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SUCCESSFUL FEMALE EXPATRIATES AS AGENTS: POSITIONING 

ONESELF THROUGH GENDER, HIERARCHY AND CULTURE 

ABSTRACT 

While most studies on female expatriates take a structural approach, this study 

considers female expatriates as active agents, capable of producing successful 

professional identities when interacting with men. We argue that female expatriates 

can act as agents through selectively interpreting interactions with male actors and 

through actively positioning oneself within these interactions. Within these two 

processes, we examine how they rely on gender, hierarchy and culture as three 

identity discourses that not only constrain but also enable their actions. Through the 

analysis of in-depth interviews with successful female expatriates, we found how 

these women tend to counter their interpreted lower status along one identity 

discourse by strategically drawing from a more empowering identity and counter 

their interpreted higher status by reducing distances and softening power relations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Most studies on female expatriates attempt to find explanations for why so few 

women hold international positions. In 1984, Adler (1984a, 1984b) identified three 

myths that characterized the assumptions within academic literature as well as the 

beliefs among managers: 1) women do not want to be international managers; 2) 

companies refuse to send women abroad; and 3) foreigners' prejudice against women 

renders them ineffective. When testing these three myths empirically, she (Adler, 

1984b, 1994) found that only the second was grounded. Adler's work has profoundly 

influenced the research on female expatriates over the last two decades as it 

consistently focuses on the structural barriers that female expatriates face (e.g. 

Mayrhofer & Scullion, 2002; Linehan & Walsh, 1999; Harris, 1995; Stroh et aI., 

2000). As a result, even nowadays, when more women are present and successful in 

international positions (Adler, 2002), considerable less research deals with how 

female expatriates themselves have achieved success. The few studies (Caligiuri & 

Tung, 1999; Taylor & Napier, 1996; Adler et aI., 2000; Adler, 2002) in this direction 

still tend to stress the role of the structural context, arguing that companies should 

give women more chances because of their unique potential and contribution. In sum, 

the existing literature on female expatriates largely portrays them as powerlessly 

caught in a penalising structural context. 

In this study, we rather consider female expatriates as agents who are able to be 

successful despite the difficulties of working in international organizational contexts. 

We specifically study how Western female expatriates succeed in producing 

professional identities in interactions with male actors that lead to success. From a 

theoretical perspective, we look at identities as products of interactions among 

individuals (Alvesson & Billing, 1997; Gherardi, 1995). In such interactions, 

individuals are knowledgeable agents acting within historically specific bounds or 

structural constraints (Giddens, 1982; Willmott, 1987). As female expatriates work 

within predominantly male international environments, we focus in this study on 

their interactions with men. We specifically identify two key processes through 

which female expatriates shape their successful professional identity: through 

selectively interpreting interactions and through actively positioning themselves 

within them. Our research question is correspondingly twofold: how do successful 

female expatriates interpret their interactions with men in predominantly male 

3 



international organizational contexts? And how do they position themselves within 

these interactions in order to be successful? 

As agents, female expatriates are however always in a dialectical relationship 

with the discursive structure within which they are situated (Giddens, 1979). Their 

interactions with men as well as the identities that are produced within those 

interactions are constrained by the discursive structure in which they are embedded. 

Actors mobilize 'discursive and practical consciousness' (Giddens, 1979: 80; stress 

added), and by doing so, make use of as well as reproduce structure (Willmott, 1987: 

259). In this sense, Adler's three myths are again illuminating as they point to three 

structural, power-laden discourses along which identities are constructed in 

international settings: gender (myth one), (organizational) hierarchy (myth two), and 

(Western) culture (myth three). Because these three identity discourses inform the 

interactions between female expatriates and men, they both constrain and enable 

female expatriates in their construction of successful identities. In interactions, a 

female expatriate can construct her identity by drawing attention to or away from her 

being a woman, a manager or a Western expatriate. These three identity discourses 

are crucial in the analysis of female expatriates' agency as they represent 

fundamental axes of power, as reflected in the political connotation of gender, class 

and culture (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1992). Using these three identity discourses as 

the main features of the discursive structure in which female expatriate are located, 

we reformulate our two research questions as follow: how do successful female 

expatriates interpret their interactions with male actors as gendered, hierarchical or 

cultural? And how do they position themselves through selectively drawing from 

those same identity discourses of gender, hierarchy and culture? 

We start our paper by introducing our theoretical approach to female expatriates 

as agents. We then tum to previous research on female expatriates to show how it 

largely has stressed the role of structure at the expense of agency. We organize this 

critical review according to Adler's three myths as they reflect the notion of structure 

in this literature: structure as barriers for female expatriates originating in gender, 

hierarchy, or culture. We conclude the theoretical part of the paper with a section on 

female expatriates' agency in interactions with men. We argue that, to construct a 

successful professional identity, female expatriate managers selectively interpret 

interactions and position themselves within them as 'woman', 'manager,' or 

'Western expatriate.' In the method section, we describe how we conducted and 
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analyzed in-depth interviews with twelve successful female expatriates. Presenting 

our main findings, we discuss how the respondents produce successful identities 

through selectively positioning themselves within certain interpreted interactions. To 

conclude, we reflect on the contribution of this study and its implications for future 

research and practice in terms of human resource development. 

