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CHRISTIAN WOMEN DISCUSS THE INFLUENCE OF 
FAITH ON THEIR CAREER DEVELOPMENT

Christelle Agboka 

ABSTRACT 
This study explored the relationship between Christian 

faith and career development with a sample of four established 
career women (ages 33 to 51). Research data were collected 
through in-depth semi-structured interviews, preceded by a 
lifeline, or timeline of major events in the participant's life 
(Campbell & Ungar, 2004). Themes emerging from case and cross 
analyses were (a) life history, (b) centrality of motherhood, and (c) 
spiritual grounding. Implications for post-secondary career 
counsellors and career development researchers encompass 
incorporating the notion of calling into traditional career 
development activities, and creating more comprehensive theories 
applicable to women of faith and career. 

INTRODUCTION 
In a 21 st century work world of rapid change, insecurity, 

and instability, career development career choice formulation 
and implementation is a challenge for many young adults 
(Arnett, 2000; Lent, Hackett, & Brown, 2000). This problem is 
heightened for young women, who face barriers including (a) 
gender-role socialization, (b) limited exposure to career 
information or relevant role models, (c) labour market 
segregation, and (d) on-the-job discrimination (Fitzgerald & 
Harmon, 2001 ; Hopfl & Atkinson, 2000). Due to such barriers, 
young women may forego promising career paths for others that 
are lower-status and under-utilize their abilities (Cook, Heppner, 
& O'Brien, 2002). 

For young Christian women, faith can play a dual role in 
relation to their career development challenges. On the one hand, 
Christian faith may offer a stabilizing anchor in the midst of 
uncertainty and help them make meaning of life events (Fowler, 
1981). It may also imbue them with an empowering sense of 
calling, or belief that God calls them to work  both paid and 
unpaid (Dik & Duffy, in press)  to which they may apply their 
values, interests, and talents for the benefit of their local and 
world-wide communities. On the other hand, values found in a 
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Christian context can have a limiting effect on career 
development. Gender-role socialization, with male/breadwinner 
and female/caregiver archetypes, fosters mixed messages that 
often exacerbate career indecision (Farmer, 1996). Adding to 
these messages, many Christians believe gender role 
differentiation is divinely ordained (Scott, 2002). In some cases, 
conservative Christian churches' emphasis on women's caregiving 
roles, as well as preference for male leadership, limit the extent of 
Christian women's labour force participation or constrain the types 
of work they consider (Chadwick & Garrett, 1995). 

To resolve complex career decision-making dilemmas, 
career theory and practice typically identify an individual's 
abilities, interests, and vocational background, and match those 
traits with congruent occupations (Brott, 2001). Although this 
approach is a practical first step, it assumes that individuals' 
careers develop in a linear, rational manner (Fitzgerald & Harmon, 
2001). It also does not bring deeper questions of meaning and 
purpose into career practice (Cochran, 1997). This limitation is 
problematic as the interrelatedness of religion, spirituality, and 
career is a growing concern for many individuals (e.g., Colozzi & 
Colozzi, 2000), and religion and spirituality appear to be 
especially central to women's lives (e.g., Buchko, 2004). Although 
literature on women and spirituality suggests that faith may have 
a significant impact on women's career development, there is little 
empirical investigation on the subject. Therefore, as current career 
counseling practice incorporating faith-related concerns, 
particularly for women, is still in its infancy, this area warrants 
further study (Duffy, 2006). 

The purpose of this interview-based study with four 
Christian women was to understand the religious and spiritual 
influences on these women's career decision-making and 
professional development. I chose to focus on women who were 
already well-established in their career paths. By exploring and 
analyzing these women's experiences, I hoped to gain insight into 
the means by which religious faith might facilitate or hinder 
females' career development in the post-secondary years and 
beyond. Going into the study, I anticipated that most participants 
would value the work and family spheres of their lives equally, 
would agree that total surrender to God's will in their lives was 
essential, and would have encountered some resistance to the 
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pursuit of career goals in their Christian communities. With a new 
understanding of this topic, I expected to add to the limited 
literature on this topic and to provide suggestions to career 
counsellors on how to better meet the needs of young women of 
faith, particularly Christian women. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
From a historical perspective, the notion of separate 

gender-roles for women and men of all backgrounds has been 
prevalent since the early century in a newly industrialized Western 
culture (Phillips & Phillips, 2000). In 1911, for instance, Canadian 
women accounted for only 16.2% of the paid work force (Dupuis, 
2008). Despite increases in Canadian women's labour force 
participation following the two world wars, most women still 
retired in their mid-20s after having their first child (Phillips & 
Phillips, 2000). Finally, in the late 1960s and 1970s, with the dawn 
of the feminist movement, married and single women entered the 
labour force in unprecedented numbers (Coward, 2000). By the 
early 1990s, differences in male and female labour force 
participation rates had levelled out (Phillips & Phillips, 2000). 

