
http://www.sajip.co.za Open Access

SA Journal of Industrial Psychology 
ISSN: (Online) 2071-0763, (Print) 0258-5200

Page 1 of 11 Original Research

Read online:
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

Authors:
Tatenda Nyabvudzi1 
Willie T. Chinyamurindi2 

Affiliations:
1Department of Industrial 
Psychology, Faculty of 
Management and Commerce, 
University of Fort Hare, 
Alice, South Africa

2Department of Business 
Management, Faculty of 
Management and Commerce, 
University of Fort Hare, 
Alice, South Africa

Corresponding author:
Willie Chinyamurindi,  
chinyaz@gmail.com

Dates:
Received: 22 Mar. 2019
Accepted: 01 July 2019
Published: 20 Aug. 2019

How to cite this article:
Nyabvudzi, T., & 
Chinyamurindi, W. T. (2019). 
The career development 
processes of women 
refugees in South Africa: An 
exploratory study. SA Journal 
of Industrial Psychology/SA 
Tydskrif vir Bedryfsielkunde, 
45(0), a1662. https://doi.
org/10.4102/sajip.v45i0.1662 

Copyright:
© 2019. The Authors. 
Licensee: AOSIS. This work 
is licensed under the 
Creative Commons 
Attribution License.

Introduction
Generally, women are perceived to be a vulnerable gender group compared to their male 
counterparts (Doubell & Struwig, 2014). However, they are not inherently vulnerable as their 
vulnerability depends on multiple factors which extend beyond the fact that they are females 
(Islam, Ingham, Hicks, & Manock, 2017). In the same way, refugees represent the most vulnerable 
and deprived fraction of the immigrant workforce (Magqibelo, Londt, September, & Roman, 2016; 
United Nations High Comissioner of Refugees, United Nations Population Fund Agency & 
Women’s Refugee Commission, 2016). Having fled from their home countries, the moment 
refugees arrive in another country, they hope that they will be protected, they encounter adversity 
as they seek employment and navigate in this new and unfamiliar environment (Anderson, Stuart, 
& Rossen, 2015; Newman, Brimrose, Nielsem, & Zacher, 2018). There is an observation that refugees 
have the potential to face challenges linked to their gender, history and immigration status (Harry, 
Dodd, & Chinyamurindi, 2019). Notably, women refugees are viewed as one of the most vulnerable 
groups of the immigrant workforce (Mason & Pulvirenti, 2011; United Nations High Commission 
of Refugees, 2016). This study heightens focus on the issues faced by such a sample group.

The number of people seeking refuge and protection has escalated over the past decade 
(Newman et al., 2018). Reportedly, one in every 122 individuals across the world is seeking refuge 
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Research purpose: The study explored the career development processes of women refugees, 
post-settlement, in South Africa as a host country.

Motivation for the study: Calls have been made within local and international literature for 
studies that give attention to understanding the career development processes of minority 
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also revealed. Overall, the results illustrate how all the aforementioned factors intersect as 
barriers that hinder women refugees in developing their careers.

Practical/managerial implications: The study provides information and strategies that 
policymakers in South Africa and other developing nations that are hosting refugees can 
use to facilitate the career development processes of women refugees.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to the growing body of knowledge focussing 
on career development of women refuges, a populace that previously received limited focus 
both locally and internationally.
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(United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 2015) in 
countries that hold the promise of a safe and fulfilling life 
(Abkherz & McMahon, 2017). One such country is South 
Africa, which is regarded as more popular in receiving 
refugees than any other African country (Harry, Dodd, & 
Chinyamurindi, 2017; International Organisation for 
Migration, 2012). Since the transition to democracy in 1994, 
South Africa has been a favoured destination by a high 
number of refugees fleeing persecution in their home 
countries (Greyling, 2015). It has been observed in South 
Africa that refugees and migrants are vulnerable because of 
their status in the host country, yet their contribution can be 
immense (Harry et al., 2017; Mothibi, Roelofse, & Tshivhase, 
2015). Within the extant literature, calls exist to understand 
issues that affect refugees’ integration into the mainstream 
society (Felicano & Lanuza, 2017). Obtaining decent work is 
a significant contributor towards successful resettlement for 
refugees and, as such, this study explored the process of how 
refugee women navigate their careers when they arrive in a 
host country such as South Africa.

Often, career trajectories of women migrants receive less 
scholarly attention than migrant men (Kofman, 2012; 
Rydzik, Pritchard, Morgan, & Sedgley, 2017) and despite the 
international observation that half of all migrants are women, 
the migration literature often frames the experience to be 
one that is gender neutral (De Leon Siantz, 2013; Kibiribiri, 
Moodley, Groves, & Sebitloane, 2016; Noyori-Corbett & 
Moxley, 2017). The researchers acknowledge that there has 
been a growing body of literature exploring careers of female 
self-initiated expatriates (Rydzik et al., 2017; Vagenshtein & 
Yemini, 2016); however, less attention has been given to the 
plight of women refugees (Noyori-Corbett & Moxley, 2017; 
United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 2015). The 
distinguishing factor is that one group initiates movement 
(e.g. self-initiated expatriates), whereas others like refugees 
are forced to leave their country.