FEMALE EXPATRIATES AS AGENTS 

While the majority of the female expatriate research focuses on structural barriers 

women face to obtain and successfully carry out international assignments, this study 

looks at female expatriates as agents. We specifically examine female expatriates' 

active, purposive production of successful professional identities. Following other 

studies on expatriation, we define success along three criteria: 1) the completion of 

an international assignment given the relatively high number of premature 

terminations (Black & Gregersen, 1991; Caligiuri, 1997; Tung, 1981); 2) sent on 

different international assignments by the same parent company as sign of job 

performance (Caligiuri, 1997) and trust in the expatriate (Janssens, 1994); and 3) 

continued willingness to work internationally by the female expatriate as sign of 

being psychologically comfortable with living and working in another country 

(Black, 1990; Caligiuri, 1997; Church, 1982). 

To study the production of a successful professional identity, we assume that a 

person's identity is discursively produced and re-produced in the micro-contexts of 

interpersonal interactions (Acker, 1990; Alvesson & Billing, 1997; Gherardi, 1995; 

Goffman, 1959; West & Zimmerman, 1991) and that, within these interactions, a 

person is an agent. Following a number of sociological and feminist work (Giddens, 

1979, 1982, 1984; McNay, 2000; O'Donnell, 2003; Skeggs, 1997), we understand 

agency as the capacity of individuals to act purposively in the social world. Human 

beings are in this sense 'not just ciphers from which subject positions can be read off; 

rather they are active in producing the meaning of the position they (refuse to, 

reluctantly or willingly) inhabit' (Skeggs, 1997: 2). However, human agency is at the 

same time structured. Human beings are knowledgeable agents always acting within 

historically specific (discursive) bounds (Giddens, 1979, 1982). Agency and structure 

are bound in a dialectical relationship and shape each other in a non-deterministic 

and yet historically specific dynamic. 
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Applying an agentic perspective to research on women in international 

management therefore allows seeing female expatriates as human agents who, within 

particular structural constraints, actively contribute to maintaining or challenging 

existing structures, including those that penalize them in international professional 

environments. Before we discuss the processes through which female expatriates can 

enact their agency, we first tum to the structural barriers identified by previous 

research on female expatriates. Our discussion is arranged by means of Adler's 

(1984b) three myths reflecting structural constraints related to gender (myth one), 

hierarchy (myth two) and culture (myth three). 

THE LITERATURE ON FEMALE EXPATRIATES REVISITED 

The low number of female expatriates in today's global business environment is a 

concern to most scholars writing on female executives (Adler, 1984a, 1984c; Stroh et 

aI., 2000). Accordingly, most studies focus on the difficulties women face while a 

minority examines the sources of their success. In both cases however, studies tend to 

explain the mechanisms of women's exclusion in structural terms. We discuss, in 

order, the structural barriers related to gender (myth one), hierarchy (myth two), and 

culture (myth three). 

Myth One: Gender as a Structural Constraint 

Adler's (1984b) first myth on female expatriates expresses the idea that women have 

been socialized with a female gender role and that they therefore are not interested in 

an international assignment. This myth was exposed by the results of Adler's 

empirical study (1984b, 1994), finding no differences in willingness to relocate 

between male and female MBA students. Nonetheless, several studies have kept 

locating the main barrier to women's presence in international position in their own 

gender identity. They have investigated women's lack of interest in these positions 

(Linehan & Walsh, 1999), their unwillingness to relocate and to move their family 

(Lowe et aI., 1999), and the influence of dual careers and children on women's 

decision to accept international assignments (Stroh et aI., 2000). 

The 'gender barrier' to international assignments identified in these studies is 

structural in the sense that its origins are traced back to (gendered) societal values, 

norms and roles. The idea is that women, beyond their own control, have been 

socialized towards specific behaviours and orientations emphasizing family life and 
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peers rather than their jobs and careers, towards rejecting power and towards 

attributing their work performance to external factors rather than to internal ones, 

underestimating their own capabilities (Bell & Nkomo, 1992; Fagenson, 1990). For 

instance, Fischlmayr's study (2002) argues that women exclude themselves 

international assignments as they playa passive role, support traditional role models, 

and use a vocabulary expressing little self-confidence. It is argued that precisely 

owing to women's own female identity, they are uninterested and unsuitable for 

international managerial functions and thus little present in these positions. 

A few more recent studies have started to put women's female identity in a more 

positive light. They argue that it is precisely because of their female skills that female 

expatriates can become successful (Taylor & Napier, 1996; Caligiuri & Cascio, 1998; 

Napier & Taylor, 2002). For instance, female expatriates' attention to the personal 

side of business and their skills in building interpersonal relationships may give them 

an edge over male expatriates. In spite oftheir more positive approach, valuing those 

same female skills that the literature has traditionally devalued, these studies still 

portray female skills as structural in the sense that women simply 'have' them by 

virtue of being women. Women are thus no agents, as their purposive deployment of 

their skills to reach favourable professional aims remains unacknowledged. 