Today Canadian women comprise 47% of the paid labour 
force and the dual-earner family is now the mode in North 
America (Statistics Canada, 2005). Tremendous societal changes 
beginning in the latter half of the 20th century, such as increasing 
educational opportunities for females, declining marriage and 
birth rates, a shift toward egalitarian gender-role attitudes, as well 
as economic necessity, have contributed to this influx of working 
women (Barnett, 2004; Phillips & Phillips, 1983). Nonetheless, 
despite progress in terms of women's professional opportunities, 
women are still faced with gender-related environmental or 
structural barriers (Betz, 2002). For instance, women are more 
prone than men to take time away from their careers for child-
rearing (Barnett & Rivers, 1996), and more likely to work part-
time (Bardasi & Gornick, 2003), with resulting wage penalties 
(Schabracq, Winnubst, & Cooper, 2003). Women are also more 
likely than men to enter fields such as teaching, nursing and 
related health occupations, clerical or sales, and service positions 
(Statistics Canada, 2005), which tend to be lower-paid and lower-
prestige than male-dominated careers (Gilbert & Rader, 2001). 
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OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE ON WOMEN AND CAREERS 
This increasing work force participation by women has 

resulted in an increasing focus on women and their careers. Much 
of this literature investigates mutually incompatible and 
simultaneous work-family pressures, termed work-family conflict 
(Kossek & Ozeki, 1998). Central concepts within workfamily 
conflict are (a) the scarcity hypothesis participation in one role 
depletes reserves of time and energy that would otherwise be 
applied to another role (Marks, 1977), and (b) role salience the 
importance an individual places on either the work or family role 
is a key factor in that individual's perception of work -family 
conflict (Crooker et al., 2002). Both of these concepts are 
especially applicable to women. Women are more likely than men 
to experience increased levels of work-family conflict and 
emotional stress as their work hours rise (Boles, Wood, & 
Johnson, 2003; Keene & Quadagno, 2004; Maume & Houston, 
2001). Additionally, studies on role salience indicate that many 
women derive their central identity from the family role, which 
intensifies their feelings of work-family tension (e.g., Biggs & 
Brough, 2005). As a result, the presence, or even anticipation, of 
children tends to decrease their career commitment (Campbell et 
al., 1994; Cinamon & Rich, 2002). 

Researchers taking a more positive stance on the 
workfamily interface are increasingly investigating work-family 
enrichment (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1999). In work-family 
enrichment, the transfer of resources, skills, and experiences 
between the work and family domains may enhance an 
individual's global job and life satisfaction (Grzywacz & Butler, 
2005). 
Significantly, multiple roles may provide individuals with the 
increased social support and feelings of self-efficacy needed for 
success in various life spheres (Hill et al., 2007; Van Steenbergen, 
Ellemers, & Mooijaart, 2007). While some work-family conflict 
is inevitable, women may still experience multiple role 
satisfaction if there is a reasonable degree of convergence between 
their ideal regarding home and family life, and the reality (Barnett 
& Hyde, 2001). Examining both sides of the workfamily interface 
literature, it is clear that while women experience more work-
family conflict than men, they often experience more work-family 
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enrichment as well (Grzywacz & Butler, 2005; Van Steenbergen 
et al., 2007). 

OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE ON CHRISTIANS AND CAREERS 
While there is a wealth of information on women and 

careers, a deeper understanding of women's career development 
necessitates an examination of relevant issues, including the work 
family interface, in terms of specific contextual factors. Religion 
and spirituality is one such factor. As popularized by Mitroff and 
Denton (1999), spirituality at work involves "the effort to find 
one's ultimate purpose in life, to develop a strong connection to 
coworkers and other people associated with work, and to have 
consistency (or alignment) between one's core beliefs and the 
values of the organization" (Milliman, Czaplewski, & Ferguson, 
2003, p. 427). 

Research that specifically concerns the role of religion 
and spirituality in career development, and calling in particular, is 
just beginning to surface. This research typically features 
traditional university students, aged 18 to 22. These participants 
have revealed that growth in their spiritual identities has facilitated 
career decision-making and confidence in their ability to meet 
their goals (e.g., Royce-Davis & Stewart, 2000). Taken together, 
studies on workplace spirituality, as well as on religion and 
spirituality in career development, demonstrate that those who 
consider religion or spirituality central to their lives may be most 
likely to have a sense of mission, or calling, in their careers 
(Constantine et al., 2006; Davidson & Caddell, 1994). While such 
research is often composed of a female majority, studies specific 
to Christian women look more closely at both social constraints 
(e.g., gender-role socialization and work-family conflict) and 
distinct religious sub-cultural values (e.g., female submission to 
male authority) that impede women's career progress (Scott, 
2002). 

Participants in research on Christian women and careers 
often report that strong spiritual and religious beliefs engender the 
well-being and career-related self-efficacy needed to handle very 
challenging, sometimes conflicting, life roles. A study of 32 
mothers working in Christian academia, for example, revealed 
their conviction that despite any struggles, "God (was) there and 
He (was) going to work it out" (Oates, Hall, & Anderson, 2005, p. 
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218). Participants also often made career accommodations that 
would allow them to pursue their careers while managing family 
responsibilities and relied on spousal or other forms of social 
support as well (e.g., Moreton & Newsom, 2004b). While 
acknowledging work-family conflict, these women would 
generally agree with the sentiment, "My kids have contributed a 
lot to who I am" (Sellers, Thomas, Batts, & Ostman, 2005, p. 206). 
Thus studies on Christian women and careers support the major 
assumptions of work-family enrichment. The majority of these 
studies investigated the lives of female academics in Christian 
colleges or universities who had also opted for motherhood (e.g., 
Hall, Anderson, & Willingham, 2004). While unveiled themes 
could apply universally to Christian women, further research 
might include participants from a wider vocational range. 

