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Chapter V 
The Role of the Spouse in Managers 

Family-Related Career Sensemaking16 
 

 
ABSTRACT 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to contribute to a growing body of literature on the 
role of family in managers’ career decision making. Specifically, the authors offer an 
empirical elaboration on a recently proposed concept of the “family-relatedness of work 
decisions” (FRWD) by illuminating the role of the spouse in managers’ career 
sensemaking. 

Design/methodology/approach: In total, 88 managers who were in the final stage of their 
EMBA program took part in the study. The data were gathered through a personal career 
inventory. 

Findings: The findings revealed that next to family-career salience and parent role 
identification, spouses also play an important role in shaping managers’ family-related 
career sensemaking. 

Research limitations/implications: Future research should examine the supportive role of 
spouses in contexts other than that of an international EMBA. Moreover, researchers 
should examine the role of managers’ boundary management styles in shaping the degree 
of their family-related career sensemaking. 

Practical implications: The paper suggests that when designing and implementing 
developmental initiatives, organizations should consider that managers’ decisions about 
their next career steps may be guided by family-related concerns, and the spouse may play 
a specific role. 

Originality/value: This paper offers the first empirical exploration and a refinement of the 
nascent theory of the “FRWD.” It also introduces a new construct into the theory – spousal 
career support – that opens new avenues for future research. 

Keywords: Sensemaking, Spousal support, Career decision making, Family identity 

 
                                                           
16 This chapter is based on Lysova, E.I., Korotov, K., Khapova, S. N., & Jansen, P. G. W. (2015). The role of 

the spouse in managers’ family-related career sensemaking. Career Development International, 20(5), 503 – 

524. The paper has been selected by the journal’s (CDI) editorial team as the “Outstanding Paper” in the 

2016 Emerald Literati Network Awards for Excellence. 
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5.1. Introduction 

The increasing number of dual-earner couples, the growing number of women in the 

workforce, and the continuous blurring of boundaries between work and non-work 

domains have stimulated increased research interest in the influence of various family 

factors on individuals’ career- and work-related decision making (e.g., Eby et al., 2005; 

Reitman & Schneer, 2005; Ng & Feldman, 2008; Bagger, Reb, & Li, 2014). Research has 

traditionally examined the influence of family factors on work-related decision making and 

its consequences for the work domain (e.g., Powell & Greenhaus, 2010). More recently, 

however, calls have emerged to examine the consequences of such decision making on the 

family domain (Powell & Greenhaus, 2012). 

Specifically, Powell and Greenhaus (2012) called attention to the concept of the 

“family-relatedness of work decisions” (FRWD), which they defined as “the extent to 

which an individual’s decision-making process and choice of action in the work domain 

are influenced by a family situation in order to foster a positive outcome for the family” (p. 

247). To illustrate the concept with a practical example, a manager can make a decision to 

relocate to another country because he/she sees it not only as a potentially important step 

for his/her career development but also as an opportunity for his/her family to have a better 

lifestyle or for his/her children to obtain a better education in the new country. These types 

of family considerations have different degrees of importance to individuals in their 

decision making. The FRWD therefore represents a continuum rather than a dichotomy 

(Powell & Greenhaus, 2012). To stimulate the development of FRWD-related research, 

Powell and Greenhaus (2012) proposed a process model of family influence on work 

decisions. In this model, they suggested that identity-related (i.e., family role salience and 

identification, work-family boundary management style) and contextual factors (i.e., work 

and family cues) contribute to individuals’ consideration of family in their work-related 
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decision making. While we believe that the choice of factors is well justified in relation to 

the FRWD, the role of the social context, i.e., the role of (significant) others underlying 

individuals’ work- and career-related decision making, is underrepresented in the original 

Powell and Greenhaus (2012) model. We argue that addressing the latter is essential given 

the growing evidence in the organizational behavior and management literature regarding 

the role of various “others” (i.e., colleagues, friends and family members) in shaping 

individuals’ careers (Higgins & Kram, 2001; Bosley, Arnold & Cohen, 2009). In turn, 

including the social context invites a more socially embedded understanding of an 

individual’s work-related decision-making process and the role of family considerations in 

it than that used by Powell and Greenhaus (2012), which focuses on psychological 

processes. We argue that such an understanding can be facilitated by employing a 

sensemaking perspective (Weick, 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). In relation to 

the FRWD, we refer to it as family-related career sensemaking. 

The current study aims to extend the model of Powell and Greenhaus (2012) and to 

contribute to the literature on the FRWD (Greenhaus & Powell, 2012; Powell & 

Greenhaus, 2012) by answering the following exploratory research question, on a sample 

of 88 managers: what is the role of a manager’s spouse in his/her family-related career 

sensemaking. Our choice to focus on the role of spouses (both female and male) in 

managers’ family-related career sensemaking stems from findings that show that spouses 

play an influential role in the career decision making of individuals. For example, previous 

research has shown that spouses have an influence on individuals’ decision to start a 

business (Van Auken & Werbel, 2006; Jennings & McDougald, 2007), expatriate (Mäkelä, 

Känsälä, & Suutari, 2011; Lauring & Selmer, 2010) or quit a job (Huffman, Casper, & 

Payne, 2014). Furthermore, some studies have specifically examined the variety of 

spouses’ roles (Välimäki, Lämsä, & Hiillos, 2009; Mäkelä et al., 2011) and have called for 
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more research on the role of the spouses in women’s and men’s careers. The need for these 

studies is justified by the changes in family structures and the importance of stepping out 

of the gender stereotype of the man as the primary breadwinner and the woman as a home-

based caretaker or a secondary earner (Gherardi & Poggio, 2001). However, the existing 

research that has acknowledged these changes in exploring the role of spouses in 

managers’ careers has mainly examined female managers (e.g., Mäkelä et al., 2011; 

Ezzedeen & Ritchey, 2008; Heikkinen, Lämsä, & Hiillos, 2013) and has paid less attention 

to male managers (Heikkinen, 2014). This study addresses this shortcoming in the 

literature by a) considering the role of the spouse in managers’ career sensemaking for both 

male and female managers and b) exploring this career sensemaking as being family-

related (i.e., intended to foster a positive outcome for the family) rather than being purely 

career focused. 