Myth Two: Hierarchy as a Structural Constraint 

The second myth on female expatriates indicates that Western (particularly, North 

American) managers are reluctant to send women abroad (Adler, 1984b). Adler's 

(1984a, 1994) empirical findings supported this myth as managers consider an 

international assignment by a woman to be a high risk-operation. They locate the 

problem either in the women themselves or in the surrounding context. In any case, 

managers use arguments such as physical safety, hazards involved in travelling in 

developing countries, isolation and loneliness, possible negative reactions of 

superiors, subordinates, clients and colleagues towards women in managerial 

positions as reasons for likely failure rates among female expatriates (Adler, 1994). 

Similarly to myth one, myth two reflects a structural barrier beyond female 

expatriates' control. The reason for the scarce presence of women among expatriates 

is to be located in their comparatively low position in companies' hierarchy, which 

means that they are likely to have male superiors who judge them unsuited for 

international assignments. Many recent studies on female expatriates seem to 
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investigate this exclusion mechanism. They have identified a large range of 

difficulties throughout the international transfer process, both overt and covert 

(Linehan & Walsh, 1999), including traditional HR -instruments like selection 

procedures, training, and preparation (Mayrhofer & Scullion, 2002), senior 

managers' prejudices (Harris, 1995; Adler, 1994; Stroh et aI., 2000), as well as the 

exclusion of women from formal and informal networks fundamental for upwards 

mobility (Izrae1i & Adler, 1994; Linehan & Walsh, 1999; Mayrhofer & Scullion, 

2002). The fact that expatriate positions tend to be relatively high in authority and 

status (Edstrom & Galbraith, 1977) might further hamper women from getting them, 

as they need to overcome both the barriers to climbing the organizationa11adder and 

the ones specific to international assignments. By focusing on the possible barriers 

within the organization itself and relating them to the women's subordinate position 

to male managers, the studies falling under myth two clearly focus on structure at the 

expense of agency. As for myth one, women are largely portrayed as caught within a 

system on which they have little control. 

Myth 3: Culture as a Structural Constraint 

Adler's (1984b) third myth asserts that women will not be effective in other cultural 

environments because foreign managers have culture-bound prejudices against 

female managers. The argument is that female expatriates cannot be successful 

internationally because, in other cultures, women do not have equal status with men. 

The women-unfriendly environment in the host country will thus render female 

expatriates ineffective. Although this argument is often used by managers as the main 

reason for not sending a woman on an international assignment, Adler's (1987, 1994) 

empirical results indicated that this myth is not founded. Similar to other research 

(Westwood & Leung, 1994), she rather holds that the 'Gaijin syndrome' prevails, for 

which 'all foreigners are foreigners regardless of their sex', meaning that female 

expatriates are not associated with local women but rather to male expatriates. 

As for the previous two myths, this literature looks for structural barriers to 

women in international management. In this case, the reason for not giving 

international assignments to women is linked to the culture of the host country. Some 

studies (Adler, 2002; Napier & Taylor, 2002; Taylor & Napier, 1996) however 

reinterpret this structural barrier as an advantage for women working internationally. 

For instance, female professionals in Japan mentioned that their higher visibility and 
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memorability were positive for their adjustment and work success (Taylor & Napier, 

1996). As in the case of myth one, although the effects of culture are considered 

positive rather than negative, the perspective mainly remains centred on culture as a 

structural factor and women's agency underplayed. Only one study (Napier & 

Taylor, 2002) suggests the active use of 'femininity' by female expatriates to deal 

with 'older Chinese men' as a way to gain information. 

FEMALE EXPATRIATES AS AGENTS: 

INTERPRETING INTERACTIONS AND POSITIONING ONESELF 

In contrast to the previous literature which tends to represent female expatriates as an 

undifferentiated group encountering various types of barriers in obtaining and 

successfully carrying out international assignments, this study moves the theoretical 

accent away from the structural constraints towards female expatriates' agency and 

its manifestations. We hold that structural barriers, because they are reflections of 

power relations, do not only constrain but also enable actions (McCabe, 2000). 

Particularly, the three identity discourses of gender, hierarchy and culture in which 

power relations are structured in, open up possibilities for female expatriates to 

produce successful professional identities. As agents, female expatriates can actively 

emphasize or de-emphasize gender, hierarchy or (Western) culture, thereby turning 

power-laden identity discourses into resources for building an effective professional 

identity. We further argue that the extent to and the modalities in which female 

expatriates can act as agents depend on two types of processes. One process deals 

with the way female expatriates interpret their interactions with male actors in 

predominantly male international organizational contexts. A second process concerns 

the way they position themselves within those interactions. 

