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Abstract
This study examines how mothers construct meanings around interest in leadership positions as a possible career path in the post-pandemic context. Grounded in social constructionism, the study adopts a qualitative narrative approach to explore how leadership is interpreted within women’s life trajectories.
In-depth interviews were conducted with women aged between 30 and 40, mothers of young children (up to five years old), who worked during the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–2022) and had not occupied formal leadership positions. The study assumes that the pandemic intensified the intersection between work and family life, making more visible the tensions between motherhood, care demands and professional paths.
The findings indicate that interest in leadership is not an isolated individual disposition, but a relational and situated process, shaped by organizational models structured around the “ideal worker”, the centrality of care coordination, and the reconfiguration of success criteria. The results also reveal the coexistence of competing value regimes between productivity and care, leading to a critical re-evaluation of leadership as a career possibility.
Rather than reflecting a lack of ambition, this repositioning expresses a questioning of prevailing organizational models and points to the need to rethink the conditions under which leadership positions are sustained, particularly in relation to the ways in which work, care and life are organized. 
This study contributes to the field of Career Guidance and Counselling by shifting the focus from individual decision-making to the relational and contextual construction of career meanings, particularly in the intersection between gender, care, and organizational structures.
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Introduction
The increasing participation of women in the labor market has not been equally reflected in leadership positions. Despite higher educational attainment and sustained participation in formal employment, middle-class women remain underrepresented in managerial roles, particularly in contexts where organizational structures continue to reproduce historically gendered expectations (Butler, 2003; Ely & Kolb, 2016; Ibarra et al., 2013; Scott, 1995).
From this perspective, gender is not understood as an individual attribute, but as a social construct that organizes possibilities, trajectories and expectations (Beauvoir, 2009; Gilligan, 1982). In organizational contexts, such dynamics are reflected in leadership models historically associated with the “ideal worker”, characterized by constant availability and detachment from care responsibilities (Acker, 1990).
In recent years, the COVID-19 pandemic has intensified these tensions, particularly for women with children, as it blurred the boundaries between work and family life. This context not only amplified existing inequalities but also made visible the centrality of care in shaping career paths and professional decisions (Hochschild & Machung, 2012).
While much of the literature has focused on structural barriers to women’s advancement, less attention has been given to how women themselves construct meanings regarding leadership. From a social constructionist perspective, leadership is not approached as an individual aspiration, but as a relational and contextually situated process, produced through interactions, experiences and available discourses (Gergen, 2009; McNamee & Hosking, 2012; Ribeiro, 2021).
This study addresses this gap by examining how mothers construct meanings around leadership as a career possibility in the post-pandemic context, considering how tensions between gender norms, care responsibilities and organizational models of work shape their professional paths and reposition their relationship with leadership.
This study is part of a broader research agenda focused on understanding how women construct career meanings in the post-pandemic context, particularly at the intersection of motherhood, work, and leadership.

General Objective
To understand how women with children construct meanings about leadership as a possible career path in the post-pandemic context, considering transformations in the world of work.
Specific Objectives
· To identify how the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic appears in women’s narratives regarding career paths and leadership.
· To examine how gender stereotypes, social expectations, and institutional barriers are perceived and negotiated.
· To analyze the meanings attributed to leadership in the post-pandemic context.

