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ABSTRACT 

In the last 20 yean, there has been a substanW stii in Canadian job growth from fuli- 

time wage employment to self-employment (Barzyk, 1997; Cohen, 1996,1998; Picot & 

Heisz, 2000). Self-employed women represent 40% of the net growth, and year-to-year 

increases have been greater for wornen îhan men. Two thirds of these women were 

aged 35 and older, and more than half operated h i r  business from home. This study 

examined how 20 women carne b seif-empioyment following several years wage 

employment, and how they have rnanaged this career transition. Participants were 

intervieweci indepth about the nature of their work, their career history, their decision to 

change to self-employment, the pros and cons of self-employment, their coping 

strategies, the relationship between work and personal life, and their quality of life. Ten 

interviews were examined through a narraüve analysis (Cochran, 1990; Polkinghome, 

1986; Young & Richards, 1992), and themes chraderistic of these transitions were 

identiied. Another ten interviews were reviewed in detail for comparison. Each narrative 

highlighted issues specificaliy relevant to an interview's career change, and a 

collective analysis focused on themes relevant to all interviewees. Camrnon themes 

indude control, autonomy, and flexibility; hard MH1( and selfdiscipline; confidence and 

assertiveness; quality of life; and the importance of ethics, health, and relationships. 

Theories of career development are contrasteci to detennine their relevance to the mid- 

life career change of the parücipants. Implications for personal and career counselling 

are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the last decade, there has been increasing emphasis on the inseparability 

of career and 'personal" issues (Betz & Coming ,1993; Cochran, 19% Krumbolîz, 1993; 

Richardson, 1993) and aie importance of understanding clients' 'lived experience" (K~Q,  

1996; Van Manen, 1997). There has also been increasing focus an the inseparability of 

psychdogical development from the cultural context (social, historical, political, and 

economic) in which it is ernbedded (Cushman, 1995; Mrün & Sugaman, 1999; Young, 

Valach, & Collin, 1996). Much of this work is theoretical, although empirical research is 

accumuiating (Cushman, 1995; Collin, 1990; Young & Richards, 1992). However, there 

is a clear need for more empirical research. The present study investigates career 

change in relation ta personal issues and cultural context among wornen undergoing a 

substantial mid-life career change. In particular, the women in the present study 

underwent a mid-life career change from wage to self-employment. It would seem that in 

such a mid-Me career transition, the inseparability of person, career, and context would 

be especially evident. 

This study focused on the reasons these women moved to selfgmployment and 

how they were managing the transition. It was interestecl in the events and decision- 

making process leading to this mid-Ife career change, the distinction between home and 

work life, the advantages and disadvantages of being setf-employed (in the current 

social, historical, ecomic, and political dimate), and the impact of relationships on the 

transition experieraee. 

Entrepreneurship has been under increased sdny over the last decade. Since 
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the econornic recession of the late 19809 and early 1 9 9 0 ~ ~  there has been a remarkable 

shift from wage to seif-employment. With this labour market shift, the notion of what 

wnstitutes career and employment has also changed. Secure jobs (including medical 

benefits, promotions, weekends and holidays) and traditional long-terni careers are 

increasingly less common (Bridges, 1988). Whether 'down-sized" in sweeping layoffs, or 

madlfSng their work for personal reasons, people are finding new work opportunities in 

non-standard arrangements, many through home-based self-ernployment. Seif- 

employrnent represented 25 percent of the net ernployment gain from 1976 to 1994 

(Cohen, 1996). and a startling 80 percent from 1989 to 1997 (Manser & Picot, 1999). By 

1994, almost one million, or 9% of al1 15- to 64-year-old, employws in Canada were in 

temporary or contract positions [with a specified enddate]" (Krahn, 1995, p. 38). 

Significantly, women represent the fastest growing segment of self-ernployed people 

(Cohen, 1996; Heck, Owen, & Rowe, 1995). 

The popular press is rife with success stones of home-based contractors, who 

have found a work arrangement that offers flexibility and control (Brook, 1996,1997a1 

1997b, 1997c, 1998; Chan, 1999; Coleman, 1996; Creighton, 1997; Fong, Wad, 8 

Barrett, 1998; Gram, 2000a, 2000~; Holender 1997a, 1998; Lw, l998a; 1 998~; Mackie, 

1997; 'On Their Own," 1993; 'Wanted," 1995). However, there is little infurmation in 

traditional career theory that speaks to such a career transition, and few studies in the 

career and socio-economic literature address the experience of fransiüon ftom wage to 

self-employrnent (Loscocco, 1997; Young & Richards, 1992). Such information is 

valuable for people considering or undergoing such a career change, to help them 

understand their own issues in relation to those of others in a similar position. Such 

information would also be valuable to career pracütioners and labour organizaüons who 
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deal with people considering small business ventures as an alternative to wage 

employment. From a theoretical perspective, understanding the experience of ûansition 

shouiâ illustrate in a concrete situation the interrelationship between career change, 

personal issues, and the context in which such choices are made. 

For the purpose of this thesis, I focused on women's experience, as women tend 

to make career decisions and to judge career success differently than men (Gilligan, 

1982; Fitzgerald & Rounds, 1994). Rather than developing hypotheses based on a prion 

assumptions or testing existing theories of career development, I explored the meaning 

of participants' experiences as described in their narratives, focusing on the contextual 

and individual factors that contributed to their move from wage to self-employment and 

to their management of the transition. 

I interviewed 20 women who had started business ventures from their homes and 

whase previous occupations included a steady income, a benefits program, an 

identifiable position (or job description), an office culture, and a work-related social circle. 

Each had been employed in iarge organizations for at least five years prior to the change 

to self-employment and each had been self-employed for at least one year. They w m  

interviewecl about their career history, their decision to change to self-employrnent, and 

aieir adjustment to this new work arrangement. 

The analysis is both descriptive and explanatory I identiied themes in 

participants' narratives through a hermeneutic analysis. This approach seeks to interpret 

texts such as narratives and autobiographies (Bruner, 1986; Cochran, 1990; Gergen & 

Gergen, 1988; Mishler, 1986; Polkinghome, 1995; Sarbin, 1986), and to address the 

parücular historical and socio-political context in which social phenomena are embedded 

(Cushman, 1995; Martin & Sugarman, 1999; Young, Valach, & Collins, 1996). 



Mid Liie Career Change 4 

This thesis has been organized so that each chapter reads as a self-containecl 

whole. To provide a context for the -nt study, Chapter 1 outlines several theories of 

career development, and Chapter 2 reviews empirical reçearch on mid-liie career 

change and home-based self-employment The general methodology used in this study 

follows in Chapter 3. A selecüon of fi# ind~dual narratives is presented in Chapter 4 to 

offer a glimpse at the nature of the participant inteni8ws+ Chapter 5 outlines comrnon 

themes across al1 participants, and relates how this group of wmen became home- 

based entrepreneurs in mid-Ife. In the fmi discussion, the findings are examined and 

compared with existing theories and research. 
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REVIEW OF CAREER DEVELOPMENT THEORY 

The purpose of this study was less concemed with testing theory-based 

hypotheses than with understanding the expednce of career transition in mid-life, 

particularly the experienœ of "going it alone." Specifically, the purpose was to examine 

how women understood their own mid-iife career change from wage employrnent within 

large organizations to self-employment h m  home. This study began with an exploraîbn 

of the main concepts, theories of career devebprnent, and research on mid-life career 

change and self-employrnent. 

Definitions of Career, Career Change, and SelfiEmployrnent 

The ternis career, career change, se#8mpIoyment, and mid-lire are based in the 

ordinary language of our shared existence. Certainly the nature of these constnicts may 

have different connotations to different people. As demonstrated below, even theorists 

and researchers differ in their definitions. Despite such diierences, however, there is a 

shared understanding of these ternis within our society. Some common definitions are 

briefly outlined below prior to summarizing several career development theones and 

research studies. In this study, the relevant consbucts are ultimately considered through 

the words of those who daim to 'own the experience." 

According to the Miriam-Webster Dicüonary (MD) ,  amer derives from aie 

Latin tem cams (English: car), and the Middle Laün tenn canaria (English: road for 

vehicles). One definition is 'a field w pursuit of consecutive progressive achievement 

especially in public, prof8ssiona1, or business tif''," which saerns to focus on the 
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objective, observable activities, behaviours, or events of work. Career is often seen, 

then, as an occupation in a professional field, versus an occupation in a field that does 

not require specialiied training. By contrast, Hughes (1958) characterizes career the 

moving perspective in which the person sees life as a whole and interprets the meanings 

of his various attiiudes, actions, and the things wtiich happen to him." This open 

definition draws attention to subjective aspects of career and the ways indkiduals 

impose meaning onto events in thsi; life. Sîtiking a middle ground between subjective 

and objective definitins, Arthur and Lawrence (1984) describe a career as 'a sequena 

of attitudes, acti ies or behaviours associated with work roles experienced throughout a 

person's lifetime." But Kidd (1998) points out that the changing employment context 

leads to greater diiculty in describing, explaining, and predicting careers. She argues 

that "recognizing subjective views of careers is ... the only way to find any coherenœ in 

working lives as the bureaucratie career disappears" (p. 276). 

This study explored a subjective view of career change and self-employment, 

explained in terms of the meaning participants asaibed to their experience. Career and 

self-employment were not limited to specific occupations. Participants could freely 

discuss attitudes, behaviours, and events as part of their "careef history. Participants' 

definitions of the ternis career, career change, and self-employrnent are situated in the 

socio-cultural history of North Arnerican society at the end of the 20th Century. This view 

of career and employment attempts to contextualise work in people's lives (Gerson, 

1985; P h i i l e a  & Wolkowitz, 1995; Richardson, 1981,1993). 

Unpaid work is not generally viewed as part of a "career." One may instead "take 

time out from a career" to have children, to retum to schwl, or to travel. In this respect, 

the participants' tended to focus on paid work in descn'bing their career, despite the 
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open-ended nature of the interview. In addition, several participants believed they would 

eventually retum to paid employment in an organization. One wornan even deswibed 

seif-employrnent as a 'stop gap in my career to get me through a diicult period in rny 

life (raising schwl-age children]." An analysis of the structure of work raises questions of 

econornic value. In a capitalist economy, that which cannot be exchanged for money has 

little value (Waring, 1988). As such, North American society values paid work over 

unpaid work. Parenting, domestic, and volunteer work have little value as mmodities 

and so are of little sociogconomic (and career) importance. 

Moreover, the standard cultural definition of career is limiteâ to paid work of a 

professional nature requiring exterisive education. Work that does not require an 

extensive educational background is of a 'non-professional" nature and is not part of a 

'career track." This classification of workers divides them by gender, class, and race. In 

particular, many women are not paid for their labour, and many women of low socio- 

emomic status and of colour are employed in undervalued, domestic occupations, 

such as housecleaning and childcare. But even for employees in career track wage 

sector occupations, unpaid responsibilities extemal to the organization are not the 

interest of employers. Employees must be devoted first to the organizatiin, and there is 

I i e  recognition of the non-workplaœ needs of individual employees. In this way, paid 

work takes precedence over the interest of individuals, their families, or their involvement 

in unpaid cornmunity work. 

The construct career could be redefined to include paid and non-paid work, both 

within and outside of the home, regardless of professional status, education required, or 

money eamed. This broadened definition of career could include unpaid caregivers, 

volunteer workers, students, and retirees. A career change could entai1 a move between 
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or within any one of these categories rather than simply a change of professional field. 

Career change could be defined as a move to a new occupation which is functionally or 

substantively dierent h m  the previous occupation (McQuaid, 1986), paid or unpaid. 

This definition allows for a myriad of career changes, including the change from wage 

employrnent in a large organization to ~e~employrnent from home. 

There is little distinction drawn between the MW0 definitions of career, vocation, 

occupation, and employment. Vocation derives from the Latin vocatio, translated as 

'summons", ffom vocatus, the past participle of vocare, 'to call." Therefore, vocation is 

often used to mean a kind of calling to a particular occupation, often for which there is a 

lengthy professional training (e.g., priesthood). However, vocational training is also used 

to mean job training in technical institutions (e.g., chef or carpentry training). Ocwpah 

is defined as synonymous with vocation by the MWD, as 'the principle business in one's 

Me," but is also defined as 'an activity in which one engages," and 'the holding of an 

office or position." Finally, employment is defined as synonyrnous with occupation as 'an 

activity in which one engages." The term employment derives from employ, from the 

Latin impîicare (to enfold, involve, or implicate), defined as 'to devote or direct toward a 

particular activity," and 'to provide with a job that pays wages or a salary." Ajob, which 

onginally meant 'a pieœ of work" or 'a task" (Bridges, l988), has now also taken on a 

similar definition to occupation and employment, 'a specific duty or function or rob," and 

'a regular remuneraüve position" (MWD). In centuries past, these ternis may have been 

used quite distinctively, but they are currently used almost interchangeably in ordinary 

language, and in the language of social science. They will be similariy used in this study. 

Home-baseci self-employment may be defined as work for which one does not 

receive wages or benefits from an organization. Although a home-based entrepreneur 
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may conducteci sorne of their wok  outside the home, the home serves as the main 

off~œ. The potential occupations are limitless. 

Finally, mid-iife has been defined as a period in the middle of the chronological 

iifespan or in the middle of the subjective experienœ of one's life (Helson, 1997). Middle 

years are loosely delimited from age 35 to 65 in stage theories of development (Erikson, 

1968; Gould, 1978; Levinson, 1 978; Schein, 197t ; Super, Savickas, & Super, 1996). 

However, chronological age is a very impredse indicator of stage of Me. People's ideas 

about when middle age accurs rnay be retated to their gender, social dass, and cohort 

(Helson, 1997). As a subjecüve experience, mid-Ife may be wnsidered as a period 

when individuals believe they are hatiway through their lives, and at this tirne, they may 

look back on their achievernents thus far and determine wtiat they will do in their 

remaining years. 

Theories of Career Developrnent 

Although there is no comprehensive theory of mid-Me career transition, the issue 

has been addressed by theorists of adult devekpment and occupational choiœ, who 

share many similar ideas. These theorists assume: 1) that people are able to choose the 

correct career when they becorne an adult, and 2) that woik and choice of careef are of 

central importance to people throughout their aduIt Me. The career theories presented 

below are those that often aecompany explanations of mid-life career change. These 

theories explain career development in chronological stages (Erikson, 1968; Gilligan, 

1982; Gould, 1978; Levinson, 1978; Schein, 1971 ; Super, Savickas, & Super, 1996), or 

as a matching of personality and abilities with occupation and environment (Holland, 

1992; Dawis & Loftquist, 2984). Other theones are reviewed b u s e  they view career 
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development not only in relation to psycholagical faciors, but also in relation to socb 

political, historical, and cultural wntext (Gottfredsan, 1996; Hotchkiss & Borow, 1996; 

Young, Valach, & a l in ,  1996). This latter perspective is most similar to the point of view 

taken in this study. 

Stage fhewbs of Cam D e m n t  

Generally, theories of development propose mm patterns assdated with 

the praœss of increaseâ maturity, and assume finite stages and a natural progression to 

development. These models view mid-life transition as part of adult development and as 

related to mid-life career change. 

S u w s  UMpan, L-ce A m c h  to Cilmers 

This thewy (Super, Savidtas, & Super, 1996) theory desaibes how individuals 

implernent their Lself-concept" ihrough vocational choices. Super suggests that the 

process of choosing a career that allaws maximum "self~xpression" over time indudes 

five career stages: exp/omtmn, a petiod of self-examination and educaüon, in which 

individuals explore varbus occupaiions; estab/i3hrnent, specifying a career choiœ and 

becoming employed; mainienam, a stage of holding ont0 a position and increasing 

skills; decIamfion, a period of phasing into retirement, emotionally, financially, and 

mially; and, retimment or decline, a period of separating from work. The order of these 

stages is not necessarily fixeci, and the age at whicti transitions are made between the 

stages is also flexible. lndividuals may progress through the sequenœ more than once, 

and wiîhin each stage or transition pertod, people recycle through mini-cydes of 

development. Therefore, mid-Me career change is nota sign of floundering or an 

aberratkm in career developrnent. Rathet, it is the outcorne of a 'minicyde of growth.' 
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The îwo primary dimensions of Super's theory are tirne and spaw (context). 

Lifespan encampasses the life stages (including change and transition), and life-spaœ 

encompasses the social dimension. lndividuals develop over time through psychosocial 

maturation and cuitural adaptation. Occupational choice is seen as a continuous 

developmental process from adolescence to old age. Although there is wntinuity of 

chaice, people modii, reassess, and redirect this process throughout their liespan as 

their "self-concepts" or 'vocational identities" become more clear and distinct. SeC 

concepts are established through roleplaying and reinforcement. The career 

development process involves synthesis and compromise between self-concept and 

reality, cultivating vocational idenüty in conjunction with the demands of the workplaœ. 

Therefore, the specific pattern of career development is detemined by individual 

characteristics in canjuneüon with social opportunities and constraints. People are 

quaîiied for a range of occupations, and occupations are suited for a range of 

personality patterns. People select occupations that best express their identities, and 

satisfaction is related to the extent to which they can express their identities within the 

work environment. 

Levinson (1 978) punctuates the stages of adult development according to 

chronological age. The life slructure is defined by altemating perioâs of stability and 

transition in which goals and actiiities of the previous period are appraised. It is the 

underiying pattern of a person's behaviour at a given time in life, and it is revealed by a 

person's choices. It comprises three aspects: socio-cultural world, self-aspects, and 

participation in the world. Occupation, familylmamage, ethnicity, and religion are some 
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important mmponents of the life structure. 

Levinson's research highlights the imptanœ d aie career dream, mentoring, 

and mid-lie crisis. lndiiuds develop a Dream and find a mentor. They grow into new 

positions, becorne acclimated, and begin preparations for the next step on their career 

ladders. In the period of career gmwth, individuals are hired or promoted to a new 

position, and aquire new skilb and information needed to prfm their jobs. Next is a 

pend of sbbilization, during which individuals perfom the* jobs to the fullest capacity 

and progress along an even keel. A period of transition fdlows, in which individuals 

prepare themsdves psychologically for their next rnovement upward, by anticipating the 

demands of their next career stage and preparing to meet thsse demands. The cyck 

begins again when the expected promotion is gained. 

The mid-lk Eransitiion provides a bridge h m  eariy to miâdle adulthood. There 

are three developmntal tasks in miûdle adulütood: reappraisal of the past, initiating a 

new life structure, and individuation. Individuation refers to an individual's reiationship 

with the extemal worid: one must integrate polarities of younglold, destructionlcreation, 

masculinelferninine, and attachmentlseparateness. lntegration is achieved by coming to 

ternis with Vie sense of these consûucts for oneself. At the end of middle adulthood, 

individuals buid a second middle adult structure to cany them into old age. 

In mid-He, at approximately 40 yean of age, individuals are having their fnst or 

last ctrild. They are also confronting mortaiity, wondering how many years are left before 

retirement or death. At this the,  they face the limits of their careers, and decide whether 

to remain with their employers or their career paths. They may experienœ 'mid-life 

aises," realizhg they are equidistant to Vie begiining and end of their Ii, and that 

-y may never achieve the dreams of their childhood. In their late W s ,  people 
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determine how they should spend the rest of their lives. They focus on their own l ias 

and acüvities, but are also involved in children's and grandchildren's lives. They decide 

whether to remain active at work or gradually withdraw, whether to move from their 

current homes, what kind of retirernent they desire, and how to plan for retirement. 

At any given stage, people are likely to have similar needs and common ways of 

coping with and responding to these situations. Their methods may be rnodified by their 

personality and b i i i c a l  development, causing some variation in the way people 

respond to requirements for work and responsibility. Individuals at diierent farnily stages 

rnay experience dilernmas because of particular work situations. However, during their 

warking years, most individuals experience major shifts in attitudes and behaviours with 

respect to their work. It is these shifts that constitute a career. While work-related 

changes are important, they are only part of the total picîure. Individuals are also moving 

through stages of life as they move through stages in their career. Changes in personal 

relationships and farnily obligations are often closely linked to changes in individuals' 

careers. Critical choice points mark the career cycle. These choice points are age 

reiated and occur for different individuals at different points within the cycle of growth, 

stabilization, and transition. The biologieal clock is important in mapping the course of 

career and in weighing responsibilities of families and other interests against demands of 

job and profession. 

Schein's Mode/ of C a m  Oeveiopment 

Schein (1 971 ) also configures career developrnent according to age. Further, he 

proposes that most careers develop along three basic dimensions: 1) veRicaI movement 

(promotion up the hierarchy within an organiration), 2) honiontal movement (changes in 
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specific job functions or in major fdds or specialties), and 3) radial movement (toward 

the inner circle of management in an organizaüooi - Men vertical movement, but not 

necessarily). 

Schein (1971) postulates that different career stages are marked by contrasting 

issues, relaîing to early, middle, and late career stages. In their early career, most 

individuals in their early thirties have fairiy dear ideas (self-perceptions or career 

anchors) of their talents and abilities, needs and motives, and attitudes and values. Self- 

perceptions come to guide and stabiize people's careers, as they attempt to chwse 

jobs and goals consistent with these basic characteristics. Career anchors tend to firrnly 

attach individuals' careers to their underiying abilities, needs, and values. Career 

anchors take several distinct forms: technical or functional (decisions that involve the 

content of work), managerial cornpetence (desire hih-level management positions; 

enjoy analysing and problem-sohn'ng, influencing others, exercising power), secunly and 

sfability (long-term employment with single large firm), creaüvity or enfnspmneufshri, 

(create unique product, do not like large bureaucracy), and autonomy or independence 

(free of extemal wnstraints, work at own pace, set own goals). 

Mid-camr is the period after one feels established and has achieved 'perceived 

mastery" in an occupational or career rote, and prior to the commencement of the 

"disengagement proœss." A new issue is ihe "career plateau" (dead end in career, 

unlikely to gain further promotion or increased responsibility and authority). During this 

period, feedback and recognition often deaease, reducing feelings of success. 

lndividuals may initiate career exploration at this stage, and ask thernselves questions 

such as: 'What do I really get from and g'nie to my work, spouse, children, friands, 

community, and self? What are my mal values and how are they reflected in my lm?" 
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They might make new choi is about career and family or finally aecept old choices as 

appropriate. They may seek and assume new roles within the organization or new jobs 

outside it. 

At the extreme, they may experienœ a "mid-career crisis," in which they question 

the fundamental value, appropnateness, and mal acmplishment of their career and 

family. They must assess their own accomplishments, locate their own life goals and 

values, and make final decisions about thair careers. The mid-career crisis may be 

compounded by difficulties in their family arrangements. Dealing with the independence 

and possible rebellion of their own children may reinforce feelings of inadequacy or 

dissatisfaction. These feelings may in tum restrid their ability to perfonn effectively at 

work. Furthmore, extra financial demands for support in their households rnay intensify 

the stress experienced. 

Erikson's Psychosoclal, Psychosexual Theory of Litè Development 

Erikson (1 968) outlines eight linear (or sequential) epigenetic psychosacial 

stages of development. lndividuals must resolve psychosocial crises at each stage 

before moving on to the next stage, and they continue to deal with the conflicts of the 

eailier stages throughout their lives. His theory emphasizes the interaction between 

epigenesis and culture (environment). 

The formation of an occupational identity is part of the adolescent ego identity 

formation process; part of finding out "who you are" is deciding on one's occupational 

goals. The chief concem of middle adulthood is generativity versus stagnation (cr self- 

absorption). Generativity refers to seeking a sense of sharing, proâudivity, or 

contribuüon, and is characterized by a concem for one's own and Mure generaîions. It 
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may manifest as the need to becorne a caring and productive member of society through 

meaningful woik. Conversely, self-absorbed individuals are characterized by a sense of 

emptiness in their lives. They may feel a sense of stagnation because they find their jobs 

to be meaningless. An occupational change may be one way to deal with this Mid-life 

career crisis." 

Trait Factor Tlreories 

HoIIand's Theory of Congmence 

This infl uential trait theory (Holland, 1992) suggests that people try to choose 

work that matches their personality. They search for environments that will allow them to 

use their skills and abilities, express their attitudes and values, and take on agreeable 

problems and goals. Holland developed six personality types that fit six basic career 

environrnents: realistic, investigative, social, conventional, enterprising, and artistic. He 

suggests lhat individuals are attracted to careers that are consistent with their 

personality types. Mid-life career difficulties are assumed to be the result of a poor fit 

between persanality and the work environment. People change careers in order to move 

toward work environrnents that have greater l%ongnrencew with their pemnality. 

Oawis and Lofquist's Theory of Work Adjustment (TWA) 

Dawis and Lofquist's (1984) rnodel focuses on the prediction and proeess of 

adult career adjustrnent rather than solely on occupational choice. Using a person- 

environment perspective, the theory explains how an individual or environment adapts to 

the ongoing transactions between them. The prediction rnodel describes the 

characteristics of the person and the environment important to work adjustment An 
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individual attempts to rneet the expectations for satisfactory work performance, and 

experiences the rewards of her work. Her boss evaluates her performance 

(satisfactonness) and she evaluates the quality and types of rewards she experiences 

(satisfaction). Satisfactoriness and satisfaction are key indicators of the conespondence 

between the person and the environment (P-E), and are important in determining her 

tenure in the job and organization. 

The proeess mode1 describes how an individual adjusts to the work, remgnizing 

that correspondence is an ongoing process as individuals and environments change 

over time. Four adjustment styb dimensions moderate the relationship benNeen . 

satisfaction and satisfactoriness, and are important to achieving and maintaining P-E 

correspondence. These styles recognize that individuals differ in the amount of 

'discorrespondence" they will tolerate before they leave the work environment. 

Flexibility, is the level of discorrespondence an indiiual will tolerate before she acts to 

improve her fit or leaves the work environment, and determines when she will use the 

adjustment modes of activeness or re8cüveness. Activeness is her attempt to change 

the environment to fit with her values, whereas reactiveneçs is her attempt to change her 

values to fit with the environment. Finally, perseveram is her tolerance of P-E 

discorrespondence with the environment bfore she leaves and is indicated by the 

length of time spent in a discorrespondent situation. 

Therefore, an occupational transition may be related to a warker's dissatisfaction 

or to her poor performance, and is related to her particular adjustment style in any given 

situation. An individual whose job is secure may vduntarily make an occupational 

transition because of dissatisfaction with the work situation, as may an individual whose 

job is not secure (Subich, 1998). Even with involuntary changes, people aware of the 
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impending change may make pians for a transition. 

