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ABSTRACT
Objective: this study aims to analyze the motivations behind the exit of women without 

children from corporate careers and how these transitions impact career sustainability. We 

argue that career transitions involve dynamic processes of person–career fit shaped by 

gendered organizational contexts, through which structural gender inequalities influence 

women’s perceptions of career sustainability over time. Methods: the research is based 

on 20 narrative interviews with Brazilian women who underwent career transitions. 

Thematic analysis was conducted using the sustainable career framework, considering 

the dimensions of agency, meaning, time, and context. Results: based on the results, 

we propose a processual theoretical model that highlights how career sustainability is 

built through transitional processes over time. The findings indicate that gender plays a 

significant role in shaping transitions toward more sustainable trajectories and the mobilities 

required to maintain employability. Conclusions: even among women with resources and 

skills to navigate the labor market, we identify what we define as ‘gendered exhaustion’ 

— a condition marked by emotional fatigue resulting from the persistent confrontation 

with gendered barriers to accessing and remaining in prestigious organizational roles.
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INTRODUCTION
Contemporary careers are constructed within pro-

gressively intricate contexts characterized by the in-

terplay of labor markets and continuous technological 

innovations (Baruch & Sullivan, 2022). Moreover, vari-

ous events, including economic crises (Akkermans et 

al., 2018; McDonald & Hite, 2018), pose challenges for 

individuals and organizations. When scrutinizing ca-

reers from a women’s standpoint, further complexity 

emerges due to the identification of historical barri-

ers that hinder their development (Mainiero & Gibson, 

2018), stemming from being part of a patriarchal sys-

tem (Hirata, 2018).

Careers increasingly require constant reinvention 

and the development of strategies to cultivate employ-

ability (De Vos et al., 2020; Lawrence et al., 2015; Van 

der Heijden & De Vos, 2015). Individuals employ strate-

gies to maintain their employability, aiming to enhance 

flexibility and preserve their market worth, which may 

include undertaking career transitions (Chudzikowski, 

2012). Transitions are a multifaceted phenomenon in-

volving both external and internal individual changes. 

They may result in a change of job or profession or a 

change in one’s orientation to work while continuing in 

the same job (Akkermans et al., 2024).

We assume that systemic gender-related career 

barriers influence women’s employability, career transi-

tions, and sustainability processes, including the forms 

of mobility available to them (Müller et al., 2022, 2025). 

Systemic career barriers include organizational policies, 

structures, and practices that enhance opportunities for 

certain groups of employees while restricting them for 

others (Acker, 1990, 2006). Compared to men, wom-

en tend to face more barriers in the workplace. Even 

with high levels of education, they currently comprise 

a minority in management positions and tend to accu-

mulate more extra-organizational responsibilities than 

men (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).

Career transitions among women have predomi-

nantly been studied in terms of women opting in and out 

of the workforce (Sullivan & Al Ariss, 2021; Zimmerman 

& Clark, 2016). These studies have primarily concentrat-

ed on reconciling work and family responsibilities, par-

ticularly emphasizing motherhood within gendered or-

ganizational contexts. From the standpoint of women 

without children, narratives of frustration concerning 

the absence of work-related meaning emerge along-

side a perception that work engulfs their entire lives, 

leaving no time or energy to discover meaning in other 

pursuits (Wilhoit, 2014).

Within the realm of women’s career transitions, while 

employability provides an intriguing lens for compre-

hending short- and medium-term career development, 

an excessive emphasis on individual behavior disregards 

other inherent factors within the work structure that, in 

the long run, jeopardize career continuity (Lawrence et 

al., 2015; McDonald & Hite, 2018). Furthermore, individ-

ual-centered employability perspectives present an un-

realistic depiction of career progression (Akkermans et 

al., 2018), neglecting the influence of various contexts 

that impede career trajectories. To tackle these con-

cerns, the dimension of sustainability emerges within 

career research, focusing on “promoting and protect-

ing (rather than depleting) human and career devel-

opment” (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017 p. 43). This 

discussion involves a notion of continuity over time, in 

which present needs must be met without compro-

mising future needs (De Vos et al., 2020).

The concept of sustainable careers is a viable ap-

proach to analyzing career transitions by highlighting 

the dynamic interplay between individual agency and 

contextual factors. It entails the concept of person–ca-

reer fit, which encompasses indicators such as health, 

happiness, and productivity, reflecting sustainable career 

paths. Health pertains to mental and physical well-be-

ing, happiness relates to satisfaction within career and 

life domains, and productivity is associated with work 

performance and, in a broader sense, employability in 

the labor market (De Vos et al., 2020). The sustainabil-

ity of careers manifests through diverse patterns that 

arise from contextual adaptations, giving rise to positive 

and negative career cycles that facilitate continuity over 

time (De Vos et al., 2020; Van der Heijden & De Vos, 

2015).

In Brazil, the discourse on career sustainability holds 

relevance due to the prevalence of informality, precar-

iousness, and job insecurity in the labor market, inten-

sified working hours, and the neglect of personal life 

resulting from organizational models characterized by 

high demands and control (Antunes, 2016). Currently, 

only 21% of the Brazilian population has tertiary attain-

ment, with women constituting the majority among 

those with higher education (Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2023). In a 

study conducted by the Instituto Ethos (2024) on the 

social, racial, and gender profile of Brazil’s 1,100 larg-

est companies, women make up 42% of the workforce, 

38.6% of supervisory positions, 37.3% of management 

roles, 27.4% of executive positions, and only 18.6% of 

board members. Despite being close to holding half of 

entry-level roles, women represent just over a quarter 

of top-level positions (Instituto Ethos, 2024).

These data demonstrate that, despite higher qual-

ifications and increased female participation in the 

workforce, there is a hierarchical narrowing within 

companies, with women having less representation 
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in positions that carry greater decision-making pow-

er, highlighting the persistence of gender disparities. 

Despite these structural adversities, certain Brazilian 

women who have achieved prominent positions opt 

to depart from corporate careers and undergo career 

transitions, similar to the phenomenon of opting out 

(Zimmerman & Clark, 2016).

This situation is noteworthy because these wom-

en abandon positions within organizations where they 

have had successful trajectories, which is an atypical 

occurrence in countries marked by social inequalities, 

where women have limited access to managerial roles. 

Empirical studies conducted in the Brazilian context in-

dicate that opting out is not an atypical phenomenon 

in unequal societies, but rather a possibility restricted 

to a specific social group of women whose trajectories 

and ‘choices’ are structurally conditioned (Monteiro et 

al., 2026; Reis et al., 2021).

