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Abstract: This article develops our understanding of how host country contextual features affect
the career coordination strategies of dual-career couples (DCCs) from the perspective of expatriate
women. The lived experiences of nine women expatriates in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
were explored through in-depth interviews. The findings challenge our understanding of the
coordinated career strategies of DCCs by suggesting that sociocultural features of the host country
context can hamper egalitarian career strategies such that they become hierarchical and subsequently
negatively impact women expatriates’ career capital. Not only are women’s careers hampered while
in the GCC, but the contextual setting has a long-term adverse effect on women’s career capital. The
main results from this study suggest that sociocultural features of the host country setting, such as
the inability to access professional networks due to gendered segregation, prevent women’s careers
from being prioritised and force a ‘tipping point’, creating a lag in women’s careers and negatively
impacting their career capital.

Keywords: career capital; career coordination strategy; dual-career couples; expatriates; gender;
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1. Introduction

As organisations continue to expand into the global marketplace, there is an increasing
need for globally mobile professionals [1]. In the field of global mobility, women have
traditionally taken the role of ‘trailing spouse’, following their husbands’ international
careers. In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of dual-career couples
(DCCs) and, subsequently, female expatriate workers [1], yet overall, women’s participation
in the labour market remains disproportionately low [2,3]. Progress has been made in the
development of our understanding of how gender and family relations affect international
career opportunities. However, Gripenberg, Niemistö and Alapeteri [4] report that while
equality between partners is increasing, the equality of employment offers, for example,
salary levels, between men and women is decreasing; thus, international assignments
appear to reinforce traditional gender roles [5].

Research has shown that DCCs adopt coordinated strategies to manage their ca-
reers [5]. However, it is unclear how contextual features of the host country may affect
these coordinated career strategies. For example, in a patriarchal society, this may man-
ifest in the assumption that it remains a woman’s responsibility to arrange and provide
childcare, despite having her career. This article problematises how the careers of expa-
triate women in DCCs are affected in male-dominated environments, such as the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC), which is also a region notoriously reliant on foreign workers.
The GCC Statistical Centre [6] reports that in 2015 the labour force in the GCC comprised
64% foreign workers, of which only 9% were women. The GCC is an under-researched
region [7] and thus presents an interesting context for consideration, as women might
face challenges in continuing their careers that do not exist in their home countries, thus
hampering their coordinated career strategies. Furthermore, as Kemp and Rickett [8]
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(p. 344) argue, ‘foreign women are a potential and emergent, yet under-investigated, subset
of the global labour market’.

This study drew upon qualitative data gathered through in-depth interviews with
female expatriates in DCCs to explore the consequences of expatriation in the GCC on their
careers. The aim of this research was to further our understanding of how contextual fea-
tures affect expatriate women in DCCs. To achieve this aim, the lived experiences of women
expatriates were explored. Specifically, the following research question was considered:

RQ: How is the career capital of expatriate women affected by working in the Middle
East as part of a DCC?

It is important to continue developing our understanding in this field because different
sociocultural environments may hinder expatriates’ decisions to pursue international work
opportunities if coordinated career strategies cannot be achieved. Furthermore, although
women’s participation in expatriation has increased, they are still under-represented [4].
Thus, increasing our understanding of the implications for women in DCCs may provide
insight into how this imbalance can be addressed.

This article is organised into five sections. Following this introduction, the first section
discusses the career strategies of DCCs and examines expatriate women’s career capital in
a Middle Eastern context. The second section details the research protocol that was used
for this study. The findings form the third section and are organised around themes of
career sacrifice, career lagging, unforeseen barriers and prioritising women’s careers. The
final sections present a discussion and conclusions in which directions for future research
are identified.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Dual-Career Couples and Their Career Strategies

While the nature of expatriation and typologies of expatriates remains a point of
debate [9] and the demarcation continues to evolve [10], for this article, the term ‘expatriate’
is used to refer collectively to self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) and expatriates who have
been sent overseas by their existing employers, namely ‘assigned expatriates’ (AEs).

