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			A New Conversation about Women in the Workplace 

			With her book Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead [1], Sheryl Sandburg, COO of Facebook, prompted a seismic shift in the contemporary conversation about professional women’s identity and psychology of success. Sandburg [1] argued that though women face many external barriers that limit their ascendency to senior leadership positions in the workplace (e.g. blatant and subtle sexism, sexual harassment, lack of sponsorship), they also hold themselves back from achieving greater career success. More specifically, Sandberg highlights as self-limiting obstacles to advancement in the workplace: lack of self-confidence, reluctance to volunteer or ask for stretch opportunities, “pulling back vs. leaning in”, competing family priorities, and limited aspiration to senior leadership positions. That perspective generated avid support and sharp criticism, becoming “the” cultural conversation until #MeToo came roaring along to supplant it [2]. However, at the peak of interest in Lean In, Sandburg thoughtfully deployed her book as a foundation for more than 40,000 women in over 170 countries to gather in ‘Lean In Circles’ to share stories and think critically about their personal, workplace, and family life experiences.

			 
The Paradox of Women’s Educational and Workplace Experiences 

			Sandburg’s book and her Lean In Circles created a safe space to discuss a paradox many had quietly observed. Why do women, now better educated and with more professional experience than ever before, still lag far behind their male peers in executive leadership roles? Moreover, why is “having it all” no longer the aspiration for millions of women whose mothers paved the way for it? In this article, we explore some of the reasons for the persistent gender gap in executive leadership roles and describe how organizations committed to retain and promote qualified women can use narrative personality psychology models to more effectively meet their goals. 

			Women are Better Educated and Outnumber Men in Today’s Professional Workforce

			Let’s start with the data. In the United States, women are more educated and represented in the professional workforce than at any other time in history. Based on national reports issued in 2017 and 2018, women in the US earn almost 60 percent of bachelor’s and master’s degrees and approximately 50 percent of MBAs, law degrees, and doctorates: 57% of bachelor’s degrees [3], 59.2 % of master’s degrees [4], 53.5 % of doctoral degrees [4], 48% of master’s in business administration (National Center for Education Statistics, Table 325.25 nces.ed.gov); and 47.2% of law school degrees (American Bar Association). These women with undergraduate, graduate, and professional degrees are then flowing into the workforce. In 2016, women comprised 52 percent of all workers employed in management, professional, and related occupations, somewhat more than their share of total employment (47 percent) [5].

			Yet, Women are not Advancing to Leadership Positions in the Same Way as Their Male Peers

			Despite educational achievement and preliminary career placement among women, profound differences exist between male and female career advancement and satisfaction in the workplace [6,7]. Across corporate, government, and academic work sectors, women are not advancing to executive leadership positions at a rate that is even close to that of men of comparable education and professional experience. For example, the largest comprehensive study of the state of women in corporate America, a project that included 279 companies employing more than 13 million people, found that women were disadvantaged from the very start of their careers [8]. More specifically, the study found that “although women earn more bachelor’s degrees than men, they are less likely to be hired into entry-level corporate jobs. At the first critical step up to manager, the disparity widens further. Women are less likely to be hired into manager level jobs, and they are far less likely to be promoted into them. As a result, men end up holding 62% of manager positions, while women hold only 38%” [8]. Gender disparities grow even greater at the highest levels, with women comprising 23% of C-Suite executives among the 279 corporations surveyed. Women of color account for only 4% of those C-suite jobs [8].

			Persistent Gender Disparities in Pay and Responsibilities 

			On average in the United States, professional women earn 81 cents for every dollar paid to their male peers [5]. While identifying the reason for the gender disparity is beyond the scope of this article, there is research to suggest a childbearing and childrearing “penalty” for working women:

			“. . . the persistent wage gap between men and women is due mainly to the penalties women incur when they interrupt their careers to have children. In a recent study, economists Susan Harkness and Jane Waldfogel compared that wage gap across seven industrialized countries and found it was particularly wide in the United States. . . .These days, only a small portion of this wage gap can be attributed to discrimination (getting paid less for doing the same job or being denied access to jobs, education, or capital based on sex). According to recent studies, an increasingly large part of the wage gap can now be explained by childbearing and child rearing, which interrupt women’s—but not men’s—careers, permanently depressing their earning power” [9]. 