Interpreting Interactions with Male Actors 

In order to act purposively upon the social world, human agents first need to make 

meaning of it. Because female expatriates are in a male dominated world, they 

particularly need to make sense of their interactions with men and interpret them. As 

social interactions are inherently ambiguous, individuals make sense of them through 

processes of negotiation, conflict, and improvisation (Gergen & Davis, 1985; Van 

Maanen, 1979) during which they draw from their beliefs, values and available 
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discourses. The different modes of constructing social reality are not true or false but 

rather important because they entail a logic for action. 

In this study, we investigate successful female expatriates' interpretations of their 

interactions with male actors because we believe that these interpretations play an 

important role in the way they build a successful professional identity in male

dominated international contexts. We specifically look at the way they draw from the 

three identity discourses of gender, hierarchy, and culture in order to solve the 

ambiguity inherent to social interactions and to make sense of them in a way that 

enables them to build a successful identity. Again, these identities discourses are 

important because they are power-laden, and power both enables success and is 

reproduced by it. Female expatriates' interpretations of specific interactions tell us 

much about their perspectives on social reality, which in tum can be illuminating for 

understanding how they become successful. We identify an interaction as (i) 

gendered when the female expatriate understands it as the result of given gender roles 

and relations, (ii) hierarchical when she understands it as the result of given 

hierarchical relations between superiors and inferiors in the organizational context, 

and (iii) cultural when she understands it as the result of cultural differences. 

Positioning Oneself within Interactions with Male Actors 

Interpreting interactions in certain ways constrains and enables the way human 

agents act within those same interactions. Within interactions, the way agents 

'position' themselves co-shapes their (self-) identity. The notion of positioning has 

been used by Gherardi and Poggio (2001) with specific reference to gender, to refer 

to the way women take specific types of positions (cf. Gherardi's (1995) archetypes) 

within the social practices that define them as women while at the same time defining 

their relationship with men. In this study, we extend the notion of positioning to 

include hierarchy and culture as two additional key identity discourses available to 

female expatriates to position themselves in order to be successful. Female 

expatriates can position themselves in relation to their male actors by drawing on the 

identity discourses of gender, hierarchy and culture. 

When drawing on the identity discourse of gender, female expatriates position 

themselves in interactions as women different from men. For instance, they may use 

what they consider women's unique qualities such as interpersonal skills (Adler, 

2002) to produce a more favourable position for themselves. Typically, they enact a 
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'one down position' to avoid direct competition with male colleagues or show 

humility towards the male hierarchy to safeguard a broader playfield within the 

organization (Gherardi & Poggio, 2001). In all these cases, they deploy a gender

centred strategy to develop a professional identity leading to success. Alternatively, 

female expatriate managers can draw from their position in the organizational 

hierarchy to position themselves in interactions. For instance, they can produce a 

successful identity through accentuating their superior rank vis-a.-vis men in lower 

positions. Finally, female expatriate managers can position themselves by 

accentuating or playing down differences between their own (Western) culture and 

the culture(s) of the men they interact with. They can actively make use of the 'Gaijin 

syndrome' (Adler, 1994) and accentuate their 'foreignness' to take advantage of their 

culture or adjust to the local culture in order to be successful. 

Precisely this ambiguity of interactions and this multiplicity of available power

laden identities open up space for female expatriates' proactive creation of a 

successful identity. In the empirical section, we show how they succeed in making 

sense of interactions and to strategically shift meanings in their own advantage. But 

first we illustrate our methodology. 

METHODOLOGY 

To investigate the agency of female expatriates, we conducted in-depth interviews 

with twelve successful female expatriates. We contacted a few international 

companies in Belgium asking to bring us in contact with female expatriates who 

successfully completed more than one assignment for them and were still active in 

pursuing an international career. These criteria reflect the theoretical definition of 

expatriate success, instigating theoretical sampling that is focused on gathering 

information that best supports our theory development on female expatriates as 

agents (Strauss & Corbin, Locke, 2001). The theoretical sampling was done through 

a snow-ball technique. Once we established the first contacts with a few female 

expatriates, they re-directed us to other colleagues and/or friends. The interviewees 

are all Western expatriates coming from Austria, Belgium, Canada, The Netherlands, 

the UK. and Sweden. They had held expatriate positions in many different countries 

and regions such as Ireland, France, Switzerland, Singapore, China, USA and the 

Middle East. At the time of the study, they all held a managerial international 

position mainly in the domains of marketing, sales and HRM. The international 
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companies in which they worked operated in the chemical, electronic, construction, 

energy and steel industry. 

A rich body of material was collected through behavioural event interviewing 

(McClelland, 1978). We asked the respondents for critical incidents during their 

assignments which they considered to be relevant in the pursuit of their expatriate 

career. Special attention was given to concrete behaviours, feelings and thoughts in 

interacting with male actors as these would provide insights in the way successful 

female expatriates interpret interactions and position themselves. Analyzing the 

transcribed interviews, all three authors separately identified the incidents in which 

the female expatriates interpret interactions as gendered, hierarchical or cultural. For 

each fragment, we subsequently analyzed the different ways in which the successful 

female expatriates position themselves. In the next section, we present a selection of 

these extracts, which illustrate how successful female expatriates produce a 

successful professional identity. The excerpts were not selected for their 

representativeness but rather are illustrations of a variety of interpretations and 

positioning strategies female expatriates actively use to be successful and which are 

thus enlightening of their agency. 

