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     C H A P T E R  1 

 A Road Map for the Book   

   This chapter provides the groundwork for the book, and 
gives reasons for the study. The prologue provides a snap-
shot of my experiences as head of  organizational develop-

ment in multinational organizations. I have seen this story—talented 
 individuals falling off the leadership ladder—many times and have 
often pondered why this happens. After years in the corporate 
world, I returned to graduate school to obtain a doctorate in leader-
ship  education. Three serendipitous events spurred me to pursue this 
path of study and use the mechanism of narrative inquiry or what is 
more commonly known as storytelling. 

 The first event was my reading of a captivating research paper on 
multicultural narrative inquiry by JoAnn Phillion (2002). Her story 
and imaginative writing intrigued me. I found this use of narrative 
provided a powerful method to learn about multicultural environ-
ments. Second was a paper on ethical leadership and finding connec-
tions to women and transformational leadership (Eagly 2007; Ciulla 
2004). The third event was the chance meeting with Ms. Lim, a 
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Malaysian Chinese businesswoman and mother of three teenage boys. 
Ms. Lim was born into a prominent family and attended prestigious 
boarding schools; she was never the best student and only aspired to 
become a f light attendant. She now runs a successful global hedge 
fund. Hedge funds are among the more demanding areas of invest-
ment banking, and only a few women are at the helm of such funds. 
Ms. Lim’s story, coupled with my experiences in developing and 
facilitating leadership inside organizations, aroused my curiosity. I 
wanted to understand how women—particularly Asian women—
navigated the road to leadership. These events sparked my interest in 
cross-cultural narrative and my desire to learn about leadership from 
women in an Asian context. 

 In this study, I use narrative to explore the complexities of life 
and leadership experiences of four women in Asia, each immersed 
in the intricacies of culture, particularly within an organization. 
Asia, with over 3.3 billion people, provides enormous growth 
opportunities and will continue to be at the top of the population 
charts for the foreseeable future. Digging into the demographics, 
we find highly educated women now entering the workforce in 
droves and organizations struggling to maintain diverse and inclu-
sive leadership (Hewlett 2007). The demographic and economic 
shifts in Asia predict positive developments for the region while 
simultaneously presenting demands on organizations and leader-
ship. As headlines continue to highlight the dearth of women in 
leadership positions, the research on women leaders (specifically 
Asian women) remains sparse. Accordingly, this cross-cultural nar-
rative inquiry provides a new perspective for both organizations 
and for qualitative research. 

 Interestingly, women enter the workforce at the same rate as men, 
but their numbers noticeably diminish as they move up the orga-
nization (Aguirre and Sabbagh 2010; Coffman et al. 2010; Barsh 
et al. 2012). There are many reasons for this: demands of work and 
family, vagaries in talent selection, organizational politics (Barsh and 
Yee 2011; Hewlett 2007), to name a few. The focus of my research 
is to gain insight into leadership from the experience of women in 
academia and nonprofits and from women entrepreneurs and busi-
nesswomen. Understandably, there are many ways to gather data. 
Since this research explores the human side of leadership and orga-
nizational life, narrative is well suited to this study. I use the terms 
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narrative, narrative inquiry, and stories throughout this book. Stories 
provide suitable conditions for understanding and expressing the 
human experience of events, choices, and leadership (Polkinghorne 
1995). From this perspective, I examine four women’s leadership 
experiences in Asia. 

 A single theory should not hold authority over another, and 
while there is much quantitative research on leadership, this study 
uses words rather than numbers as data; stories provide a differ-
ent perspective on leadership and culture. From a postmodernist 
perspective, stories evolve, as do interpretations. This study looked 
at multiple perspectives, including my own, in order to guide the 
interpretive process. The f luid nature of narrative allows interpreta-
tion to evolve, holding back from a definite view. Stories regenerate 
with each reading, and each time are interpreted through different 
prisms and perspectives. 