Traditionally, the role of women in global mobility has been limited to that of trailing
spouses, following their husband’s careers around the world on different international
assignments. One cause may be that ‘policymakers tend to build in a restriction that
dependents cannot claim a stronger position than the principal migrant they are tied
to’ [11] (p. 148). Research has established that in a domestic setting, in DCCs, traditional
roles of male breadwinner and female homemaker remain, despite both couples pursuing
individual careers [12]. It has been argued that it is a trailing spouse’s lack of career salience,
and thus willingness to follow her partner overseas, which is the strongest predictor of an
employee’s willingness to relocate [13]. As alternative forms of expatriation have become
increasingly popular, such as SIEs [14], flexpatriates [15] and expatriate entrepreneurs [16],
there has been a rise in DCCs which suggests that trailing spouses are pursuing their careers
in an international setting [1]. As the number of DCCs has risen, so too has the prominence
of a coordinated approach to accommodate both partners’ careers [3], insinuating a reversal
of traditional roles as both partners pursue international careers concurrently. In this regard,
DCCs can be defined as a couple who are both ‘masters of their own careers’ [17] (p. 49)
and ‘psychologically committed to their professions’ [18] (p. 178).

In their seminal study, Känsälä et al. [5] examined the different career coordination
strategies used by DCCs which they categorise as hierarchical strategy, egalitarian strategy
and loose coordination strategy. The hierarchical strategy reflects one partner following
the other’s career. While they report some cases of husbands following their wives, more
frequently wives followed their husbands’ careers; thus, the husband’s career is prioritised
in the hierarchy. Slobodin [19] suggests that women feel obliged to cease their careers to
spend more time with their family as compensation for their spouse’s extended working
hours. Although women may find international exposure enriching, they may concurrently
experience personal conflict [20]. The egalitarian strategy [5] indicates that neither partner’s
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career is prioritised over the other. In another study [21] the ‘career kaleidoscope’ metaphor
has been used to depict how partners take turns in whose career ‘leads’. Similarly, repa-
triation has been used as a form of negotiation to enable the ‘lagging’ partner to reinvest
in their career [22]. International experience is increasingly becoming a prerequisite for
senior-level progression [23], and although there is an increase in DCCs, women are still
under-represented within the expatriate workforce [4] which could hinder their long-term
career progression. Känsälä et al.’s [5] final category, loose coordination strategy, describes
a scenario where partners’ career decisions are made independently which may result in
only one partner relocating internationally; thus, their careers take priority over family life.

In DCC scenarios, women continue to be expected to act as the primary caregiver for
children while maintaining their careers [20,24], often curtailing senior-level progression
to allow a balance between work and family responsibilities [25]. As Känsälä et al. [5]
(p. 2206) indicate, this often results in a ‘double burden for female expatriates’.

2.2. Expatriate Women’s Career Capital in a Middle Eastern Contextual Setting

Contextually, this research was conducted with expatriates who are currently, or have
recently, worked in GCC countries, namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The GCC is an interesting context as it is the world’s
most expatriate-reliant region but remains comparatively under-researched [7,26]. The
social hierarchy in the GCC manifests as a male-dominant socio-political context. Such
a context is significant as it provides a framework for the way that social systems are
constructed [27] and the level of constraint in terms of how women’s experiences within
work and society are shaped [28].

The GCC is a male-dominated patriarchal environment, indicating a social setting
in which men are favoured over women [29], which adds complexity to the way that
women’s expatriation experiences play out. Despite the increase in women’s participation
in the labour market [30], women expatriates encounter barriers that may not be present
in their home countries [31]. In practical terms, women face visa restrictions (except for
a few professions) which prevent them from sponsoring their husbands [32,33] and thus
not taking their ‘turn’ as the leading partner in a DCC. Thus, embedded institutional
and sociocultural practices result in women experiencing a detriment in employment
settings [31,34,35]. As Wright [36] (p. 348) notes, ‘informal gendered practices have
particular power to significantly affect the day-to-day experience of women who are in a
minority in highly gender-imbalanced work settings’.

