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Abstract

Recently ethical implications of human resource management have intensified the focus on care perspectives in management
and organization studies. Appeals have also been made for the concept of organizational care to be grounded in philosophies
of care rather than business theories. Care perspectives see individuals, especially women, as primarily relational and view
work as a means by which people can increase in self-esteem, self-develop and be fulfilled. The ethic of care has received
attention in feminist ethics and is often socially construed as a feminine ethic. Although well developed in the caring profes-
sions there remains no model or definition of the care ethic in management literature with little care research undertaken.
This paper develops the concept of the care ethic using Heidegger’s philosophy, namely, care is fundamental to human being.
To show Heideggerian care, an individual notices, pays attention to another and responds in ways to empower and enable. In
a study which aimed to analyze women’s lived experience of career, we applied the philosophically grounded methodology
hermeneutic phenomenology. Findings revealed the power of Heideggerian care, Sorge, as a key factor in creating mean-
ing. From this, we propose that care has potential as a theoretical and philosophically based construct with strong practical
implications. It provides a way of understanding the care ethic, lies at the heart of our being, and is essential to meaning in
our grelationships and undertakings. Crucially, it can provide reprieve from the existential angst that trademarks our being.

Keywords Ethic of care - Heideggerian phenomenology - Women’s careers

Introduction

In recent years global concerns around the ethics of human
resource management have intensified the focus on care per-
spectives in management and organization studies (Delios
2010; Dutton et al. 2006; Islam 2013; McAllister and Bigley
2002; Tronto 1993, 2010). Care perspectives see individuals,
especially women, as primarily relational (Gilligan 1982)
and view work as a means by which people can increase self-
esteem, self-develop and be fulfilled (Islam 2013; McAllister
and Bigley 2002). Such perspectives stand in contrast to a
“human capital” view on employees (Foss 2008; Ployhart
and Moliterno 2011).

Although the care construct has been well established
in the context of the caring professions (e.g., Boykin and
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Schoenhofer 2001; Skovholt 2005), it has only recently
received emphasis in the organizational and management
literature (Rynes et al. 2012). There are appeals for organiza-
tional care to be grounded in philosophies of care rather than
business theories alone (Kroth and Keeler 2009; Tomkins
and Simpson 2015). Further, some writers have expressly
linked the care ethic with Heideggerian care and proposed
philosophical approaches that draw on existentialism and
phenomenology to better understand the care ethic (Reich
2014; Tomkins and Simpson 2015). Empirical studies
are essential for theory development and the care ethic is
no exception. Yet empirical research on the ethic of care
remains limited. We seek to address this gap. Further, we
note with others the lack of philosophically informed discus-
sions of the care ethic in organizations (Kroth and Keeler
2009; Tomkins and Simpson 2015) and the need to study
care in everyday experiences (Lawrence and Maitlis 2012).

Additionally, feminist philosophies have criticized the
care ethic, reasoning that it limits choices for women. It
was Gilligan’s aim, through her comprehensive work on a
women’s ethic of care, to value and celebrate the feminine
as central to moral theory development for women (1982).
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Critics of an ethic of care suggest that a feminine ethic is
often combined with feminist ethics and reinforces a perva-
sive biological view of women and motherhood; care should
not be conflated with the gendered nature of the ‘carers’
(Tronto 2010). If ‘caring’ limits an individual’s autonomy
and agency then it warrants further criticism from a femi-
nist perspective (Clement 2018). Theoretical discussion and
empirics confirm that a benefit of a universal ethic of care
reinforces the value of a care ethic for dominant groups,
women, and minorities (Held 2006); recognizing all as rela-
tional interdependent beings.

In response, we propose a philosophically inspired analy-
sis of an ethic of care in organizations focused on women’s
experiences drawing on Heidegger’s philosophy of care. In
contrast to an essentialized view care with traits of compas-
sion, empathy and kindness, Heidegger’s philosophy of care
requires self-control, attention to another, and a deliberate
response that empowers and enables. Rather than kindness
and niceness, it has been more aligned with agency and
self-organization (Tomkins and Simpson 2015). We suggest
viewing the care ethic through Heideggerian philosophy can
provide a more nuanced understanding of the care ethic.

Our phenomenological study focused on women’s expe-
riences, specifically the meanings of their career. Phenom-
enology, the study of lived experience, is underpinned
by philosophical concepts such as the positive impact of
an ethic of care. As a methodology, it provides a way to
determine what it means for an individual to experience a
phenomenon through a subjective view. Heidegger saw care
as fundamental to human being. His philosophy of care is
based on the enactment of care in positive ways that nurture
and care for others and the world (1927/2011).

Phenomenology questions how the meaning of an expe-
rience arises; phenomenological meaning emerges through
the subjective view of lived experience. Our study sought
to answer the question: “How does Heideggerian care pro-
vide a way to understand the meaning women make of their
career?” Our empirical findings revealed the empowering
function of an ethic of care to create meaning and aid indi-
viduals to gain autonomy and career agency. These “mean-
ing structures” within women’s career narratives analyzed
through the Heideggerian concept of care add to our theo-
retical understandings of the care ethic (van Manen 2016,
p- 38).

Our paper is organized as follows. We review three
strands of scholarly discussion relevant to our study of the
ethic of care: recent developments in organization care; the
historical evolution of the care construct to contemporary
constructs of care; and Heidegger’s philosophy of care.
We then examine Heideggerian care reflected against these
literatures. We introduce the methodology of hermeneutic
phenomenology and outline the processes used to conduct
the interpretive research study. Heideggerian care in action
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is illustrated by examples of women’s experience of care
using excerpts from a phenomenological analysis; anecdotes
crafted from interview transcripts.

The Role of an Ethic of Care
in the Organization

Three streams of scholarship provide a context for our exam-
ination of Heideggerian care. Positioned within a relational
care ethic (first developed by Gilligan 1982), Tronto (1993,
2010) considers care within organizations arguing for care as
social practice rather than disposition, a deliberate activity
which shows concern for and is tailored to the individual.
She emphasizes a feminist care ethic that values and legiti-
mizes shared power, rather than restricts power to existing
dominant cohorts. Tronto argues for a care ethic including
the “values traditionally associated with women” (p. 3) yet,
she urges a shift from a separate women’s morality.