 In the process of doing this research, I reconsidered my Western 
thought process and my deeply held beliefs about Asian culture, both 
during interviews and in my subsequent writing. This presented 
opportunities, conf licting emotions, and learning. At times I con-
nected with my participants, and at other times I was left baff led, 
unable to make any meaningful connection. From my first inter-
view I struggled with the meaning of words and the participant’s 
response. This may sound amusing but is true. Simple words used 
every day offer new ways to understand culture and organizational 
systems. My challenges often came from holding on to a particular 
meaning, relying on the same ideals and structure by which I was 
in fact also challenging the participant (Derrida 1978). Conducting 
cross-cultural interviews unearthed mistaken beliefs and exposed 
misinterpretations inherent in both Western and Eastern cultures. 

 Struggle can both educate and elucidate. In writing about lead-
ership and culture, there are no absolute truths, but rather different 
ways to examine assumptions about truths. Similarly, as will be 
discussed in  chapter 8 , there are few definite definitions of lead-
ership; the prevailing definitions ref lect a Western perspective. 
Leadership—like science—should not be considered unilaterally or 
from a dominant cultural perspective. The complexity and diver-
sity of global business and society distort our view and certainly 
should challenge a universal understanding of leadership. I do not 
intend to offer vague solutions or uncover truths about leadership 
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and demonstrate specific steps to get to the top. Instead, I focus 
on and explore values, inf luences, and experiences from a com-
bined perspective on how these women  experienced  leadership. This 
research is collaborative, based on the journey of women at mul-
tiple junctions of life. I am an integral part of this story travel-
ing alongside my participants. This qualitative method explores 
the past, sometimes from a historical perspective, sometimes from 
a current perspective, sometimes from a cultural one, all to gain 
insights and create meaning based on multicultural views. In the 
end, this book highlights various viewpoints for understanding an 
underrepresented community of leaders.  

  Cross-Cultural Storytelling 

 Narrative allows multiple interpretations for many people. These 
stories provide lessons of experience and serendipitous moments of 
realization on the road to leadership. A story is never straightfor-
ward, and a challenge immediately exists. Context, situations, and 
the f luid nature of stories can unnerve, be endlessly creative, or 
be perpetually interpreted (Denzin and Lincoln 2005). Learning 
takes place through a ref lexive process. Ref lexivity looks both 
internally and externally for answers. A story presents itself one 
way, but going back and reading it again provides another angle, 
multiple interpretations and ways to tell a story. Some of these 
stories start with the interview sequence, others begin from 
a different angle, and all blend culture and historical elements. 
Each story presents a window into the participant’s self, leader-
ship, and culture providing a representation of life for the reader’s 
interpretation. 

 As previously mentioned, the decision to use cross- cultural nar-
rative began with my interest in JoAnn Phillion’s (2002) research 
on narrative multiculturalism. However, my  exposure to quali-
tative research and using stories began at university with Erving 
Goffman’s book  The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life  (1959), 
which laid the groundwork for narrative performance. Unlike 
Phillion, I entered this research without a prepared script. Phillion 
carried “scripts of expectation” into the Bay Street school, stating 
“the truths of the script were what I personally and professionally 
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believed in and tried to practice” (2002, 268). In my research, I 
deliberately did not have a script but unconsciously carried bag-
gage of cultural knowledge and mental frameworks into this narra-
tive. I also uncovered bias, a gut reaction to a story or thought that 
prevented me from accepting a new perspective. This experience 
provided much learning and profound insights on what happens 
inside organizations for women. In  chapter 7 , bias is explored in 
more detail with links to culture, gender, and invisible barriers for 
women in organizations. 