A plethora of literature positions women refugees as a 
demographic group that is vulnerable often because of their 
difficult life trajectories (Abkherz & McMahon, 2017; 
Magqibelo et al., 2016; Noyori-Corbett & Moxley, 2017), an 
experience also noted in South Africa (Legal Resource Centre, 
2015; United Nations High Commission of Refugees, 2016). 
The vocational obstacles and experiences among female 
refugees are not well-known as most refugee studies 
have presented women as dependants of men rather than 
economic providers (Kofman, 2012). It is only recently that 
the vocational literature has begun to focus on vulnerable 
groups such as women refugees (Abkhezr, McMahon, 
Glasheen, & Campell, 2018; Newman et al., 2018).

Despite strides made through the enactment of legislation 
that seeks to protect refugees, like the South African Refugee 
Act 130 of 1998, challenges still exist that impede the career 
development processes not just of refugees, but especially 
those of women refugees (Abkherz & McMahon, 2017; 
Magqibelo et al., 2016). This has led to calls, especially in 
South Africa, for studies that examine both the career 

transitions and the experiences of refugees (Elez, 2014). 
Within such nations, the career development processes of 
women refugees remain an underexplored phenomenon 
(Chinyamurindi, 2012, 2016). It is thus useful to explore the 
career development processes of women refugees in South 
Africa, with a particular focus on the role that structural 
constraints can play (Harry et al., 2017).

Research purpose and objectives
Calls exist within the empirical literature for studies that 
focus more on understanding the issues presented in this 
literature review, primarily on the career development 
processes of vulnerable groups such as women refugees 
(Campion, 2017). Thus, the main questions guiding the study 
were the following: how do the career development processes 
of women refugees in South Africa manifest, and what factors 
influence such processes when they arrive in host countries?

Additionally, very little is known about the impact of the 
global refugee crisis on the career dynamics and national 
labour markets (Richardson, Karam, & Afiouni, 2016). With 
the reported influx of refugees in South Africa (Greyling, 
2015), limited studies have investigated how refugees adapt 
to new life settings, career ecosystems and the impact of their 
migration in the management of their careers (Elez, 2014). 
Further, there is also a need to ascertain the role of structural 
constraints (including gender) in the lived experiences of 
refugees, especially within a developing nation context 
(Chinyamurindi, 2016). It is against this background that the 
study investigated the lived experiences of women refugees 
and the challenges they encounter in developing their careers 
in the South African context.

Literature review
Theoretical lens
This article is guided by a threefold theoretical framework. 
Firstly, feminist theory (Feminist Africa, 2015; Fernandes, 
2013); secondly, intersectionality theory which emanates 
from black feminist theory (Crenshaw, 1991; McCall, 2005); 
and, lastly, the career construction theory (Savickas, 2005), 
which addresses unique issues that impact the career 
and life experiences to address women refugees’ career 
development (Savickas, 2005). All three theoretical 
frameworks are discussed next.

Feminist theory
The feminist theory acknowledges subjectivities and 
women’s struggles (Fernandes, 2013) and advocates for equal 
rights for women and equality of sexes (Lubis, Nasution, 
Rahimah, & Zein, 2016). Feminist theorists call for the 
establishment of equal opportunities in all spheres of life, for 
instance in education, employment and voting (Hyndman & 
De Alwis, 2008), and are primarily concerned with issues of 
gender differences (Feminist Africa, 2015). This study takes a 
feministic standpoint by promoting women refugees’ voices 
through their career trajectories as their experiences are often 
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muted within refugee studies (Hyndman & De Alwis, 2008; 
Noyori-Corbett & Moxley, 2017; Rydzik et al., 2017). As a 
feminist exploration of refugee women’s experiences, this 
article builds on the career development literature by 
incorporating the voice of an often-neglected populace.

Intersectionality theory
Intersectional feminism is deeply rooted in black feminist 
thoughts that advocated and analysed the multiple 
oppressions of race, class and gender (Carbado, Crenshaw, 
Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013; Choo & Ferree, 2010). The basis of 
intersectional feminism is to examine overlapping systems 
of oppression and discrimination that certain groups of 
women encounter on the basis of gender, race and class 
simultaneously (Mitchell, 2013). Similarly, Cook, Heppner 
and O’Brien (2002) ascertained that the career development 
processes of women are more complex than those of men 
because of a combination of internal and external barriers 
exclusive to women. The intersectionality theory helps to 
understand the multiple sources of refugee women’s 
experiences as well as the impact of the interconnections in 
the career development of the women refugees.

