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Gender exclusion from expatriate assignments and the trajectory to global partner roles 

Abstract. 
This study explores how informal gender exclusionary practices enacted by male-dominated Partner networks reinforce gender inequalities of expatriate roles and partner promotion in Professional Service Firms. 

[bookmark: _Hlk92442973][bookmark: _Hlk92373464]Bourdieu’s cultural capitals lens explores how women pushing for expatriate assignments build successful career trajectories towards global Partnership. Further women managers expatriate experience affords them social capital and visibility to partner networks which legitimises their future promotion into the Partner elite. 

There are three research contributions. Firstly, women who exercised agency instigating their expatriate roles gained social capital with global partner networks. Secondly, expatriate roles gave women symbolic capital including legitimacy to lead large global client projects Thirdly, how social capital in global partner networks enables cultural capital conversion supporting women entry according to the field logic.
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Introduction  
[bookmark: _Hlk104888874]Research consistently finds that women enter Professional Service Firms (PSFs) as graduates in almost equal proportions to men (Sommerlad and Ashley, 2015), yet despite formal Diversity policies women partners form only 10% of the global partners population (Ashley and Empson, 2016). This raises a query as to what happens to women between gender parity at graduate entry and, the collapse of their representation at partner levels in PSFs? Extant gender parity research has suggested a need to study both the macro level to understand the contested nature of power in different fields (Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2011, Gorman, 2015) and, also micro level explanations, to gain an appreciation of individual identities to gain a wider picture (Layder, 1993). Gender inequalities are defined here as,” …systematic disparities between participants in power and control over goals, resources, opportunities for promotion and interesting work…” (Acker, 2006:443). 
[bookmark: _Hlk104887036]To-date gendered exclusion from expatriate roles (Berry and Bell, 2012) and a corresponding normalization of women’s absence from elite Partner positions in global PSF organisations (MacNeil, 2019), is neglected by International HRM literature. Expatriate assignments enhance women’s career development offering opportunities to develop valued expertise in strategic implementation (Edstrom and Gailbraith, 1977), knowledge transfer (Harzing et al. 2016). and as global leadership talent (Stahl, et al, 2007), which are all critical for the career trajectory to partner positions in global firms. Definitions of globally mobile individuals have proliferated in expatriate research over the last decade (Anderson, 2019, Tharenou, 2015). For this study, the chosen expatriate definition is someone who is transferred abroad for one year or more to an assignment which their organization funds (Al-Ariss, 2009) Also, known as Assigned Expatriates (AE). These terms place a boundary around the study which excludes self-assigned expatriates (SAEs) individuals who choose to work abroad and at their own cost. 
Women are underrepresented both as Expatriates and, at partner levels in the context of multinational corporations. Gender equality remains slow, with 18% of women managing partners/managing directors in the global finance sector of whom 52% are white in the sample (Brookfield, 2021). Similarly, women are 25% of the expatriate population, with weak growth trends, barely up from 24% in 2014 (Brookfield, 2016). 
[bookmark: _Hlk104887320]Expatriate research concedes that male-dominated senior management elites despite formal Diversity policies persist in MNEs (Hutching et al, 2012, Insch et al. 2008). We argue, informal discrimination blocks women from expatriate assignments which operate as a career trajectory into the talent pools for selection and development of future leaders (Festing et al. 2015). A career trajectory is defined as, “a path an individual’s career takes upwards/advancement, backwards…and of remaining constant” (Haak-Saheem et al, 2021). Whilst the concept of career trajectory appears to prioritise the agency of the individual, extant research has identified the presence of informal networks at the highest levels, utilised to informally identify chosen candidates for unadvertised (Granovetter, 1973) expatriate positions (Harris and Brewster, 1999). 
Whilst career trajectory is an important theoretical perspective in the expatriate literature, the dominant views emphasise a micro individual agency perspective in career capital which overlooks the existence of structural power relations at a macro level. Career capital (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996) is assumed as being individual, transferable (Dickmann and Cerdin, 2018) and competency based i.e., what, how, with whom. Doherty and Dickmann, (2009), argued managers who undertook expatriate assignments gained enhanced eligibility for senior management promotion. Yet their study (Doherty and Dickmann, 2009) went on to find that returning expatriate managers, were often not offered higher level roles, despite their new experience. 
By contrast, this study adopts a cultural capitals perspective where a macro or structural level perspective and a micro or individual agency perspective are seen as complementary. The definitions of cultural capitals incorporate social capital and network “connections” (Bourdieu, 1986:256); including symbolic capital, which being valuable and rare, confers legitimacy and, economic capital such as money.  Therefore, Bourdieu’s (1986) theoretical concepts of cultural capitals are utilised to understand how individuals who are accumulating cultural capitals at a micro level, can overcome the gender inequalities of power relations embedded in male-dominated elite networks which are reinforced by structural inequalities in the field at a macro level (Layder, 1993). 
The theoretical frame incorporates cultural capitals and field analysis to combine structure and individual action (Bourdieu, 1991 1989, 1986, 1984). To explore how social capital connections in networks are converted into collective cultural capital resources such as symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986, Bourdieu, 1991, Wacquant, 2005). To discover, the symbolic capital which is esteemed by senior management (Bourdieu, 1991, 1989),” … due to its scarcity and value” and, which grants candidates entry according to the logic of the field (Bourdieu, 245:2006, 1991, 1989, Ozbilgin, 2011(a b). This is proposed as a step forward, to understand how social capital in partner networks and, the symbolic capital valued by senior management could be gender exclusionary for expatriate roles and partner promotion according to the logic in the field of PSFs.
What differentiates this study to previous work in this area is the complementary nature of the cultural capital’s perspective. Cultural capitals are not perceived as transferable “competencies” because different cultural capitals are valued and operate as boundaries for entry to, different social or career fields (Iellatchitch et al, 2003). Hence, cultural capitals are not separate entities (Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2011(a, b) nor stand-alone career competencies.  Rather, cultural capitals are relational, shared, and valued according to the logic of the field (Bourdieu, 1986). The logic of the field refers to the underpinning structural power relations which determine the valuable cultural capitals which individuals must accumulate for competitive positioning in their chosen field (Bourdieu, 1984). 
[bookmark: _Hlk92295074]The research problem becomes how do women managers overcome the informal gender barriers to gain expatriate positions and, the requisite combination of cultural capitals including social capital and symbolic capital with powerful partner networks to build their career trajectory for promotion to partner roles in global PSFs?
The structure of this study is that this introduction is followed by an analysis of the three literatures concerning expatriates and gendered selection practices and cultural capital accumulation and promotion to Partner. Then the research design is justified, followed by selected supporting empirical data, which is then analysed in the discussion section, the paper closes with brief conclusions, limitations, and areas for future research. 