Thus, while there is a small body of literature on the roles 
of religion and spirituality in the world of work, this research tends 
to focus on the role of non-religious spirituality in the workplace 
or the career decision-making of university students yet 
inexperienced in their chosen fields. Vocational research on 
Christian women targets the lived experience of pursuing 
motherhood and a career while touching briefly on early factors 
influencing career choice (e.g., Moreton & Newsom, 2004a). 
While taking dual life roles into account, my study places more 
emphasis on Christian women's career-related choices during and 
in the years following university. As recommended by Colozzi 
and Colozzi (2000), case examples of women past the early career 
decision-making stages may present young women with a past-
present perspective on the process of receiving and actively 
following one's calling in the face of various constraints. 
Interviewing older women acknowledges that career planning 
continues and evolves over a lifetime (Fitzgerald & Harmon, 
2001). My research provides just such case studies. 

METHODOLOGY 
Employing a qualitative research method, based on inter- 

viewing and case studies, I depicted the formative career 
development and central life experiences of Christian women 
already established in their occupations. My study chiefly adapted 
several facets of consensual qualitative research (CQR), a research 
method designed primarily for interview-based studies (Hill, 
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Thompson, & Williams, 1997). In CQR, key themes evolve over 
time as the researcher's understanding of the data increases, and 
the researcher is able to describe both individual cases and data 
across cases. Hill et al. (1997) further cite CQR as delving deeply 
into complex issues in a way that might not be possible with 
quantitative research. Unlike most CQR studies, I did not employ 
a research team but gathered and analyzed data independently. 
However, as in CQR, an external auditor, my research supervisor, 
provided quality control of my work. 

PARTICIPANTS 
Using a criterion-based sample, my participants were four 

women who were (a) Christians who attend church regularly, (b) 
had completed college or university, (c) had children, and (d) held 
a career outside of the home. My recruitment began informally, by 
discussing my research with Christian friends and acquaintances 
and asking if they could recommend initial participants for the 
pilot or the main study. After receiving the names and contact 
information of potential participants, I typically emailed them a 
letter of information specifying what the study would entail, and 
the time commitment required. Based on the response, I followed 
up with phone calls or emails. Due to the unexpected difficulty of 
finding suitable participants, two of the women did not fit all of 
the original criteria: one participant was aged 33, rather than 
between the ages of 35 and 55, and another participant was 
divorced rather than married. 

The first person I interviewed was Deborah. Deborah, 38, 
married to Jean, has a boy and a girl who are 3-year-old twins. She 
is a Caucasian Canadian. Deborah was baptized Anglican as an 
infant and confirmed at the age of 12. She completed her Ph.D. in 
educational psychology in another province, and is now working 
as a professor. Key events in Deborah's life included moving with 
her mother and older brother to a new province as an infant 
following her father's death; the mentorship that led her to 
complete a doctorate; the death of her first child, Sophia, a 
stillborn, when she was 32; and the birth of her twins at 35. 

My next interviewee, Mary, 37, married to Mike, has two 
daughters, ages 3 and 6. She is a Caucasian Canadian. Mary made 
an initial commitment to the Salvation Army when she was 12, 
and apart from a low period in her 20s, has been an active church 
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member since then. She completed a college-level childcare 
course in another province and is now running a homebased 
daycare. Major events in Mary's life included moving to live with 
her father at age 10, following her parents' divorce; joining the 
Salvation Army Church at age 12; a negative six-year relationship 
with Jim, a non-Christian, in her early 20s; moving back to live 
with her mother at 25; marriage at 27; a miscarriage at 29; and 
starting a family of her own at 32. 

Sheila, 51, divorced, has two children: a daughter, 27, and 
a son, 18. She is African, from Zimbabwe. She was raised a 
Catholic but moved to the Unity Church three years ago. Sheila 
completed a college-level secretarial course in England and is now 
working as a legal administrative assistant. Principal events in 
Sheila's life included attending a convent boarding school as a 
teenager; the death of her father when she was 16; studying and 
working in Europe for a few years as a young adult; becoming a 
single mother at 24; her marriage to a French Canadian at 29, and 
subsequent 10-year struggle for a divorce; and her religious 
conversion. 

Nancy, 33, married to Shawn, has two boys, ages 1 1/2 and 
3 h. She is a Black Jamaican. She was an Anglican from the ages 
of 10 to 26 but after marriage and a move to Canada, chose to join 
a church she identifies as 
Pentecostal/Nondenominational/Charismatic. She completed her 
M.Sc. in Economics in Jamaica and is now working as a senior 
project officer in a government sustainability department. Nancy's 
life story focused on her move from her parents' country home to 
her aunt and uncle's home in the city at age 7; mentorship from 
high school teachers; a painful broken engagement at 22; her first 
job, also at 22; her marriage, move to Canada and resultant 
religious conversion at age 26; and starting a family at 29. 
DATA COLLECTION 

The starting point for my study was a lifeline, a type of 
timeline on which individuals plot critical life events. Lifeline 
materials included a piece of print paper as well as a variety of 
colored writing utensils. Labeling the beginning of the lifeline 
birth, and the end of the line present, each participant recorded the 
defining moments of her life chronologically. She placed a dot 
higher than the line for positive events, and a dot lower than the 
line for negative events. For each event, I prompted participants 



9

to describe in detail what happened, where they were, who was 
involved, and what they did (Kidd, 2006). I then asked open -
ended questions derived from the completed lifeline. The lifeline 
took between 30 to 60 minutes to generate and discuss. 

