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Abstract 

This research focuses on Kenyan immigrants who migrated to the United States to 

seek education and employment opportunities.  Interviews were conducted with 

Kenyan immigrants in northern California in the United States.  As immigrants arrive 

and settle in the United States, they are faced with complex challenges such as cultural 

and social barriers.  These barriers play a significant role in determining their career 

advancement with various organizations.  This research paper examines the role of 

culture and social barriers that prevent or hinder Kenyan immigrants from attaining 

leadership positions in private and public organizations in the United States.  The 

findings indicate the continued challenges experienced by immigrants in an effort to 

climb up the corporate ladder - even after living in the United States for many years.   
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Introduction 

The movement of people has been around for a long time.  People move from their home 

countries to search for a better life for themselves and their immediate families (Gilmore & 

Miller, 2013; Takougang & Tidjani, 2009; Yakushko, Backhaus, Watson, Ngaruiya, & Gonzalez, 

2008).  Immigrants leave their countries for various reasons such as the desire to improve their 

economic situation; unite with family members; and escape from wars, civil conflicts, and 

environmental degradation (Hoyt, 2009; Kioko, 2010; Martin, 1999; Rumano, 2009; Ryan, 

2009).  Migration sometimes is forced, and sometimes, is voluntary (Hoyt, 2009; McCabe, 2011; 

Ryan, 2009; Yakushko et al., 2008).  The early Kenyans in the American soil, for example, were 

through slavery, which was forced (Rudolph, 2007).  The modern Kenyan immigrants migrate to 

the United States voluntarily in search of economic and educational opportunities (Gilmore & 

Miller, 2013; Odera, 2007; Wamwara-Mbugua & Cornwell, 2010).        

        The presence of Kenyans in the United States of America has been recorded for over 300 

years.  The early Kenyans came to the United States not as immigrants, but as slaves, until 

slavery was abolished in 1808 (Rudolph, 2007).  Voluntary migration of Kenyans to the U.S. 

began to increase rapidly after the Immigration and National Act of 1965, which removed 

migration restrictions and allocated each country with a limited number of visas each year 

(Berlin, 2010; Jaggers, Gabbard, & Jaggers, 2014; McCabe, 2011).  Rudolph (2007) posited that 

voluntary migration for Kenyans to the United States remained negligible until the last decades 

of the twentieth century.  For example, the number of Kenyan immigrants entering the United 

States increased geometrically between 1980 and 1990 (Rudolph, 2007).  This increase is partly 

because of the close relationship between the two countries, availability of economic and 

educational opportunities. Kenya’s depressed economy, high unemployment rate, and attraction 
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to high technology oriented careers aggravated the migration (Rudolph, 2007).  Furthermore, the 

Diversity Visa program introduced in 1995 to citizens from countries that historically had low 

rates of immigrants to the United States also led to increased presence of Kenyans in the country 

(MPI, 2015; U.S. Department of State, 2015).    

Categories of Kenyan Immigrants  

 Kenyans migrate to the United States for various reasons and come in under different 

visa categories.  The various categories of immigrants include visitors, students, Professional or 

skilled labor, and Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs).   

Visitors:  This category of immigrants are those who come to the United States as visitors 

with a nonimmigrant visa for a limited time (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2014).  

This group of immigrants includes those who come for business, tourism, vacation, medical 

treatment, visitation with family and friends, or to attend weddings and graduations (USCIS, 

2015; U.S. Department of State, 2015).  Visitors are generally given visas to stay in the United 

States for 90 days or less (USCIS, 2015 Sometimes, some of these visitors stay in the United 

States illegally or by changing or getting their status adjusted to either students or legal 

permanent residents (Odera, 2007). 

Students:  This category of immigrants are those who leave Kenya to pursue educational 

opportunities to build skills in the United States and hope to return to the country (MPI, 2015; 

Takougang & Tidjani, 2009).  Kenyan parents value education for their children and do 

everything within their power to ensure the children succeed academically (Odera, 2007).  

Because of the high value placed on education, there is high demand for higher institutions of 

learning and Kenya does not have enough institutions to accommodate everybody (Odera, 2007).  
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As a result, some parents strive to send their children abroad for undergraduate and graduate 

studies, and the United States is one of the favorable destinations.    

Reports from the Institute of International Education (2015) indicated that the number of 

students from Sub-Sahara African region in the U.S. increased by 8 percent in 2014 and 2015 

academic year to 33,593 students.  Among these students, 3,072 came from Kenya alone 

(Institute of International Education, 2015).  The reports also indicated that a large number of 

students from Kenya continue to attend U.S. universities compared to those from other countries 

in Africa (USCIS, 2015; U.S. Department of State, 2015).  However, due to global competition 

for highly skilled professionals and economic instability in their home countries, sometimes 

students do not go back, but gain permanent residence abroad (Kioko, 2010; Odera, 2007; Papa 

& Whelan, 2015; Takougang & Tidjani, 2009). 