This study aims to make several important contributions to the literature on the 

FRWD. First, we empirically elaborate on the concept of the FRWD, showing the 

complexity and diversity of ways through which managers engage in family-related career 

sensemaking. Furthermore, by addressing the role of spouses together with identity-related 

factors, we reveal that managers’ perceptions of spousal career support shape the degree of 

their family-related career sensemaking. This finding corresponds with Greenhaus and 

Powell’s (2012) recognition that individuals’ work-domain decisions are influenced by 

their partners’ view of decision situations in an environment characterized by an increasing 

number of dual-career couples. Thus, we also contribute to research on the role of the 

spouse in managers’ careers (e.g., Mäkelä et al., 2011; Heikkinen et al., 2013). 
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5.2. Family-Related Career Sensemaking 

Drawing on the ideas of March (1994), Powell and Greenhaus (2012) proposed that 

the understanding of the processes that individuals engage in, leading them to frame work-

related decisions as having an effect on their families and to select courses of action that 

favor their families, lies in the logic of appropriateness. According to this decision-making 

perspective, individuals who face decision situations in the work domain rely on their 

identities and the associated rules or procedures for choosing courses of action in these 

situations. While this perspective allows the illumination of individual psychological 

processes and the identity-relevant factors involved in them, we posit that it does not fully 

capture the social embeddedness of the decision-making process (i.e., the role of spouse in 

it). It therefore limits scholars’ understanding of the FRWD. To address this shortcoming, 

we employ a sensemaking perspective in relation to the FRWD. We refer to sensemaking 

as a process that “involves individuals engaging in retrospective and prospective thinking 

in order to construct an interpretation of reality” (Weick, 1995; as cited in Sonenshein, 

2010, p. 479). Thus, we follow Weick (1969) in acknowledging that individuals’ decisions 

and actions are guided by future-oriented thoughts (e.g., plans and desires), but they are 

essentially derived from retrospective sensemaking17. 

Sensemaking is often seen as being triggered by ambiguous and uncertain situations 

resulting from disruptive activity, surprise or the “failure to confirm one’s self” (Weick, 

1995, pp. 2, 23). The need to maintain one’s self-concept when it is challenged not only 

serves as a trigger for sensemaking but is also seen as “a core preoccupation in 
                                                           
17 In line with the dominant perspective on sensemaking (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005) and the narrative 

nature of careers (Arthur, Inkson, & Pringle, 1999), this study focuses on retrospective sensemaking. 

However, it stays open to the elements of prospective or “future perfect tense” sensemaking coming into play 

(Weick, 1969, p. 66). In some of the questions in the personal career inventories, managers were asked to 

construct future images of their career success that were likely to trigger the managers to engage in 

prospective sensemaking. 
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sensemaking” (Weick, 1995, p. 20). Moreover, identity construction is seen as one of the 

two basic properties that differentiate sensemaking from basic cognitive psychology 

(Gililand & Day, 2000, p. 334, as cited in Weick et al., 2005). As suggested by Mills 

(2003, p. 55, cited in Weick et al., 2005), identity construction is “at the root of 

sensemaking and influences how other aspects or properties of the sensemaking process 

are understood”. Thus, identity in the sensemaking process serves as a frame of reference 

for interpreting a situation (Ashforth & Mael, 1996; Weick, 1995). For example, previous 

research showed that sensemaking is influenced by identity in a study of identity 

construction in organizations (Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994) and in a study of 

sensemaking in a consultancy task force (Patriotta and Spedale, 2009). In addition, 

according to Weick (1995), sensemaking allows individuals to learn about their identities 

by projecting themselves into an environment and observing the consequences. In this way, 

sensemaking serves as a process through which identity work takes place that is directed at 

maintaining a consistent self-concept. For example, previous research has shown that 

identity is constructed through sensemaking (e.g., Watson & Bargiela-Chiappini, 1998; 

Korica & Molloy, 2010). Drawing on the sensemaking literature, we argue that managers’ 

identity in the family domain is likely to shape the degree of their family-related career 

sensemaking, which in turn allows them to maintain or reinforce this identity. 

Although the importance of identity in the sensemaking process highlights the 

cognitive nature of sensemaking, the importance of the social context in individual 

sensemaking illuminates the socially embedded nature of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). In 

the social context, an individual continuously engages in social interactions and discourse, 

through which his/her identity becomes continuously redefined (Gephart, 1993; Weick, 

1995). Weick et al. (2005, p. 22) noted that “who we are lies in the hands of others, which 

means our categories for sensemaking lie in their hands.” The authors thus suggested that 
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sensemaking starts with the individual but that the presence of others influences 

sensemaking because of its social nature. For this paper, this concept means that managers’ 

family-related career sensemaking might involve and be shaped by other parties who are 

important to the managers, such as their spouses. 

Drawing on the individual-social dichotomy of sensemaking (Weick, 1995; Gephart 

et al., 2010), we suggest that the understanding of factors that shape individuals’ family-

related career sensemaking would be enriched by addressing individual and social aspects 

of the sensemaking process. In particular, we argue that the role of spouses should be 

considered together with individual identity-related factors to understand individuals’ 

family-related career sensemaking. In this way, the degree to which individuals construct 

their decisions as family-related might be shaped by the perceived amount and type of 

career-related support they receive from their spouses. 