The gender imbalance in expatriate roles.
[bookmark: _Hlk104892041]Extant expatriate literature explores a range of sub-themes such as expatriate attrition, dual-careers and the management of expatriates (Anderson, 2019) in theoretical frameworks primarily from human resource and international business management (Dabic et al, 2015, Salamin, and Hanappi, 2014). Historically, women managers experience “...back home bias...” from their senior management in headquarters, who justify their “…gendered assumptions…” about women’ suitability for working in foreign cultures (Paik, and Vance 2001:69, Adler, 1984). Paradoxically, male-dominated senior management in headquarters, excuse women’s absence from expatriate roles by claims to protect women managers from experiencing discrimination by foreigners (Adler, 1984, Festing, et al, 2015, Hutchings et al, 2012). In spite of contradictory research which finds women managers perform successfully in expatriate assignments (Tung, 2004). 
The gender imbalance in expatriate assignments is not incidental but, mirrors a gender hierarchy in senior management positions within global firms (Acker, 2006). Women managers don’t fit the ‘ideal candidate’ profile for expatriate assignments (Harris, 2002). The expatriate position is a white, male construction which excludes ‘outsiders’, such as women (Berry and Bell (2012). These gendered assumptions undermine the legitimacy of women managers as candidates for expatriate management roles (Shortland, 2016, Selmer, and Leung, 2003). Senior male managers in global headquarters prefer to select and promote known candidates from their networks and visibility is important (Mellahi, and Collings, 2010) which disadvantages women given expatriate roles are labelled as male and, women are assumed not to be geographically mobile (Harris, 2002). 
[bookmark: _Hlk138421140]Hence, these informal, discriminatory practices could undermine the intent of formal, written HRM department diversity policies (Hutchings et al, 2012). This review of the gender imbalance in expatriate roles leads to the first research question: How can women managers instigate their career trajectory for promotion to global partner positions in the PSFs? 