Professional or Skilled Labor:  This category of immigrants are those who enter the 

United States as professionals or have special skills that are in demand (MPI, 2015; U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security, 2014).  This group of immigrants includes professionals in 

the fields of healthcare, finance, technology and international business.  Skilled labor immigrants 

come to the U.S. to work and hopefully go back home, but they too end up staying by having 

their status changed (Takougang & Tidjani, 2009).     

Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs):  This category of immigrants are those who come to 

the United States as Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs) or ‘green card’ beneficiaries (MPI, 2015; 

U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2014).  The migration policy institute revealed that in 

2002 to 2012 fiscal years, the United States granted 72,000 lawful permanent resident status to 

Kenyan-born immigrants, which accounted for 0.6 percent (MPI, 2015) of all those who were 

awarded green cards during that period.  The Diversity Visa program is also another avenue used 
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by Kenyan immigrants to gain lawful permanent residencet in the United States.  Introduced in 

1995, the Diversity Visa program is open to people from countries that have a low population of 

immigrants in the United States (MPI, 2015; U.S. Department of State, 2015).  Through the 

diversity program, 28 percent of Kenyan-born immigrants were granted LPR status in 2002 to 

2012 fiscal years (MPI, 2015).  

Where do they live? 

Kenyan immigrants in the U.S. could be found in various states and preferred to live in 

large cities across the country.  The majority of Kenyan immigrants livein Texas, California, 

New York, New Jersey, Minnesota, Washington State, DC, Georgia, and Massachusetts (MPI, 

2015; Takougang & Tidjani, 2009).  Kenyans in the U.S. preferred living in large cities such as 

Houston and Dallas in Texas, Los Angeles in California, New York City in New York, Jersey 

City in New Jersey, Minneapolis-St. Paul in Minnesota, Seattle in Washington State, Washington 

DC, Atlanta in Georgia, and Boston in Massachusetts (MPI, 2015; Otiso, 2007).  Kenyans 

preferred metropolitan areas because they tended to have many other Kenyan citizens, colleges 

and universities, and availability of job opportunities (Otiso, 2007; Takougang & Tidjani, 2009).   

The state of California was one of the most favorable destinations with over 10,000 

Kenyan immigrants (MPI, 2015).  Kenyan immigrants preferred California due the large 

population of other immigrants, availability of many colleges and universities and many job 

opportunities (MPI, 2015, Otiso, 2007).  The warm climate of California, which is similar to 

most parts of Kenya, was another contributing factor to the presence of large population of 

Kenyan immigrants (Otiso, 2007).  The presence of many high-tech companies in California was 

another pull factor for Kenyan immigrants. 

Barriers Immigrants Face in the United States 
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There is no doubt that all immigrants are faced with various challenges when moving into 

and working in the U.S.  Some immigrants may have had more difficulties than others when 

joining the U.S. labor force.  The common challenges faced by immigrants include difficulty in 

adapting to, or assimilating the American culture, language or communication barrier, racial 

stratification, marginalization and education (Wamwara-Mbugua & Cornwell, 2010).  In this 

study, extant literature was used to explore the cultural and social barriers immigrants 

encountered, and in particular, Kenyan immigrants faced in advancing to leadership positions in 

various organizations in Northern California (Mobegi, 2016).  The literature review on cultural 

and social barriers was used as the framework for understanding what factors may have served as 

barriers preventing immigrants and by extension Kenyan immigrants from attaining leadership 

positions in various organizations.  

Cultural Barriers  

Culture: The term culture has many meanings in different fields of study, groupings 

within society and what differentiates one society or organization from another.  In this study 

culture was defined within the context of what differentiates one society from another.   Culture, 

as defined by Dickson, Castano, Magomaeva, and Den Hartog (2012), are shared set of values 

such as norms, beliefs, and morals adapted by a particular group of people, and defining the way 

of life for that group.  While project Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior 

Effectiveness (GLOBE) research by House, Hanges, Ruiz-Quintanilla, Dorfman, Javidan,  

Dickson, et al. (1999) defined culture as, “shared motives, values, beliefs, identities, and 

interpretations or meanings of significant events that result from common experiences of 

members of collectives and are transmitted across age generations” (p. 13). These two definitions 

and many others regarding culture have a common focus on shared values which are passed or 
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transmitted across generations.  This was an indication that first-generation immigrants moving 

from one society to another brought with them their cultural values to the new country for 

posterity (Gilmore & Miller, 2013).  These immigrants were likely to experience culture shock 

and may have found it difficult to settle in their new society especially if the cultural 

environment was different from their own.   

