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Abstract
Organizational Politics is a less explored concept when studied as a barrier that shapes women’s career progression when examined through lived experiences. Drawing on the Sensemaking Theory, this study explores how women professionals in UK higher education institutions navigate organizational politics while constructing resilience and building resilience strategies. This research has adopted interpretivism paradigm and phenomenological approach to qualitatively research and explore how women make sense of organizational politics, how they construct resilience and build strategies to navigate around power dynamics. The findings reveal that women face many structural and systematic barriers within organizations. One understudy here is the organizational politics. It is the invisible yet unavoidable power dynamic that women face. Women build resilience and political competence to shape their experiences. They build resilient strategies such as alliance and network building, believing in themselves and staying confident. This study contributes to the research gap by examining and understanding the meaning -making experiences and resilience strategies of women professionals through their career journeys within the UK higher education institutions. 


Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Background and Context 
The education sector in the UK is the second largest sector after the National Health Services (NHS), with a total of 1.67 million employees (Statista, 2025). According to Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) there are approximately 246,930 academic and 206,765 non-academic staff employed within the UK higher education institutions alone. Among these, 249,650 are women staff members making up more than half of the total employed staff indicating a substantial female presence in the HE institutions (HESA, 2023). Despite a large presence, they still remain underrepresented in leadership roles within the HE. Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) released a survey report in May 2025 highlighting that in spite of the increase in the number of female university leaders over the past five years, women still occupy only approximately one-third of senior leadership positions within the UK universities (Harrison & Freeman, 2025). In university positions, women professors make up of 30.08%, and 17% hold a principal or a vice-chancellor position. In HE, the median salary of men is approximately £43,414 while the women receive £39,508, with a median pay gap by gender of 9% (Advance HE, 2024). There are a number of societal as well as systemic barriers at work for women that have been hindering their progression to senior leadership roles. 
There is no doubt that globally, as well inside UK, higher education institutions face several systematic and structural challenges that impact the ‘staff dedication and psychological well-being’. Among these challenges, organizational politics has turned out to be an important one affecting employee behavior and attitudes (Obeng and Atan, 2024). Organizational politics significantly impacts the working environment resulting in increased stress, unfairness and job dissatisfaction at work (Orchard, 2025). Women in particular perceive organizational politics as a challenge that brings issues like power struggles, favoritism, lack of transparency, lack of mentor and career opportunities (Obeng, Tarik Atan and Arhinful, 2025). 
Women enter higher education institutions with optimism believing HE has equality and inclusive policies at every level (Katerina Topalidou, 2022). But this optimism changes when organizational politics shapes their experiences. They realize that the power is unequally distributed and informal decision-making methods takes a lead and women are frequently kept out of the power circles. It turns out that organizational politics build invisible barriers for women and resilience emerges as a tool for survival. 
Women build resilience over time when they repeatedly encounter barriers such as bias, uneven mentorship opportunities, silent treatments, emotional labor, exclusions, and other stressful behaviors. The awareness of these barriers results in women recognizing the power dynamics early which helps them to build safety measure. They build resilience to manage, strategize and regulate their emotions at work. This research aims to explore organizational politics, the meaning-making experiences of women in the higher education while strategically building resilience and enduring adversity without losing their goal of career advancement.
1.2 Research Problem Statement 
Despite a sizeable female representation, women remain under-represented in senior leadership and decision-making roles within the higher education sector (Harrison & Freeman, 2025). Though equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives are widely promoted across UK educational institutions, many women continue to face systemic barriers in advancing to senior leadership roles. Organizational politics often comes into play through gendered decision-making hence positioning women at a disadvantage.
A lack of transparency in career progression and recruitment practices further worsens these gendered barriers. The selection for leadership roles is not always merit based; instead, informal power structures made up of male-dominated networks influences who is noticed, supported, and ultimately promoted. Women are often left out of these networks and the mentoring opportunities that arise within them, limiting their visibility and access to career-enhancing experiences.