			In addition to long term pay disparities in the workplace, the gender gap is also felt at home. “Women face all the challenges that men do in working long hours and withstanding the up-or-out pressures of high-altitude careers. But they also face challenges all their own” [9]. Among the challenges noted by Hewlett [9]. and others is that professional women continue to be responsible for most work in the home including chores, family spending, and daily meals. In fact, women are generally. shouldering significantly more of household work than men. A 2018 report from the United Nations found that women are shouldering nearly three times more of the work associated with the home than men – childcare, elder care, cooking, cleaning, transportation – and usually for zero pay. This, even though more people than ever view men and women as equal in the workplace and in the home” [10, 11]. It seems perception and the real world don’t always match up. Within a women’s personal life this psychological and physical burden results into what some have called “unpaid care”. For example, Gaëlle Ferrant, Luca Maria Pesando and Keiko Nowacka (2014), describe unpaid care as “the missing link in the analyses of gender gaps in labour outcomes (p. 1)”. Women are also often the “default” parent responsible for handling routine needs, conflicts, unexpected schedule changes, and emergencies within their families. Scholars have labeled the work that women perform at home as “invisible labor” [12].

			Stress!

			There is mounting scientific evidence that disproportionate responsibilities at home exacerbate stress within women’s lives [12]. Stressors accumulate because of competing and often conflicting responsibilities that demand time and mental energy at work and home. Research demonstrates that women are less likely than their male peers to feel satisfied with their career or professional choices because of the competing home demands [13,14]. Also, women report financial strain as a major stressor in their lives (Kraft, 2017). And recall that women are earning less as they try to balance work and childbearing.

			There are two different types of stress, each with distinctive characteristics and impact on women’s lives. 

			Acute stress is short-term stress (e.g. having a disagreement with your boss about a project at work); psychologists also refer to these kinds of stressors as “daily hassles”. Within the human body’s elegant design is a natural response to any kind of threat, including acute stress. Thus, all humans have an automatic physiological response to stress that has become known among scientists as the fight or flight reflex. This automatic stress response triggers biochemical reactions in the brain and other parts of the body [15]. Clinical health psychologist Dr. Denee Thomas Mwendwa’s behavioral health research [16-18] starts with a premise that is simple, yet profound: stress is part of the human experience and therefore, unavoidable. This is an important scientific fact that rarely is part of the discussion about managing stress within women’s lives. More often than not the emphasis on stress is how to eliminate it. This is simply physiologically impossible. Acute stress. it is only one half of the stress story within women’s lives. 

			In contrast to acute stress, chronic stress is long-term stress.  Examples of chronic stress for women include stress caused by prolonged experiences of men taking credit for their innovative ideas or working in a toxic work environment characterized by subtle forms of sexual harassment (e.g. sexual jokes, images, and comments).  And there is considerable evidence that chronic stress has high costs for not only individuals, but also organizations. Workplace stress, which can include acute and chronic, accounts for nearly $200 billion in health care costs annually [19]. Stress can negatively impact career satisfaction, fulfillment in interpersonal relationships and even personal safety (e.g. accidents at work) [5,20-22]. And stress associated with subtle forms of sexual harassment undermines women’s performance within the workplace [23]. Scientists and physicians link chronic stress to a broad array of adverse health outcomes. For example, there is mounting evidence from the fields of health psychology and behavioral medicine that chronic stress is associated with increased obesity, cardiovascular diseases (e.g. high blood pressure), and upper respiratory infection, as well as disorders that lead to autoimmune disease (e.g. Crohn’s, fibromyalgia, multiple sclerosis, endometriosis) and inflammatory disease (e.g. hepatitis, inflammatory bowel disease, rheumatoid arthritis and cancer). Many scientists and physicians explain the deleterious impact stress has on quality of life and identify stress as a partial explanation for why the leading cause of death among women in the United States is cardiovascular disease.

			Looking Inward for a Solution to the Paradox

			All this research tells us that capable, qualified women often experience the career climb differently than their male counterparts. As a group, women are less likely to be promoted to the highest levels and less likely to feel life satisfaction due to the competing demands on their time and mental energy. Very often, diversity programs and leadership initiatives aimed at promoting women in the workplace focus on removing external barriers and providing women with important leadership skill sets and networks they may not have attained. However, what if that is only part of the problem, as Sandburg asserts? And what if the solution requires more than pushing women to “lean-in”? What if part of what is holding women back is wired into personality and inner narrative? This would mean that a dimension of the solution must include examination of the individual’s narrative identity and its role in workplace success and well-being. In this article, we will explain how and urge organizations interested in the retention and career advancement of women to explore new narrative personality psychology models to harness the investments they are already making in diversity & inclusion, leadership training, talent development, and employee wellness.