Career construction theory
This study also focussed on the career construction theory in 
helping to understand how careers develop and adapt over 
time in response to role transitions over a given lifespan 
(Di Fabio & Maree, 2013; Savickas, 2005). This theory has been 
used in previous research with refugees as a research sample 
(Campion, 2017). Within the career construction theory, value 
is placed on the role of career adaptability through an 
individual’s readiness and resources for coping with varying 
career transitions (Savickas, 2005; Xie, Xia, Xin, & Zhou, 2016). 
The underlying focus is that career adaptability influences 
career decision-making, career engagement and satisfaction 
(Perera & Mcllveen, 2014). This positions the career 
construction theory as beneficial in understanding career 
development experiences as it focusses on individuals and 
their response to varying changes, especially those in their 
environment (Maree, 2015; Savickas, 2005).

Empirical literature
The empirical literature attributes the successful integration 
of refugees mostly to the effects created by the interaction of 
pre- and post-migration factors (Tharmaseelan, Inkson, & 
Carr, 2010). These pre- and post-migration factors have the 
potential to influence the success or failure of refugees in the 
host country (Berger, 2004; Harry, Dodd, & Chinyamurindi, 
2017; Yakushko, Backhaus, Watson, Ngaruiya, & Gonzalez, 
2008). Pre-migration factors include education, vocational 
experience, knowledge and skills that one acquired before 
migrating in their home country (Tharmaseelan et al., 2010). 
Post-migration factors comprise occupational demography, 
culture of the host country as well as structural constraints 
(Codell, Hill, Woltz, & Paul, 2011; Tharmaseelan et al., 2010). 
Often it is the role of their gender that limits these refugees’ 

lived experiences in the resettlement phase (Noyori-Corbett 
& Moxley, 2017).

Notably, the first universal instrument to outline the 
definition of a refugee, the 1951 Convention, excluded the 
experiences of women from the scope of the convention 
(Arbel, Dauvergne, & Millbank, 2014). Feminists argue 
that the convention is silent on the forms of harm and 
disadvantages specific to women and their experiences 
may be understood as falling outside the definition of 
persecution (Fletcher, 2006), and this has seen some 
women’s asylum applications being rejected (Edwards, 
2010). Consequently, failure to obtain a legal status impedes 
their rights stipulated in the South African Constitution, 
including the right to work.

Previous studies in South Africa have framed the role of 
gender and structural constraints in the career development 
processes of women, mostly from an organisational 
perspective (Chinyamurindi, 2016; Crush, 2011; Doubell & 
Struwig, 2014). Internationally, this also appears to be a trend, 
with the focus being on the role that quests for balance and 
responses to societal expectations play in career development 
(Allen, French, & Poteet, 2016; Bleinjenbergh, Gremmen, & 
Peters, 2016; Campion, 2017). Ostensibly, migrant women 
often devalue their qualifications and take service jobs like 
domestic work as a measure to gain entry into the labour 
force. In some cases, this is because of some employers 
and organisations not recognising the refugees’ right to 
work (Magqibelo et al., 2016), the desire to fend for family, 
as well as already existing challenges of forced migration 
(Chinyamurindi, 2012; Harry et al., 2017; Saunders, 2017). 
Often, women refugees fail to secure employment due to a 
combination of low language skills, poor or no formal 
qualifications (Nicolescu, 2017; Willott & Stevenson, 2013), in 
some cases xenophobic attacks because of the threat they 
pose to citizens’ socio-economic success (Amataika, 2013), as 
well as traditional gender stereotyping which sees the society 
upholding that certain roles and duties belong to women 
(International Labour Organization, 2015; Sandberg, 2013).

Research design
Research approach and strategy
With the predominantly explorative nature of this study, 
the authors followed a qualitative and interpretivist research 
approach.

The interpretivist paradigm promotes the value of qualitative 
data in seeking knowledge (Yilmaz, 2013), exploring unique 
realities faced by participants and understanding human 
experiences through the participants’ voices, activities, 
beliefs and behaviour (Shaik, 2016).

The study further operated from the feministic premise 
of giving women the voice of constructing their realities 
(McMahon, Watson, Chetty, & Hoelson, 2012); thus, the 
interpretive paradigm was best suited to the exploration.
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Ontologically, the authors believe that reality is socially 
constructed and that there are as many realities as there 
are people constructing them (Scotland, 2012). The authors 
thus do not claim any neutrality in the process of meaning-
making but adopted strategies to ensure data quality. The 
authors’ epistemological perspective is based on real-world 
phenomena (Scotland, 2012) where the social world can be 
understood from participants’ perspective (Creswell, 2013).

Research method
Sampling
The study used a purposive and snowball sampling technique 
to identify research participants (Abkherz & McMahon, 
2017). This technique allowed deliberately access to a reliable 
database that is not easily accessible (Woodley & Lockard, 
2016).