Gender stereotypes also persist in leadership evaluations and expectations, highlighting a “double bind” situation where women leaders are judged and criticized for feeling trapped as well as for showing resilience (Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute, 2025). Moreover, work-life balance challenges, particularly around caregiving responsibilities, continue to unjustifiably affect women. The combined effects of organizational politics, stereotypes, and physical responsibilities create a complex dilemma in which women must navigate both professional expectations and personal obligations.
Existing studies often examine gender inequality and leadership barriers at a macro level, but there is limited qualitative research exploring how women experience and interpret organizational politics, and how they use resilience as a mediating tool in their career progression. Even fewer studies focus specifically on the UK higher education sector, where the intersection of these phenomena may be shaped by unique institutional, cultural, and policy contexts. There is a notable gap in the research that examines how women in the UK education sector use resilience as a strategy to navigate organizational politics and advance their careers. While substantial research has focused separately on gender inequality, organizational politics, leadership styles, and resilience, few studies have integrated these concepts, particularly from an interpretivist and phenomenological perspective that captures women lived experiences and meaning-making processes
This gap highlights the need for in-depth qualitative research that explores: women’s lived experiences with organizational politics, the strategies they employ to negotiate career advancement, how resilience develops and is practiced within higher educational institutions, and how these elements interact to shape women’s leadership trajectories.
By studying organizational politics, resilience, and career progression together, this research aims to provide a more holistic understanding of how women navigate organizational politics in relation to their career progression and what role does resilience play in the process within the scope of the UK higher education sector.
1.3 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to explore meaning making and lived experiences of women professionals within the UK higher education. In order to explore this, this research will conduct a thorough understanding of how women make sense of their experiences and what meaning they construct from it while navigating organizational politics, organizational culture, building resilience, and shaping their leadership journeys.
1.4 Research Objectives 
The following research objectives have been developed. They are aligned with the interpretivist paradigm and phenomenological approach of this research. These objectives will aid in developing deeper understanding of organizational politics and resilience while exploring meaning-making and lived experiences of women professionals. This study does not follow the causal relationship of the variables.
RO1: Develop interpretivist understanding of women professional’s lived and meaning making experiences of navigating organizational politics while progressing in their leadership journeys and career progressions in the Uk higher education sector. 
RO2: Explore how women professionals interpret and describe their understanding of resilience within the UK higher education sector.
RO3: Identify and interpret the strategies women professionals use to navigate organizational politics, organizational culture and power structures in the Uk higher education sector. 
RO4: Analyze how experiences of women professionals in regard to organizational politics and resilience shape their choices in their leadership journey and career progression. 
1.5 Research Questions
Following research questions have been developed to meet each research objective.
RQ1: How do women in the higher education sector make sense of organizational politics in relation to their leadership journey and career progression in UK higher education?
RQ2: How do women professionals interpret and describe resilience in their leadership journey and career progression in UK higher education?
RQ3: What resilience strategies do professional women use to navigate organizational politics, organizational culture and power structures within the UK higher education?
RQ4: How do these lived experiences of women professionals ultimately affect their leadership journey, career choices and progression?
1.6 Significance of the Study 
The study aims to contribute to the academic knowledge by providing qualitative research into the lived experiences of women within the UK higher education sector. Through its interpretivist lens, it addresses the critical gap in literature and extends theoretical debate in providing in-depth narratives of women professional who use resilience as strategic tool to empower and continue their journey to dismantle toxic and unfair organizational politics. The research findings challenge the optimist assumptions in existing research and support theory refinement and bridge real-world experiences to theory.
Furthermore, it offers a practical significance for higher education institutions to include experiences of women while reshaping EDI policies, leadership initiatives and organizational culture. Evolved and inclusive leadership strategies will retain talented women professionals and avoid burnout, resentment, and disengagement. Moreover, it highlights the significance of refining national frameworks by adopting the evidenced based insight to make organizations more inclusive towards supporting aspiring women leaders
Lastly, this research has a lot of significance for the society as a whole. It provides a deeper meaning of gender equity, importance of women well-being, and necessity of organizational justice. It amplifies the voices of women in higher education. The findings create awareness of structural and systematic barriers faced by women. It recognizes that women contributions and struggles have a huge impact in creating effective leadership and are extremely essential for survival and success of HE institutions (Orchard, 2025)


Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter critically reviews the existing literature on HE, women in UK higher education, organizational politics, resilience and career progression. It starts by examining key theories, empirical literature and key terms. Furthermore, this chapter includes the theoretical and conceptual framework of the study.