The importance of the spouse as an actor in an individual’s social structure has been 

clearly emphasized throughout the literature. First, the literature on social support has 

emphasized the important role of spouses as a resource that individuals can use to cope 

with work demands, leading to the establishment of a good balance between the work and 

family domains and a reduction in demands at work (e.g., Lauring & Selmer, 2010; 

Voydanoff, 2005). Moreover, the literature on expatriation highlights the reluctance of 

spouses to give up their careers as a growing reason for the rejection of foreign 

assignments (e.g., Harvey, 1998; Van der Velde, Bossink, & Jansen, 2005). Moreover, 

spouses are a primary reason for costly premature returns (e.g., Black & Stephens, 1989). 

Furthermore, in times of flattened structures and reduced security provided by 

organizations, individuals have shifted the locus of work identification from organizations 

to occupations and careers (e.g., Albert et al., 2000). Under these circumstances, 
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individuals turn to their non-work identity and significant others as a source of meaning to 

tie these non-work identities to their work (Lane, 2009; Ramarajan & Reid, 2013). 

Drawing on the importance of non-work identity (i.e., family identity) and spousal 

support in individuals’ careers, we explore the family-related career sensemaking of 

working managers who are engaged in an EMBA program. 

5.3. Methods 

Because in this paper we aim to elaborate on the nascent theory of the FRWD 

(Powell and Greenhaus, 2012; Greenhaus & Powell, 2012) by introducing the role of 

spouses in managers’ family-related career sensemaking, we use a qualitative research 

design to answer our research question (Vaughan, 1992; Pratt, 2009; Edmondson & 

McManus, 2007). Specifically, we adopted an interpretive approach (Miles & Huberman, 

1994) so we are able to draw on individuals’ career and family values and better 

understand managers’ family-related sensemaking in the work domain. 

5.3.1. Context and Sample 

The study was conducted in one of the top-ranked European business schools in the 

context of its international EMBA program. The EMBA program consists of several one-

week modules over one-and-a-half years, thus allowing the participation of middle- and 

high-level executives from different parts of the world. In addition to intensive in-class 

seminars and workshops aimed at developing strategic leadership skills, the program also 

offers opportunities for individual career coaching. The latter was the particular context in 

which our qualitative data were collected. We believe that the engagement of working 

managers in an EMBA program constitutes an appropriate site for their sensemaking. 

Because business school programs such EMBAs serve as “identity workplaces” (Petriglieri 

and Petriglieri, 2010), they create the conditions and encourage participants to explore their 
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past, current, and future identities. Specifically, the EMBA program creates opportunities 

for managers to reflect on their thoughts, decisions and actions (De Déa Roglio & Light, 

2009; Warhurst, 2011). They are able to use other participants, the training methods as a 

whole, and particularly coaching to help them discover new possibilities and permit them 

to “abandon their false self, erected as protection against a threatening environment” 

(Dubouloy, 2004, p. 467). In this way, the EMBA program provides a trigger to managers’ 

engagement in self-exploration and experimentation with their “possible selves” (Markus 

& Nurius, 1986). 

We collected qualitative data from managers who were combining their work with 

participation in the EMBA program. Specifically, we collected data as part of one of their 

coaching-related assignments to reflect on their work and career. To complete it, managers 

were given two to three months, based on which they received individual, written 

commentaries. In a later stage of the EMBA program, the managers could ask for an 

optional individual coaching session that was related to their personal inventory. We 

followed a purposeful sampling method (Patton, 1990) when choosing the managers to be 

included in the study. Namely, we selected only those managers who stated that they had a 

significant other (i.e., wife/husband, partner, or girlfriend/boyfriend). This aspect was 

crucial due to the framing of our study around the FRWD. 

Our sample of managers (n = 88) included 72 males and 16 females. The managers 

represented 24 different nationalities; on average, they were 36 years old and had 10 years 

of work experience; half of them had children. Demographic data for each participant are 

presented in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5.1. Overview of the participants 

No. Gender Age Nationality Children No. Gender Age Nationality Children 

1 male 29 Austrian no 45 male 34 German no 

2 female 32 American no 46 male 35 Swiss yes 

3 female 33 German no 47 male 34 German yes 

4 male 35 German yes 48 female 34 British no 

5 male 31 German no 49 female 31 Chinese no 

6 male 38 British no 50 female 41 Chinese yes 

7 male 36 Belgian yes 51 female 36 Chinese no 

8 male 33 Argentinian yes 52 male 26 Danish yes 

9 male 38 Italian yes 53 male 35 Bulgarian yes 

10 male 32 German no 54 female 34 Palestinian yes 
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11 male 32 German no 55 male 40 South African yes 

12 male 43 German yes 56 male 28 German no 

13 male 33 German yes 57 male 44 Russian yes 

14 male 45 German no 58 male 41 German yes 

15 male 30 German yes 59 male 37 Chinese no 

16 male 42 German yes 60 female 45 German no 

17 male 39 Danish yes 61 male 32 Turkish no 

18 male 46 German yes 62 male 30 British no 

19 male 40 German yes 63 male 37 German yes 

20 male 36 German no 64 male 34 German no 

21 female 34 German no 65 male 34 Uruguayan  yes 

22 male 40 German yes 66 male 27 German no 
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23 male 33 German no 67 male 39 Spanish yes 