Gotlhedson Theory of Ci~cum~cripOOn and Compromise 

This theory (Gottffedson, 1996) views not only an individual's self-concept, but 

societal barriers, as predictors of occupational choice. Selfconcept is defined as 'one's 

view of oneseP (p. 183), induding physical appearanœ, abilities, personality, gender, 

values, and place in sdety. In large part, sekconcapt determines the occupations 

people choose. People also hold images of occupations, occupational stereotypes, 

including the personalities of people who work in aiem. These images are organiteci into 

a cognitive map of occupations, distinguished along various dimensions such as gender, 

prestige, and field of work. lndividuals prefer occupations that fit with their self-concept, 

but they also assess the accessibility of these occupations. Their occupational 

aspirations are the result of their assessments of compatibility and accessibility. 

Cinumscription is the progressive elimination of unacceptable alternatives. Compromise 

is the relinquishing of the most preferred aItemaüves for less compatible but more 

accessible occupations. People compromise due to anticipated extemal bamers or to 

mal encountered barriers. The range of acceptable occupations is termed the social 

space, which reflects where peciple want to ffi in society. Although this theory speaks to 

initial decisions about career, mid-life career decisions may well be shaped by similar 

factors. 

Socidogid Perspecîiw, on Carin# Deveropment 

Sociological research on occupations and work also derives h m  the general 
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perspective that social forces shape human work. H m e r ,  such research is not based 

on a unified theory with a detailed set of hypotheücal propositions. Sociological theory 

assigns greater weight to inst'iional and impersonal market forces that constrain 

individual decision-making and hiIfilment of career dreams than do most psychological 

theones. Similarly, sociologists tend to fucus on the way institutional factors (e.g., fomal 

social rules, informai norms, supply-anddemand forces) shape career development and 

the environments in which individuals wrk. 

Hotchkiss and B o r n  (1996) explain that 'sociologists view paid employment and 

occupational choiœ as embedded in a b m d  system of social stratification." (p. 283) 

They address this œntral theme in work and career development through a review of 

status attainment theory, the socidogy of labour markets, race and gender effects, new 

structuralism, school processes, puth competence and outcornes of youth work, family 

effects, and work cornmitment. Status atleinment iheory describes the process by which 

parental occupational status is passed on to children as rnost important to career 

development. The sociology of labour markets describes the structure of the labour 

markets that individuals faœ. Race and genderare related to differenœs in job-related 

variables (e.g., occupational status, wage) due to inquitable social divisions. New 

st~ctumlism and school pnx:esses demonstrate how institutional structures, social 

  les, and informal practices constrain individual options. Youth competence and 

outcomes of work stresses social psychological processes of leamed self-efficacy, family 

effecfs focuses on how farnily stnidure and matemal woric d e s  influence the 

development of youth's choices and attitudes toward work, and work cornmitment draws 

heavily on motivational theory. 

Sociologists wntend that satisfaction at work depends more on occupational 
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status, eamings, and insulation h m  arbitrary exercis8 of employer power than on 

factors such as matching of interests, values and abiliües with funcüonal demands of a 

job. However, this perspecîke does not impiy ttiat individuals are helpless against 

overwhelming inequities and rigidities, only aiat thse constraints exist. Hotchkiss and 

Borrow (1996) suggest that the content of career guidance should be broadened beyond 

the traditional focus on matching individuals to positions to include coping strategies for 

surrnounting the barriers clients are likely to enanter. 

Contextual Expianations ob Ceriear Development 

Cachran (1986) and Young et al. (1 996) have suggested using a contextual 

approach to conceptualising career development. Although not theories in a positivist 

sense, these approaches acknowledge the importance of the social and historical 

context in explanations of individuals' career development, as well as individual 

psychological factors. The contextualist metaphor sees acts as purposive, or goal- 

directed, and as ernbedded in the context in which they occur. Change has a prominent 

role in career, where acüvities or events are seen as part of interconnected and 

changing patterns. Events are understood as purposive acts, and analysis and 

interpretation of these events is always looked at in relation to their purpose. 

Such hermeneutic explanations of career (e.g., Cochran, 1990; Young & 

Richards, 1992) focus on the meaning of career constructed over the life span and in 

relation to the socio-politicaI and historical context. These constnicüonist explanations 

advocate the use of natural language, text, and interpretation in generating contextual 

knowledge about career. The present study adopts a similar approkh to understanding 

the inseparability of career, personal, and contextual issues, through an exploration of 
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mid-life amer transition to self-employment for a group of women. 

Critique of C a m  Development Theories 

Various tesearchers (Cochran, 1990; Collin, 1990; Dawis and Lofquist, 1984; 

Gottfredson, 1996; Hotchkiss & Borow, 1996; Polkinghome, 1990; Young et al., 1998) 

have argued Mat many career development theories tend to focus on individual 

characteristics (personality factors, aptitudes, interests) and to ignore the social and 

historia1 context of development. Although Gottfredson (1996) suggests aiat wornen 

often compromise their career paths due to societal barriers, she fucuses mostly on 

early career decision-making, and one must infer why women might change career in 

mid-Me. The sociological perspective on career development (Hotchkiss & Borow, 1996) 

explicitly addresses the influence of societal factors on career development, and could 

speak to career transition, but does not focus to any large extent on individual 

psychological factors. 

Moreover, theories of career development generally emphasize a rational 

decision-making process, and pay little attention to the role of emotional experienœ in 

career development (Kidd, 1998, Young et al., 1996). Trait and factor theories explain a 

change as necessary only if there is a poor fit between one's personality and current 

work environment (Holland, 1992). However, with the changing labour market, and more 

people k i n g  their jobs, long-terni careers in a single field are less and less the nom. 

Therefore, career change at any stage of life may be considered a potentially viable 

option in our current socio-economic context. 

To some extent, the TWA (Dawis and Lofquist, 1984) addresses the ernotional 

experience of career development, and the subjective feelings involved in career 
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decision-making and adjusiment. It argues Viat individuals attempt to acfiieve and 

maintain a good match between their own needs and those of the organization. As it 

focuses on values, satisfaction, and adjustment, TWA may be more useful than others 

for conceptualising wornen's career transitions. But as Figerald and Rounds (1 994) 

point out, the theory daes not address some issues potenüally important to women's 

career decisions, namely, the experienœ of sexual harassrnent and its relations to work 

satisfaction and aie raie of farnily in women's career decision-making. Likewise, the 

theory does not take into account the inseparability of personal and career 

considerations, nor the relevant socio-political, historical, and economic context, 

A further issue arising from most of the theodes reviewed above, particularly the 

stage models, is that aiey were developed to explain the careers of men and were tested 

pnmarily with male samples. For instance, although Levinson (1978) based his theory on 

the study of 40 aduit males between the ages of 35 and 45, with various occupational 

backgrounds, he maintained that his theory applied to al1 individuals in al1 socio- 

ewnomic classes and occupations. In 1996, however, he conductecl indepth interviews 

with 45 fernale academics, homemakers, and business professionals between the ages 

of 35 and 45, and conduded that although women progress along the same age-related 

stages as men, they face cultural and social stemtypes and sexism. It is reasonable to 

suggest that other social factors (e.g., race, gender, socio-economic class, educational 

background) could also affect career development dflerentially (Betz & Fiîzgerald, 1987; 

Gottfiedson, 1996; Hotchkiss & Borow, 1996). 

In general, models may be Lriticized for emphasizing the typicaly masculine 

values of autonomy, rationaiity, and career achievement, and for paying little attention to 

mring, family responsibilities, and relationships. That is, womn may not develop in the 
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sarne way as outiined in traditional models. In our culture, they rnay experienœ more 

conflict between family and career than men, because the latter have not been 

traditionally required to chwse between career and family. 

Although stage models of adult development provide an orientation from whicti to 

examine carwr transition, they focus on career stages that are thought to be 

approxirnately carrelated with age. This rnay not always be a valid assumption. The age 

at which a career change takes place rnay Vary significantly for different careers (e.g., 

Olympic gymnast veisus neurosurgeon). Furthermore, stages rnay have been m l a t e d  

with age when there was long-term employment with only one or two organizations. In 

the current economic situation, however, most people no longer remain in one firm for 

their entire career, let alone for their entire lives. 

The theories discussed in this chapter have led to the development of 

assessment devices that rnay be used to predict of satisfaction and adjustment, such as 

wwk environment perceptions, decision-making skills, sex-role attitudes, congruence, 

and collegial relations (Subich, 1998). Although these instruments may indeed help 

counsellors predict who is best suited for which occupation, such predictors are only 

correlates of satisfaction and adjustment, and cannot claim to describe the expenbnce 

ifself. For instance, Dawis and Lofquist (1984) developed the Minnesota Satisfaction 

Questionnaire (MSQ), which assesses satisfaction with 20 different aspects of work 

(e.g., variety, independence, responsibility, CO-workers). The MSQ has been shown to 

have good reliability and validity, but this indicator of satisfaction is not the sarne as the 

experience of satisfaction and adjustment itself. It rnay include some properties of 

satisfaction, but this is a multidimensional concept, and many of its characteristics are 

likely missed by the MSQ. In parücular, the MSQ rnay indicate some values important to 
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wornen in aieir work, but it cannot describe their lived experienœ as they try Io change 

îheir careers. 

In the mxt chapter, existent research on mid-lire career change and self- 

employment is reviewed. This review will provide further wntext for the methodotogy 

used in the present study. 
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REVIEW OF EMPlRlCAL RESEARCH 

Research on Mid-llfe Career Change 

Career theories are often tested on convenient groups, such as college or h'gh 

schaol participants, and empirical findings may not generalize to other groups (Collin, 

1990; Hadrett & Bett, 1981; Kanchier 4% Unruh, 1989a; Leong, 1998; McQuaid, 1986). 

Although mid-life camr change has aîiracted increasing interest over the last two 

decades, empirical researdr is somewhat scarce and disparate. Many of the studies that 

use traditional theories have focused on the dierence between changers and non- 

changers. This focus might reinforts the notion that mid-Ife career change is abnormal, 

and that if people were initially able to Md their kst-suited occupation, they would have 

no need to change in mid-Me. 

The research typically addresses whether a change is unavoidable, as well as 

the motivations involved in mis change, and offers a variety of reasons for a vanety of 

populations (Boden, 1995; Collin, 1990; Ooering & Rhodes, 1989; Kanchier 8 Unruh, 

1989b; Leong & Boyle, 1997; MeQuaici, 1986; Thomas, 1980). Reasons for ckrnging 

amer include career bumout, job stress, i m s i n g  or deweasing family 

responsibilities, desire for control, Qownsizing, and injury. Much of this research uses 

expedient measures (e.g., surveys) that limit constnicts to those that may be 

operationally defined in advance. 

Kanchier and Unruh (1 989a) adopted a developmental perspective similar to that 

of Levinson (1 978) in their review of 464 middle and upper management executivets in a 
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large Canadian organization. Using mailsut questionnaires, they compared changers to 

non-changers between the ages of 22 and 65 years. Three times as many males 

parücipated as females. These mearchers defined occupational change as 'the act of 

voluntarily changing occupational categoriesa (p. 31 2), and transitional periods of the Me 

cycle as 'times when individuais undergo critical self-evaluation regarding career and life 

values and goals and inter-related changes in personality traits, values andlor goals and 

subsequent commitrnent to a d  on deusionsa (p. 312). They concluded that there may be 

a link between occupational change and life cycle transition periods. 

A significantly larger proprtion of changers than non-changers went through a 

period of self-evaluation with respect to personality traits and career values and goals. 

Many non-changers also reparted changes in personality traits. But more changers 

experienced traumatic life events than non-changers, which precipitated and facilitateci 

self-appraisal and change in personality traits, and career values and goals. Changers 

were found to be more tolerant of risk, have higher self-esteem, and to be motivated 

more by intrinsic rewards than non-changers. 

Participants tended to change occupations between 29 and 33 (Age-30 

Transition), again belween 39 and 40 (Mid-life Transition), and once again in their late 

40s and early 50s (Age-50 Transition)- Twnty-three percent of these career changes 

occurred between the developmental periods as defined by Levinson et al. (1978). More 

changers than non-changers in the Age-30 and Mid-life transition periods reported they 

were involved in self-appraisais regarding career and life goals. These self-appraisals 

were often precipitated by traumatic life events and were related to s h i i  in values and 

goals. 

The transition periods were also related to the occupational cycle of entry, 
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mastery, and disengagement, supporting the ideas of other career developmenbl 

theorists (Super, Savickas, & Super, 1996). Such change was assaciated wiîh a la& of 

intrinsic rewards from and commîtment to the organization (Kanehier & Unruh, 1989a). 

Change& average length of tenure was 7.5 pan, with more shifts in work with 

increasing age. Most changes were interested in self-employrnent, expansion of 

businesses, dierent occupations, or open-ended career goals. Changers perœived 

aiey had achieved autonomy, authority, responsibility, wntrol over their personal and 

work destinies, a sense of achievement and challenge, the opporhinity to employ their 

skills, and personal and professional growth. They reported lower rnean scores on 

sewrity, economic returns, associates, surmundings, commitments, and prestige. 

Lewig and Boyle (1 997) used a longitudinal approach to study mid-life career 

adjustment among 300 engaged couples. At age 20, between 19S-1938, and again at 

age 40, between 1953-1 954, these couples cornpleted a battery of psycholagical tests. 

Measures of mid-life career adjustment were hierarchically regressed on two personality 

inventories and a values scale. Adjustment was operationalised as job stability (staying 

in same job for a number of years), career consistency (not aanging from one career to 

another), and job satisfaction. Generally, personality and value variables were deemed 

significant predictm of mid-Me career adjustment. However, there were many surprising 

findings. For men, HoIland's concept of congruence was not predidive of job stability or 

satisfaction, lower sociability scores were predictive of job stability but kss predictiw of 

job satisfaction, and lower impulse eontroI scores were predoctive of job satisfaction. For 

women, hiiher neurotic tendency scores wre reiated negaîively to job satisfacüon, 

higher social extroversion scores were related positively to job satisfaction, and higher 

neurobic tendency and self-confidence scores were predictive of job stability. The 
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tesearchers concluded that the sets of variables predidive of adjustment were diierent 

between men and wornen, supporüng the idea that men and wornen have different 

experiences and adjustment processes (Bek & Fitzgerald, 1987). Moreover, the social 

and interpersonal domain was viewed as a aitical factor in adjustment. 

Doering and Rhodes (1 989) studied 20 sdxxil teachers in career transition using 

a semi-structured, in-ciepth inte~ew to idenüfy the range of factors associated with 

career change and the decision to change career. They defined career as 'the sequena 

of work-related positions occupied throughout a person's lifen (p.320), and a career 

change as the "movement to an occupation that is not part of a traditional career 

progression" (p. 320), that is, to a career in a completely new field. Their participants had 

been or were still teachers, and wre voluntarily training in a new field in graduate 

schwl. Questions were asked in an open-ended fm response format, and probing was 

used as deerned necessary. Doering and Rhodes employed a content analysis to 

evaluate teachers' reasons for changing careers, the process of their career change, 

and the factors influencing their career change. The most frequent reasons given for 

changing careers were la& of pay, challenge, and advanœment opportunities, and the 

most frequent reasons for considering other work opportunities were financial obligations 

and the need for challenging, saüsfying, professional worlc. The most common step 

taken to deal with job dissatisfaction was to speak w i ü ~  the schwl administration. Many 

participants mentioned looking into academic programs as a factor leading to their 

decision to change careers, and al1 participants were attending a graduate program to 

train for a new career area. Most participants named the support of spouse/family/îkiends 

as a factor in facilitatirtg their career change. 

Doering and Rhades (1989) devefoped a comprehensive model of career change 
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taking into account personal, organizational, and environmental factors. They conclraded 

that the parücipants in their study were planful in their câreer change. Organizational and 

personal factors were most often mentioned as reasons for considering career 

alternatives, and extemal factors were most often cited as enwuraging the career 

change. Participants felt liffle extemal pressure to change careers, and were using 

education to prepare for the change. 

Collin (1990) examined experienœ and negotiation of mid-life career change in 

32 working-class men, and concludeci that, to understand this change, we must 

understand the subjective experience of change, the nature of the social context, and 

the individual's response to circumstance. Collin's data were based on in-depth, 

unstructured interviews which followed the iife history of participants, who were in- 

between occupations at the time of study. Collin takes a systems approach to career 

development, to allow for disparate influences and events to interact in reciprocal ways. 

Her theory conceptualises the context of individual career and change, and the 

adaptation individuals must make in response to change. She views career and change 

within the context of the subjective world and she identifies phases typified by signifiant 

subjective experience, rather than nomative stages. She suggesl that adaptability to 

new circumstances and an open, active, future-focused orientation to the environment 

are important to mid-life career change. 

McQuaid (1 986) interviewecl 15 men and 5 women to develop a grounded theory 

of mid-liie amer change. Participants' ages ranged f m  36 to 54 years (mean age 45 

years) and their careers varied. Confidants for 1 1 of the participants were also 

intervieweci to gain an altemate perspective of the parücipants' intemTVIenm She 

constructeci a grounded theory of mid-iife career change using a 'mparative analysis" 
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(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), analysing the first interview, comparing the second to the first, 

and so on, to develop a holistic theory of mid-Me career change. 

By probing the lived experiences of participants (Van Manen, 1997), and 

suspending prior assumptions about causal relationships, McQuaid allows her theory to 

emerge from the interview data, that is, from the words of the parücipants themselves. 

Her theory includes a chronological model and a descriptive model, taking into account 

developmental/extemal and developmental/intemaI categories that describe participants' 

reasons for choosing first and second careers. McQuaid concludes that mid-life career 

change should not be viewed as deviant career development, nor assumecl due to a 

poor pemnality match with the career (to which numerous involuntaty career changers 

can atîest). In opposition to developmental theonsts, she concludes that a mid-life crisis 

is not a large influence on mid-liie career change. Finally, she suggests that early 

vocational choices do not reflect the careful deliberations and clear-headed thinking 

central to vocational choice theories. 

Critique of Mid-lilre Career Change Remrch 

Kanchier and Unnih (1 Q89a) focus on differences between changers and non- 

changers, and their descn'ption of changers is limited by this cornparison. As no major 

signifiant differences between the sub sarnples (including divisions by sex and 

executive level) were found, only results for the total sample were reported. Although 

Kanchier and Unruh used a battery of five measures, and had a good response rate of 

92.5%, the experience of change is nevertheless lost in aggregated data acms men 

and women. Furthemore, there is no reference to participants' specific demographic 

characteristics as qualifiers to the discussion. Various factors associateci with change in 
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occupation in men's and women's liws are discussed, but there is no sense of the 

experience of mid-life career transition. We know changers tend to experience more 

traumatic events than do non-changes, but what are h s e  events specifically? What 

kind of coping skills did these participants use to deal with these traumatic events? What 

is the process and outcorne of the self-evaluation that these participants encountered, 

and what are their career values and goals nwv? What were their career values and 

goals prior to the career change? The present study attempts to address these 

questions. 

Leong and Boyle (1997) noted several limitations of their study. Specifically, 

sample sizes dropped significantly as specific variables were examined, and analyses 

were conducted with 160 men and onîy 60 or 70 women. Therefore, they cautioned that 

small sample sites are not capable of capturing constructs or effects that are not initially 

robust, and that the generalizability of the findings is particulariy limited for women. In 

addition, they suggested that the variables considered rnay have been too global in 

nature, and that "mid-life career adjustment may be such a multifaceted and 

multidimensional construct mat the global job satisfaction and job stability measures may 

not have captured the complexity of the phenomenon we attempted to study" (p. 444). 

Finally, they cancluded that research on mid-life career adjustment %il1 not improve until 

more specific criterion variables are identified," and research Wll continue to produce 

ambiguous results if mid-life career change is viewed as either a mainly positive or 

negative event" (p. 445). The present study attempts to understand the complexities of 

mid-life career adjustrnent 

Doering and Rhodes (1 989) examined many relevant factors associated with 

career change. Their participants induded 13 wornen and 7 men, ranging from 24 to 44 
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years of age (median age = 30.5 yean), and they were voluntarily attending graduate 

school to train for a new career. These changers may dHer from others in ternis 

motivation for, preparation for, and experience of transition. This present study extends 

the rnib-life career transition research by examining a different group of changers, 

specifically women, located in a comrnunity setting, who have changed carwr in mid-life 

from wage to self-employment. 

Finally, similar to the present study, Collin (1990) used an 'iteratii process of 

analysis." She analysed the first intenriew, skimmed al1 subsequent intenriews, examined 

ernerging issues and themes in Iight of cornbineci interviews and literature, and 

compared a revised interpretation with the first interview. Unlike the present study, 

Collin's data were based exclusively on the male "working-class" experience. The 

present study, which focuses on women in a professional class, might reveal different 

thernes in mid-life career transition, such as childrearing, balancing housework and paid 

work, fatigue due to menopause, and ease in securing contracts due to professional 

contacts. 

Research on Self-Employment From Home 

A career change to self-employrnent from home involves a myriad of complex 

issues. The topic has been increasingly explored in diverse academic fields, such as 

business management and socio-economics, psychology, and sociology. However, 

because different disciplines tend not to share their ideas and findings, there is a large 

amount of disconnected theory and empirical findings on self-employment from home. 

Nevertheless, given the wide range of issues involved in career development and seif- 

employment, it seems sensible to take an interdisciplinary approach and consider 
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theoretical ideas and research ftom a variety of disciplines. A wmplete analysis of the 

topic would need to draw on research in various areas of labour market research, career 

development, adult development, family and work relationships, multiple des, small 

business management, contract work, and telecommuting. The bpic of multiple roles is 

central to homeworkers who must combine work and care for dependents (Bek & 

Fitzgerald, 1987; Fitzgerald & Rounds, 1994; Gerson, 1985; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; 

Richardson, 1981,1903; Weizman, 1994). Caring for children or aging parents while 

working at home can present numerous intrusions to negotiating a balance between 

work and farnily life. Many m e n  are rnotivated to work at home in order to deal with 

child-care (Loscocco, 1997; Phizacklea & Wolkowitz, 1995), and many may find difficulty 

in doing so (Gurstein, 1995). As homeworkers, women are reported to have more 

diffiiulty than men in drawing a boundary between home and work (Heck, Owen, & 

Rowe, 1995; Phizacklea & Wdkowitz, 1995). There are also women who are not 

concemed with childcare, either because their children are adults and have left home, 

they have childcare, or they have no children. Yet the focus of most career development 

research on wornen focuses on the work-family conflid and multiple roles, By contrast, 

this issue is not addressed to any great extent in career development research on men. 

But any such bias with respect to gender, age, race, or soao-emmic dass most often 

is not made clear. 

Keeping the above consideraüons in mind. there are mixed reviews of the pros 

and cons of working from home. The dierent conclusions may be explained by diiering 

methodologies and sampling pmcedures, and differing orientations, purposes, and 

biases of researchers. Many cesearchers view self-employment as emancipatory (Jurik, 

1998). and the advantages are reported to outweigh the disadvantages. Numerous 
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advantages aaated wiih working at home include flexibility, ability to a r e  for family 

members, fewer work hours, increased producüvity, and saving time (Gurstein, 1995; 

Heck, Owen, & Rowe, 1995; Loscocco, 1997; Phiicklea & Wolkowitz, 1995; Young & 

Richards, 1992). If viewed as a quiet place to cornplete intensive work tasks without 

interruption, many home-based workers find home a n  be a beneficial plaœ to work 

(Rarnsower, 1985). To be sucœssful working at home, one must have an organized 

work space with clear boundaries between work and household spaces (Gurstein, 

1995). Self-employed people can also benefit financially through substantial income t a  

deductions. 

There also can be drawbacks to working at home. Such a work arrangement rnay 

reflect a trend toward insecurity and a decreased standard of living (Phiicklea 8 

Wolkwvitt, 1995) and may teptesent a form of sociopolitical marginalkation in the labour 

market (Young & Richards, 1992). Self-employed people must continually try to secure 

employment, and may have difficulty obtaining new contracts, as they are notas salient 

to dients as ernployees based in larger offices. Financial security can decrease; without 

an employee pension plan and health benefits, home-based entrepreneurs must 

consider saving and paying for medical expenses. Despite significant business expense 

deductions, they must secure an income first. Working at home can also be a lonely 

experience, due to the lack of interaction with ceworkers (Provenzano, 1994). 

Furthemore, work and family conflicts might potentially increase with greater ilexibility 

and interaction behveen work and home. It may be difficuit to draw clear boundaries 

between work and home, and diicult to find time away from family, fiiends, and 

neighbours (Gurstein, 1995; Loscocco, 1997). It may also be difficult to find space to 

work in the home, including storage for materiais and products. 
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Much of the empirical research on self-employment focuses on statisücal 

descriptors of home-based work (Owen, Heck 8 Rowe, 1995), predictors of change to 

selfgmployment (Men, 1995; Caputo 8 Dolinsky, l9Q8), and Correlates of succes 

(Buttner & Moore, 1997). In a large national study, Owen et al. (1995) surveyed 899 

households in nine states in which there was a home-based worker. The household 

manager, not necessarily the homeworker, was intewiewd by telephone for 30 minutes. 

Approximately 4% of the homeworkers were women, and the mean age was 44 years. 

The sample exduded those who had been involved in home-based work for less than a 

year, and was deliberately skewed towaid rural populations. The defmition of home- 

based employment included self-employment, traditional marketplace jobs relocated at 

home, artistic and craft work, home sales, and non-traditional fatrning. The level of 

education and the kind of occupations varied. The majority worked in marketing and 

sales. Many of the women worked in clerical, sales, and arüsan occupations, and many 

for piece rates in service-reiated industries. 

Owen et al. (1 995) examined the impact of home-based work on the family, the 

household's management and decision-making practices, and the household's economic 

stability relaüve to state and wunty characteristics. Home-based business owners were 

wmpared with home-based wage workers and with U.S. census data for the entire 

working population. Several aiemes ernerged from the analysis. In general, the wage 

workers and business owners were better educated, more attached to their residence, 

and lived in larger households than the average worker in the United States. More 

homeworkers wre likely to [ive in rural areas than the average worker describeci by 

œnsus data. The typical homeworker was 44-year oki male, who haâ an above average 

(1 3.9 years) of educaüon. He was rnamed with children, a homemer, and had lived in 
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his community for almost 20 years. 