EQUALITY IN UK HIGHER EDUCATION 
Higher education institutions are breeding hubs for the future leaders of our society. These institutions are expected to show gender equality through practice and give value to the voices and ideas of women. These practices are one of the power tools that are being used to accelerate the progress of gender equality and women empowerment (Mott, 2022). 
In the UK, the expansion of EDI policies has now become a critical mission and ambition of almost every organization. From introducing fresh equality, diversity and inclusion policies (department for Transport, 2025) to sending shockwaves and creating a ripple effect within the professional world, EDI has taken front seat in shaping the future organizations (Krishnan, 2026). 2025 saw resetting of EDI policies aligned with the core business objectives. Regulators across the UK set legal guardrails through Equality Act 2010, a requirement to prevent any kind of discrimination and to promote gender equality consequently making compliance of EDI policies as a must (Krishnan, 2026). The Athena SWAN charter by the Advance HE is a recognized framework in the UK to promote, support and transform gender equality within the higher education academic community. It was established in 2005 to promote women especially in the STEM employment. Higher Education institutions adopted this charter to remove structural inequalities for all gender identities to ensure everyone had a fair chance at succeeding and thriving in the higher education and research world (Athena Swan Charter | Advance HE, 2025). This charter has helped institutions to adopt an important framework to build, support and transform gender equality “through gap analysis, action plans, aligned policy and practice developments” (Mey, 2022). Major universities in the UK have adopted different pathways and apprenticeship programmes to provide leadership development opportunities for their staff. Many sector-wide leadership programs have been made available by bodies such as Advance HE, one of the major providers of leadership programmes. “Senior Women’s Leadership Development Programme UK” is one of the women-only leadership development programmes by Advance HE, aimed at women to enhance their leadership skills and transition to senior leadership roles in order to create further gender parity in higher education sector (Leadership in Higher Education | Advance HE, 2024).
There seems to be an official commitment to meritocracy and fairness by the higher education institutions by adopting policies and frameworks that make them progressive, unconventional, fair, neutral and opportunity-led. However, women professionals still face many challenges in HE and organizational politics is one of them.
EMPERICAL STUDIES: THE LEADERSHIP GAP
Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) released a survey report in May 2025 highlighting that in spite of the increase in the number of female university leaders over the past five years, women still occupy only approximately one-third of senior leadership positions within the UK universities (Harrison & Freeman, 2025). Empirical studies show that there is quite a high gap in women representation at entry and mid-level career positions. Drawing on the empirical study done by Carol Costello (2019) on career progression of female academics in a Russel Group University, the author explains that the leadership gap is not a result of lack of talent or some individual traits, but it is a result of organizational barriers and power dynamics. He further suggests that women are underrepresented despite having talent and qualification due to the expectations attached to the gender, informal power networks, and male privilege. Costello (2019) argues that women progress in a non-linear manner supported by both organizational and personal factors. Women face certain realities that shape their career progression. These realities include, caring responsibilities, personal life events, lack of access to mentoring and sponsoring opportunities. He further argues that men on the other hand progress fast due to visibility, interrupted careers, political navigation in organizations highlighting the areas where women may face disadvantage and exclusion. Costello (2019) identifies organizational politics, ambiguous promotion procedures, gender bias and limited access to informal networks as one of the top barriers to women’s progression in academia. He furthers add that these barriers impact the women in terms of their confidence level, leadership aspiration and career choices. 