SUCCESSFULLY DOING WOMAN-MANAGER-WESTERN EXPATRIATE 

In this section, we analyse six fragments of our interviews in depth. We have 

organized the material into three sub-sections according to the identity discourse the 

interviewee draws from to interpret the interaction: gender, hierarchy, and culture. 

Within each sub-section, we consider two interactions in which the interviewee 

positions herself through drawing from one of the two remaining identity discourses. 

We start with two excerpts of gendered interactions. In the first excerpt, the 

interviewee positions herself drawing from her superior position in the hierarchy 

while in the second she does so by drawing from her culture. We maintain this same 

structure for hierarchical and cultural interactions. 

Positioning Oneself within Gendered Interactions 

The gendered interactions in this section come from one and the same interview with 

Susan, one of the most experienced female expatriates in our sample. Susan comes 

from the u.K. and, at the time of the study, worked in Belgium as an intemational 

sales manager in the construction sector. She has more than 20 years of expatriate 
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experience and has carried out assignments in Norway, Singapore, the Philippines, 

India, China, the Middle East, USA, and The Netherlands. The following excerpt 

reports one of the critical incidents she told us: 

'We had a team meeting and I arrived a bit late. Before the meeting, there is 
always some small talk, so they had not started yet, everybody was still talking, 
but they were all seated. There was somebody new at the meeting who was not 
aware of whom I was. He was a guest who had been invited for a specific reason. 
This man came to me and said: 'Hi honey, I like my coffee with milk, will you 
get me one?' Suddenly, everybody in the room fell silent. I said: 'Of course, take 
a seat. I'll get it for you.' When I came back, I poured the coffee in his lap. I said 
that if he ever said something like that to me again or to another woman while I 
could hear it, he would get more than coffee in his lap. I was especially angry 
because of the way he had said it, in such a patronizing way. It was no joke, he 
really meant it. He got angry and started screaming at me. I did it again and then 
threw him out of the meeting. I had the authority to do so. I did not file a formal 
complaint, but I made sure everyone in the firm knew. I made sure they gossiped 
about it, which is much more destructive than a formal complaint.' 

By addressing Susan as 'honey' and asking her to bring him coffee, the male 

character in this text draws from traditional gender roles to define Susan as a woman 

and to make her subordinate to him, a man. Because she is a woman, Susan is 

assumed to fulfil a low-status support job. As a woman in a lower job, the male guest 

finds it appropriate to use the sexually denigrating appellation 'honey' and to ask her 

to get coffee for him. Accordingly, Susan interprets this interaction as gendered. It is 

her experience of not so much being placed in a low power position as a woman, but 

rather being treated in a denigrating, sexually connoted way which makes her 

especially angry. To position herself within this interaction, she first boldly pours 

coffee in his lap and then throws him out of the meeting. Because she outranks the 

male actor, she can use her authority to turn this interaction into a successful one for 

herself. It is thanks to her superior hierarchical status that she can not only throw the 

man out, but first make quite a statement (as a rebellious woman) by pouring the 

coffee in his lap. Further, she consciously chooses not to play it by the rules as filing 

a formal complaint would stress her weak position as a woman. Rather, she decides 

to rely on the informal grapevine to portray herself as the more powerful and thus 

successful actor in the interaction. 

In another part of the interview, Susan talks about her experiences as a female 

expatriate manager in the Middle East. Here again, she interprets these interactions as 
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gendered, rather than as cultural, as indicated by her comparison with her experiences 

in European countries: 

'In the Middle East, they would never treat me as a local woman; they wouldn't 
dare because they know I'm not. But sometimes they make a slight remark about 
me being a woman, but that's just their culture, they can't help it. This is not only 
true for the Middle East, but also for The Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and 
France. If so, I mention my Scottish roots. That always makes the conversation 
stop. I see people making associations with Scotland and wondering what kind of 
person I am and how they should interact with me. I am immediately categorized 
as 'different', they don't know how to react and they don't know how to manage 
me, because a Scottish person reacts differently.' 

In this fragment, Susan points to the fact that her gender remains a striking factor 

throughout her various international assignments. Later on in the interview, she 

attributes this to the mentality within the construction industry which is still very 

traditionally male oriented. To position herself throughout these gendered 

interactions, Susan often actively makes use of her cultural background. In 

conversations when the 'woman issue' comes up, she disorients the men she interacts 

with by mentioning that she is Scottish. The reference to her specific cultural 

background, a Scottish one, rather than British, renders her mysterious and different 

from other women, which draws attention away from her gender difference from her 

male colleagues. Through accentuating her culture, Susan improves her position 

within a male dominated context. While as a woman, she can be put in a low power 

position, as a Scot, it is more difficult to do so either because people know little 

about Scottish culture or because, if they do, they are aware of the rebelliousness 

Scottish people are known for. Susan makes her identity 'unmanageable,' and 

therefore more powerful. 