 My background in cross-cultural development should have 
eliminated such bias, but I had to remind myself (constantly) to 
look at the corporate world and these women through a very differ-
ent lens. I left the United States over 25 years ago to study Chinese 
language, history, and culture in Changsha, Hunan Province, in 
China. Under the leadership of Deng Xiao Ping, China was then 
a very different country from today. In 1985 summer indicated 
tomatoes or watermelons and few other varieties of food. I taught 
English to graduate student engineers at one of the large mining 
and metallurgy universities. The university resembled a small city 
with 100,000 or more residents living within the walled enclave. 
My fellow students wore Mao suits, studied the  Little Red Book  on 
Saturday afternoons, and few spoke English. I later moved to Hong 
Kong and was employed by a Shanghainese family-run company; 
subsequently, I worked in multinational organizations across Asia 
for over two decades. Through these experiences and my own per-
sonal development, I became sensitive to Asian cultural values and 
was made painfully aware of the increasing demands on women at 
work. Using cross-cultural narrative inquiry to engage and col-
laborate with my participants provided insights into culture and 
undoubtedly more questions.  

  Leadership Research and Storytelling 

 Stories have been used as a research method in education and 
leadership for years (Clandinin and Connelly 1990; Ciulla 2004; 
Helgesen 1995; Brown and Rhodes 2005; Howard 2010). As I was 
writing these stories, a thought or picture of a past event would 
f leetingly enter my mind, and I carefully tried to capture these 
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thoughts. Taking a step back, I recognized similar events with my 
participants—events or moments in time when decisions were made 
to shift, change, transform, or step into leadership. More impor-
tant, these short-lived moments provided valuable learning about 
leadership and self, but only through ref lection. Recognizing these 
events—moments of realization—during the interview process, I 
started to see similar events appearing in each story. These events 
were not tragic—indeed, many are delightful (the offer of a new 
position or business opportunity)—but often linked with pain or 
emotional upheaval. Reading these stories, readers will find many 
such turning points in each. 

 Stories are performance art. Sitting in a trendy Hong Kong caf é  
or a wood-paneled Singapore office, pictures unfolded in my mind 
while listening. Many times I thought I had seen this movie before. 
I was aware that bias entered my thoughts. Returning to my notes 
provided a new perspective to make sense of the scenes unfolding. 
The words now carried a different meaning. Looking back, I have 
questioned and doubted the interview process, wondering if the 
stories represent my participants’ voices. But how do we accurately 
represent a voice and grab a memory? As the story retreats, it f loats 
between center stage and back stage.  

  Moments of Realization Defined 

 During interviews and story writing, moments of realization precip-
itated periods of ref lexive analysis of the process of narrative inquiry 
and my unchecked bias (Finlay 2006). These pivotal moments 
became apparent as I was writing the stories and seeking my partici-
pants’ ref lections. One participant responded, “You know me better 
than I know myself.” 

 These moments of realization, either spontaneous or over time, 
defined a time when participants realized the need to change course, 
when there was not a choice, and when leadership was thrust upon 
them. These moments were critical junctures for me with my partic-
ipants and within the stories. Listening to their stories, I experienced 
many of these moments and remembered my time in the corporate 
world, on the other side of talent meetings, observing and advising 
leaders. 
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 There were many occasions when I was headed in one research 
direction but forced to take a step back, and in doing so, I learned 
something new. The word “failure” provided significant learning 
from a personal and organizational  perspective. In  chapter 9  the mis-
interpretation of words is discussed in greater detail together with 
its impact on leadership and organizations. The setback with words 
(specifically the word “failure”) forced a review of these stories and 
leadership. As I was doing so, these serendipitous moments of realiza-
tion emerged. These epiphanies happened suddenly when a thought, 
statement, or story triggered a memory. Or they came slowly when 
a belief was accepted, challenged, or disregarded. Such ref lexive 
moments illustrate the tremendous importance of noticing a specific 
response in order to make a predictive action (Etherington 2004). 

 In  chapters 2  through  5 , such moments are highlighted in each 
story. Throughout this study, I lived within my participants’ world 
and experienced episodes of discontinuity with narrative inquiry and 
multicultural environments. In  chapter 9  multicultural mishaps are 
discussed in more detail, exploring definitions of culture and iden-
tity and their impact on organizations. Some of this confusion stems 
from using a Western concept of leadership and accepting cultural 
stereotypes. Using ref lexivity in this study helped me assign meaning 
to popular myths surrounding leadership. Instead of seeking truth or 
generalized perspectives, the stories are intended to build awareness 
and cultivate interest in future leadership in a global context.  