Exploring an ethic of care in organizations and in work
teams, Lawrence and Maitlis (2012) argue that despite an
emphasis on close, long-term relationships in the ethic of
care literature, this scholarship has centered more on theory
than action. Compassion and care are positioned as the trig-
gered response to others’ suffering or pain for either employ-
ees or organizations. They suggest research attention needs
to be directed to ordinary, everyday discursive practices
within longstanding work relationships. They link an ethic
of care to an “ontology of possibility”” and contend that care
within organizations may have significant effects for both
individuals and groups (p. 653).

Islam (2013) situates his work within organization studies
and draws from Honneth’s (1995) recognition theory. Recog-
nition can be “pre-cognitive” as it comes before worldviews,
crosses cultural boundaries and satisfies the human need for
affirmation (Honneth and Margelit 2001). Recognition dif-
fers from sympathy or “support for a cause” (Islam 2013, p.
242), having more in common with ‘solidarity.” Therefore,
Islam argues recognition supports the care perspective in
management. Further, he contrasts recognition with social
relationships within workplaces. While recognition is reified
by human resource policies and work processes it is partial,
directed towards work goals rather than relationships, com-
promising worker dignity. In contrast, a caring organization
is ideally a workplace for becoming, where workers can rec-
ognize their potential through work (Islam 2013).

Although these perspectives on the ethic of care have dif-
ferent emphases: care as social practice (Tronto 1993, 2010);
care in relationships through discursive practice (Lawrence
and Maitlis 2012); and care as recognition which promotes
flourishing (Islam 2013); they do share a common thread.
They view care as a deliberate activity which involves pay-
ing attention to an individual’s needs. Further, they connect
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with several themes in contemporary organization studies:
humane relationships (Hodson and Roscigno 2004); work
as enrichment and existential engagement (Honneth 1995;
McAllister and Bigley 2002; Sayer 2007); ethics (Gabriel
and Casemore 2009); and career meaningfulness (Lips-
Wiersma 2002). Various theoretical opportunities have also
been expressed, for example, Tomkins and Simpson (2015)
encourage philosophical approaches that draw on existen-
tialism and phenomenology; an approach focused on “the
grounded, the mundane, and the experiential” (p. 1015).
In addition, Kroth and Keeler (2009) appeal for progress
on the concept of organizational care grounded on philoso-
phies of care. Our work adds to these perspectives of care
as relational and as recognition (Tronto 1993, 2010; Law-
rence and Maitlis 2012; Islam 2013) and responds to calls
for philosophical approaches to organizational care (Kroth
and Keeler 2009; Tomkins and Simpson 2015).

Evolution of the Concept of Care

Before we discuss philosophies of care, it is germane to
provide an historical background to the ethics of care. The
contemporary struggle between two contrasting meanings
of care emerged in Greco-Roman times; care as burden, and
care as solicitude. This aetiology led to two interpretations
of care: first as worries and anxieties and second as concern
for a person’s well-being (Burdach 1923). Philosophers such
as Seneca did not view care so much as a burden, rather as
the way to become truly human; he espoused, “the good is
perfected by care (cura)” (trans. 1953, pp. 443-444). Seneca
defined care as solicitude, which suggests extreme devotion
and attentiveness (Burdach 1923; Seneca 1953).

Possibly the greatest influence on the perception of the
care concept was the Greco-Roman myth of the goddess
Cura, an ancient narrative that reveals positive aspects of
care including “the primordial role of Care is to hold the
human together in wholeness while cherishing it” (Ryle
1949, p. 350).! Danish philosopher and religious theorist,
Seren Kierkegaard incorporated discussions on Cura, in his
writing; he proposed care as key to understanding human life
and the pathway to authenticity (Reich 2014).

" A full discussion of the development of the history of the notion of
care can be found in the classic article in the Encyclopedia of Bioeth-
ics by Warren T. Reich. [Revised edition. Edited by Warren Thomas
Reich. 5 Volumes. New York: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 2014,
4th ed., pp. 319-331].

Contemporary Constructs of ‘Care’

Historically, one meaning of care has been attention, to
pay heed to, and this remains a crucial component of care.
Simone Weil (1909-1943), a significant thinker on care as
central for ethics, viewed attention is an integral to care. She
defined attention as suspending thought and being prepared
to engage with the person. For Weil, to care for a person
means to give them full attention.

With Carol Gilligan’s ground-breaking text “In a different
voice” (1982), scholarly discussions on care gained momen-
tum. Gilligan sought to progress a systematic philosophical
ethic of care in the context of moral development. Her per-
spective, which she called ‘the care perspective’, identified
vital concerns: to avoid hurting and alienating individuals
and to foster and protect attachments between them (Gilligan
1982). Her ethic of care is rooted in the view of persons as
“relational and interdependent, morally and epistemologi-
cally,” rather than autonomous, self-sufficient beings (Held
2006, p. 13).

Gilligan contends that women exist in a moral universe,
embedded in “a world of relationships and psychological
truths where an awareness of the connection between people
gives rise to a recognition of responsibility for one another,
a perception of the need for response” (1982, p. 30). Fur-
ther, she argues that an ethic of care had been ignored since
women were overlooked in early studies of moral develop-
ment (e.g., Kohlberg 1981). When applied to women, these
male-based theories categorized women as deficient (Gil-
ligan 1982). Consequently, Gilligan’s primary motive to
develop a women’s ethic of care was based on valuing and
celebrating the feminine within a ‘sex difference’ construc-
tion of gender. Compared with men, women are more pre-
disposed to recognize moral dilemmas in terms of personal
attachment versus detachment. Based on her own psycho-
logical research, Gilligan moved the ethic of care from the
periphery to the center of a moral theory development for
women (Clement 2018).