In these two excerpts, we analyzed how Susan gets out of difficult interactions 

that she interprets as structured by gender and in which, as a woman, she is in a less 

powerful position. To position herself as more powerful, she strategically draws on 

hierarchy in the first interaction and culture in the second. While Susan cannot 

completely hide the fact that she is a woman, she can neutralize the disadvantageous 

lower status that is associated with being a woman by fore grounding her other 

identities to construct a powerful and successful professional identity. 

Positioning Oneself within Hierarchical Interactions 
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In this second sub-section, we analyze interactions which our interviewees 

interpreted as being structured by hierarchical relations. They understand the 

interaction as a consequence of the difference in hierarchy between themselves and 

the male actor(s). As in the previous sub-section, we have selected two fragments of 

hierarchical interactions, each displaying different positioning processes. In the first, 

the interviewee positions herself through gender, in the second through culture. 

Sabien is a rather young Belgian lawyer who, at the time of the study, was 

carrying out an assignment in Singapore for a large Belgian governmental energy 

concern. As this company had been expanding its activities internationally to prepare 

for the liberalization of the Belgian energy market, she had completed international 

assignments in the U.S.A., New Zealand, China and South Korea. In the following 

excerpt, she tells about her experience in South Korea: 

'My boss back there had a rather difficult personality and that didn't work well 
with other men. Men tend to show a lot of competition, want to show who's the 
best and want to take on a leadership position. I handled it in quite a different 
way. As a woman, you have other qualities, and I made my boss feel more 
comfortable around me, he felt less threatened. I dealt with him in a softer 
manner; and that's why we got along. He felt comfortable around me and 
considered me less of a threat than my male colleagues. At first, it was because 
he thought: 'Oh, a girl, I will be able to dominate her much easier and handle her 
much better.' But because I used another approach, I could gain much more from 
him. In fact, his father instincts came out and I took advantage of that 
professionally. ' 

In this fragment, Sabien reflects on her relationship with her boss in South Korea, 

rather than recounting one specific interaction with him. Nonetheless, she refers 

specifically to how men interact among each other, and how she chose to interact 

with her boss in another way. She first interprets the interactions as hierarchical, as 

she is clearly in a subordinate position to her boss, and by mentioning that also male 

colleagues had difficulties with him as well as by making no reference to his cultural 

background. To position herself within this hierarchical interaction, Sabien actively 

draws from her gender identity. She accentuates her femininity by using 'female 

skills' to make her boss feel comfortable around her and avoid being perceived as a 

competitor. Using the positioning tactic that Gherardi and Poggio (2001) call the 

'one-down position,' Sabien is able to safeguard her position and even broaden her 

playfield by playing the feminine identity card. This positioning process reassures her 

boss of his higher position but at the same time enables her to obtain more from him. 
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Through drawing from this identity discourse of gender, she is able to tum a 

potentially unfavourable relationship, in which she is the less powerful party, into 

one that is beneficial to her career. 

Tine is another Belgian expatriate who at the time of the study just returned from 

an international assignment in Singapore. As a middle manager, she worked there for 

a venture fund of a big holding investing in technology and telecommunications. She 

completed international assignments in The Netherlands, USA, the Philippines, 

Ireland, and France. In the following fragment, she tells about her experience in 

Singapore: 

'The other women in the company mainly held administrative positions. I 
had a rather high position in the hierarchy and I was the only expat. From that 
perspective, I was unique, but I never experienced it in that way. I could get 
along very well with my colleagues, and the supervisors who reported to me 
really treated me with respect. Of course, there is a big difference between us, 
and there was little contact with them after work. But I always respected their 
norms and values. There was never any envy, except for the director. .. 
However, in the factory I was regarded as a curiosity. The fact that I was a 
foreigner and white was very extraordinary. I don't think many white women 
had been there, so I guess the fact that I was foreign and especially white, 
made me so special, much more than the fact that I was a woman.' 

Of all selected excerpts, this one interweaves elements of different identity 

discourses in the tightest and most ambiguous way. As in the previous fragment, the 

respondent reflects on her experience as expatriate rather than reporting specific 

interactions. She initially stresses the importance of her position in the hierarchy to 

define the quality of her relationship with the local employees who worked for her. 

However, already in interpreting the interactions, she does introduce culture as an 

additional factor next to her rank. In her eyes, the fact that she is the only (white) 

expatriate (woman) also affected her interaction with local employees. At the same 

time, she draws attention to her own consciously respectful approach to the local 

culture leading to mutual respect between her and her employees. In this way, Tine 

positions herself as a superior only along one identity dimension, hierarchy, while at 

the same time reducing the cultural (power) distance, which results in better 

relationships with the local employees, if not with the local director. Finally, while 

Tine only mentions the fact that she is a woman only cursorily, her attitude towards 

the local culture can be linked to what other interviewees (see excerpt above and 

below) have identified typical female skills. 
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In this sub-section, we analyzed how two Belgian expatriates dealt with 

hierarchical interactions by making active use of respectively gender and culture. In 

the first case, Sabien, who is in a subordinate position to her boss, uses her female 

skills to build a non-threatening relationship with him, which she then can use 

professionally. In the second, Tine builds positive professional relationships with her 

local personnel by drawing her power from her superior hierarchical status and 

having a respectful attitude towards the local culture. Although Sabien and Tine draw 

from different identity discourses, both their positioning strategies 'soften' the power 

relation between themselves and those actors on which their work depends, 

facilitating their professional success. 

