in this study, the researcher is well aware that the
individuals’ genetic endowment and inherited abilities are likely to have had a significant
effect on their career development. However, while acknowledging the significance of
natural endowment, the scale and nature of the present study precludes a detailed
exploration of genetic factors and inherited characteristics, and therefore focuses on

socialisation and nurturing factors.

The present study is rooted in Blumer’s (1969) conception of symbolic
interactionism, which presumes that:
* human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things
have for them;
= the meaning of such things is derived from the social interaction that people
have with their fellows; and

= these meanings are manipulated and modified through an interpretive process.

According to this conception, the identities and perceived roles of the female
academics studied here will be determined by the relationships and critical events in their
personal, social, and academic lives — and the subsequent interpretations of these life
experiences by the women concerned. Significant others in the lives of these women (such
as parents, family members, teachers, peers and colleagues) and critical events in their
lives (such as opportunities for education, overseas study, job change, marriage and child-
bearing) are our focuses. The interpretations that the female academics have attached to
these significant others and critical events have provided them with meaning and purpose

in their lives — including their career orientations (Blumer 1969).
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The influence of socialisation experiences on individuals’ attributes, and their
subsequent career trajectories, is well supported by theorists in career development. Super
(1953) proposed that an individual’s self-conception is a product of social learning, that
this evolves over time as the person passes through various life situations, and that it
becomes increasingly stable over the person’s life span. The basic premise is that a career
outcome is the product of interactions among personal, family and occupational factors
during a person’s lifetime. At different stages of the career trajectories of the senior female
academics studied here, the interplay of their dominant attributes and their personal and
professional socialisation experiences affected their construction (and subsequent
redefinition) of their personal orientations — thus producing variations among individuals
in their career orientations, strategies, and pathways. It is thus argued that the career
trajectories of each of these women can be understood as an interplay of two important

constructs — their individual attributes and their distinctive socialisation experiences.

The core category of this story line is thus how these female academics make sense
of their attributes, and how they use them effectively to achieve success in their academic
lives. The present study finds that there are three core categories of attributes:

= personal attributes: comprising four subcategories (personal identity, personality,

attitude and competence);

» social attributes: comprising five subcategories (age, socio-economic status,

social and cultural identity, gender and marital roles); and

* academic attributes: comprising two subcategories (academic self-concept and

professional identity).

Attributes can be dominant or supporting. Knowing their own strengths, the female
academics use their attributes selectively to achieve success in academe. According to the
selective use of various attributes by individuals, different clusters of dominant attributes
are formed. It is thus possible to construct a typology of these academics to describe and
explain how particular respondents have used their attributes effectively to achieve career
success. The typology consists of three types of female academics: (i) career academics; (ii)

career educators; and (iii) career opportunists.
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4.5 Main Propositions of the Theory

The theory of selective attribution in career trajectory can be presented as two related
sets of propositions. The first relates to the overall theory, the second to the typology of the

senior female academics (career academics, career educators and career opportunists).

4.5.1 Propositions relating to the overall theory

4.5.1.1 Career plans and dominant attributes

Few of the participating academics began their academic lives with a clear career plan.
Most started to examine their career options and strategies seriously after they had been in
their jobs for a few years. Once they had identified their preferred roles, they were able to

make best use of their dominant attributes to enhance their career trajectories.

4.5.1.2 Modification of attributes by socialisation
The women’s attributes were continuously modified by socialisation experiences — such as

family requirements, work situations, significant relationships and critical life events.

4.5.1.3 Subsequent career trajectories

The interplay of attributes and socialisation experiences influenced the women’s career
trajectories; and their careers had a reciprocal influence on their attributes and socialisation
experiences. These interactions account for variations in their career orientations, strategies

and pathways.

Figure 4.1 illustrates the interrelationship of attributes, socialisation process, and

career trajectory.
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Figure 4.1: Impact of interplay of attributes and socialisation experiences on career
trajectory.

4.5.2 Propositions relating to the typology of the female academics

As previously noted, the senior female academics studied here can be classified into three
types according to the different clusters of attributes that have affected their individual
career trajectories. Although the three groups share many common attributes (such as
intelligence, high energy level, perseverance, commitment and a positive attitude), the
dominant attributes that exert the most influence on them (and subsequently on their career

trajectories) vary among the three types that were identified.

4.5.2.1 Career academics

The dominant attribute among the career academics is their passion for knowledge —
the furthering of existing knowledge and the discovery of new knowledge. As students,
they were bright, curious and eager to learn. They were academic high achievers in school,
and even at a young age they were self-disciplined about learning and had resolved to

excel in their studies.

Their main motivation in their academic careers is to make a contribution to
knowledge development in their respective areas. They regard research and publishing as
being core aspects of their academic lives, and they derive pleasure from being a leader in
the field, from working on ground-breaking research and publications, and from the

excitement of discovering new knowledge.
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Their career trajectories have been marked by the presence of significant others (such
as role models, mentors, and influential senior academics), and their intellectual
competence has attracted attention from like-minded senior academics who were prepared

to “open doors” of opportunity for them.

4.5.2.2 Career educators

The career educators display a dominant set of attributes characterised by a strong
sense of mission to serve and improve student education. As academics, they see their
primary goal as improving the quality of education. They focus on teaching, and consider
that the education of their students is their major vocational responsibility. Although most
of them enjoy research and publishing, and recognise the importance of maintaining a
prolific publishing output, research is often regarded as a luxury and a privilege. Because
the welfare of their students is their first priority, most of these women have to

compromise their research output to allow time for student-related work and teaching.