Concurrent with Gilligan research (Brown and Gilligan
1992; Gilligan et al. 1988) were developments in feminist
ethics. Held (2006) expanded a philosophical understanding
of the care ethic from feminist philosophy that criticized an
ethic of care which disempowers women. But Held’s account
of care is valid for everyone, not just women and other
minorities, but also those for dominant groups and men. She
describes the ethics of care as a normative theory with focus
on relationships based on the universal experience of caring;
a type of virtue ethics (Hursthouse 1999). Held recognizes
similarities between these two theories but explains ethics of
care as based on caring relationships, whereas virtue ethics
has dispositions as its primary focus. Along with other femi-
nist thought where relational experience is key, the ethic of
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care centers on the needs of other people for whom we have
responsibility. This leads to a view of people and society as
interdependent and relational rather than one element in a
collection of virtues (2006).

Due to its association with women, the care ethic is fre-
quently seen as a feminine ethic with feminist ethics, femi-
nine ethics, and care ethics often conflated. The long-held
view of a feminine ethic of care is rooted in women’s bio-
logical capacity and motherhood expectations, resulting in
all women being essentialized with ‘feminine’ traits such as
compassion, empathy, and kindness. The pervasive view,
care is feminine, has lingered although women are diverse,
with some women not exhibiting care, and some men dis-
playing strong tendencies to care.

Feminine and feminist ethics are differentiated by the
extent to which they engage in critical analysis of the
association between women and care, and power-related
consequences. Writers such as Tronto (1993, 2010), Held
(2006) argue convincingly for overlaps between care and
feminist theory, whilst challenging the associations of care
with women. Traditional ethical theories have been based
on men’s experiences. Ethics and the ethic of care cannot
solely be viewed from the standpoint of either women or
men exclusively and still be considered ethics but must be
applied to all rational beings.

Heideggerian Care: Sorge

These developments in organizational care and history of
the care ethic set the scene for Heidegger’s philosophy of
care, a core concept for this paper. German existential phi-
losopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) was strongly influ-
enced by Kierkegaard’s teaching on care as the pathway to
authenticity. Heidegger acknowledged his theorizing of care
arose from and added to the “Cura” tradition and alluded
to the Myth of Care as the primal explanation of his argu-
ment (Reich 2014). The German word “Sorge” translates
as “care for” or “concern for” even “anxiety for” (others).
While Heidegger’s philosophy of being has many facets such
as moods, authenticity and angst, care is a preeminent part
of his being-in-the-world. In fact, he argued that the question
of being is central, and care addresses the need for humans
“to be.” Existentially care lies at the heart of the structure of
being; it signifies our existence and gives it meaning.
Indeed, Heidegger argues Sorge encapsulates the two
elementary actions of human existence: towards oth-
ers and towards the future and has been described as “an
existential-ontological state characterized by both ‘anxiety’
about the future and the desire to ‘attend to’ or ‘care for’
the world” (Shields 2013, p. 89). Existing and ‘being-with’
others implies some degree of care, emotional and practi-
cal involvement; it includes caring-for and being-cared-for.
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Care also implies a future orientation; part of being human
is projecting ourselves and moving forward. Heidegger’s
care structure of future-past-present reveals what is most
important to us as human beings, what possibilities are cho-
sen, revealing what we truly care and are concerned about
(1927/2011).

As in Greco-Roman times, Heideggerian care can have
a double meaning: anxiety and solicitude. The first repre-
sents our struggle for existence and often involves immers-
ing ourselves in trivia to avoid facing up to the questioning
of our being. The second meaning (Fursorge) we give pri-
mary attention in this paper means nurturing and caring for
both the earth and our fellow beings. Fursorge’>—solicitous
care—is characterized by consideration and self-control
and can be seen on a day-to-day basis in a positive mode in
two ways. Firstly, care is described as ‘leaping-in’ as out of
concern, a care-giver takes over another person and solves
the problem on the other’s behalf. This kind of care creates
inequality between the two. The person receiving care can
be controlled and dependent, with restricted agency.

Secondly, another kind of positive Sorge is described as
“leaping ahead” (p. 159) translated as “intervene ” or “stand
in for him/her.” The person receiving this kind of care expe-
riences freedom, increased meaningfulness, new insights,
and consequently feels more fully human. Leaping ahead
might involve listening rather than offering advice and ask-
ing questions rather than trying to problem solve (Gardiner
2016). Instead of being results-driven the effect is to open up
possibilities. The person can find their own solution, rather
than being molded into an ideal. Further, they can experi-
ence an ontological shift and choose the possibility of a dif-
ferent ‘way-to-be’ (Heidegger 1927/2011).

Tomkins and Simpson (2015) suggest three facets to
‘leaping-ahead’ namely anticipation, autonomy, and advo-
cacy. Anticipation alludes to the future-oriented aspect of
care that is predictive and forward-thinking. Autonomy
reflects the space that leaping-ahead provides the care-
recipient and enables them to move forward independently.
Advocacy resonates with Macann’s (1993) idea of ‘stand-
ing up for’ and contrasts with the translation of leaping-
in or ‘standing in for.” Tomkins and Simpson (2015) fur-
ther suggest ‘empowerment’ can be used as a synonym for
‘leaping-ahead.’

2 Heidegger used two other German words along with Sorge to
describe care. Besorgen, translates as to get or obtain something for
oneself or someone, and Fursorge, translates as actively caring for
someone who needs help, also known as solicitude. Sorge is the root
for care made manifest: Fursorge and Besorgen. Sorge is concerned
with being: “ontology” (Tomkins and Simpson 2015). In this paper,
for simplicity we use the root word Sorge for solicitous care—Fur-
sorge.
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In everyday life, care reveals itself between these two
extremes of positive (solicitous) care, care that “leaps in
and dominates,” and care that “leaps forth and liberates”
(Heidegger 1927/2011, p. 159). Although both are positive,
the first results in a person becoming dependent and domi-
nated whereas the second results in a person being enabled
and experiencing meaningfulness. ‘Leaping-in’ tends to be
concerned with the present, whereas ‘leaping-ahead’ has a
greater sense of possibility and future-focus.