This study uses career capital as a theoretical framework to explore how the Middle
Eastern context affects women expatriates’ careers. Career capital encompasses knowing-
why, knowing-how and knowing-whom competencies [37,38] that intersect identity, career
choice and professional networks. In the global mobility literature, career capital and learn-
ing opportunities have been associated as a benefit of international assignments [21,39,40].
Rodriguez and Scurry [41] (p. 204) note that self-initiated expatiates (SIEs), those who
relocate of their own volition, ‘develop career capital in an ad hoc fashion rather than as
a result of strategically planning and seeking to develop their careers and increase their
employability’. Arguably, regardless of the form of global mobility, exposure to work in an
international setting can be beneficial to an individual’s career capital.

Berry and Bell [42] (p. 21) suggest that ‘aside from their sex, women expatriates
are similar in socioeconomic terms to male expatriates’. However, societal expectations,
such as pressure on women to prioritise family over career, coupled with a lack of female
role models [30] hamper women’s career advancement in the Middle East. In the GCC
region ‘the social and working lives of women are structurally organised around marriage
and motherhood as mechanisms to regulate gender roles for both men and women’ [35]
(p. 394). There is no enforced legislative equality framework in the GCC, and women
are subject to lower pay and stricter recruitment and selection criteria than their male
counterparts [43]. This deficit can result in characteristics that are protected in the home
country, for example, sex under the UK Equality Act 2010, becoming hidden inequalities in
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the host country [44]. As Sidani, Konrad and Karam [45] (p. 285) state it is ‘the perceived
importance of the impact of patriarchal family structures, the explicit favouring of males
over females, and the assignment of women to nurturing roles within the private sphere
of the family as the major limiting factors’ to women’s careers, more so than the absence
of a legislative framework. However, Michailova and Hutchings [46] argue that women
pursue careers in developing countries which lack the equality frameworks of their home
nations because they perceive greater career advancement opportunities facilitated through
international experience which is shown to increase career capital [47]. Furthermore,
women in dual-career relationships may experience reduced financial remuneration in
the form of allowances as their spouse receives the ‘family benefits’ (e.g., accommodation
allowances), resulting in women’s international work being devalued [2].

This study adopts a synergistic approach to extend our understanding of the ex-
periences of DCCs by exploring how the GCC as a contextual setting affects the career
coordination strategies of expatriate women.

3. Methods

The focus of this study was to explore how contextual features of the GCC affect
the careers of women in DCCs. Grounded in an interpretivist epistemology, an inductive
qualitative research approach was adopted, which allowed deep and rich insight into the
research participants’ experiences to emerge. This approach elaborated on existing career
coordination strategies theory [5] to address a gap in the existing literature by presenting
empirical research.

3.1. Sample

A combination of purposive and snowball sampling approaches was adopted to iden-
tify and invite suitable participants to take part in the research to facilitate the research
aims being achieved [48]. To be eligible for participation, participants needed to be part
of a DCC and working, or recently working, as an expatriate in the GCC. Potential par-
ticipants were initially identified within the author’s professional and personal networks.
Following the interview, referrals for further potential participants were also requested.
This sampling approach was deemed appropriate as the contextual setting can make access
to participants challenging [49].

The in-depth interviews used in this research were drawn from a larger qualitative
study addressing the experiences of expatriate women in the Middle East. A breakdown of
the demographic details of the research participants used in this study is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant details.

Code Nationality Age Children Industry Job
Role/Seniority

Expatriate
Status

Years
in GCC

Career Coordination
Strategy 1

P1 British 41–50 2 Education Professional SIE 4 Egalitarian

P2 British 31–40 1 Education Administrative SIE 8 Hierarchical

P3 American 41–50 1 Aviation Executive SIE 9 Egalitarian

P4 Romanian 31–40 2 Engineering Senior Manager AE 4 Hierarchical

P5 British 31–40 2 Engineering Management SIE 5 Egalitarian

P6 British 31–40 0 Aviation Management SIE 6 Hierarchical

P7 American 41–50 0 Education Management SIE 5 Hierarchical

P8 American 41–50 1 Healthcare Department Head SIE 7 Loose

P9 British 31–40 0 Aviation Management SIE 4 Loose
1 [5].
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3.2. Interview Guide and Procedure