Structural barriers to Partner eligibility: cultural capital accumulation.

A structural perspective (e.g., Burt 2000) views social capital as an individual, human capital which is a transferrable, and enables individuals to multiply the value of their human capital by using their social capital to bridge across structural holes, for example to gain promotion. In effect, the field (in our case promotion to Partner) is impartial, neutral to all, a level playing field for all parties. By contrast, Bourdieu’s view is that social capital enables the “transmutation of the different types of capital’, which transforms social, economic or institutional capitals, critically based on power relations or the logic of the [partial and invariably partisan] field (Bourdieu, 1986: 253, Ozbiligin and Tatli 2011). Bourdieu’s (1984) view of social capital then is relational, shared and collective, where cultural capitals are convertible within network connections. Thus, in Bourdieu’s perspective (1986), cultural capital accumulation is not entirely agentic (Duberly and Cohen, 2010). Rather, existing structural barriers of gender, and class remain (Bourdieu, 1986, Friedman et al, 2017, Ozbilgin and Tatli (2011) which prevent individuals’ from accumulating the requisite cultural capitals to position themselves for entry into their chosen field. Bourdieu’s analysis (1986) combines the individual agentic behaviour and field structure (vital for investigating power relations and gender barriers) to career progression (Layder, 1993). 
Women managers (like men) must build their social capital with Partner networks (Sommerlad, 2012), to gain informal referrals to get the ‘best’’ client projects and, be seen as serious contenders for Partner promotion (Pinnington and Sandberg, 2013). Women lawyers must engage with the “obligatory alcohol fuelled socialising’ (Sommerlad 2012:2509) to gain informal referrals for the best client projects for promotion and, be granted access to powerful partner ‘old boy’ networks. An ‘old boy’s network’ can be defined as an all-male group, where informal norms and customs protect the shared privileges and benefits of network members (Susanoo and Pennington 2017). However, women managers cannot share the social capital arising from informal, male bonding practices such as male “banter”, (Broadbridge, 2010, Coleman, 1988, Portes, 1998), and which by nature represent a mechanism which reinforces the gender order (Berger et al, 2015, Faulkner, 2007. Walby (2011:10) argues that male dominated networks are neither open, fair or gender neutral, rather that these networks operate structurally as “a gendered form of social closure”. Such gendered power relations positions individual women managers who are outside of male dominated networks as “social paupers” (Anderson-Gough et al, 2006:248) lacking the social capital bestowed by powerful male-dominated (Benschop, 2009) networks. If women cannot develop social capital within the partner and client networks, then this is detrimental for their building the requisite track record (van den Brink et al, 2016) and, therefore career trajectory, to showcase themselves as candidates for partner promotion. 
Formal, HRM led policies on diversity might be perceived as one counterweight to informal norms. However, research suggests women are not given a helping hand by diversity policies, rather women must outperform their male peers in a ‘hostile environment’ to succeed to the Partner career trajectory in PSFs (Kornberger et al, 2010:781). To progress women, have to develop social capital and networking relationships with the existing Partners (Kornberger et al, 2011, Sommerlad, 2012) and, then once perceived as eligible for partner role, the reputational capital (Hanlon, 2004) demonstrated by success in a tough commercial environment.  
The ‘Cravath’ partner promotion system (Swain, 1946) anecdotally known as ‘up or out’, disguises a brutally competitive, short timeline during which Partner contenders must be identified and promoted before the age of 40, or leave (voluntarily or not).  Especially for women managers to become perceived as ‘highflyers’, they must distinguish themselves in their early career stages (MacNeil, 2019). Formerly, technical knowledge or embodied capital was most important for those aspiring to a Partner role (Gendron and Spira, 2010). Carter and Spence (2014) describe recent shifts in those cultural capitals which evidence eligibility for partner promotion due to the globalization of business in the ‘big 4’ global firms.  Now, the dominant cultural capitals to move a candidate beyond a senior management role are the social capital involved in building client networks to achieve eligibility, followed by translating that social capital into economic capital i.e., revenue generation or client fees, (ibid.).
Finally in researching global PSFS it is an important distinction not to equate the terms senior management and Partners. The expatriate literature often refers to senior management at the headquarters of MNEs. However, in PSFs an individual can reach a senior management level but still not be a (higher status) Partner.
 This section leads to the second research question: How can women managers overcome structural barriers expressed as power inequalities in informal gendered network practices to achieve the trajectory for promotion to global partner? 