I followed the lifeline exercise with a standardized 
openended interview, carefully leading each woman through the 
same questions and sequence. The interview protocol was based 
on the initial research questions as well as on the literature. As 
each case was different, I used probes to explore issues that arose 
for individual interviewees. This process helped me gather 
consistent information with which to compare cases but still 
obtain indepth information on each case (Hill et al., 1997). This 
segment lasted between 30 to 60 minutes per participant with each 
interview tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. I also observed 
and took notes on participants' nonverbal communication in my 
research journal. As triangulation increases the verisimilitude, or 
plausibility and coherence, of narratives (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990), my study featured triangulation of data, triangulation of 
theories, and methodological triangulation (Flick, 2004). 

DATA ANALYSIS 
Before beginning data analysis, I aired biases, which 

helped me acknowledge how my subjectivity might shape the 
investigation (Wilson, 2004). Data analysis itself was a nonlinear 
and complex process. First I revisited my research questions, 
interview protocol, literature review, and theoretical frameworks, 
and subsequently created an initial coding list (Hill et al., 1997). 
Then, as a means of practicing data analysis and settling upon a 
coding method, I analyzed my first pilot interview. My analysis 
included reading and re-reading through the transcript completely, 
employing a pencil to make margin notes and differently colored 
highlighters to categorize phrases. I then read through the 
transcripts a third time, using index cards to organize data by 
theme (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Subsequently, I created a 
contact summary form as a tool to summarize the information I 
had gathered and to discern which information needed to be 
clarified in further correspondence with participants. I then 
applied the process of reading and re-reading, writing notes, and 
comparing categories to the domain list, for each interview. 



10

For my final codes, I broadened categories to incorporate 
several different ideas under one general term. In data reduction 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994), I sorted information from the lifeline, 
semi-structured interview questions, and field notes, discarding 
irrelevant data. I also returned to some of the literature on religion 
and spirituality, and career development and Christian women, to 
discover new ways to interpret the data (Pollio, Graves, & Arfken, 
2006). Taking these steps and discussing emergent themes with 
my supervisor throughout, I selected two essential themes: (a) 
centrality of motherhood; and (b) spiritual grounding, later adding 
another theme: (c) life story (which I discuss first). These themes 
formed the basis of both case analysis and cross-case analysis 
(Constantine et al., 2006). 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

LIFE STORY 
Analyzing participants' interviews, I determined that their 

lives could be described as the influence of background 
experiences on career and life outcomes: geographical relocations; 
stifling relationships; and role models, mentors, and career 
encouragers. In Deborah's, Nancy's, and Mary's cases, for 
example, childhood moves presented opportunities for growth and 
learning. For Deborah, moving with her mother and brother from 
a rural town to a city in another province enabled her to attend a 
challenge program in high school. Similarly, Nancy's move from 
her parents' rural home to a larger city to live with her aunt and 
uncle allowed her to complete a demanding high school program. 
Consequently, both women became the first in their families to 
attend university. Mary's choice to live with her father and 
stepmother, a Salvation Army member, at age 10, set the spiritual 
tone for her life as she committed to the church a few years later. 
These findings coincide with Hall's (2002) assumption that 
relocation often molds an individual's motivation, identity, and 
behaviour. 

As young adults, all participants made further 
geographical shifts. While Mary and Nancy relocated due to 
romantic relationships, Deborah and Sheila traveled as students 
due to their desire to see the world. In Deborah's and Sheila's 
experiences, travels abroad were life-altering. After spending her 
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second year of university in Wales, Deborah broke off her 
engagement to her high school sweetheart; this break-up and delay 
of marriage indirectly inspired her to increase her educational and 
career aspirations. When Sheila traveled to Britain for a one-year 
secretarial course, her travels increased her independence and 
awareness of how the world functioned outside of her hometown. 
Both women's willingness to travel and explore demonstrated 
their openness and adaptability, career meta-competencies (Hall, 
2002). 

Literature on women and careers often emphasizes the 
impact of relationships on women's career and life trajectories 
(e.g., Thorstad, Anderson, Hall, Willingham, & Carruthers, 2006). 
Most participants in this study discussed serious early romantic 
relationships as significant factors in their personal and psycho-
spiritual development. While Deborah, Mary and Nancy described 
their marriages as positive, Mary and Nancy revealed that they had 
been involved in negative relationships prior to marriage. 
Additionally, Sheila, divorced, cited her marriage as a low period 
of her life. After her relationship with an "emotionally and 
spiritually wayward" young man progressed to an engagement, 
Nancy was deeply hurt when her fiancé broke off the engagement 
two months prior to their wedding. Nevertheless, for Nancy, as for 
Mary and Sheila, the painful dissolution of her relationship 
ultimately strengthened her both personally and spiritually. When 
combined, all four stories illustrate that a strong sense of identity, 
which these women lacked in early adulthood, is vital for success 
in life decisions such as career (Hall, 2002) and the choice of a life 
partner. 