Vivienne Griffiths (2012) carried out a study on women professional in two universities located in England. She focused on women’s experiences related to leadership, colleagues, day to day life and what support they received within the HE institutions. She extensively interviewed 18 women professionals. She concluded in her research that women are impacted by their individual skills but more so by the organizational politics, culture and power structures. The women, Griffiths (2012) had interview cited that they faced barriers such as lack of recognition, gaps in their career due to maternity leaves and part-time positions, and most noticeably exclusion from informal networks within the academia. The factors that mitigated these barriers were female mentors, mentoring opportunities and supportive practices. Although these practices did not entirely eliminate the barriers but were shown to build resilience and confidence in women.
Lahti (2013) suggests that women continue to be less in the senior leadership roles both globally and in Finland, due to societal, individual and organizational factors.  At societal level, women face gender bias, traditional gender roles and segregation in professional roles based on gender, all these barriers eventually hamper their career advancement. At the individual level, the author suggests that women’s perception, competencies, access to networks influences their career trajectory.  Furthermore, at the organizational level, the organizational culture, politics, limited opportunities, and slow promotion procedures result in less women selected to leadership and senior roles in academia. 
Cooper (2018) studied women academics in the UK universities to understand why they didn’t progress to leadership roles just like their male colleagues. The author identified a persistent gap representation of women at senior leadership roles and entry/mid-level roles. Cooper (2018) suggests that this gap is a result of structural barriers within the higher education institutions in the UK. These structural barriers include organizational politics, culture and policies. His study highlights that although the academic institutions intend to support equality in supporting both men and women to reach to senior roles, they often fail and result into inequitable outcomes. Women continue to face systematic disadvantages in advancing to senior leadership roles within the higher education institutions. 
Chao (2024) argues that women professional persistently face structural and cultural barriers in higher education institutions that impacts their career trajectory. She argues that these hurdles are not a result of an individual’s capability but a result of a deeply rooted organizational politics, power and norms. These barriers reinforce the phenomenon that there is a leadership gap and meaningful progress is required to tackle these barriers that put women at a disadvantage. 
Smith (2013) argues that women are stuck in sticky floor situation. They are limited to entry/mid-level roles with teaching or administrative tasks and limited access to influential networks inside the higher education. Women face substantial difficulties in attaining senior leadership roles, the question is what barriers are there that limit their opportunities? (Tanyel Zubarioğlu, 2024) They continuously face glass ceiling while attempting to progress. Organizational politics, gender biases and limited opportunities to women often result in high attrition and slow promotion rates. These invisible yet invincible barriers prevent women from progressing to upper career stages. Sticky floor and glass ceiling limits their horizon and opportunities. Simultaneously, the leaky pipeline excludes them from being part of powerful networks and “decision-making spaces” (Jackson, 2023). Jackson (2023) argues that women are targeted with constant biases right from the start of their career journeys and are bombarded with cumulative barriers such as organizational politics, exclusion from networking and mentoring events,” sustained emotional labor” that leads to women ejecting or diverting from their roles. 
Together these metaphors and empirical studies demonstrate how underrepresentation of women in higher education institutions is not a result of single but many systematic and structural barriers (Griffiths, 2012; Lahti, 2013; Costello, 2019; Cooper, 2019).  
ORGANISATIONAL POLITICS
The empirical studies have revealed a number of systematic and structural barriers. However, this study will be focusing only on one of them i.e., organizational politics. The term organizational politics has emerged in research and evolved from studying ‘power and influence’. 
Burns (1961) described organizational politics as an everyday occurrence within organizations.  He suggests, political interaction happens when people peruse different goals and needs. It is a mechanism that exists to bring change. People use influence and power to change outcomes and exhibit political behaviors.
Henry Mintzberg (1983) argues that organizational politics occurs; when individuals have similar goals, organizational resources are limited, and there is uneven distribution of power. He further argues that it is important to understand why some individuals without formal authority prosper sooner than others. It is due to the; access to knowledge, control on resources, expertise in field and having informal networks in the organizations. Mintzberg (1983) suggests that political games are political activities. It includes building alliance, empire and expertise along with patronage. He further adds that political games are crucial for career advancements since individuals respond to political games on daily basis. Organizational politics is experienced and interpreted but isn’t always openly challenged. Politics is a direct or indirect engagement of influence and power struggles (Cohen, 2015).