24 male 34 German no 68 male 28 German no 

25 male 38 German yes 69 male 30 Malaysian no 

26 male 40 German no 70 male 43 Indian yes 

27 male 36 German no 71 male 40 Chinese no 

28 male 32 German yes 72 male 34 British yes 

29 male 34 Brazilian no 73 male 39 British yes 

30 male 28 German yes 74 male 35 German no 

31 male 36 German yes 75 male 36 German yes 

32 male 33 Greek no 76 female 32 South African no 

33 male 38 German no 77 female 30 German yes 

34 male 44 German yes 78 male 39 Russian yes 
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35 female 33 Brazilian no 79 male 32 Italian no 

36 male 29 German yes 80 male 39 German yes 

37 male 36 Russian yes 81 male 29 German no 

38 male 35 German no 82 male 36 German no 

39 male 38 German yes 83 male 31 German yes 

40 male 40 German yes 84 male 46 Polish yes 

41 male 39 Turkish yes 85 male 32 Mexican no 

42 male 35 German yes 86 female 31 German no 

43 female 43 German yes 87 female 37 German no 

44 male 36 Spanish yes 88 female 30 German no 
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5.3.2. Data 

Qualitative data from managers were gathered through a personal career inventory 

(Korotov, 2009) as part of the EMBA program at a top-ranked European business school 

between 2009 and 2012. The objective of this inventory was to provide an opportunity for 

managers to reflect on their current and/or future careers and for them to think about 

various aspects of their career management and development. Specifically, the participants 

were asked to answer various open-ended questions, reflecting the visualization of their 

career success, specific investments in their career development and the relationships 

between managers and their significant others, among other topics. For example, the 

participants were asked the following questions: “What is important for you in your job 

today and tomorrow?,” “How does your career reflect what is important for you in life?,” 

“Please specify who provides you with support and guidance to achieve your career 

success,” and “Where are you now from the point of view of your significant other?” The 

personal inventories were mainly completed electronically. The participants differed in the 

detail of their responses. The responses provided by the managers in the inventories ranged 

from 645 to 9,803 words. The approximate typical length of the provided responses was 

2,100 words. 

5.3.3. Data Analysis  

The data were content analyzed using the NVivo 10 analysis program. We chose to 

perform qualitative content analysis because this approach provides an in-depth 

understanding of the FRWD from the participants’ perspective (Lee, Mitchel, & Sablynski, 

1999). Additionally, this approach was well-suited for exploring managers’ responses 

associated with their FRWD given the limited research on this topic (Edmondson & 

McManus, 2007).  
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To increase the methodological replicability of our study, we followed well-

established procedures of qualitative content analysis (Miles & Hubermann, 1994; 

Altheide, 1987; Altheide, Coyle, DeVriese, & Schneider, 2008). Two of the authors with 

extensive knowledge of the literature on career and family and with experience with 

content analysis started by independently reading the personal career inventories, making 

notes and generating a list of categories for further analysis. During this process, the 

authors also turned to the literature to make sense of the emerging themes. Then, the 

authors met to discuss their coding schemes and potential theoretical lenses that they could 

use for the final coding. Minor discrepancies were discussed and further resolved by 

collectively examining the data, which was important to eliminate any potential individual 

bias. In these discussions, the authors agreed to focus on the FRWD concept as a 

“sensitizing concept” (Blumer, 1954), based on which the final coding scheme for coding 

the career inventories was developed. Before the authors actually began the coding 

process, they tested the coding scheme on a sample of the data, which allowed them to 

develop a revised coding scheme. During the coding process, parts of the texts were 

bracketed and labeled with codes, which were further combined in categories within three 

identified themes: family-related career sensemaking, identity-related factors and spousal 

career support. The unit of analysis was defined as a meaningful thought, which could be 

reflected by a word, phrase, sentence or set of sentences (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Applying an iterative procedure, the authors alternated between the data and the relevant 

literature to capture the meaning reflected by the identified themes and categories, which 

they further carefully examined. 

The authors started by exploring different instances of what we refer to as “family-

related career sensemaking”. We found that managers vary in the extent to which they 

consider their families when reflecting on their careers as well as the ways through which 
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family-related career sensemaking takes place. In line with the suggested nature of the 

FRWD concept as a continuum (Greenhaus & Powell, 2012), our analysis revealed that 

managers consider their families in their career sensemaking to different degrees. 

Specifically, we distinguished among managers (a) who did not refer to their family (n = 

36), (b) who referred to their family to some extent (n = 36), and (c) who referred to their 

family to a great extent in the sensemaking process (n = 16). To explore the factors that 

could shape these different degrees of managers’ family-related career sensemaking, we 

turned to the identified themes (i.e., identity-related factors and spousal career support) and 

their associated categories to search for patterns. 

5.4. Findings 

Based on our data analysis, several findings are apparent. First, we observed 

different manifestations of the managers’ family-related career sensemaking. Drawing on 

the interplay between our data and the theory, we can conclude that these manifestations 

were shaped by the following factors: a) the importance of the managers’ families to their 

careers, b) the managers’ identification with their parent roles and c) the spousal career 

support perceived by the managers. In exploring the prominence and importance of these 

factors for the managers, we can distinguish between those who persistently referred to 

their families in their career sensemaking (n = 52) and those who did not (n = 36). The 

latter emphasized only the work- and career-related benefits of their potential decisions in 

the work domain, thus signaling their identity salience in the work domain rather than in 

the family domain. 

Because of our particular interest in managers who did refer to their families in 

their career sensemaking, we build the findings section around this portion of our sample. 

Specifically, we start by addressing the different manifestations of the managers’ family-
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related career sensemaking. Next, we examine the role of family-career salience, parent 

role identification and managers’ perceptions of spousal career-related support as factors 

shaping the managers’ family-related career sensemaking. We continue by discussing the 

contributions of our findings in light of their implications. 