Culture and Leadership: The term leadership has a different meaning to different 

cultures.  Dickson et al., (2012) explained that it is a difficult task to define the term leadership 

within a single or given cultural context, and it is even more challenging to explore differences in 

leadership across cultural boundaries.  There is generally a common agreement among scholars 

that there are cultural variations in leadership, and there are aspects of leadership characteristics 

that are general or universal and those that depend on a specific culture (Dickson et al., 2012; 

Dorfman, Javidan, Hanges, Dastmalchian, & House, 2012; Lloyd, 2005).  Universal leadership 

characteristics are perceived to be important across various cultures, while cultural leadership 

characteristics are influenced by country-specific beliefs perceived as important and necessary to 

be successful (Bass, 1997).  This makes the issue of immigrants complicated because migrating 

from one country to another with differing leadership characteristics make success difficult.  In 

this regard, there is a positive correlation between culture and leadership characteristics because 

performance can be affected, and may determine leadership effectiveness (Shah, Iqbal, Razaq, 

Yameen, Sabir, & Khan, 2011).   

Dickson et al., (2012) contended that several authors have made an attempt to define 

leadership across cultures, and it had proven to be a daunting task.  In an effort to define culture 

across cultures, the project GLOBE comprising of about 180 researchers conducted a study in 62 

societies and after a long discussion agreed on the leadership definition as, “the ability of an 
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individual to influence, motivate, and enable others to contribute toward the effectiveness and 

success of the organizations of which they are members” (House, Hanges, Javidan, & Dorfman, 

2002).  While Chemers (2002) attempted to define “leadership as a process of social influence in 

which one person is able to enlist the aid and support of others in the accomplishment of a 

common task” (p. 1).  Dickson et al. (2012) combined the definition of House et al. (2002) and 

Chemers (2002) to define “leadership as an ability that is enacted differently across cultures, and 

as the process that is created and developed differently across cultures” (p. 486).     

Dorfman et al. (2012) in their project GLOBE demonstrated that leadership behaviors are 

indirectly influenced by national culture.  The research indicated that executives have a tendency 

to lead in accordance with leadership styles prevalent or endorsed by their particular culture 

(Popa, 2013).  As a result, leaders whose behaviors meet or exceed society’s expectations are the 

most effective (Dorfman et al., 2012).  Dorfman et al. (2012) posited that it is important to 

understand the national culture and determine which kinds of leadership will likely be most 

effective.  For immigrants or Kenyan immigrants for that matter to be successful in the U.S., it is 

contingent upon them to understand and adopt leadership behaviors that are acceptable within 

the American culture.  The failure to adopt acceptable leadership behaviors in the U.S. may 

explain the lack of advancement to leadership positions in various organizations. 

Culture does have an impact on leadership considering that different cultures view 

leaders differently.  Individualistic societies such as the United States perceive leadership 

differently from collective societies such as Japan (Dickson et al., 2012; Lloyd, 2005).  In 

individualistic societies, the success or failure of the organization is attributed directly to a single 

leader, while in collective societies, top leaders are not seen as the only source of the 

organization’s success, but are held accountable for its failures (Dickson et al., 2012; Lloyd, 
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2005).  The opposite is true to a country such as Kenya because the success of the organization is 

attributed to an individual but the failures of the organization lie elsewhere.  Lloyd (2005) argued 

that hierarchical and egalitarian societies both have merits and demerits.  The ideal culture may 

have both hierarchical and egalitarian approach and leveraging both approaches may be 

effective.       

Dickson et al. (2012) contended that there are certain aspects of leadership that may 

appear to be universal across cultures and others that are specific to certain cultures.  Bass (1997) 

argued that transformational leadership appears to be preferred, and it is the most effective across 

cultures.  Transformational leadership can be participative or autocratic depending on how 

leaders in different cultures apply it to be effective (Dickson et al., 2012).  In general, culture 

does have an effect on leadership across cultures.  As in the words of Dickson et al. (2012);   

Culture does matter, and not in a small way. It matters in how leaders emerge, are 

selected, developed, and seen (or not seen) as role models to be emulated, and it matters 

in ways that are predictable, and that organizations can respond to strategically. (p. 491) 

 

The study by Hofstede provided another dimension of culture and leadership which 

suggested that there are five dimensions of national culture describing routines, norms and 

attitudes of people (Moskowitz, 2009; The Hofstede Centre, 2015).  The dimensions indicated 

that different countries have different ways of coping with inequality, relationship of the 

individual with his or her group, ways of coping with uncertainty, emotional implications of 

being born a boy or girl, and different ways of dealing with or handling the present and the 

future.  The five cultural dimensions included power distance, uncertainty avoidance, 

individualism, masculinity, and long-term orientation (Moskowitz, 2009; Shah et al., 2011; The 

Hofstede Centre, 2015).  The five dimensions of culture are not the same all over the world, and 

affect leadership effectiveness in different regions (Shah et al., 2011).  
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Cross Cultural Communication:  Giri (2006) argued that culture and communication are 

directly connected and have a great influence on each other.  The culture in which an individuals 

are brought up influences how they communicate; and, how they communicate can change the 

culture (Giri, 2006).  Leonard, Scotter and Pakdil (2009) posited that culture influences what 

people communicate, to whom, and how they communicate. Cultural differences can sometimes 

make communication process complicated because of the variations in interpersonal interactions 

(Leonard et al., 2009).  The success or failure of business ventures, for example, can be linked to 

the quality of communication.  The communication style of Kenyan immigrants may be different 

from that of the Americans and may play a role in leadership determination process. 