WOMEN’S NAVIGATION
Women have been found to navigate organizational politics through sense-making and interpreting its dynamics. Organizational politics can be both positive and negative however it still requires political skill to navigate. Political skill is an essential construct that is effective in navigating power and influence within organizations. It is the ability to read social situations and understand the motivations of others while using this awareness to influence others to achieve your goals (Ferris, 1995).
RESIELINCE
The term Resilience, is often used to define the behavioral flexibility towards challenging situations. American Psychology Association defines it as an outcome of mental, emotional and behavioral adjustment to challenging life experiences (American Psychological Association, 2025). It is a trait that people are not born with, however as time passes and experiences grow, they develop emotional intelligence which results in building resilience towards mentally and emotionally challenging situations (CPPE, 2025). In leadership contexts, resilience enables individuals to cope with setbacks, navigate workplace challenges, and sustain their career paths despite obstacles. The theoretical understanding of resilience has undergone many paradigms since its start, where resilience has been treated as a learnable process shaped by the demands of complex situations, where resilience grows into a dynamic and adaptable trait rather than a fixed one (Farchi and Peled-Avram, 2025).
Construction of resilience in women in leads to emotional regulation, strategic networking, identity negotiation, boundary setting, selective engagement. The strategy to build resilience is to be able survive and progress while tolerating organizational politics. Resilience is not built as a coping strategy but as an adaptive strategy. Strategic resilience helps to understand and read the political environment. Strategic resilience helps to minimize ambiguity and make informed choices. It further helps to build social awareness by making sense of political environment, actions and behaviors within the organizations (Wayne and Ferris, 1990). 
CAREER JOURNEY
The structural and systematic barriers have slowed down the progress of women to leadership positions. Women continue to face invisible barriers. women need to develop progressive habits and upskill their careers (Sherwood, 2025). In order to be an effective leader, there are a few things women can adopt since effective leaders have specific attributes and certain leadership styles (Madanchian et al., 2017).  These attributes include a hardworking mindset, demonstrating skills and potential, knowing ones worth, not striving for perfection all the time, asking for help and what one needs, to be innovative, accepting challenges, claiming achievements and believing in yourself (Sherwood, 2025).
Work place harassment and microaggressions discourages women to progress and take up leadership roles. Donnelly, Gibson and Ivancevich (1998) suggests that employees when feel good about their work and trust their organizations show more commitment and engagement. It is essential for women to build a supportive and trustworthy network. They should focus on creating work-life balance and overcome any imposter syndrome and self-doubts (Sherwood, 2025). 
Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework of this study is based on the interpretivism and phenomenology research approach. It provides an insight into the meaning-making and lived experiences of women within the UK higher education sector. This study aims to contribute to the gender and leadership studies through special focus on resilience as a contributing factor to the success in career progression for women.
The empirical studies have shown that there is a gap in qualitative research on an in-depth analysis of women professional navigating organizational politics while adopting resilience strategies to shape their leadership and career prospects. The insights from the understudy will provide a deeper understanding of why leadership inequalities exist despite the fact that higher education institutions are actively adopting EDI policies and leadership frameworks.
This research is theoretically grounded in the Sensemaking Theory coined by Karl E. Weick (1995). Although the concept of resilience and career progression are backed by multiple theoretical backgrounds, Sensemaking Theory offers an all-encompassing lens through which this study will explore the women professional’s lived experiences around organizational politics through interpretation, interview responses and career trajectories. This theory helps to focus on the constructing meaning. It will explore how women professionals make sense of organizational politics and what meaning they construct from their experiences. It will provide subjective reality of each participant. It will further help the researcher to understand what shapes their perceptions and actions. Furthermore, this theory provides a retrospect. It will help make sense of their experiences after they have happened. It will help in understanding what happened and why it happened. Additionally provides social context. Researcher will engage with participants to construct the meaning and interpretations. 