5.4.1. Family-Related Career Sensemaking 

Our data reveal that managers consider their families in their career sensemaking on 

a continuum that ranges from a high to a low degree of family involvement in career 

sensemaking. Within this continuum, we can distinguish among three categories or 

different ways that managers’ family-related career sensemaking takes place: career 

management for the family, time management for the family and improvement of the 

situation for the spouse. We further elaborate on each of these themes in the following 

subsections. Table 5.2 presents additional evidence for each of these themes representing 

managers’ family-related career sensemaking. 
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Table 5.2. Empirical evidence for the categories related to “family-related sensemaking”  

Category Example quotes 

Career 

management 

for the family 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time-

management 

for family 

 

 

 

 

Improvement 

of the 

situation for 

the spouse 

“I would not seek a high-risk career path if I felt that I could be destroying 

family life (Male, 40).” 

“This means that my EMBA and hard work would help me in reaching my 

personal career goal, or I would find another option to pay back to the family. 

I would consider a horizontal career move such as working in a similar 

position for another regional head in a location of my wife’s choice for 2 to 3 

years. This would enrich the intercultural and language-related development 

of our children and bring a nice change to daily life for my spouse (Male, 

44).” 

“Assuming regional/local roles during career progress may be a valid way to 

reduce business travel. This is what I currently strongly take into account when 

considering my next options. This would also solve some of the concerns she 

has regarding my contact time with my son (Male, 39).”  

“However, I hope to have a team of people sharing the same thoughts with me 

who also want to achieve things. The last two factors will help me to delegate 

tasks and spend enough time with my family (Male, 33).” 

“Permanence of location to allow my wife to follow her career aspirations 

(expat assignment that is temporary), and children to become settled. […] For 

us, it means that my wife has the opportunity to fulfill her career aspirations 

(Male, 40).” 

“Right opportunity for my wife during the assignment phase and also ensuring 

proper initiation of her career once she’s back (Male, 43).” 
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Career management for the family. Approximately half of the managers provided 

examples of this category of family-related career sensemaking. The majority of these 

work-related changes and career decisions were framed as limiting managers’ career 

development toward upper levels of the work hierarchy. Managers used expressions such 

as “step back” in their careers and “take a small step in the career” or expressed their desire 

not “to have a too high-level position.” For example, one manager shared his unwillingness 

to accept any highly demanding positions because he did not want to sacrifice his time 

with his children: “I want to be around when my boys grow up, so at the moment, I am not 

accepting a higher-level position if it is going to be at the expense of my family (Male, 

26).” 

Similarly, another manager mentioned sacrificing his career in favor of parent-child 

interactions: “For the future plans, as I mentioned before, I would sacrifice part of my 

career for personal contact with my daughter (Male, 36).” 

However, other work- and career-related changes were not framed as career-

limiting changes. For example, some of the managers expressed their intention to search 

for a new job that “gives flexibility to spend more time with family.” Other managers, 

mainly women, shared their willingness to take a break in their careers, which could 

benefit their family. 

Time management for the family. The majority of the managers provided 

examples of this category of family-related career sensemaking. This category was 

reflected in managers’ desire to make changes in their working time allocation to benefit 

their family. Unlike previous category, time management for the family captures changes 

in the managers’ working time rather than changes in their careers. Because they were 

employed by international companies, the managers indicated that they had to travel 

frequently for work. Many managers stressed their desire to reduce their amount of travel. 
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For example, one manager explained why he would like to reduce his business travel: 

“Reduce the amount of travel. I have been out of home half of the year for the last 4 years 

(Male, 33).” 

The managers also aimed to allocate more time from their work to their family by 

improving their time management. Some of the managers saw an opportunity for such 

improvement in increased delegation at work. For example, one manager explained how 

obtaining a higher position would allow him to delegate his tasks and free time for his 

family: “The change might come from me having reached the level of having a team on 

which I can count and where, in a purely management role, I can delegate tasks. That is 

how I hope to have more time to spend with my family (Male, 33).” 

Another manager shared how he expected to plan his work schedule to arrive home 

earlier: “I want to be back home for dinner at 19:00, and that’s also what she expects me to 

do. So I can choose when to start in the morning so I can finish early enough (Male, 33).” 

Improvement of the situation for the spouse. Approximately one-third of the 

managers provided examples of this category of family-related career sensemaking. This 

category was reflected in managers acknowledging the importance of their spouses’ 

(career) interests, which required them to make changes in their work domain. In 

particular, managers were motivated to “give back” the opportunity for their spouses to 

develop their careers or hobbies/interests. These managers understood that their spouses 

made substantial sacrifices by accepting and supporting them during the demanding 

EMBA program, so they needed to reciprocate. For instance, one manager shared that he 

had already had time to develop his career and that it was now his wife’s turn: “I need to 

give her more time away from home so that she can develop her hobbies and interests. I 

will probably remain the main breadwinner but should reduce my work load through 
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delegation …. It is now the time to reap the benefits of my career investments so that my 

wife can pursue her own interests (Male, 35).” 

5.4.2. Family-Career Salience and Parent Role Identification 

By viewing career sensemaking from a cognitive perspective, we can identify two 

categories of factors (family-career salience and parent role identification) that could 

shape whether managers’ career sensemaking is family-related. These two factors arise 

from the coactivation of career and family identities (Rothbard & Ramarajan, 2009). We 

further elaborate on these themes in the following subsections. Supporting empirical 

evidence is presented in Table 5.3. 

Table 5.3. Empirical evidence for the categories related to “identity-related factors”  

Category Example quotes 

Family-career 

salience 

 

 

 

 

 

Parent role 

identification 

“Real career success for me would mean a good balance of my own personal 

success and my family members’ success, especially my husband and my 

son; I do not want to see them sacrificing for my career success (Female, 

41).” 