These career educators are easy-going and versatile individuals who are caring and
people-oriented. They are also academically able, but they were not necessarily
outstanding achievers in school. They are natural team leaders who are active in managing
projects and people. They appear to be more willing and ready to respond to institutional
and student needs because they often have a strong sense of mission to serve — sometimes

originating from their religious commitments.

4.5.2.3 Career opportunists

The career opportunists display a different set of dominant attributes — flexibility,
versatility, confidence, and political astuteness. They take on challenges and new
opportunities as they emerge. Their main motivation at work is to bring about change —
thereby improving the quality of their teaching and student education. They derive pleasure
from building up a department, completing new projects, and leading effective teams of

staff members.
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Unlike the career academics, the career opportunists do not have clear career
orientations, and their career goals are often short-term and fluid. They do not usually
regard research and publication as their core academic work; indeed, some of them even
see research and publishing as “academic red tape” rather than a scholarly pursuit, and

many of them undertake little research and publication.

They are intelligent individuals who make effective use of professional “openings” to
enhance their careers in higher education. Although without clear career orientations, they
have an ability to understand the organisational systems in which they work, and they are

able to make effective use of opportunities to enhance the development of their careers.

The term “opportunist” is often taken to have a pejorative meaning, that is, it may
convey a sense of ruthlessness in exploiting situations for self-promotion and advancement
even when not justified on grounds of merit, ability or talent. The term as used here,
however, is not used in this sense. The women academics who attract the label “career
opportunist” are in fact, highly able, intelligent professionals; it so happens that a dominant
characteristic they share in advancing their careers is an ability to seek, and respond to new

opportunities in a way that fully utilises their professional talents.

This typology of the female academics studied here can be illustrated

diagrammatically as shown in Figure 4.2.

Career
Academics

Career
Educators

Career
Opportunists

Figure 4.2: A typology of senior female academics.
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It is important to recognise that the “types” depicted here are approximate
representations of clusters of dominant attributes in a particular group of female academics.
As shown in the diagram, the women share many attributes in common, which appear as
either dominant or supporting attributes exercising some influence on their various career

trajectories.

4.6 Summary

This chapter has presented an overview of the substantive theory of selective attribution in
career trajectory — a theory that emerged as a result of the present investigations of the life
histories of a selected group of senior female academics in Hong Kong. The chapter has
described the three stages of data analysis undertaken in the present study — open, axial,
and selective coding. A core category of “dominant attributes” has been identified, and a
“storyline” that explained the relationships among dominant attributes, socialisation
experiences and career trajectories has been presented. The main propositions linking the
concepts and categories within the framework have been explained, and a typology of
senior female academics has been drawn up on the basis of three clusters of dominant

attributes.
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Chapter 5

Voices of the Senior Female Academics (I)

5.1 Introduction

Chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis present a summary of the data collected from conversations
with eleven senior female academics. The data reflect the decisions they took in assessing
what was meaningful and valuable to them, how they arranged their priorities in life, and
the career paths they took to achieve success in their academic lives. The data show how
the personal orientations, career aspirations and career developments of these women were
influenced by their personal, social and professional attributes, and how these developed
through socialisation, particularly in their early life experiences. In particular, the data
show how their attributes and career aspirations and strategies were constructed, and
subsequently affected by the relationships they had with significant others and by critical
events at various stages of their lives. Although their backgrounds and life histories varied,
the women in this cohort shared many common attitudes, skills and experiences that

contributed to success in their careers.

The grounded theory methods of sampling, data collection and analysis, as outlined
in the work of Strauss and Corbin (1990), were employed in this research. The primary
source of data was a series of face-to-face interviews with eleven senior female academics.
These data were supplemented by information about these women collected from
university websites and the media. In the analysis of data, three steps of coding, namely,
open, axial and selective codings were used flexibly. Using Glaser and Strauss’ (1967)
constant comparative method, certain patterns of similarities and differences emerged, and

the relevant incidents and examples were grouped to develop the primary themes.
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The following eight themes, which were organised according to the initial framework
of the interview questions (which in turn reflect the specific research questions) as
presented to the respondents, emerged from the interview data:

= Impact of upbringing and education on career development

Critical life events and relationships

= (Critical attitudes, skills and experiences
= Career strategies

= Factors hindering career advancement

=  Management of multiple roles

=  Support networks

= Advice to aspiring female academics

The eight themes formed the main section headings of chapters 5 and 6, and under each
heading, the related core categories and sub-categories used in the coding process were

presented as sub-headings of the sections.

This chapter covers the first three of the eight research questions of this study:
* What impact did your upbringing and education have on your career?
= What life events and relationships have helped to lay the foundation for your
career development?
= What experiences, attitudes, and skills do you deem to have been critical?
It is divided into three main sections, each of which addresses one of the three research
questions listed above — (i) impact of upbringing and education on career development; (ii)

critical life events and relationships; and (iii) crucial attitudes, skills and experiences.
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5.2 Early Years: Impact of Upbringing and Education on Career

Development

5.2.1 Upbringing and family influence

Apart from one, who grew up in China, all of the respondents were ethnic Chinese who
had been born and brought up in Hong Kong. Their upbringing thus reflected the lives of
Hong Kong females in the 1950s, when the economy of Hong Kong was flourishing and
most parents worked hard to make a living. At this time, local university education was
reserved for the élites, and admission to higher education was extremely competitive.
Education was thus highly valued, and entering university was perceived as being the
ultimate goal of education and a means of climbing the “social ladder” for the children of

low- and middle-income families.