The Sensemaking Theory is based on each individual and their identity. Each participant will have different meaning attached to their experiences. In short, this theory will help in providing context to each participants experiences and meaning making reality of organizational politics and resilience. 
Mintzberg’s (1983) arguments are necessary to connect the political environment with meaning-making experiences. Politics is ambiguous and informal, and it requires interpretation therefore, it aligns with the research objective to see how women make sense of organizational politics. Furthermore, political environment creates power asymmetry and exclusion therefore requires resilience and strategic sense-making. It aligns with the research objective of how women strategize to navigate around organizational politics. Do they network, build alliance, stay silent or raise their voice? It helps the understudy to find out what strategies women are adopting. Lastly, Mintzberg (1983) connects political competence and power as a tool for progression and career advancement. This will help to achieve the research objective to understand how it impacts women professionals and their career journeys (Nardon and Hari, 2022).
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework represents the theoretical foundation by illustrating the relationship between the concepts.
At the core of the framework is the; 
· women encountering organizational politics, 
· interpreting these experiences, 
· constructing resilience, 
· building resilience strategies
· and finally progressing in their career journeys. 
The conceptual framework has been derived from the research questions. It highlights key concepts understudy.  Each research questions is connected to the next. These concepts are consistent with an interpretivist paradigm and supports the processing of meaning-making experiences of women while navigating organizational politics.  These experiences are shaped when women face informal structures such as organizational politics, informal power structures, networks, gate keeping as well as formal structures such as promotion processes, career opportunities, EDI polices and leadership roles. 
Within the dynamics of organizational politics and navigation, resilience is practiced by women to understand and adapt to organizational challenges, Resilience include emotional regulation, strategic networking, identity negotiation, boundary setting and selective engagement

Figure. 1: Conceptual Framework


Chapter 3: Research Methodology
3.1 Philosophical Position
This research is based on the interpretivist research approach. Interpretivism is subjective and focuses on the meaning-making approach. It perceives that social reality is flexible and fluid. It is dependent on the context. It is found to be better understood through meaning-making experiences and interpretations.
The mapping assumptions are based on:
Ontology focuses on the nature of reality. From an interpretivist approach, reality has many shapes and doesn’t encompass any one single truth. The implications for this research are huge. It will help to find each women’s experience and interpretation of organizational politics differently. It will help the researcher to understand each participant has a different meaning attached to resilience, organizational politics shaped by their personal history, perceptions and experience. 
Epistemology focuses on the nature of the knowledge. The interpretivist stance here is to create a link between researcher and the participant. The understanding of women’s lived experiences will only come when the researcher actively engages with the participants rather than just observes them. It is important to engage to build insight through interaction co-construct the knowledge around understudy concepts such as the organizational politics and resilience. 
Axiology focuses on the role of values. The interpretivist stance is value-laden. The researchers bias and context can influence the interpretation of the findings. Therefore, reflexivity is important. It eliminates any chances of biases and distortion. 
Methodology focuses on the research approach. This research is based on the interpretivist paradigm. It focuses on understanding and interpreting meanings behind lived experiences fo women professionals in the Uk higher education institutions. This approach is based on qualitative and phenomenological research stance. The research methods adopts an in-depth interviewing approach to connect and engage with participants. Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) will be adopted to explore and analyze the findings based on semi-structured interviews of the participants.
This philosophical positioning ensures that understudy remains interpretive, experienced-focused, participant-focused and contextually grounded. 
3.2 Creswell’s five approaches
John Creswell proposed five qualitative research approaches for researchers in his book “Qualitative Inquiry and research Design: Choosing Among Five approaches.”. These five approaches consist of narrative research, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography and case study. Each of them has different philosophical foundations, features, data collection and interpreting procedures. Creswell aimed to help researchers in choosing the best option to explore, study and evaluate their research. All these five approaches differ at the fundamental level in what they are trying to achieve; their research focus, unit of analysis, type of research problem, disciplinary origins, forms of data collection, and data analysis strategies. Furthermore, each approach has a specific way of research reporting through a written format which describes research procedures, outcomes and conclusions. 