This study aims to analyze the motivations behind 

the exit of women without children from corporate 

careers and how these transitions influence career 

sustainability. We argue that career transitions involve 

dynamic processes of person–career fit shaped by gen-

dered organizational contexts, through which structural 

gender inequalities influence women’s perceptions of 

career sustainability over time. We conducted 20 nar-

rative interviews with women who underwent career 

transitions as part of the methodology.

Our study stems from gaps in the literature on ca-

reer and gender. Issues related to motherhood, such 

as the double burden faced by women due to family 

demands, have frequently been cited in the literature 

as one of the primary reasons women leave corpo-

rate careers (Bian & Wang, 2019; Zimmerman & Clark, 

2016), while other contributing factors remain under-

explored (Bian & Wang, 2019). Therefore, we examined 

the trajectories of women without children to explore 

additional experiences and access other gender-relat-

ed career constraints. Additionally, we found no studies 

on sustainable careers that address gender as a central 

theme. Our approach aligns with calls from prior re-

search emphasizing the need to advance discussions 

on the sustainability of women’s careers within and 

beyond organizational contexts (Van der Heijden et al., 

2020).

This study contributes to career research by delving 

into experiences that extend beyond motherhood and 

encompass the phenomenon of opting out (Wilhoit, 

2014; Zimmerman & Clark, 2016), as well as career 

transitions that involve various types of mobility be-

yond upward transitions (Greenhaus, 2020; Mainiero 

& Gibson, 2018; Sullivan & Al Ariss, 2021). Moreover, it 

addresses the empirical and contextual needs of sus-

tainable career research (Van der Heijden et al., 2020), 

particularly in understanding the influence of gender in 

the dynamic process of person–career fit adjustment 

(Greenhaus, 2020).

WOMEN’S CAREERS
A male perspective often shapes career definitions. 

For instance, the traditional understanding of a career 

as upward mobility, characterized by hierarchical ad-

vancement within organizational structures, mirrors the 

professional trajectories of men in large corporations 

throughout the 20th century (Acker, 1990; Tomlinson 

et al., 2018). Also, the contemporary definition of ca-

reer as “the evolving sequence of work-related events 

over time” (Arthur et al., 1989) is commonly described 

as the new career pattern of the 21st century because 

of its non-linear nature, which differs considerably from 

traditional careers. However, this concept is not partic-

ularly new when considering women’s careers, which, 

unlike men’s professional paths, have historically been 

marked by interruptions and a variety of work expe-

riences due to structural gender barriers (Mainiero & 

Gibson, 2018; Tomlinson et al., 2018).

Mayrhofer et al. (2007) highlight gender as a central 

element in the social and cultural context that impacts 

individual career trajectories. From this perspective, 

gender is a category that still requires further explora-

tion in career research. It is essential to recognize that 

all members of social structures, either actively or pas-

sively, contribute to the production and reproduction of 

gender inequalities (Mayrhofer et al., 2007).

The barriers women face in the workplace are often 

rendered invisible, yet, even when unconscious, they 

lead to gender inequalities that affect career sustain-

ability. For instance, Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) high-

light that access to leadership positions is influenced by 

social and organizational practices at macro levels (e.g., 

societal factors that prevent women from advancing 

and being recognized in their careers), meso levels (e.g., 

the marginalization of women’s roles within groups and 

organizations), and micro levels (e.g., individual-level 

barriers, including everyday interactions within organi-

zations) (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).

There is a myth that organizations are gender-neu-

tral systems. For Acker (1990, 2006), organizational 

structures have been shaped based on gender differ-

ences, leading to discriminatory workplace policies, 

practices, and norms. Also, organizational structures 

were constructed by and for men, adopting their be-

haviors and perspectives to represent people. Thus, this 

gender-neutral perspective separates the structure of 

organizations from the individuals within them (Acker, 

1990, 2006).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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In Brazil and other countries in the Global South, the 

factors contributing to gender barriers in social relations 

— both within and beyond organizational contexts — 

are more severe than those observed in the Global 

North, where significant progress has been achieved in 

addressing these issues (Hirata, 2018). Brazilian women 

continue to experience lower employment rates, lim-

ited representation in high-income and high-prestige 

positions, persistent wage inequality compared to men, 

and underrepresentation in political spheres (Instituto 

Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística [IBGE], 2024). These 

challenges are further compounded by structural in-

equalities related to social class (Antunes, 2016) and 

race (Hirata, 2018).

Additionally, Brazil exhibits deeply rooted cultur-

al sexism that restricts women’s social participation in 

multiple ways (Hirata, 2018). Women disproportionate-

ly shoulder domestic and caregiving responsibilities 

and are the primary breadwinners in a significant per-

centage of households. In an extreme manifestation of 

this sexist culture, Brazil ranks fifth globally in violence 

against women, including femicide, underscoring the 

most violent expressions of gender-based inequality 

(United Nations Women, 2023).

Literature has employed a range of metaphors to 

explain gender inequalities in the labor market. The 

obstacles women face in climbing the corporate hier-

archy include the glass ceiling, glass cliff, motherhood 

penalty, glass escalator, sticky floor, and the labyrinth 

(Carli & Eagly, 2016). Although women have increased 

their participation in the workforce, organizational 

structures have remained unchanged in a process that 

can be described as “everything changes to remain as it 

is” (Tonelli, 2023, p. 2).

Women feel exhausted due to the lack of profound 

transformation within organizations, their lives, and 

their subjectivity (Tonelli, 2023). Women’s exhaustion 

is also linked to gender micro barriers, manifested 

through behaviors driven by expectations surrounding 

their performance in organizations (Diehl & Dzubinski, 

2016). They tend to take on an additional load of re-

sponsibility beyond what is typically required of their 

male colleagues, especially when aspiring to leadership 

positions (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). This overload re-

flects external pressures and an internalization of social 

expectations that amplify the challenges women face 

in the corporate environment.

Like other underrepresented groups, women are 

forced to adapt to corporate rules, disregarding personal 

life challenges and treating them as separate from work 

(Tonelli, 2023). In male-dominated organizational cul-

tures, women often leave companies from mid-man-

agement positions, unable to balance their careers with 

family responsibilities (Hynd & Broadbridge, 2018). Thus, 

there is a perception that having a family entails sacri-

fices in career progression (Hynd & Broadbridge, 2018). 

When prioritizing their careers, women tend to delay or 

forgo motherhood (Bhowmick, 2024). Consequently, 

research seeks to understand whether women choose 

to leave or are pushed out of corporate careers (Kossek 

et al., 2017; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2019).