Theoretical Basis
This study is grounded in social constructionism, which understands career, leadership and professional path as relational and socially constructed phenomena, produced through interactions, language and situated practices (Gergen, 2009; McNamee & Hosking, 2012). From this perspective, meanings attributed to work, career and leadership are not treated as individual attributes, but as outcomes of ongoing processes of social negotiation.
Within this framework, career is not conceived as a linear or individual trajectory, but as a dynamic and relational process, continuously constructed and reconstructed within social, cultural and institutional contexts (Ribeiro, 2021). This perspective allows us to understand professional path as processes of meaning-making shaped by life experiences and social expectations. This understanding is consistent with career construction theory, which frames careers as narrative processes through which individuals construct meaning and identity over time (Savickas, 2009).
This approach also aligns with contemporary socio-constructionist perspectives in career development, particularly in Latin American contexts, which emphasize career as a relational, contextual and meaning-making process (Ribeiro, 2021; Ribeiro, 2023).
The analysis is further informed by feminist theories that conceptualize gender as a structuring dimension of social relations (Beauvoir, 2009; Butler, 2003; Scott, 1995). These perspectives highlight how organizational expectations and leadership models are shaped by gendered norms, often associated with the figure of the “ideal worker”, characterized by constant availability and detachment from care responsibilities.
Additionally, literature on care and the division of labor demonstrates how the persistence of unequal caregiving responsibilities continues to shape women’s career path and influence their relationship with leadership (Correll et al., 2007; Hochschild & Machung, 2012). These dynamics are particularly relevant when considering gendered professional paths, where structural expectations around care and work shape how women interpret and engage with leadership (Acker, 1990; Butler, 2003; Fraser, 2016).
Within this framework, motherhood is understood not merely as a life event, but as a reflexive turning point capable of reorganizing professional identities, priorities and meanings attributed to career and leadership (Ribeiro, 2021). This repositioning highlights how women’s relationship with leadership is continuously negotiated at the intersection of gender norms, care responsibilities and organizational expectations.

Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative approach grounded in social constructionism, which understands knowledge, identities and meanings as relationally produced through language and social interaction (Gergen, 2009; McNamee & Hosking, 2012). In this perspective, the aim is not to access objective truths about career decisions, but to examine how women construct meanings about leadership within their life trajectories.
A narrative research design was employed, drawing on a dialogical and interpretative approach. Narratives are understood as situated discursive practices through which individuals organize experiences, construct identities and negotiate meanings over time (Riessman, 2008). This approach is particularly suitable for exploring how motherhood, work and leadership are interconnected in women’s career constructions.
Participants were ten women aged between 30 and 45 years old, all mothers of young children (up to five years old), living in São Paulo, Brazil, and working in different sectors. All participants had professional experience during the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–2022) and had not occupied formal leadership positions at the time of the interviews. The selection was intentional, focusing on women who self-identified as belonging to the middle class, based on the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Adler et al., 2000).
Data were generated through in-depth narrative interviews conducted online, lasting between 60 and 120 minutes. Each interview began with an open-ended guiding question: “Within your work path, how do you perceive leadership as a career possibility?” This format allowed participants to construct their narratives freely, while the researcher engaged in a dialogical process to deepen and clarify emerging meanings.
In line with a relational constructionist approach, interviews were understood as spaces of co-construction between researcher and participant (McNamee, 2010). Therefore, the narratives analyzed are not treated as neutral reports, but as situated productions shaped within the research interaction.
The analysis followed an interpretative narrative approach, combining iterative reading, thematic identification and theoretical articulation (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Ribeiro et al., 2023). The analytical process involved: (1) familiarization with the narratives through repeated readings; (2) identification of recurring themes and tensions; (3) interpretation of these themes in dialogue with the theoretical framework on gender, care, career and leadership; and (4) attention to both shared patterns and singularities across participants.
Ethical procedures were followed in accordance with institutional guidelines, including informed consent, confidentiality and anonymization of participants.
This methodological approach enables the exploration of leadership as a socially constructed and contextually negotiated career possibility.