Firstly, the Narrative research approach focuses on exploring the life of an individual with one or more individuals as a unit of analysis. It is best suited for research problems where stories need to be told and a clear focus is on the participant. It revolves around the humanities as the core discipline for study. It collects data through interviews and other related documents to analyze stories by developing a theme in a chronological order.
Secondly, Grounded Theory focuses on developing theories based on data while studying actions or interactions of a number of individuals. It solves the research problem by grounding a theory in light of the participants views and focuses on the disciple such as sociology. Primarily it conducts data through interviews of individuals around 20 -60. The main data analysis strategies include coding, axial coding and selective coding of data (Creswell, 2018).
Thirdly, the focus of the Ethnography is on studying a group of individuals with similar culture. The data is mainly conducted by field interviews and through other resources in the field. Furthermore, this approach helps researchers in interpreting and describing culture-sharing patterns of a similar group. It draws the focus on the anthropology and sociology disciplines. 
Fourthly, Case Study approach focuses in developing an in-depth analysis and of a single or multiple cases. It involves different data collection strategies such as interviews, observations, documents and studying artifacts. It is best suited for research problems in psychology, law, medicines and political science (Creswell, 2018). 
Lastly, For the purpose of this research, this study has adopted the last of the five approaches, Phenomenology. It focuses on understanding the essence of experiences while describing the essence of lived phenomenon. This approach is found to be the right one for exploring the meaningful experiences of women professionals in the UK higher education sector since it aligns with the interpretivism.
This research primarily conducts interviews of women professionals in order to understand their lived phenomenon. The interviews will help the researcher to look for significant statements that are meaningful, descriptive, textual and structural. It is essential to read interview transcripts several times to identify significant phrases, and formulate meanings by clustering them into common themes (Anderson and Spencer, 2002). It is important to v
3.3 Research Design
3.3.1 Population and Sample Size
The targeted population for this research consists of women professionals working in the higher education sector in Swansea, United Kingdom. These women include both academic and non-academic staff who hold leadership positions or have leadership aspirations. 
To stay in line with the phenomenological research approach, the sample size will be kept at 6-9 participants to prioritize depth over breadth. Additionally, the final size will be guided by the collected data and its quality. 
3.3.2 Sampling Strategy
The strategy to collect samples is targeted, purposeful and direct. The aim is to collect data from the participants who have relevant background and experience of the understudy phenomenon. It is important that the sample has maximum variation so that women with diverse background and experiences are included. These include women:
- who are from diverse HE institutions
- who are at different career stage e.g. mid-career to senior,
- who are in different academic disciplines, 
- who are on different leadership pathways and roles
Snowball sampling strategy will be used to reach out the participants. This technique will allow the research to connect with women professionals referred by the participants who they meet the research criteria. This method will help reach the desired sample size conveniently. 
3.3.3 Data Collection Methods
The data will be collected through primary means of semi-structured interviews. This method allows to collect data aligned with the phenomenological principle of exploring the meaning-making and lived experiences of participants while providing the chance to further probe into their experiences, coping strategies and reasons behind their leadership choices. 
Furthermore, the interviews will be conducted in-person subject to participants availability and in cases where in-person interviews are not possible, an online interview through Teams will be conducted. The expected duration of the interview is somewhere between 60-90 minutes. All the interviews will be recorded with informed consent to ease the process of transcribing. 
The interview will be based on the phenomenological principal. The aim of these questions is to understand how women experience the phenomenon of organizational politics, what meanings do they attach with it and finally how they interpret it. The questions will be experienced-focused to gain insights on their meaning, sense-making and interpretation. 
3.3.4 Data Analysis Technique
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith et., 2009) is the most suitable technique to analysis the data gathered from the interviews. It would help the researcher to interpret the lived experiences and meaning-making experiences through double hermeneutics. Since organizational politics is subjective and resilience is personally constructed, it is important to adopt the IPA steps to interpret the results. Transcription, familiarization, noting, developing emergent themes, finding connections across themes and conducting cross case analysis will help the researcher to thoroughly examine and conclude best results.