A total of 20 women refugees were recruited, who shared 
their career development narratives. The research participants 
consisted of women refugees from African countries, notably 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) (35%), Somalia 
(30%), Uganda (10%), Burundi (15%), Cameroon (5%) and 
Kenya (5%). Table 1 details the profiles of the participating 
women refugees.

Research setting, entrée and researcher roles
The researchers strategically located the study in the city of 
Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape province, as this was a 
well-known receiving ground for refugees settling in South 
Africa. The researchers approached the refugee reception 
centre in Port Elizabeth, Eastern Cape province, and asked 

for permission to access refugee women who take part 
in their activities. Once contacts from the agencies were 
established, the researcher relied on referrals from these 
contacts.

The choice of the research setting was based on the purposive 
nature of the study. Permission to access participants 
was obtained from the refugee reception centre as well 
as consent from individuals who volunteered to take part in 
the study. The first author who worked as an intern at the 
refugee reception centre facilitated the data collection and 
transcription. The second author participated in the full data 
analysis and completion of the manuscript.

Data collection
Data were collected primarily through the use of face-to-face, 
semi-structured in-depth interviews. The interviewer worked 
as an intern at a refugee reception centre and conducted all 
20 interviews over the course of 7 months (approximately 
three interviews per month). Because of this lengthy period, 
the researchers had enough time to try to recruit more 
participants and transcribe the data. Interviews were 
conducted in a closed room at the refugee centre to ensure 
complete confidentiality.

Data recording
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim 
and stored on password-protected computers accessible 
only to the researchers. Recording interviews protected the 
researcher against bias and provided a true record of what 
was said during the interviews (Cormark, 2000).

TABLE 1: Participants profile.
Pseudonym Country of origin Pre-migration career Post-migration career Further studies in South Africa Career aspirations

Anna Somalia Hawker Hawker None None
Brenda Somalia Grade 12 Translator Home Based Carer Course Home Based Carer
Clara Congo Minor Hawker Engineering Degree Engineer
Deon Somalia Minor Translator Home Based Care course Air Hostess
Edith Somalia Primary School Education Spaza shop owner None Business/ Hawking
Flora Burundi Grade 10 Vendor; Home Based  

Carer
Home Based Care; First Aid; HIV 
Counselling; Childcare.

Lawyer

Gayle Congo Comedian; Studying towards a Teaching 
qualification

Hairdresser None Teaching; Acting: Comedian

Hilda Cameroon Bookkeeping Diploma; Cashier Hairdresser None Work in line with her 
qualifications

Irene Burundi Grade 8 scholar Hairdresser Heath Care; Counselling; After Care; 
HIV and TB Counselling; Interpreting

Work in line with her 
qualifications

Jacqueline Uganda Diploma in Secondary education Hawker B Comm. Human Resources 
(incomplete)

Teaching Career

Karen Congo Law (3rd year) Nanny; Translator Home Based Care; English Course To complete her Law studies
Linda Congo Beauty Therapy Certification; Till Operator Vender None Beauty Therapy
Mary Somalia Minor Researcher; Translator Matric; Social work certificate Lawyer
Nelly Kenya Grade 12 Vendor None None
Otillia Burundi Grade 6 Hairdresser Till Operator Course None
Prisca Uganda Foundation phase certificate; Primary 

School Teacher; Running a Pre-School
None None None

Queen Congo Business Economics certificate; Teacher Hairdresser None Teacher
Ruth Somalia Diploma in Community Development Vendor; Spaza shop owner None None
Sally Congo Secondary Education; Professional Tailor Tailor None Tailor
Trish Congo Matric; Secretariat Course; Secretary Hairdresser English courses Further her studies and work 

as an Administrator

Note: Demographics of participants obtained during the data collection process.
B Comm., Bachelor of Commerce; HIV, human immunodeficiency virus; TB, tuberculosis.
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Strategies to ensure data quality
Four steps were followed to ensure data quality. Firstly, 
interview questions (refer to Appendix 1) were pre-tested 
with a sample of 10 female international students as a 
way to pre-test the measuring instrument. The researchers 
acknowledge here that international students may not 
necessarily be refugees, but they are close to fitting the 
experiences refugees may go through, especially by not being 
from South Africa and also seeking ways to adjust in a foreign 
land. The latter are traits viewed as common to those of 
refugees (Abkherz & McMahon, 2017). Secondly, to ensure 
credibility of data, all the interview data were recorded and 
transcribed verbatim within 24 h of the interview. Thirdly, 
after the data transcription process, a copy of the transcripts 
was sent to participants by mail or email to verify the 
accuracy thereof. This process took some time and was 
usually followed up by a telephone call. Finally, before and 
during the study, reflexivity was conducted to safeguard 
objectivity and avoid researcher bias, as well as to ensure 
sensitivity on how data were collected, analysed and 
represented (Taylor, Gibbs, & Lewins, 2005). In doing so, we 
also took comprehensive notes at all critical stages of the 
research for additional depth and quality.