Factors that lead successful and highly qualified 

women to exit the workforce have been examined 

through the lens of the ‘opting out’ phenomenon, of-

ten associated with motherhood as the primary driv-

er of career interruption (Kossek et al., 2017; Paustian-

Underdahl et al., 2019; Reis et al., 2021; Zimmerman & 

Clark, 2016). However, research in the Brazilian context 

suggests a more complex and structurally embedded 

process, indicating that such ‘choices’ are frequently 

shaped by demanding labor market conditions, per-

sistent gender inequalities, and a strong sexual division 

of labor, rather than reflecting purely individual prefer-

ences (Monteiro et al., 2026; Reis et al., 2021). This body 

of research further indicates that opting out in Brazil 

is not a universal phenomenon, but rather a socially 

situated possibility largely restricted to highly educat-

ed women from relatively privileged socioeconomic 

backgrounds (Monteiro et al., 2026). Additionally, the 

experiences of women without children undergoing 

career transitions have received limited attention in the 

literature, leaving this empirical domain relatively un-

derexplored (Wilhoit, 2014).

SUSTAINABLE CAREERS: CONTEXT, 
CONCEPT, AND DEFINITIONS
This study assumes that the concept of sustainable 

careers can capture the particularities of women’s ca-

reers, both in terms of their development and the tran-

sitions undertaken throughout the life course. Van der 

Heijden and De Vos (2015) defined sustainable careers 

as “the sequence of different career experiences of an 

individual, reflected through a variety of continuity pat-

terns over time, traversing various social spaces, char-

acterized by individual agency, and providing meaning 

to the individual” (p. 7).

Sustainable careers comprise four key dimensions: 

agency, meaning, context, and time. Agency and 

meaning are intertwined, as individuals play a central 

role in shaping their career paths, taking responsibility 

for their trajectories by considering their motivations, 

skills, and adaptability (De Vos et al., 2020; Van der 

Heijden & De Vos, 2015). However, careers are embed-

ded within a specific social context, influenced by vari-

ous factors that impact long-term sustainability (De Vos 

et al., 2020). This process is systemic, where individuals 
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influence and are influenced by multiple stakeholders. 

It includes organizations, labor markets, institutions, as-

pects of personal life, and the family sphere, which play 

significant roles in influencing the direction of profes-

sional trajectories (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014), contrib-

uting to the formation of contexts that either facilitate 

or hinder career sustainability (De Vos et al., 2020).

Career sustainability hinges on the dynamic adjust-

ment between individual needs and contextual con-

ditions (De Vos et al., 2020), guided by the meaning 

attributed to lived experiences. The notion of profes-

sional fulfillment, for instance, permeates this process 

of assigning significance, aligning with the individual’s 

internal values and linking to a concept of psycholog-

ical success that evolves throughout different career 

stages and life phases (De Vos et al., 2020; Van der 

Heijden & De Vos, 2015).

The time dimension is associated with the impact 

of various events that shape individual trajectories, 

prompting actions to address prevailing contextual 

conditions (De Vos et al., 2020). It encompasses ef-

forts to ensure career continuity, contingent upon the 

interaction between the individual and the context. 

Sustainability is not the ultimate desired state but rath-

er a cyclical and self-regulating process (De Vos et al., 

2020; Van der Heijden & De Vos, 2015).

De Vos et al. (2020) propose three indicators for 

analyzing the degree to which a career trajectory ap-

proaches greater or lesser sustainability within a spe-

cific time frame: (1) health, which relates to individu-

al well-being and both mental and physical health; 

(2) happiness, which is linked to career satisfaction and 

success; and finally, (3) productivity, encompassing 

performance within a specific occupational domain 

and the capacity to enhance employability. Career sus-

tainability is thus achieved through a balance among 

these indicators, ensuring that they do not compro-

mise one another or result in unsustainable excesses 

in the medium to long term. This balance is not linear. 

Metaphorically, it does not resemble the exact equilibri-

um of balanced plates. Instead, it is a dynamic equilibri-

um that involves emphasizing one dimension over an-

other at different moments, while all three dimensions 

continue to coexist (De Vos et al., 2020).

The dynamic interaction among sustainable career 

indicators involves a continuous process of equilibrium 

driven by the meaning that individuals assign to their 

careers. De Vos et al. (2020) use the concept of per-

son–career fit (PC fit) to understand how the construc-

tion of meaning affects an individual’s focus on various 

indicators. PC fit refers to the compatibility between 

individual needs — such as expectations and personal 

values — and contextual conditions (Parasuraman et al., 

2000). Therefore, the sustainability of careers depends 

on ongoing processes of person–career fit throughout 

a person’s lifespan.

METHOD
The research involved conducting narrative interviews 

with 20 Brazilian women. Our focus was specifically 

on women who voluntarily left their corporate careers 

and were not compelled to do so through dismissal. 

We consider corporate careers as those predominantly 

built through work experience in large, highly struc-

tured organizations, typically characterized by well-de-

fined departments, clear hierarchical structures, and 

formalized career advancement paths. Additionally, 

we targeted women who did not have children during 

their career transition, with a preference for those in 

management positions. Initially, we contacted these 

women based on our knowledge of their transition 

stories. After each interview, we requested referrals to 

other potential participants using the snowball sam-

pling technique. The interviews took place in 2020, and 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, video conferencing via 

Zoom was employed, with the participants’ consent to 

record the interviews. Table 1 displays the interviewees 

selected for the study.

The interviewed women ranged from 31 to 44 years 

old, all holding higher education degrees. Among their 

educational backgrounds, notable fields include ad-

ministration (4), psychology (4), advertising and mar-

keting (3), and law (2). Out of the 20 participants, 16 

have postgraduate degrees. On average, they worked 

for 14.5 years before the transition and spent seven 

years in their last company. Most of the interviewees 

(17) reside in Rio Grande do Sul, predominantly in Porto 

Alegre, while the others live in São Paulo, Portugal, and 

the Netherlands. When deciding to leave their corpo-

rate careers,  most were employed by large national 

and multinational companies. The transitions occurred 

between 2013 and 2020, with the interviewees having 

an average age of 34. At the time of the transition, the 

women did not have children, and 13 were in stable 

relationships. Taken together, these characteristics in-

dicate a relatively homogeneous group of highly ed-

ucated women embedded in qualified corporate ca-

reers and occupying comparatively privileged social 

positions, with access to material, educational, and re-

lational resources that likely facilitated the possibility of 

career transition.

This method allowed us to gain insight into the 

phenomenon by focusing on a specific event, namely, 

the career transition, and observing how participants 

constructed narratives to make sense of past experi-

ences and their current perceptions (Riessman, 2005). 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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The process of making sense of narrative is not tied to 

the linearity of events but rather to how women inter-

pret their lived experiences and the significance they 

attribute to them in the context of career transitions. 