Methods. 
Research Ontology and Epistemology

The research ontology chosen for this study, is critical realism which affirms reality exists independently of our knowledge, hence “…elements of the social world which exist regardless of our current state of knowledge…” (Mutch, 328:1999, 2007, Bhasker, 1988). 
Also, adaptive theory (Layder, 1998, 1993) which promotes an ontology and epistemology which overcomes the duality between structure and agency, combining a recognition of structural barriers which act as ‘generative mechanisms’ and, in-depth understanding of the subjective interpretations (Layder, 2012, 1998, 1993). Critical realism offers the best of both worlds by combining a realist ontology with an interpretivist epistemology (Bhasker, 2002, 1988, 1975).
Walby et al (2012) confirms that, critical realism provides the ontological depth (Bhasker, 1975, Archer, 1995), to study gender inequalities within the existing social relations. Indeed, a feminist epistemology fits the ontology of critical realism (Bhasker, 2002, 1988, Sayer, 2000, Layder, 2012, 1998, 1993), because this epistemology recognises power relations, and seeks to identify those hidden generative mechanisms which explain causal relationships and, also values insights from the use of interpretive qualitative research methods. This chosen feminist epistemology includes intersectionality to answer the research questions and to identify inequality regimes at a micro level (Acker 2012, 2006, 2004, 1990). 
It is acknowledged, there is not a single feminist epistemology because feminists do not speak with one voice as “female oppression varies in both nature and degree and,” …. women … “do not identify with each other on the basis of gender alone” (Letherby,46: 2003, Morley, 1996).  However, feminist research practice (Maynard, 1994) shares emancipatory research goals and, willingness to explore power relations by giving voice to those who are marginalised seeking to facilitate change (Oakley,1981, Letherby, 2003).



 Research Context.
The research context adopted for the study is global management consultancy services in the Professional Service Firms. PSFs provide a critical context for examining expatriate gender inequalities firstly in relation to their unique “achieve Partner or leave” career pathway, and secondly in their global reach and incumbent elite male global Partner networks. 

Qualitative research methods: Qualitative Interviews.
For the research strategy fits with the research ontology, research epistemology to answer the research questions. This research study is exploratory so, adoption of quantitative research methods such as a survey or a structured interview format is rejected for data gathering given, the researcher cannot not know in advance the research participant’s feelings, nor their career trajectory experiences. 
A plurality of research methods is utilised to gain multiple participant perspectives and, also for triangulation. These research methods included two chosen case-study firms, secondary data such as company reports, company websites, and industry reports to gain research context. Qualitative interviews of research participants who included Global HR Directors and, global women partners, all of which were tape recorded. In addition, written memos of interviews and, a research journal kept throughout the research process.
The first research sample and participants were identified by the main researcher from their membership of professional association i.e., CIPD. The researcher gained introductions to the HRM Global directors in six PSFs. Both the semi-structured   and the in-depth qualitative interview research instruments were designed after the pilot of HR Global Directors. From which two case studies were chosen and, the Global HRM directors acted as gatekeepers for the research.  
The final qualitative study refers to a small sample of women global PSF partners and, using in-depth qualitative career history interviews. The qualitative interview method is chosen for gathering inductive data which secures the research participants unique descriptions of their feelings, and experiences (Lincoln, and Guba, 1985, Blumer, 1954). Data gathering involved semi-structured interviews with those identified as key participants (Denscombe, 2004). A semi-structured interview gains a combination of structured questions and, also open questions a better understanding of the participants’ own behaviours and meanings (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). 
After which, data-gathering using qualitative interviews schedules from the pilot study is conducted with in-depth interviews adopting a career history approach, to allow the research to probe the research participants answers. To explore the participants tacitly understood but, perhaps not openly articulated thoughts, about their experiences, cultural capitals gained and, career trajectories whilst negotiating their competitive position in the senior management field.
Reflexivity as ‘the self-conscious shaping of identity and a critical awareness that arises from self-conscious relation with the other’ (Simpson, 2009:381, Letherby, 2003) is important to a researcher with a feminist epistemology (Maynard, 1994) when implicitly challenging male power relations, because women remain minority partners in global PSFs. As a mature woman with a senior management background, the researcher was able to develop trust with these powerful senior women partners which facilitated sharing during the interviews. The researcher was mindful of and continued to reflect on her own career trajectory and, experiences during the research process.