The major advantages cited by al1 horneworkers were flexibility, ability to care for 

family, and saving time and hassles. The major disadvantages were inability to get away 

from work, the feeling that work was always there, a lack of privacy and interruptions by 

family, and work limiting time with family. The majority of the households were satisfied 

with their quality of life and control over life, but sornewhat disçatisfied with aie adequacy 

of their incomes. Health care was generally covered by a partner in the household who 

remaineci in traditional employrnent within an organitaüon. After 3 years, the 

continuation of home-based work was related to higher levels of educaüon, smaller 

households, higher home-based work incomes, more years in home-based work, 

positive feelings about the work, and expectaüons of changing attitudes about the wock, 

Those in adult-only families felt beîter about their quality of life and income adequacy. 

The analyses demonstrated gender effects. Male wage earners made the most 

inwme, followed by male business owners. Among the women, female wage eamers 

made more than female business owners. Male wage earners tended to work most 

hours, followed by male owners; female owners worked slightly more hours than female 

eamers. Female owners spent 85% of their work tirne at home; male wage eamers 

spent the least number of hours at home (39%), likely because they often WOCked in 

sales. Having a child under age 6 reduced work time and had a negative impact on the 

incorne of females, but had a positive effect for men. Except for marketing and sales, 

there was a typical gender segregation by occupation. 

It is interesting to note that the authors caution that their ciosed-rwponse sunrey 

did not capture the fullness of family He and its interaction with work- Nor did it speak to 

the experience of transition from wage employment outside of the home to self- 



Mid Liie Career Change 37 

employrnent based at home. Nevertheless, these findings did highlight salient quesüons 

that rnay be aslted in qualitative or other types of research, 

Boden (1 995) examined the factors that influenœ men's and women's decisions 

to switch h m  wage to self-employment Using long~tudinally matched data f m  the 

Current Population Survey, he determined that: (a) Yertility" (having at least one cfiild 

less than 6 years of age) influenced women to choose sekmployment, (b) small 

business employees andlor those with managerial backgrounds were more likely to 

switch to seîf+mployment, and (c) women were less likely than men to choose self- 

employrnent over wage employment, despite national statistics inciicating that the rate of 

women entrepreneurs is the fastest growing segment of self-employment in the United 

States (Buttner & Moore, 1997). Boden suggested that the lower frequency of women 

than men who select out of wage into self-employment was likely due to the greater 

occupational distribution of women in derical and administrative support positions in the 

wage-sector; women in these occupations would have had less opportunity to develop 

the skills needed for self-employment. 

To understand the effects of financial and human capital resources available to 

wornen on the choice of wage versus self-employment, Caputo and Oofinsky (1998) 

measured predictors of choice using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Labor 

Market Experience. They focused on 33 to 44 yearsld women, They wnduded that (a) 

husbands' earnings fmm self-emplopnt was the greatest determinant of pursuing seif- 

employment, (b) husbands' business knowledge and business experienœ increased the 

likelihood of king self-employed, and (c) the presence of young children and husbands' 

provision of childcare contributed to being self-employed. The greater influence of se6 

employed over wage employed husbands is not surprising. Sefl-employed husbands, 
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parücularly those earning a high incorne through their businesses, likely serve as 

positive role models and mentors. They might also be available to help at home more 

than men employed in wage sector occupations. The findings point to the importance of 

flexibility in managing work and childcare for women with young children. But their 

findings tend to ignore numerous older wornen, who do not have children or whose 

children are no longer dependent, but who also choose self-employment. 

Buttner and Moore (1997) surveyed 129 women, al1 former executives and 

professionals in large otganizations, about their reasons for pursuing self-employment 

and the ways they rneasured success. The most frequent motivators for leaving prior 

organizations were the 'desire for challenge" (to regain excitement, to be in charge, for 

more respect, to get recognition), and 'selfdetermination* (to make it on my own, for 

self-esteem). Similady, participants tended to measure success by 'self-fulfilment" and 

"goal achievement." Other motives, such as 'profits," 'business growth," 'balancing 

family and work," and social contributionn were considered less substantial masures of 

The Buttnet and Moore study sheds more Iight on the expenence of the transition 

to self-employment than the previous ones. The authors also suggest that women are 

not necessarily motivated by the desire to combine work and family responsibilities, or 

by financial gain. Rather, they seek and find a new challenge in self-employment. 

However, one possible Iimitaüon of this study is that variables such as 'self-esteemm and 

'se(f-kilfilment" are constnicts that may be interpreted diierenüy by diierent people. 

Wiiout full knowledge of the specific situational factors and the unique experiential 

histories, beliefs and intentions of the participants, we cannot really know what the 

participants meant by their responses (Martin, 1993). 
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Parasuraman, Purohit, and Godshalk (1996) studied how family and work 

influence entrepreneurs' feelings of career success and psychological well-being. They 

surveyed 59 men and 52 women who took part in a continuhg education course for 

small business owners. Their aim was to develop a conceptual mode1 relating the 

variables of interest. The participants ranged in age frorn 2661, with an average of 41 

years. Both members of a couple were required to be in a career. The researchers twk 

into account the number and age of children, specific charaderistics of the work and 

family domains, and time commitrnent to work and family. They also distinguished 

between work-twfamily and family-to-work wnflict, and defined success more bmadly 

than just financial profit. Using path analysis, they detennined that workdomain 

variables and familydomain variables accounted for a significant variation in time 

wmmitted to work and family, and that time wmmitment mediated the effects of gender, 

work, and family characteristics on both types of wnflict. Work-to-farnity canflict played a 

more important mediating role than family-to-w6rk conflid, the magnitude of its path 

~08fficient to iiie stress being more than twice that of the path from family-to-work 

conflict. The analysis also demonstrated that women had a greater time commitrnent to 

family than to work, and men to work than to family, in accordanœ with much of the 

career research that takes gender into account. 

Crilfque of Reswrch on SeHIEmpIoyment Rom Home 

The studies revCewed in this section are very helpful in raising many issues 

relevant to the experience of career transition to sekmployment Their use of a large 

number of participants is helpful to locate general trends across many different people 

who are self-employed in many diierent occupations, They shed light on the nature of 
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small business, motivators for choosing seif-employment, sources of conflict, masures 

of success, and gender dWerences among entrepreneurs. 

However, the above conclusions are based on closed-ended survey mthods 

that tend to simpiii psychological phenornena such as motivation, self-esteem, 

confidence, control, challenge, and sucœss, by equating these concepts with mean 

responses on rating scales, and thus dislocating them from the social and historical 

context in which they are embedded (Martin, 1996b). Single survey questionnaires 

provide a set format, they ovenimplify by forcing choiœs, and may ask irrelevant or 

even wrong questions. When individual responses are statistically aggregated, 

correlated, or regressed, general conclusions represent no one in particular, nor do the 

psychological concepts purportedly measured. 

For instance, Boden (t 995) purported to shed light on the processes by which 

men and women select into self-employment. However, his conclusions were based on 

demographic frequencies, which do not reveal the experienœ of change. The study did 

not address the length of time employed in wage versus self-employrnent, the type of 

occupations sought in self-employrnent compared with those held in wage/employrnent, 

nor psychological or cultural influences in the change. Parasuraman et al. (1996) used 

relatively simple rneasures to assess psychologiml variables, some based on a single- 

item scale, and most based on four- w five-item scales. The ratings on these scales 

were averaged and the mean used as the masure of the variable. It is not clear that 

these ratings represent in a meaningful sense the major psychological constructs, e.g., 

"successw or %Al-being," as experienœd by the participants. Buttner and Moore's 

(1997) participants also responded on a 6-point scale about their choiœ to pursue seif- 

employment and their measuras of success, raising the same kind of issue. In another 
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study, Caputo and Dolinsky (1998) used demographic variables to predictchoiw of 

wage versus self%mpioyment. However, this meüiadology does not allow discovery of 

the reasons for pudng se#- over wage empioyment, nor speak to the experience of 

this transition. tnteresüngly, the researchers were surprised that husbands' contributions 

to household-related chores had no effect on women's emplayment choice. However, 

thi variable was p r o M  by marital status, tbardly a stmng indicator of husbands' 

contribution to houseM chores. 

Aiternative Methods 

Qualitative, phenomenological, and hermeneuüc methods of inquiry would add to 

questionnaire in fmt ion  by enaMing more cornplex conceptualisations d psychological 

phenamena, gathering more detailed data, and examining the influence of participant 

and mearcher values on conclusions drawn, as well as attending to the cultural and 

historical context in which concepts and andusions are ernbedded. This appmach to 

data collection and analysis may be very time consuming, but is necessary to gain a 

fuller undersbnding of the phenomena under investigation. 

For exampie, Phizacklea and Wolkowitz (1995) used a multi-method approach 

that included a pitenomemlogkal mponent to study a broad sample of homeworkers. 

Tite sample included: (a) 403 wornen who filled out a questionnaire published in a 

magazine; (b) 30 white, English-speaking and 19 Asian women, intervieweci in their 

mother tongue if they wished, contacted through newspaper ads; and (c) 9 working 

mothers, rnainly middleclass with babies and very young children, who were contactecl 

ihrough a newsletter in the Working Mothers Association anh then intm.ewed. Finally, 

aiey also conduded case studies on 40 organizations wilh teleworkers, contacteci 
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through a telephone snowball sampling technique. The purpose of the study was to 

capture the effects of gender, race, and dass among homeworking women. 

niese authors demonstrate that perception of the home as the ideal workplace of 

the new economy does not account for the gendered and ethnic division of labour. Few 

women were able to use homework as a way out of female uoccupational ghettos," or to 

maintain top jobs in male-dominated hieraichies. Few women had access to govemrnent 

assistance provided for setf-employrnent. The differenœ in the advantages citeâ by 

parücipants partly refiects their differenœ in occupations. Most women cited flexibility 

and the time to care for children as major advantages of working h m  home, but other 

advantages, such as job satisfaction, were shared by women who were less likely to 

have dependent children. This differenœ suggests that the latter worked at home by 

choice rather than due to parenting constraints. Overall, the disadvantages of working at 

home induded low or unpredictable eamings, work-related health problems, 

inconvenienœ of working in a domestic spaœ, and perœived resentment of family. 

These disadvantages were cited by al1 participants, and seemed to outweigh the 

advantages. 

Perhaps one of the most important contributions of this study was the 

demonstration that diierent methodologies iocated different kinds of homeworkets, 

providing di imnt pictures of the homeworking labour force. The authors do 

aeknowledge that their conclusions are inherentiy biased by their sample. Nevertheless, 

they demonstrate that the homeworking labour force is segregated in ways similar to the 

segregation found in the labour market at large, and cancluded that it is diffiwlt to 

adequateiy generalite about home-based workers given their diversity. 

Two studies used a phenomenological examination the experienœ of self- 
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ernployed homeworkers (Jurik, 1998; Loscocw, 1997; Young 8 Richards, 1992). 

Through semi-stnictured interviews and a sociological perspective, Losman examined 

how people with substantial control over their work lives constnicted and experienœd 

work-fami9y connections. She used a constant comparative method to data analysis 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Her sample included 30 self-employed men and wornen 

(median age: 49 and 44 years, respecüvely), fairîy evenly distributed over service, 

manufaduring, and retail industries. Most businesses were well-established, and about 

half of the men and women worked alone. 

Loscocco (1 997) concluded that gender determined the sense and use of the 

terni 'ftexibility." Men tended to talk about control and being one's own boss; women 

tended to discuss balancing family and work life. More men said that work intnided on 

family; more women said that family conflicted with work. Provider status was the 

strongest therne in the work-family connection. Men took their status as prirnary provider 

for granted and their parental status played liffle mie, By contrast, parental status played 

a strong role in women's experience of woWife bandaries, although it varied acmding 

to their attitudes toward parenting. The greater their role as co-provider, their l e s  their 

involvement with children. Finally, men and women at older life stages were able to work 

to whatever extent they chose. LOSCOCCO concluded that gender and life stage (of both 

the farnily and the business) are embedded in the work-family linkage. Loscocco noted 

mat mothers tended to experience a conflict between the business and famiiy life, 

especially w h n  they had young children, and that wornen who were not mothem could 

more easily concentrate on work. 

Jurik (1 998) also studied the experienœ of sekmployed homework (SEH) 

through indepth inte~èws. She analysed the data from a feminist perspective, focusing 
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on the liberaüng potential of SEH and aie ways in which gender, family status, race, 

resources, and market conditions framed and were reproduced in the ventures. She 

collected a set of detailed personal accounts of the motives and experienœs of women, 

and a small cornparison group of men, who had varied background characteristics and 

who worked in difïerent occupations and wntexts. Her 46 participants wrked in various 

kinds of professional, domestic s e W ,  or uaft production ventures. Most participants 

were white wmen with children, in professional occupations, with middle-incornes, who 

had worked in large organizations prior to SEH. The majority of parücipants viewed 

homework as liberating from tradiüonal employment arrangements, with mothers hoping 

to combine paid work with ctiiidcare. H w w ,  she also found that many participants 

replicated some of the negative, exploitative w r k  conditions they had ûied to escape. 

due to conflicts between work and famiiy, and due to the profit requirernents of doing 

business. Jurik concluded that the social location of participants (gender, family status, 

resources, race-ethnicity, local and regional economic conditions) greatly affected their 

experienœs of selfemployment from home and their strategies for confronting their 

dilemmas. 

Finally, Young and Richards (1992) examined the relational component of 

identity by studying the experience of 13 wamen entrepreneurs (32 to 55 years). 

Through open-ended interviews, participants describeci their experience as small 

business owners. They described events, experienœs, and decisions in their lives in 

ternis of relationships. Relationships were integral to their decision to start and continue 

in business, and to their sense of success. One woman described relationships as 

instrumental to facilitalhg business and as reciprocal in that she expected to help others. 

She attnbuted success to peer and network support. Another participant described 



Mid Lie Career Change 45 

entrepreneurship as an alternative to relahhips, and another, as a means to 

relationships. A fourth participant ciescribed success as an entrepreneur as a sense of 

community and participation. Young and Richards (1992) contrasteci participants' 

emphasis on relationships in their stories with the liberal ideal of entrepremhip as an 

autonomous pursuit. They condude that although participants felt a sense of personal 

achievement and agency as entrepreneurs, theif experienœ mfiects a sense of 

interdependence, contrary to the liberal ideal. In addition, 

the liberal ideal as-ated with entrepreneurship is futther confounded by the 

fact that for many ... entrepreneurship is a fom of marginality. Owning and 

operating a small business is frequently chmn by those who do not have 

access to othei forms of employment.. .SrnaIl business proprietorship c m  also be 

considered a breakaway occupation that provides women with an opportunity to 

change from stereotypical and perhaps subservient occupations they entered 

earlier in their lives (pp. 1 18-1 19). 

Through entrepreneurship, participants found a better plaœ in the [male-dominated] 

social order while rnaintaining a personal sense of identity as women. At the same time, 

we are reminded that an emphasis on bonding and inteidependenœ is characterisüc of 

marginalized groups. 

The methods used in the studies reviewed here provide alternatives to the single 

survey methods describecl eariiir. Such alternative methods can yield more detailed 

information than can suwey mthods atone. Sumy methods cannot address how 

particular psychologieal phenomena may be experienced differently by diffmnt people. 

By contrast. phenomendogical rnethods can. They can also serve to check the findings 

of survey analyses, and c m  infonn Wreh'cal models on which questionnaires are 
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based. This does not mean that quantitative and qualitative methods are mutually 

exdusive. On the mtrary, they are mrnplemntary, each having its own strengîhs and 

weaknesses. Quantitaîive methods are probably best employed to unwver general 

trends and relationships. On the other hand, specific relationships, such as that between 

gender, eethnicity, and work, might be best understood using qualitative rnethods in which 

participants are given the opportunity to tell their stories. By tacking back and forth 

between various methodologies, cbmparing and çontrasting the findings of several 

reseatch projects, psychological phenornena may be better understood. 

The Present Study 

The present study used a phenomenological, hemneutic approach to examine 

the experience of career transition. The particular method is called 'narrative research." 

Many researchers (Bujold, 1990; Cochran, 1990, 1997; Collin, IWO; Collin & Young, 

1992; McQuaid, t 986; Polkinghome, 1990; Young & Richards, 1992; Young et al., 1996) 

have applied a similar approach to career research and theory, as well as to various 

other amas of human life research (Cochran, 1986; Freeman, 1997; Gergen 8 Gergen, 

1986,1988; Karp, 1996; Mishler, 1986; Rennie, 1992; Rennie & Toukmanian, 1992; Van 

Manen, 1997). Narrative is noted as an important feature of interpretaüon (Young et al., 

1996). and as pivotal in consûuing and wmmunicaüng among people (Brunet, 1986; 

Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986). 

The narrative approach to career theory and research aims to understand an 

individuai's development and experience in a broad -al and histdcal context. In this 

methodology, a person's life is viewed as a story, that can be understood from the 

integration of themes in the story. It is a consûudionist approach that pays attention to 
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the reciprocal nature of career development and research, where understanding is 

created in a social space, in the interaction between the client and the counsellor M the 

participant and the rasearcher. The approach is phenomemlogid and hermeneuüc. It 

allows fragrnented work lives to be conceptualised more coherently, and accommodates 

discontinuities and experiences outside of formal employment It focuses on the powerful 

role of ernotions in career development, and rewgnizes that emotions are interpersonal 

and central features of the narrative related in the process of research and counselling 

(Young et al., 1996). Collin & Young (1992) write that narrative 'is built from history, 

ailture, society, relationships, and language. It ernbodies context" (p.8). It emphasizes 

time as lived or experienœd. The narrative development is enhanced through 'ts 

articulation. 

A person's story is viewed as a temporal organization of wnsciousness that 

minors, but is not, objective reality. Rather, the narrative is a construction of events that 

the narrator believes the listener or reader should know for a particular reason (Young et 

al., 1996). Through nanaüve, one seeks to provide cogent reasons for what has 

happeried in one's Me, that is, a coherent interpretation of action and context. 

The narrative approach was used in this study to identify elernents thought to be 

important to the transition to home-based self-employrnent, by those who had made this 

change. The focus was on both individual and common expen'ems of this career 

change. The following chapter further outlines the meîhodology used. The chapter after 

that contains summaries of five individual narratives, Common themes are discussed in 

Chapter 4. In the final chapter, the methodology and findings are discussed, and the 

findings are compared with findings and perspectives from other theory and research in 

this area. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to examine the experienœ of a mid-iiie career 

change to self-employrnent following several years of employment within large 

organizaüons. The investigation empioyed a heneneutic phenomendogical approach, 

which aims to explicate and understand human experienœ (Cochran, 1990; 

Polkinghome 1988; Young et al., 1996), and was infomied by a dynamic socio-aiMural 

psychological interactionist perspective (Martin 8 Sugarman, 1999), a posiüon aMt 

strikes a middle ground between cognitive constnictivism and sacial conslnictionism. 

Cogniüve constnicüvism (Piaget, 1954, as cited in Martin & Sugarman, 1999) conœives 

that individual biological predispositions and development are the most important 

determinants of human behaviour. Conversely, social constructionism (Gergen 8 

Gergen, 1988; Sarbin, 1986), like sacial interactionism (Mead, 1934), holds aiat 

psychological phenomena are constructeci within a social and historical context, and as 

such, are absorbed fmm Society. Martin and Sugarnian's (1099) interactionist 

perspective takes into account 'both the private-individual and public-social domaihs that 

mark our existence as individual and collective beings* (p. 4). The present study 

attempted to understand experienœ both in ternis of participants' personal 

charactedsücs, and their social and historical context. 

This task required a methodology designed for the study of hurnan experience. 

Whereas physical phenomena may be obsewed in a controlled environment, defined 

and measured through quantitative rnethods, and explained causally or probabilistically, 

psychologicai phenornena are d i i i l t  to control, define, rneasure, and explain in îhis 
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way. Human beings are not physical objects, and their behaviour does not obey similar 

natural laws. To be sure, human behaviour is constrained by social noms and biology, 

but it is underdetennined by them. People do leam from their social conte* and 

according ta their cognitive readiness. But they also act as intentional agents, absorbing 

and extending the conventions and understandings of their society through their active 

participation, Therefore, they are able to change themselves and society. To m u r e  

and explain human psychology with the same methods and epistemic strategies of 

physical science is to treat people as physical objects, and leads to an overly 

deterministic, Yscientisti~," understanding of human experience. 'Psychological 

phenomena are morally wnstituted, agenücally contfdled, contextual, and uncertain" 

(Martin & Sugaman, 1999, p. 47). Therefore, altemative methods and epistemologies 

are needed to grasp the essence of human experience. 

To really understand human experience, it must be appreciated from the point of 

view of the person undergohg the experience (Karp, 1996) and fiom the sudo-cultural 

traditions within which it is embedded (Martin & Sugamian, 1999). Studies have tried to 

link career decisionnaking and change to various psychological and social factors, such 

as personality, bumout, gender des, employrnent status, and unemployment. But 

'undemeath the rates, mlations, and presumed causes of behavior are real human 

beings who are trying to make sense of their lives" (Karp, 1996, p.11). The essence of 

human exprience cannot be represented numericaliy. Avenues other than nurneric data 

and analyses, such as painting, music, conversation, or text rnight better describe and 

explain it. 

In thii study, informaüon was gathered through apen-ended interview questions. 

The parücipants' experience was interpmted by Iistening to and transcribing their 
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intewiews, highlighting themes in their aoeounts, creating narratives based on those 

themes, and explicating the common themes across participants. A herrneneutic 

phenomenological inquiry is necessanly rebospective, because people cannot reflect on 

their experienœ while living it. Participants create explicit understanding at the moment 

they recall their experience and date it to aie interviewer. As well, further understanding 

is created by the researcher as he or she hears and interprets the s t q .  Therefore, the 

boundaries of the analysis are detemined both by the accounts of the participants and 

the interpretation of the researcher. The inquiry iç intersubjective, but is also systematic, 

explicit, and self-#itical. 

The intenriews were interpreted by using narrative analysis (Cochran, 1986; 

Gergen & Gergen, 1988; Mishler, 1986; Polkinghome, 1986; Young et al., 1996). This 

analysis assumes that people think in narratives to make sense of their experiences 

(Bruner, 1986). In other words, they analyse their rie experience through the use of 

story-telling. Their stories incorporate themes supported by experiences reconstmcted 

from memory. There is a main plot, or a major theme that drives the story, and a set of 

characters who help or hinder the protagonist. Peopie choose the elements of their 

experienœ that fit with the central theme, or plot, of their story. This plot is used to 

organize the chosen elements inb a coherent story that defines the experience related. 

Events and actions are related as they contribute to the advancernent of the plot. The 

participants chose self*mployment as a career change, and how they are adjusting to 

this change. 

The participant had a raüonale for her behaviour, and selected events frorn her 

life that supported that rationale. Experiences were related in the context of an interview, 
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and did not necessarily follow a linear fashin. In addion, participants often told st& 

about other people in order to validate their own experiences. My role as the researcher 

was to understand participants' experiences by extracüng the central themes fnmi their 

staries and by detemiining whether the stories were believable. In interpreting 

participants' accounts, my own experiences and beliefs inevitably piayed a rofe which 

also must be considered. A different researcher may form a different understanding of 

the participants' accounts. Moreover, participants might have told different stories to 

another researcher. The resulting interpretation is one of a larger set of wherent 

interpretations that seem to account adequately for the various themes and perceptions 

voiced by the participants, considered in relation to the cuitent socio-culturally-shaped 

Canadian work environment. 

This study focused on self-employment as a career change. It was restricted to 

women, and was interested in their adjustment to seif-employment in mid-life foltowing 

several years of wage employrnent within large organizations. Eleven questions were 

asked in a standard order, additional questions being asked for clanfication only. 

Participants were free to elaborate. The advantage of indepth interviews is that 

participants can expand on what is important to them about their experience, which 

would not be possible in a paper-and-pencil questionnaire or intdew. Indepth 

interviews may be used for analysis of individual cases, and also may be used to extract 

cornmon characteristics among participants' experiences. 

Participants 

The participants were 20 women, 39 to 58 years of age, who were interviewmi in 

aie Greater Vancouver area. Only women were intervieweci for two reasons. First, 
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women make up the fastest growing grwp of entrepreneurs in Canada (Cohen, 1996). 

Second, and more important, the self-employrnent fiterature reviewed here indicates that 

women's experience of sekmployment cou@ be very different h m  that of men. This 

study, therefore, examineci only women, the examinath of men, using the present 

methodology, being left for future research. 

The participants did not represent a random seledion h m  the population at 

large or from any special groups. They were selected on several criteria. Each had made 

a career change from wage employment in a large organization to setf-employment ftom 

home. They had ben  employed in large organizations for at least five years, so that 

they had achieved a sense of staMI'ity working full-time in that structure. They had been 

working in their home businesses for at least one year prior to the interview, so they had 

time to experience and adjust to self-employment from home, and were in the middle 

stage of their lives. They were accepted as they volunteered, on the basis of age, career 

change in mid-Me, years employed in large organizations, and contract wrk from home. 

The specific occupational field was not held constant as it was deemed not greatly 

relevant to the main research focus which was the experience of transition to self- 

employment. 

Participants were located using a snowbell-sampling prccedure, through various 

sources in the lower mainland. More specifically, 9 participants were found by word of 

mouth. Seven volunteered in response to a letter sent to women in three home business 

directories (Appendix B). Three women responded to rny request for participants at three 

networking groups. Finaliy, one participant responded to a posting at the university 

(Appendix C). All but two participants were interviewed in their homes, and two were 

inte~~ewed at the university. Participants chose a tim that was convenient for their 
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schedule. 

Dernographic information, such as age, occupation, number of years in 

occupation, marital status, spouse's occupaiion, and number of children, was colleded 

during the intewiew. TaMe 1 describes the parücipants in ternis of age, marital status, 

number of children, and education. Appendix A gives details on occupation, number of 

years self-employed, previous occupation, number of years employed in a large 

organizaüon, reason for leaving pmvious occupation, and reason for chaosing setf- 

employmnt. All participants names are paeubonyms. 