The interview guide was developed based on the theoretical framework which under-
pins the study and comprises five key themes to guide open-ended questions: participants’
background, expatriation destination, adjustment, family and career coordination strategy.
An example of the interview guide is shown in Table 2. The interviews were conducted
either face-to-face or using a voice-over-internet protocol when meeting in person was
not feasible. The interviews typically lasted about an hour. The interviews were digitally
recorded and later transcribed. All participants were offered the opportunity to review the
transcripts before the analysis commenced. Ethical guidelines were observed throughout,
participants maintained the right to withdraw at any time and any identifying personal
data were anonymised.

Table 2. Interview guide.

Topic Example Question Asked

Professional background Please tell me about your professional background and any previous overseas experience.
What were your reasons for relocating internationally?

Destination What were your initial perceptions of [host country]? Where there any appealing/deterring factors?
What were your aspirations for the international experience?

Adjustment

Can you tell me about your mobilisation experience?
What initial cultural differences did you experience?

What was the role of internal/external networks during your adjustment?
What challenges did you face?
What support did you receive?

Family

Who relocated with you?
What opportunities did the international experience provide for your family?

What challenges did your family face?
How did you manage your work–life balance?

Career coordination strategy

How did you prioritise your career?
How did you access career opportunities?

Did you encounter any career barriers?
Have you ever had to compromise on your career plan?

How has your career plan changed?

3.3. Data Analysis

The interview data were organised using qualitative analysis software (NVIVO version
12) and followed the three-stage data reduction method of Gioia, Corley and Hamilton [50].
In the first stage, the transcripts were ‘open coded’ drawing on King’s [51] template analysis
approach to develop a priori codes informed by the existing literature and emergent codes
from the interview transcripts. Examples of a priori codes include ‘egalitarian intentions’
(see [5]), ‘challenges finding work’ [35] and ‘visa restrictions’ (see [52]). The a priori codes
were used to develop an initial coding template. Then, following an iterative process [53]
of reading the existing literature and analysing the interview data, a final template was
produced. Figure 1 provides an example of the first order codes.
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4. Results 
4.1. Conflicting Career Plans 

The different ways in which participants had sacrificed their careers emerged as a 
theme from the research. P3, following an egalitarian career coordination strategy, reflects 
on previously resigning from a job to reduce the time that she spent away from her hus-
band due to working in different GCC cities. 

‘I think yes if I had said I sacrificed anything it would be when I resigned from [my 
previous employer] and worked in Kuwait. It was a pretty big step back, but again it 
was better that we were together and that we were both in Kuwait rather than travel-
ling every week. So it was for the right reasons.’ 

Figure 1. Example first order codes.

The second stage involved organising the first order codes into thematic categories
to ‘describe and explain the phenomena’ [50] (p. 21). During this process, Defillippi and
Arthur’s [37] notion of career capital was used to consider how the women expatriate’s
careers were affected.

In the final stage, aggregate theoretical dimensions were distilled which focused on
how the research context impacted the participants’ career capital and whether this impact
resulted in a change to their coordinated career strategy. Figure 2 illustrates an example of
the progression from data coding to the theoretical dimensions that emerged in this study.
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on previously resigning from a job to reduce the time that she spent away from her husband
due to working in different GCC cities.

‘I think yes if I had said I sacrificed anything it would be when I resigned from [my
previous employer] and worked in Kuwait. It was a pretty big step back, but again it
was better that we were together and that we were both in Kuwait rather than travelling
every week. So it was for the right reasons.’

Contextually, P3 had to be the one to resign and move to Kuwait as her husband could
sponsor her while she looked for a new role. As women are usually unable to sponsor their
husbands in the GCC, the reverse scenario would not have been possible. The nature of the
context forces men’s careers to be prioritised over women’s, despite their initial egalitarian
coordination intentions.