The Research sample.
The unit of analysis is those individual women who have been “successful” global women partners. It is argued, these women are valid and authentic key participants given their experiences are authentic and, demonstrative of those women who succeeded in attaining the necessary partner career trajectory. The women global partners are aged about 40 to 50 years old, which is the typical age range for partner roles in PSFs. All the participants selected hold a professional qualification, and/or are graduates/post-graduates. 
A purposive sampling strategy was used (Suri, 201, Patton, 2002) to identify a small sample of twelve women from different professional knowledge bases including accountancy, computing, and engineering in PSFs. This sampling strategy of a high level of engagement with a small sample aided building the interpersonal trust necessary to collaboratively but forensically explore the participants’ deeply personal career experiences; and to overcome the challenges of research access for a ‘sensitive’ gender diversity research topic. Despite this woman partner population being small, difficult to access and severely time constrained, these global partner key informants were positively helpful, and prepared to offer referrals to suggest other women partners whom they knew (Patton, 2002). 
Despite assistance from the professional association, particularly with initial access, from HR global directors to global HRM Partners (described as occupying gatekeeper roles). These senior women global partners were very difficult to access, especially to discuss a gender sensitive area.  Therefore, initial difficulties in identifying willing participants from such a small pool of potential participants meant that snowball sampling (Bryman and Bell, 2015,2007) was adopted as a secondary sampling strategy.

Data analysis.
Data-analysis began with ‘pre-coding’ (Layder, 2012) of the interview transcripts, and underlining text, working line by line as recommended by Charmaz (2014), and making notes. Next, the constant comparison technique (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) was adopted, going between the transcripts, breaking up the data using open and axil coding, to develop concepts and categories and to build codes as building blocks to answer the research questions (Suri, 2011).

Findings.
The data from this study are organized by Five themes. 
Agentic or Individual level
The challenge: Women managers instigating their own expatriate assignments to counteract senior management resistance. 

…I did have to… I went and found the person … the person who did this. …and I said what I wanted to do…. He said [the partner] well we do not like sending young women to difficult places like that (Juliet, Senior Vice President).

…we are a male dominated company, and that helps perpetuate things. …the first person who springs to mind [would be] one of the male colleagues… I guess that people think…so and so is married. And they (women) will not really be interested in… an overseas opportunity, because of their partner…and so on (Greta, Senior Global Partner).

The confidence: The career trajectory to global partner roles

…I gained in confidence. I think that when you work on an international assignment, and you are working in different cultures that you gain in confidence. I learned to lead in different cultures. (Greta, Senior Global Partner).

… In having dealt with some very difficult situations. A big part of what we have to go and do in this job is to pitch for business. You’ve got to get it right. …to get a deal closed. And… after… (name of European country) …. I am not fazed by anything anymore. Especially if I am talking in English. So just the basic confidence level of pushing you to a point, into situations that you have never been in before not always in your home territory in English. (Gina, Global Partner).


Resilience: ‘Out of my comfort zone’.

… It took me completely out of my comfort zone… I was in a completely new situation, and a new culture...I had to learn you know… new skills … I had to learn a new language and I had to learn a completely new way of doing business…I…was on my own…I had to become self-reliant … the challenge of operating in a world where things such as infrastructure only worked intermittently, but you still had to meet deadlines… experience of how to be resilient…how to be confident and how to handle unexpected situations (Juliet, Senior Vice President).

…I learned a lot by being ‘thrown in the deep end’, which really helped me to be responsible. I did not have the office support that I had in (headquarters country). I worked there for two years. …I had to work very quickly, and very leanly…when I went to (name of major client project). We had twelve cities and you had to physically take yourself around…they would not tell me where I had to go. (Deborah, Senior European Board Director).

…in North America… I got exposed to and… I had to deal with some very senior people in government... compared with in the UK … dealing with senior civil servants and politicians … I wouldn’t be frightened now about going to a meeting with a Minister……… because I’ve done it (Juliet, Senior Vice President).