Fiw women had no children or dependents, and nine women had grown children 

who lived in their own homes. Thm mimen had children less than 12 years of age living 

at home, and 3 had teenage children older lhan 12 years of age living at home. The 

range of businesses was wide, including editing, research and report writing, event 

organizaüon and promotion, sewing and pattern design, accaunting and financial 

advising, market investment, respite care, desktop publishing, web site design, writing, 

and photo restoration. 
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Table 1: 
Chsracîefisffcs ofpartlciipanb: SeEected social Fsctw 

Narne Age Marital Ages of children Education and training 
mars) status (mars) 

Sarah 46 M 12,6 BA; MA Political Science 
Ellen 48 M 30,28 Chartered Aceouniing courses; 

step: 28,26,24 Fashion Design diploma 
Bev 
Laura 
June 

Kathy 

Dariene 
Gloria 
Katie 

Fiona 

Helen 
Lorraine 

lrene 
Joanne 
Tricia 
Valerie 

ZOG 
Phyllis 
Aila 
Amy 

IO ,  7 
None 
25 
step: 14-35 
None . 

None 
None 
mid-30s 

22,19 

None 
21,18 

10, step: 12 
None 
3 Step 
32 

28,26 
35 
None 
13,lO 

BA (Hons) English 
BFA Visual Arts 
BA Ecrrnomics, Political Science, Compuüng 
CWTSBS 

Dental assistant diploma 
Marketing diploma 
HS 
BA Engkh 
BA Pçyehology, Sociology; 
Reality Therapy œrtificate; SE program 
HS; university courses; 
SE program 
BA Family and Consumer Studies, Marketing 
BSC; Registered and Head Nurse certificates; 
MTS and M M  courses; SE program 
Business diploma; SE program 
HS; Toastmasten 
HS 
Teaching + Eady Childhood Education 
certificates 
BA Psychology; BBA 
Teaching ceraficate, BEd 
BA w-ogy 
2 yrs BA with teaching œrt i i te;  
media resourœ diploma; SE program 

Note. Marital staius: €ducatiin: HS = High sctiooi diplorna, 
S = Single 8A = Bactielor of Arts, 
M = Marriecl BBA = Bachelor of Business Adrnin. 
CL = Common Law BEd - Bachalm of Education 
D = Divorced BFA = Bachelor of Fine Arts 
W =WiidOWBd BSC = Bachelar of Science 

MA = Mas& of Arts 
MTS = Master of Thedogical Siudies, 
MBA = Master of Business Admin. 
Sei feymmt Cerüficate program 

Al1 participants had taken part in training workshops rdated to business 
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Participants were provided with a description of the study (Appendices B and O), 

asked to sign an informed consent form (Appendix E), and given an optional subjed 

feedback fomn (Appendix F). Interviews were taped and transcriptions later made for 

analysis. I asked the main questions in a preset order to maintain focus, and used 

paraphrasing and probing questions for further clarification. Howevet, the openadecl 

intewiew questions allowed women to narrate their s t o ~  in their own words. 

This method does not generate findings representative of a larger population. 

However, the rnethod and interview questions are based on existing literature on 

narrative research and career change, which was used to infonn the research process 

and to validate the accuracy of findings in the present study (McQuaid, 1986; Martin, 

1996; Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986; Young & Richards, 1992). 

Interview Schedules 

The 20 interviews were carried out over four months. The length of each 

intewiew varied between one hour and two and a half hours. I conductecl a pilot 

interview with a woman who had been sekmployed for one year. The first 1 O 

participants interviewai were asked 10 opensnded questions, chosen to address issues 

that were likely significant to women's mid-life career change to selfsmployment The 

remaining 10 parücipants were asked the additional question, What issues has the 

change to self-employrnent presented for you as a woman, in mid-life?" This question 

was added because the first 10 questions might not have addressed this important issue 

as diredly as was desired. 
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The intewiew questions asked parücipants to describe and explain the nature of 

their new contract work, their career history, tfteir decision to change to self-employment, 

the changes in their Me as a result of seIf-employment, their strategies for dealing with 

the change to self-ernpioyrnent, issues specific to women in middle-age who choose 

self-employrnent, the interaction beiween work and personal relationships, and their 

quality of life (see Appendix G for exact wording). There were fwe main thernes of 

interest: 

1. the influence of s0clSOClo-cultural factors on mid-life career change, 

2. the influence of personal variables on mid-life career change, 

3. the change process, 

4. the balance between work and personal relationships, 

5. the nature of contract work from home. 

I chose to study the topic of career transition because of my interest in career 

and personal counselling and rny belief in the inseparability of career and personal 

issues. As a woman of 31 years, I was looking toward my own rniddle age while still 

fomulating a career path. Given the current trend toward temporary employment, I was 

aware that I might hold more than one job over my lifetirne, possibly in more than one 

field. This possibility was at once exciting and disconcerting. Undoubtedly, my concerns 

around the transition to contract work influenœd my analysis. I had been raised with the 

notion that I would hold a full-lime job in a parücular fieid and organization for many 

years. I had sinœ experienced boîh the advantages and disadvantages of working on 

contract. As a temporary employee, I felt insecure about my financial welfare, and yet 
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enjoyed working on my own time and taking time offwhen a contract ended. I lwked 

forward to my career with mixed emoüons, wondering about my marketabilii and how 

hard I might have to work to eam and amplete contracts as compared with work in a 

tradiional job. As a graduate student in counselling psychology, I was motivated to view 

personal and career issues as intenelated. I also believed that this orientation might give 

me greater access to a wider job market in counselling. I was encouraged that my belief 

in the inseparability of personal and career issues was supportecl by various mearchers 

(Betz, 1994, Betz & Coming, 1993; Cochran, 1994; Fitzgerald & Rounds, 1994; Gerson, 

1985; Krumboltz, 1993; Richardson, 1993). Finally, I wanted to add to the research on 

wornen's career development, which was not well represented in the career literature 

(Betz, 1994; Hadtett & Betz, 1981 ). 

I hope that this research illuminates how a group of women implemented a new 

structure in their lives in order to define a new reality for themselves, one involving a 

better balance in work and non-work domains. I expected to find that the career change 

for these women had been a positive move overall, allowing them to spend more time 

with friends and family, in hobbies, in domssüc w&, and in a variety of leisure pursuits 

as they sûive to achieve balance in their Iives. No doubt, my subjective sense of what 

constitutes 'balance" has influenceci the way I approached the research, h m  the 

questions I asked, to the research I r e m ,  to the way I recordecl, analysed, and 

interpreted the data, 
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INDIVIDUAL NARRATIVES 

For the purpose of this thesis, I chose 10 of the 20 interviews to transcribe 

verôatim. These 10 interviews were chosen for variety across occupation, age, and 

household structure. I analysed each transcription in detail and listened again to the 

recorded interviews for common themes. To determine whether these themes were 

represented across al1 20 interviews, I reviewed the remaining 10 interviews on tape. 

The analysis of the common themes is presented in the next chapter. 

This chapter contains five individual narratives, again selected for diversity 

across occupation, age, and household structure, to give an impression of the 

interviews. These individual narratives are condensed versions of the original transcripts, 

but remain very close to the language used by the interviewees. Therefore, any labels 

(e.g., isolation is a disadvantage) are those of the participants rather than rny own. 

lndividual Narrative: Laura (Interview 5) 

Age: 
Business: 

Main T h e m :  

46 years 
Graphic Design and Event Planning 
Report and Presentation Preparation 

Fear 
Independence and autonomy 
Organization and selfdiscipline 
Support of friends 

Laura began wrking part-time in Grade 12 and has worked ever since. After 

high school, she couid not afford to attend university full-time. She was able to complete 

a 6&wior of fine Arts degree in 1983 by taking night courses while working as a full- 
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tirne secretary in govemrnent organizations. After this degree, she diseoverd that it 

would be difficult to get inIo the art field without starüng at the bottom and aecepting a 

significant decrease in pay relative to her wrrent level of incorne as a government 

employw. Consequetnüy, she continuecl to work in various semtarial positions wiai 

government agencies, In 1988, she was transferred b Vancouver as an information 

officer for small businesses. After eight nwnths, the budget was cut, and she was 

downsized in the proc8w. 

Upon losing this job, L a m  was scared and reached the lowest point of 

confidence in her iiie. She found herself in a new city, with no pemnent job, no fnends, 

and no support from her family. "When I lost my job, it actually surprised me that t had 

got as scared as I did and lost al1 that self-confidence that I had ... because I'm solid lik8 

a rods...and I guess that was the frightening experience tw, is that al1 of a çudden I 

wasn't as solid as I thought I was." She wanted to sbrt a home business, but being new 

to aie city, she did not yet know the market. Consequently, she found assignments 

thmugh a tempwary agency, and quickly kamed about local industry. After further 

refledion, she began working part-bime on her own business in graphic arts and ment 

planning, still taking temporary positions as her main source of income. 

Business wniracts were not muent. For more than a year and a half, she did 

not eam a contract She felt negaüve, and lacked focus and physical energy. By 

remaining in Vancouver, and starüng her own business, she had broken away h m  the 

expctaüons of k r  Ukrainian cuiture. Her family had never b e n  encouraging, and her 

mother was ernbartassed that Laura was not mwed with children and living dose to 

home. When Laura decided to work h m  home, she not mly moved outside the 

mainstream labour market, she moved further outside the boundaries of her famiiy and 
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her culture, a frightening venture. 

Over eight years, she made new fiiends in the city, and their feedback had *a 

mal huge impact" on her decision to work on her home business full-time. Although she 

did not intend to rnask her insecurity and the fact that her business was not flourishing, 

her friends perceiveci her as confident and sucœssful. Sutpriseci by their comnts ,  she 

contemplated what migM be pnvenüng her success in the business. As a result, she 

cashed in her RRSPs, applied for a business iiinse, and started working on the 

business full-time. The decision to register herself as a business was a turning point for 

Laura, a cognitive and emotianal shift that felt 'almost like a physical jump," and she 

regained her confidence 'almost badc to the way I was eight years before" because she 

was finally doing what she wanted. Besides, she knew she did not have the financiai 

cushion to wait for business to pidr up, and she had to work full-time for its development. 

Looking back, she thinks that losing her job pushed her 10 'do wtiat I needed to 

do," that is, to start her own business. Aftér several years in temporary jobs, she felt she 

no longer fit the corporate environment and thought that too many organizations laclred 

ethics and integrity. Not easily intimidated, she was not prepared to tow the company 

line. Given her work expsrPance and age, an en@ level posiüon in another industry was 

of no interest and an unlikely option. Moreover, she wanted autonomy in her work, rather 

than working within the strict guidelines set out by an employer. She wanted to eam a 

living using her skills as a graphic arüst, together with the organizaüon, planning, and 

computer skills acquired aflw several years of work. Furthemiore, the self-reliance, 

ability to chme her own projects, and flexible hours were attractive features of seF 

employment. 

Once she had made the decision to concentrate fully on her business, managing 
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the change came easily. Working in several positions and different organizaüons, she 

had acquired useful knowledge about different business formats, and her background 

with small business was helpful in starüng her own. She took a reftesher course on 

antrading and consulting, completed courses, and read books that could improve the 

quality of her work and custorner service. One of the most valuable acüvities was joining 

a public speaking group. 

Anolhet important acüvity was organizing her office space and, in conjuncüon, 

deaning her entire apartment. This 'clearing process" was the final step in getüng her 

business fimily off the ground. The physical spaœ allowed for mental and emotionat 

space. She 'fired" a client during this tirne, also part of this dearing process. 

She had questioned her discipline to work at home, but she has found that once 

in her oifice, she is focused on her work. On average, she works 70-hour days, 5 days 

per week on average, and only rarely has to work late into the evening or on the 

weekend. She sticks to a business schedule, and draws a clear boundary between work 

and personal time, as she has always done. She has a separate business line, and has 

had to be 'incredibly d e "  with a few clients who called late at night on her residential 

line. She schedules meetings during the day, and does mainly paperwork in the 

evenings. She spends time with friends and on domestic chores in the evenings and 

waekends. Although she works more houfs on average than she would like, she sees 

these as necessary for building her business. She would like to get to the point that she 

would work 4 10-hour days per week, and use the extra day to pursue fine arts projects. 

She views the autonomy to set her own hours and choose her own worir as 

major advantages to self-employrnent. Laura believes she has more control over her He 

because of these benefits. The flexible hours allow for spontaneity, and she does not 
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feel the need for a vacation because she takes more time for herse# than Men stie 

worked for an employer. She exercises more, and spends more time with her godson, 

which feels like a break. She is more fatigued than she was in her twenties, when she 

juggled full-time work and school; however, she can take breaks when she wants them. 

She thinks that the autonomy to make al1 decisions can be a disadvantage as 

well as an advantage. Other disadvantages are isolation, and the lack of steady income 

and benefits. There are no ca-workers to consult, and it is diicult ta develop a am 

group of people with whom to work or brainstom. A couple of weeks rnay pass without 

speaking with anyone. She must handle her own medical and disability insutance, she 

has no paid si& days, and she will likely not be able ta retire at age 65, as she has 

sperit her savings on the business. Still, she believes that employee bene& are a false 

security, and finds the advantage of independence outweighs the pension and benefits 

offered by an employer. 

She underestimated the financial cast required to start her business, as %II as 

the substantial ebb and flow of income. She must manage her money weil, and acœpt 

work that is less glamorous than she had hoped in order to make contads and lo pay 

the bills. Such work pays off in the form of refenals as referrals are the major source of 

more clientele leading to possibly more interesting work. She attends networking groups 

prirnariiy to generate and refer business, and to gain new perspectives on her own work. 

Finally, she charges a relatively high rate to cover the time needed for each contract 

Personal relationships have had varied effects on her work. Many of her friends 

have ofiered moral support and understand the nature and legitimacy of her business. 

However, some do not. Although it helps to fiIl the gaps and she appreciates their help, 

some fkiends send her dients and secretaria1 work she does not want. She has also lost 
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a couple of friends because they have testeci her boundanes and integrity. Some do not 

understand that she is not availabie to sociaiii during business hours, and others have 

requested de&, guarantees, or free work. She says it took a long tirne to understand 

that others' difficuities with her home business were not her problern. 'It took a lot of 

explaining with a nurnber of individus lç... and unfortunately there's still that stigma, that 

especially if women work out of home, h t  they're ... doing it for pin money ... to fiIl [their] 

time.' However, she believes self-employrnent has strengthened the relationships with 

sorne of her friends as they respect Viat she has stuck to her plans. She believes that 

self-ernployment has helped her build ctiaracter, define herself, and feel more fowçed. 

Although generally self-assured, Laura was scared and lost her confidence after 

being downsized, because she was new to the city and fek completely alone. Eight 

years later, she decided to register her home business and concentrate on it full-time, 

and with this decision, sha experienced a signifiant cognitive and emotional shift. She 

was determined to succeed and felt almost instantly more confident. Since concentrating 

on her business full-the, stie feels heaithier and more relaxed for several reasons. First, 

she likes the autonomy at work and the flexible hours. Second, she has moved beyond 

her family's expectations by residing in a diierent city, starting her own business, and 

remaining single. Third, the knowledge that she can deal with insecurity gives her a 

cornfortable feeling. Fourth, by organiaing her office and entire apartment, she 

experienced an increase in mental and emoüonal energy. Finally, she has increased her 

exercise and social contact more than when she was employed. The support of good 

fnands has helped her to persevere with her business. She is driven, disciplined, 
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asserüve, and organized, which enables her to work wel at home and maintain a 

business schedule. In conclusion, the main themes of Laura's story appear to revolve 

around fear, independence and autonomy, organization and seifdiscipline, and support 

of itiends. 

Individual Narraiive: June (IntBCV/BW 6) 

Age: 46 years 
Occupation: Trader in financial instruments 

Grower - peppem and herbs 

Main Themes: Control and autonomy: no standards to rneet but her own 
Bias against m e n  in maledominated financial and computing sectors 
Misrnatch betwwn person and environnient 
Lost confidence and decisiveness working in large organizations 
Lack of dear diredion, seifdiscipline, and ambition impede focus on 
work 

When June graduated from high schml, she wanted to be a grower. She took 

courses at a technical institution in landscaping and horticulture, but then dropped the 

idea after learning through industry research that women were generally confined to low 

level jobs. As her first job, she M o r d  piano h m  her home. She had a young son to 

support and Yhere was not a lot of opportunity for 17 yearilld girlsn. When her son, 

Jake, began elementary school in 1976, she immediately started taking university 

courses. She was 'heavily into maths," but was 'redireded' into compuüng science by a 

career assessrnent taken at the university. She enjoyed these courses. However, she 

could only afford to attend school for a few semesters, and faund full-time work in the 

She "seiecîed into" the financiat industry wtien she started working as a data 
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processor in a brokerage fimi. Later, she took a job in the stock exchange because the 

organization was developing new programs in which she was interested. Although she 

lacked the qualificaüons for the position, and did not know as much as her CO-workers 

who held MBAs or MScs in Computing Sciences, she was abk to perform her job 

efficientiy. She is annoyed that she was passed over for promotion because she lacked 

the credentials, despite her ability to perform well and positive feedback. On the other 

hand, she says she would have had difficulty in a supenrisory position because she 

lacked the information that her cwvorkers had acquired through their education. 

At the exchange, she was mpeting mainly with yang male CO-workefs who were 

willing to work seven days per week on-call. She did not like the way employees were 

treated, and she thought the environment was becoming more aggressive. Furthemore, 

she did not like the person she became working there, as she was required to adopt a 

'corporate" manner that conflicted with her values. She started making her 'decisions 

based on corporate decisions ... and then it would cany over into the private life, and 

didn't even reaily represent me... And it made me feel crappy." Desperately unhappy at 

work, she began to drink to sleep. 

Although she enjoyed programming and finance, she did not match the work 

environment as she did not like the people attracted to the finandal industry or their 

standards. W i i  the hourç required at work, she had little time with Jake, and felt like a 

weekend-parent. At the same tirne, she was embroiled in a five-year custody battle with 

Ja ke's father. 

She resigned her position at the stock exchange in 1985 to pursue programming 

and data processmg contrads with other organizations. For Mu years, she tried to find 

another job in data processing and programming, but was unable to find alternative work 
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because of the 'scepticism in the industry about who they were going to hire." June did 

not have a degree in compuüng sciences and, to proted themseives legally, her 

referenœs at the exchange wuld not confirm her involvement in software (wograrnming, 

only that she was an employee. Ironically, the exchange management was finally willing 

to prornote her and give her a raise, but after fighting for two years for this promotion, 

she was no longer willing to stay on as an employee. Nevertheless, she worked for the 

exchange on rnany small contracts after she resigned. 

Leaving the exchange was diicult because she was paid well, and she was 

fghting 3he current wisdom" that she should stay in computing. With litüe sense of 

direction, she sought employment counselling at a women's agency, but the counsellors 

encourageci her to stay in computing and the financial industry because of her aptitude 

for the field, the high demand for workers, and the high potential incorne of a network 

analyst. She fbund that contrading was "every bit as bad as working in a company." She 

ûied a networking coordinator contract, but did not like to manage people, and found "al1 

the crap of DP (data pmssing] and on top of that ...the marketing ...y ou're marketing 

yourself al1 the tirne." 

For a long tirne, she could not understand why she d i i  not fit the social 

environment of the workplaœ. She realized that she no longer enjoyed data processing 

work, shared no interests with her cmworkers, and could not cornpete with theu Pace of 

work. Furthemiore, as a global thinker, she could not handle the stress of "a'absdutely 

having to have tlre answer correct," required by a 'specialist" organization like the 

exchange. In addiin, she wanted 'out of the plastic thing," the dothing, the speech, the 

onice decor, and remarked '1 will give up a lot not to have to do that." 

Her choice of camputing as a career path was influenceci by the feit pressure on 
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women to work in male-dominated indusîries, to equalize opportunity, and to counteract 

biases against women. She did find a negative bias against women in her work 

experience, and ultimately wnduded that men are trusted and preferred in aie 

woikplace by both men and wmen. To do well as a contractor in a technical indusûy, 

June obsewed that a woman must market herseif as a 'cheerieadef for the organizaüon 

that hired her senrices, regardless of ter status of work. And, as a contractor, she felt 

she needed to behave even more comrentionally than as an employee. Other women 

contractirtg at her level "were mal unhappy m." Moreover, the hours required were 

impossible for a single mother to meet, but her male eo-workers seemed to thrive on 

their ~0115. 'It's a malMemale îhing, something to do with socîali ion. Men don't feel 

they have a life unless they live their job, and women donPt feel they have a life unless 

they have some life outside their job." 

Eventually, she developed 'physical problems* that prevented her working in 

data processing and programming. She had been attending university part-time pnmarily 

for fun but, in 1993 she went back to university full-time to complete a degree in 

economics, another area of strength indicated on her career assessment. Having saved 

a large sum of money, she was able to support herself without a steady incorne, but 

worked temporarily on contract to "srnooth [her] cash flow" and pay tuition. 

In 1995, she began to work at home as an independent trader in financial 

instruments. She also grows peppers and herbs on large pads at home, both as a hobby 

and because market research shows this could be profitable. She feels there is one 

fantastic advantage to seif-empbyment of any kind: no one can tell her what to do or 

M a t  to be. "What biiger advanîage can you get?" She changed 'YIMn the toe to the tip 

of the head," including her dress, her attitude, and her focus. She allowed henelf to be 
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trading online r a h r  aian by telephone. Sornetimes she teams with other investors to 

exchange ideas and buy stocks, but she handles her own money and trades. There are 

many acüvities she would like to do that do not involve money, making it unlikely that 

she would work with sotneone else. She would like to do eeeinomic research from a 

community perspedive, perhaps as an independent vdunteer, having 'a bias against 

joining an organizaîbn." One long-term target is to work as a financial oficer and build 

businesses in her own way. Hawever, that requires a certain level of confidence and 

decision-making that she does not have at thii time. 

Her family and friends have eased the transition to independent investing. Their 

support has helped her to question herself l e s  (feel more confident); therefore, she is 

making d e c i s h  more easily. At first, her parents were against her decision to be self- 

employed in trading, but they have since corne to accept her choice. Conversely, her 

son has a h y s  been supporüve and June has encouragecl his interest in the stock 

market, pariicufarly as it relates to his own profession. Her partnetr, Stan, is also 

supporüve and is nat traditional: he does rnost of the domestic chores in addition to 

working outside the home. She admits she is 'spoiled," and it is hard not to take 

advantage, but 'he's the one that cares [about the house being dean]." On the other 

hand, it is fair, June jokes, because when she makes enough money, Stan can quit his 

job too and work on some of his own projects. 

Summary and Condusion 

Compared with being an employee at the exchange, June says, '1 have a life 

now. ..and am absolutely satisfied with my life now." Similady, she is happier as an 

independent investw than when she worked on short-terni contrads. June was 
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incompatible with the competitive and male-œntred values of the corporate wmpuîing 

environment. She is interested in broad economic issues and the financial market, but 

she is not ambitious and is content to eam enough money to support her end of the 

household, work on her hobby, research her economic interests, and discover new 

goals. A We-long student," her schedule allows her to continue taking courses and to 

spend time on acüviües she finds interesting. She still battles a pervasive ladc of 

decisiveness, a 'real killer," but thinks she is currently meeting her goals, and "just 

need[s] some real successes" to recover her confidence. Over tirne, she has learned 

that there are only temporary targets, so she can "only tell what's on the horizon ... not 

what's over the hill." In condusion, the main themes in June's story conœm autonorny 

(no standards to meet but her own), biases against wornen in male-dominated financial 

and computing sectors, a mismatch between her values and those of the corporate 

environment, lost confidence and decisiveness working in large organizations, and a 

lack of dear direction, selfdiscipline, and ambition that impede her focus on work. 

Individual Narrative: Katie (Interview 10) 

Age: 57 years old 
Business: Writer, lntemet consultant 

Main Themes: Sunrivor 
Low sense of confidenœ 
Bene- are psychological 
Business takes priority 
Age-related health issues and financial difficuity 

Katie worked for 18 years in substance abuse treatment centres before makhg a 

career diange to mukimedia and business writing at the age of 50. She grew up in a 
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small prairie city and began COOking in family restaurants at age 19. She was divotced at 

age 26, and with two young chiWren to support, continued to cook, first in a restaurant, 

and then in an alcohol and drug treatmant centre. Her supervisor offered her a job as an 

attendant and enwuraged her to attend university. With no previous experience, she 

took the position because stre 'was an opportunist ... somebody believed [she] would be 

good at it ... the pay was good ...[a n a  it beat -king." Over seven years, she earned a 

promotion as a caunsellor, a degree in psychology and sociology, and was certifii in 

Reality Therapy. She then worked on a prevention program for women in a larger city. 

One snow-covered m i n g ,  Katie detemined to move to a warmer dimate. The 

children were grown and living on their own, and she had no more constraints but the 

fear of leaving her well-paid government job. She accepted two positions in northem 

B.C. before she found work in Vancouver as a manager for a non-profit society. Each 

one of these three positions wwld be lost to amalgamations. When she leamed her last 

position would be made redundant, she decided to get out of the mental heaith feld. The 

amalgamations led to 'terrible in-fighting, politicking, and back-stabbing" among the staff 

as they speculated about and feared their fate. 'l just didn't want to go on feeling so bad 

anymore, waking up with that anxiety. Even if my job had been secure, I probably would 

have changed careers, but not as quick." Moreover, the work was draining, and friends 

in similar jobs were starüng to dewlop health problems, which she attributed to the high 

stress of their work, Katie had suffered from chronic fatigue syndrome in the past, and 

was 'never sure that it wwldn't wme back." Finally, she had always felt her first career 

chose her. But reaching mid-life, she realied the excuses wem gone, and 'it seemed to 

be the impetus that said, 'Make these changes'." W i i  no children or mortgage to think 

about, she says, "Why wouldn't I want to spend the rest of my life doing work I might like 
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to do? And I said, Yes, I wouldP 

She chose multimedia as a new career, and applied to a local program. Hem, 

she discovered what she 'had wanted b do al1 [her] Iife." The schoding was intense and 

cornpetitive, but she enjoyed the learning experïence. It became apparent during school 

that she would have difficulty f ind i i  a permanent position because there were so many 

students graduatirtg annually f m  h a  own and simitar programs. Thecefore, she 

completed an optional self-employment eourse to prepan a backup plan. 

When applying for &, she experienced ageism from employers in multimedia. 

Interviewers comrnented openly on her age during job interviews, and she knew that 

'others less qualied would get the job." Consequently, she betieves she would have 

been much better able to support herself if stie were younger. 'A 25year old doesn't 

want to do business with somebody who is older h n  his mother." Eventually, she won 

part-time ternporary contracts in business writing, and in data-base and Web site 

development. She began writing a monthly column for a cornputer paper, first as a 

volunteer, then for income. As a result of these contrads, she was able to obtain 

Employment Insurance (El) benefits, and through El, she was eligible for a subsidized 

self-employment program. On the suggestion of her friend, she applied for the program 

as a wriüng business because she had eamed more money in business writing than in 

multimedia, and 1 was 'related enough to not fée1 tao bad about it." In this program, she 

leamed more about running a business and collected El benefits for a year. 