Positioning Oneself within Cultural Interactions 

Finally, female expatriates interpret their interactions with male actors in terms of 

culture. In these cases, cultural differences are seen as determining. As in the two 

previous sub-sections, we present two fragments of cultural interactions and discuss 

how female expatriates position themselves by means of the identity discourse of 

respectively gender and hierarchy. 

Heidi is Austrian and worked, at the time of the study, in Belgium as product 

manager for a multinational company in electronics. She had worked for this 

company for several years with previous international assignments in The 

Netherlands and China. In the following fragment, she reflects on her experience in 

China: 

'I always made sure I adapted to the foreign culture in which I worked. I think 
this is one of the female advantages to be able to adapt so quickly. Often very 
small things tum out to be very important. For example, the Chinese tend to 
shut you out if you have misbehaved in any way. Likewise, they can never 
say no. Everything is always very good. If you ask them if the project is doing 
well, they will always confirm, problems tend to be hidden so you have to 
communicate in a very different manner if you really want to find out. A 
relationship based on mutual trust is needed to retrieve such information; 
otherwise they will shut you out. The contact with a foreign culture is often 
limited, but I use it as efficiently as possible. I inform myself on the visiting 
culture, read about it and prepare myself.' 

This fragment is a reflection on interactions with the Chinese. She experiences 

difficulties in working with Chinese colleagues and interprets these difficulties in 

terms of their culture: the Chinese shut you out if you misbehave and they tend to 
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hide mistakes. The fact that she is a foreigner puts her in a disadvantaged position as 

she needs to learn the local cultural code in order to be effective in her work in the 

Chinese context. To position herself within these cultural interactions, Heidi not only 

actively informs herself about the culture but, above all, actively uses her 'feminine' 

skills: her ability to quickly adapt and her attention for small things. These skills 

allow her to build the necessary mutual trust relationships in spite of her limited 

contact, as an expatriate, with the local culture. In contrast to the other fragments, in 

this one, hierarchy does not seem to play a big role as Heidi does not refer to her 

position in the hierarchy. Rather, she uses her gender identity in order to fit into a 

different cultural context and to be successful. 

The second fragment of a cultural interaction comes again from the interview 

with Sabien whom we have introduced above. In this fragment, which is also on her 

international assignment in South Korea, she draws on her hierarchy to counter her 

disadvantageous position as a woman in the South Korean business culture: 

'They sent me on the assignment and I experienced an attitude of wait and see 
towards me. South Korea is a typically male society, women are absolutely not 
allowed to work there. In the beginning, I felt resistance, Korean men objected 
towards me doing the negotiations, but I told them I would do the job I was 
supposed to do and they had to take it or leave it. Afterwards, I gained respect 
from these Korean men during negotiations and it [being a woman] even turned 
out to be an advantage. For them, it was something special, a woman doing 
negotiations in a male society and even a blond woman! It was somehow 
exclusive. I never had any problems with it. On the contrary, it turned out to be 
an advantage. Sometimes they even called me Hillary Clinton. As a local woman, 
this would never have been appropriate, but I held a different position.' 

Sabien interprets her difficulties in terms of cultural differences as the objections 

to her conducting the negotiations occur because women are not expected to work in 

the South Korean culture. To position herself within these interactions, she actively 

makes use of her hierarchical position. Sabien stresses the fact that negotiating is part 

of her assignment and accentuates her hierarchical power when she tells the South 

Korean counterpart to take it or leave it. Her successful perfonnance in the job 

subsequently led to respect and even turned out to be an advantage, as she then came 

to be perceived as unique, an exclusive Western female manager, as the comparison 

with Hillary Clinton, a powerful Western (blond) woman indicates. In this case, 

Sabien was able to tum her low power position along the culture dimension into a 

success through her high power position along the hierarchy dimension. 
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In these last two excerpts, two interviewees use respectively feminine skills and a 

high position in the ranks to overcome difficulties originating, in their eyes, in the 

local cultures. Heidi could learn to deal with the indirect Chinese communication 

style because she, as a woman, pays attention to small things and adapts, which 

enabled her to build the necessary trust relationships. Confronted with a much more 

overt type of exclusion, Sabien rather chose to frontally challenge her counterpart's 

cultural assumptions. She legitimizes herself by explicitly drawing from the power 

she has in virtue of her hierarchical position, what clearly distinguishes her from 

(South Korean) women. 