P7 and her husband relocated to the UAE from the US. Initially, neither partner was
following the other, indicating an egalitarian coordination career strategy as both partners
were eager to pursue international careers; however, an opportunity for P7′s husband arose
first. While she intended to relocate, she did so without having secured employment and
thus sacrificed her established career in the US. P7′s narrative shows how their initial career
strategy did not go according to plan.

‘[My husband’s] job paid a little bit better than mine, but not much. We were at the point
where it would have been either one of us. I left a really, really good job, that in the midst
of my darkest days I regretted horribly. It took me about nine months to find the job at
AirCo, and it was hell. I am not a stay-at-home person; I don’t like to be unemployed.’

P7 faced challenges finding employment upon arrival in the UAE which she did
not expect, highlighting the challenge of navigating access to careers in different con-
textual settings. In RP7′s continuing narrative, she explains the difficulty she faced in
finding employment.

‘It took a serious toll on my confidence, and my ego. The problem was I was applying
primarily for jobs that you saw on the web, because I didn’t have a network, I didn’t have
anything established. I ended up getting my job because I started playing mah-jong, I
was talking about my job search and [my friend said her] husband works at AirCo, and
voila, two months later I have a job.’

P7′s story highlights the importance of networks; networks are a critical contextual fea-
ture of the GCC. Due to sociocultural practices and the gendered nature of the environment,
the only network that P7 could access was with other women who did not work. Keira,
who followed a hierarchical career coordination strategy, experienced similar problems in
applying for jobs in the GCC.

‘Applying was just disastrous. I think I applied for a million jobs and didn’t hear
anything. No confirmation they’d received anything, and it was quite soul destroying.
Or you’d find an advert that seemed alright, and then it was like, but you need to be on
your husband’s visa.’

At the time of relocating to the GCC, Keira moved with her partner, but they were
not married. They had agreed that they would move to benefit his career but had not
realised the implications of being unmarried and the challenge that presented to Keira as
she could not secure a work visa in her own right without a job. As they were not married,
her partner was unable to sponsor her resulting in her having to leave and re-enter the
country frequently on a visitor’s visa. Many organisations in the UAE prefer female job
applicants, particularly for clerical roles, to be sponsored by their husbands as they can
save on the associated fees and other compulsory provisions, such as medical insurance,
which would, instead, be provided by the husband’s employer.

4.2. Work–Life Infrastructure Challenge

While in the UAE, P7 and her husband had another opportunity to relocate to the UK,
again following her husband’s career.
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‘And Bristol was, for [my husband], a better career move. Now he makes way more
money than I do; he used to make a little more money than I do, now he makes way more.’

The trajectory of P7′s career throughout her international experience has shown how
the sociocultural context of working in the GCC has reshaped her and her husband’s initial
egalitarian coordinated career strategy into a hierarchical one. Although both partners
were eager to pursue international careers, contextual features made it difficult for P7 to
access a career in the UAE and have led to her career lagging.

Keira and her partner married; her continued narrative reveals that she felt overly
reliant on his network, and to continue her career, she drastically compromised on her
career expectations.

‘When you’ve only really got your husband’s work friends as friends, you don’t have your
own life really . . . I think at that point it was just like, I will take any money, I don’t care,
I just need to do something.’

Although, in Keira’s case, it was the intention that the international move was to
benefit her husband’s career, following a hierarchical coordinated career strategy, the
inability for her to access work and accept lower-level work affected her career.

P5 and her husband worked for the same organisation in the UK and relocated to
Qatar with their two young children. P5 and her husband had both discussed overseas
employment opportunities alluding to an egalitarian coordinated career strategy as neither
partner’s career was prioritised over the other. P5 discussed the challenges she faced while
continuing to pursue a career overseas and remaining the primary caregiver for children.
To cope with the double burden of managing her career and being the primary caregiver,
she eventually managed to reduce her working hours, a very rare occurrence in the GCC.
Subsequently, she did not feel that she benefitted from the international experience to the
same extent as her husband as her narrative reveals in the following quote.