There are various components to her work. She writes business documents for 

clients and writes the computer paper column. She is also an Intemet consultant, helping 

people develop Web sites and selling Wow Ton documents h m  her own site. Her 

largest source of business is through referrals, but she markets her web site heavily. The 
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business writing clients are difficult to find, and she is "desperately laaking for more." 

The first year of self-employment was frightening because she was not used to 

living without financial certainty. But her fear went away in time, though her financial 

situation was no better, because she is a sunivor. '1 have aIways survived, and presume 

I a h y s  wiil." Fortunately, she has always been an easy going person, 'able to 

acamrnodate unœrtainty" and thinks she could not be self-employed otherwise. '1 

guess this wouldn't be a life for anybody who has to have every 'i' dotted." She says you 

must 'perseverew and 'be able to go with the flow" as an entrepreneur because ïhings 

are always changing." She was prepared for at least fwe years of financial hardship as 

her small business grew. Moreover, she must adjust to others' crises, like when a 

bankrupt client cannot pay the bill. She describes her method of sunival: "You just grit 

your teeth and Say, 'Onwards and upwards.' Every time something happens, you've got 

a choice. You can either mope about it or you can say, Well rnove ahead. So what? 

Forget it'." 

Despite her foray into a new field of work, self-employment, many new cities and 

higher level jobs, Katie says '1 never have any couragem and 'no selfesteem." Yet she 

eamed her degtee as a single parent while working full-time split-shifts, moved to new 

citiis and a new province for a change, sunived health Gare testructuring by finding new 

work M r e  she was laid off, and left health are for a new career in multimedia with 

classrnates half her age. Realizing her chance of finding work as an employee in 

multimedia was slim, she completed self-employment programs. Moreover, she says, '1 

have no shame when looking for work, l'II do anything." True to her role as a 'suwivor," 

she has persevered despite personal characteristics that could inhibit her success. But 

l i e  other women in her generaîion, she says W r e  suwivors, that's al1 it is." In the 
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1 960Ds, they had litlie chaice about career, and her's is 'perhaps üw f ~ s t  generaüon of 

m e n  ever that has been expected to iook after themselves thmughout dd age and 

then into reürernent," They forged a path to independence without role modeis. Now, due 

to theit age and labour market change, many have turned to seif-employment, again with 

no role models. We're iiguring it out tagethef, 1 guess? 

The main advantages to owning a home-based business are autonomy, 

creativity, and rewarding work. She makes her own decisions without having to jusüfy 

them to others. She does not have to attend commitîee meetings, nor deal with office 

polifii. Though she does not eam much money, her work is positively reinforcing. She 

thinks the quality of her l ie has 'defmiteiy improved" and says "the benefils are al1 

psychologieal," physical, financial, or Each time she makes a sale or reœives 

positive feedback from a client, she is reinfarced by the validation of her efforts and she 

feels more sure about her skilis and abilities. She feels 'self-satisfaction ... from living on 

[her] own smartsw and feels 'much stronger. ..[as] it takes a lot more strength to go it on 

your own than to have a job." Moreover, she feels more mature than when she was 

employed. 9t's like being grown up al1 of a sudden." 

But there are also disadvantages to her work- The signifiant decrease in i n m m  

is the worst change and a constant eonœm. She is 'cauüously optimistic that she can 

get by," but is 'not sure how long [she] can make it," and says, 'the future is very 

uncertain." She has had difficulty billing and colbcting payment ftom her dients, going 

so fat as to send a note of apology with her first invoice. She has stniggled with charging 

clients for her work rattier than %orking for the good of humanity: and fin& it diifficult to 

be adamant that she must be paid, particulariy wiüi 'a tiard lu& case." But to sunrive, 

she has becorne adept at chasing dients d m .  She has recently started to idenüfy 
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herselfas an entrepreneur and does not want to give up this image just yet. She will 

keep workhg at her business, find a job only if she 'cannot survive anyrnore," and even 

then, one that she could aquit with a dayk notice." 

Nevertheless, she is sœptical that Canada can support an entire nation of seif- 

ernployed people and questions many of the concepts sold to small businesses. S b  

attends "networking groups" and has five 'strategic alliances," but in her experience, 

"nothing much ever cornes from it." Members of networking groups try to seU to one 

another, 'but everyone is on a üght budget and they do not buy what they do not have to 

have." With strategic alliances, people build joint ventures with others, "but it's still 

begging the question of who it is you're going to seIl to." 

Other difficulties are related to age and long work hours. At first she was working 

12 hour days, 7 days per week. She began taking Sundays off in Deœmber 1997 

because she was bumed out, and therefore, unable to generate creative ideas. But she 

is still very fatigued, likely a combination of age, menopause. and long hours. She has 

no si& leave, and cannot drag her heels at work if she does not feel well. She watches 

her diet, but does not exercise as she has little energy and time. She worries as to what 

she would do if her health detenoratecl because her health insuranœ is not as 

comprehensive as that of Company group plans. Moreover, her eyesight is growing 

worse, aggravatecl by the amputer and by reading industry material, but her medical 

insuranœ does not pay for eyeglasses. 

Business has to take priority. Any incorne is invested in the business first. Katie 

spends little on herself. She needs new glasses, but her cornputer needs more rnemory. 

In addition, she does not have the time, energy, or money for entertainment outside the 

home, so she does not have much social contact, does not take vacations, and cannot 



Mid Liie Career Change 76 

afford 'little lwuries anymore." She cannot rnake finn plans with fnends because she will 

not tum down a last minute contrad, and she has lost some friends since switching 

areers. One friend from the mental health field seemed to be offended by Katie's choiœ 

of multimedia and her new business attitude. In addiion, her long-terni relationship 

broke up when she returned to school and her partner lost his job, perhaps because they 

*couldnlt handle the changes in one another's lives." She no longer has a love life, and 

Yhat was a change that's not so good," She does not think she could establish a 

relationship now due to her long work hours and lack of energy. '1 work 12 hours a day, 

and when I don't work, I'm reading anputer magazines 'cause I have to keep up to 

date. And where would this guy fit in?" 

'It sounds dreary, doesn't it? But it's not." As she is 'introverted," she is not 

bothered by the isolation of working alone. However, she sometimes needs other people 

'just for a realiîy check." To break the isolation, she talks to her friends on the phone and 

corresponds via e-mail. In addition, although she hates networking groups, she attends 

for the social contact. She has developed many friends with interests in small business 

and the Internet, who understand that business takes priority. Finally, she recenUy twk a 

long weekend off work to go away with a friend. But she does not feel a driving need to 

go on vacation, because 'there are not many places that are nicer (than Vancouver]." 

Summary and Conclusion 

There are two predominant themes in Katie's discussion of her career transition 

to self-employment fiom home. One, she describes herself as introverted, and as lacking 

courage and confidence. Yet she also says she is a survivor and that she does what is 

necessary to make ends meet Two, and following from the first, her business takes 
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priority in her life, and she is detemined to s u d .  Although income is a conœm, as 

are age-related health issues, she finds e n m u s  psychological benefits from running 

her own business. She enjoys a sense of autonomy, and has grown stronger by eaming 

her own living, by the reinforcement of making a sale, and by positive customer 

feedback. And though running her own business in wriüng and consulting is not what 

she set out to do as a new career, she has combined her skills into a creative home 

business that she enjoys. In conclusion, the main themes that run through Katie's story 

are suwival, low self-confdence, psychological benefits of self-employrnent, business as 

prionty, agsrelated health issues, and financial difficulty. 

Individual Narrative: Lorraine (Interview 13) 

Age: 47 years old 
Business: Respite and long-terni care, Registered Nurse 

Main Themes: Sacrifice 
Transition has been difficult and lonely 
Moüvated by suwival, control, challenge, and ethical standards 
Relies on herself, faith, friends, staff, and family 

Lorraine graduated with a nursing degree in 1973. She went into nursing, 'not for 

any love of mankind," but because she wanted a job when she graduated from 

university, and 'in the 7O's, there wasn't any teaching jobs." She then wanted to go into 

neurosurgery, but merried and began working at a long-term care facility close to home. 

She enjoyed this work, and was soon promoted to director of cm.  By this time, she was 

also earning an MA in Theological Studies. Unfortunately, her husband was transferred 

to another city, and she followed him with their two young children, leaving her work and 

her graduate studies. 'ln those days, [women] usually went with the husband." lronically, 
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she and her husband divorced shortly after the move. 

Lorraine found another job, this time in home care with a heallh care unit. She 

liked being on the road and caring for people. It was 'the best job in [her] whole Me," and 

one in which she acquired her mgmatest skills in dealing with families." While caring for 

patients in their homes, she developed a heightened sense of ethics in patient c m .  'ln a 

hospibl, we strip people of their rights, we're in control ... in home care, you are walking 

into their home ... so you really leam touch, compassion." Furthemiore, she organized the 

fint multidisciplinary team in her city, because she believes that health care 

professionals involved with the sarne patients should be conneded. 

She remanied, but her second husband did not want her to work. She repeated 

that in her generation, "you did what the husband told you to do." She did not work for 

five years, leading to problems in her mamage. Knowing she would likely be divorced, 

she took a refresher course to eam a nursing liœnse and found work as a casual nigM 

nurse in extended care. Eventually, she took a management position in long-term 

intermediate care, where she enjoyed the challenge of being the only Registered Nurse 

on a large unit. She later eamed a head nuning certificate, began teaching at a college, 

'and eventually becam a clinician and manager. But, despite further promoüon in 

management, she had no job security due to cutbacks in the health care system. 

She began to fast-aadz an MBA program to become 'more marketable." A 

student and friend in her program, who worked as a hospital administrator, offered 

Lorraine a position as director of care on a large ward. Lorraine took the job because her 

own unit was threatened with closure. The new position was trying because she was 

inexprienced as a director and she dashed with the Rend who hired her. Moreover, the 

healai care system now required 24-hour shifts, and Lorraine was still trying to keep 
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pace with her graduate program. But she was enjoying the situation because she Vas 

leaming so much." 

However, the situation worsened. The ftiend dii not support Lorraine's ideas, 

and blamed her when orders backfired. She becarne incapable of making a deusion on 

her own, and began to {ose d ib i l i t y  with the staff. On retuming from a short medical 

leave, her position was deleted due to budget constraints. She believes she was actually 

terrninated because she quesüoned the adrninistrator's decision on occasion. What is 

more, her position was renamed and filled wiih another fiend of the administrator. 

She felt hurt, angry, and depressed, and 'either crWd or yelled." Looking back, 

she still feels 'belittled" and 'traumatiredm by the experience. For 20 years, she had 

earned promotions and 'glowing reports%m her superiors, but hem she was 'eaten 

up," "thrown out," and "replaceci." She had h o  teenagers to support and a mortgage, but 

no confidence in her employability and no references. She was required to participate in 

an unemployment program as a condition of collecting Employment lnsuranœ benefis, 

but lacked the confidence to in te~~ew wll, even for fower level nursing jobs. She 

believes that such required participation opposes William Bridges' (1980) theory of 

transition. 'You (need] time to absorb that shock. Not the next day sitüng with a bunch of 

strangers and doing a MeyemBriggs, which yau've probably done three or four times in 

your life anyway. You don't trust these people ...y ou feel like you're absolutely worthless. 

I mean, who you are is what p u  do in my generation." 

On one visit to a psychiatrist, she was advisai to 'get it together." She was told 

that since she could identrfy her ptoblem, she was not ciinically depressed, and as she 

wuld express her feelings, her depression would Mt in tirne. She allowed herself to 

mourn, and occasionally, todc an antidepressant "!O cope with 1 better.' Sorne six 
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rnonths iater, airough positive thinking and productive behaviour, she began to feel 

better emotionally. She also relied on friends, faith, and the writings of Stephen Covey 

(1989) and William Bridges (1 980). 

W i i  renewed confidence, she intervieweci well for a private institution, and 

accepted a position, despite a signifiant decrease in salary. But the management 

operated against her ethical standards of pracüce: it was dirty, there wre codtroaches 

in the nursing station, patients were treated poody and left to rot with gangrene, and 

Lorraine was sexually harassed by a superior. She quit after five weeks on the job. 'I'd 

rather be poor...Because I cared enough about the patients and families, I resigned." 

She developed a business plan, and applied to a seff-employment program 

sponçored by Employment lnsuranœ (El). This program offered training in running a 

srnall business, and subsidized her income for one year. She opened a home-based 

respite care home in Deœmber 1995, and has been busy with clients since. 

Lorraine chose home-based business for "sunrival." She no longer wanted to 

work for somme else or endure job interviews. She concluded that women ovw age 50 

have diculty finding work, beause "you have forgotten more than the person 

inte~ewing you knows, and you are a threat." Moreover, she had lost confidence in the 

ethical pracüœ of care facilities for seniors. Finally, she was noi compensatecl well 

enwgh for the number of hours required. 

As a single mother, she has leamed to survive by rebuilding. 'We've got to 

support [the children], pay the mortgage, try to rebuild a career. I have rebuilt mine twiœ 

now. ConstanUy rebuilding." She had first considered working on contract in 1989, when 

the health Gare system began to downsize. '1 guess because of my sttwig Protestant 

upbringing and crises in my Me, I've always had Plan B waiting. I don1t think I've ever 



Mid Life Career Change 81 

taken a job without thinking what i'd do if? ...W hich is one of the reasons 1 wanted my 

MBA ...." But she never did finish her MBA, as she found it would not guarantee job 

security, "especially in health care." 

After three years in business, she has come to believe that "you are rnuch better 

to be an entrepreneur. I'm in coritrol hem. Nobody can fire me." She is no longer 

concemed about being empioyable, and has renewed confidence in her skills. Her wark 

is 'weli-rounded," and she c m  renew her nursing license because she is still in 

management, administration, training, and patient cm.  She likes the challenge of 

managing crises, making qui& decisions, and evaluating her business. She also likes 

the control to make her own decisions about the business. But as a 'hands-on person," 

who does not like sitüng in an office, she also prepares meals, cleans house, does 

laundry, bathes clients, and takes h m  on ouüngs. Through self-employment, Lorraine 

feels she has grown sironger, more confident, and more caring, and that she has 

improved as a professional and a mother. 

However, the transition to self-employment was 'absolute tumil" for the family. 

No one expected the amount of üme, sacrifice, and impact the business would have. 

Despite the flexibility of her schedule, Lorraine does not take much time off. She works 7 

days per week, and there is ahys wark to do. She has no time to relax in the rnorning, 

and takes only a few hours duting the vmk to socialize. The client demand is so great 

that she is considering expansion. On occasion, she has brought clients on vacation, to 

Save the expense of employing staff. 

The change at home was substantiaî. Her parents moved out of her home to 

make room for clients. They went back east to be doser to her brothers because, 

Lorraine believes, she hardly spoke to them anymore. Although she is in contact 
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regularly, she feels guilty that she did not spend more time with them Men they lived 

nearby, and show them the same respect she shows her clients. In addition, her son and 

daughter 'suffered a lot because they lost their mom [to the business]." Furthemore, het 

cornmon-law spouse, Joseph, moved out as the business drove them apart. 

She said that it is difkult to draw the boundary benNeen work and domestic life 

while operating a respite facility out of her home, The ambiguity has caused d i t t i e s  in 

her relationships. Though her son and daughter supported the decision to run a horne- 

based respite home, they were unprepared for the changes they would face. Lorraine's 

parents were no longer available to drive them to school, prepare their meals, and ciean 

their rooms and laundry. They were expected to be more independent and ta help out at 

home. There was no longer privacy in their home, so if they squabbled, clients could 

hear them. "They see the whole thing as a business and it's not their home anymore." 

Last Christmas, neither came home for dinner because they did not want to eat with the 

seniors, which was 'pretty hurtful" for Lorraine. Although such occasions are "very, very 

difficult," she does not ask staff to work on family holidays to spare their feelings and to 

Save money. 

Lorraine attributes some of her children's behaviour to the self-centrai attitudes 

of teenagers. But someümes it seemed they were trying to sabotage her business by 

picking fights with each other. They were angry and resentFul, not just because of the 

business, but because she was unable to calm their fears when she was unemployed. 

.They insulteci her abilities as a mother and a business woman. She feels guilty that she 

reacted defensively to their behaviour. 

As they have matured, they help out more with household chores and with the 

clients, but it is süll 'a struggle.' She does not want to burden them with her business, 
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but at the same time, she feels resentful that they 'sit then and watch Fer] w rk  so 

hard." She never allows herseIf to relax, and has the high energy of "an Aries." She 

admits she is difficult to live with because she resents othen relaxhg while she wrks. 

However, she gives little of the time to her children that they need, and knows she %Il 

live to regret that one." 

In addition, she says, Joseph left because of the lack of privacy in their home. He 

was retired and at home al1 day. Although he was 'a great support" entertaining the 

clients on ouüngs, and gardening on occasion, to Lorraine, he seemed 'Iike a client." But 

he told her that he felt like 'an unpaid employee." 

Lorraine has had no new relationships because she is too busy and, she thinks, 

her work with seniors is unappealing to men her age, who are becoming seniors 

themselves. "They don't want to look at it everyday." She is knely and would like a 

romantic relationship, but as she sauificed her career for men in the past, her business 

takes precedenœ now. In any case, experience shows her that 'you cannot rely on a 

man ... to get you through your Me." 

It is also difficult to nurture friendships because she is so busy. It now takes 

planning and costs money to hire staff to take her place. But she is careful to make time 

for her dose fnends, and likes to meet new people. She misses the comradeship that 

çtie had in the field, as well as the business meetings. Therefore, she takes a couple 

hours per week, for her "mental health," to socialize, go for a walk, or play doubles at the 

tennis club. In addition, she has joined a vacation club so she can travel as a single 

wman. For business contact, she attends meetings at the Chamber of Commerce. 

In her view, middie age is not a necessary precursor to self-employment, but 

education, training, confidence, and Iife experienœ are. Having been through a divorce, 
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courtrwm proceedings, and raising two children on her own, Lorraine has grown 

stronger, and thinks she could have been self-employed in this business at an earlier 

tirne in her life had the need been there. 

Even sol because of her upbringing, the transition was not easy. She was raised 

in a generation of women "not used to asserting themsehres," and despite being "an 

extrovert," she struggles to be assertive. In addition, she feels pressured to build her 

retirement funds in a short time. She says that it difficult for a single mother to make a 

transition, because there are 'no resources out therew for the children. But she thinks 

that being a single mother and seif-employed have made her stronger, and she does not 

regret the hard times, 

Lorraine has managed the transition to self-employment by relying on faith, 

famiiy, friends, and staff. A passage from John holds great significance for her. "Jesus 

said, 'Do not fear for I will not let any hann come to you for I have many friends in this 

city'." She has let go the comfort of working for sornebody else, and maintains her "hope, 

courage, and perseverance" to carry on the business. Her fnends have donated 

equipment. Her staff fends support and feedback. Other tools include transition and 

priority management guides, and positive thinking. Finally, she telieves stress through 

laughter and tears. 

Summaty and Conclusions 

Lorraine has made many sacrifices throughout her career for the sake of her 

family. Now, for the sake of her home business, she has sacBficed penonai 

relationships and privacy. She says that the transition to seifernployrnent has been long, 

lonely, and difficult. Nevertheless, it has also been enjoyable. "The fun part wipes out the 



Mid Life Career Change 85 

negative part of it" Oespite the dinicuities, "Me changed, and that was a positive thing for 

me." She wwld not go back to work unbss she was forcd to &y uraimstance. Initially 

she said that she has 'a lousy quaiii of Me,' but she knows mat it is her cholce that she 

is so busy at this time. Compared wiUi her life as an employee, she feels she has a 

"better life now," and feds more in conbol. She is challenged by self-employment and by 

rnanaging a facility that adheres to her professional eth i i l  standards. Without her 

fnends, family, faith, and the relativeiy good behavbur of her am children, she does not 

know what she wuld have done. Her goal is to expand her business outside her home, 

and eventually seIl it to one of the trained staff. She knows her children are proud of her, 

and says they have came to value the apportunit' to work with seniors, She is rewarded 

when others show their pride and gratitude for her work. 'Happiness isn't money. 

Happiness is the fuifilment and satisfadion that I get h m  my clients when they've had a 

good day. Or when the farnily gives pu that support." In mclusim, the main themes 

ninning through Lorraine's story concem self-sacrifia, the difficulty and loneliness of a 

transition to self-employment, and continued mativaüon from the need for survival, 

control, challenge, and uphoiding ethical standards. As well, a major theme indudes 

reliance on heW,  her faith, herfriends, her staff, and her family. . 
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lndivkiual Narrative: Aila (Interview M) 

Age: 45 pars  
Business: Photo-testaration, writing 

Oesktop publishing and graphic design 

Main Themes: Ladrs fms: wasted time and education 
Resenffil toward ohers around work and edumon 
Autmrny, control, and recognition important 
Work e~perienee and makirity neœssary for home business 
La& confidence to market sucœssfuliy 
Prefers to keep the business 'fow key" 

Aila says she never had a career or vocaüon, and has k e n  M i n g  around" 

since she finished high schocrl and realized she had ta work. Thetefore, "like 99 percent 

of othw women, [she] ended up derical-secretariat," with the bulk of her jobs in hosp'bt 

administration. She was interested in a pi l ion as a personnel officet, and leamed that 

she needed a BA to quali, so she returned to univers@ part-the to eam a degree in 

psydiology. But she then diiwvered that she also required a personnel certificate, and 

fwling defeated, 'dropped that camr goal." She finished a year in joumalism before 

deciding that she did not want to be a jmmalist, arPd another par in law schoal, only to 

tealire that she di  not want to be a lawyer and that her grades were too p a r  to acquire 

a goad job. 'Al1 this wasted school. It's done squat for me." 

Once working in a particular area of hospital administration, Aila says, pu tend 

to get cttannelled." However, she was eventually promcited to safeîy officer, because the 

position had been vacant for several years and she had been the assistant to the safety 

&cet at a dîfferent hospital. A l W h  she did not have extensive training or experience, 

she was helped by studying safety manuals and by her contacts in the fieid. But the 
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hospital merged with another, and Aila was demoted h m  her positii in the process. 

She describes the merger like a military take over. They came in like stom troopers and 

took over. Faces disappeared. New faces arrived. It's like the invasion of Poîand by the 

Nazi's for crying out loud. And in the end they said, Well, guess what? You're a 

secretary. We already have a safety officer. And you can take your orâers from her'." 

Before she quit, Aila was working 60 hours per week. The work was non-union, 

and she says the staff believed they had to work overtirne or lose their jobs. S b  also 

believed that if she complained about her workload, her manager would have blamed 

budget restraints as an excuse not to hire help. She assumed that she would be 

rewarded eventually through a taise or a promotion, and was shocked to be demoted 

instead. Feeling intense stress, she visited the dodor who prescribed a leave of absence 

for an indefinite period. She was granted a medical leave, but soon returned to work 

because she felt guilty collecting sick pay while feeling healthy physically. But she felt 

demoralized, overworked, uncornpensated, invisible, and resentful. With the support of 

her husband, she resigned in 1996, and she was granted a medical discharge due to 

stress. 

Embittered by her experience, she wanted out of health care. It seemed poorly 

managed, and she was no longer willing to work overüme without compensation. She 

had 'worked in too many places where there's such bad politics ... cmpt; inep t...." and 

she no longer wanted to work in an office. Moreover, she wanted more respect than she 

would eam in a secretanal position. Tm tired of working for idiots who don1 know how to 

tie their own shoelaœs, making them look good by doing overürne, covering for them, 

fixing up their grammar and their spelling in their letters and getüng no recognition. 

Because I'm a threat to them." But given her age, the odds wen slim of finding non- 
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derical work in anohr  industry that was dos8 to home. king a wornan in rnid-life is "a 

bad place to be." She thinks ü w e  is lip service paid to equaiii and political ewreebless 

in the workplaœ, and that a lot of business "cornes with sex and gender,' whether in 

mntrad work or empioyment in an organiration. 

For a year aftw quitthg her job, she fett resentful and depressed. At the same 

tim, she feit imrnediately more relaxed, because 'a lot of stress and demoralizaüon was 

gone." Through writing and long validaüng talks with an e x ~ ~ e r  who quit for similar 

reasons, Aila began to believe that she could mtrot her car= situation. Seeking 

alternatives to wwking in health care, Aila wnsidered safety-related work, but decided 

that the cerüfication was too long an investrnent in time, wiar few wntraâ possibilitiets 

upon completion. Computer enthusiasts, she and her husband, Bob, had invested 

heavily in cornputer equiprnent, and so she detertnined b make the equipment pay for 

itself. Moremer, she wanted independence and controt over her work, and seif- 

employrnent seerned a gocd option. Having worked 'exbemely hardw as an employee 

with little recognition, she wanted to reap the rewards of her own efforts. 

In 1997, she started a home-based hshess, specialit'mg in photo restoration, as 

well as desktop publishing and graphic design. In addition, she reœntly wmpletied her 

autobiography, whictr has a promising cham of being published. She has 'a lot pinned 

on the book," though she wifl not wunt on commercial success, and no longer indulges 

in dreams. However, she found wriüng the book helpful in healing her wounds, and if it 

sells, 'it urwld be wme validation of the weird and wasted expwienœs that I have had 

in the fast 25 or 30 years." She would not have been self-employed when she was 

younger, because she was t m  unfocused and undisciplineci. She always met deadlines, 

but had no work ethic. Thrwgh Mnk expecienœ and age, she developed a sense of 
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priority and responsibility. By Iirorking in a variety of setüngs, she leamed about different 

business styles, and developed the interpersonal and practical skills valuable to working 

on her own. 