Although the research primarily centered on the career 

transition process, the method offered a comprehen-

sive understanding by incorporating other aspects of 

the participants’ life stories into the analysis. The inter-

views required the participants to recount their profes-

sional trajectories, particularly focusing on their career 

transition experiences and subsequent developments 

up to the present day. Subsequently, the interviewees 

freely shared their stories without any intervention. The 

duration of the accounts ranged from 30 minutes to 2 

hours and 40 minutes, and each interview was tran-

scribed in its entirety.

Female 
interviewee

Age Education Level Corporate Position
Total work 

time until the 
transition

In professional terms, how do you present yourself 
nowadays?

I1 39 Graduate degree HRa Manager 15 years Psychologist, Human Development Consultant

I2 38 Graduate degree Administrative Assistant 15 years Botanical Perfumer, Craftswoman, Natural Cosmetic Maker

I3 35 Graduate degree HRa Manager 11 years HRa Consultant

I4 42 Graduate degree Senior Project Manager 17 years Entrepreneur, Project Facilitator, Multiple Person

I5 42 Graduate degree HRa Analyst 23 years A woman who is reinventing herself

I6 35 Graduate degree Senior Specialist 13 years Yoga Teacher, Accountant

I7 35 Graduate degree HRa Specialist 10 years
Consultant, Entrepreneur in Human and Organizational 
Development

I8 33 Graduate degree HODb Supervisor 13 years Psychologist

I9 42 Graduate degree
HRa Consultant, Course 

Coordinator
22 years Teacher, Entrepreneur, Mentor

I10 31 Undergraduate degree Marketing Coordinator 15 years Marketing Consultant

I11 41 Graduate degree Project Manager 15 years Teacher

I12 36 Graduate degree Course Coordinator 15 years Management and Marketing Consultant

I13 44 Graduate degree Legal Manager 12 years Human Development Specialist

I14 40 Graduate degree Pedagogical Supervisor 10 years School Principal

I15 40 Graduate degree Senior HRa Analyst 22 years Creative Entrepreneur

I16 39 Undergraduate degree Administrative Assistant 20 years Yoga Instructor

I17 31 Graduate degree Marketing Analyst 10 years Organisational Culture Management Facilitator

I18 31 Graduate degree
HRa Coordinator and 

Administrative
10 years Consulting Partner

I19 42 Undergraduate degree Attorney 12 years Photographer

I20 32 Undergraduate degree
Customer Service 

Director
11 years Writer

Note. a Human resources; b Human and organizational development. Source: Prepared by the authors.

Table 1. Summary chart: Presentation of the interviewees.

The thematic analysis model proposed by 

Riessman (2005) was utilized for narrative analysis. 

The focus lies on the content of the text, specifically 

“what” is said rather than “how” it is said, prioritizing 

the “told” rather than the “telling” (Riessman, 2005, p. 2). 

The process encompassed four stages recommended 

by Chudzikowski et al. (2020): (1) a thorough reading 

of each narrative as an independent unit of analysis, 

identifying passages related to the dimensions of the 

concept of sustainable career (Van der Heijden & De 

Vos, 2015) and their connections with employability 

and sustainability; (2) identification of commonalities 

among the narratives based on the coded passages 

from the previous stage, aiming to discern central 

themes and corresponding subthemes (refer to Table 

2), with the aid of the software Atlas.ti; (3) interweav-

ing the narratives with the theories adopted in the 

study (Riessman, 2005); and (4) a meticulous review 

of the analyses, guided by the research objective.

Table 2. Summary chart: Analysis themes and coding.
Themes: Sustainable career 

dimensions
Coding

Time/Trajectory

Career trajectory; career choice; mobility; 
parallel activities; borderline situation; 
construction of the transition; new work 
dynamics.

Context
Origin; work experience; gender; network; 
relationships.

Agency Proactivity; adaptability; commitment.

Meaning Self-knowledge; lifestyle; identity.

Indicators: productivity, 
health, happiness

Self-improvement; workaholism; health; 
purpose; success.

Note. Prepared by the authors.

We followed ethical procedures throughout the re-

search process. Participants signed informed consent 

forms that explained the study’s purpose and ensured 

the anonymity of their responses. To ensure the rig-

or of the research, each participant received a copy 

of their interview transcriptions to review and suggest 

changes, which were subsequently incorporated into 

the narratives. Recognizing the potential influence of 
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personal experience on knowledge production in qual-

itative research, three researchers (the authors of this 

study) analyzed the transcriptions to minimize personal 

biases, concluding the data analysis through consensus 

among them.

RESULTS ANALYSIS
The themes were identified based on the dimensions of 

the sustainable career concept (Van der Heijden & De 

Vos, 2015). We analyzed these themes and constructed 

three career patterns derived from the motivations for 

leaving corporate careers and the participants’ career 

trajectories before and after the transition, as summa-

rized in Table 3. While acknowledging the uniqueness 

and subjectivity of each career (De Vos et al., 2020), 

we chose to group the participants into typologies to 

analyze similarities and diversity within their narratives. 

The categories were named based on the participants’ 

statements and their perceptions of the career stage 

preceding the transition.

Table 3. Summary chart: Career trajectories and motivations for transition.
Dimensions of analysis “I need to take a breather” “I want to do something else with my life” “I can go further”

Time Women adapt the way they work. A rupture in the way they work. Women expand their work possibilities.

Agency
Practices aimed at achieving a better balance 
between life and work.

Practices aimed at transforming 
competencies unrelated to corporate work 
into new job opportunities.

Practices aimed at achieving greater challenges 
at work.

Context 

Middle-class family background that 
encourages lifelong education as a means 
of social mobility; strong identification 
with work; professional experience in 
prestigious positions across different 
organizations with high-performance-
oriented cultures; need for high work 
performance to legitimize leadership 
positions; solid professional networks; and 
the sacrifice of family and personal life in 
favor of career advancement.

Middle-class family background that 
values education but places less emphasis 
on geographic mobility for career 
development; professional experiences 
concentrated in a small number of 
organizations; loyalty and dedication to 
the organizations in which they work; 
work-related illness resulting from intense 
dedication; restrained demeanor and 
difficulty asserting themselves in relation 
to men in leadership positions; loss of 
meaning at work; and perceptions of 
stagnation in personal life.

Originating from high-socioeconomic-
status families in which higher education 
is seen as a natural and expected path 
rather than a major achievement; greater 
ease of access to corporate careers 
and advancement within organizations; 
proactive pursuit of professional 
experiences that enable visibility and access 
to prestigious positions; frequent changes 
in career trajectories; strong dissatisfaction 
with the corporate environment due 
to perceived gender-related injustices 
and political issues; robust professional 
networks that support the search for new 
opportunities; and a stronger valuation of 
professional independence in relation to 
personal life.