‘[My husband] is going to be quite lucky, he’s found himself a role in the UK business.
He’s going to be working in a team where there’s international travel and the team that
he worked with to establish the project in Qatar five years ago. I haven’t; it’s difficult
knowing where to go’.

P5′s husband has secured a role back in the UK with their existing employer which
draws on his international experience. In contrast, however, P5 is not clear about her next
career step nor how the international experience has benefitted her longer-term career.

4.3. Unforeseen Barriers

P8 and her husband follow a loose coordinated career strategy in which partners take
career decisions independently.

‘They talk about the glass ceiling; they talk about women not being equal in the workforce.
I’ve been a senior director now, in my last job in California . . . I’d never felt that being
female caused me any disadvantages . . . I think . . . I fall into the trap that women here
do, and I am less aggressive and assertive as my male counterparts are.’

Despite having progressed to a senior level in her profession, P8′s narrative alludes
to the contextual setting influencing the way she interacts in the workplace as she felt the
need to modify her behaviour to align with the ways that women are perceived in the
workplace in the GCC. In changing her behaviour, she suggests that she is reinforcing the
glass ceiling as she has not previously felt that being female has disadvantaged her in the
workplace. As P8 followed a loose career strategy, the barriers she faces could be argued
to be those that any woman working in the GCC would face and not directly linked to a
coordinated career strategy.

The following excerpt from P3′s narrative points to the work environment being male-
dominated and how this is presenting a perceived barrier to her continuing career progression.

‘You don’t see a lot of women at the executive level in many of the companies across the
UAE. [My husband] wants to progress his career further, and I don’t know if I’ll get
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much further in [my current employer]. I just think that there’s a little bit of a glass
ceiling. A lot of people in the Middle East who work are men, so therefore by default
there ends up being boys’ clubs, whether you like it or not. My male colleague is more
comfortable talking to another male colleague rather than talking to me.’

Like P8, P3 refers to the ‘glass ceiling’ that she is facing which is amplified by the
lack of female role models in the region, but she intends to remain overseas to support
her husband’s career progression. This intention suggests a change in coordinated career
strategy away from egalitarian strategy to a hierarchal strategy where her husband’s career
is favoured over hers.

P1 worked as a teacher and her husband as a human resource professional. They
applied for vacancies in the UAE in parallel and both secured employment opportunities;
their coordinated career strategy was egalitarian insofar as neither partner’s career took
priority, and it was her role that was the trigger to relocate. They relocated with their two
young children. P1 reflects on the challenges of caring for children while maintaining a
career and the subsequent reliance on domestic assistance.

‘If you have children you have to have a maid essentially because they don’t really have
any childcare, particularly before school and after school. It’s very difficult to have
two people in a family with young children who are both careers-driven, so one of you
does have to step back a bit in order to maintain family unity. I never wanted to devolve
my responsibility as a mother to someone else.’

Traditionally, women are expected to prioritise care for their families over their careers.
As women’s participation in the labour market increases, this has resulted in a growing
reliance on domestic workers [54]. One explanation is the limited frameworks, such
as flexible work arrangements, that enable women, and arguably men, to take care of
dependents while concurrently pursuing a career. The lack of such infrastructure to
support DCCs in the GCC presented a barrier to P1′s career progression as she felt that she
had to take a step back to continue being the primary caregiver for her children, despite
the availability of domestic assistance. P1 had secured employment in her own right
when relocating to the GCC, but she acknowledges that her career did not progress, nor
deteriorate, while overseas. In her continuing narrative, she notes that if she had remained
overseas for a longer period, however, there was a risk that she would not have been able
to secure employment following her repatriation to the UK.

‘I didn’t really develop my career in any way. I was head of department in the UK and then
I took a job out in the Middle East as just a plain main pay scale teacher. I didn’t progress
my career, and by the end of the experience I hadn’t gone backwards either, so I remained at
the same place. And in teaching, your experience in the British education system is actually
more important than experience abroad, so if I’d have stayed out much longer than four
years then I may not have been able to get a job when I got back into the UK.’