Nevertheless, she still feels sornewhat unfocuseci and split- On the one hand, 

she may have found her vocation, as she is killy absorûed in her writing and computer 

work. On the other, she still asks, 'What shwld I have ben?" She feels despondent that 

she did not mach an executive Ievel and that she took so many wrong tums in 

education. "All of that, and all I could ever become was a secretary." But she concedes 

that she does not have the persanality for management. By attending university and 

focusing on management, she had tried to please her father, who had eamed his BA at 

night while working in management, and his MA and Ph.D. when he retireci. But for Aila, 

academics felt like a chore, tiecause she is dyslexie and reads 'as slow as an û-year- 

old." She learns best 'by doing," and works well in a practical setüng. She wishes that 

'rie was like a computer document. You can delete and start again." Had cornputers 

been invented earlier, she would have wmpkted vocational computer training, mther 

than attending university. As she did not trust her own judgment, she listened to others' 

opinions about what she should do with her Me. She has since developed some faith in 

herseif because she "found out how wrong others were about mer] life." 

Whereas she fek like a number as a hospita1 employee, she now feels like a 

human being working on her own. Her clients respect her skills and appreciate her work, 

and she likes the challenge of tuming out a good product. She also likes the autonomy 

to set her own hours and ctioose the work she will do. Moreaver, she reaps the rewards 

of her efforts, and al1 the money she earns is hw M. However, she is not eaming a 

living from her work, and in part, she feels less shgssed because her business 'is not 
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booming." The quality of her Me, she says, 'is verging on blissful" because her work is so 

'low key." With the extra time and energy, she can leam new programs, take small jobs 

to keep her hand in the industry, and pursue other interests. She started to write, read, 

and play guitar again. She has time to do household chores at leisure, go to the gym in 

the morning, and shop for items on sale and with coupons. She has learned to cook, 

which saves on the food bill, and increased her sense of self-reliance. She has 

discovered "a domestic streak," and thinks she was bom to either work on the amputer 

or to be a housewife. 

However, there are disadvantages to working at home. Friends who want to visit 

intenupt her. She must meet deadlines, with no room for extenuating circumstances. 

Although her schedule is flexible, clients expect her to be available at their convenience, 

and often do not show up as scheduled; therefore, she must be available during al1 

business hours. Furthemore, clients request rush jobs, even on the weekend. Tfiese 

requests are often for volunteer work, from friends who, she thinks, assume she will not 

mind, However, "If you want the business, you do it. It is really very much like being 

employed. Things that you didn't think you should have to do, cornes down to how much 

you want the job." 

Self-employment is harder work than she has ever experienced. She does not 

relish the marketing required to be successful as an entrepreneur, and does not possess 

the personality, sawy, or the budget to market her business well. She believes one 

needs an aggressive, confident, out-going personality, a marketing budget l k e  

MacDonald's" and a very particular product. She will not spend the money and effort to 

market her business because she would rather spend it on the equipment and work 

itself. For example, she did not renew her membenhip with the Chamber of Commerce, 
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as the fee was too expensive. She had iwested a $300 financial cushion in adverüsing 

and a business license, but the cost bore no retum. For similar reasons, she dropped out 

of the home business associatiin and stopped canying a cell phone. In fact, she avoids 

the telephone altogether, because she is 'so hrmbley with people socially, especially on 

the phone, especially with strangers, so intrwerted that I cn'nge when the damn thing 

rings." If she were dedicated to making her business a real paying concem, she would 

have just as rnany headaches as she did as an employee because she wwld be forced 

to market herself and w t d  a l m t  beg to be employed again so that she could hide 

behind a desk. 

She also lads confidence in her business: photo-restoration is a fnvolous 

expense for most people, and lhere are t w  many people who work in desktop publishing 

and graphic design. She believes she cannot cornpete with the large businesses, and 

thinks it unethical to undercut the small businesses in her area. "That, unfortunately, is 

how you build a business ... You gotta ctimb to the top of the heap. I've seen it done. I 

know the kind of people who are successful, and I can see why. I'd rather starve." 

Moreover, she feels guilty charging clients for her own leaming cuwe, and 

uncertain what to charge as each job differs. She does not acüvely look for paid work, 

but acquires a variety of paid and unpaid projects by word of mouth that help to develop 

her skills. She has never been lazy, and has aiways handed in projects early, because 

she 'bas built in for contingencies." She says she is a perfecüonist with a Type A" 

personality, and if she had more work or a big contraci, she would worry about potential 

problems and would be very anxious about meeting deadlines. As it is, she agonues 

over whether she has done a gaod job and what to charge, and ends up eaming 

dollar an hour. ..because I am not going to quit until it's just right." 
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She likes that she c m  say she is sekmpîoyed, thereby avoiding the expected 

stigma of being unemployed or a housewife. However, others then assume üiat she has 

rnoney and a n  afford to work for fiee, pay dinner bills, and pay annual fees. She is 

considering quitüng her choir, fOr whidi she mates marketing materials, because she 

cannot afford the fees, but s b  thinks they would not understand and does not want to 

disillusion them by admitüng that her business 'is a bombw and she is "fiat broke." 

Fortunately, Bob remains very supporüve whether she works or not. Initially, they 

thought they could not live without her i m e ,  but due to the signifiant decrease in 

expenses, it is not a grest canœrn. They have leamed to economize, and moreover, 90 

percent of her income was spent on restaurant mals and srnall luxunes, both of which 

are no longer required. Aila takes care of ail ü ~ e  household chores while Bob eams the 

pnmary income. This division of labour is negotiable if her business takes off. At first, 

she felt disgruntled because she was trying to start a business, but she likes domestic 

woik and the business never becam much of an issue. She is amazed at his support, 

and thinks that she would have left the rebüonship if she were in his position rather than 

be with someone perpetually unhappy like herself. 

Finally, working on contract ftom home has had little effect on her friendships. 

Although she misses the social contact as an employee, she says her work friends have 

drifted away as ofiœ relationships rarely develop into lasting friendships. The good 

fiiends she had before self-employrnent remain her friends. They have not shown much 

interest in retaining her services. She has only met a couple of neighbours, who initiated 

the introduction. 
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Summaty and ConcIudons 

Aila had d i i l t y  managing the change to self-employment. She describes 

herself as introverted, unconfident, resenffil, and a perfectionist. It seems that she sees 

the world in temis of extremes. These extremist notions seem to have impeded her 

success in boai wage and seif-employrnent and to have influenœd her pemptim that 

her education was a waste of tirne. Work is important to her identity: she wanted to be 

an executive, and WOU# rather be unemployed than work as a seuetary. In addition, she 

continues to tell others she is self-employed despite the la& of paid wrk from her home 

business. In fact, she prefers to keep the business 'low key" to lessen the pressure and 

leave time for domestic work. Overall, however, she is much more saüsfied at home than 

she was as an ernployee. In conclusion, the main themes in Aila's story are a la& of 

focus, insecurity, resentrnent toward others regarding her work and educatbn, and her 

need for recognition, autonorny, and control. She believes that work experience, 

maturity, and confidence are required to suceeed in home business, but she is not 

confident and lacks the desire to market herself or her business. 

e t * * *  

The fwe narratives examined hem give an idea of the diverse nature of the participants' 

stories, and the method of analysis used for each of the 10 transcribed interviews. ln the 

next chapter, the cornman themes uncovered in al1 20 interviews are outlined. These are 

then incorporated into a common story that describes the participants' experienœ of 

transition to homehsd selfgmployment in middle-age. 
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COMMON THEMES 

While individual stories dflered considerably, there were regularities, or comrnon 

themes. The purpose of this chapter is to analyse these. The themes have been given 

labels for ease of exposition. However, these labels do not represent dear-cut 

categories, and there is considerable overlap among them. 

I analysed the 10 transcribed interviews to idenüfy commonalties in the individual 

experienœ of mid-life career change. I listened to the remaining 10 intewiews, taking 

detailed notes for each. This enabled me to ascertain whether key themes were similar 

across al1 participants. I idenüfied themes by repeated statements, statements with 

"emotiinal markers" (e.g., anger, laughter, or a wavering voiœ), statements suggesting 

personal characteristics (e.g., "1 never had any courage," "I'm an extrovert," 'l'm not 

easily intimidatedIn 'I'm so fumbley"), and statements that suggested social context (e.g., 

health care system restnicturing , male-dominated management, influence of current 

transition authors, career caunsellor focus on trait-factor theory). I analysed the content 

of participants' responses within the context of each question and the entire interview. 

Four undergraduate research assistants (RAS) each read a seleetion of four 

transcn'pts and ofîèred feedback as a reliability check on the comrnon thernes I had 

identified. The themes noted by the RAS were very similar to thwe I found, 

demonsûating Our shared understanding of the participants' transition expience. Of 

parücular significance, each RA noted a dominant theme of control, autmomy, and 

flexibili, and that participants' satisfaction seemed contingent on the amount of 

autonomy at work. In addition, each RA commented on the narrow range of career 
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choices cansidered by participants at a younger age, and that transition difficuities were 

alleviated by social support. ' 
The discussion below focuses on the six key themes arrived at in conjunction 

with the RAS' feedback: wntrol, autonomy, and flexibility; hard work (requiring motivation 

and conviction); transition issues women in mid-life; persona1 conœms and 

' The first method of analysis followed the methodology proposed by Glaser and 
Strauss (1967) to build a substantive, emergent "grounded theory" of the career 
transition to self-employment in mid-life. I examined the 10 transcribed interviews for 
similar phrases or statements (meaning units) made in response to each interview 
question, and categorized these statements into more abstract themes. These 
meaning units were based on the words used by the participants (e.g., "1 joined a 
networking organizationn). I combined these phrases or statements into as many 
categories as relevant within the context of the particular response and the overall 
interview (e.g., nature of work, social support, isolation, influence of relationships on 
work). First lower level categories were cornbined into progressively higher level 
categories with more general labels (e.g., behavioural strategy). Next, these higher 
level categories were classified into several overarching themes: Career History, 
Personal Characteristics, Family Background, Interna1 Factors lnfluencing Change, 
Extemal Factors lnfluencing Change, Changes Due to Self-Employment, Self- 
Employment and Women in Mid-Life, Managin'g Change, Effects of Self-Employment 
on Relationships, Penonal Hypotheses, and Fear. In conjunction with this 
progressive categorization, I logged extensive notes to track rny thoughts throughout 
the interview process and analysis, to be used in the common analysis and 
discussion. 

After reviewing this classification, I thought that the themes did not reveal much 
about the experience of this transition because the categories seemed little mare 
than a list of statement frequencies. The data had been reduced to such an extent 
that the experience was lost, In addition, upon further review of grounded aieory 
procedures and techniques (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Rennie, 1988,1994,1996, 
1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1 HO), it appeared that more extensive data from various 
sources would be required to develop an emergent theory of mid-Me career change. 
Therefore, I turned to a narrative analysis (Cochran, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1986; 
Sarbin, 1986) to examine the experienœ of transition. Nevertheless, the initial 
categorization of statements was helpful in comparing and contrasting the inteniiews 
for the collective analysis. 
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relatiinships; social support and role moâe~ls; and quality of life. When quotaüons are 

used to make each point, it should be kept in mind that the selected excerpts could have 

been exchanged for a number of others from any of the participants, as the themes are 

based on consistencies across al1 20 participants. 

CanW, Monomy, and Flexibility 

The main reason given for chming self-employment from home after numerous 

years working for a large organizatiin was to gain a sense of control and autonomy. This 

was true whether participants left lheir last employer voluntarily or involuntarily. AI1 

participants felt that employrnent with an organizatiin confined them to an inflexible 

schedule and job description. Many found themselves bored with the routine of a job and 

dissatisfied with the corporate environment. All participants wanted to choase their own 

work and wanted a more flexible schedule than a position with a Company would allow. 

T heir desire for controt at work was related to their desire for more wntrol over their 

personal life. This is evident in the individual narratives reported in Chapter 4. A few 

excerpts will also illustrate these feelings. 

Bev felt no longer challenged at wrk,  and that she was 'losing her edge ...[a nd] 

didn't want to be in the same pbce working for another 15 years." Free-lance editing 

offered her independenœ and flexibility. Now, she can 'explore new directions," and 

'[does] not have to answer to somebody else ...y ou know, that daily grind." 

Amy was bored with her previous work as a teacher and computer librarian. '1 

wanted to stop getüng up everyday and being this little robot." She felt that "there were 

so many outside influences in control that I had no conpol at al1 at work." She wanted to 

live her life her own way, 'not Iive it for everybody else," to exercise "some autonomy 
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and control over ... a portion of my life.' 

to9 worked as an acçountant in a large govemrnent office, where she "feM really 

underemployed, really under-utilised." She finds her business as a financial consultant 

and accountant for small businesses an exciting challenge and very rewarding. 'lnstead 

of trying to put'myself into that box. I have made my own box that f i  me." For Zoë, the 

main advantages of her work frorn home are 'the feeling of king in control of what you 

do," 'having a (business] relaüonship with your actual clients," and "the fiexibility of time." 

When M y  was dom-sized, she was "ready to go." She enjoys the freedom of 

time and lack of attachment allowed by consulting as a program coordinator and trainer. 

Similarly, Darlene was "bumt out" f m  the long hous she worked in the final years, and 

she likes the fact that as a consultant, she has no responsibility to one particular 

cornpany. Finally, Phyllis opted for a buyout from her position as an employment officer 

because she too was 'tired of being an employee." Now as an employment consultant, 

she has 'more freedom and fiexibility," '[does] not have to rely on budgeting or 

contracts," and '[does] not have to justify [herself) to anyone." 

Although most women eventually felt good with the sense of autonomy gained 

through self-employment, many who had been "downsized" or laid off h m  their last full- 

tirne employer felt ernotionally shattered when that happened. When Lorraine was 

teminated, 'lt was just devastaüng. I went through this period of depression.' She felt 

"angry.,.either or yelled ..A was just hell," and she still feels 'belittled" and Very 

traurnatized" by the experienœ. Similarly, as we saw in the previous chapter, when 

Laura bst her job, she %vas scared ... and lost al1 that self-confidenœ." Ellen was 'really 

shattered" by the loss of her position when the cornpany was sold because she had 

'started to invest something of (herselfj in it." Darlene was ernployed with the same 



Mid Liie breer Change 98 

organization for 16 years, and grew with the company. Her stress increased dramatically 

as the company restnidured ("it was totally insanen). When the fimi was finally sold ofF 

into various groups, it was the 'end of life as [she] knew it." It was 'an emoüonal üme 

watching the slow death of the company," like the ïrvatching the slow death of someone 

dose to you." There was 'lots of sobbingn as she watched each of her friends leave. 

In sum, control, autonomy, and flexibility were cited as major advantages by al1 

participants. Although some wsnt through a pend of emotional stress following the loss 

of a full-bime job, none wanted to be subjected to the whim of an employer any longer. 

The autonomy to set their own schedule and to choose their own work and clients were 

the main reasons for choosing self-employment from home. Ill-suited to the confines of 

the workplace, they were more satisfied working independentiy. By creating their own 

businesses, these wornen felt in charge of their future and challenged by their work, 

Many of the themes to follow are related to this main issue of control and autonomy. 

Hard Work but Worth It 

All women intenriewed said that self-employment was the hardest work they had 

ever done, and required more strength than to be an employee. 'lt takes a lot more 

strength to go it on your own than it does to have a job" (Katie). All said that in addition 

to skill, self-employrnent requires focus, willingness to work, ability ta market, and 

perseverance. 'lt's hard. You've got to do these things you're not used to doing" (Gloria). 

'It's a constant challengen (Zoë). As home business owners, these women not only had 

to produœ the product itself, but they also had to learn the financial and marketing 

aspects of running a business. 'lt's way more than doing the basic job you thought you 

were going to do" (Amy). This section examines the diculties faced in starüng a home- 



Mid Me Camr Change 99 

based business, namely acquiring dientele, being seifdisciplineci, and k ing asserüve. 

Acquiring CIienWu 

By far, the hardest task in seif-ernplayment is finding the clients. Only 7 of the 20 

women dW not have to acfively find dients at the lime of the interview because of the 

nature of their occupations. Lonaine was very busy because there was great demand for 

respite care semiees. Sarah had one steady dient for whom she researched and wrote 

hurnan rights pdides, and who pm'ded enough inteteshg work to keep her satisfieâ. 

8ev acquired ediing work mainly from the publishing house where stie had worked for 

16 years prior to self-employment. Phyliis was able to carry on with the clients she had 

acquired over several years as an ernployment officer with the government. Tricia was 

the executive director for a nokprofii labour market organization, funded by grant money 

from the government. As she was responsible to a board of directors, she described 

herseif as the 'sole employee" of the organization. Joanne worked steadily as a training 

consultant for a gwernment-sponsored self-employment program at a oollege, and her 

contract was continually renewed. For legal purposes, these fast two women were 

considered "contrad wnployees," but they operated as if self-employed. Finally, June, 

an investor in stocks and commodities, did not wrlr with d i i  at all. 

The oaier 13 m e n  had considerable diiculty marketing themselves and 

finding clients. Zoë said 'I'd never had to market ... marketing taok a huge stretch." Laura 

stated that "the biggest challenge was going out and finding dients; ... doing aiat 

networking." Katie was P~till desperately looking for more." Valerie had relied on some 

fnends and relatives to hdd dothing sale parties. But unless dents acquired îhis way 

were willing to hold more parties and tum over their wardrobe each season, she needed 
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to branch out. Aila, as we have seen, had the most d'iculty marketing herself. She ïried 

cold-calling ...[a nd was] surprised at how nasty people can get when you interrupt hem, I 

just wuldn't do it. I'd stawe before t do this." 

In fact, most participants tended to avoid cold-calling, finding it provoked too 

much anxiety to be worth the effort. 'l'm not fond of the phone. It's very time 

consuming ... a huge nuisance ... l try not to consult over the phone because the risks are 

too hiih if you are misunderstood" @O&). Many had prepared marketing tools such as 

business cards, flyers, and newspaper adverüsements. However, none had noticed a 

benefit from these advertisements at the time of the intenriew, although it rnay have 

been too soon to draw conclusions. Katie, an Internet consultant, posted a Web site and 

acquired several clients through mis site. Many would àiicuss their businesses in 

conversation with ffiends and acquaintances. Some women belonged to home business 

associations or professional associations through which aiey could make and maintain 

contacts. Many attended networking groups, but few actually enjoyed these meetings. 

Over tirne, they chose groups where îhey wouki make the best contacts or that would 

allow them to leam new business strategies. By far, the major source of business was 

through word-of-mouth. 

Because of the difficulty in finding dientele, many women worked in two or more 

occupations. For example, Kaüe was a columnist, business wtiter, and lntemet 

consultant; Laura worked as an event planner and promoter, prepared reports and 

presentations, and designed graphics by hand and on amputer; Aila was writing an 

autobiography, and also worked in desktop publishing and phobrestoration; and Amy 

did some writing, desk-top publishing, and graphic desiqn. Ellen, a petite plus clothing 

designer and seamstress, would sometimes take auxiliary paid work with the film 
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industry for a qui& cash influx to support lter home business. 

sen.biscipline 

Self;employment not oniy takes a great arnount of initiative to market oneseif and 

find clients, R also requires much motivation ta stay on task when working independenüy. 

without supewision or the structure of an impased schedule. Parücipants became aware 

of their work patterns and capaciîy to direct themselves through the transition ta self- 

ernployment at home. Self-discipline di not come naturaliy to all. Many had difficulty 

motivating thernselves and working Micientiy. 

June saw the main disadvantage to working at home as 'having to be able to 

apply yourself." However, she was quite unfacused (se8 her individual narrative). Amy 

cited "a tendency to not be very disaplinedm as a disadvantage to a home business. 

Laura describes the problem well: 'When you are at home, you cin sit around al1 day 

and watch TV..,and be on the phone." Alternatively, 'if you just want ta roll over and go 

back to sleep ...if you do that for a Mole week, well, you've lost the whole week ... so I 

really try to keep my schedule to a business schedule." Ellen also reportecl that her 

producüvity is not what it would be oulide of the home, because "1 stop to take the dog 

for a liffle walk. to lhrow a load d wash on. ta get supper going earlier. ..it actually adds 

up ... and it takes away from îhe energy flow." 

Many participants said they were interrupted by phone calls from friends or 

relatives wanting to chat W i i  distractions, the work hours are spread throughout the - 
week. Z& 'leamed a lot at aiis one! ... Organization of my pradice took an unbelievable 

amount ..A really showed up rny sloppy habits, taok a huge amount of effort." She said, 

'The office organization ttiing, I've aîways sort of despised" and %me management is 
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huge ..A is so easy to overextend the time.' 

Ultimately, the work must be done to meet a contract and to eam incorne to pay 

the bills. Nine interviewees had no partner to provide additional household income 

(Laura, Darlene, Helen, Katie, Joanne, Valerie, Tricia, , Lorraine, and Phyllis), and al1 of 

them were strongly driven to woik on their pmjecîs by the "need to survive." 

In any case, despite the hard wark, all said tttey would rather work for 

themselves than for an employer. Tricia stated that 'as scary as self-employrnent can 

be, it is horrible to be at the receiving end of things that happen to you as an employee," 

a sentiment loudly echoed by 18 other women. Equally echoed was Gloria's conclusion 

that she would 'never have been able to grow as much personally working for someone 

else." Thus, although demanding very high effort, these wwnen felt that self-employment 

had tremendous "psychological advantages" (Aiia). 

Related to the last point, for a number of participants the motivation to 

accomplish work comes fmm a conviction that their service was essential to their clients. 

Several ( E h ,  Phyllis, Helen, Foina, Lorraine, Tricia, and Zoë) discovered a niche 

market and had a strong desire to fiIl the gap. As Tri& explained, she 'work[s] from a 

point of passion," a statement which is representative of allïntenriewees who were 

motivated by this kind of convicüon in their work. Even Aila, who lacks confidence in 

marketing her services, found herseif abrbed in her woric. 

Another difficulty menüoned in many intewiews was k ing assertive, particulariy 

around billing and collecüng fees for service. Many of the women in this study talked 

about their la& of confidence, and the diffÏculCy this posed for self-employrnent They - 
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&en compared themselves to men in positions similar to theirs. For instance, Joanne 

found that in training and consulting, men were more willing to take risks, had larger 

egos, and were more confident than women. For example, she said that male trainers 

cal1 themselves "facilitators" or "guest speakers," and are paid much more money for a 

shorter period than females doing the same work. She estimated ihat a male guest 

speaker might eam $1 000 for a lunch hour talk wmpared to $400 by a woman trainer for 

an entire day of similar work. She says it cornes down to confidence in marketing, and 'if 

you have enough jam to Say 'l'm great,' people will believe you. Men are more willing to 

take the risk to Say, Tm great.' Women are more hesitant ... ifs a self-estwrn issue." She 

says that her lad< of self-esteem to market herself had held her back from eaming 

contracts and a higher income in the 1980s, and she believes this is the case for oüter 

women. But she leamed to discuss financial issues up front wiîh her clients, and in the 

1990s, has eamed $5000 or more for a luncheon date. 

However that may be, the following comments by Gloria are an apt summav of 

this discussion. She said that consulting is 'very hard ... not for the faint of heart..and 

takes a lot af strength to get through." She has persevered with the knowledge that 'it 

takes 3 to 5 years to build a business," and that "perception is everything? She &es 

daily and weekly plans, attends nehnrorking groups, phones contacts, and feams soft- 

ware packages. But she is both heartened and frustrateci with the length of time required 

to build a business. She feels impatient, and says "you really have to believe incredibly 

in what you're doing. If I have doubts, it's hard, 'cause those doubts do c m p  in. But I 

push them away. 1 have to, to keep going, or I would have folded up a h g  time ago ... l'm 

just so determined to do it!" 



Mid Me Cateer Change 104 

Self-Employed Women in Middle-Age 

Many participants talked about the la& of career choices when they were 

younger, at the tirne they had completed high school or university. During the 1960'~~ the 

only professional options open for thern seemed to be howewife, teacher, or nurse. 

When I was younger, wornen my age were married and housewives. End of story. If 

they were very, very daring, they rnight teach in school" (Katie). Katie did not attend 

university at first, but starteâ helping her husband with his paperwork. Lorraine chose 

nursing because she wanted a degree and a job when she graduated fiom university, 

and there were no teaching jobs at the time. Amy chose teaching as the fastest way 'to 

get out [of the house]." 

Only two participants said that their first wreer path was dearly chosen. Many 

worked first in traditional "fernale" occupations, such as teacher, nurse, cook, data 

processot, reœptionist, and secretary. By mid-life, these wornen had experienced major 

life events, such as divorce, illness, or the death of close relatives or friends, al1 of which 

had a profound impact on their perspective on life and its priorities. As well, they had 

oppottunity to leam from successes and 'mistakes, 'cause by that tirne yw've made 

quite a few" (Ellen). Therefore, their next career often involved a purposefut exploration 

prior to change. They prepared their change by dedicating time in career and personal 

cwnselling, journal writing, rneditation, brainstorming with fnends, and participation in 

employment prugrams, al1 of which served to increase their awareness of patterns, 

aptitudes, and interests. 

By middle age, these women were in a good position to change. Although they 

reported that they süll lacked confidence, they also said that they felt more confident 
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than at a younger age because they had more work experience, skills, and educaüan. 

Over üme, they had built up both specific and transferable skills. As a resuit, many 

parücipants felt increased confidence and cornpetence, both personally and 

professionally, campared with at a younger age. Moreaver, rnost participants had no 

dependents to support because they either had no children or their children were grown 

and caring for themselves. 

01 the other hand, there are disadvantages associated with middle-age. The 

dder you get, the more unemployable you get" (Aila). Katie said she experienced covert 

ageism when seeking work in multimedia. Employers commenteci on her age during job 

interviews and she discavered they hired younger applicants with less experience. Bev 

and Laura were annoyed by the perception that women work at home as a hobby, 

eaming pin money." Amy perceived that women were supposed to be satisfied staying 

home with their families if they had done so for a few pars. '1 have been almst 

mtinually looking for work sinœ I quit my job ... l don? find there is a lot of help for 

w m n  to get badc to work, or even once you're out of Unemployrnent [funding]." She 

was ako uncertain that her work at home would be cansidered valuable in the 

wwkplace, were she to seek employment in the future. 

Some participants perœived that their age would be an impediment, although 

they had not acüvely sought employment. Zoë judged that she would have difficulty 

finding a job that would 'really use mer] skills." Aila believed she would have to cornmute 

a long distance and "hope to get sornething that isn't just reception." According to Laura, 

'It's obvious, not oniy in my age but my experience that-..nobody would hire me [in an 

entry level job]." And Bev remarkad that it is hard to find satisrying part-time work. 

labour market is] a bii of a woman's ghetto. You end up either wotlring MI-tirne for half- 
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time pay, or you get the cmmy jobs, or you get a c m m y  schedule." 