While care can be directed by consideration and atten-
tiveness, more typically it is also found in imperfect
states described as “deficient and indifferent” (Heidegger
1927/2011, p. 158). So often we are busy with everyday
activities without much thought for others. For instance,
we may not even notice the person who is with us, we can
become preoccupied with something on our phone rather
than someone in the room. What this can mean is we adopt
an instrumental approach to life where people and things
become commodified, objects to be used and discarded. If
we want to act in non-instrumental ways, then we must think
about how our behaviors affect others which necessitates we
recognize “the importance of care” (p. 88). Subsequently
when we don’t experience care, or experience it in an imper-
fect or negative state, we feel inconspicuous, we don’t “mat-
ter” to others and can become disillusioned and purposeless
(Gardiner 2016).

Further, because we live most of our lives just getting on
with the ‘norms’ and with others, we forget what it means
to be authentic. Heidegger (1927/2011) argues that to be
authentic we must do two things: we must be resolute and
then we must be open both towards others and to the world
around us. On the other hand, authenticity means standing
up for what matters to us and being decisive; aligning with
those things that matter and distancing ourselves from those
things that don’t. This is the type of authenticity we might
define as care.

Arendt (1981) further expands on Heidegger’s explana-
tion of authenticity as care. She contends it arises from con-
versing and working with others; it develops from our caring
commitment to others and to the world and is demonstrated
by our readiness to be involved in our communities. Arendt
argues that a world that is built around the self is insufficient
to ensure that we genuinely care and respond to each other’s
needs; what matters most is being aware of our responsibili-
ties for each other. Arendt therefore fleshes out the Heideg-
gerian view of authenticity as care and provides a view of
relationships that focuses on our mutual responsiveness to
one another. For Arendt, this responsiveness is central to
being ethical (1958, as cited in Gardiner 2015).

Various writers have expressly linked the care ethic with
Heideggerian care (e.g., Reich 2014; Tomkins and Simpson
2015) and expressed surprise, that while care is so central to
Heidegger’s work and relevant for organizational scholars,

it has not been taken up (Reich 2014). Indeed, writings on
care and the care ethic have clear resonance with the Heideg-
gerian concept of care, have a strong relational focus (Gilli-
gan 1982), and pay attention to and consider the individual’s
needs (Liedtka 1996). Yet, as Lawrence and Maitlis (2012)
note discussions on the care ethic have been sporadic and
limited and have concentrated on scholarship and life outside
rather than inside organizations. We seek to address this gap.
Our discussion now moves to consider evidence of Heideg-
gerian care in action, from an empirical phenomenological
study set in the education sector.

This Research Study

We first explain the methods used, then present findings
from our empirical study, that used Heideggerian hermeneu-
tic phenomenology to investigate women’s career meanings
(van Manen 2016). A phenomenological research methodol-
ogy is the study of lived experience. It seeks to answer the
question: “What is this experience like?” (Gill 2014; Ehrich
2005; Gibson and Hanes 2003) and reveals the experience
participants have of a phenomenon and how they make sense
of their lived experience of that phenomenon.

Specifically, this present study employed van Manen’s
hermeneutic phenomenology (1990) which spans descriptive
and interpretive phenomenology and was initially developed
within the discipline of pedagogy (Gill 2014). Differentiat-
ing itself from other types of phenomenology, van Manen’s
hermeneutic phenomenology is both “descriptive”, attending
to “how things appear” and interpretive, because “there is no
such thing as uninterpreted phenomena” (van Manen 1990,
p- 180). For simplicity, we use the term ‘phenomenology’
to encompass van Manen’s (1990) ‘definitions.

Phenomenology reflects the epistemological view that
theory is inductively generated and does not involve propo-
sitions for research (Creswell 2007); it provides a way of
revealing the meaning participants make of the phenomenon
from their accounts. Phenomenological understanding is
subtle and appears from “the ordinary emergences of human
experience and meaning” (p. 47). It asks, “How does the
meaning of this experience arise?”” (van Manen 2016, p. 38).
The rewards of phenomenology are that it offers moments
of “seeing meaning” into the heart of a phenomena (p. 60).
Through phenomenology we can deconstruct phenomena
such as love to “thoughtfully and tactfully aim for the perfec-
tion” of love in our lives (van Manen 2016, p. 62).

In spite of frequent exhortations about its potential to
provide a deep understanding of human experience, the
application of phenomenology to organizational research
is rare (Ehrich 2005; Gibson and Hanes 2003). Ehrich
argues it provides a way to explore a range of complex
interpersonal activities involved with the “human side”
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TabI.e.1 Demographics of Pseudonym Age Sector Position Status No of child
participants
Libby 34 Primary Classroom teacher Full time 1
Syndicate leader
Sophie 34 Primary On maternity leave Contract 2
Contract special needs
Miriama 34 Secondary Classroom teacher Full time 0
Management unit
Jackie 36 Secondary Classroom teacher Full time 3
Management unit
Tina 37 Tertiary Associate Professor Full time 2
University
Sarah 43 Secondary Head of learning area Full time 2
Rachel 43 Tertiary Tutor Part time
Independent provider
Amanda 43 Tertiary Tutor Part time 3
Polytechnic
Kiri 46 Primary Principal Full time 2
Katie 46 Tertiary Tutor Contract 2
Polytechnic
Carol 47 Primary Classroom teacher Full time 1
Debbie 48 Tertiary Previously Senior lecturer Redundant 1
Completing PhD Full-time study
Helen 56 Tertiary Manager Full time 1
Recruitment
Sally 61 Secondary Previously Senior manager Full time 1

Currently middle manager

(2005, p. 8). Her work has been influential in encouraging
phenomenological studies using small numbers of partici-
pants (e.g., Roter (2011), n = 18; Train (2015), n = 11;
Martin (2015), n = 10). These studies aimed to gain deep
understanding of the phenomenon of interest and to maxi-
mize the richness of the data.

The focus of this study was women’s careers and hence
the methodological approach required the participant exer-
cise reflexivity in her career accounts. The research sought
to answer the question: “How does Heideggerian care pro-
vide a way to understand the meaning women make of
their career?” Key selection criteria were women who have
experienced a career and were willing to talk about these
experiences. The education sector was chosen as women
involved in education were likely to have good communi-
cation skills. It was also a context with which the authors
were familiar. Purposive sampling was used to recruit
and select women who met the primary criteria. The aim
was also to have diversity of age and experience amongst
the participants to increase the possibilities of “rich and
unique stories of the particular experience” (Laverty 2003,
p. 18). Advertising for participants was firstly through a
popular women’s magazine and then through snowballing
from contacts of the researcher(s). The resulting sample
consisted of 14 women participants, all professionally
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trained as educators, and aged between 34 and 61 years.
Details are contained in Table 1 below.