Analysis of the interviews with the eleven respondents revealed a variety of familial
relationships; however, in all cases the upbringing facilitated the early development of self-
concepts and independence. In most cases, respondents described their relationships with
parents and siblings as being “stable” and “harmonious”. Although most felt that they had
not received a great deal of personal attention from their parents, their recollections of
childhood were generally pleasant, and they were all able to relate childhood events that, in
their estimation, had had a positive influence on their personal development. In general,
their family backgrounds had created an atmosphere of stability, harmony, and
independence in which they were allowed freedom to choose their career paths, rather than

being obliged to follow culturally prescribed roles.

5.2.1.1 Parents

Most of the parents of the successful female academics in the present study were from
relatively humble backgrounds, and many of them did not have much education. The
respondents’ descriptions of their family backgrounds, and their parents in particular, were
mostly brief. They all said that their parents had provided them with no role models to
follow in terms of academic and career aspirations. In addition, six of the respondents, who
were all the eldest daughters in their respective families, reported that their parents
expected them to take care of their younger siblings and to provide them a good role model

in terms of being obedient, diligent and studious.
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A majority of the respondents said that they had received little input or assistance
from their parents with regard to education. This was largely because most of the
respondents were from low- and middle-income families in which one or both of the
parents were uneducated or illiterate. In addition, the parents were busy making a living or,
in the case of mothers who did not hold an outside job, running a family. Nevertheless,
although most of the respondents’ parents did not play an active role in shaping their
children’s educational and career aspirations, the respondents did learn the importance of
hard work from an early age, and they all assumed that working long hours was a normal
way of life. Typical comments included the following:

When I was small, there were many things that I wanted to learn but we
couldn’t afford them, and my parents were not overly supportive ... My dad
is barely literate, and my mum has never had an education. So, throughout
my childhood, my mother knew nothing about whether or not I had done
my homework, and when I had my exams and tests. She certainly wasn’t

interested. [W2]

My parents couldn’t have given me any help or advice. They were both

illiterate. They had to work long hours to make enough money to support

six children. [W9]

Only one of the respondents reported an affluent family background. However,
despite this, her parents had also been busy with their business, and she had not
experienced any extra parental attention. W11 made the following observations on her

family experiences:
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There were seven of us. Everyone was well provided for. I was the first to
study for a degree overseas; then, every one of us went to a university
overseas. That means, in materialistic terms, we had been really well
provided for. Because there were so many of us, and because my parents
had to look after a business, they had no time to exert any influence on us
... Financial support was a substitute for much of their attention on us.
When we were small, we had servants, a gardener, handy-men, a cook, and
seven dogs ... We had an array of tutors — a tutor for school work, a dance
tutor to teach me ballet ... a piano teacher ... a teacher who taught me
calligraphy and Chinese painting ... a taichi master ... I loved sports and
my parents built a tennis court in the garden. We also had a basketball ring
in the garden, a huge garden where you could run around a thousand
times ... my parents gave us everything they could lay their hands on, but
they did not give us any attention in our studies, or in our daily lives ... we

were taken care of by many people.

However, this respondent did report that despite a lack of overt parental guidance, her
parents had given her a very good education which helped her develop into a versatile and

independent person.

In general, therefore, the respondents reported a lack of parental guidance with
respect to education. These parental attitudes were typical of the traditional views and
limited expectations held by Hong Kong parents with respect to their daughters in the
1950s and 1960s. Higher education for girls was generally perceived to be unnecessary; it
was a privilege, not a right. The ultimate goal in life for most females was to find a
responsible husband with a stable income; indeed, in some cases, academic qualifications
could become a negative dowry for women, as reflected in the following observation from
one respondent:

Mum kept telling me not to study. Her favourite line was, “Who can afford

to marry a PhD?” [W10]

The first responsibility, especially of the eldest girl in the family, was to take care of

younger siblings and to be a good role model. W6 made the following observations:
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Seven girls. I am the eldest, and I took care of each one of them ... I
actually replaced my mum in looking after all my sisters ... The problem
was when it came to nice things, I was never given any. They all went to

my older brother ... They said it’s because you’re not a boy.

Despite disappointment, and even bitterness, as a result of not being their parents’
favourites and not having received overt support from their parents, all of the respondents
acknowledged the positive effects of their upbringing. For example, they mentioned the
freedom and space they had to pursue their own interests, the opportunities they had to
solve problems and make decisions, and the positive experience of taking care of their
siblings, and exercising self-discipline at a young age. These positive recollections are
reflected in the following observations:

My parents’ expectations of me? There were no expectations. You could do
what you liked. It was like that even when we were small. It was great. I got

to decide things for myself. [W1]

There are positive as well as negative influences. From a positive angle, my
parents gave me a lot of space and freedom. The fact that they didn’t mind
my business actually helped me become more independent. I learnt to
resolve my own problems ... From a young age, I had to handle everything.

I took care of myself ... Sometimes, I wondered how I had managed but I

did. [W2]

The fact that they left me to my own devices also gave me a lot of room to

do what I liked. [W10]

5.2.1.2 Mothers

Most of the respondents’ mothers were illiterate, and about half of them were housewives;
the other half worked hard outside the home to bring in additional income to support their
large families. The approaches of the mothers to bringing up children varied. Most were
“quietly supportive”, as the following comments reveal:

Mum gave me a lot of freedom; that is, I could do what I liked. [W2]
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She didn’t know how to assess my school results because she was illiterate,
but one thing about her ... she didn’t treat me as her daughter. We were like

sisters, and we confided in each other. My mum is great. [W6]

Perhaps conscious of their own lack of a proper education, some of the mothers had
projected their hopes onto their daughters. They encouraged the respondents to study hard,
and were very strict with them. W9 said this about her mother:

Mum was the boss in the family, and her words were orders. She had a very
strong personality. She saw education as the only way to our good future.
She decided that we had to have a good education so we wouldn’t end up

like Mum and Dad who were both illiterate.