3.3.5 Trustworthiness
In order to find the “qualitative vigor” Lincoln and Guba, (1985) proposed the trustworthy concept. It replaces the validity and reliability in qualitative approach. 
Credibility helps to find the truth. In this research women participants will be asked to cross check the interpretations of their answers.
Transferability allows the adaptability of research findings of one context to another. It would require to produce rich and detailed interpretations women experiences. 
Dependability allows the findings to be consistent and stable. An audit of the collected data and analysis technique will bring consistent findings every time.
Confirmability allows neutrality and objectivity in the interpretation. It helps to eliminate personal biases and allows objectivity.
In phenomenology, trustworthiness is very essential. Since it focuses on subjective and contextual findings. It ensures that the results are authentic, credible, transparent and embody reflexivity.


Chapter 4: Ethical Considerations
Ethics can be a challenging issue to deal with while conducting credible research as they are inevitable to emerge during the research process. This research has adopted the Seedhouse’s Ethical Grid as a base to address ethical considerations. The grid has four core rationales for researchers to structure their ethical analysis while factoring in relevant factors. 
This research has taken all of the suggested considerations to draw an appropriate ethical analysis. To begin with, the Seedhouse’ Ethical Grid’s outer most layer ‘external considerations’ has been taken into account to establish the ground rule for conducting this research. This research has been conducted in full compliance with the ethical standards, regulatory requirements and policies set by the university’s ethics committee. All these considerations were thoroughly integrated to make sure the entire research process and outcome remained fully aligned with the ethical standard approved by the committee. 
The next layer of the grid is the ‘consequentialist considerations.’ The researcher has carefully thought of the likely consequence of this research, both intended and unintended whether short-term or long-term, on all the stakeholders. In the context of the higher education, this research anticipates that positive consequences such as wellbeing and supported leadership practices boost resilience and career progression through transparent and constructive dialogue between the leadership and the female staff. Furthermore, the risks or the negative consequences of this research such as emotional discomfort of the participants is eased and no conflicts arose with any organization or employees. This research aims to benefit all the stake holders such as the women professionals, educational institutions, other related organizations and generally the academic community.
The second last layer addresses the ‘deontological considerations.’ The researcher recognizes the moral obligation to tell the truth through the research irrespective of the outcomes. This study is fortified in its intentions to show care and empathy towards the participants through respect, informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity and their right to withdraw from the research at any point.
The last layer and the inner most is the ‘core rationale. It is based on the researcher’s character, integrity, and beliefs, and highlights the positionality of the researcher. In this study on leadership through resilience among women professionals in UK, the researcher’s background and lived experiences brings knowledge in shaping research questions and empathy towards participants. This research is grounded in the women being an agent of strength rather than mere research subjects. It focuses on values such as equity, fairness, voice & visibility as a tool for career progression while navigating organizational politics. This researcher aims to produce valued-led research with future impact while ensuring the participant’s narratives remain authentic and the analysis remains credible and rigorous. 


Chapter 5: Limitations
While this study offers in-depth study of meaning-making and lived experiences of women professionals in the UK higher education sector, it is important to acknowledge several limitations as a result of interpretivist and phenomenological approach. This study focuses on the depth rather than breadth of the sample therefore a small sample size was deliberately chosen. It may not explore the experiences of all the women professionals inside every corner of UK, but it offers rich, contextual and phenomenological inquiry of the selected ones.  
This is a gendered specific focus study therefore the findings may not be applicable to male professionals in the Uk higher education sector. Furthermore, it is sector specific; it focuses only on the women in education sector therefore it may not be applicable to women in other sectors. 
This research has limited statistical generalization but offers transferability. These limitations do not undermine the study but reflect the deliberate research methodological choice aligned with the interpretivist and phenomenological approach. 
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