Results
The findings indicate that leadership is constructed as a gendered organizational model, strongly associated with expectations of constant availability and sustained high levels of performance. This configuration reflects what Acker (1990) describes as the “ideal worker” norm, revealing how organizational structures are not neutral but historically constituted around a subject implicitly detached from care responsibilities.
From this perspective, leadership does not emerge in the narratives as a natural or linear progression within career paths, but as a position embedded in socially produced assumptions about time, presence and responsibility. Such assumptions, as discussed by Butler (2003), are continuously reiterated through organizational practices that normalize certain ways of being a “legitimate professional”, often misaligned with participants’ lived experiences.
Within this context, the narratives reveal the persistence of an unequal and often invisible organization of care. Even in situations where domestic tasks are described as shared, participants position themselves as primarily responsible for anticipating, coordinating and managing family demands: “Even when everything is shared, I am the one who thinks about everything.”
This dynamic illustrates how care functions not only as a set of tasks, but as an ongoing process of mental and relational coordination. In line with Hochschild and Machung’s (2012) notion of the “second shift”, care appears as a continuous and largely invisible layer of responsibility, reinforcing gendered expectations about women’s role in sustaining everyday life. In this sense, leadership is not only interpreted as an opportunity, but also as a potential intensification of already existing tensions.
Motherhood emerges in the narratives as a reflexive turning point, capable of reorganizing priorities, expectations and meanings attributed to career paths. This process resonates with Ribeiro’s (2021) understanding of career as a dynamic and relational construction, in which individuals continuously reinterpret their trajectories considering changing life conditions.
Rather than indicating a reduction in ambition, participants describe a reconfiguration of what constitutes professional growth and success: “It’s not that I don’t want to grow, but I don’t want to grow at any cost.” This repositioning reflects what Gergen (2009) conceptualizes as the relational production of meaning, in which values and aspirations are negotiated within specific social and historical contexts.
This movement also reveals the coexistence of competing value regimes. On the one hand, organizational expectations centered on performance, availability and acceleration; on the other, broader considerations related to care, life organization and sustainability over time. As highlighted by Fraser (2016), such tensions are not individual dilemmas, but expressions of structural contradictions between production and social reproduction in contemporary capitalism.
Taken together, the results suggest that leadership is not rejected, but critically reinterpreted. Women’s relationship with leadership appears as a negotiated and situated process, shaped by the intersection between gender norms, care arrangements and organizational models of work. In this sense, leadership itself emerges as a contested social construct, rather than a fixed or universally desirable career endpoint.
The findings indicate a significant repositioning in how leadership is interpreted within women’s career trajectories. This repositioning should not be interpreted as a lack of ambition, but as a critical and reflexive engagement with existing career models and their underlying assumptions.

Conclusions
The findings suggest that the issue is not women’s distance from leadership, but the misalignment between dominant leadership models and the conditions under which careers are lived in practice. In this sense, leadership does not emerge as a neutral or universally desirable career step, but as a socially constructed position embedded in organizational expectations that often disregard the relational and contextual dynamics shaping women’s trajectories.
From a career development perspective, this study reinforces the importance of understanding careers as processes of meaning-making, continuously negotiated at the intersection of gender norms, care arrangements and organizational models of work. Rather than indicating a lack of ambition, women’s narratives reveal a critical repositioning in relation to dominant definitions of success, growth and professional achievement.
These findings shift the analytical focus from individual dispositions to the conditions under which career possibilities are constructed. Promoting gender equity in leadership, therefore, requires not only expanding women’s access to leadership positions, but also critically rethinking the assumptions that define leadership itself—particularly those related to availability, performance and the organization of care.
In this context, the challenge is not only to include more women in existing models of leadership, but to question whether these models remain sustainable, desirable, or even compatible with the ways in which careers are being redefined in contemporary work.
For the field of career guidance and counselling, these findings have important practical implications. They suggest the need to move beyond individual-centered approaches focused on choice and planning, toward practices that incorporate critical reflection on contextual constraints, gender norms and the organization of care. Career interventions should support clients in constructing meanings that are coherent with their lived realities, while also fostering agency to navigate and, when possible, transform existing career structures. This implies expanding guidance practices to include narrative, relational and context-sensitive approaches that acknowledge inequality and support more sustainable and personally meaningful career trajectories.
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