A different perspective was demonstrated by W10’s mother, who was apparently
concerned that her daughter’s desire to continue her education would prevent her finding a
job, expanding her social circle, finding a husband, and becoming a mother. This mother
was not at all pleased that W10 went from secondary school to university, and then on to
postgraduate studies. This became a point of contention between W10 and her mother.
Nevertheless, W10 continued to be aware of her mother’s influence and love. At the time
of the present research she was a dean, a professor, and a mother of two. W10 proudly
recalled:

I was rebellious as an adolescent. I didn’t like what my mother said. I chose
to study, instead ... I decided not to listen to her and to do things my way. |
didn’t follow her preferred traditional path of being a good wife and a
caring mother. On her deathbed, she said: “You didn’t listen to me, but
you’ve done well by not listening to me. I didn’t think you could become an
academic” ... Looking back, my mum was the best. We were very poor and
she still allowed me to study for many years. She was wonderful. Despite

having to work so hard herself, she let me follow my path.

Although the respondents did not always follow their mothers’ advice, most reported
that they appreciated their mothers’ traditional virtues. Some also stated that their mothers’
strong characters and personalities had provided influential female role models for them.

The following comments reflect these views:
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I’'m just as stubborn as my mum. We’re both quietly stubborn and
principled. We don’t shout and we don’t like too much public attention, but

we don’t give up either. [W1]

She was a fairly traditional ... Chinese woman. Although she had given me
a lot of freedom, on many accounts, she wouldn’t encourage me to go for
new things, or she worried too much ... Like her, I am not very creative,
and I don’t like taking risks. That could be because I was discouraged from
trying new things, not doing anything out of the ordinary. Nothing too bold!
My mum was a very cautious person and I guess that is in my blood too.

[W2]

5.2.1.3 Fathers
Compared to the close relationships between mothers and daughters, the father-daughter
relationships described by the respondents were more detached. Few of them nominated
their fathers for special praise. This may have been a reflection of typical father-daughter
relationships in Chinese families where fathers were traditionally aloof, non-
communicative, and authoritarian. Most of the respondents stated that they did not have
close relationships with their fathers. Their descriptions of their fathers were mostly brief,
as the following examples illustrate:

My father was a Filipino Chinese, and most of the time he was in the

Philippines. I didn’t see much of him — altogether, not more than three years.

I lived with mum in Hong Kong, and he visited us when he had time. His

visits were not long, usually a few weeks to a month. Then, he was gone

again. [W2]

I have a fond memory of my father. However, we never had a chance to be
close to each other. I suppose mum was too strong, and dad was kind of
“over-shadowed”. Mum’s words were final. Dad didn’t say much, but he
was quietly supportive. I liked him. But sadly, I can’t recall any particular
instance when we spent any quality time together. Perhaps, in those days,

fathers had to appear aloof. [WO]
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Only one respondent went to some length to talk about her “love/hate” relationship
with her father who, she admitted, had had an impact on her strong character and her being
a stern perfectionist:

I loved and hated my father. Why? I loved him because he was my father.
But after his business failed and he lost face ... he had a bad time outside.
At home, he wanted absolute authority over us. Sometimes, it was his
authority at the expense of our pride. He wouldn’t allow us to have our
pride ... I had to do well; I had to succeed. Why? I had always done well in
my studies, even from a very young age, but my father was never satisfied.
He kept comparing my present and previous results all the time. In his mind,
there was always something not quite right with me. He was always so

demanding. I had to keep proving myself to him. [W6]

5.2.1.4 Siblings
Most of the respondents reported happy and uneventful childhoods with their brothers and
sisters, although some claimed to have had little communication with their brothers
because of a large age difference. The following comment reflects this:

I have two brothers and I’m the youngest [in the family]. My second brother

is older than me by eight years. When he completed high school, I was still

in primary school. We had little to talk about, and my brothers had their

ways at home. Being boys, they had their own world. So I have always been

independent. It’s as if | had no siblings. I did everything by myself. [W11]

Despite the scarce communication and the age difference, some maintained
reasonably close relationships. For example, one respondent turned to the elder brother for
help when she sensed a potential problem with her mother:

When I knew I had been admitted by university, I didn’t know what to do.
Mum would not be pleased, so I went to see my elder brother. He was
already working ... He reassured me: “Don’t worry. If mum says no, I will

support you financially.” [W10]
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These sorts of relationships are not uncommon in Chinese families — in which
parents always stress the virtues of harmony and fraternity. From a young age, children are
instilled with the notion that older siblings should take care of their younger brothers and
sisters. The eldest child, especially a daughter, is strongly encouraged to take good care of
the other children. This is reflected in the following comment from a respondent:

Mum kept telling me that I, being the eldest, had to set a good example for
my brothers and sisters. I had to study hard, find a good job, and support my
brother and sisters’ education when my parents became too old to work. I

think she’s done a pretty good job in “brain-washing” me! [WO]

There was no mention of competition or rivalry among siblings. One explanation for
this was that some respondents, being the eldest, took it upon themselves to look after their
siblings. Several of these respondents were also the “brightest” and “most academic” in the
family, and the other siblings therefore looked up to them. Indeed, some of the respondents
bragged about their superior status:

There were five of us, all girls, all very intelligent. But my sisters all
stopped [their studies] at the university level. I'm the only academic in the

family. [W3]

No, no, no! There was no competition. I took care of them. They were no

match for me! [W6]

My brothers and sisters looked up to me, and I even helped my older

brother with his homework. [W9]

In contrast, W1 was the only “low achiever” in her family. Nonetheless, she did not
feel any pressure from her siblings:
I’m the only low achiever in the family. I’'m fourth in line. My older brother
and sisters did very well in school; they all got scholarships. My eldest
sister went to a teacher’s college. My brother got into University of Hong
Kong with a scholarship, and my other sister did too. Even my youngest

sister got in, and I didn’t. But there was no competition among us.
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From the reports of the respondents, it is apparent that their siblings were generally
supportive of each other. Only two respondents, W9 and W6, expressed mild resentment
toward their brothers. These negative feelings were largely generated in the respondents by
their parents, who were perceived as favouring their sons. It is recognised that traditional
Chinese parents usually put their sons before their daughters. However, the following
situation, as described by W1, is an exception:

There were five of us — four daughters and one son. The son wasn’t given
any special treatment, and we were all equal at home ... The concept that I
have to listen to my older siblings because they are older than I am is

foreign to me.

Nevertheless, this is unusual. Stories like this one are more common:
I know I’'m smarter than my brother. Mum called me “Chit-chat chick” —
because I asked about everything and my brother was quiet ... Being the
eldest girl, I almost replaced mum in looking after my siblings. But when it
came to distributing goodies, all the goodies went to my brother and I

wasn’t given anything. It was grossly unfair. All because he’s a boy! [W6]

My mum said that she loved us all the same; but, actually, it was obvious
that she cared for her sons more. She said to me on many occasions: “I wish
I could transfer your brains to your older brother’s head so I wouldn’t have
to worry about his school results.” I was lucky that brain transplantation

wasn’t popular then! [W9]
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They expressed feelings of injustice and bitterness about these matters, which might
have driven them to prove their worth. W6 found comfort and consolation in her
grandmother. She was the only one who mentioned the influence of a grandparent. W6
spoke in the following terms:

Fortunately, my grandmother was great ... she loved me ... You see, at
least there was one person who loved me. She was OK. A tough lady she
was, [and a] very strong character. I learnt something from her — her
strength. She was very clever. She would do anything to keep me happy,
but underneath, she had her principles. She’s the kind that appears to be soft

on the outside, but is really strong and tough inside.

5.2.1.5 Early education
Although most of the respondents stated that their early school years had not made a

significant impact on their lives, most could recall some incidents that might have
facilitated their growth, and some teachers who had helped and motivated them in their
younger years. Most stated that the support and encouragement that they had received from
teachers had been of assistance to them, although they believed that the experiences could
not be considered as having been “critical” to their development. For example, W2, a
professor in Chinese, said that her interest in the Chinese language had been inculcated
when she was in primary school. Her class had compiled examples of good Chinese
writings and had formed a literary club, which had met regularly at a teacher’s home. This
activity went on for several years, and had continued through her high-school years. She
made the following observation:

Somehow we really enjoyed each other’s company, and it would have been

a real pity to let the club die. When we went to different secondary schools,

we invited our classmates to join in ... at its peak, we had around a hundred

people. It was good. We studied together; we shared our mock exam papers.

We kept it up until we went into university. [W2]
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When W2 was in high school, some Chinese-language teachers reinforced her
interest in Chinese by asking the more able students, including her, to read out their work
in class. The teachers then discussed the strengths of the piece of writing. The extra effort
put in by these teachers apparently encouraged W2 to study Chinese, despite her being a

science student in an English-medium school.

Another respondent, W10, mentioned several occasions on which she had been
helped by various teachers. An English teacher had encouraged her interest in reading by
lending her English novels, and a mathematics teacher had motivated her by being
generous with his praise. W10 talked about these experiences in the following terms:

In Form 4, I had a maths teacher ... I was very weak in maths but ... in one
algebra test, all my classmates got the answers wrong, and I got half of the
calculation correct. To my surprise, the maths teacher told the class that I
was the top student, and that they should all work hard like me. From then

on, I passed maths every year.

W1 talked about growing up in a non-competitive school environment in which
students helped each other, and teachers were encouraging and motivating. At the end of
the conversation, she commented that, as a result of growing up in such a nurturing and
stable environment, she had developed self-confidence, trust in people, and a sense that all
people were equal. She also suggested that her attitude of “treating everybody as equals
and expecting to be taken as an equal” had begun at home because her parents had ensured
equal treatment among the children, and that this concept of equality had been reinforced
in her school days. She had attended a girls’ school, and she believed that growing up in a

girls-only environment had helped to foster her perception of equality.

Of the eleven respondents, W1, W2, W4, W5 and W9 had completed their secondary
education in girls’ schools. Most believed that studying in a girls’ school had given them
an advantage — in that they had been brought up to be more independent, direct, and
willing to take up challenges. In contrast, W2 said that her single-sex school had had no
special effect on her. She believed that her university education had trained her to be an

independent and confident person.
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Not all of our respondents had been high achievers in their early school days, and not
all had had smooth experiences in the early stages of their school lives. In W3’s case, her
high school education had been disrupted for many years:

I was in the third year of junior high school when the Cultural Revolution
began and schools were closed.... When I was sent to a country area to
work, I kept up my learning. I was hoping that one day I would have the
opportunity to go to university ... when the opportunity arose later, I

worked triple hard to make up for lost time.