			 A New Frontier Discipline of Psychology: What is Narrative Personality Psychology?

			Let us start with the science, and it may sound familiar even if brand new to you.

			Everyone has a story. Narrative personality psychologists are curious about how individuals develop an internal and evolving narrative of self, also known as their narrative identity [24-26]. From this perspective, identity itself is a curated life story [24,27]. 

			Narrative Identity Theory: Toward a New Theory of Change for Professional Women and Organizations 

			Narrative Identity is Malleable

			Narrative identity is a dimension of personality alongside personality traits (e.g. introversion) and personality characteristic adaptations (e.g. personal strivings, achievement motivation, emotional intelligence, psychological defenses, psychosocial tasks) [28]. Unlike other dimensions of personality that are relatively fixed across the life course, narrative identity is the most malleable personality dimension. Narrative identity answers core identity questions such as “who am I”? [29] and “how do I bring unity and purpose to my life? [30]. Narrative identity is so malleable because each of us has the psychological capacity to construct and reconstruct (or re-story) our narrative identity. This process of reconstruction – largely done through engaging various psychological systems within the brain – provides the psychological freedom to author narrative identity. The narrative processing of experience in storied form can tie together the psychological meaning of remembered past, perceived present, and anticipated future life experiences to provide life with a sense of unity and purpose that all humans crave [31,32]. Psychologists explain that narrative identity offers the person a sense of a personalized ‘‘niche’’ in the adult world, as well as a sense of continuity and sameness across situations and over time [31]. Starting in adolescence and extending across adulthood, individuals develop narrative identity through a process of constructing autobiographical memories from daily life experiences. Individuals make sense of self through an ongoing process of synchronic (e.g. across the many roles the person play in life) and diachronic (e.g. across the time of the life span) integration of life experiences with the goal of curating a coherent narrative identity [32]. Autobiographical memories are event specific, discrete, vivid, and emotionally salient. For example, an event-specific memory is a life experience that took place on a particular day (March 16) or very specific time (the moment I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with my boyfriend) rather than something that occurred over an extended period (e.g. my summer vacation).

			Narrative identity can be curated from autobiographical memories

			Autobiographical memories undergird life-long identity formation because they become the substance from which the individual draws in curating his or her narrative identity. How does a person decide among all her experiences which will become remembered in the form of an autobiographical memory and incorporated into her inner narrative? There are three answers to this question. First, emotion is the key psychological system that deciphers which memories a person attends to, encodes, and retrieves. In other words, as Singer & Salovey [33] explain in their book the Remembered Self: Emotion and Memory in Personality, emotions generated by events in the world determine what we pay attention to, what we try to record in detail and what we remember years later. Second, a person’s basic psychosocial needs and goals across different periods of development drive the meaning a person derives from various experiences within autobiographical memories [28,34]. 

			
					During adolescence (ages 12-17), individuals have the psychosocial need to develop a sense of self and personal identity through exploration and autonomy with a special focus on social relationships. This can take the form of the natural and developmentally appropriate inclination for adolescents to explore different expressions of who they are and want to become interpersonally and socially, as well as to push for more choice in school contexts about classes, extracurricular activities, and friends. 

					During emerging adulthood (i.e. ages 18-27) and early adulthood (i.e. ages 28-39) individuals have psychosocial needs for agency (e.g. control over their environment) and achievement. For example, within industrialized and Western countries like the United States, individuals during emerging adulthood and early adulthood are often striving to fulfill needs through exploration of a range of life goals (and values) linked to education, jobs, friendships, love, and marriage.