In phenomenological methodologies, the challenge for the
researcher is to stay as close as possible to the participant’s
experience. Consequently, the interview aimed to gather rich
in-depth accounts by engaging with participants in ‘conver-
sational interviewing’ (van Manen 1990). This technique
enables participants to reconnect with their original experi-
ences. Typically, the interview began with an introduction to
the research and an invitation for the participant to talk about
what she was currently doing. As the interview progressed
prompts and probes were used, to encourage her to go deeper
into an issue while fostering a relationship of trust, where
safety and openness is critical. Only a few direct questions
were used, including: “What about finding meaning and pur-
pose: do you think your work has helped you find out who
you are?” “What has driven or impelled you to achieve the
things you have: has there been a need for frequent change
and/or re-invention?”

Reflexivity is crucial in the interview process and van
Manen (1990) warns the researcher not to be tempted to
reach an understanding too quickly, to remain ‘open’ and
to consider any influences that might hinder the explora-
tion of the phenomenon. Accordingly, the researcher kept
a journal throughout the interview process and notes taken
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after each interview enabled the interview to be brought
back to life during the interpretation of transcripts. These
notes recorded impressions, perceptions, and reflections
of the researcher as well as the mood and emphasis the
participant gave to aspects of the interview.

From the transcripts, anecdotes were crafted to describe
key aspects of a woman’s career using a process outlined
by van Manen (2016). A total of between four and eight
anecdotes were written for each participant. These “lived
experience descriptions.” sometimes had a narrative shape
in the interview but more often they were constructed by
the first researcher through a piecemeal editing process
from the transcripts; each contained a powerful element of
a woman’s lived experience. Essentially, each anecdote is a
short story, describes a single incident, has some concrete
details, and several quotes, and closes quickly after the
incident often with a final ‘punchy’ last line encapsulating
the point of the anecdote (van Manen 2016). An example
of a punchline is from participant Miriama who, when
describing the early influence of two high-school teachers
said, “and they really believed in me; they said, ‘you can
be something else.””

Thus, an anecdote can be a captivating narrative with
phenomenological power which stirs us and pushes beyond
the constraints of what we already know from our own
experience in a “radical yet disciplined way of seeing with
fresh, curious, eyes” (Finlay 2014, p. 122). When read
aloud, listeners can connect with the phenomenon being
recounted (van Manen 2016). These anecdotes are how
the essence of the phenomenon can be grasped, emotions
evoked, and meanings uncovered, and their effect is to
make experiences close and intense. An anecdote is a nar-
rative device taken from lived experience that steps back
from and reflects on experience. However, the anecdote
used phenomenologically should not be confused with fac-
tual empirical accounts; its value is for its powerful, effec-
tive conceptualization of things that resist ready definition
(van Manen 2016).

Once the anecdotes were complete, they were sent to
participants to review for accuracy and intent. After all
participants gave their permission, data analysis proceeded
inductively interpreting themes. The anecdotes were then
hermeneutically interpreted using the philosophical tenets
of Heidegger (1927/2011). Broad themes were developed
through an interpretive process which employed both selec-
tive and wholistic reading approaches (van Manen 2016).
Rather than a mechanical application of a frequency count
of coding of terms, analysis induced the themes dramatized
in the evolving of meaning of the text. Phenomenological
themes are structures of experience, metaphorically speak-
ing van Manen (2016) describes them as knots in the webs
of our experiences around which certain lived experiences
are spun and lived as meaningful wholes.

Findings

As discussed earlier, our guide for this interpretive study
was the Heideggerian care construct of Sorge. It provides a
way to understand the meaning of ‘being’ (1927/2011) and
to reveal what is most important to study participants. To
interpret how participants found meaning in their career,
an integral part of the process involved understanding how
their ‘way-to-be’ shifted and changed throughout their career
journey. These ontological shifts were described by partici-
pants as due to being shown care by key people. Therefore,
as meanings of experience were uncovered, the care struc-
ture was a means by which data analysis took place and
women’s experience of what was important to them was
exposed. Thus ‘being-in-the-world-with-others’ or ‘being-
with’ stories came together as a key theme that revealed an
ethic of care was significant in women’s sense of meaning-
fulness in their work and career direction.

The following sections provide examples of how an ethic
of care is lived, illustrated by excerpts from the phenom-
enological anecdotes. Several qualities or characteristics of
being shown an ethic of care emerged: long-lasting impact
in everyday situations; paying attention; identity formation;
and to alleviate stress.

Leaping Ahead: Long-Lasting Impact in Everyday
Situations

Women’s construction of meaning in situations where
they experienced an ethic of care was a description of care
expressed through everyday practices or events (Lawrence
and Maitlis 2012). Women described incidents where some-
thing quite ordinary happened, yet through these routine
exchanges they gained greater self-understanding and more
confidence.

One participant, Kiri, an Indigenous (Maori) school prin-
cipal commented about the influence of two Pakeha (white)
teachers: “it wasn’t that they knew Te Reo Maori [language]
or anything about Maori culture. It was rather than on a
human level they were people who could see potential. They
simply encouraged me.” Kiri describes an incident where
other students teasingly asked if she cheated because she got
such a good mark in a test and one of the teachers stepped in
and stood up for her, and from then on, she thought, “I can
do this.” She comments,

It wasn’t much to her, but what she did for me, in
my head as time has gone on, was very significant. I
can put my finger on those times and the things that
she said. Even though language and culture counts,
what also counts is people who believe in you. And
if you can do nothing else as a teacher for Maori it
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is to believe in them and to encourage them. Look it
must’ve been significant, I’m still telling that story to
this day. (Kiri)

The power of a phenomenological approach is it can expose
everyday things not seen from the outside (Laverty 2003).
Participants attested that quite simple things had long-last-
ing impacts on them. Kiri comments “when I’ve spoken to
Maori about that kind of thing happening, some people have
shaken their heads and said “I think you’re putting too much
on it, romanticising it. It was other things as well.”” Hei-
degger attests, this kind of care, makes us feel more human,
and Kiri is adamant, “on a human level” these acts of teach-
ers noticing, reinforced her potential.