W3’s experience of disruption had caused her to value her learning opportunities
more highly, and she was keen to acquire new knowledge. An adverse experience of this
kind was not confined to this respondent. Two others had also faced disruptions in their
studies. W8 had barely completed secondary school when she had to start work to support
her family. This disruption had strengthened her desire to learn, and a few years later,
when the family’s financial situation had improved, she began a new life as a mature
student at an overseas university. Another respondent was, in her own words,

... born in the wrong time ... I was placed in a Chinese-medium school and
there was no way of getting into a university of my choice. 1 was
determined to get into the University of Hong Kong. It was a challenge I set

myself. [W6]

Regardless of their achievements at school, the early years had influenced the
respondents in various ways. Two respondents, W10 and W9, reported that they had been
transferred to better primary schools by their parents, and both regarded the move as
critical to their later academic success. W10 described the experience in this way:

My dad, who is usually fairly woolly about things, made one smart move ...
Out of the blue, he moved me to the best primary school in the area at the
time — “best” in the sense that they had the best public exam results... We
weren’t rich and we lived in government houses in a poor area, ... that
school turned out to be a good choice for me. It was a good school
academically and the teachers liked me... From there, I got into a secondary

school — not a top one, a new school which was serious about teaching.
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W9 described her experience in these terms:
Through my maths tutor’s recommendation, mum moved me from a village
school to the primary school where he was teaching. It wasn’t a top school
but it was certainly better than a village school. Every year, over a hundred
of the Primary Six students from the village school went in the Secondary
School Qualifying Exam, and for as many years as my brother and I were
there, none of the students managed to get a place. Had I stayed there, my
life would have been very different. You know, most of my classmates from
that village school were married before they turned 18, and their husbands

were fishmongers, butchers, farmers, and restaurant proprietors.

W1 conceded that, with hindsight, her not doing very well in a public examination had
turned out to be a “blessing in disguise:
I am thankful that I didn’t do well enough to get into a university in Hong
Kong, so I had to leave for Canada. It was a complete blessing. At that time,
I didn’t do well academically. I wasn’t good enough. However, looking
back, the overseas experience really made a difference. It gave me the
opportunity to learn many more things, and develop the perspective and

values that I have now.
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5.3 Turning Points: Critical Life Events and Relationships

5.3.1 Critical life events

5.3.1.1 Overseas education

Most of the senior female academics in the present research nominated overseas study as a
significant life event that helped to lay the foundations for the development of their careers.
All of the respondents in the present study had studied outside Hong Kong. One had left at
the age of ten, and had obtained all of her academic qualifications overseas. Only two had
completed their higher degrees in Hong Kong, but these had attended short courses
overseas, and they agreed with the others in regarding this experience as having been
critical to the development of their careers. The others had pursued undergraduate and/or

postgraduate studies variously in Australia, Britain, Canada or the USA.

Although all respondents nominated overseas education as having been a critical
event in their career development, the experience had different meanings for various
individuals. For two of the respondents, overseas education offered a “second chance”.
One of these observed:

I had very little confidence at that time, and I was a failure by Hong Kong
standards. When I got to Canada, I was able to achieve what I am doing
today. [W1]
The other respondent noted:

The financial situation at home improved and I could drop that burden.
Once I made up my mind, I flew overseas with only a few thousand Hong
Kong dollars with me, just barely enough for my ticket. I got in as a mature
student and I started from scratch because I didn’t even have my

matriculation. [W8]

According to W1, the years in Canada completely changed her direction in life, and
subsequently changed her career. She was comfortable during her first two years in Canada
because she had her relatives and friends around her. However, her circumstances changed

in subsequent years. As she noted:
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The critical change came in the third year when I was transferred to another
state. It was a real turning-point for me. Why? At that time, I really had to

leave all my friends and went there alone.

These times of relative solitude provided her with time, space, and caused her to think
about religion, the meaning of life, and what the future held for her. She explained this in
the following terms:

It was a turning point in the sense that I had time to ask myself what kind of

Christian I wanted to be. What’s ahead of me? What am I doing now?

Answers to these questions gave me a clear sense of mission ... Studying

there was hard work. My only support was the God I believe in, my Jesus.

Then, I realised that I was all by myself, yet I was not alone. The time there

made me realise that what gave me support was not myself, nor my friends.

It was a significant turning-point in my life.

For the respondents who spent considerable time overseas, the experiences not only
prepared them for their academic careers, but also had a positive impact on the
development of their personal attributes. They talked about gaining independence,
confidence, perseverance and other important life skills. The benefits of overseas
knowledge were thus not limited to the academic sphere. As W4 noted:

In terms of learning about life, my perspective was much wider ... The
impact on me was very significant. I learnt a lot from the courses I studied.
Not just about facts but things that are useful in life, too... Overseas
education did offer me things which I didn’t and wouldn’t have got in the
Hong Kong education. Things like how to deal with adverse situations and

how to integrate skills and knowledge.

Other respondents made similar comments on the benefits of being exposed to a
foreign environment. Most experienced a growth in character, a change in life direction
because of a new-found interest, and a consolidation of knowledge — all of which took
them along the path to a career in academia. The following comments reflect these benefits

of overseas study:
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In the MA course that I attended in England, the training was very different
from that of the traditional one. The biggest difference was the way they
looked at a problem, the way they argued, etc. Then you realised that a

problem could be viewed and dealt with in many different ways. [W2]

Professor X took us to New York to follow some masters. There, my
knowledge was perfected. I went there every year. I was exposed to the
teachings of the great masters. My scope was expanded from Hong Kong to

international scenes. It was my turning-point. [W10]

The effect of overseas study on the respondents has continued to influence their
present educational philosophies and approaches. Some referred repeatedly to importing
certain aspects of the North American and British models of education to higher education
in Hong Kong. In this regard, they often referred to their past educational experiences in
discussing course structures, student-staff relationships, residential life for students,

students’ rights, teaching and research.