  Besides communication which is influenced by how individuals from different cultures 

interact, communication is also linked to leadership abilities.  Tourish and Jackson (2008) argued 

that leadership is a process that depends on the influence of leaders on their followers; and, 

communication is at the heart of leadership.  Leaders must possess the ability to communicate 

effectively with followers and stakeholders.  Communication and leadership  are important, 

because it can determine the organization’s success or failure in achieving its goals (Tourish & 

Jackson, 2008).  Leaders must have the ability to communicate effectively the vision, direction, 

and the future of the organization to followers and stakeholders.     

Social Barriers  

The motivation for most immigrants to move into the United States is the American 

Dream that views U.S. as the land of opportunity whereby success is attributed to hard work and 

perseverance (Delorence, 2015; Takougang & Tidjani, 2009).  Other immigrants came to the 

U.S. to seek for economic and educational opportunities (Ande, 2009; Annan, 2007; Kioko, 

2010); others were recruited to fill jobs such as engineering, and medicine which require 
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specialized skills (Kioko, 2010; Odera, 2007; MPI, 2015; Ryan, 2009).  While other immigrants 

came to the U.S. to seek for religious or political asylum from intolerable governments in their 

home countries (Kioko, 2010; MPI, 2015; Ryan, 2009).    

The literature revealed that there were many social barriers that new immigrants to the 

U.S. are faced with (Mobegi, 2016).  Hurtado-de-mendoza, Gonzales, Serrano, & Kaltman 

(2014) contended that people are social beings and require social networks that provide social 

support, influence, engagement, and interpersonal contact for their wellbeing.  Lack of social 

support may lead to social isolation which may impact the health of immigrants negatively 

(Gilmore & Miller, 2013; Shinnar, 2007).  Borah (2013) concurred that lack of adequate social 

centers such as having a community center to go for information and recreation might add to 

social isolation.  Borah (2013) argued that some of the challenges of living in a hostile society 

include exclusion, loss of social roles in the host country, and lack of a support system.  These 

challenges have a negative effect on cultural adaptation, sometimes resulting in depression and 

suicide.  Some other social challenges immigrants are faced with include acculturation stress, 

religious exclusion, stereotypes, discrimination, and language barriers (Borah, 2013; Takougang 

& Tidjani, 2009). 

Acculturation Stress:  Borah (2013) argued that from a multicultural perspective, all 

immigrants experience acculturation stress.  Many immigrants lack social and emotional support 

from extended family members as they often leave behind important relationships in their 

countries of origin (Hurtado-de-mendoza, et al., 2014; Kameny, DeRosier, Taylor, McMillen, 

Knowles, & Pifer, 2014; Shinnar, 2007).  Immigrants’ sense of loss is also heightened by work-

related stress and having to adapt to the new environment making the assimilation process 

difficult (Borah, 2013).  The Kenyan immigrants, in particular, may have difficulty in making 
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adjustments to the new environment in the U.S. and the adaptation process is often very slow 

(Gilmore & Miller, 2013; Wamwara-Mbugua & Cornwell, 2010).  In essence, their work 

performance may be affected negatively.   

Religious Exclusion:  Religion is an important value to the life of immigrants (Gilmore 

& Miller, 2013; Foner & Alba, 2008; Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell, & Boller, 2006).  Connor 

and Koenig (2013) posited that religion is an important value in the integration process of 

immigrants in western societies.  Religion plays a role in facilitating or hindering the integration 

of immigrants to the society (Foner & Alba, 2008).  Being actively involved in nationally 

dominant religious groups may provide immigrants some access to resources, and may also 

facilitate integration to the American Society (Connor & Koenig, 2013; Foner & Alba, 2008).  

Belonging to a minority religion, Connor and Koenig (2013) argued, may block immigrants’ 

structural integration.  The literature revealed that immigrants belonged to minority religions 

and, as a result, were subjected to exclusion that may include occupational mobility and access to 

tangible resources (Connor & Koenig, 2013).  

 Religion may also play a role in immigrants’    being subjected to public stereotypes and 

discrimination.   Discriminatory behavior toward immigrants may be prompted by visible signs 

such as headscarves or kirpas, religious habits, or one’s religious affiliation based on names 

(Connor & Koenig, 2013).  For example, the study by Adida, Laitin, and Valfort (2010) 

documented that French employers responded less favorably to Muslim than Christian job 

applicants.  In essence, religion may play a role in excluding immigrants not only from securing 

employment but also from upward mobility.       