Although the domestic assistance allowed P1 to continue working, her narrative
exposes the difficulty of both partners remaining career-driven. P1 later returned to
the UK; her and her husband’s career strategy became hierarchical in favour of her
husband’s career.

4.4. Prioritising Women’s Careers

An exception of the research participants was P4; in her case, she and her husband
pursued a hierarchical coordinated career strategy in which her career was prioritised.
The following excerpt shows how P4 feels the international experience has benefitted
her career:

It’s given me what I want. I wanted to develop this networking amongst different
departments and being in the project management office is clearly working with everybody.
I had a very significant involvement in the commercial and financial management of
the work that we are doing here, which is something, a box that I needed to tick in my
experience, which is great.
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While P4 is part of a DCC, her career took priority in a hierarchal strategy which may
explain how her experience contrasted the other cases.

5. Discussion

Existing studies have shown that there is a rise in the number of DCCs and how
partners in a DCC adopt different coordinated career strategies [5]. However, limited
consideration has been given to how host country sociocultural features affect DCC coordi-
nated career strategies. This article does not seek to generalise across contexts; however,
insights can be drawn within a specific context that may be applicable elsewhere. This
study has highlighted that the Middle Eastern context may arguably force a DCC to adopt
a hierarchal career strategy, prioritising the husband’s career. Furthermore, this study
contributes to existing knowledge by suggesting that not only are women’s career ham-
pered while based in the GCC, but the contextual setting could have a long-term adverse
effect on women’s career capital. Thus, this article contributes to the existing debate on
DCCs by arguing that contextual features force a ‘tipping point’, creating a lag in women’s
careers that prohibits their careers from being prioritised during future overseas stints
and negatively impacting their career capital. Interestingly, although the participants in
this study were ‘elite’ expatriates, the social division of gender resulted in ‘downward
occupational mobility in the labour market hierarchy’ [55] (p. 392).

As the findings indicate, women’s knowing-why career capital is potentially impacted
as their careers are deprioritised forcing their identity into that of trailing spouse despite
previously having their own career identity. This finding offers an alternative perspective
to existing literature [13], which argued that joint role salience was a more important factor
affecting the willingness to relocate internationally. The change of identity to trailing spouse
is amplified in the GCC context as women are often reliant on their husband’s visa sponsor-
ship until they find work. While networks have been acknowledged as crucial to forging
career capital [21], this study has highlighted that sociocultural features can inhibit network
access and subsequently work opportunities which can damage women’s confidence.

Reflective of earlier work [12], participants knowing-how career capital was hindered
as they found themselves in situations where they had to compromise on career choices
either to prioritise family over career or to accept a low-level role to avoid unemployment.
Unlike earlier studies [22], however, the negative impact on women’s knowing-how career
capital extended beyond the time spent in the GCC as upon repatriation, or further overseas
opportunities, their husbands often had a clearer career direction benefiting from the time
in the GCC. In contrast, the careers of women in DCCs had lagged or no career capital had
been gained, thus impacting their longer-term career prospects.

The findings indicate that the contextual setting of the GCC could negatively impact
women’s knowing-who career capital as the patriarchal environment presents barriers to
women trying to access male-dominated networks. These barriers often hindered women’s
access to employment opportunities and career progression, reinforcing their husband’s
careers as being prioritised over their own.

The participants gave examples of the challenges and personal conflict that they have
faced trying to manage their international careers and family commitments, reflecting
existing studies [20,24]; this is more prevalent for participants who have children. In their
stories, the participants did not imply that these conflicts were also being experienced by
their partners. Thus, despite coordinated career strategies and full-time employment, the
female partners still maintained responsibility as the primary caregiver for dependents
and subsequently experienced career lag.

In P1′s case, even in her position of being a privileged Western expatriate with access
to domestic assistance which allowed her to continue working, she was unable to maintain
an egalitarian career strategy with her partner. P1 suggested that it was the responsibility
for children that prevented her career from progressing; however, P7′s story shows that
the patriarchal setting had a negative effect. Gender segregation as a sociocultural feature
impacted P7 and led her to struggle to find employment. Although part of a DCC with an
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egalitarian coordinated career strategy, the inability to secure employment led to her career
lagging despite leaving a very good job in her home country. If she had remained in her
home country, her career may not have lagged.