					 During middle adulthood (i.e. ages 40-65), individuals have psychosocial needs for generativity, which is a need for connection, impact, and legacy. An individual fulfills this need to shape the well-being of the next generation through an iterative process of narrative reflection and narrative reconstruction. In this narrative processing, the person engages in narrative identity work in which they winnow down life goals to the most meaningful life experiences and values [31]. Finally, culture plays an important role in the development of narrative identity. As McAdams & Pals [28] explain, “cultures provide a menu of stories for the life course and specify how stories should be told and lived. In modern societies, many different stories compete with each other. Persons must choose some stories and resist others” (p. 212). The role of culture in narrative identity within the workplace is particularly complex for individuals from minoritized groups [35-38]. For example, individuals from groups who experience systemic racism have to contend with an extra layer of psychological complexity in their narrative processing of daily life experiences and thus, their narrative identity development [26,39]. Likewise, women from all racial groups commonly experience sexism, sexual harassment, and other forms of workplace incivility [13]. Moreover, women of color are likely to experience gendered racism. For example, Morgan, Mayo & Thomas [40] highlight research about the many forms that gendered racism takes and how it impacts African American women’s workplace experiences, particularly in their ascension to leadership within business organizations. Authenticity is one of the highest virtues endorsed by individuals in the business world [41]. And yet, many workplace cultures penalize these minoritized individuals when they bring their whole selves to work, which can undermine identity development and its positive impact on health and well-being [40]. As a result of these types of experiences, minoritized women must expend intellectual and psychological energy engaging in complicated code switching and concealment of core dimensions of their identity. Ultimately their well-being and success in the workplace is often undermined and constrained. Moreover, in organizations with limited racial, gender, and/or sexual orientation diversity, leaders and co-workers often expect minoritized individuals to engage in diversity and inclusion work within the organization. And though the work may be described as mission critical, often it is not formalized as part of specific job descriptions, performance evaluations, and compensation [42]. Ultimately, this kind of work often creates additional burdens but limited professional and financial upside. It can also exacerbate women’s chronic stress, thereby hampering job satisfaction and undermining retention efforts central to diversity programs. Given the stress created when one has to conceal or alter identity in order to succeed in the workplace, any effort to promote job satisfaction and well-being should examine narrative identity.
The Strong Relationship Between Narrative Identity and Well-Being
The way in which a person narrates matters. In a review of narrative identity studies, McAdams & McLean [25] found that individuals who use certain kinds of themes in deriving personal meaning from autobiographical memories have better well-being. They discovered evidence across multiple studies that individuals who constructed inner stories with themes of redemption (e.g. turning the meaning of “bad” experiences to good) and themes of generativity (e.g. connection with others, concern for the next generation) experienced more life satisfaction, personal growth, and well-being. Generativity narrative identity themes tend to be more pronounced for individuals at life’s midcourse compared to earlier stages of human development because the midcourse of life is a natural developmental inflection point to move away from stagnation. 
The science tells us:


			

			
					each of us has a life story that we can construct (or reconstruct) from an inner narrative

					the way we narrate our own life stories and weave together our own autobiographical memories can enhance our sense of well-being and satisfaction