Structural or macro level 
Mobility brings Visibility: Women managers developing social capital with partner networks through being geographically mobile. 

…I went from a very small office in (city in UK) to a very large growing office in (city in Asia). There were people there from all over the world... I immediately made contacts with people from inside the company… people at a very senior level… I got to know a lot of people who were in the senior management team… (Greta, Senior Global Partner).

… to be successful globally and to be thought of as someone who is a global player…. you need international mobility, and you need to have a huge network (Tara, Vice President).

You have to be mobile. But it’s a massively difficult job for……. for women to take on, particularly where there is a family, because it’s completely incompatible with family life. (Tara, Senior Vice President).

Positioning: 

Social and Symbolic capital accumulation creating connections for future promotion.  

But to the point about getting… experience in Europe with the global teams there… because of the network you know…. the understanding you know, how things work …and who is important… er…I think that once you get into those sort of networks... you become noticed…I think that inevitably this means that you are slightly ahead of the rest of the pack. You know, in the queue for the next job. (Juliet, Senior Vice President)

.. I was just ‘known’… I had built up a lot of international relationships……. And through that work and building relationships... (Elena, Diversity Director)

networking is very important for someone’s career. Err... (Pause)… because networking goes wider than the people you know…often people know each other by reputations……. ……. So actually, your reputation within the network …And…… how diverse and Senior your network is…...can make a serious difference to how your career will progress. (Wanda, Associate Partner)

This section is constructed around the two research questions. Research Question1, first examines How can women managers instigate their career trajectory for promotion to global partner positions in the PSFs? 
 Next, Research Question 2, How can women managers overcome structural barriers expressed as power inequalities in informal gendered network practices to achieve the trajectory for promotion to global partner? Finally, and following Bourdieu’s logic, we offer analysis that combines the two complementary perspectives.  
[bookmark: _Hlk129332578]In the next section, parallels are identified between the gender imbalance in expatriate roles and how informal networks operate as a gender exclusionary practice barring promotion for global partner roles in the PSFs.

  Discussion.
An important empirically derived contribution is that all of the successful senior global women partners interviewed in this study, instigated their own expatriate assignments. This theme of individual agency continues in the assignment itself. Having effectively campaigned for their own expatriate roles this sample of now global partner women reflected repeatedly on the confidence and resilience (see results data) which they as women managers had gained from the unique responsibility that comes with a global assignment. These women gained confidence and resilience experienced during their expatriate assignment articulated as being ‘out of their comfort zone’ (results data). It is apparent that the expatriate assignment offered women managers a rare early career means to demonstrate these capabilities and gain development as talent.  
These women’s’ expatriate experiences gave them the global leadership skills to achieve the career trajectory for future global partner roles.  All the women global partners confirmed that their expatriate assignment accelerated their career progression to global partner. The emphasis identified here on individual agency extends the expatriate literature, showing how women managers, by using their individual agency to instigate and then successfully conduct expatriate assignments, managed to circumvent gendered partner power structures. In terms of Bourdieu’s analysis, these women managers made important cultural capital gains from the expatriate experience such as leading within different cultures which facilitated their career trajectory. This answers question one, how can women managers instigate their career trajectory for promotion to global partner positions in the PSFs? Hence, answering this research question has addressed the individual’s micro experience of exclusion during their career trajectories, and how personal agency overcame these barriers. 
All of the women Partners interviewed gained career accelerating confidence through working independently in different cultures and uncertain environments without Partner support. They demonstrated their ability to perform in a variety of situations from dealing with high level government officials through local customs and language barriers to chaotic infrastructures. The expatriate assignment facilitates women managers early career trajectory from being a manager to becoming eligible for consideration as a global partner, because these women gained global leadership skills in different cultures. On returning to headquarters the women were able to take on larger corporate roles and be eligible for promotion, having proved their resilience and ability to work unsupervised. 
[bookmark: _Hlk138421237]Research question two asked: How can women managers overcome structural barriers expressed as power inequalities in informal gendered network practices to achieve the trajectory for promotion to global partner? The selected data presented here comes under two headings: Mobility brings Visibility: (women managers developing social capital with partner networks through being geographically mobile) and Positioning: (social and symbolic capital accumulation creating connections for future promotion).  The concept of visibility takes us beyond the agentic activities of the women managers, to ‘others’ perceptions of that activity. Positioning takes us into the management of that visibility, to getting known in networks, to getting into the pool for the next tole, being “known”, having a reputation that takes a women senior manager beyond those who have even met her. These women build upon having instigated their own expatriate assignments to make cultural capital gains that access the informal career apprenticeship only offered to choose few, by existing partner networks.
The existing partners have the power to “invite their chosen managers or, consultants to work within their teams” for the large, prestigious client projects (Gorman, 140:2015). Therefore, partners give their preferred candidates (Brivot and Gendron, 2011), opportunities to make cultural capital gains (Duberly and Cohen 2010) and, build a preliminary trajectory or “track record” for future partner promotion (Gorman and Kmec, 2009:1447). The data confirms findings in previous studies that partners informally award privileged career opportunities to their chosen candidates, which positions them for cultural capital accumulation in their early career stages well in advance of partner promotion (MacNeil, 2019).  Thus, chosen candidates who build their social (Bourdieu, 1986) and reputational, capital (Hanlon, 2004), with the powerful partner networks, can evidence their partner relevant track record (van den Brink, 2016). 