Many believed that their gender put them at a disadvantage. Aila stated that, *a 

wornan in mid-life is a bad place to b..J don? car8 what ... lip-service people pay to 

equality and political correctness. When people know they're dealing with a wornan, your 

credibility drops right away." To achieve Wibility, she submitted articles to a 

newspaper using only her first initial and last name. '[Even in self-employment], a lot of it 

comes with sex, the gender." lrene was denied funding by the bank to start her business 

without her husband -signing the request, despite her 15 years employrnent, because 

it was assurned her husband was the sole breadwinner in the household. 

Many women said that a disadvantage associateci with making a change to self- 

employment at their age was the loss of bnefits, including extended medical, dental, 

and disability insurance. For example, Sarah's daughter needed braces, but Sarah had 

given up orthodontic coverage when she quit her job. Everyone talked about feeling 

more tired than in their early work lives, and noted Vie lack of paid si& days. Other age- 

related problems posed difficulties for and were aggravated by work. Ellen had 

progressive arthritis, Kathy sdered ffom a chmnic illness, and Katie was losing her 

eyesight and was going through menopause. 'lt's nota big deal ... but some days you 

don't feel so great, but you donPt get si& leove either wbn  you work for yourse lf...if y w  

drag your heels and don? do anylhing, the one who pays the price is yourself.' All 

appreciated a flexible schedule because it allowed a rest when neeâed. If employed with 

an organiration, they would not have had the opportunity ta take breaks during the day 

or week as needed. 'One thing about mid-lie is that sometimes you don't have the 

energy that you used to have. And I can maice sure mat my energy is devoted in the way 

it ought to be... That kind of control is such a quaiii of Me thing. It is hugew (206). 
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The la& of savings or pension was &en cited as a concem. Most participants 

felt pressure to in- business in the nearfuture, not only an issue of cuvent suwival, 

but also for the future. Laura cashed in her RRSPs to finanœ her business, and she 

does not expect ta turn a profit for a minimum f i e  years, nor to retire at age 65. June 

said the loss of her pension was "Absolutely ... a disadvantage ... but if I'm successfut at al1 

in this, then it shouldn't be an issue. Only if I fail. And of course, it's because of my age 

that it wuld be an issue." On the other hand, Zoë would like to retire at age 65, and 

feels "a spur. I don7 have forever to work, so this business has to grow now." Her 

business must mach her objective in three years and a certain size in five. tonaine 

wuld like to retire in her 50s and feels pressure now to build up her business in the next 

10 years so that she can sel1 her practiœ and stop vuorking. The common point hem is 

that each of these wornen feel some pressure to build their finances because they gave 

up their pension in the transition to seif-employrnent. 

Personal Concerns: Integrky, Health, and Relationships 

The choiœ to becorne sekmployed from home was influenced by ethics, 

health, and family conœms. The integral tie M n  work life and personal life was 

evident in participants' storîes. They al1 expressed the sentiment that 'life is too short" to 

work in a job that detracts from enjoying k. 

IntegYr 

lntegrity was a consistent part of the discussion on career history, decision to 

change to self9mployment. management of this change, and quality of He. In the wage 

sector, Lorraine, June, Laura, Aila, Fiona, Irene, and Sarah said they disagreed with the 
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ethical standards of the workplaœ, and that their opposition prompted their change to 

self-employment. June's story ( se  Chapter 4) represents the feeling expressed by other 

participants. As a programmer and data processor in several large organizations, shs 

said, 'my values conflictecl ... As I worked more in the corporatiins, I started making my 

deusions on the oorporate values, and then it would cany over into the private life, and it 

didn't even really represent me." There were 'ridiculous demands" in ternis of work 

hours, wardrobe, office decor, conversation. "You look corporate, you walk corporate, 

you talk corporate, or you don't gel anywhere." She wanted to "opt out of the plastic 

thing ... l'Il give up a lot not to have to do that." 

In the home business sector, Ellen felt ethically uncornfortable about paying 

employees a lower wage than she would charge for intensive seamstress work, and 

therefore, she worked on her own. Several participants expressed their dismay at clients' 

and friends' la& of business integrity. For example, Aila, Laura, and Katie were annoyed 

with clients who dropped by or called after hours expecting to conduct business. In 

addition, some of Laura's fiiends wanted her to arrange product deals for them through 

her business, and wanted to use her services and equiprnent for free. Similariy, Aila's 

friends expected her to provide free services, and some of Bev's friends expected to use 

her coloured printer at no cost. 

HwIth 

Many of the participants talked about health conœms relating to their transition 

to seif+mployment from home. This issue ties in with control and autonomy, and with 

women in mid-life. Although this theme was common aeross rnany participants, the 

direction of the relationship was not homogeneous. However, each was no longer willing 
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to work at something she did not enjoy or value, and each wanted to work only the hours 

she chose. 

Helen, Joanne, Zog, June, Laura, and Kathy expressly mentioned a lad< of time 

due to their âge, and said they placed mare value on their time than when younger. In 

addition, most participants said that they needed more time to rest than when younger, 

and the flexible hours of a home business allowed time to break when required. 

Furthemore, Bev said that the change to self-employrnent was a proacüve step b avoid 

a mid-life crisis that might result from the strain d conflictirtg demands at home and 

work. Likewise, Sarah felt her liie an impossible balancing act between her 

responsibilities to both the Company and the children. She was exhausted, experiencing 

heart palpitations and muscular ticks, which she took as significant signs of stress. The 

change to self-employment has reduced this stress considerably, and she was able to 

prepare more nutniious meals than when ernployed. Similarly, the change to se6 

employment helped to alleviate Kathy's chronic health problems, which were 

exacerbatecl by the travd demands that accompanied her employed position. Working at 

home, Katie was better able to reduœ her high blood pressure, as she felt less anxious, 

and could rest and maintain a better diet than when under the constant anxiety she fe l  

during health care restniduring. Aila leamed to bake and cook with the extra tirne and 

energy, whereas she had eaten at restaurants everyday prior to self-employment, too 

exhausted to cook. 

Even though al1 participants said that they ate more nutritiously, had m m  time to 

rest, and had more energy, not a l  found the tirne and motivation to exercise more 

regulariy. For instance, Sarah and Katie said that they exercised less than when 

employed, Katie due to long work houn, and Sarah because she was no longer 
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moüvated by the gyrn and CO-workers at the office. 

RelsIloriJhip 

The change to self-employment was integraliy related to family life and 

relationships. This therne is cioseiy related to îhe previous theme, particulady with 

respect to ernotional health. 

Mothers with young children wanted to spend more time with their families. As 

their husbands eamed more money than they had as employees, it seerned a better 

option for these mothers to work part-time from home while their husbands eamed a full- 

time income. By working frorn home during her children's school hours, Sarah no longer 

felt 'that pull of woik and kids" but was 'able to be kid-focused" and to 'support [her 

husband] more." She fdt better aMe to car8 for her famiiy and was 'a lot happier doing 

this." Bev also said balancing work and home was very hard, despite living close to the 

publishing house where she worked and the day-care. "Just those conflicting interests, 

they're just very, very difficult to balance .A couldn't stand it anymore. It was making me 

crazy. And it was just wearing me down." By working around family life, she is able to 

spend 'more time with her family," and 'everything seem[s] more sane and enjoyabîe." 

Most participants said they appreciated the increased tirne with friends and 

family. 00th Phyilis and Valerie spent a greater amount of tirne with their aging parents; 

Z&, Ellen, Phyllis gained many dose friends through business groups; Bev could visit 

friends who lived across town more often; Sarah met children and adults in the 

community; lrene had more Ume with her t8ensged daughters; and Laura could spend 

more üme with her god-son. 

By contrast, some parücipants reported a negaüve effect on relationships. Aila 
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and Katie had lost some friends from their former workplace; Laura lost fn'ends who 

muid not understand that she was not available to socialize at leisure during the day; 

and Lorraine's parents moved out of the buse to make m m  for clients, ultimalely 

moving away. In addition, Lorraine's partner moved out and her children were angry that 

they had to share their house with clients. Finally, the isdation of wrking at home was 

cited by most of the women as problematic, even if they liked to wark atone. T hey 

ensured contact with friends and family by visiting in person, on the phone, or by email; 

they attended business groups; and b y  participated in community or schwl adivities. 

The loss of loved m s  prompteci refiedion on life choices for many participants. 

Valerie's husband died after a long battle with cancer, ami she took a leave of absenœ 

fruin work to reflect on life and to travel. When laid off frorn her position in the schwl 

system, she opteâ for self=employrnent frorn home so that she could continue to travel 

and spend time with her fnends. Amy was prompteci to evaluate her life not only with the 

dealh of fier father, but also her sister, who was killed in a car accident at a young age. 

She aîiended personal counselling and couples counselling in an attempt to cfarify a 

direction for her l i i .  Katie and Lorraine both grew apart from their long-tinte partners 

during ttae transition to seff-employrnent, and though they wanted a new relationship, 

they were not sure how a man could fit into their busy t i i .  Ellen separated from hw 

second husband whiie retraining for b r  new career as a clothing designer, but she did 

not think the separation was direcîiy related to her career change. Newrtheless, she 

went thmugh a period of depression in conjuncüon with the career change and the loss 

of her relationship, but then through travel, journal Mting, reading, and mediîaüon, she 

came b greater awareness of the choioes sha was making in her worlr and personal lie. 
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Role Madels 

Social modelling had a mixed influence on the choice to be seK-employed. Phyllis 

ated her father and aunts as role models, who encouraged her to be independent. lrene 

referred to her grandfather, and Zoë and Sarah to their husbands, who were a l  self- 

employed. Sarah was also influenœd by a neighbourhood group of women who had quit 

their jobs to wark at home. Bev's husband worked with a third world organization, and 

she felt very fortunate to be part of the middle class in a country with a relatively good 

standard of living. She had never been in debt, and worked to pay for her own schoding, 

and she said, given the opportunity, she would be crazy not to work part-time f m  

home. 

In contrast, Laura's family was not supporüve of her seif-employment, and has 

never been supporüve of anything she has done in her life. As mentioned in the 

individual narrative, Laura cornes from a Ukrainian cultural background, and her mother 

is embarrassed by the fact that she is not married with children and does not live dose 

to home. Aila was not influenced by her family to work at home either, although she was 

encouraged by her husband to do so. Her father emphasized the importance of 

university, and Aila felt pressure to attend university and becorne a manager. But she 

was dyslexic and found school to be a chore. Nor did she feel cut out to be a manager, 

and would rather hide than assert herself with people. 

In general though, participants in this study said they had few tole models to 

emulate. As Kaüe said, "we are the first generation of women that has been expected to 

look after ourseIves throughout old age and then into reürement, and our society has no 

experience with ... women of my age and older, having to be self-supporüng, and they 
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don't know how to react to us, and we don't know quite how to react to ourselves." This 

sentiment was echoed by others. 

Quality of LHe 

Most people were very happy with the quality of their life in seiï-employrnent as 

compared to working for an organizaüon, despite the hard work. The abiiity to cany out 

personal chores (e.g., laundry, cooking, cleaning, paying bills, and dodors 

appointments) at bisure was a positive aspect. Little or no time was spent on 

transportation to and from work and more time could be allocated to do chores and enjoy 

pleasurable aclivitiis. Only Lorraine stated that the quality of her lie was 'homble" 

because she was veiy busy and sharing her household with dients. However, she then 

wntradicted herself and said that it was "excellent, if you m t  to know the truth." As 

mentioned earlier, al1 participants concurted that sekmployrnent frorn home was much 

better than work i i  as an employee, that their personal life and work were more fuîfilling 

and satisfying, and that they felt more relaxed now. 

At the same time, al1 participants were aware they had to adjust ta the la& of 

income, and that it would take about five years to get their business off the ground. This 

was particularly true of the eight wornen who had no financiai support from a partner 

(Laura, Katie, Darlene, Lorraine, Helen, Joanne, Phyllis, and Valerie), Those for whom 

the household had a second incorne were less pressured by diminished income. In any 

case, they al1 stated that they were far happier being seif-employai, despite a great la& 

of income, because there was more to Iife than money. They led relatively simple lives 

and they could live quite wefl on less income. However, it should be noted that some 

were netting almost as much i n m  as when they were ernpioyed within an 
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organizaüon because, although their overall incorne was less, their expenses (e.g., day- 

care, mileage, wardrobe, food) had also decreased significantly, and they were also able 

to daim business expenses as tax deductions. 

Summary: Betoming an Entrepreneur 

This summary is the story of how a group of women becarne home-based 

entrepreneurs in middle-age and how they managed this career transition. The women 

in this study felt little contrd over aieir Iives while empioyed in large organizations. 

Having been employees most of their working lives, they reached middle age and felt an 

imperaüve to gain mntrol over their worlc and personai lm. Whether supporting 

children or not, whether down-sized or resigning fmm their jobs, they increasingly felt 

wom down by the daily gdnd of a job, constrained by administrative guidelines, an 

inflexible work schedule, and the routine duties of a job description. The prolonged 

anxiely, stress, and fatigue they felt as employees had to end. In order to take control of 

their lives, they detemined to find an alternative work arrangement. 

They did not want to retum to work with an organization because of a petceived 

lack of control as an ernployee. The corporate atütude, which values business at the 

expense of personal relationstiips, was aversive enough to keep these women away. 

They perceived a strong bias against wornen in the workpbce, which grew more 

problernatic with age. Many felt discriminated against by their former male managers, 

and were resentful that they had not been valueci as highly as male employees. 

Furthemiore, many beîiived that because of their age, they would have diiculty finding 

future employment with organizations that would be satiswng in the sense of making full 

use of their skills. However, m t  warnen had not acfually sought further employment 
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with organirations, because their perceptions had driven them away from this very work 

arrangement. 

Instead, they opted for self-employment in a home business as a way to gain 

mntrol. In deciding on this path, they were influenced to sorne extent by others who 

were self-ernployed, either family, friends, or entrepreneurs profiled in magazines and 

murses. The participants felt they could create a better life for themsekres through self- 

ernployment, one that would offer the wntrol they so ardentiy sought. By eaming a living 

through their own business, they would be able to perform work they chose themselves, 

according to their own standards, in their own time, and with more time for leisure. 

But for most, the transition to self-employment was not easy, Although they 

planned strategically for self-employment for many months or years, and completed 

courses and read guides on small business management and career transition, the 

difficuity of the change came as a surprise. To develop a new identity as an 

entrepreneur, they had to acquire business and organizational skills, face their personal 

fears, hone their interpersonal skills, depend on friends and relatives financially and 

emotionally, and confront personal beliefs consolidated over many years as an 

employee. 

Although they could choose ttieit own work, there was more to self-employment 

than the work itself. In m i r  own businesses, they could draw on their special abilities, in 

areas of proficiency from which they derived pleasure. Most used the skills and 

knowledge they had acquired as employees, and most cieated home-based occupations 

very similar to their previous jobs. Even those who changed to a comptetely new 

occupation drew on transferable skilis devefoped over many years as emptoyees, as 

well as acquiring additional specific skills. But al1 had to acquire essential expertise in 



Mid Lie Career Change 1 1 ô 

marketing and budgeting. They had to dearly define the direction of their businesses in 

order to market their services, secure funding from financial agencies, acquire business 

liœnses, and gain admission to self-eniployment programs. Locating a niche market of 

people who would buy their service was essential. A great deat of tirne and money was 

spent marketing, arranging business cards, brochures, and networking meetings. 

Although these marketing tools and office equipment were eligible for deducüon from 

income tax, they still had to be afforded in advance. Most distressing, some believed, 

they simply could not compete with big business. 

Building a business was emotionally taxing for aiese new entrepreneurs. Most 

entered self-employment ladting confidence and asserüveness. Developing a new 

direction in work was both exhilarating and baffling. Networking meetings and cold- 

calling were most unattractive, pushing participants beyond their comfort zones. They 

viewed networking meetings as a necessary evil, in which they parücipated selectively, 

and they generally avoided cotd-calling altogether. Negotiating fees, invoicing, and 

collecting payment challenged their courage and forced them to judge the worth of their 

work. With practiœ, positive feedback, and a conviction in their occupations, they began 

to feel more assured about ttwmselves as self-employed businesswomen. Personal 

counselling, spiritual guidance, meditaüon, and moüvational readings were helpful in 

making the transition to self-employment 

The physical organization of an o f f i  was essential to mate a cornfortable work 

space separate from the living sprice, to draw boundaries between work and personal 

Me, and to define an area dedudible for ineome tax purpases. All the entrepreneurs 

were pleased with their efforts hem, for the spatial organirmtion demonstrated tangible 

results even if they were not yet earning much incom through their businesses. The 
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physical cleanng piocess also created spaœ mentally and emoüonally; labelling files, 

mnfiguring a amputer, and arranging a desk a m  were necessary to completing the 

work of the business. Especially for women who initially lacked organizaüon at home and 

work, establishing order was a great feat but, for everyone, the physiwl organization of 

office space was integral to actualise the home business and develop an image of 

themselves as entrepreneurs. 

Time management was another major consideration. They discovered that 

flexible hours could have negatii as well as positive aspects. Wiihout the supewision 

and work schedule of an employer, 1 was easy to wile away the day at home on 

activities other than business. As entrepreneurs, they had to motivate and inspire 

themselves to work on their projectç. On the other hand, they could also work long h m  

because it was diicult to walk away when the work was always there. Thus, they might 

work longer hours than when ernployed, because there was no set lunch break, 

standard day end, or assistance f m  CO-wurkers. Many tended toward perfectionism, 

felt anxious and overwhelmed, and had diff~culty starting or stopping a project. 

On a more positive note, the flexible hours enabled them to incorporate personal 

chores and pleasuraMe actwiües into their workday and at their leisure. The ability to set 

their own schedule decreased their &sire for a long vacation as compared with when 

they worked as employees. Moreover, with control over their time, many tended to eat 

better and to exercise mare. Furthemwre, they wuld rest during the day or week, 

important because they felt more tired than they did at a younger age. Nevertheiess, 

without employment ôenefits, such as vacation, si& leave, or long terni disability, they 

were cauüous in the use of their tirne. 

Although grossing less ir#xime than when they were employed with 
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organizations, most wmen said their net eamings were similar in self-employment 

because they did not have as many expenses as when they were employed wtside the 

home. They saved money on dothing, food, mileage, and day-care. In addition, their 

pnorities had changed in that they valued time spent on creative work and social 

activities more than the amount of money eamed. They no longer desired luxuries and 

were cautious with eqenditures. On the oVier hand, they were concemed about their 

income and their lost pension, expected a minimum of five years before tuming a profit, 

and had to plan for their own retiremnt. Almost al1 participants were supported by 

inwrne extemal to their business income, fmm working spauses, unernployment 

insurance subsidies, investments, bans, or part-time employment. But, whether eaming 

substantial income or not, their perseverance in the business was critical to their ' 

development, identity, and success as entrepreneurs. 

In addition to extemal funding and marketability, encouragement from others was 

also important to success in and identification with self-ernployment. Without moral 

support, the noviœ entrepreneurs felt alone and scared. Many missed the social 

interaction with and feedback from CO-wrkers as employees in an organization, but not 

enough to return to this work arrangement. Instead, they actively sought contact with 

and validation from partners, friends, relatives, colleagues, and business groups to 

decrease their feelings of isolation and to consutt on business ideas and wncerns. They 

leamed to draw clear boundaries with people wtio were not supportive, who intemipted 

their work, and who d i  not take them seriously as businesswomen. Friends and clients 

who did not understand these boundaries were teft behind. Family that did not offer 

encouragement undermined their confidence and were not looked to for assurance. 

Positive feedbadc from clients, family, and fiiends, in the form of praise, referais, and 
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payment, helped to maintain the beiief that their occupations held ment and were 

worthwhile. 

In sum, although arduous and at times frightening, the mid-life career change to 

self-employment was also very rewarding for these women. A home business allowed 

them to develop a sense of autonomy and control in satisfying occupations that met their 

own standards and allowed them to spend time more with friends and family. They were 

motivated by the desire to be selfdirected at work and the perception that they would 

not find challenging new wage employrnent at their age. Moreover, their priorities had 

changed, so that by mid-Me they no longer valued a vertical career climb, but were ready 

for a lateral move, a m p l e t e  change of occupation, or a "downshift." They wanted to 

branch out in a variety of ateas, use new and different skills, and balance their time more 

effectively between work and leisure. 

Although not confident or assertive at the outset, they were ready for self- 

employment because they had spent years accumulating knowledge and skills from the 

workplace and their personal lives. They were also more aware of time remaining in their 

Iives and wanted to spend it doing what they desired. And finally, the political and 

economic climate was ripe for govémrnent fmancial support and training in small 

business management. Despite negative feedback from family and friends, some 

participants' were encouraged by otherç to pursue their business plans and were 

connectecl with others in the business community. Moreover, the growing acceptance of 

global economic change and resulting labour market trends meant that by the time these 

women changed to seif-employment, there were many start-up resources available for 

small business. But for many participants, these financial and training resources were 

not available beyond the first year of business, nor was there any psychological and 



Md Me Career Change 120 

social support to carry them thmugh the years ahead. A two year follow-up revealed that 

at least three of these women had given up on their home businesses. 
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DISCUSSION 

This study explored women's experienœ of a rnid-life career change to home- 

based self-employment. The inseparability of their personal and career concerns was 

evident in their stories. Participants became setkmployed in order to gain control over 

their work and personal life. Their personal relationships were major influences on their 

career development. Social, financial, and professional support were key to career 

decision-making and to a successful transition. 

Participants' narratives also reveat that career and personal concerns are 

inseparable from the socio-political and historical context in which participants live. To 

understand this relationship, their attitudes and behaviours were compared with broad 

societal events and trends. For instance, participants' transition to self-employment was 

facilitated by govemment-funded resources, increasingly available to encourage 

alternative sources of income in response to corporate iestructurîng, technological 

change, and demographic s h i i  (Fwt, 1998). The Iink between the transition experience 

and the context in which these women tive will be expanded later in this discussion. 

There were no difficulties drawing out information from participants, as they al1 

stated that it was enjoyable and heipful to diswss iheir experience. Each elaborated on 

the set interview questions with lit& prompting. Participants met with me once, the 

majority for two-hour interviews. On the one hand, by meeting only once, and not 

becoming involved in their daity lives, I was able to retain a more objective, detached 

stance than if I had met with thern on several occasions and corne to know them on a 

more personal basis (Oakley, 1990). On the other hand, my understanding of 
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parücipants' experienœ was thereby restrided to a single intewiew (Acker, Barry, & 

Esseveld, 1983; Polkinghme, 1983; Van Manen, 1997). 

The analysis drew on the social const~cüonist position that rneaning is 

constnicted within a social context, and the consfmctivist perspective that people hold 

and revise persanal theories about the world based on their developmnt, prior leaming, 

and experience (Martin & Sugarman, 1999). It is assumed that people make sense of 

their experienœ through the use of story-telling (Bruner, 1986). By selecting, arranging, 

and connecüng events, they interpret their experienœ. The open-ended interviews in the 

present study allowed participants to explain why they chose se'employment and how 

they managed thii change. 

1 brought my own belief system to the research, which influenced the issues I 

considered relevant to the transition experienœ. The key themes identi i i  in each 

intewiew were used to write a caherent story of the transition experience, including 

personal characteristics, emotional experienœs, social support systems, and the socb 

political and temporal environment. Common themes emerged across participants. By 

selecting, arranging, and connecüng themes and events across each story, I composed 

a typical example of this career change experienœ. 

This common story is one of a larger set of possible interpretations of the 

transition experienœ to self-employrnent It taps into a phenomenological experienœ 

that is diffiwlt to anatyse with traditional approaches to psychological research. Its 

usefulness may be judged by its plausibility, coherence, and sufficiency in portraying the 

transition experience voiœd by the participants, relative to the current soùo-political 

milieu of the Canadian work context. In a two yearfollow-up, 17 of 20 participants 

responded that the common themes and narrative represented their transition 
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experienœ well. But as Codiran (1990) suggests, a nanative theory views people as 

socially and histon'cally located. The patterns idenüfied the present study rnay not apply 

equally to groups in different contexts. 

A key theme of contrd, autonomy, and fiexibility was prominent in participants' 

stories. The meaning of these concepts (control, autonomy, or flexibility) diiered across 

participants, but al1 women were feeling trapped by their work schedule and job 

description, and al1 were seeking new challenges. Their values had changed wer tirne, 

and they no longer focuseci on reaching the top rungs of their profession. Instead, they 

hoped to balance worlc and personal life more easily as entrepreneurs. They opted out of 

the cocporate environment because its values did not ffi with their own. Their stories 

demonstrate the importance not only of one's life stage in career development, but also 

one's personal fit with the work environment (Dawis & Lofquist, 1995). Their stories also 

demonstrate the negative structural bias of the arporate world against women in 

management, aging workers, moihers of young children, and part-time employees. And 

their stories describe a supportive poiitical market for small business ventures. In sum, 

the decision to change to self-employment was influenced by both organizaüonal factors 

and personal aspirations. These motivators and benefii are consistent with the findings 

of previws studies of self-employrnent (Jurik, 1998; Loscocco, 1997; Moore 8 Buttner, 

1997; Phizacklea 8 Woikowitz, 1995; Young & Richards, 1992). 

In contrast to their increased sense of eontroi and autonomy, many wornen felt a 

la& of confidence and assertiveness. They were parüwlarly uncertain about marketing 

and negotiating payrnent for service (Young 8 Richards, 1992). These women never had 

had to market themselves nor define a dollar value for their work. They mpared  

themselves with men, whom they viewed as more assertive in charging a high rate of 
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pay for similar services, They also believed that women were more likeiy than men to 

accommodate oaiers both in personal and business relationships. 

Relatioriships were an integral part of wmen's career transition stories. 

Particularly for mothers with dependent children, a major mtivator to home-based 

business was to balanœ home and work mare easily. They had also cut back their work 

hours to give m time to their families. But al1 participants wem able to spend more 

tima with friends and family as a result of their home business. Similady, Gilfigan (1982) 

argued that women consider relationships a given in their lives, w h i i  Iirnits their sense 

of autonomy and control at work. Furthemiore, the support of family and friends was 

essential to participants' feelings of success. 

A fourth frequent theme was the influence of age on the decision to change to 

self-employment. Age has been linked to career transition in both wage arrangements 

and selfgmployrnent (Men, 1996; Bridges, 1988; Sullivan, 1999). In this study, many 

participants believed that their age would be a hindrance to finding employment that 

would use their work experience and skills, As a wnsequence, they had not adively 

sought wage empbyment. 