Furthermore, to enhance transferability and dependability 
of the findings, a detailed description of the research 
methods, setting and sample size was provided. To ensure 
data authenticity and credibility, voluntary participation 
and rapport building were maintained to enhance open 
and honest responses. The interviewer being a woman and 
introducing herself as a foreign national made the participants 
feel at ease and communicate openly without being inhibited 
about their language skills. Confirmability of the findings 
was enhanced by using the participants’ quotes in presenting 
our findings.

Data analysis
The interviews were all exported into QSR International’s 
NVivo 11, a useful data analysis and management software 
package for dealing with masses of text, graphic, audio and 
video data (Reuben & Bobat, 2014). Narrative analysis 
procedure based on three levels of meaning-making was 
adopted, as used in previous narrative research (for example 
Chinyamurindi, 2012; 2016; McCormack, 2000). The 
researchers used level 1 to gain a good understanding of 
the career development experience of each of the women 
refugee’s stories. This was done by re-reading each interview 
and listening to audio recordings. This process allowed 
for the identification of “markers” within the stories and 
developing an in-depth understanding of each interview 
(McCormack, 2000; Thornhill, Clare, & May, 2004). This 
process consisted of an evaluation of each transcript and 
grouping of each story based on the narrated experiences of 
the women refugees. The researchers then proceeded with 
level 2, which was achieved through classifying responses 
from participants into meaningful and useful categories 
(Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996). Classifying responses helped 
to derive themes and identify connecting themes from 

participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Nachmias & Nachmias, 
1996). Quotes and stories were then used to provide an 
analysis of the themes gathered. Finally, on level 3, the 
researchers analysed the content of the gathered narrative 
accounts and themes by identifying themes and using 
quotes based on consistencies across the participant stories 
(McCormack, 2000).

Ethical consideration
Firstly, an ethical clearance was applied for and granted 
by the participating institution. Secondly, permission was 
sought from the refugee agencies. Furthermore, the research 
followed an ethical framework that entails voluntary 
participation, informed consent, the right to withdraw, 
anonymity and confidentiality.

Results
Three main findings emerged from the data analysis. Firstly, 
it appears that the women refugees were more concerned 
with their desire for short-term survival through acquiring 
basic commodities than a long-term focus to advance and 
develop their careers. Although most of the participants 
narrated their vocational aspirations, their careers are 
currently daunted by their refugee status, socio-histories and 
gender. Informal employment emerged as the most viable 
option for them, allowing them to at least meet their day-to-
day survival needs, shifting their attention from the long-
term focus to build careers to meeting basic needs for 
survival. This could be because of the changed standard of 
living in South Africa as opposed to their home countries. 
Secondly, we found the role of personal and structural 
constraints to be informing the career development processes 
as well as the lived experiences of the women refugees. 
Finally, gender was illustrated as playing a role in the 
women’s career development and in their lived experiences.

Short-term desire for survival
Participants in the study expressed a desire for short-term 
survival as opposed to a long-term orientation to issues 
that affected them. This short-term desire was manifested 
through their expression to acquire and fulfil more of their 
physiological needs (mainly food, shelter and security) 
instead of being engaged in the long-haul on a career path. 
One participant, Brenda, pointed out her desperation to meet 
these everyday needs:

‘When I got to South Africa from my home country, I studied a 
home based care course, not because I liked the course, but 
rather it was the cheapest and quickest I could get a job. The 
issue was to pay my bills and provide for the family. Though I 
was not a fan of the course and job.’ (Brenda, Somalian, Translator 
& General Labourer)

The desire for meeting immediate short-term needs appeared 
to press on the lived experience of women refugees and 
affected their vocational choices. One participant, Prisca, also 
narrated her frustration of lack of a long-term career focus 
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whilst opting for a short-term solution to acquire basic 
commodities:

‘The struggle is on, I may know what I want, but I am more into 
what makes economic sense for now which is to have money to 
pay rent and survive for now. I want to think the future, but 
things are really challenging now affecting me and my baby … 
That’s what the focus is for now, watching out for me and my 
baby.’ (Prisca, Ugandan, Unemployed)

Part of the challenge and a possible explanation for the short-
term survivalist mentality could be attributed to a language 
barrier. Refugees often find it difficult to express themselves 
in English, let alone the local South African languages. As a 
result of this, refugees like Deon prefer to stay in jobs with 
little or no career progression because of the language issue. 
Deon stated that within these jobs, she is able to have some 
money to meet his basic needs:

‘Language is a challenge for refugees, especially us from Somalia, 
and also adjusting to the way of life here in South Africa. So we 
as Somalians are more focussed on careers where we have 
minimal or no progression whilst making a basic living to pay 
rent and buy food.’ (Deon, Somalian, Translator)