We argue that partner networks enable relational cultural capital conversion and, encompass structural power relations where individuals compete for position taking in the partner field, defined as, “…sets of objective positions that persons occupy (institutions or ‘fields’) which externally constrain perception and action…” (Wacquant, 2013: 275). This offers a theoretical perspective to illuminate gender discrimination from both structural and agentic perspectives (Bourdieu, 1986), in particular the patriarchal (Benschop, 2009) power relations at both a structural level and, also women’s agentic career actions which can overcome gender barriers in early careers.  
However, this study does not claim that women managers who instigate their own expatriate assignments can entirely override the existence of male-dominated partner power relations and, gender inequality. This is most acutely expressed in the need for aspiring women Partners to compete on displaying availability. Beyond the sacrifice of long hours (Ozbilgin et al, 2011) common in PSFs, women aspiring to Partner must embrace unscheduled global geographical mobility. This can come at a cost to their personal lives compared to a less encumbered male candidate, whose wives/or partners may be more likely to accept an impromptu [global] accompanying or stay-at-home, unpaid caring role. The key here is timing, the “up or out” system, the dreaded Partner by 40 or out trajectory, global roles have to be undertaken as dictated by the career field and cannot be postponed for the responsibilities of intersectionality. The need to demonstrate ad hoc geographical mobility and working long hours are inequality regimes (Acker, 2009) operating as a compliance and control mechanism which is gender exclusionary for career progression. The interviewee Tara articulates it explicitly, that you need global mobility to be considered as having potential as a global [i.e., Partner] player. 
This study finds male-dominated Partners acting as gatekeepers who informally choose their chosen candidates for expatriate roles, not the global HRM Department, which unfortunately resonates with much earlier research (Brewster, 1991). Firstly, the incumbent male dominated partner networks are able to privilege male candidates. Secondly, bypassing HRM procedures Partners are able to offer the patronage of giving out opportunities to join their teams working on large, prestigious client projects which is critical for building a career track record for promotion (Brivot, 2011). Hence, the chosen few have opportunities to make cultural capital gains (Duberly and Cohen, 2010) for career progression to future global partner roles. Therefore, social capital (Bourdieu, 1986) and, visibility to the global partner networks and, reputational capital (Hanlon, 2004) is relationally converted in the partner gatekeeper networks. Hence, social capital in networks, to attracts partner recommendations for their next global project, enabling women managers to build their track record of early career accomplishment for partner promotion (MacNeil, 2019).
A research contribution of this paper integrates the literatures of expatriate and gender in PSFs, using Bourdieu’s (1986) analysis to gain structural and agentic perspective about the cultural capitals in the field, and how power relations can impede women’s career trajectory to global partner roles. For those women managers who gained expatriate assignments in their early careers, the opportunities to develop social capital and reputational capital together with visibility to the global partner networks, enabled these women to build their record of accomplishment and to make cultural capital gains (Duberly and Cohen,2010) to achieve the Partner career trajectory. 
Male partners as the dominant elite choose the requisite cultural capitals, which reproduces their own advantageous position because they hold the power to determine the logic of the [PSF partner] field (Bourdieu, 1986). Hence, the structural gender inequalities (Sommerlad, 2012), which undermine the legitimacy of women for promotion to Partner roles and, the unencumbered male performance standard as a compliance and control performance standard (Acker, 2009) remain intact and are not eradicated in global PSFs. Despite the existence of formal gender diversity policies, women remain a minority within the total partner population arguably being the dominated class (Carter and Spence, 2014, Bourdieu, 1986).  
This study examined gender inequality in expatriate positions, using a sample of twelve global women Partners [and one male global HR Partner] in Global Professional Service / Management consultancy firms. Established Partner networks create gendered informal social and structural gender barriers for women managers. Therefore, the study adopted Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capitals which integrates understanding of power relations at macro and micro levels. Specifically cultural capitals bring together individual’s micro experience of exclusion during their career trajectories and macro structural inequalities (in the field where individuals compete for positions). Employing Bourdieu’s cultural capitals (1986) enabled three specific and one confirmatory contribution. Firstly, that women who became Partners had used their own agency to gain expatriate positions where they were able to prove their ability and resilience in challenging environments. Secondly, that these women developed confidence and independence during their expatriate posting leading to accumulating a collection of cultural capitals with which they could then develop their social capital in the networks. Thirdly that developing this social capital enabled these women to overcome structural barriers to partnership trajectory. Specifically, they gained visibility with global partner gatekeepers, which positioned their careers for allocation to attractive global client projects (symbolic capital for promotion). This combination of cultural and social capital positioned their career trajectory for earning the symbolic capital necessary for Partner promotion.
Notwithstanding the career acceleration for women expatriates identified above, the gender inequalities which undermine the legitimacy of women for partner promotion are still powerful and exclusionary. A fourth, and unfortunately confirmatory contribution, is that global HR departments have little influence relative to the Partner networks. The presence of formal gender policies within global HRM Departments does not counteract the Partner networks informal gender exclusionary practices, practices which resist women as legitimate candidates for expatriate roles and ultimately for Partner positions. 