Conclusion 

These examples considered how female expatriates do not only construct their 

identity through gender but also through hierarchy and culture. They can become a 

successful woman, a successful manager or a successful Western expatriate 

depending on their interactions with male actors. When interpreting interactions with 

male actors as ones in which they have a low power position because of gender, 

hierarchy or culture, they tum these interactions into successful ones through 

positioning themselves within another identity discourse, one along which they feel 

they have more power. Successful female expatriates seem to be able to interpret 

situations in ways that enable them to identify other identity discourses from which 

they can draw to position themselves as more powerful, build a strong professional 

identity and be successful. The key to their success seems to be rooted both in their 

'appropriate' understanding of the situation, that is, an understanding which makes 

clear that they are in a subordinate position but, by so doing, also delimits that 

subordination to a specific type of identity discourse. This, in tum, opens up 

possibilities to use other available and relevant identity discourses to position 

themselves in a more favourable way. 

CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

In contrast to previous literature on women in international management, this study 

proposed a new theoretical approach that considers female expatriates as agents 

rather than as victims of a penalising structural context. Through the analysis of in

depth interviews with successful female expatriates, we showed how they, as agents, 
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actively produce successful professional identities and make their own success as 

'woman', 'manager' and 'Western expatriate'. 

Our approach provides two main theoretical insights to better understand female 

managers' international professional experience. First, it shows how female 

expatriates can tum the identity discourses of gender, hierarchy and culture, which 

have traditionally been seen as barriers to female expatriates (see Adler's myths), 

into resources in building their successful professional identity. Precisely because 

power relations are structured along multiple identity axes, female expatriates can, as 

agents, spot and actively make use of possibilities to be effective by selectively using 

gender, hierarchy or culture. They can, in other words, try to counter their lower 

status along one identity by strategically drawing from a more empowering identity 

to define themselves in interactions. The analysis of the individual excerpts illustrates 

a variety of ways to do so in terms of both the identity from which interviewees can 

draw and whether their strategy is explicit (as in Susan's story of the coffee or 

Sabien's story of her 'take it or leave it') or rather implicit (as in Susan's use of her 

Scottish nationality or Heidi and Tine's use of 'soft' skills and respect). 

Second, we made an analytical distinction between two types of processes in 

female expatriates' production of their own successful identity. First, female 

expatriates interpret interactions with male actors in terms of one (or more) identity 

discourse. This sense-making process is crucial, as it constrains and enables 

subsequent possible course of action. Second, they position themselves within these 

interactions in a favourable way by drawing from an identity discourse along which 

they are more powerful, but also by reducing distances and 'softening' power 

relations. 

On a reflective note, the female expatriates' strategies for success analyzed in this 

paper are individual. This is due to the fact that female expatriates are often the only 

woman on a specific assignment or, at best, a small minority. While more collective 

manifestations of female expatriates' agency are not excluded, they are, in these 

circumstances, highly unlikely. The effects of individual, context-specific 'micro

strategies' on structure are however not straightforward. Even in the every-day 

pursue of their goals, individuals do, through their actions, re-create the structure 

around them (Willmott, 1987 based on Giddens, 1979, 1984). This means, 

paradoxically, that female expatriates, in their interactions, at once maintain the 

structure that penalizes them while also undermining it. Despite the fact that they 

20 



themselves are successful, their success does not alter the existing power relations, 

which make it difficult for women to be international managers. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

The literature on women in international management could benefit from more 

theoretically grounded and critical approaches that make room for questioning the 

dominant social practices in international management. While the structural emphasis 

of most studies tends to result in descriptive analyses of encountered problems, an 

agentic approach may provide insight in the processes and micro-dynamics of power 

characterizing international assignments. Particularly, future research may adopt 

smaller units of analysis as everyday interactions, in which female expatriates 

negotiate their position vis-a.-vis key (male) actors. Such shift in approach would also 

entail recognizing how various power-laden identity discourses such as gender, 

hierarchy and culture interlock. This aspect is currently often overlooked in the 

literature as most studies tend to focus only on culture and identify cross-cultural 

adjustment as the primary challenge for (female) expatriates. At the same time, an 

agentic approach may inform studies of repatriation and career development. Such 

approach would offer insights in the strategies (female) expatriates adopt to be 

successful in a longer-term professional perspective. 

Our perspective also offers insights for re-thinking strategies to develop the 

organizational potential of female expatriates as human resources. Viewing success 

as something female expatriates 'do,' rather than as a natural personal characteristic, 

opens up the possibility of teaching and learning how to be successful. Preparation to 

international assignments would include the development of one's intercultural 

competencies, not solely in terms of learning about the host culture and intercultural 

communication skills but also learning to interpret interactions and to spot 

possibilities of acting within them in a way that produces more favourable outcomes 

for oneself. In practice, this would mean designing case studies and role plays 

through which female expatriates become aware not only of the way gender, 

hierarchy and culture interlock to shape relations in international contexts, but also of 

how they can make use of them to position themselves in interactions with male 

actors. Knowing how to interpret interactions from different angles and act 

strategically upon them can represent a valuable asset leading to their success. 
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