					and this is particularly so in life’s mid-course (40 – 65) which, for many, professional women coincides with peak career growth, earning potential and family demands.Narrative identity of women: It’s complicated . . ..
Narrative identity construction of women is complicated by several interlocking factors. The first is the superwoman archetype. Within U.S. popular culture, working women are often revered as super-human, someone who “does it all and does it all well” somehow effortlessly.	She is often portrayed as perfectly balancing her home responsibilities and work obligations. This mythology creates a master narrative about women’s lives and success that many women must psychologically negotiate in constructing their own unique inner narrative. For example, a professional woman answering the core identity questions “who am I”? (Erikson, 1968) and “how do I bring unity and purpose to my life? [30] often begins with society’s master narrative script for her “I am a woman who has to do it all… …do it well…and make it look easy.”
The second factor complicating a professional women’s narrative identity is that any perception she has that she has failed to live up to the superwoman archetype can create a dissonance that is psychologically unsatisfying. Her inner narrative may even replay a script something like….” though I am working super hard, I still am not meeting expectations (mine and others) of what I can and perhaps should be able to do.” In addition, this kind of narrative identity complication can create a lonely psychological existence for some women because, as a form of coping, she has to adopt a mindset that she just has to “fake it ‘til she makes it”. This may be a variation on the imposter syndrome [14,43-44]. In other words, a woman with a narrative identity enveloped by a superwoman archetype may be burdened by an inner narrative that she is an imposter or a failure rather than an inner narrative that celebrates her success and achievements. Integrating the superwoman archetype into narrative identity construction comes with liabilities (relationship strain, stress-related health behaviors, and stress embodiment) and benefits (preservation of self and family or community) [45].
On the one hand, constructing an inner superwoman narrative that she is pursing a challenging career while maintaining an idyllic home life may provide some psychological fulfillment. On the other hand, we have seen that the pressure to do both well and at the same time leads to high stress levels and often low life satisfaction among women. The sheer physical and psychological load that many women assume daily while they undertake varied work and family responsibilities has costs in the form of chronic stress and psychological burden.
Rewriting the Inner Narrative
Organizations can provide education within professional development, leadership, and other employer training programs that enable women (and men) to understand the dimensions of personality. In so doing, organizations can support practices, programs, and policies that harness the power of their employees’ inner narrative to promote well-being and success. Through narrative personality psychology education and training, women can learn more about the nature of the narrative identity dimension of their personality. Women can be educated as intelligent consumers of narrative personality psychology, with a special focus on their inner narrative. In so doing, women could learn about the features of the narrative structure of their narrative identity. These features include the reoccurring characters, ideological settings (e.g. worldviews), and narrative scripts.
 Learning about the characters,  for example, could allow women to understand the ways in which the superwoman archetype is intertwined with other features of their narrative identity impacting health and well-being. More specifically, women could be trained to use narrative personality tools to know when and how to restory their narrative identity archetypes and narrative scripts. This process would include replacing maladaptive interpretations of their narrative experiences with psychologically healthy alternatives. For example, the superwoman archetype places enormous pressure on the daily living of women. Many, for example, translate this pressure into a mandate to make choices to “live up” to the superwoman standard imposed on them within their families, communities, workplaces, and broader society. One way to think about this psychological processing from a narrative identity restorying perspective is that the superwoman archetype is an unnecessary “stress character” in many women’s narrative identity that can undermine their well-being and success. What if women were armed with narrative personality tools that enabled them to supplant the superwoman archetype with an alternative? Imagine the positive impacts of a woman instead crafting a discerning woman archetype. For example, a discerning woman narrative celebrates her ability to go beyond the common strategy of prioritization.	In so doing, when bombarded with an overflowing “to do list” a woman could use her new narrative identity archetype of the discerning woman to decipher which tasks could be executed only to the point of “good enough” and which tasks truly require her “excellence”. This new archetype, in contrast to the superwoman archetype, could cultivate a healthier stress response, which would in turn promote her well being and success.
As was previously mentioned in describing narrative identity, certain narrative scripts promote health and well-being. And psychologists have discovered some narrative scripts are healthier than others because they align with a person’s natural psychosocial needs at a particular stage of human development.
 For example, research has demonstrated thematic lines of generativity within narrative identity fulfills the psychosocial need to avoid stagnation during life’s midcourse. Similarly, narrative personality psychologists have shown how thematic lines of redemption during emerging adulthood and the midcourse support healthy narrative identity development and better overall well-being [46].
How do we know that this kind of narrative identity work is possible? Since narrative identity is authored by the individual, a person has the interpretive capacity as an autobiographical author to shift characters, themes, and emotional tone to derive what psychologists call integrative meaning. The process of creating integrative meaning involves that individual’s work to take “a step back” [47] from culturally imposed  self-definitions about who they are and what their life means. In so doing, individuals can do what is psychologically adaptive (i.e. works well for them) in the context of their overall life and specific situations as they reconstruct their narrative identity [48-55].
Conclusion
Within the United States, there are unprecedented numbers of corporate, academic, and non-profit organizations investing in diversity & inclusion, leadership training, and employee wellness.	Managers and executive level leaders who are responsible for establishing organizational goals, initiatives, and metrics for success in these areas of organizational development should become better acquainted with contemporary narrative personality psychology models. These models emphasize the power of each person to be an autobiographical author and the architect of a stronger relationship between a person’s inner narrative (i.e. narrative identity), well-being, and success. Organizations that invest in the application of narrative personality psychology to promote well-being and success will discover that they can contribute, like other approaches, to maximize women’s talent and to expand the organization’s effectiveness. Thus, narrative personality psychology can be good for the organization’s bottom line and women’s lives too!
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			Abstract 

			Following a brief introduction to the burgeoning field of narrative personality psychology, the authors offer a novel theory: organizations can apply narrative personality psychology to promote well-being and success, particularly among professional women. Using scientific and statistical research, the authors encourage organizations committed to the retention and career advancement of women to explore new narrative personality psychology models to harness the investments they are already making in diversity & inclusion, leadership development, talent development and employee wellness.
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