The majority of the participants reported that they could 
not obtain employment as a result of their limited English 
proficiency and low level of formal education when they 
arrived in South Africa. Over time their language proficiency 
has improved and some have even obtained a formal 
qualification to gain entry into the labour force although they 
continue to face formidable barriers in obtaining employment. 
Mary who has a Social Work qualification narrated her ordeal 
as follows:

‘My refugee status has affected big time … I have been turned 
down in positions l am qualified for because of refugee status. 
This makes me very helpless.’ (Mary, Somalian, Researcher & 
Translator)

Some refugees admitted having established careers in their 
home countries. For instance, Jacqueline came from Uganda 
where she worked as a teacher, whilst in South Africa she is 
currently a domestic worker and also sells goods on the 
streets. Her desire is to further pursue her interest in a 
teaching career. However, this has challenges which make 
her focus more on the short-term options:

‘It is very difficult to work here and sustain a long-term career 
focus. As refugees, we have dreams we wish realised. The 
journey to those dreams in a foreign country is not always easy. 
So leading to those dreams, if ever they get realised, one must 
find ways in the present to earn an income and sustain 
themselves.’ (Jacqueline, Ugandan, Hawker)

In essence, a short-term focus for survival was prioritised by 
the women refugees who took part in this study, at the 
expense of a more long-term option, where a career path is 
envisioned. This short-term focus was mostly because of 
constraints that pressed on the women refugees and mostly 
beyond their control. These constraints placed a limit on the 
ability to enact career choices albeit the desire exists. Thus, 
the second finding from the analysis of the views of the 

women refugees reveals the structural constraints affecting 
both their career and their lived experiences.

Structural constraints as limitation to career 
and lived experiences
The results indicate that the structural constraints that affect 
women refugees are mostly socio-economic in nature. These 
constraints not only limit individual involvement in their 
careers, but also their lived experiences.

The pressing issue narrated by most of the participants 
is xenophobia. The xenophobic attacks do not only affect 
their vocational lives but also their personal lives, and this 
hinders their settlement process. One participant narrated 
her experience as follows:

‘You just don’t belong. Like there is an intense hatred for 
foreigners. At work one time I was shouted at by my colleagues 
who are South Africans. Basically, I was told to go back to my 
home country, and they don’t want me here.’ (Flora, Burundian, 
Home Based Carer)

Xenophobia affects career development of refugees because 
of a number of factors. Firstly, the local citizens see refugees 
as a threat to the economic security by stealing their jobs. 
Secondly, some employers are ignorant and reluctant to 
employ refugees because of their documentation:

‘It is us against them. Everywhere you go, our foreign status and 
identity is a feature. Once you present refugee documentation to 
prospective employers, it’s a no for them. This is usually followed 
by an intense hatred at what it means to be foreigner, a strangeness 
the locals detest.’ (Ruth, Somalian, Spaza Shop Owner)

The participants narrated how they experience negative 
prejudices when seeking employment and how their 
applications are rejected because of their nationality. This has 
resulted in their lack of social and economic power.

‘There was a vacant position and I was being considered for the 
post but when a new director was appointed and she consulted 
with other people only to learn that I am a refugee, they all 
reportedly said that I am just a refugee and the best position I can 
have is being an interpreter.’ (Mary, Somalian. Researcher & 
Translator)

Another participant narrated her ordeal as follows:

‘A refugee in South Africa has no power whatsoever. For 
instance, I went to apply for a job and the employer could 
not recognise and understand my refugee status and the 
accompanying documents.’ (Trish, Congolese, Hairdressor)

Taking all the aforementioned narratives into account, it can 
be said that most of the women refugees have resorted to 
informal economy for their livelihood. However, they 
continue to encounter formidable barriers that continue to 
affect their well-being. One participant expressed how 
document accessibility hinders informal trading:

‘I wanted to rent a place for my business but it was hard. They 
wanted proof of address and bank statement which I could not 
have because the bank did not allow me to open an account with 
my identity document.’ (Jacqueline, Uganda, Hawker)
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Another participant also recalled an incident where foreign 
traders were attacked by the local citizens:

‘Foreigners face challenges in this country. A few years ago we 
noticed the xenophobic challenges especially here in Port 
Elizabeth. Foreigners were attacked and their property either 
looted or destroyed. South Africans at least to me just hate as 
foreigners, especially African foreigners.’ (Queen, Congolese, 
Hawker)

Through the data analysis, some issues that relate to gender 
as affecting the career development processes and the lived 
experiences of the women refugees were also identified.