  Participants in This Study 

 The women in my research discuss family, spirituality, and per-
sonal attitudes toward leadership. Their families play an inte-
gral role, weaving an interesting dynamic throughout. Setbacks 
abound—either losing a parent early in life or rejecting a parent 
in adulthood and reuniting with parents in midlife—and these 
women attribute their success to family support and to integrating 
work and personal life. 

 I am fortunate to have lived in Asia and developed an extended 
network in business, academia, and nonprofits. I am also a member 
of many women’s networks and have held two board positions for 
nonprofit organizations. Embarking on this study, I reached out to 
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this extended network, provided an overview of my research, and 
asked for introductions to women in leadership positions. I was not 
seeking to interview CEOs or managing directors but was more 
interested in one or two levels below. I wanted someone who was 
on a path of leadership, leading a function, department, or nonprofit, 
and I planned to broaden the scope of this discovery beyond the 
business community. 

 My only criteria were diversity and time. I wanted diversity in 
culture and experiences—participants had to be willing to spend a 
year or more of many interviews and story iterations. I received a few 
responses from prominent business leaders and many from European 
and American women with extensive experience and impressive 
credentials in Asia. I decided against both, as business leaders could 
not afford the time and I was focused on stories of Asian women. I 
soon started the interview process of over 30 women in the region. 
The interviews and research required time and commitment, and 
I was honored that my participants chose to be part of this journey 
with me. 

 I have not worked with or for any of them; none are colleagues. 
But I was introduced to each one and decided to invite them to 
take part in my research. I intended to write stories across the 
countries in Asia but received wise advice that this might not 
be feasible. I started with six stories and whittled this number 
down to four. I wanted to maintain diversity of cultures, experi-
ence, profession, seniority levels, and industry. The four women 
I selected represented “success,” and could identify and articulate 
the foundation of their success. Yet, theirs is not success in a con-
spicuous sense of achievement—financial, for example, accompa-
nied by fame and fortune. In fact, reframing success to honor their 
cultures, these women believe their achievements are the result of 
having been offered opportunities, having had a commitment to 
learning, and  having taken the time for self-ref lection. From my 
vantage point and in my words, these women are “successful in 
more ways than one.” 

 In keeping with the narrative form, I had a broad set of questions 
I intended to ask, but I also maintained f lexibility to allow each indi-
vidual story to f low. I used my plan as a guide, not a strict format. 
When participants asked me to send the questionnaire in advance, 
I realized I needed to provide an overview of narrative, how the 
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process works, and a road map of the journey. I was aware of the 
cultural aspects and saw that this guide was important because some 
participants required an overview before our first meeting in order 
to prepare. In addition, the guide aided in building rapport and trust. 
The overview outlined the process and broad areas to be discussed; 
it highlighted confidentiality, disguising names or industry, and 
other connections. My intention was to engage in a general dialogue 
to understand various experiences relating to leadership and life. 
Mindful of the ethical aspects of this study, the overview provided a 
general guideline without being too prescriptive ( Josselson 2007). 

 To conduct the interviews I used a digital tape recorder, but there 
were many times when this device failed. Hence, most of my inter-
views were with a journal or sometimes both a journal and a record-
ing device. I prefer to write, as it allows me to jot down thoughts 
or memories in side columns. At the end of the interview, I would 
reread my notes and add comments. When writing the interview, I 
waited for the story to unfold. I sent back the original transcripts to 
ensure I had captured what the participants meant to say and asked 
for corrections or clarification of any misunderstandings. During 
our meetings, the conversations were never straightforward, moving 
in different directions, often veering off in new areas. When I inter-
viewed Ms. Ali (see page 12), for example, we went back and forth 
many times, as one question or correction would lead to another 
topic. After completion, I sent the stories to all the participants. I 
waited and waited for a response. I nudged and reminded them on 
many occasions of the impending deadline. Some did not respond 
until I was almost finished with the manuscript. One participant 
corrected a few lines and asked me to change the segment on iden-
tity. For another, her story brought back memories of a difficult 
transition representing a different frame of mind although she now 
has a changed perspective on life. The comment adds to the com-
plexity of stories and life, reinforcing the temporal nature of both. 
Julian Barnes, acclaimed author and recent Booker prize winner, 
considers the same thoughts, “The past is a distant, receding coast-
line, and we are all in the same boat” (Barnes 1984, 110). Together 
we were in the same boat, creating stories that sometimes sting with 
truth, but from a distance often bring a less harsh view. 