Carol, a primary school teacher who trained as a teacher
in her thirties, describes feeling constrained and held back
by her background as an adopted child. She felt disenfran-
chised and struggled to find her own identity. A teacher in
her first teaching practicum who looked at her and comment-
ing on her readiness to teach said: “I don’t know why you
didn’t go [teaching] years ago.” Carol goes on:

I was blown away. Later, when I would be thinking
about what to do, it was her comments that came back
to me. (Carol)

Women described how a few prescient words spoken at a
key time, enabled them to find meaning and direction. These
interactions were not as a response to a traumatic or signifi-
cant event, they occurred within the context of established
work relationships (Lawrence and Maitlis 2012). Although
seemingly unremarkable, they were described by partici-
pants as key career moments that retained their intensity
over time; as Miriama commented “their voices are still in
my head.”

Leaping Ahead: Paying Attention

The notion of being watched, noticed, or having someone
pay close attention (Weil 1977) featured in participants’
descriptions of people who showed care to them. Miriama,
mentioned above, is a young Indigenous (Maori) teacher
and now manager in a secondary school. She came from
a small town where “not many people left. ...I was prob-
ably more likely to become a teenage Mum, than to leave
that town”. She describes how two teachers noticed and
paid attention to her, anticipating what her pathway should
be and said “of course you should be looking at plans
for university. Your path isn’t to work in the supermarket,
because you’re really talented.” Miriama comments: “They
made me think I definitely could go to university that I
could move out of that small town and that I could do other
things.” The teachers directed attention and recognition
of her needs enabled Miriama to become someone who
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was different from other young women in her town. They
constantly expected her to succeed. She expresses deep
emotion as she recalls “I don’t think they realised what an
impact they had on a young girl living in a small town.”
The teachers’ attentive care had a humanizing effect that
enhanced self-esteem (Islam 2013).

For Tina, a young academic, having someone pay close
attention to her impacted career agency and confidence
which led to a career transition. She recalls the short, but
timely and profound influence of a visiting Professor:

Three years ago, we had an Associate Professor join us
from the UK, and he just instilled this extra confidence
in me. He’d say to me, “Oh yes, you could quite easily
do this” or “Why don’t you apply, this would be quite
good for you.” And, he would also say, “You know,
you’re quite ready to apply for Associate Professor.”
(Tina)

The Professor, who worked in the department for 6 months,
exhibited behavior different from Tina’s other colleagues:
“I haven’t found that other people take the time to actually
know what your strengths are, to take an interest in you.” A
mark of inattentive care is people are often too preoccupied
with their own things and fail to notice and pay attention to
others around them (Gardiner 2016). Tina goes on:

And I did apply for Associate Professor. By then he
had left. If it wasn’t for him, I don’t think I would have
applied. When he came, I felt “Oh here is somebody
who actually understands me, who takes time to know
what I research or what my strengths are.” (Tina)

The Professor took time to know Tina and to consider her
“just as she is” (Weil 1977). “He got to know me” as an
individual with potential (Islam 2013) and anticipated Tina’s
next career move. Leaping-ahead has been suggested idi-
omatically as “standing up for” (Macann 1993). Rather than
control, or diminish, it anticipates so the care-recipient can
exercise autonomy in making their next steps (Tomkins and
Simpson 2015). It has a transformative quality that helps
a care-recipient to “grow and develop” (Bass and Riggio
2006, p. 3). Through this interaction Tina sought and gained
promotion to Associate Professor.

Leaping Ahead: Identity Formation

Another characteristic of leaping ahead is it can contribute
to the development of identity. Miriama, as a young Maori
teacher describes how she used to watch three older senior
Maori women on the staff whom she admired and wanted
to emulate. She thought: “That’s the sort of teacher I want
to be, strong and well respected and making a difference.”
However, the “watching” was reciprocal as Miriama relates:
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In my first year there was a whole group of first year
teachers and several of us were Maori, but we weren’t
doing things like Kapa Haka.’ One of those three
women was like the kuia* of the school. And 1 day, she
said to me, “Whether you like it or not, the kids view
you as Maori. So, you have to represent us in a really
positive way.” I was really shocked. “Oh my gosh, who
is this lady telling me this? I know I’'m Maori.”

The kuia went on:

“The students look at you and they see a Maori face
and a Maori name. So, you need to make sure that at
all times, you represent us in a way so that they will
look up to you.” And I realised it was true. I'd been a
bit shy, a bit reticent about being Maori. About stand-
ing up and saying what I thought. But I did want the
kids to look at me and say, “I could be like her, she’s
not afraid.” It made me think I shouldn’t always be
the person at the back, such a wallflower. It was really
defining. (Miriama)

Tomkins and Simpson (2015) contend, care is not to do with
kindness or being nice, rather it is linked to agency and self-
organization. In fact, they argue, “in a Heideggerian world,
compassion, kindness and niceness are neither necessary nor
sufficient for care” (p. 1023). Miriama’s initially confront-
ing expression of the care ethic in action confirms this view.
She comments, “At the time I thought she was a grumpy old
lady, a little terrifying, but that’s because she cared. She’d
give you a hug but also tell you off.” Honneth (2008) com-
ments on the dominating effect of management processes
that involve watching people in order to monitor or measure,
to scrutinize. Yet, in this situation the kuia watched and paid
close attention to Miriama not to monitor but to care for her.
She saw Miriama for who she was: a young Maori woman
unsure of her own cultural identity. The incident happened
over ten years before the interview when: “I wasn’t even that
Maori” But now:

I bring a different perspective.... I'm Maori and the
students are forming opinions about themselves by the
way that I act and behave.... the students are watching.
I want them to see someone who’s proud of who she
is. (Miriama)

Heidegger contends ‘leaping-ahead’ (1927/2011) has the
effect of helping the care-recipient become more authenti-
cally who they are. Through the kuia’s intervention Miriama
was empowered to take more responsibility for her actions,
to speak up, and become a role-model for her students

3 Maori performing arts.

4 Maori woman elder.

(Tomkins and Simpson 2015). Aware of her timidity and
lack of connection with her Maori heritage, this interchange
increased her confidence: she became “a strong Maori pres-
ence who teaches at this school.”