Meaning
Lifestyle adjustment, greater meaning in 
remaining in their current field of work, and 
having more time for themselves.

Lifestyle transformation, with a greater 
sense of creating a new field of work.

Lifestyle maintenance, with a greater sense 
of extending their field of work.

Gender barriers

Self-imposed pressure and the constant 
need to prove oneself in a gendered 
environment. Normalization of workload 
overload as a sign of commitment.

Seeking alignment between their personal 
values and work. They resist conformity to 
traditional models, striving to reconfigure 
their career paths in a more authentic way.

They recognize the power and political 
barriers within the corporate environment 
but use individual strategies to enhance 
their mobility in the job market.

Employability

It is intensively developed throughout the 
trajectory, fostered by different experiences 
within the same field of work. In addition, 
management positions increase the 
possibility of access to other opportunities.

It is primarily developed within the same 
organization, where they build most of 
their careers and spend most of their lives.

It is developed through experiences 
in different organizations and abroad, 
especially supported by the networks 
established throughout their corporate 
trajectories.

Career sustainability

Searched for experiences that would 
allow a better balance between life and 
career after illness resulting from intense 
dedication to work. They remain in the 
same field of work because they strongly 
identify with their profession but prioritize 
flexibility in their new career choices.

Searched for experiences that would 
recover personal interests set aside due to 
dedication to the organization. It involves 
a complete rupture with careers that do 
not match intrinsic needs for satisfaction in 
one’s personal life. 

Searched for new career challenges that 
contribute to employability since they are 
strongly career-oriented. Work is a source 
of meaning and self-fulfillment.

Note. Prepared by the authors.

“I need to take a breather”
Formed by four interviewees (I1, I3, I5, and I8), this group 

is characterized by a high career orientation, justifying 

their departure from corporate careers in search of a 

moment for themselves and to rethink their professional 

paths. The participants described situations that reflect 

a sense of exhaustion, stemming from a lifelong pursuit 

of experiences to increase their chances of securing a 

successful position in the labor market. The family has 

always prioritized education, “because even though my 

family had financially challenging moments, they nev-

er allowed either me or my sister to work” (I8). Career 

choice is marked by vocation and geographic mobili-

ty since their education. They entered the job market 

through internships, starting with smaller companies 

and progressing to larger corporations, with a career 

plan in mind: “I used to look at great job opportunities 

in the HR field that I could never compete for because I 

had no experience, and I saw everything they required 

in those positions, and I started taking specific courses” 

(I5).
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All of them reached the position of HR manager, 

have postgraduate degrees, and invested in the con-

tinuous development of their skills: “I took a solo trip to 

Canada because [the company] required fluent English” 

(I4). Employability was intensely pursued throughout 

their careers and questioned at a certain point, culmi-

nating in the career transition: “I was always a work-

aholic, working ten, twelve hours... it was just work, 

and there was no personal life” (I3). Until the transition, 

these women did not take breaks in their careers, and 

after experiencing illness and exhaustion, the change 

reflects their aim for a new relationship with work.

“I had reached the limit of my mental sanity, and 

from then on, I could only continue working with 

medication, which for me was unacceptable... I 

achieved my goal, and suddenly I realized that it 

didn’t make much sense... I wanted something, I 

achieved it, lived it, and now it’s okay for me to want 

something else” (I8).

The prioritization of their careers at the expense of 

their personal lives is also addressed by I3 when dis-

cussing her separation: “I didn’t have a life. I only had a 

professional life,” and also by I8: “I was that friend who 

missed birthdays of close friends because they were on 

a Friday, and I was too tired” (I8).

As women progress in their careers, their exhaus-

tion is not only associated with the belief that profes-

sional qualifications guarantee access to desirable job 

positions but is also intensified by persistent gender 

inequalities in the workplace. These inequalities are 

represented in the constant need to legitimize their 

leadership positions: “colleagues would not accept my 

leadership and would bypass me” (I8), and in the dissat-

isfaction with wage disparities: “I didn’t earn the same 

as my peer... I earned less than him, that was one of the 

biggest battles I had in my negotiations” (I1).

Thus, leaving corporate careers is an opportunity to 

balance the personal demands set aside during the tra-

jectory that prioritized advancement in the corporate 

career. After the transition, there is no complete rupture 

with the field. They are now entrepreneurs working as 

individual consultants (I5, I8) or in HR roles in compa-

nies (I1, I3), with reduced working hours and/or respon-

sibilities compared to their previous positions. A return 

to the corporate world is possible if a better balance 

can be achieved.

There is a strong identification with the profession, 

and the meaning provided by work requires adjust-

ment to achieve greater integration between work 

and personal needs. Due to their experiences, they 

are sought-after professionals by companies, and new 

job opportunities arise from the networks built during 

their corporate period. Although their roles have great-

er flexibility, there is a predominance of new indefinite 

employment contracts.

“I want to do something else with my life”
Formed by nine interviewees (I2, I4, I6, I11, I12, I13, I16, 

I19, and I20), this group experienced a rupture with 

their work and lifestyle. Like the previous group, these 

women come from a middle-class background where 

education has always been prioritized. However, their 

career choices are less marked by vocation and more 

by convenience, with less geographic mobility. As I6 

explains, “I chose accounting because it seemed like 

the perfect fit... it was easier to pass, and I knew I would 

quickly find a job.”

Predominantly, they entered prominent companies 

in their field, advancing in the corporate hierarchy and 

mostly reaching management positions. They did not 

change employers frequently, starting their careers as 

interns or shortly after graduation and remaining in the 

same corporation until their career transition. There is 

a high level of loyalty to the corporations that shaped 

their careers, which were driven by the pursuit of 

opportunities.

Their high dedication to work and the company 

eventually led to episodes of illness: “I had a break-

down, I thought I was going to die... I no longer had the 

health to continue like that... I felt like I wouldn’t make it 

to 30” (I20). At a certain point in their careers, they be-

gin to question their lifestyle, which awakens the desire 

for other experiences and leads them to question their 

relationship with work: “I took a sabbatical year, and it 

was very revealing. I started reading, studying, and ex-

ploring other things... I already had different desires, a 

strong desire to pursue a master’s degree, which I nev-

er had time for” (I11).

The narratives also reveal that these women need-

ed to suppress aspects of their personalities to fit ex-

pectations of a more sober and restrained demeanor, 

traditionally associated with men in leadership posi-

tions. As I13 expressed, “I tried to hold myself back at 

work so that I couldn’t be too cheerful or too outgoing.” 