“My professional career is one part of my life; it gives me satisfaction and 

fulfillment. However, I would not be willing to sacrifice my family life for 

my career (Male, 37).” 

“Proud father of one child, since my wife and I finally managed to become a 

family (Male, 45).” 

“Moreover, together, we will do our best to maintain the warmth and 

comfort of our family life so that our kids have good role models with whose 

help they can build their own full and enjoyable lives (Male, 35).” 
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Family-career salience. We empirically define this category as any instances of 

managers indicating the importance of their families and reflecting positive associations 

between their families and both their careers and life in general. As our data show, the 

managers who engaged in family-related career sensemaking expressed their family-career 

salience in different ways. Some managers refused to sacrifice their family in favor of their 

careers. For example, one of the managers explained why his family would always be more 

important than his career: “I am sure I could be much further in my career if I had invested 

not only 110% but everything to move my career forward. However, I grew up in a 

neighborhood with many very successful parents, and I know the cost at which success 

comes very well. I always give my best—with one restriction: protecting my private life 

will always come first. It is the biggest resource I have to move my career forward, and I 

luckily have a wife who fully supports me and is willing to make individual sacrifices for 

the team (Male, 38).” Other managers emphasized the importance of their family and 

significant others in motivating them and giving meaning to their work. Some of these 

managers stressed the need to provide financial security for their families and to link their 

potential promotions with material benefits for their families. For example, one manager 

explained that he wanted to ensure a good lifestyle for his family: “My goal is not to be 

rich. However, I would like to ensure my family has what I consider a reasonable lifestyle 

in terms of housing, education, hobbies and leisure opportunities (Male, 34).” Other 

managers likened their families to a “charging station” for their job through which they 

could recharge their “battery and get the required power.” 

Parent role identification. We empirically define this category as any instances of 

managers expressing their parental role. Our focus on the managers’ relationships with 

their children aligns with Powell and Greenhaus’ (2012) emphasis on the presence of 

children leading to greater family pressures and demands.  
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Our analysis shows that the presence of children indeed plays a role in the degree to 

which managers consider their families in their career sensemaking. However, we 

determined that managers reflect this category only when they expressed identifying with 

being a father or mother (n = 16). In the data, this category was reflected in managers’ 

desire to “continue to be a good father … as I think I was till now.” Moreover, managers 

stressed their willingness to spend more time with their children: “the time I set aside for 

the kids every day, to show them how important they are,” “I want to be around when my 

boys grow up,” and “grow with the kids−not only beside them.” The strength of parent role 

identification was also reflected in managers’ concerns about their children's education. 

These managers indicated that it is important for them to provide the “best institutes for my 

kids” or “good family conditions with kid(s) who get an appropriate education” or to 

arrange “a university for my daughter that matches her expectations.” 

5.4.3. The Role of Spouses in Managers’ Careers 

Viewing managers’ family-related career sensemaking from a socially embedded 

perspective, we could see the pattern of spousal career support playing a role in shaping 

managers’ family-related career sensemaking. Drawing on the social support literature 

(House, 1981), we distinguished among three categories characterizing the different types 

of spousal career-related support as perceived by managers: emotional support 

(understanding and encouragement), instrumental support (household help, willingness to 

make sacrifices) and informational support (career counseling and advice, involvement in 

career decision making). We further discuss each type of spousal career support in the 

following subsections. Additional empirical evidence for all of the spousal roles is 

presented in Table 5.4. 
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Table 5.4. Empirical evidence for the categories related to “spousal career support” 

Category Example quotes 

Emotional 

support 

 

 

Instrumental 

support 

 

 

 

 

 

Informational 

support 

“I think we have quite a good conversation about our expectations, and 

fortunately my wife supports me very much (Male, 33).” 

“My wife. Provides support in difficult times. Backing in rough times. Love 

and honest criticism. She holds us together in difficult times (Male, 32).” 

“My partner accepted that I am doing this MBA, and currently, our private life 

is structured around the MBA. My partner sacrifices much of his time to take 

over tasks from me to support me (Female, 34).” 

“I am spending substantial time on my studies, which I therefore cannot spend 

with my family. My wife accepted additional responsibilities (to do the chores, 

to watch our children even on weekend), which I normally did partially before 

(Male, 36).”  

“When discussing my expectations of career success with my wife, I found 

that we are very much in sync in terms of perceptions. My explanation for this 

is that I discuss this topic very often with her, and she is also very interested in 

my career and also the future steps I am planning to take. In some occasions, 

she even acts as a coach when I have to take important career decisions (Male, 

33).” 

“My husband’s critical view and open feedback regarding my actual career 

fitness and personal wellbeing (the first does not go without the second). […] I 

do exactly the same for him, i.e., we are kind of “peer coaches (Female, 45).” 

 

Spousal emotional career support. Our data show that the majority of the 

managers generally viewed their spouses as providing psychological support in the form of 

encouragement, love and trust. For example, one manager shared the importance of mutual 
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support between him and his wife: “What needs to be the same is that my wife and myself 

support each other. This has been the success of the last 9 years and will be the success for 

the future (Male, 29).” Another manager provided an example of how his wife encouraged 

him in his career: “As far as the entrepreneurial part is concerned, my wife has been very 

supportive and says that I should go for it since it has been my dream for years. So that 

could be a viable option to pursue (Male, 40).” The managers also referred to the burden of 

the EMBA program, which they were better able to cope with based on emotional support 

and mutual agreement with their spouses. For example, as one manager indicated: 

“Currently, my partner and I agree that we are in an investment situation, in which I invest 

more than usual in my career development (on-the-job and off-the-job) as I not only do my 

MBA but also took over a new leadership position in a foreign country (Male, 33).” 