5.3.1.2 Mission found
The experience of living overseas allowed the respondents time to reflect upon their goals
in life. W1 discovered and affirmed her career orientation and mission in life. She recalled
a missionary conference that she had attended, at which she had taken the place of a group
leader who had failed to arrive. In doing so, she discovered that she possessed a gift for
teaching. W1 reported this experience in the following terms:
Another turning point was when I attended a missionary conference after I
graduated. It was like committing to God. It was a huge conference with
over 30,000 students ... I was given the strength to face them, and I did a
pretty good job. The experience was meaningful, and I discovered a way of
applying what I had learnt. My sense of mission began there, and it

prompted me to go into teaching.
Having found her mission in life, this respondent’s career path became obvious. Once she

had affirmed that teaching was her special calling, she deduced where she wanted to go in

terms of her career. She explained this as follows:
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I asked myself where I wanted to teach; I mean: which level? I knew that I
was not a patient person and I couldn’t handle children. Most of the time...
I had been in universities, and university appeared to be the place where I
felt most “at home”. Most of my life perspective and values were formed

while I was in university. I knew then that I had to study for a PhD.

W3, in the early stages of her medical school experience, witnessed patients dying of
incurable hereditary diseases. Her feelings of helplessness prompted her to study abroad to
seek solutions through research. Since then, her mission in life has been to seek solutions

through innovative research to improve the lot of humanity.

The recognition of their missions in life also affected the respondents’ other life
choices. W7 stated that:
Mission drive is important ... there have been numerous opportunities for
me to emigrate or to go into the business field. Hong Kong is a place of
changes and a land of opportunities. There have been many critical
historical moments. If one is not guided by one’s sense of mission, one can

go astray easily.

5.3.1.3 Adversity in life

Adpversity in life has been important in shaping the respondents’ development. For example,
some of the women were initially driven to study abroad as a result of adversity.
Subsequently, while studying abroad, separation from family and friends had helped the
respondents to develop independence and perseverance. They reported that they had gained
strength through adversity, and that difficulties in life had helped to pave the way for their

careers in academe.
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An extreme case of adversity was reported by W3, who stated that the Cultural
Revolution (1966—-1978) had deprived her of any chance of formal education for many
years. She was required to quit junior high school and was sent to “serve the people” in
remote villages in China. She toiled for ten years in the fields. Rather than destroying her
ambitions, the drastic change in her life circumstances made her stronger and more
determined to study. She maintained her self-education in the belief that eventually she
would have an opportunity to return to school. She described the experience in the
following terms:

The Cultural Revolution years had a great impact on me. I wasn’t able to
receive formal education, so I embarked on self-education for twelve years.
I kept on learning, and I learnt English and Japanese from tapes and books.
I was curious about everything. I had a passion for knowledge, and I wanted
to study ... With the help of a tutor, I prepared for the university entrance
examination myself. During those years, I also got married and had a child.
It was a good twelve years, which prepared me for my career today.
When the Cultural Revolution was over, she managed to enter a medical school, where her
keen attitude toward the pursuit of knowledge impressed her teachers, and they gave her

opportunities to research.

Further evidence that adversity in life can be a “blessing in disguise” was provided
by the experience of W6 who returned to Hong Kong to serve the Church after finishing
her PhD in London. On her return, she was disappointed that the Church was not prepared
to use her intellectual skills. As she recalled:

They put me in a job that could easily be done by a fresh graduate.
Apparently, they had no plan to use my research skills.
Disillusioned with this experience, she decided to take up an academic post. In her view,
she had changed from serving God in a church to serving God through her research

publications.
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5.3.2 Critical relationships
5.3.2.1 Mentors
Although none of the senior female academics in this study had had any experience of a
formal mentoring relationship, they all acknowledged the value of informal mentoring
experiences. Most of the respondents were able to recall particular people who had been
influential in their careers. These included PhD supervisors, academic seniors, and
employers who had acted as informal mentors. Five respondents, W3, W6, W7, W8 and
W10 stated that they had had several ‘mentors’ who provided them with guidance,
encouragement, and opportunity at various stages in their lives. Those who had not had a
mentor lamented the lack of such an important person in their development. As W1
reflected:

How I wish, at the time of my graduation, that there had been a mentor

there to help me be more focused.

Apart from helping the respondents to become more focused on their work at an
early age, the mentors assumed other important roles. According to some respondents,
their mentors also offered much practical assistance — including helping them to develop
publishing careers, and providing them with opportunities to undertake research. For
example, W3 and W6 reported that it was critical for them to have mentors who nurtured
their interest in research, and showed faith in their work. They described the roles of their
mentors in the following terms:

As a student at university, my department head helped me to develop an
interest in, and the ability to conduct research. I started to publish while I
was in university in China ... My PhD supervisor was sceptical at first
about the offer; but very soon he realised that I was capable. He gave me
many opportunities and funding to do research. He kept encouraging me,
showed faith in the theory that I developed, and discussed research results

with me. [W3]

I met an academic senior in London when I was doing my PhD. He read my
articles and gave me comments. His feedback made a difference to the
quality of my work ... My second mentor is an Oxford scholar in Hong