 Examining the careers and lives of four successful Asian women, 
I uncovered their success through hard work, serendipitous events, 
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and sheer determination to work through visible and invisible barri-
ers. Their setbacks were described as “moments of realization” that 
propelled them forward, even when their support systems gave little 
support and they were faced with a challenge or opportunity. When 
the ground seemed to fall away under their feet, they pressed on 
regardless, to achieve balance, harmony, and success in a hierarchi-
cal, monetary, and spiritual sense. 

 The stories invite the reader to navigate the ever- changing 
nature of human events and lived experiences. While the stories 
are open to interpretation and to explore multiple leadership per-
spectives, I have used transformational leadership as a foundation 
for this research. There are two reasons for drawing on the knowl-
edge of transformational leadership research. The first is the mor-
ally grounded, ethical stance of transformational leadership (Ciulla 
2004). The second reason is the connection to women (Eagly 2007). 
I have not tested my participants on this style, but consider this 
thinking as a basis of understanding. Throughout this study I refer 
to transformational leadership, Sally Helgesen’s (1995) narrative on 
ways women lead, Cheung and Halpern’s cross-cultural narratives 
on women executives, and McKinsey’s centered leadership model, 
all discussed in greater detail in  chapter 8 .  

  Inf luences of Feminist Ethnography 

 Ethnography (not necessarily feminist) encompasses anthropol-
ogy, education, sociology, and cultural studies (Skeggs 2001) and is 
“grounded in the particularities of women’s lives and stories” (Behar 
and Gordon 1995, 15). A woman interviewing women leaders in 
a male-dominated environment (Chin et al. 2007) is analogous to 
female ethnographers finding themselves “within a discipline rooted 
in male musings about foreign lands” (Behar and Gordon 1995, 2). 
Living in Asia, I immersed myself in the cultures of these women. 
We travelled, lived, and worked in the same places. The similar-
ity of experience was the impetus for exploring feminist ethnogra-
phy. I believed the stories of women leaders were not always readily 
available or discussed. The work of Ruth Behar, Deborah Gordon, 
Kamala Visweswaran, and Stacilee Ford is relevant from a cross-
cultural and feminist perspective. Gender, culture, and experience 
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do not have one-size-fits-all solutions, so gathering insights from a 
variety of sources made sense. Narrative inquiry provided a platform 
for exploring and experiencing the social and organizational world of 
these women and allowed for many voices to be heard (Richardson 
and St. Pierre 2005). I learned how these different perspectives come 
together and offer additional perspectives on these stories.  

  Meaning and Sense Making 

 My intention has been to learn and share learning about leader-
ship from these women: the richness, the complexities, and twists 
and turns along the journey of leadership in Asia (Etherington 
2004). This cross-cultural inquiry—unbeknownst to me—orig-
inated in college, was further enhanced by my work, and was 
complemented by my living outside of my home country; it was 
motivated by watching talented women being overlooked for 
leadership positions. I began and ended this research sensitized 
to my position by the women who participated in it. I am one 
of them, with no positional power over them, but on a par with 
them (or one level below) in terms of their achievements. They 
are not world-famous, nor will we see them in magazines or on 
television, but they are leaders in their own right, at work, in their 
communities, and at home. The narratives allowed their voices to 
be heard and their personal experiences and events to illustrate 
leadership from their perspective. That I was part of this com-
munity and lived in their cultures benefitted this research and the 
emerging leadership stories. 