6. Conclusions

This study aimed to understand how the career capital of expatriate women is affected
by working in the Middle East as part of a DCC. The findings from this study suggest
that contextual features can influence coordinated career strategies. Women in DCC
who follow a loose coordinated career strategy appear to encounter the same barriers
as other women who work in the region who are not part of a DCC, as they manage
their careers independently of their husbands. For the women who were part of a DCC
with a hierarchical career strategy in which their husbands’ careers were prioritised, they
may not have expected to gain career capital but simultaneously experienced career lag
due to the dependence on their husband’s careers for their ability to work. This is an
important contextual feature of the GCC which has an impact on coordinated career
strategies. The women who initially followed an egalitarian coordinated career strategy,
in which both partners’ careers are given equal priority, appear to be those whose careers
are most hampered by the contextual setting, often resulting in a change to a hierarchical
coordinated strategy, favouring their husband’s career.

Interestingly, only one participant reflected on how the expatriate experience has
enhanced her career capital, which the existing literature suggests can be expected from a
foreign sojourn [47]. Caligiuri and Bonache [1] suggest that the ‘trailing’ partner is often
more affected during international relocation when they are unable to continue their career;
this study advances our understanding by arguing that even in DCCs with a strategy that
neither partner’s career takes priority, contextual features can hinder the female partner’s
career. This argument leads to the consideration that only when the DCC intends to
prioritise the female partner’s career can the sociocultural barriers that are more prevalent
for women be overcome. The existing literature has established that sacrifices need to be
made to balance having a family and a career [1]. This research revealed, however, that
even in DCCs where the career coordination strategy is egalitarian, contextual features of
the host country setting result in the sacrifice falling on expatriate women. Thus, this article
contributes to knowledge by addressing the research question and argues that sociocultural
features such as gendered segregation and societal expectations of women can result in
female expatriates’ career lagging, despite coordinated career strategies.

6.1. Practical Implications

The importance of organisations providing support for expatriates’ spouses’ careers
has already been noted [1], and the findings from this study suggest that such support
may be of even greater importance for partners in DCCs. To avoid female expatriates’
professionalism being overshadowed by the dual-career status [2], policies and practices
are needed to aid expatriates in settling their families [20]. These policies and practices must
be proactive in positioning support as being available to both male and female expatriates
to avoid primary caregiver responsibilities defaulting to female partners of DCCs.

Individual expatriates in DCCs should challenge and reflect on their coordinated
career strategies in the context of the overseas destination to which they are relocating.
Thus, the destination may influence the decision to relocate [52]. It may be necessary to
adjust according to the sociocultural features of the environment rather than assuming
that the same access and features apply as in their home country. Prior reflection and
discussion should help to prevent either partner’s career from lagging, and working
together will help to ensure that both partners can maximise the career capital from the
international experience.
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6.2. Limitations and Future Research

It was not the intention of this study to provide generalisations; rather, the focus was
to investigate the subjective lived experiences of the participants. However, it is important
to acknowledge that the sample size used in this study was very small. A further limitation
of this study is that stories only represent one side of a DCC, as Shortland and Perkins [2]
state; however, it is important to expose women expatriates’ stories due to their under-
representation. Some participants in this study did not allude to their husband’s career
outcomes, only the career focus; it should not be assumed that their husband’s career
outcomes were positive. Research undertaken with both partners within a DCC would
provide more insight. Thus, future research could seek to understand the perspectives of
both partners and if the career success of one partner is at the cost of the career detriment
or sacrifice of the other. In consideration of a ‘tipping point’, future research could seek
to determine whether women’s career capital can be recovered in the future and whether
DCCs can ‘take turns’ prioritising their careers following a tipping point forced by a
contextual setting.

The GCC has provided an interesting geographical context due to the region’s reliance
on a foreign workforce and its unique socio-political and cultural features. It would be
interesting to explore how different contextual settings influence the coordinated career
strategies of DCCs.
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