Kong, and he is very knowledgeable about church matters. [W6]
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Most of the mentors of our respondents had been their university teachers or
supervisors. From the accounts of the respondents, their mentors had “opened doors” for
them:

My honours supervisor persuaded me to continue my studies. He got me a
scholarship and so I continued to study for a PhD full time ... In early 1984,
my supervisor called me and said: “I found you a job. Come back and be an

academic.” He kept telling me that I should pursue an academic career. [W§]

I didn’t have to look for work. My teacher rang me and said: “I heard that
you were thinking about working part-time”. My son was small then, so I
said: “Yes”. She said: “OK, come back and work for me”. In my whole life,
I have never once attended a proper job interview. Then, she encouraged me
to pursue further study ... How did I discover my area of interest? Well, it
was my teacher again. At that time, I was busy writing my PhD thesis. I was
right in the middle of it and my days were spent on those figures and tables.
I told my colleagues that I didn’t have time to attend any seminars ... Then,
my teacher called me again. She has been very nice to me, and I couldn’t
say no to her. So I went to the seminar. Once I was there, I knew it was for

me. Since then, I became a devout follower. [W10]

Not all mentors were able to provide as much practical assistance as these. Some
assumed a more developmental role in acting as a role model and widening the
respondents’ perspectives. Some of the respondents talked about admiring their mentors as
models of excellence. These respondents were convinced that mentors were

...absolutely essential. At different stages, junior academics must have a
master ... you need a model, you need to see what it means to be good.

[W10]

Not every mentor played an active practical role in advancing the respondents’
careers. Mentors appeared to have meant different things and to have assumed different
roles — depending on the respondents’ individual needs. In some cases, the reassurance of
knowing that there was someone who was ready to listen and help was just as important as

any practical assistance that might have been offered. As W4 observed:
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I just needed someone to talk about my problems, and then I was able to get
on with life ... as long as I knew that someone was there looking after me,
that was enough ... I would say four of them have had some influence on
me in different aspects. They played different roles. My two supervisors
were for knowledge. The boss at the University of Hong Kong was the one
who gave me opportunities, and my gi-gung master taught me how to deal

with people.

5.3.2.2 Role-models

Only one of the respondents acknowledged having role models in her life. W11’s first role
model was her Physical Education teacher in secondary school, who had nurtured her
interest in sport, and inspired her to follow a career in Sports Education. Her second role
model was her ex-boss, with whom she had worked for eight years. W11 said that this was
a woman of integrity with excellent management skills, and she was a good role model and

an excellent mentor.

All the other respondents maintained that they had no role models in their lives. The
following comments were typical:
People in Hong Kong are not used to the idea of having a role model in life.
We don’t see any prominent role models in society, apart from a few movie

stars! [W5]

I looked for role models in life but I must say I was disappointed. I couldn’t

find any. The people around me were pretty mediocre. [W6]

However, despite these generally negative responses regarding role models, some of
the respondents did concede that they modelled certain professional behaviours on senior
people around them. For example, W2 noted the management style of the vice-president of
her institution, and applied it to her own communication style when dealing with junior
members of staff; W10 learnt the importance of teamwork and professionalism from a

male supervisor.
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Some of the respondents talked about “negative” role models among their colleagues.
They observed, ironically, that they had benefited from people whose work behaviours
reminded them not to commit the same mistakes! For example, W1 made the following
observation:
You can see it among your colleagues and people around you. There are
things that you wouldn’t do — like the ways they interacted with the students.

They are negative role models. I found them in some of my colleagues.

5.3.2.3 Significant others
In the present study, people who had played a significant role in the respondents’ careers
included teachers, former employers and supervisors, priests, spiritual directors, gi-gung
masters, friends, parents, and others who had faith in the respondents and were keen to
provide them with encouragement and support. Secondary school teachers and university
supervisors were most prominent in this regard. Several of these people had been
inspirational and motivating at important stages of the respondents’ lives. The following
comment reflects this influence:

I’'m thankful for all the teachers who have helped me. Actually, a teacher

didn’t have to do much ... One day, I met a teacher in the corridor, and he

asked me to see him in the staff room. He pointed at his graduation photo

on the desk, and asked: “Do you like this gown?” I nodded, and he said:

“You know that you could wear it, too”. What he said excited me, and I

studied hard from then on. [W10]

Some of the teachers influenced the respondents’ choices of academic discipline or
profession. As W11 observed:
Why sports education? First, it was my interest. Second, our physical
education teacher. Due to his influence, quite a few of my schoolmates
decided to study sports education overseas ... He helped me realise that I

was interested in sport, and that it could become a career.
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The second most prominent group of “significant others” was that of former
employers and supervisors, who were often mentioned as having provided encouragement
and opportunities for professional growth. W2 put it this way:

My ex-boss was the one who pushed me into doing a PhD and encouraged
me to develop a career in higher education... I learnt a lot from him. He
gave me a lot of work and lots of exposure, and I learnt how to manage

projects.

W6 talked about the long-term relationship that she had enjoyed with her spiritual
director:
At first, we communicated via mail correspondence. We have maintained
this relationship for about 30 years. Every now and then, he came to Hong
Kong to visit me. We had heart-to-heart discussions about my spiritual
growth. I couldn’t talk to other people like that, I just could not ... we had
no conflict of interests. He’s a friend whom I can trust. He also treats me

like a friend, and he, too, pours his heart out.

W7 said that she was fortunate to have developed a friendship with a conference
participant who helped her to appreciate her own worth and gave her a sense of direction.
She described this friendship in the following terms:

In 1991, T met an excellent professor in Australia, an outstanding
academic ... We wer