 To analyze these narratives I use the entire story or  multiple 
stories, looking at each one individually and  collectively to evalu-
ate this research. The story provides the context for life choices 
and unfolding leadership. The moments of realization are turning 
points, either disruptive life events or unforeseen opportunities, 
requiring a choice between doing nothing and moving forward. 
Whatever the decision or course of action, all the stories provide 
meaning. While words often were hurdles, making sense of this 
data comes from the entire story. I amassed data, and some words 
were excluded because not every detail is needed to tell a story 
(Polkinghorne 1995). 
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 While I struggled with content and representation, I also grappled 
with what to include. These stories include interview notes, his-
torical references, leadership research, cultural insights, and personal 
ref lections. I struggled with how to adequately represent my partici-
pants. Their stories provide one view, but I wanted the reader to see 
multiple perspectives. In  chapter 6  I use narrative fiction to bring 
my participants together to discuss workplace politics and organiza-
tional dynamics. Using a fictional voice on a typical organizational 
dilemma through the eyes of my participants offers another view of 
these women.  

  How this Book Unfolds 

 I have come to know my participants on a deeper level in the course 
of the years of research through corresponding with them regularly 
to check details, clarify observations, and gain more insights into 
their paths toward leadership. They are not my friends but very close 
acquaintances. At the beginning of my research, I assured them all 
that their names would not be revealed, as some are identifiable in 
Asia. To ensure anonymity, their identities are disguised. It is my 
desire to remain faithful to these four, who are, in nom de plume, 
Ms. Ali, a Bangladeshi academic, Ms. Ito, a Japanese social entrepre-
neur, Ms. Chin, a Singaporean executive, and Ms. Lee, a Taiwanese 
executive. I hope their insights will challenge the reader to ref lect 
and grow.   Using a qualitative approach, the following questions 
emerged: 

 How do women experience leadership and how do values, choices, 
inf luences, and family all converge and impact on each of their 
stories? 

 How does narrative inquiry contribute to the understanding of 
gender and leadership in a multicultural landscape? 

 How does the combination of narrative and ref lexivity provide 
guidance in narrative across cultures and with unconscious 
bias?   

 This study evolves through the stories to uncover the human 
side of leadership. The first part of the book consists of individ-
ual  stories; the second half explores leadership and multicultural 
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theory to uncover their applicability to organizations. Following a 
postmodernist perspective and allowing freedom within the cho-
sen framework, I use an unorthodox approach, beginning with 
the women’s narratives in the first four chapters. I purposely place 
Ms. Ito and Ms. Ali together under the category of moral leader-
ship. The subsequent stories of Ms. Chin and Ms. Lee are con-
cerned with the “how” of leadership—how to build a connected, 
inclusive web for success. The final chapter focuses on leadership 
for the future, looking back in order to move forward, asking the 
bigger question: “what does all this mean?” 

 I encourage the reader to experience and engage in these stories 
as part of the “performance.” As I listened to my participants, a 
comment would sometimes take me back to my memories, of my 
own “moments of realization,” memories of where I had come from 
and where I had travelled. My participants’ words stay with me as a 
writer, fellow traveler, cross-cultural, female ethnographer (Denzin 
1997; Richardson 1994). Each story provides a different narrative 
angle, the pieces fitting into the puzzle of leadership for the future. 
With this in mind, it is my hope that the reader has similar moments 
of realization.  
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  Moral Leadership   

  Three passions, simple but overwhelmingly strong, have governed my life; 
the longing for love, the search for knowledge, and an unbearable pity for 
the suffering of mankind.  

  These passions, like the great winds, have blown me hither and thither, 
in a wayward course, over a deep ocean of anguish, reaching to the very 
verge of despair. . . .   

  This is what I sought, and though it might seem too good for human life, 
    this is what—at last—I have found.  

  Bertrand Russell (Russell 1975, 9)        
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