Thus, there is a pursuit of greater alignment between 

work and personal values, as noted by I20: “I started 

to realize that work made no sense at all,” and by I6: 

“Today, I have redefined many things; work integrates 

much more with my life... I feel that work nourishes me, 

whereas before I felt it drained me.”
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This desire for authenticity is intertwined with the 

gender inequalities still present in the workplace, such 

as the glass ceiling phenomenon: “any man would get 

ahead of me even when I was at the top ... I was already 

30 and began to realize that women in the corporate 

world have an expiration date” (I11). Additionally, there 

is the perception of career stagnation (sticky floor): 

“They put me in a job that was very mediocre... and I 

felt I could do more” (I16).

In their pursuit of sustainable career paths, their 

agency is directed toward practices that enable the de-

velopment of new skills, including transforming activi-

ties initially perceived as hobbies into new employment 

opportunities through entrepreneurship. For instance, 

participants I2 and I6 transitioned into careers as yoga 

instructors, I16 began working as a perfumer, I20 pur-

sued a career as a writer, and I19 took up photography, 

as illustrated in her account:

“Since 2009, I had been taking photography cours-

es because my dad bought a camera and didn’t 

know how to use it. While practicing law, I used the 

money I had, as I was earning well, and kept taking 

courses... I improved my skills, treating it as a hobby 

and investing in it” (I19).

These career transitions were only feasible for par-

ticipants with financial reserves and family support to 

sustain their new standard of living. The departure from 

the corporate career is justified by the search for great-

er meaning in work and the need for alignment be-

tween personal and professional values. It is connected 

to a reflection on their lives: “My balance is my work 

fitting into my personal life, in the sense that I can be 

who I am, and I can be my authentic self” (I13). After 

the rupture, they create new networks, approaching 

groups with similar interests in living life and adapting 

the competencies developed during their organiza-

tional careers. Returning to the corporate environment 

is generally considered a last resort for this group.

“I can go further”
Formed by seven interviewees (I7, I9, I10, I14, I15, I17, 

and I18), this group perceives the corporate environ-

ment as limiting their potential, justifying their depar-

ture in search of greater challenges and the possibility 

of developing their work without the limitations im-

posed by organizational rules. The discourse of educa-

tion as an inheritance is less prominent than observed 

in previous groups. Since some of the participants have 

parents with higher education levels, pursuing further 

studies and completing a college degree can be seen 

as the continuation of a position already established by 

their parents.

They entered the job market through internships/

traineeships and gradually climbed the organizational 

hierarchy in prominent companies. The group is char-

acterized by actively seeking experiences that align 

with their career goals, demonstrating a strong focus 

on employability and developing skills for mobility in 

the job market. This includes periods of living abroad: 

“I applied to a program that accepts master’s students 

every year, a summer program at an international fi-

nancial organization” (I7).

Throughout their corporate careers, these women 

already took a proactive approach to career develop-

ment, actively engaging in internal projects: “I was the 

one who would say, ‘Oh, there’s a project here that no-

body wants, I want it’” (I9). In most cases, there was 

a career redirection before leaving the corporate envi-

ronment: “‘I don’t want to be just a journalist’... I attend-

ed a career planning workshop and discovered I want-

ed to work in marketing... and then I started developing 

myself” (I10).

Motherhood emerged only marginally in the nar-

ratives, as it was not perceived as a priority within the 

respondents’ life contexts at the time of the career 

transitions. One of the few references was made by I14, 

who highlights her mother’s encouragement for her to 

pursue an independent professional career and avoid 

having to relinquish it, as her mother had done in the 

past: “My mother studied fine arts but ended up giving 

it up due to getting pregnant. It was quite common in 

the 1960s and 1970s.”

All participants mentioned dissatisfaction with cor-

porate culture as the decisive factor for their career 

transitions. Situations reported included a lack of trust 

in their work: “this issue of lack of trust, when they start-

ed to go over my head with my team, asking things of 

them that I didn’t agree with” (I10); relationships with 

superiors: “the relationship with my manager started 

to deteriorate because he had a competitiveness that I 

didn’t have” (I15); and the feeling of being limited by or-

ganizational politics: “every company has this political 

game, where often your project is more about pleasing 

someone than about being truly important” (I7). The 

power dynamics within organizations, as perceived by 

the interviewees, can also be understood through the 

lens of the gendering of corporate environments:

“When I was in coordination, there was a colleague 

of mine, who was also a coordinator but for a small-
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er course... he assumed a position that wasn’t his, 

some stressful things for me, that I didn’t need to get 

into that atmosphere. I can’t say it was explicit but 

implicitly very masculine” (I9).

There are also reports of being overlooked for pro-

motions: “my male colleague, who was my peer, ended 

up taking over the company’s management, but peo-

ple believed that I, not him, should have been given 

that role” (I15); and harassment: “there was someone 

on my team who was gay and Black, so I often heard 

jokes about him” (I10).

The interviewees recognize their value to organiza-

tions, acknowledging themselves as valuable resourc-

es due to the accumulated competencies that are 

transferred to their new work relationships, providing a 

sense of security during the transition: “My decision to 

start my own business was supported by the corporate 

know-how that perhaps someone who hasn’t worked 

within a company wouldn’t have” (I14).

All interviewees in this group are currently work-

ing autonomously. Interviewee I4 became an entre-

preneur by founding an early childhood education 

school, while the others (I7, I9, I10, I15, I17, and I18) pro-

vide services as business consultants under fixed-term 

contractual arrangements. Their agency is focused on 

practices that allow them to acquire new competen-

cies for greater mobility in the job market. Thus, there 

is no rupture with the field but rather an expansion of 

their area of expertise. Current work dynamics arise 

from personal and professional contacts built through-

out their careers.

DISCUSSION
Our findings suggest that women’s exits from corpo-

rate careers should not be understood merely as in-

dividual reactions to fatigue, dissatisfaction, or chang-

ing personal priorities. Rather, they reflect structurally 

conditioned responses to gendered organizational ar-

rangements that progressively undermine career sus-

tainability over time. Across participants’ narratives, 

exhaustion emerged not simply as a consequence of 

demanding work environments, but as the cumulative 

result of repeated exposure to organizational expecta-

tions, performance pressures, and legitimacy demands 

shaped by persistent gender inequalities. In this sense, 

career transitions appear less as purely voluntary ca-

reer choices and more as adaptive responses to de-

clining person–career fit within organizational contexts 

that constrain women’s long-term capacity to sustain 

health, happiness, and professional fulfillment.