This early-career incident was the forerunner of later
choices Miriama made, to surround herself with other
key people to be in a school where she could build on her
strengths as a subject teacher and to respond to a head
of department’s call to “come on board, then you can be
promoted.” She recounts she learnt the importance of sur-
rounding herself with people who believed in her potential
and who cared about her future, people who believed she
could “do anything.” She comments, “You have to surround
yourself with people who are positive. Because if you don’t
have them; it’s too easy to make other choices. People who
believe in you, that you can achieve more, that you can do
anything.”

Heideggerian scholar Harman describes how our lives
can become interwoven with these different influences, “all
parts of her world are fused into a colossal web of mean-
ing in which everything refers to everything else” (2011,
p- 63). These “key people” had a compounding effect and
became part of Miriama’s lived experience, described as a
kind of “heritage” of care for Miriama throughout her career
(Harman 2011). It could be argued this incident might be
described as a combination of mentoring and role modelling.
Yet, Miriama does not describe having a mentor or role mod-
els. Instead she tells how these people, involved themselves
in her career, paid her attention and enabled her to become
more autonomous. In the situations described above, there
was no formal intervention or practice; rather the interaction
occurred in the context of an everyday workplace relation-
ship (Islam 2013; McAllister and Bigley 2002).

Leaping-Ahead: To Alleviate Stress

At times leaping-ahead can involve intervening or standing
up for a care-recipient at a time of stress (Macann 1993).
Sally, a senior manager in a secondary school, describes how
she ‘stood up’ for Lara, a young teacher who was:

I thought, pretty close to having a breakdown. I said (to
my principal) I think this teacher is going to fall over
unless you do something. I could use my life coach and
you could get this girl back on her feet again. Without
spending a huge amount of money, you can make a
huge difference to her.” The boss wore it and Lara got
what she needed. I didn’t have any conversation with
Lara, but I picked up that she was at breaking point and
that was my solution. (Sally)

Sally’s own career had been difficult over the past several
years before the interview and she comments:
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I think maybe, that I am a little nicer than I was...a
little softer. I’ve been knocked down, but I’ve picked
myself up and made myself better than I was before. I
think when you really get knocked around; you are a
little kinder about other people because you know what
it feels like to be knocked yourself. (Sally)

Writing on recognition theory, Honneth and Margalit (2001)
state when individuals feel their self-worth has been ignored,
they feel alienated or invisible. Sally has sometimes felt
“passed over” and “inconspicuous” resulting in a temporary
lack of meaning. She has experienced the results of being
shown inattentive care, often more typical in our everyday
lives (Gardiner 2016). Yet, she exhibits what Erikson says is
“the generational task of cultivating strength in the next gen-
eration” (1963, p. 274) validating Heidegger’s central tenet
that exercising care is part of what it means to be human;
we are compelled to care. Honneth (2008) notes recognition
of another colleague’s need can be a ‘struggle’. Yet, it is
this kind of caring recognition that acknowledges us in our
humanity and impels us to move towards future possibilities
(Heidegger 1927/2011).

Discussion

For women in this study, being shown Heideggerian care
had long-lasting effects, was meaningful, and empowering.
They sought to pass on the benefits of receiving care to the
next generation, with findings having clear implications for
care in education. In particular the benefits of care were
potent for women of color. These groups still face obstacles
in accessing career benefits (e.g., pay, power, prestige), due
to sexism and racism and glass-ceiling effects (e.g., Cook
et al. 2002; Worthington et al. 2005). For example, Kiri and
Miriama are Indigenous (Maori) and Tina is Middle-eastern.
Miriama, the young Maori teacher, had a head of department
who was a gate opener; he could see what might potentially
be in the future and made a pathway for her, saying “Come
on board, and you can be promoted to these other positions.”
Bosley et al. (2009) identify the function of a gatekeeper in
their typology of “career shapers,” people who helped direct
an individual’s career.

Returning to Tina, the academic who experienced care
from the Associate Professor, exemplifies other participants
who commented they were developed by being shown care,
subsequently they were predisposed to show care for others
(Seneca 1953). It was of particular note that as educators,
they sought to “pass it on” to ensure the next generation were
also improved by care. Tina comments on the importance
of recognizing what other (younger) colleagues need “I try
and do that (now) with younger people in our department.”
Carol the primary teacher who trained in her thirties talked
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about passing on care: I think I pass that [confidence] onto
the children I'm teaching. Someone did it for me, I'm going
to do it for you.” (Carol)

These practical implications of Heideggerian care have
particular relevance in the education sector. Owens and
Ennis (2005) argue that inclusion of the ethic of care as
pedagogical content would enhance novice teachers’ abil-
ity to care for themselves, create a caring environment
for learning, and establish caring relationships with their
students. Agne’s research (1999) found with the develop-
ment of deep caring comes a high level of dedication and
attention prevalent among expert teachers. Such caring has
a leavening function as a small quantity can cause growth
in the cared-for; thus, care has potential to spread as expert
teachers model attention to student-other rather than teacher-
self (Agne 1999). While there is a growing body of writing
on the importance of teachers care-for-others in education,
neither Owens and Ennis (2005), nor Agne (1999) mention
the importance of care-for the teacher. Our participants did
express a need to be with people who recognized and paid
attention to their needs. They related how they deliberately
‘chose’ people who verified their sense of identity so they
could maintain harmony with themselves (Harter 2002).
The leavening effects of care can be clearly seen in these
accounts of Miriama, for example, who learned to surround
herself with key people and in others like Carol, who sought
to ‘pass iton.’