Stereotypes:  Many immigrants are faced with anti-immigrant sentiments as well as fear 

of employers and community members who constantly ask about immigration status (Borah, 
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2013; Connor & Koenig, 2013; Martin, 1999; Takougang & Tidjani, 2009).  Gordon (1998) 

argued that some stereotypes are directed to African immigrants  as there are fears that African 

immigrants are too many in the U.S., they do not assimilate easily because of their race and 

culture, and take jobs that belong to the American people.  Immigrants are partly to blame for 

recessions and organizations restructuring that have led to the loss of jobs and stagnant incomes 

for most families (Borah, 2013; Connor & Koenig, 2013; Gordon, 1998; Hoyt, 2009).  The new 

immigrants also threaten the cultural integrity of the U.S. society because they don’t speak 

English very well, they don’t join the melting pot, and are too different (Borah, 2013; Takougang 

& Tidjani, 2009).  These stereotypes may negatively affect the Kenyan immigrants to be 

considered for promotions to leadership positions.   

Discrimination: Many immigrants arriving in the United States, particularly from the 

African continent, still find discrimination and prejudice prevalent in the American society 

(Delorenzo, 2015; Lucas, Rudolph, Zhdanova, Barkho, & Weidner, 2014; Martin,1999; 

Takougang & Tidjani, 2009).  Wamwara-Mbugua and Cornwell (2010) posited that immigrants 

come to the United States unaware of racial classifications, and they are consequently forced to 

be assimilated as members of different racial groups.  For example, immigrants from Europe are 

assimilated into whites, and African immigrants are assimilated into blacks or African 

Americans (Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell, & Boller, 2006).  Racial stratification shapes the lives 

of all black people in the United States and that includes the Kenyan immigrants (Wamwara-

Mbugua, Cornwell, & Boller, 2006).      

Language Barriers: Immigrants coming to the U.S. are faced with language barrier but 

not for the majority of Kenyan immigrants.  The majority of Kenyan immigrants speak and 

understand the English language considering the country was under the British colonial rule, but 
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the accent becomes an impediment because it communicates that the immigrant is uninformed 

and unintelligent (McCabe, 2011; Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell, & Boller, 2006; Wamwara-

Mbugua & Cornwell, 2010).  The experience of first generation Kenyan immigrants as far as the 

accent is concerned may be frustrating and may play a role in impeding their efforts in achieving 

leadership positions (Ande, 2009; Annan, 2007; Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell, & Boller, 2006).  

Even after achieving academic success and many years of living in the U.S., it is frustrating to be 

considered unintelligent based on the accent (Ande, 2009; Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell, & 

Boller, 2006).      

Research methodology 

Research method refers to the procedure or process that is used in making systematic 

observations to obtain data, obtain evidence, or information as part of a research study (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2010; Sharan, 1998).  The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological research study 

was to explore the experiences and perceptions of Kenyan immigrants in mid to senior 

management positions to better understand barriers impeding promotion opportunities to 

leadership positions in Northern California.  Information on real experiences and perceptions of 

participants was obtained by conducting face-to-face interviews with 20 Kenyan immigrants who 

occupied mid to senior level management positions in their respective organizations.   

To address the purpose of this study, a qualitative research method was used along with a 

phenomenological research design.  A qualitative research method is an approach used to explore 

and understand the meaning that individuals or groups of people attribute to a social or human 

problem or condition (Neuman, 2009).  The method involved exploring firsthand lived 

experiences and perceptions of people who were experiencing the issues (Daly, 2007; 

Polkinghorne, 2005) and were able to describe them in detail (Moustakas, 1994; Vishnevsky & 
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Beanlands, 2004).   A qualitative research process involves merging questions and procedures, 

data collection in participants’ settings, inductively analyzing data, the building of general 

themes, and data interpretation (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010; Neuman, 2009).  

The phenomenological design was used in this study to explore what an experience 

meant for individuals who experienced the phenomenon under review (Moustakas 1994). The 

design provided the Kenyan immigrants an opportunity to describe in detail personal experiences 

and perspectives, regarding barriers they experienced in attaining leadership positions in their 

respective fields.  Applying a phenomenology approach indicated the study was focusing on 

lived experiences of the people describing the phenomena as accurately as possible (Groenewald, 

2004).  The approach focuses on facts or firsthand experience of the people involved.  

Research Question 

Research questions are used to guide studies for the kinds of data that the researcher will 

collect, and suggests how the researcher will analyze and interpret the data that is collected 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  The following research question guided this study: 

R1:  How do Kenyan immigrants in mid to senior management positions perceive and 

describe their experiences on barriers in attaining leadership positions? 