Limitations and future research.
The snowballing derived sample for this research was necessarily small given senior global women partners are still rare in PSFs. Nevertheless, these global women partners were prepared to offer honest and informed scrutiny of the expatriate assignment journey. All studies face boundaries, and one boundary of this study was to exclude the voices of women who were not able to access the trajectory to global partner roles, future research could include these voices.  

Implications for Practice.
This study confirms the weakness of the power of Global HRM departments compared to informal networks of global partners and their informal practices, which circumvent the implementation of formal gender diversity policies by HRM.
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Appendices.
Table 1: The interview sample of global women partners.
	Name: Company.
	Name:
Participant
	Global Partner Position.
	Age.
	Expatriate  
Assignment in early career
	Married/
partnered/
children
	Ethnicity

	Global
Computers
	Pauline
	Global Partner (HRM)
	58
	Yes
	No/
No children.
	White/
British

	Global 
Computers
	Jane
	Global Partner (Logistics)
	50
	Yes
	Yes/
One child.
	Chinese/
British

	Global 
Computers
	Tara
	Global Partner (Talent Management)
	45
	Yes
	Yes/
One child.
	White/
Irish

	Global
Computers
	Gina
	Global Partner (Utilities)
	49
	Yes
	Yes/
No children.
	White/
British

	Global Computers
	Amanda
	Global Partner (IT)
	40
	Yes
	No/
No children.
	Italian.

	Global Computers
	Juliet.
	Senior Global Partner (Public Sector)
	52
	Yes
	Yes/
No children.
	White/
British.

	Global Computers
	Wanda
	Global Partner (IT)
	46
	Yes.
	Yes/
No children.
	White/
British

	Global Engineers.
	Deborah.
	Board Director (Transport).
	58
	Yes.
	Yes/
Three children.
	White/
Irish

	Global Engineers
	Greta
	Global Partner (Infrastructure).
	48
	Yes.
	Yes/
No children.
	White/
British.

	Global Engineers
	Edith
	Global Partner (Buildings)
	45
	Yes
	No/
No children.
	Asian/
American

	Global Engineers
	Rowena
	Global Partner (Infrastructure)
	45
	Yes
	Yes/ 
Two children.
	White/
British.

	Global Accounting
	Elena
	Global Partner 
(HRM/Diversity)
	44.
	Yes.
	Yes/
Two children.
	White/
British.
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