Spousal instrumental career support. Almost all of the managers also viewed their 

spouses as providing instrumental support for their careers. This type of spousal career 

support was reflected in managers recognizing their spouses’ willingness to take over 

family/household responsibilities to help them meet the requirements of the EMBA 

program. Referring to spousal instrumental support, the managers clearly emphasized the 

proactive nature of this type of spousal career support. For example, one manager shared 

how his wife was willing to slow down her career to help him: “She now also has 15 years 

of work experience and still showed willingness to take a 3-year break from service. And 

she told me that we will all go together along with my mother (Male, 43).” The managers 

viewed their spouses as being willing to help them even by making personal career 

sacrifices, which allowed them to be relieved of home responsibilities (e.g., taking children 

to school and extra-curricular activities; performing home repairs). For instance, some 

managers explained how their spouses helped them cope with their high work load: “My 

partner sacrifices much of his time to take over tasks from me to support me (Female, 34)” 
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or “My wife provides very important support for me: she constantly understands my lack 

of time and manages most of the ongoing family issues in our life (Male, 30).” As perhaps 

expected, given still-existing gender stereotypes, this type of support was mainly 

emphasized by men, leading to less spousal support received by women than by men 

(Verhofstadt, Buysse, & Ickles, 2007).  

Spousal informational career support. In addition to the abovementioned types of 

spousal career support, the managers also emphasized receiving informational career 

support from their spouses, which was mentioned by one-third of the managers engaged in 

family-related career sensemaking. This type of spousal career support was reflected in 

spouses’ involvement in the managers’ career-related decision making and the provision of 

career consultation, support and advice to the managers. Mutual decision planning 

regarding the managers’ careers can be illustrated by the following statements: “I need to 

reflect on career opportunities with my wife early enough to make the right decision (Male, 

40),” or “any career plans would be incomplete without the involvement of my significant 

other (Male, 45).” Career counseling is illustrated in the following examples: “The career 

dreams that I have described I have shared many times before with my wife, [Name]. If she 

felt that this dream was somehow unrealistic and unhealthy, she would openly challenge 

my intentions,” or “I can discuss freely with her [wife] my concerns, fears and aspirations 

as well as seek counsel (Male, 35).” Within career counseling, we also identified managers 

who perceived their spouses to have “knowing-whom” connections (Arthur, Claman, & 

DeFillippi, 1995) that could affect their careers. 

The identified patterns of spousal career support showed that the provision of 

instrumental and informational career support as perceived by managers was more 

influential than the provision of emotional career support in shaping the managers’ degree 

of family-related career sensemaking. These types of support were mainly mentioned by 
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managers who referred to their families in their career sensemaking. In turn, emotional 

support was mentioned by managers who both did and did not refer to their families in 

their career sensemaking, which we see as being a signal of a good relationship for each 

couple. 

5.5. Discussion 

This study empirically elaborates on the recently developed concept of the FRWD 

and explores the role of spouses in managers’ family-related career sensemaking. Drawing 

on the career reflections of working managers obtained through a personal career inventory 

tool, we distinguished different ways in which managers engage in family-related career 

sensemaking. Furthermore, our findings revealed the influential role of family-career 

salience, parent role identification, and the role of spousal career support in shaping the 

involvement of family considerations in the managers’ career sensemaking. Our findings 

make the following important contributions to the literature on the FRWD. 

First, our study empirically elaborates on the FRWD and elucidates factors that 

shape it. Our findings indicate that managers’ consideration of their families in their career 

sensemaking can be reflected in managers’ career management for their families, time 

management for their families, and improvement of the situation for their spouses. 

Drawing on the individual-social dichotomy of sensemaking (Weick, 1995), we show that 

family-related career sensemaking can be further understood by considering the role of 

spouses together with identity-related factors such as family-career salience and parent role 

identification. Our findings thus not only correspond with the framework of Powell and 

Greenhaus (2012) but also highlight the importance of considering the role of spousal 

career support (i.e., emotional, instrumental and informational career support). We argue 

that the perceived degree and type of spousal career support provided may facilitate the 

understanding of the extent to which managers engage in family-related career 
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sensemaking. Our findings are consistent with the equity theory (Adams, 1965; Walster, 

Walster, & Berscheid, 1978), which states that any close relationship involves an exchange 

between two partners as well as an evaluation of the fairness of this exchange (e.g., 

exchange of spousal support for managers’ career development through an EMBA). When 

the equity of this exchange is perceived to be violated, it must be restored (e.g., the 

manager can “give back” to his/her spouse by making work-related decisions with high 

family relatedness). Moreover, our findings are also supported by the social support 

resources theory (Hobfoll, Freedy, Lane & Geller, 1990). According to this theory, 

individuals strive to maintain social support (i.e., spousal career support) to meet their 

needs to preserve other resources and to protect and maintain their identity (i.e., close 

attachment to a spouse contributes to the formation of spousal identity as part of a greater 

individual identity that needs to be maintained). More generally, the literature clearly 

recognizes spouses as key persons in the home who provide support to individuals (Adams, 

King, & King, 1996) and recognizes wives as the sole confidants of men (Mickelson, 

Claffey, & Williams, 2006). By emphasizing the role of spousal career support in shaping 

managers’ family-related career sensemaking, however, our paper only considers the 

individual and relational levels of the individual-social dichotomy of sensemaking. It is 

important to recognize that social context is also represented by the societal level, namely, 

national culture (Powell, Francesco, & Ling, 2009) and industry characteristics (e.g., 

amount of work hours and the level of job or organizational uncertainty) (Lingard & 