All four participants also cited role models, mentors, or 
career encouragers in their life stories. Among their earliest role 
models or encouragers were family members. For instance, 
Deborah and Sheila count their mothers, who worked hard to 
support their children when widowed, as being especially 
influential. Deborah's and Sheila's perceptions of their mothers as 
role models corresponded with findings in the literature on women 
and careers (e.g., Gomez et al., 2001) and Christian women and 
careers (e.g., Sellers et al., 2005). Mothers provided practical as 
well as moral support. In later years, Deborah's and Sheila's 
mothers provided them childcare assistance, and Mary's career 
thrived when her mother encouraged her to use her basement for 
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a home daycare business. Some of the fathers of this sample also 
directly impacted their daughter's aspirations. For example, 
Nancy's father was instrumental in sending her to the city where 
she would have a "bright[er] future" than ordinarily possible for a 
girl in rural Jamaica. As has been found in other qualitative studies 
on women's career development, women in these studies benefited 
greatly from familial encouragement (e.g., Richie, Fassinger, 
Linn, & Johnson, 1997). 

In most cases, participants gained from the guidance of 
individuals outside of their families-of-origin as well. These gains 
are most evident as Deborah explains the role of mentors in her 
decision to complete a doctorate rather than returning to the 
classroom after her M.Ed: (a) the professor who gave her the 
unexpected opportunity to present their research at a national 
conference; and (b) her discussant at this conference, who 
convinced her to complete a doctorate under his supervision. Mary 
mentions her captain as giving her advice when she decided to 
leave her Tim Horton's job. Sheila's career path was indirectly 
influenced by the nuns at her convent school. She obtained her 
first job, as a bank teller, through the bank personnel whom the 
nuns brought to her school to meet graduating students and then 
used her bank earnings to attend a one-year secretarial course in 
England. Nancy credits her high school teachers for being spiritual 
and educational mentors. Likewise, six of 16 female CAOs in 
Christian universities also specifically cited high school teachers 
as mentors (Moreton & Newsom, 2004a, 2004b). 

Finally, Deborah and Nancy received specific career 
encouragement and/or assistance from their husbands. For 
example, since Deborah and Jean became parents, Jean's practical 
and emotional support (Friedman & Greenhaus, 2000; Thorstad et 
al., 2006) has facilitated Deborah's quest to balance motherhood 
and her career. Nancy relates that Shawn played a major role in 
her job search after moving to Canada, even finding the ad for her 
current position on the last day it was open. Now, as she plans to 
move into a real estate business, Shawn is her main supporter and 
advisor. On the whole, the importance of role models, mentors, or 
career encouragers for these participants mirrors the results found 
in studies on female academics in Christian colleges and 
universities. In these studies, parents, particularly mothers (Sellers 
et al., 2005), educators, and clergy (Moreton & Newsom, 2004a), 
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as well as spouses, were cited as having a positive influence on 
participants' careers (Fassinger, 2005). 

CENTRALITY OF MOTHERHOOD 
All four participants regarded motherhood as central to 

their identities. For them, motherhood enhanced rather than 
limited their life and career satisfaction. Furthermore, as was true 
for this sample, women who are family-focused are more willing 
to interrupt or adjust their careers or work schedules for family 
than are career-focused women (Friedman & Greenhaus, 2000). 
Gomez et al. (2001) cite women's family responsibilities as key 
factors in their career compromises and often nonlinear career 
paths. Nonetheless, despite heavy family responsibilities, 
participants often spoke of motherhood in terms of blessing rather 
than sacrifice. Sheila conveyed a shared outlook: "The [role] that 
takes priority above all of them is the fact that I'm a mother. What 
God wants from me is to do the best that I can raising my kids to 
be the wonderful people they can be and will be." 

Like all the women, Sheila strove to be the best mother 
possible despite the challenges inherent in the role. For her, these 
challenges arose as she worked to meet her children's needs amidst 
the strains of divorce, her daughter's lupus, and her son's 
emotional issues and addictions. Csikszentmihalyi and Beattie 
(1979) found that the most challenging, yet most formative events 
of individuals' lives often come from the home sphere. 
This finding was evidently true of Deborah and Mary. Deborah's 
desire to start a family while in her early 30s was the force 
propelling her toward early completion of her Ph.D. She endured 
great emotional turmoil when her first child, Sophia, was stillborn. 
Drawing comfort from her faith, her spouse, her family, and her 
friends, Deborah emerged from this trial with more patience, 
compassion, and faith. 

Similarly, when Mary had a miscarriage at age 29, she 
suffered much emotional pain and blamed God. Her pain 
eventually subsided through prayer and extensive devotional 
reading as well as through counsel from her family and friends. 
Overcoming this low period reinforced her trust that God's plan 
was the best and also enabled her to deal with the stress of her 
second daughter being born with a cleft lip. As in other studies on 
women and spirituality, these women credited their faith with 
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helping them cope with even the most distressing situations (e.g., 
Oates et al., 2005). Moreover, after facing low moments in their 
family lives, Deborah and Mary grew in their spirituality and level 
of religious commitment. Similar to Royce-Davis and Stewart's 
(2000) study with university students, this increase preceded a 
greater desire to incorporate faith into all aspects of their lives. 