From a sustainable career perspective, the findings 

indicate that participants’ career transitions were moti-

vated by a progressive imbalance among the core di-

mensions of career sustainability. Although the women 

interviewed initially aligned closely with organizational 

expectations and dominant norms of professional suc-

cess, prolonged periods of intense dedication to work 

increasingly compromised their health and happiness 

in favor of productivity. The narratives reveal that per-

sonal fulfillment had become deeply intertwined with 

professional achievement, often reinforced by familial 

influences that encouraged strong commitment to ca-

reer advancement. Over time, however, the excessive 

emphasis on productivity and performance lost mean-

ing, prompting participants to reassess the sustainabili-

ty of their trajectories. Career transitions thus emerged 

as attempts to restore balance among career sustain-

ability indicators and reclaim meaning, well-being, 

and fulfillment in professional life (De Vos et al., 2020; 

Greenhaus, 2020).

Building on this interpretation, we propose the con-

cept of gendered exhaustion to explain how structural 

gender inequalities become subjectively experienced 

as career unsustainability. Gendered exhaustion re-

fers to a condition specific to women, manifested in 

emotional depletion resulting from persistent confron-

tation with multiple gender barriers in the pursuit and 

maintenance of prestigious organizational positions. 

Grounded in the concept of emotional exhaustion (Lee 

& Ashforth, 1990), this concept extends existing under-

standings of exhaustion by explicitly recognizing the 

gendered and structural origins of depletion in wom-

en’s professional experiences. Rather than representing 

generalized burnout, gendered exhaustion captures 

how repeated exposure to gendered organizational 

pressures progressively erodes women’s capacity to 

sustain their careers.

Although participants’ experiences varied, the three 

identified career transition patterns should not be in-

terpreted as distinct phenomena, but rather as different 

manifestations of the same underlying structural pro-

cess. In the first group, gendered exhaustion emerged 

through the constant need to legitimize organization-

al positions and prove competence in environments 

where women perceived their performance to be 

more heavily scrutinized than men’s (Diehl & Dzubinski, 

2016). This generated intensified overwork, chronic 
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self-monitoring, and the internalization of organiza-

tional problems. In the second group, gendered ex-

haustion emerged through the rejection of traditional 

male-defined models of professional success, as wom-

en became increasingly frustrated by organizational ex-

pectations that demanded conformity to masculinized 

standards of performance and ambition (Acker, 1990). In 

the third group, women demonstrated greater aware-

ness of organizational power dynamics and responded 

strategically to these barriers by leveraging networks 

and external opportunities to advance professionally 

beyond organizational boundaries. Despite these dif-

ferences, all three groups exhibit distinct responses to 

the same structural condition: the progressive erosion 

of career sustainability stemming from persistent expo-

sure to gendered organizational constraints.

Our findings also complicate dominant interpreta-

tions of women’s career transitions by showing that 

motherhood was not the central explanatory factor in 

participants’ decisions to leave corporate careers. Most 

interviewees did not position motherhood as a primary 

theme in their narratives, suggesting that women’s ca-

reer exits cannot be reduced to family-related explana-

tions alone. Nevertheless, the absence of motherhood 

should not be interpreted as evidence of unconstrained 

autonomy. In Brazil, where a strong sexual division of 

labor continues to structure women’s expected social 

roles (Hirata, 2018), the decision not to have children 

may simultaneously represent both resistance to tra-

ditional gender expectations and adaptation to orga-

nizational environments in which motherhood is per-

ceived as incompatible with professional advancement. 

Participants’ childfree status should therefore not be 

interpreted solely as an individual lifestyle preference, 

but as a decision negotiated within broader structur-

al and organizational constraints. This reinforces the 

argument that women’s agency in career decisions is 

situated and exercised under conditions not entirely of 

their own making.

Beyond structural constraints, however, the possi-

bility of undertaking such transitions is unevenly dis-

tributed among women. The opportunity to opt out of 

corporate careers should not be interpreted as univer-

sally available, but rather as a socially situated phenom-

enon shaped by unequal access to resources. In line 

with prior Brazilian research (Monteiro et al., 2026; Reis 

et al., 2021), our findings suggest that the women in 

this study occupy a relatively privileged social position, 

characterized by high educational attainment, quali-

fied professional trajectories, and access to economic, 

educational, and relational resources that make career 

interruption or redefinition viable. The ability to leave 

unsustainable organizational environments should 

therefore itself be understood as structurally condi-

tioned, reflecting not only dissatisfaction with corpo-

rate careers but also the availability of material and 

symbolic resources that expand women’s perceived 

alternatives. Opting out, in this sense, is not merely an 

individual career decision, but a socially stratified pos-

sibility available primarily to specific groups of women 

(Monteiro et al., 2026).

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that struc-

tural gender inequalities function not merely as con-

textual background, but as central mechanisms shap-

ing women’s perceptions of career sustainability and 

motivating career transitions. Gender barriers affect not 

only women’s experiences within organizations, but 

also their perceptions of what constitutes a viable and 

sustainable long-term career trajectory. Consequently, 

career transitions emerge as adaptive strategies through 

which women seek to restore person–career fit by pur-

suing trajectories that better support health, happiness, 

and professional autonomy. Rather than reflecting iso-

lated acts of individual preference, these transitions 

should be understood as negotiated responses to orga-

nizational environments that systematically undermine 

women’s long-term career sustainability.

PROCESSUAL THEORETICAL MODEL 
FOR WOMEN CAREER TRANSITIONS
Based on the research findings, we propose a proces-

sual theoretical model to explain women’s career sus-

tainability through the transitional processes experi-

enced across their professional trajectories. The model 

focuses on women who decide to exit corporate ca-

reers, understood here as careers within large, hierar-

chically structured organizations. It builds on the sus-

tainable career process model proposed by De Vos et 

al. (2020), preserving its dynamic understanding of the 

interaction among agency, meaning, context, and time, 

as well as its conceptualization of career sustainabil-

ity as a person–career fit process aimed at balancing 

health, productivity, and happiness (Greenhaus, 2020; 

Parasuraman et al., 2000). Figure 1 presents the pro-

posed model, and its dimensions are described in the 

following sections.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


12

“It’s alright to want something different”: Exploring women’s narratives about career transitions and sustainability

BAR, Braz. Adm. Rev., 23(2), e250142, 2026.

Our contribution extends this model by empha-

sizing that women’s career transitions are not shaped 

solely by individual meaning-making processes, but by 

the interaction between personal agency and structur-

ally gendered contextual constraints. Specifically, we 

argue that gender barriers constitute a critical contex-

tual mechanism that influences how women interpret 

career sustainability and evaluate alternative trajecto-

ries. To strengthen the contextual dimension of the 

sustainable career framework, we adopt Mayrhofer et 

al.’s (2007) expanded conception of context, incorpo-

rating work, origin, societal/cultural, and global dimen-

sions, while explicitly foregrounding gender barriers 

across macro, meso, and micro levels as structuring 

forces influencing women’s career trajectories.