Demographic Information on Study Participants 

The sample for this study consisted of Kenyan-born immigrants holding mid to senior 

level management positions in various organizations in Northern California.  The introductory 

section of the research instrument sought to gather personal background data about the 

participants (Appendix A).  The introductory questions were used to gather  background 

information of participants that included how long each participant had lived in the U.S., how 
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long in the current position, type of organization, the level of education, gender, age and 

participant code.   

Participants selected for this study included men and women who were Kenyan 

immigrants living in Northern California in the United States.  The selected participants were (1) 

first generation Kenyan-born immigrants, (2) holding mid to senior management positions in 

their respective organizations, (3) residing in Northern California in the United States, and (4) 

above 21 years old.  Table 1 provides a synopsis of the demographic data. 

Table 1 

1. Summation of Demographics  

 

Participant 

Code 

Years 

in the 

US 

Position or 

Title 

Years 

in 

position 

Education Gender Age Industry 

1a 20 District Manager  1 MA M 41 Retail 

 

2a 15 Sr. Manager  2.5 BSc.  M 41 Financial Services 

3a 19 Project Manager 51/2 MBA F 40 Management 

Consulting 

4a 36 Distribution Manager 20  BSc. M 65 Appliances and 

Logistics 

5a 6 Operations Supervisor 1 Diploma M 39 Materials and 

Logistics 

6a 17 Customer Support 

Manager 

3 MA M 35 Healthcare 

7a 30 Senior Research 

Scientist 

5 PhD M 48 Biotech 

8a 12 Clinical Supervisor 4 MPH F 39 Healthcare 

 

9a 17 Accounting Supervisor 4 MSc M 44 News Media 

10a 9 Lead Network 

Engineer 

4 BSc. M 42 Networking 

11a 11 Director of Revenue 31/2 BSc, CPA M 41 Information 

Technology 

12a 17 Office Manager 2 MBA M 46 Education 

 

13a 11 Senior Manager SEC 6 months BSC, CPA M 42 Financial Services 

14a 21 Communications 

Director 

3 MJ M 41 News Media 

15a 36 House Manager 12 MA F 62 Healthcare 
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16a 29 Financial Manager 15 MBA M 52 Local Government 

17a 11 Corporate Controller 3  BSc, CPA M 46 Semi- Conductor 

18a 11 Senior Director 21/2 BSc, MBA, 

CPA 

M 46 Solar Industry 

19a 28 Site Manager 3 PhD M 51 Education Agency 

20a 26 Senior IT Manager 2 MBA F 45 Pharmaceutical 

 

 

The 20 study participants were identified using a purposive sampling approach.  

Purposive Sampling  is a process where study participants are selected because they met the 

selection criteria and were willing to participate in the study (Cashman & McCraw, 1993; 

Christensen et al., 2010; Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  Christensen et al., (2010) recommended 

purposeful sampling in qualitative studies because this type of sampling allowed the researcher 

to identify individuals who possessed rich pieces of information regarding the social 

phenomenon under investigation.  In essence, selecting participants that will best help in 

understanding the problem and the research question. 

Data Collection 

The qualitative research involves choosing participants who will provide the information 

regarding lived experiences and perceptions of the phenomenon under review (Bernard, 2013; 

Neuman, 2009).  This study elicited experiences and perceptions of the Kenyan immigrants in 

mid to senior management positions in regard to barriers they experienced in attaining leadership 

positions in their organizations. 

In this research study, interview questions (Appendix A) were carefully worded to 

facilitate data collection from participants (Neuman, 2009).  Participants were allowed to 

comprehensively answer interview questions without any interruption.  Locke, Silverman, and 

Spirduso (2010) posited that collecting qualitative data takes time, and conducting quick 
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interviews is not likely to be helpful in gaining a better understanding.  Participants in the present 

study were encouraged to take time, freely share lived experiences and perceptions without 

undue influence or control from anyone.  The interview questions were useful in fulfilling the 

aim of exploring the issue of barriers experienced by Kenyan immigrants in attaining leadership 

positions in their organizations. 

The data collection process for this study involved conducting face-to-face and one-on-

one interviews, digital recording of interviews, taking notes and observing 20 Kenyan 

immigrants purposefully selected (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010) from Northern California.  

Participants were recruited through the Kenyan immigrants’ non-profit organization located in 

Northern California in the United States.  Potential participants were contacted through the email 

or telephone and requested to participate.  The purpose of the current study was explained to 

potential participants, and those who accepted all conditions were selected.  The interviews were 

scheduled to take place at a nearby reserved library room or a rented room or any other quiet 

place that was convenient to participants.  Participants in this study were informed that 

participation was voluntary, and it could be withdrawn before, during, and after the interview.  