Given the positive impact of Christian faith on their lives, 
particularly during times of crisis, all participants approached 
parenthood from a spiritual stance. For instance, Deborah and her 
husband, Jean, resumed formal church attendance when the twins 
were born and carefully selected godparents who could serve as 
spiritual mentors. Mary, having grown up without a strong 
Christian family, hoped to "bring up [her] daughters to know 
God." Besides taking their children to church, both Mary and 
Deborah regularly did devotions with their children, reading the 
Bible and praying together as a family. 

With a non-Christian partner, Sheila took the sole 
responsibility for her children's spiritual beliefs when they were 
young, having them baptized and confirmed, and passing on her 
long-held values of honesty and kindness to others. Nancy, her 
husband, Shawn, and their sons weekly attended church as a 
family. In addition, Nancy spoke passionately about leaving a 
legacy of strong families for her sons. Her belief that strong 
families are the building blocks of society is supported by Las 
Heras and Hall (2007): "Through family [people can] contribute 
to society, fulfill the desire of legacy and perpetuation, and give 
back what they received" (p. 183). 

With these women's motivation to transfer their values to 
their children, motherhood inevitably influenced initial and 
subsequent career choices, congruent with the broader literature 
on women and careers (e.g., Fassinger, 2005), as well as the 
literature on Christian women and careers (e.g., Scott, 2002). 
Participants typically organized their careers around their family 
roles (Barnett & Hyde, 2001). For instance, as an academic, 
Deborah turned down positions of greater responsibility that 
would considerably reduce her family time. Further, analogous to 
female professors in Christian institutions (e.g., Hall et al., 2004), 
Deborah arranged her schedule so she could spend more time with 
her children during the day and work at night. Mary's focus on her 
family role and resulting desire to be home for her girls was a 
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critical factor in her early decision to start a homebased daycare. 
Nancy envisioned starting a real estate business from home for 
similar reasons. Finally, Sheila was a stay-athome mom for 
several years. 

Although participants' career accommodations differed, 
findings confirmed that "an intense involvement in family life 
encourages individuals to restructure their work to meet family 
needs" (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1999, p. 399). However, in 
seeking balance between the work and family spheres, participants 
could be classified as adaptive, rather than solely work- or family-
centered (Hakim, 2000). Of the four women, Sheila and Nancy 
revealed a more sequential approach to the work-family interface, 
focusing on their careers first, then family, and then careers 
(Powell & Mainiero, 1992). Sheila and Nancy regarded this 
approach as a viable strategy for balancing career and family 
outside of the simultaneous career pattern (Stroh & Reilly, 1999). 
As Nancy stated, "I don't have to be a director now. I can be a 
director when I'm 40, 50, 60, whenever, but I only have one chance 
to be there for them when they're 4, 5, 6, or 3, 4, 5." Nancy's words 
echo those of a Christian mother and professor, "I have plenty of 
time to be a professional and I've had my life to be a mother as 
well, but mother reigns for a short period" (Hall et al., 2004, p. 
53). Overall, participants demonstrated that individuals who align 
the time spent on various life roles with the salience attached to 
each role experience less work -family conflict (Carlson, Kacmar, 
& Stepina, 1995). In addition, participants' family orientation did 
not seem to severely disrupt their career decision-making abilities. 

Having managed work-family conflict in individual ways, 
these women generally evidenced work-family enrichment (Betz, 
2003; Wayne, Grzywacz, Carlson, & Kacmar, 2007). On a basic 
level, work provided each woman status enhancement, in terms of 
financial benefits (Betz, 2003). For Deborah and Nancy, having 
completed advanced degrees, work provided them a sense of 
achievement and mastery (Greenhaus, Collins, & Shaw, 2003). 
Mary also experienced achievement as she successfully taught her 
young charges (Grzywacz & Marks, 2000). Finally, Greenhaus 
and Parasuraman (1999) suggested that in the workfamily 
interface, work-family conflict is episodic rather than chronic. As 
these women made both short-term and long-term choices in 
keeping with the centrality of their mother role, they allowed their 
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careers to evolve, creating work-life balance one moment at a time 
(Whitehead & Kotze, 2003). 

SPIRITUAL GROUNDING 
Participants' spiritual foundations, set in childhood, 

facilitated both their success as mothers and as career women. 
Each woman would concur with Deborah that her faith "directly 
shape[d] everything she did." Conversely, in adulthood, most 
participants underwent an active reexamination of their faith and 
search for purpose, as is typical in the post-secondary years 
(Buchko, 2004). In Deborah's case, while she maintained her 
religious and spiritual beliefs, time constraints and financial 
obligations as a university student temporarily halted her formal 
church attendance as a young adult. Mary left the Salvation Army 
completely as a young adult, influenced by her relationship with a 
non-Christian young man. After changing provinces at age 25 to 
live with her mother, she ended the relationship and returned to 
the church of her youth. Thus for Mary and Deborah, as for many 
young adults, settling down (e.g., family and location-wise) 
preceded a renewed religious commitment (Arnett & Jensen, 
2002). 