Importantly, agency within this model should not 

be understood as fully autonomous decision-mak-

ing. Rather, career transitions reflect forms of situated 

agency, whereby women make strategic and adaptive 

decisions within structurally constrained environments 

(Monteiro et al., 2026; Reis et al., 2021). Although par-

ticipants actively evaluated their experiences and pur-

sued alternative paths, such decisions were made in 

response to organizational and societal arrangements 

that progressively undermined career sustainabili-

ty. Career transitions, therefore, represent constrained 

strategic responses rather than purely voluntary choic-

es. Figure 1 presents the proposed model, and its di-

mensions are described in the following sections.

In this process, contextual inputs shaped by wom-

en’s life and work experiences over time (time n – 1) in-

fluence how they interpret their career trajectories and 

evaluate sustainability. This evaluative process leads 

women to reassess person–career fit and to prioritize 

specific sustainability dimensions — health, happiness, 

or productivity — within a given temporal context (time 

n). When perceived misalignment becomes unsustain-

able, women undertake career transitions as adaptive 

efforts to restore balance and pursue trajectories better 

aligned with their long-term well-being and profes-

sional aspirations.

The career patterns that emerge after transition 

(time n + 1) are idiosyncratic and context-dependent, 

but the findings suggest three broad transition patterns: 

adaptation of the mode of working, rupture with the 

mode of working, and expansion of work possibilities.

The adaptation of the mode of working, observed 

in the first group (“I need to take a breather”), refers to 

women who remain strongly identified with work but 

seek new arrangements that reduce mental exhaustion 

and provide greater flexibility and control over profes-

sional life (Akkermans et al., 2018, 2024; Barley et al., 

2017). These women typically come from highly com-

petitive environments characterized by performance 

intensity and masculinized norms of legitimacy, and 

Source: Developed by the authors.

Figure 1. Processual theoretical model.
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their transitions reflect attempts to preserve profession-

al identity while reducing the unsustainable pressures 

associated with corporate work.

The rupture with the mode of working, observed in 

the second group (“I want to do something else with 

my life”), refers to women who pursue career transi-

tions oriented toward authenticity and personal ful-

fillment after perceiving that prolonged dedication to 

traditional models of career success has undermined 

their sense of happiness and meaning. These women 

often move toward entrepreneurial or flexible work ar-

rangements by monetizing hobbies or activities previ-

ously associated with personal authenticity (Mainiero & 

Gibson, 2018; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005).

The expansion of the mode of working, represented 

by the third group (“I can go further”), describes women 

who leave corporate careers because they believe their 

full professional and financial potential cannot be re-

alized within organizational hierarchies constrained by 

gender barriers. These women pursue alternative ca-

reer trajectories that offer greater opportunities for ad-

vancement, recognition, and autonomy beyond tradi-

tional organizational structures. Notably, these women 

often possess significant socioeconomic and educa-

tional resources, including elite education, managerial 

experience, and professional networks, which facilitate 

their transitions and expand the range of alternatives 

available to them.

Importantly, these patterns should not be interpret-

ed as fixed or exhaustive categories, but as analytical 

starting points for understanding the multiple ways 

women respond to gendered career unsustainability. 

Additional transition patterns may emerge depending 

on the interaction between contextual forces, avail-

able resources, and how women perceive and navigate 

structural gender barriers throughout their careers.

CONCLUSIONS
Our study suggests that the career transitions experi-

enced by women exiting corporate careers are per-

meated by gender-related barriers, including the ex-

haustion associated with these dynamics. In addition 

to reinforcing previous studies that highlight career 

transition motivations related to the pursuit of greater 

purpose at work, autonomy, balance, and authenticity 

(Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005; 

Mainiero & Gibson, 2018), the present study contributes 

to the literature by explicitly addressing health-related 

issues as a significant factor influencing exits from cor-

porate careers.

Our theoretical model also contributes by empha-

sizing the processual influence of contextual forces 

that shape motivations for career transitions, with par-

ticular attention to gender barriers, while assuming that 

the pursuit of more sustainable careers is a key driver of 

these transitions. In this sense, we contribute to career 

sustainability studies by incorporating social, cultural, 

and historical specificities through the context dimen-

sion. The concept of context adopted from Mayrhofer 

et al. (2007), particularly regarding gender, broadens 

the scope of the sustainable career framework (De Vos 

et al., 2020) by capturing the inherent idiosyncrasies 

of career trajectories. The inclusion of gender barriers 

across macro-, meso-, and micro-level contexts (Diehl 

& Dzubinski, 2016), together with the concept of gen-

dered exhaustion, offers a novel perspective on the 

model proposed by De Vos et al. (2020).

Besides, the findings add to prior studies emphasiz-

ing that an excessive focus on productivity and em-

ployability alone is insufficient to ensure career sustain-

ability. The narratives thus provide empirical support 

for theoretical models and conceptual frameworks of 

sustainable careers (De Vos et al., 2020; Lawrence et al., 

2015). This is particularly relevant for analyzing career 

contexts in the Global South, representing a necessary 

advancement in strengthening research on sustainable 

careers (Van der Heijden et al., 2020).

As practical contributions, we suggest that organi-

zations should foster work environments where flexi-

bility is inclusive and free from gender-related stigmas, 

including reduced workloads and increased opportu-

nities for lateral transitions. Beyond traditional diversity 

policies, collective alliances and structural power trans-

formations are necessary, as isolated actions, such as 

mentorship programs, must be revised. Regular report-

ing, transparency, and accountability regarding salaries, 

promotions, and opportunities would create pressure 

for genuine progress in achieving gender equality.

The study has limitations. First, we addressed a re-

stricted group of highly qualified women with extensive 

experience in organizational settings within a Brazilian 

context, where most of the population does not have 

access to higher education. Therefore, the findings may 

have limited applicability to other contexts and demo-

graphic groups, especially when considering race and 

social class perspectives. Second, our theoretical model 

is particularly suited to contexts where structural gen-

der inequalities are more pronounced. Other frame-

works may be more appropriate for analyses involving 

national contexts where women’s career agency is of-

ten facilitated, such as the kaleidoscope career concept 

(Mainiero & Gibson, 2018). Additionally, data collection 

was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

may have reinforced narratives emphasizing well-be-

ing and meaning.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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We suggest future research involving more diverse 

participants and considering the perspectives of oth-

er actors regarding the transitions (such as managers, 

colleagues, mentors, and family members, among 

others). We also recommend investigating human re-

source policies and practices that facilitate the search 

for meaning, health, and happiness at work, thereby 

promoting career sustainability.
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