Issues exclusive to women refugees
The women refugees who took part in this study provided a 
frank disclosure of what it means to be a woman and also a 
refugee. In most cases, aspects of earning a living accompanied 
these experiences and comparison was made with their male 
counterparts:

‘My situation would be different if I was a male; this world is a 
man’s world. Male refugees often get a priority ahead of us 
females. They are perceived to be stronger than us women.’ 
(Clara, Congolese, Hawker)

Some of the women, like Edith, narrated challenging 
experiences as part of their lived experiences that have 
subsequently affected them, for instance, rape:

‘I used to have a shop, but I was robbed two times. I am now 
struggling to get a job or at least raise funds to open a shop again. 
One day robbers arrived at the shop and raped me. Since then I 
have never been the same and also have psychological problems.’ 
(Clara, Somalian, Hawker)

Other challenges concerned seeking to strike a balance 
between commitments at work and taking care of their 
families. This was a quest for work–life balance, as confirmed 
by Brenda:

‘I want to expand my career, but I know I cannot. I do need a job 
and at best a career but this is not possible. I am a mother and 
have to look after my baby. I am the mother and father together 
for my child.’ (Brenda, Somalian, Translator & General Labourer)

Discussion
The purpose of this article was to explore the career 
development processes of women refugees in South Africa. 
The results of the current study contribute generally to 
an understanding of the issues that refugees face in the 
resettlement phase, especially within developing countries 
like South Africa, which is witnessing an increase in refugees. 
Narrating their career trajectories, refugee women cited 
markers of their personal environment factors, migration 
status and gender identity to explain the hardships they face 
in navigating their careers.

It is evident that the career development process of the 
women refugees is shaped by various factors, such as 
language proficiency and education, emanating from pre-
migration career capital (Tharmaseelan et al., 2010), structural 

constraints such as xenophobia (Di Fabio & Maree, 2013) as 
well as gender (Doubell & Struwig, 2014). Of importance is 
that these challenges are not mutually exclusive but are 
interconnected and inextricably intertwined with their 
gender, history and immigration status (Mitchell, 2013).

As conceptualised by Tharmaseelan et al. (2010), the 
narratives that emerged in this study emphasise that career 
development is moderated by both pre- and post-migration 
factors. Firstly, as per prior studies (Nicolescu, 2017; Willott & 
Stevenson, 2013), refugees struggle to integrate into the host 
country because of language barriers. Secondly, organisations 
fail to recognise their documentation and their right to 
work (Magqibelo et al., 2016). Xenophobia, a recurrent and 
prevalent culture in the South Africa (Amataika, 2013), 
continues to see refugees vulnerable in their place of refuge.

Our work advances empirical work in South Africa, which 
shows refugees to be facing challenges in the resettlement 
phase (Gordon, 2015; International Organisation for Migration, 
2012). Uniquely, our findings show that women refugees have 
a basic need for survival, rather than a long-term career focus. 
This desire is actuated by the situation and experience of being 
a refugee, which is complex and marred by uncertainty. 
Subsequently, this justifies the short-term focus as a basis for 
survival. Linked to this idea of a short-term focus is the role of 
structural constraints, especially those of a socio-economic 
nature, as hindering the growth of the women refugees. The 
latter finding places focus on the role of structural constraints 
in affecting the enactment of career choices (Di Fabio & Maree, 
2013). Our findings support previous empirical work that 
identified the role of the environment in the lived experiences 
of refugees and the possible limitations they impose (Baranika 
et al., 2017). This work extends work on the role of gender and 
the structural constraints of career development outside the 
organisational lens in South Africa (Chinyamurindi, 2016; 
Doubell & Struwig, 2014).

Implication for practice, theory and research
This study makes four contributions to the literature. 
Firstly, by exploring the lived experiences and career issues 
affecting women refugees (the short-term focus, the structural 
constraints and the gender issues), we offer a nuanced view 
of refugee issues considering our socio-cultural milieu. Our 
results emphasise the vulnerable view of refugees, especially 
in the resettlement phase (Mothibi et al., 2015). Despite the 
view that the experience of being a refugee is gender neutral, 
our findings contradict this view and show struggles that 
potentially can exist within the resettlement phase of a 
refugee’s life (Codell et al., 2011). In this regard, our study 
contributes to research on the career development processes 
of women refugees within a South African context, answering 
the call for studies that focus on such vulnerable groups 
(Chinyamurindi, 2016; Harry et al., 2017). Despite challenges 
that women refugees encounter, some remain hopeful and 
desire to have long-term career aspirations. This is evident 
from them (albeit the structural constraints) still seeking for 
survival and basic needs in view of a long-term aspiration.

http://www.sajip.co.za�


Page 8 of 11 Original Research

http://www.sajip.co.za Open Access

Secondly, through the findings of the research, our work 
intensifies understanding of a range of factors and their 
influence on career development as well as the lived 
experience (Abkherz & McMahon, 2017). As depicted in 
Table 1, most of the women refugees indicated their vocational 
aspirations, but their growth is hindered by existing 
constraints. Ultimately, the only viable solution has been for 
the women refugees to take part in menial jobs, as a form of 
sustenance and to have a short-term career focus. This gives 
cadence to the theorising around the complexity of career 
issues affecting women (Cook et al., 2002). Importantly, 
our study illustrates how structural constraints impede 
individual experience and integration into society (Olliff, 
2010). The previous theorising on such issues has been scant, 
especially within developing countries like South Africa. 
Thirdly, we advance the understanding of issues specific to 
women refugees and add to a collection of literature on the 
same topic internationally and within developing countries 
(Abkherz & McMahon, 2017; Harry et al., 2017). To this, we 
also illustrate the intersection of structural constraints and 
gender to the lived and career experiences of women 
refugees. All these factors could assist in how refugees re-
establish their lives in a host country.