Francis, 2004). These factors are also likely to play an important role in shaping managers’ 

family-related career sensemaking. Future research should further elaborate on the concept 

of the FRWD by exploring the role of spouses and societal-level factors more thoroughly 

in relation to the FRWD. 
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Second, this study contributes to the understanding of career development networks 

that are formed with spouses as a factor influencing the degree of managers’ family-related 

career sensemaking. Based on the influence of spousal career support in a manager’s 

sensemaking, we argue for the existence of non-work developmental relationships between 

managers and their spouses, in which spouses serve as career mentors for managers. With 

contemporary changes in the psychological contract between individuals and employers 

(Rousseau, 1995), we can expect individuals to more frequently rely on their non-work 

relationships (e.g., spouse) for career support. This expectation is consistent with the 

contemporary literature on developmental networks (Higgins & Kram, 2001; Cummings & 

Higgins, 2006; Murphy & Kram, 2010), which highlights the increasing importance of 

developmental support received by individuals from relationships in the non-work domain 

in today’s work context. Moreover, unlike with other relationships, an individual’s 

relationship with his/her family is more intimate than working relationships (Cummings & 

Higgins, 2006), which allows this relationship to stand out against any changes that an 

individual faces in the work context. Researchers should further explore the career 

development relationships between individuals and their spouses. In particular, future 

research could address the following interesting questions: 1) Can spouses provide better 

career support if they also have careers? 2) Does the type of support depend on the 

spouse’s employment (e.g., more informational support in dual-career couples)? 3) How 

does the provision of different types of career support develop over time?  

In addition, by acknowledging changes in family structures, we take a stereotype- 

and gender-independent perspective on exploring managers’ career sensemaking and the 

spousal role in it. By doing so, we contribute to the growing research on the role of spouses 

in managers’ careers (e.g., Mäkelä et al., 2011; Heikkinen et al., 2013), and we respond to 

the call for more attention on male managers (Heikkinen, 2014). Our paper addresses the 
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role of spouses in managers’ family-related career sensemaking for both male and female 

managers. However, it neither focuses on nor considers the differences that might exist 

between the two categories of managers. Future research should consider exploring 

potential gender-related differences in managers’ family-related career sensemaking. 

5.5.1. Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

Although our findings provide important contributions to different streams of 

research, our study also has limitations. First, our sample included managers involved in 

the international context of an EMBA program. Although we chose this context because of 

the high level of uncertainty that would trigger sensemaking and decision making, we 

acknowledge that the managers in this specific context have a higher probability of facing 

expatriate experiences, which might affect our results by increasing the importance of 

spouses. As indicated by the expatriate literature, spouses are very crucial in individuals’ 

expatriate experiences and related decision making (e.g., Van der Velde, Bossink, & 

Jansen, 2005; Lauring & Selmer, 2010). Therefore, other researchers should examine the 

FRWD in a different work-related decision-making context. 

Second, although we aimed to elaborate on the theory of the FRWD, we could not 

empirically explore all of the elements addressed by Powell and Greenhaus (2012) in their 

theoretical framework of processes that lead individuals to consider their families in work-

related decisions. For example, we were not able to capture the boundary management 

styles of the managers. Our data collection tool was designed to capture the career 

development of managers and to explore their career-related experiences in the context of 

an international EMBA rather than to capture their management of the work and family 

domains. Future research should use additional data on boundary management styles in 

empirical explorations of the FRWD. 
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Third, managers in our sample had a mean age of 36 years, which may have 

affected our findings, particularly managers’ degree of FRWD. Individuals in this age 

range appear to be in the life and career establishment stage of their lives (Super, 1980), in 

which they are likely to be starting a family. Moreover, together with the high job demands 

and increasing family responsibility experienced at this age, these individuals experience 

greater work-family conflict than individuals in other age groups (Huffman, Culbertson, 

Henning, & Goh, 2013). Thus, managers in our sample may have been more family-

oriented and thereby may have manifested more family-related career sensemaking than 

managers at other points in their lives. Similarly to Greenhaus and Powell (2012), we call 

for future research on the variation of the FRWD across life stages. 

5.5.2. Practical Implications 

This study provides a number of implications for organizations. First, it challenges 

the idea of managers being focused on and driven by solely career-related aspirations in 

their decision making in the work domain (Arthur, Inkson, & Pringle, 1999). The study 

shows that in situations when managers need to decide about their next career steps, they 

consider not only the consequences their decisions can have for their careers but also for 

their families. It draws the attention of organizations to the influential role of spouses and 

their career-related support in managers’ decision-making processes. Specifically, if 

managers see their families as being related to their careers, strongly identify with being a 

parent, and perceive their spouse as providing support to their careers, then they intend to 

foster positive outcomes for their families in making particular work- and career-related 

decisions (family-relatedness of decisions). Thus, through a better understanding of how 

managers make decisions and the extent to which their decisions are family-related, 

organizations could better attract, develop and retain their managers. The failure of 

organizations to recognize the reasons behind managers’ decisions (e.g., relocate because 
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of a promotion) might lead to the implementation of unsuccessful management 

development practices. Furthermore, by recognizing spouses as a powerful resource in 

managers’ exploration of career trajectories, both organizations and business schools 

providing EMBA programs may wish to consider involving spouses in the process of 

career coaching and guidance. 

Our study could also be valuable to managers and their families. It suggests that 

managers should be aware of the ability of their spouses to not only be their ultimate 

source of emotional support but also to serve as important career mentors and resources in 

their career exploration. By involving spouses in their career sensemaking, managers can 

facilitate their ability to cope with identity-related challenges in the work domain. For 

spouses and families, our findings suggest that their support and involvement in managers’ 

career exploration encourages managers to consider ways through which they can 

maximize the benefits of their work and career decisions for their families. 
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