Contributions and Conclusions

Reflecting on our study, we identify clear contributions to
extend ethic of care theory and practice through the lens of
Heideggerian care. Although the concept of Heideggerian
care is complex and difficult to fully grasp, we can real-
ize its benefits particularly in the interventions of ‘leaping
ahead.” Interestingly, when participants were asked about
how meaning occurred in their career experience, they
described the effects of being shown care. Their accounts
reveal the power of an ethic of care and its ability to open up
possibilities, rather than find solutions or results. The exam-
ples they gave were future-focused and empowering, effects
that align with ‘leaping-ahead.” The subtle insights gained
through phenomenology provide a way to “see” meaning as
it appears at the core of a phenomenon. We suggest a phe-
nomenological approach has enabled the deconstruction of
the care ethic so that a more holistic view of care in action
has been gained (van Manen 2016).

Only a few scholars have discussed the care ethic in the
context of working relationships and organizations, and
Heideggerian care is novel in organization studies. Our
findings from an interpretive phenomenological study con-
tribute to this emergent literature. Participants affirmed the
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significance and meaning provided by relationships where
an ethic of care was shown to them. These relationships
were not structural formal interventions, rather they were
naturally occurring, spontaneous interactions, and did not
necessarily evolve over a long period. Yet, by receiving care,
the recipient gains a temporary reprieve from the angst that
trademarks human existence. Heideggerian care in action
enables an ontological shift that transforms and energizes;
the effects of being shown an ethic of care are anything but
temporary.

As researchers we wonder what it is about Heideggerian
care that effects this kind of life-long impact? The positive
interactions described in the interviews shared a common
feature, namely the person showing care exercised genuine
concern for the other. There is an organic, unrehearsed sense
about these simple acts of recognizing, paying attention, and
taking responsibility. These interactions merely involve the
care-giver consciously paying attention to the care-recip-
ient, watching them, and ‘leaping.” Heidegger argues we
are all predisposed to care; it is at the heart of our being
and essential to our relationships and ventures. However,
he also notes we are often preoccupied with the prosaic and
ordinary; therefore, we fail to notice and pay attention to the
needs of others, to take responsibility for them in empower-
ing ways. Inattentiveness and a lack of concern by others
was commonly expressed by study participants. Essentially
being shown a positive ethic of care is rare.

While Heidegger conceptualized care as an elemental
predisposition, contemporary theorizing and our empirical
study provides preliminary evidence that Heideggerian care
may have the potential to be developed. Our empirical study
extends previous theorizing by providing evidence from eve-
ryday experiences. Heidegger’s account of care provides a
humanistic model can be used to benefit organizations and
employees, due to its multi-faceted nature and its emphasis
on relationality and responsibility. Within organizations it
may be possible for people to learn how to operate in this
way and so create an organizational culture of caring.

Tronto (1993, 2010) argues for deliberate expressions
of care that are personally tailored, and gender neutral,;
Lawrence and Maitlis (2012) contend more action and less
theorizing is needed and not just care that is triggered by a
crisis, or motivated by a cause, while Islam’s (2013) trea-
tise on care as recognition provides a viewpoint on care as
precognitive and responsive. We see alignment between our
work and these scholars. Their lively discussion of the care
ethic as including recognition, social practice, and everyday
discursive practices converge in Heideggerian care. Along
with Tronto, Lawrence and Maitlis, and Islam, we argue
for a more relational and ‘personal’ view of the care ethic,
one that occurs within the context of naturally occurring
relationships, thereby providing a different twist to previous

interpretations of the care ethic (Gilligan 1982; Noddings
2003).

We further argue that Heideggerian care is a promising
theoretical construct because it is undergirded by a strong
philosophy. It avoids rule-based, impersonal interventions
and helps individuals to gain increased agency and meaning-
fulness in their careers. This paper contributes to literature
on the care ethic in two major ways. Firstly, our empirical
findings illustrate Heideggerian care in action using excerpts
from a phenomenological analysis. Secondly, we argue that
recent interpretations of the care ethic (Gilligan 1982; Held
2006; Tronto 2010) can be positioned alongside Heideg-
gerian care to expand theoretical understandings of the care
ethic.

Viewing care through the lens of a Heideggerian care
construct resists the temptation to essentialize and constrain
the care ethic to empathy, niceness, and kindness. A Hei-
deggerian care ethic involves self-management and agency,
a deliberate response that is not driven by sympathy for a
cause or a person. This involvement eliminates the gen-
dered perception of care, that has historically risked being
seen as a women’s morality and subject to feminist critique
(Held 2006). This perception has been argued to trivialize
the value of the care ethic by continuing to be aligned with
values and virtues culturally associated with women, thus
providing a deficiency model of care (Tronto 2006). Rather,
care viewed through a Heideggerian lens is concerned with
meeting individual human needs. It is neither the result of
a process of moral development aligned with women, nor
is it justice or rule based and associated with masculine
development.

In addition, hermeneutic phenomenology not only uncov-
ers meanings of human experience but also provides a means
of understanding the ontological power of Heideggerian
care. For Heideggerian care in action is not just about doing,
it also impacts on our way of being. Our findings reinforce
Heidegger’s supposition of care as an essential condition for
existence and strengthen our understanding of the theoretical
underpinnings of an ethic of care.

We contend hermeneutic phenomenology has provided
an apposite methodology to investigate how the care ethic
can provide meaningfulness and career agency for women.
We suggest future research opportunities springing from our
work. By design, phenomenological research studies involve
a small number of participants, the primary aim being to
access rich and deep human experiences. The study partici-
pants were from the education sector, an area seen as ideally
suited to this type of research. However, future hermeneu-
tic phenomenology research could explore careers in other
contexts and industries, using a greater diversity of partici-
pants. For example, a comparative study using both men
and women would add to existing research on the gendered
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differences in careers. Studies investigating other professions
and work sectors would add to the findings.

Our empirical findings reveal the power of an expressed
care ethic. We contend that research that seeks to develop
the care ethic in individuals and organizations is crucial to
build on these findings. We encourage research that extends
our knowledge of care-in-action and the ethic of care.

All ethics are based on a view of the human condition:
the care ethic is impelled by a vision of our capacity to show
care. We argue the care ethic, manifest as Heideggerian
Sorge can provide a valuable theoretical and philosophical
construct. It also guides a practice through which individuals
in organizations might gain more understanding and mean-
ing from their work, increase their career agency, and rec-
ognize ‘good’ ways of working together.
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