In comparison, Sheila and Nancy experienced more 
circuitous paths to their current faiths. Throughout much of her 
life, Sheila did not stray from her Catholic roots, apart from a brief 
conversion to the Pentecostal Church in her mid-20s. However, at 
48, while consulting with a lawyer about her divorce, she learned 
about the Unity Church and was drawn to its focus on following 
Christ's example, rather than on following an exacting set of rules. 
After years of spiritual questioning she had found what she was 
looking for. Nancy also changed denominations twice  first 
from her mother's Pentecostal faith to the Anglican Church when 
she moved to Kingston, Jamaica as a child, and then to a 
Pentecostal/Non-denominational/Charismatic Church following 
her marriage and move to Canada. As Nancy was challenged 
through her new church to develop a stronger devotional life, her 
"God-issued self-esteem" rose. Sheila's and Nancy's stories 
support literature indicating that women who undergo religious 
change increase in self-reliance and selfconfidence (Zinbauer & 
Pargament, 1998). 
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For all the women, their renewed commitment to both 
public and private forms of religion provided internal peace, 
balance, and direction (Gomez et al., 2001). For instance, all 
participants cited prayer as a considerable factor in managing the 
stress of their daily lives. Prayer was also a factor in decision-
making, as Mary clarified, "In any major decision I make, I pray," 
her sentiments similar to those of a Christian CAO: "I never try to 
do anything without praying about it first" (Moreton & Newsom, 
2004b, p. 323). Bible study was another source of revelation for 
participants, particularly Nancy, who targeted Bible study along 
with prayer and godly counsel in her process of seeking God's will. 
As in a quantitative study of 133 undergraduates, a relationship 
with God made a vital difference in these women's lives (Duffy & 
Lent, 2008). 

While the women agreed that faith provided them a 
general sense of purpose in various life spheres (Perrone, Webb, 
Wright, Jackson, & Ksiazak, 2006), they cited other variables, 
such as academic inclination or disinclination, mentorship, and 
personal interest, as being more influential in their initial career 
choices. Deborah called her career path serendipitous, rather than 
spiritually pre-destined, saying, "I take what life has given me, and 
I take advantage of every opportunity that has been presented." 
Nonetheless, her original interest in the fields of education and 
psychology stemmed from early volunteering activities, which she 
considered part of her Christian ministry. Mary's early goal of 
becoming a daycare provider arose from her love of children, from 
babysitting opportunities in her youth, and from her desire to take 
a practical, rather than academic, route. It was only as her 
commitment to her faith increased that she would come to see her 
work as a calling. Sheila attended secretarial school in England to 
fulfill her dream of seeing the world. Finally, an intellectually 
stimulating introductory economics course so piqued Nancy's 
interest that she majored in economics at the undergraduate and 
graduate levels. 

Although the women did not consider faith a key variable 
in their early career development, most approached their current 
employment as a calling (Dik & Duffy, in press). In this sense, 
their attitudes toward work were most congruent with those of 
women in studies on African-American elementary or high school 
teachers (Loder, 2005), and post-secondary Christian 
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administrators (Moreton & Newsom, 2004a, 2004b). Participants' 
definition of calling was work that employed their interests, gifts, 
and talents for the greater good of society (Hall & Chandler, 
1995). Consequently, they considered their work a gift from God 
(Perrone et al., 2006). Deborah said, "I never had a clear path that 
I was going in, but I couldn't imagine, at this point, doing anything 
different." Mary reflected, "I don't think that [childcare] would've 
been where I was supposed to be if all those doors hadn't been 
opened. I really believe that God opened all those doors." As 
Nancy developed a stronger devotional life, she came to factor the 
will of God into her decisions: "Everything I do, I [ask], is this 
what God wants me to do? No matter how challenging the 
situation, if the answer is yes, then I know I can do it, with God." 
Like the Christian professors in Oates et al.'s (2005) study, Nancy 
and Mary specified that their faith in God had increased their 
confidence in making career deuslons. 

On the whole, participants espoused both 
complementarian and egalitarian ideals in their personal lives with 
regards to family and career. However, when questioned 
specifically about women's roles, the sample expressed an 
ideological egalitarianism. Similarly, in a study on non-working 
and working mothers, participants promoted egalitarianism for 
women on a whole, yet were more ambivalent in their degrees of 
egalitarianism on a personal level (Marks & Houston, 2001). With 
the exception of Deborah, who believed some of her church's 
views were complementarian, participants did not view their 
churches as imposing traditional roles on women. Nancy loosely 
quoted scripture: 

My religion has absolutely no limitations on women. We 
believe that in Christ we're neither male nor female, Jew 
nor Gentile, Greek, non-Greek, but we're all one. My faith 
teaches me that God is no respecter of persons. What He 
wants is a willing heart, a clean heart, a submissive heart, 
a humble heart. 

Regardless of any ambiguity between personal and ideological 
definitions of egalitarianism, none of the women regarded her 
gender, or her church's views on her gender, as preventing her 
from reaching life or career goals. 

One goal for these women was to bring their values and 
ethics to the workplace, as described in studies on workplace 
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spirituality (Garcia-Zamor, 2003). On the whole, their beliefs 
guided them to value honesty and integrity and to practice the 
Golden Rule in their dealings with others on the job. When facing 
situations compromising their sense of honesty and integrity, 
participants were willing to risk their jobs to stand for what they 
believed was right. Sheila and Mary left positions because of an 
incongruity between their value systems and their supervisors' 
behaviour. With the motto, "integrity is everything," Deborah 
passed up work opportunities that would require her to go against 
her personal code of ethics, and considered herself fortunate to 
work in a unit with colleagues who shared her faith base and value 
system. Nancy gave a general sense of workplace spirituality as 
providing a Christian example for others. However, she extended 
the Golden Rule to mean being an ambassador for Christ on the 
job. "I minister to [my co-workers] daily. I pray for them. I tell 
them things from the Word that they didn't know." 