The research heightened focus on the role of a multi-
stakeholder approach in assisting women refugees in their 
resettlement. Through barriers identified in this study, 
stakeholders can propose policy and practical interventions 
that assist women refugees. For instance, participants of this 
study reported barriers faced when trying to find work and 
they exposed the ignorance and prejudiced nature of society 
towards immigrants. It could be useful for organisations 
dedicated to assisting refugees to work with relevant 
government departments in educating organisations and 
employers to understand issues affecting refugees. 
Furthermore, educational and awareness programmes can 
be introduced to a targeted and broader society, given the 
challenges of xenophobia. Government support could also 
assist in all these efforts by creating an enabling environment 
that allows for the prosperity, not just of locals, but also of 
refugees.

Limitations and future research
Because of the explorative nature of our study, the research 
purposely consists of a limited number of women refugees, 
whereas there are also male refugees. The excerpts presented 
in the study provide rich data that are useful in creating 
interventions for career development of this neglected 
population group. Future research should also compare 
career development processes of men and explore the gender 
perspective from another angle.

The researchers believe that a good rapport was established 
owing to the feministic nature and acquaintances that the 
interviewer had with the participants. However, a possible 
drawback that cannot be overlooked is that the language 
utilised during the interviews is a second language to 
both the interviewer and participants. Certainly, there were 

moments of misunderstanding during the interviews and 
a few questions such as ‘Do you think women’s career 
development processes are different from those of men?’ 
and ‘Is your career developing as you anticipate?’ went 
unanswered during one (Interview with Anna) of the 
interviews as they were not fully understood by the 
participant. However, the fact that the interviewer introduced 
herself as a foreigner and non-native English speaker enabled 
the participants to speak more openly without being inhibited 
about their language skills. The interviewer was also in a 
better position to understand some speakers who made 
errors as she is also used to hearing similar mistakes from her 
colleagues and some that she also makes herself. As such it is 
possible that each of the stories if told in a different context 
and another language would yield different meanings.

Conclusion
The study focussed on how career development processes 
of women refugees in South Africa are manifest, as well as 
the factors and barriers that influence such processes. The 
research drew attention to both the gendered nature of 
society and the structural constraints that impede the lived 
experiences of refugees, especially within the context of a 
developing country. It was evident from the women 
participants in the study that the experience of being a 
refugee has affected them, often resulting in irony. Firstly, 
the women refugees appear to have lost not only the source 
of livelihood they had in their home countries, but also the 
enactment of a career choice. However, an advantage is 
their experience of the environment which is favourable 
compared to their home countries. In essence, this 
favourable environment made South Africa a desired 
destination.
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Appendix 1
Interview guide:
1. Tell me about yourself. (Background information-education level and employment history; marital status; children; country of origin)
2. May you tell me about the circumstances that forced you to leave your home country? (When did you arrive in South Africa; why did you 

choose to come to South Africa)
3. What experiences and challenges did you face during your journey from your country of origin to South Africa?
4. Tell me a story of your arrival in South Africa, (Which border gate did you use to enter South Africa, did you know anyone in the country 

when you arrived?)
5. Did you receive assistance from the government or humanitarian organisations when you arrived? (What kind of assistance? explain how 

this assisted you?)
6. Did you encounter any challenges in adapting to the new environment? (How did you deal with the situations)
7. Tell me about your profession and career when you were in your home country.
8. Upon arrival, how long did it take you to get a job, did you get assistance from job agents? (What are some of the challenges that you 

encountered when looking for employment, is your current job in line with your area of expertise?)
9. Is the organisation that you are working for accommodative of refugees? (Did they play a role in the way you adjusted to the new 

environment?)
10. Tell me about the most stressful situation that you faced when you started working in South Africa and how you handled the situation?
11. In your own understanding, what is meant by the term career development? (What factors do you think influence career development)
12. Do you think women’s career development is different from that of men? (Please tell me a story that explains why it is different)
13. Is your career developing as you anticipate? (What factors that are influencing the success of your career? what aspects are within your 

control and which are beyond your control?)
14. How do you think the government and organisations should assist with some of the challenges that you are facing? (What do you think 

should be done to help women refugees?)
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