It is possible that al1 participants had reached a stage at which they reassessed 

their values and goals, thereby choosing a new camr path that reflected these 

reassessrnents. However, it s h l d  not be assurned that they were in the same 

developmental stage because of their similar ages. Rather, different Iife histories brought 

each of them to similar decisions. To suggest that al1 people develop through a set of 

normative, epigenetic stages closely related to chronological age does not take into 

aceaunt the myriad of individual circumstances that mediate individual lives, nor 

inevitable diiwences due to gender, socio-economic class, cohort, and culture. As such, 
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it is not dear that early theories regarding career development (Erikson, 1968; Gauid, 

1972; Levinson, 1978; Schein, 1971 ; Super, 1967) adequately describe the career paths 

of women, nor the majority of people, based as they were on studies of white, middle 

dass, Western males. 

In general, age-relateci stage theones seem unable to porbay individual careers 

that occur under specific circurnstances. Idiosyncratic changes and subjective 

experienœs in life will lead to career paths that Vary greatly h m  person to person. 

There may be similarities among people's development, but such similarities may well 

be a rdection not of age-related stages, but of the particular sociO-historical milieu in 

which people live. It is suggested that the women in this study, who each expetiwiced 

different paths of camr and personal development before aie change to self- 

employrnent, were influenœd towards entrepreneurship and supported in the transitmn 

because they were Iiving in a particular environment in which this work arrangement was 

possible, even encouraged. Their experience is inseparable from current dernographic, 

political, and technological trends (Foot, 1998). 

Other aspects of the social milieu were more idiosyncratic. Each participant had 

her own social and financial support system and educational background that enabled 

her work arrangement Secondary income, through a partner (Loscocco, 1997), was a 

major influence on the decision to change and the adjustment to self-employment frorn 

home. Women whose partners eamed the pnrnary income were notas concemeci about 

making ends meet as those who had to earn a Iiving on their own. Some wornen, who 

were their own providers, were initially (for one year) supportad by subsidies obtained 

from govemment-sponsored programs. Clearly, idiosyncratic situations, as well as 

common social factors, motivated each of the women in her career change. 
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Each of the home businesses may be labelled professional occupations (e.g., 

accounting, business training, computing, research, editing, financial investrnent). More 

than half of the women worked in service and in areas closeiy related to their previous 

work experienœ. They combined their specific and transferable skills to create new work 

opportuniües at home. Only 3 of 20 women started businesses in very diierent areas 

h m  their previous occupations, but they too used skills transferreà from their previous 

work. Therefore, al1 participants capitalized on their prior skills and knowledge base. 

They also acquired new skills and knowledge specific to business management. 

But these women had a choice in the ways they earned a living. For them, se& 

employment was an alternative to a corporate, male-dominated work environment. They 

were fortunate to have acquired the educaüon and ernpioyment experienœ that 

facilitated a change to self-employment. They were fortunate to have finanaal support 

systems to help smwth the fluctuating income of srnall business. They had the choice to 

opt out of the frustrating wnstraints of wage employrnent. People who have had less 

educaüonal and employment experience may find fewer lucrative small business 

opportunities. 

A story has the power to illumine reality. A key strength to the study is the open 

approach it takes to theov and research, rather than developing specific hypotheses 

based on partiwlar a priori assumptions. By analysing the sequence of events in 

people's lives, rather than imposing disuete, fixed categories on the experience, a more 

eogent explanation for career change and transition may be possible. 

The method of inquiry influences the nature of the data and the analysis. Caution 
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is needed in generalizing from the present research as the data were eonsûucted both 

by the participants, who retrospectively narrated their experienœs in an open-ended 

inteMew, and by me, as I interpreted these experienœs according to rny own biases 

and preconœptions (Polkinghome, 1983; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Van Manen, 1990). 

Eadi participant is assurned to have revealed only what she felt cornfortable discussing 

with me, based on her awareness at that tirne. I likely drew more or less from each 

participant based on my own interests at the time. I also detected themes that made 

sense within the context of my education in psychology and my life eicperiences. 

A further caution relates to the small number of participants interviewed, which 

limits the generalizability and potential applicability of the findings. Furîher research on 

larger and more representative samples of women who have made a transition to home- 

based self-employment would certainly strengthen the external vatidity of the present 

findings. But more than to seek external validity, the goal of a detaileû narrative analysis 

is to gain intimacy with a human experienœ and to formulate an understanding that is 

tied diredly to the reality of individuals (Rennie, Phillips, & Quartara, 1988). The trade off 

is that a smaller number of individuals are intervieweci and the analysis rnay be less 

relevant to a wide population than general trends identified through large data sets. 

But the transition expetience is diicult to describe and explain quanütativdy. 

Sunrey research (e.g., M e n ,  1995; Buttner & Moore, 1997; Caputo & Ddinsky, 1998) 

that seeks to describe reasons for and adjustrnent to self-employment according to 

preset assumptions and frarneworks generally define concepts inadequately. Moreover, 

participants' and researchets' shared understanding of these concepts is not examined 

as part of the analysis. Finally, the individual experience of the participant is lost in the 

aggmgation of numerical data. 
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The qualitative rnethod used hem œrtainly could be mplemented by 

quantitaüve methods. In fact, despite their limited generaliibility, the present findings 

are corroborated by the conclusions of many surveys in the general area of study. The 

advantage of narrative research is that it could reveal important aspects of human 

experience not addressed in existing theory, that wuld be mis& using a hypotheticai- 

deducüve approach to testing hypothesis. The findings of indepth interviews c m  

complement and challenge those of large, quantitative surveys, bading to more 

comprehensive, consistent, and contextualized theory developrnent. 

Regarding the interview questions, there are a few issues that deserve mention. 

The specif~c question, 'What issues has the change to self-employment presented for 

p u  as a woman in mid-Me?" was added to the interview after 10 of the participants had 

been inte~~ewed, because it was thought that the first 10 interviews might not have 

addressed mis issue adequately. In the final analysis, the addition of the question had 

little effect on the content of the last 10 interviews relative to the first 10. Upon review, it 

became clear that the f h t  10 women did address this question in their responses. 

The final question, '1s there anything I1ve missed?" invited participants to add 

more to what they already had said. All participants responded no, and said that the 

questions had addressed al1 of the main issues relevant to their experience of transition 

to home-based self-employment. One woman did suggest after the Ritewiew that a 

question could have addreçsed early role models, such as relatives, who influenced the 

wornen's career behaviour. This participant believed rnodelling was an important factor 

in her career behaviour and her ability to manage the transiîion well. Most participants 

did not specifically cite rnodelling influences in their reasons for dxiosing self- 

employment and their explanations of managing the transition, focusing more on 
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individual personality traits, social support, and sunrival. Neverthetess, it was evident 

that rote models played a part in some of the women's' reasons for and adjustment to 

self-employment. A question on ml@ modek could be included in future research, 

especially if it were conœmed with how madelling may explain, in part, women's career 

changes. 

It woufd be iinteresting to determine whether people's stories are influenced by 

belief systerns common to the particular socio-historical period and niche in which they 

live. For example, 10 of the women in this study worked in occupations related to 

employment or self-employment, and were very familiar with career development and 

socio-economic writings (Bridges, 1988; Fmt, 1998)+ Thek stories revealed exptanations 

of change and adjustment closely dated to the theories set out by these contemporary 

writers. In addition, the homeworkers in ais study were al1 white, middle-aged women 

who mostly worked in professional businesses. Their profile contrasts with a great many 

homeworking women (e.g., Phizacklea & WolkowiEt, 1995) who are actually diiuised 

employees of large organiwtims, contracted for piecework, and paid no employee 

benefits. 

Despite Viis selection bias, however, many participants faced the same 

insecurities that amfmnt such disguised ernployees. They had more autonomy and 

enjoyed greater freedom than they did as employees, but self-employrnent proved much 

required more personal strength and much more work than they had anticipated. They 

had lost their pensions and group insurance plans, and their income was very unstable. 

Although in a better position than the exploited horneworkers of the Phhcklea and 

Wolkowitz (1 995) study, these fernale entrepreneurs did not fe the liberal ideal of the 

emanapated innovator either. 
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Influence of Previous Employment Experience 

Speaking to wage employment, Stephens (1994) hypothesized that successful 

transitions to management levels would be assaciated with a high desire for control in 

the individual, a high perceiveci ability to alter wark role requirements, and organizational 

socialization tactics that emphasize 'mie innovative" behaviours and attitudes. In 

addition, he proposed that exploration as a mode of adjustment would predict success in 

this transition. This prediction could be extended to explore the probability of success in 

home business, as entrepreneurs are essentially the managers of their own cornpany. 

Therefore, those with management experience developed through their previous 

employment could be expected to find the transition easier than those who were less 

autonomous in their jobs. This study supports this proposition. The women who had held 

senior level positions in wage employment experienced an easier transition to self- 

employment because they had developed pfior management skills necessary for running 

a business and often had many contacts in their professional community. Nevertheless, 

even these.women found the transition more difficult than initially expected. 

Those who have worked for a long time in large organixations may have more 

difficulty managing the transition to a new career environment than those who have 

worked for smaller organizations (Boden, 1996), partieulady older workers (Sullivan, 

1999), as their skills may be quite specific to particular fnms. They may lad< the skills 

associated with employment in a global econorny and in seif-employment, and they may 

encounter age discrimination when they try to secure work (Bridges, 1988; Sullivan, 

1999). They rnay also face financial diffieulty if their pensions are not portable. 
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Influence of the Socio-Cultural Context 

A narrative approach individualizes career experiences. One danger hem is that 

an organization's or a culture's collective problems could be portiayed as the difficulties 

of specific indiiduals, rather than being seen to reside in the shared experience of 

many. Thus, negative experiences could be marginalized and denied, and career 

intementions could continue to reinforce the socio-political status quo (Kidd, 1998). 

For instance, June said that career counsdlors only encouragecl her to remain in 

computer programming, as it was a non-traditional occupation for females and she could 

stand to eam promotions and considerable money. However, their interventions relied 

on standardized career recommendations and ignored the misery June felt within the 

computing work environment, an environment that did not support her values or needs 

as a single mother, but rather the values of young, single, ambitious males who were 

willing ta work long hours seven days per week. 

Similarly, Sarah said her boss and organization were inflexible in creating part- 

time work opportunities to meet her needs as a rnother of young children. In fact, none of 

the organizations for which the participants had previously worked provided day care 

facilities. The la& of on-site day care inevitably creates a role dilemma for women with 

dependents who also wish to work in high-level and full-time positions as they must 

compromise either their families or their work. 

Furthemre, the mothers of young children commented on their reiatively lower 

earning potential compared with their male spouses as an influential factor in their 

decision to change to home-bas& self-employment. Finally, al1 participants said that 

they would not have been able to make the change to self-employrnent when they had 
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very young chiiûren. as they would not have had the support of school, day are,  or a 

stay-at-home spouse. 

These stories seem to represent individual difficulties, but viewed in the larger 

socia-political context of the Canadian work environment, these participants' 

experiences rnay be quite common among working women, and may be more retated to 

women's difficulties wiîh the structure of work in major corporations than to individual 

psyctiological factors. A change to self-employment does little to alter this structural 

status quo. ln fact, corporations benefit by the trend toward self~mployrnent because 

they can flatten their corporate structure and outsource much of their work to 

independent cantractors, and thus avoid paying a standard wage and benefits package 

to in-house employees. 

Whether most individuals beneffi by the move to self-ernployrnent in the end has 

yet ta be detemined. And whether any small business owner can survive cornpetition 

f m  large corporations and superstores is less than certain. On balance, the 

participants in this study believed the quality of their lives was greatly enhanced by the 

change to self-ernployment, but the transition was not easy. Eacti participant talked 

about control and autonomy as major factors in her decision to change to seif- 

employment and in her satisfaction with the arrangement. Each talked about herself as a 

pioneer in this transition with few female role models to ernulate. Like a pioneer, each 

was excited by the rugged individualism needed to strike out on her own and to meet the 

challenge of succesç in an unknown frontier. This country was built on the 

entrepreneurial spirit" [Laura]. And yet many said they would retum to wage employment 

if they needed the incorne or found a posiiïon that met their needs. 

Still, setfempioyment is more common, necessary, and recommended in the 
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1990's. The labour market has changed drastically with the move to a global economy. 

Companies have moved, split, or merged, and many people have k e n  laid off in the 

process. Self-employment is promoted as a panama to these market changes, 

government training pragrarns and subsidies are increasingly available. and home 

business associations and networking grwps have multiplied. Given the increasing age 

of the Canadian population and inueased use of technology in the workplace, it is not 

surprising that small businesses represent 90 percent of the increase in Canadian labour 

growth over the last decade, and that 40 percent of srnall businesses are owned by 

women (Cohen, 1996; Foot, 1998). An aging population requires service, which small 

businesses are well-suited to provide. Whether or not these women had considered self- 

employment for many years prior to quitting their jobs, their ability to navigate this 

transition is inseparable from the current Western socio-political and historical context of 

the labour market. 

Their determination and hard work as an entrepreneur will not necessarily 

sustain a living in old age. Financial support in old age must take into account the larger 

social and economic factors at play. The large Baby Boom generation is expected to live 

longer than the preceding generation, which in turn lived longer than eariier generations. 

The increasing age of the population will put more pressure on govemment services and 

younger generations to support the national pension plan (Foot, 1998). Retirement at 

age 65 is not an issue for those who operate their own business, but it is predicted that 

the trend toward eariy retirernent will subside in al1 labour sectors. Baby Boomers are 

expected to work beyond age 65 because, like many of the women in this study, they 

are well-educated, and they will have spent their savings maintaining an upper-middle- 

class lifestyle and on sustainhg their businesses if seif-employed- All of this may be 
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especially relevant to women without partners. So many self-employed women rnay 

work beyond age 65 because they have to, pady as a result of their consumerism and 

partîy because aie shift to self-employment in middle age is unlikely to build up 

substantial retirement'savings quickiy. However, the ability of these self-employed 

women to support themselves into their 60s and beyMid will greatly reduee demands on 

the national pension and taxation of younger generatbns wer the next 20 or 30 pars. 

The cr i t i i  point is that there are broader contextual reasons for choosing and 

succeeding in self-employment than personal desire alone. 

Conclusion 

This study was exploratory and experienüal. The purpose was to discover 

general themes about mid-life transitions to self-employment among women who have 

experienced such transitions, and to compare and contrast these themes with those of 

other theodes and research on self-employment and mid-life career change. Existing 

rnodels of career change are both inforrned by and inform the results of this study. The 

themes found in this study might infom new theories of mid-Iife career transition to self- 

employment, and add to the body of knowledge on mid-life career change, and on 

women and work. Future research could draw on the themes specified in this study to 

test exisüng theories or to mate new theories of camr developrnerit Counsellors might 

use this research as a guide to understanding more about possible links between 

personal and career transitions and their location in broader social and historical milieus. 
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Years in Self-employed Previous Yeen, 
Name with Reason for ieaving Reesons for 

occupation bus OCClJPawn iarpe orpvs h t  employer cieif-employment 
Sarah Research consultant 1 -00 Researcher, 3 Inflexible work amngmenI C, SC, RS, CE, 1 

analyst for chlidren 
Elen Seamstress, Pattern- 1 .W Accountant 15 Leid off as company moved C, HC, RS 

designer to mther  ciiy 
Bev Editorlal consultanl, 1,W Managing editor 16 InMaclMe work arrangement C, FC 

Publishlng instructor for chlldren, boiedom 
Laura Cirephlc designer, 2.00 Infotmation offlœr 26 LaM off whem branch ûosd; C, CE 

Events plsnner Executhre asst, V H  tempo- eOency 
and 8eCremry 

June Investor; Herb and 3.00 Programmer, 16 StregaandbmoiInuHea C,CE,RS,HC 
PePPer Orower date proosasor 

Kath Interne1 consultant, 1.00 Non-pruflt manager 18 Stn#ui; would have bem bld CD RS, FN, A 
Cornputer cdurnnist off ln hdth  cam mtwcîuring 

Lorraine Resldential home cam 3.00 Head nurse, 17 EtnicalMerences,sCrm C, FN, E 
manager, nurse geriatrics 

Zoü Chartered accountant 2.00 Chariered 12 No chailenge, oppottunity In C, CE, A, I 
accountant n w  province 

Alla Photo-restorer, writer, 1 .O0 Safety officer, 25 Medical d!schargo du9 to C, CE, A 
desictop publishing, secretary stress 
graphlc design 

Amy Graphlc design, writing 3.00 Teacher, 16 Boredom, husband found C, FC, CP;A 
desktop publiahlng cornputer librarian steady work, young chlldren 

Kathy Teachlng, training, 6.00 Teacher, trainer 20 Laid off, tired of trav8I and C, HC, RS 
educatlon coordlnator teaching, chronic h m  

Concems 
Dariene Telecommunicatlons 1 .W Telephone system 16 Laid off as company sold C, RS, LO 

consultant supenrisar 
Gloria Organizational . 1 50  Efficiency expert 20 Lald off due to seniority C, FC, LO 

consultant 
Fiona Pet care 1 50  Head cashier, also 10 Moved to new ciiy with C, FN, 8, loves 

bookstore manager padner animal8 and could 
notanordom 
bodrritole 



(Appendix A: Business Information continued) 

Yeam In Self-employed me Previous Years 
Name with Fieeson for leaving . R-s for 

occupation bila OCCU~atlon larme orp's lest employer self*mpioyment 
Helen Consultant, oolumnlst 1.50 Food marketing 20 Laid off due to M i n g  Ir#zm;C, HC, RS 

transition Then - own dessert Then - 1ûu88 'and fatigue In 
management, arnall Company own company & no longer 
businesa, leadership wanted to work with 
tralnhg and fecllitatlon empbyees 

lrene Caterer 0.50 Office manager 12 Newmanagemmîalkwed C,FC,CE 
Iltue contiol, emotlonal eftess 

Joanne Training cornultant for 14.00 Corporate trainer in 17 Laid off C, FN, CP, 1 
eyitrepreneura compwng, 

customer service, 
communications 

Trich Labour maficet and 4.00 fiesource centre 10 MovedtonewpPovhioe C, CE 
car8er wnsuknt llbtarian/clerk 

Valerie Clothing sales .75 Sohool teacher, 26 Laidoff:educatSonal C, CP 
resource librerian reatnicturing 

Phyllls Resource person, 7.00 Employment 21 Buywt with p r a t e d  penshC 
advisor, employment wunwllor 
organlzation executive 
cobrdlnator 

Note. C = control and autonomy 
CE = coprate  environment; 
RS reduce stress and fatigue; . FC = familyconcerns; 
A = unemployable due to age; 
HC = h e m  concems; 
FN = Ananclalneceasity; 
CP = ohangeofpriorities; 
LO = stress of belng W off; 
I = influence ol self-employed fmlly member; 
E = ethkalconcerns 
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Contact Statement to Parücipants 

(Thk stelement was &the purpose of explernrirg the study to pdenüai patücipents, either in 
person, by telephone, by email, or by leiter). 

Hello. My name is Heather Rhodes. I am a Master's student in Counselling Psychdogy at Simon 
Fraser University. I am studying the topic of mid-life cam change for my thesii. and I am 
specifically facwing on women who have made a change fmn working in a large organization to 
acüng as contract consultants using the& home as a base of employment. 1 am interesteci in the 
experience of îhis transition to contract work, and the parücular issues H rnay preaent for women 
in mid-life. 

I would like to interview you to â i i s s  your experience of this transiüon to contract consulting. 
Our interview mwld entail a few open-ended questions about your career history, how you 
decided to change ernployrnent, the nature of your wrrent empbyrnent, and your experience of 
this transition to contract consulting with respect to work and personal relationships. The interview 
will last a maximum of two houn. With yair permission, 1 will tape aie interview and transcribe it 
for ease in analyshg the data. 

I will keep specific information in our interview strictly confidential, so that anything idenüfying you 
persanally, or any organirations or people that you rnay name, witl be removed f m  the written 
transcript. Following the completion of the study, al1 tape recordings will be destroyeâ. 

When I have completed the analysis of the transcripts, 1 would like 10 contact you again for 
feedback on the themes I have idenüfied in your career change. I would ask you to read the 
analysis and offer any suggestions you have to produce an analysis relevant to your experience. 

I will address any questions or concems you rnay have about the siudy at any time (604-291- 
3359 or604-931-4403), and you rnay register any cornplaints you have with my research with my 
thesis supewisor, Dr. Jack Martin (604-291-3835), or with Vie Dean of Educaüon at SFU, Dr. 
Robin Barrow (604-291-3148). Ywr participation in this study és voluntary, and you rnay withdraw 
your participation at anyllie. 

Finally, you will have access to the findings upon compleüon of the study by contacüng me at 
work in the Department of Psychdogy at SFU (604-291-3359) or at home (604-931-4403). 

(For letter oremail ecwitact) If you are willing to parücipate in this study of mid-life carwr change, 
please contact me at worit at (604) 291-3359. You rnay also leave a message at my home 
telephone nurnber at (604) 9314403. We rnay then arrange a convenient time and place to meet 
for an interviaw. Thank you very much for ywr time and considemth. 

(Fw contact &y telephone or in person) Would you be willing to parlicipate in this study of mid-life 
career change? (lfyes) What would be a convenient time and place to meet (If no) Thank you 
very much fw your time and consideration. 
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Appendix C: 

AdvertIsement For Newspapers, Nwsletters, 

On4ampus Bulletin Boards, And Email Groups 

MID-LlFE CAREER CHANGE STUDY 

Have you made a mid-life career change to contract 
consulting? Were you previously employed in a large 
organization? 

I am interested in mid-life career change in women, who 
have moved h m  working in a large organization to acting 
as contract consultants from their home. 
I am seeking women for open-ended interviews to discuss 
their experience of this transition to contract work. 
If you are: 

behveen the age of 40 and 60 yean 
were employed in a large organizational setting for at 
least five years 
have been acting as a contract consultant for at least 
one year 

I would appreciate your participation in this study 

Please leave a message for Heather Rhodes at Simon 
Fraser University at (604) 291 -3359 or hrhodes@sfu.ca. I 
will retum your message and explain the study in further 
detail. 

Thank you for your consideration. 
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(Ws introductbn was given to al1 participants) 

I am studying the topic of mid-life career change for my master's thesis in Counselling 
Psychology at Simon Fraser University. I would like to idenüfy and understand key 
themes in women's experienœ of mid-life career change. I am focusing specifically on 
the transition from wage employrnent in a large organization to self-employrnent ftom 
home. Thank you for agreeing to this interview about your experience of rnid-life career 
transition to working at home. I am interested in your motivations and feelings before, 
dunng, and after you went through this career change. 

If you do not object, 1 will tape our inte~ew so that I can analyse it more easily, but I wiil 
not use p u r  name in the final draft of the report. If I use any direct quotes frorn our 
interview, l'II disguise them with a pseudonym. I'II also disguise any organizations or 
people that you may narne. 

Before we begin, I would like to ask your permission to contact you again after we are 
finished today if I feel thete is something that 1 missed or to ask for feedback on the 
thernes I have identified in your career change.. 

Do you have any questions about the research before we begin? 
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Appendlx E: 

Consent Form: MIdlife Career Changé Shidy 

Investigatot: Heaaier Rhodes 
Department of Education 
Simon Fraser University 

Supewisor: Dr, Jadc Marün 
Simon Fraser University 

Purpose: To identify and understand key thernes in women's experience of mid- 
life career change. This study will focus specirically on the transition 
frotn working in a large organbtion to working at home on contraet. 
The investigation will provide an undestanding of women's 
motivations and feelings before, during, and afterüteir caneer change. 

I understand that: 
Participation in this study is voluntary 
I may withdraw from this study at any time for any reason 
I may refuse to answer any of the questions 

0 There will be a maximum of ha interviews 
The interviews will be tape re#wded and transeribed for ease of analysis 
Confidenüality will be strictly respecteci and anything identifying me personally, w 
any organizatims or people that I may name, will be removed f m  the written 
îranscn'pt 
Following completion of the study al1 tape mrdings Ml be destroyed 
I MI1 have access to the findings of the study by contading Heather Rhodes 
I understand aie investigator will address any questions or conœm I may have 
about this study 
I also understand that f may register any cornplaint I might have with the îhesis 
supervisor, Dr. Jack Marün (6O4-291-3835), or with the Dean of Education, Dr. Robin 
B a r n  (604-291-3148). 

Investigator: Heather Rhodes SFU office: (604) 291 -3359; home: (604) 931 -4403 
Supervisor: Dr. Jack Martin (604) 291 -3835 

I consentto parücipate in this study . 

Signature Date 

Witness Date 
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Appendix F: 

Subject Feedback Form: Mid-Life Career Change Study 

Completion of this form is OPTIONAL, and is nota requirement of participation in the 
pmject. However, if you have senred as a subject in a project and would care to 
comment on the procedures invoived, you may complete the follm'ng fomi and send it 
to the Chair, University Research Ethics Review Committee. All information received will 
be treated in a strictly confidential manner. 

Name of Principal Investigator. 

Title of Project 

Oepartment of Education 

Did you sign an lnfomed Consent Fom before participating in the project? 

Were there any signifcant deviations from the originally stated procedures? 

I wish to comment on rny involvement in the above narne project which to place: 

(Date) (Place) (Time) 

Completion of this section is optional 

Your name: 

Telephone: (w) (h) 

This fomi should be sent to the Chair, University Ethics Review Cornmittee, 
do Vice-President, Research, Simon Fraser University, 8888 University Drive, 
Burnaby, BC V5A 1 S6 
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Appendbc G: 

tntervlew Questions 

Do you have any questions about the tesearch bebre we begin? 

Please describe the paid work you do at h m .  

Please describe your career history. 

How did you come to the decision to change careers? 

What was the major reason for wanüng to change careers? 

In what way did p u r  life change during the period when you changed careers? 

What issues has the change to seff-employment presented for you as a woman in 
mid-Me?' 

H w  d i i  you deal with the dianges in your l i  during this period? 

What are the advantages and disadvantages to your new career? 

How would you describe your marriage in ternis of traditionality? 

10. How has p u r  work affected p u r  penonal relationships, and vice versa? 

11. How satisfied a n  you wiih the quality of your life? How would you describe the 
quality of your Me? 

12. Is îhere anything important b your career change that 1 have missed? 

' Participants 1 1-20 wereasked this question. 