Their identities would remain confidential and will not be disclosed to any outside party.  Codes 

1a to 20a were used instead as participants’ identity (Table 1).  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis involves collecting open-ended data based on the interview questions and 

developing an analysis using information provided by participants (Silverman, 2010).  The 

analysis includes compiling, verifying, ordering classifying and interpreting data (Sharan, 1998).  

The purpose of data analysis is to answer research questions and achieve objectives of the 

researcher (Neuman, 2009).  According to Sorensen (2008), the use of electronics devices has 
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made it easier for researchers to use in analyzing qualitative data and code it as themes are 

discovered.  For the current research study, face-to-face interviews were conducted with the 

study participants (Christensen et al., 2010).  The interviews were audio recorded and notes of 

the participants’ responses taken.  

All data collected for the current study went through a phenomenological analysis using 

the method developed by Hursell and was modified by Moustakas (1994).  The methodology 

strategy included reading all transcriptions to have a general idea of responses, creating a 

connection between the participants interviews and then selecting the responses from each 

description, sentence, and phrase that is relevant to the phenomenon under investigation.  The 

phenomenological approach also included the interview data that was collected from participant 

responses and conversations.  The data needed reviewing and analyzing and, as a result, the Van 

Kaam method was used for analysis.  The Van Kaam’s seven steps process are designed to assist 

researchers in analyzing participants’ interview information in a systematic manner (Moustakas, 

1994).  The method provides a systematic procedure to analyze the collected data.   

The first step in analyzing data or filtering using the Van Kaam method included listing 

and grouping expressions and accounts of lived experiences of the Kenyan immigrants.  The 

second step involved reduction and elimination of unrelated information, and in the third step, 

invariant constituents were clustered into core themes.  The fourth step involved validating 

themes against participants’ complete record (Moustakas, 1994),   the fifth step involved the use 

of relevant themes that were validated to construct individual textual descriptions based on 

uncovered experiences and perceptions.  The sixth step involved the construction of respondents’ 

descriptions of individual experiences.  The seventh step was the last step of filtering process, 
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and was used to create final deduced themes and meanings of the Kenyan immigrants’ lived 

experiences (Moustakas, 1994). 

The NVivo 11 qualitative research software was used to manage, classify, sort, and 

arrange interview data for analysis (QSR International, 2016).  The qualitative research software 

was used to assist in the analysis of text-based data through conducting rapid searches as well as 

line-by-line coding.  Line coding process involved organizing materials into manageable chunks 

or specific segments of text before establishing the meaning to the information (QSR 

International, 2016).  Coding involved taking the text data that was collected during data 

collection process, dividing sentences or paragraphs into categories, and labeling each with a 

word or group of words that were used in the actual language of participants (Silverman, 2010).  

NVivo 11 software allowed coding, combining, and linking of themes to support the 

interpretation of the data (QSR International, 2016).  In essence, the software was used to 

identify trends in the data and cross examining information using its search and query functions. 

Findings 

Analysis of data gathered from face-to-face interviews of 20 Kenyan immigrants in mid 

to senior level management positions in Northern California yielded seven primary themes.  The 

patterns derived from the invariant constituents indicated that lived experiences of the 

participants support the existence of the barriers phenomenon.   The seven themes referenced by 

at least 17 participants are perceived to have contributed to barriers in attaining leadership 

positions in their organizations in Northern California.  These themes assisted in answering the 

research question: How do Kenyan immigrants in mid to senior management positions perceive 

and describe their experiences on barriers in attaining leadership positions.  The major themes 
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include networking, social environment, leadership process, culture, economic environment, 

organizational politics, and discrimination. 

Theme 1: Networking 

Networking was the first major theme rated by the Kenyan immigrants in mid to senior 

level management positions as the barrier to attaining leadership positions in their organizations.  

All participants acknowledged that it is not easy for Kenyan immigrants to advance into the 

executive levels of leadership, and that they still work very hard to maintain their current 

management positions.  The participants described career advancement for American colleagues 

as being smooth and fast.  Participant 17a stated that “the higher you go the fewer Kenyan 

immigrants you are going to find in any organization” (Participant 17a).  The participants 

believed that for a Kenyan immigrant to become CEO of a large organization is a herculean task. 

Participants in this study indicated that they lacked proper networks that would enable 

them to advance into leadership positions.  Sixteen participants (80%) out of twenty participants 

referenced 28 times the lack of networks within and outside their organizations  was an 

impediment to advancing into leadership positions.  Participant 10a indicated that it is harder 

working in the U.S. because Kenyans do not have professional network groups like the Asians or 

Indians have to share, exchange, or bounce ideas.  The participant continued to say that, “getting 

a promotion should be based on performance, but instead it depends on who you know and who 

knows you.  Connections that you make within the organization are important” (Participant 10a).  