Like the other women, Sheila sought to employ her talents 
and Christian values, such as treating everyone equally, in her 
current work setting. However, in contrast to the rest of the 
sample, Sheila was still searching for her calling, which she hoped 
to find in volunteer work after making a career transition to real 
estate. Sheila's dilemma most clearly demonstrated that 
sometimes one's calling may be found outside of paid employment 
(Brewer, 2001). 

Studies on Christian women and careers suggest that 
women are called to various spheres of life, including career, 
family, volunteer work, and church ministry (Oates et al., 2005; 
Scott, 2002). While expressing their callings at work, Mary and 
Deborah also drew from their personal and professional 
experience to carry out their callings in non-work settings. At 
church, Mary taught Sunday school and led the children's singing 
company. Deborah had been volunteering since early adolescence; 
however, after Sophia's death, she discovered her calling as a 
volunteer counsellor for parents facing a similar loss. As a Bible 
study leader and volunteer, Nancy looked to fulfill God's purposes 
and to be a blessing to others. Participants' notions of reciprocity 
are exemplified by a woman in a study on religion, spirituality, 
and mid-life career transitions, "As I get older, and as my beliefs 
are clearer, [I think] it's fine for me to have a job and have a salary, 
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but my role is to serve. I have to give something back. I can't just 
take" (Akcali, 2000, p. 96). 

IMPLICATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH 
Although much research indicates the importance of 

spirituality in women's lives (e.g., Buchko, 2004), literature on the 
intersection of faith and career development, particularly for 
women, remains sparse (Dik & Duffy, in press). Presently, the 
majority of relevant studies target either the career development 
of university students or the current careers of female academics 
in Christian colleges and universities. Composed of four in-depth 
case studies, my research closely examines the spiritual, 
experiential, and contextual factors leading Christian women 
representing diverse fields to their current careers. The 
retrospective nature of this study provides insight into career 
development across different life stages for this sample. In 
addition, this study calls for an increase in research on Christian 
women and career development, which may assist researchers in 
understanding how to tailor current career development theories 
to meet the needs of this sub-group. Thus, as an exploratory 
qualitative study, my research adds to the limited empirically-
based knowledge on Christian women and careers within the field 
of vocational psychology. 

This work also has implications for career counsellors. 
During the transition from youth to adulthood, many individuals 
undergo a concurrent spiritual quest and search for life purpose 
(Dalton, 2001). Thus, as this study with four Christian women 
indicates, religion and spirituality may be key considerations in 
students' career and broader life goals. For especially religious 
young women, career counselling should incorporate the notion of 
calling into traditional career development activities, such as (a) 
self-discovery; (b) exploration and research; and (c) formulating a 
plan (Lifton, 1964). Such activities may include (a) the use of a 
lifeline to identify the client's values, beliefs, and underlying 
motivations during the intake session, (b) volunteer service for the 
client, as a means of discovering the needs of her community, and 
(c) creation of an individualized career map incorporating family 
considerations. Based on my research, as well as on my review of 
relevant literature, these suggestions might help counsellors better 
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assist young women for whom religion, and the search for a 
calling, are significant. 

Findings from this study leave many options for future 
research. More exploratory work needs to be done concerning the 
extent to which women's religious and spiritual beliefs affect their 
views on the importance of motherhood. My original premise, 
based on the literature and on personal experience, was that the 
beliefs of their religious sub-cultures would be cited as factors 
relegating them to the family sphere and thus constraining their 
career ambitions. However, my participants generally did not 
mention religious messages, either positive or negative, when 
explaining their valuing of motherhood above work and other 
roles. In organizing their work around their family lives, they were 
quite similar to samples in non-religious literature. 
As I did not initially expect the centrality of motherhood to surface 
as a major theme, during the interviews I did not probe further into 
how, if at all, the sample's faith mediated their approach to the 
work-family interface. Additional research on this issue would 
offer career counsellors specific tools for working with young 
women from Christian backgrounds or from other faiths with 
similar views on male-female roles. 

Furthermore, it would prove useful to investigate career 
counselling programs currently incorporating the notion of calling 
into career exploration activities. This investigation could take the 
form of a best practices study of relevant career programs at 
secular or non-secular universities. The most pertinent research to 
date, completed by Dik and Steger (2008) found a workshop 
integrating the notion of calling to be at least as effective as the 
strictly traditional workshop. For a best practices study, an 
example of a target school might be Biola University, a Christian 
university in southern California, which takes both a spiritual and 
practical approach to career development (http:// 
www.biola.edu/admin/career/). Case studies of the career services 
department at Biola or other universities with a similar approach 
could provide concrete examples on how to assist students seeking 
not just a career but a calling. As the women in my study viewed 
their religious and spiritual beliefs as only helping, rather than 
hindering, their career decision-making and professional 
development, such a study would seem an appropriate way to 
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assist young women of faith en route to fulfilling their life 
purpose. 
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