Participant 11a was in agreement when he stated that;   

To advance to executive leadership positions will be a bit of a challenge because I do not 

have contacts on a higher level, and I will have to fight for myself.  Being an immigrant 

can be disadvantageous because you lack contacts or connections that can get you to 

leadership positions (Participant 11a). 

 

Participant 6a, 18a, and 20a indicated that they had witnessed a CEO and top executives 
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coming into the organization and brought people they are related to, went to school with or 

worked with in their previous organizations.  For example, participant 18a’s organization 

experienced high turnover of executives and he noticed that “new executives tend to bring his or 

her own people along to the organization” (Participant 18a).  While participant 20a working at a 

family owned company said that “when promoting, I am not their first choice because they go 

for their kind” (Participant 20a).  This makes it very difficult for those already in the 

organization to advance even if they are qualified for those positions.  The Kenyan immigrants 

also find it challenging to maneuver through the networks that are in the organization.  

Participant 16a said that “Even if you go through the process, the job might be given to someone 

else because of the connections to the hiring authorities” (Participant 16a). 

The small size of the Kenyan community in Northern California  finds it more difficult to 

network among themselves, instead, they have to network with other communities which also 

have their own networks.  The Kenyan immigrants have to reach out to colleagues from different 

communities and create a network that can become useful in advancing into leadership positions.  

Participant 1a, 2a, 7a, and 8a posited that as an immigrant it is important to network, know more 

people, and connect with top management.  Participant 1a said that; 

I have to know management, and they have to know me.  Otherwise, it is hard to sell 

myself.  I must know who is up there and who will promote me.  I have to work with 

them to know they can depend on me, they know me and when promotions come I have a 

chance.  But producing results must be at the top.  I have to be visible and defend myself.  

I must know people to sell myself, and must speak up to be heard (Participant 1a).  

 

According to participant 2a, it is not easy to move up the organization’s corporate ladder 

when he said that “you have to be at the right place at the right time, build the right network, 

have a mentor to help move up the ranks, someone to vote for you.  Raise up your hand, you 

need a mentor” (Participant 2a).  Participant 7a’s opinion was that; 
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Networking helps in knowing what is going on in different departments in an informal 

way which sometimes is very useful.  You get a sense of ideas where projects are in an 

informal way and ask questions which you may not ask in normal meetings.  These helps 

in knowing where the company is and to grow (Participant 7a). 

 

Participant 8a believed that “the more people you know, the better network you have, the better 

the chances of attaining leadership positions” (Participant 8a).  Networking is an essential 

element in attaining leadership positions in any organization.  Networking helps in creating 

visibility and useful connections for career development. 

Theme 2: Social Environment 

The organizations’ social environment was rated as the second major theme by the 

Kenyan immigrants in mid to senior level management positions as a barrier to attaining 

leadership positions in their organizations.  Fourteen (70%) participants acknowledged that 

participating in social activities inside and outside of the organization may assist in advancing to 

leadership positions, but they cited various reasons why they were not active.  The reasons 

provided included, the organization does not have or encourage social events; the social events 

are held after work or only during the holidays;  only attend events during work hours due to 

work-family conflict, and do not attend social events.   

Participant 9a indicated that his organization does not have nor does it encourage social 

events.  In a reserved manner, the participant said that “all we do is work and work and then go 

home.  There is no social life” (Participant 9a).  Even employees themselves do not hold any 

social events outside of work.  Even though the organization’s leadership does not prohibit social 

events, no employee has taken the initiative to set up one.  Even those organizations that have 

social events, such as participant 14a’s company, “the leaders do not always come to these social 

events and these are the people you need to get to know you” (Participant 14a).  The participant 

intoned that those who attend the social events are those who he would rather not interact with.   
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Participant 10a stated that “attending company activities, golf tournament, and interact 

with senior management might get them to know you, warm up to you and may help in career 

progression” (Participant 10a).  He continued to say that attending social events may help in 

getting into the right circles of people and hopefully get a promotion.  But he is unable to attend 

most activities that take place after work hours because he has a young family.  He has to rush 

home after work to pick up the kids.  In a resigned tone, the participant said that “it is difficult to 

compete with people without kids and have time to socialize” (Participant 10a).  Similar 

sentiments were expressed by participant 3a who acknowledged that attending social events is 

crucial, but she has no time for it because of the family.  The participant said that;  

Business is done on those social events, help in getting to know new clients, which 

projects are coming in, and get good assignments.  Socializing is important, but I have no 

time.  You have to be engaged, but it is hard.  You have to go to those meetings or events 

and know what is going on.  Someone will remember you (Participant 3a). 

                   

Participant 11a had different views on why he chooses not to get involved in some social 

events.  The participant posited that growing up in Kenya there are many things anyone can ask 

anybody and in the U.S. there are things that cannot be asked.  The participant admits that his 

social background is different from the social environment in the U.S. and especially at work.  

As a result, the people he associates with at work are different from those he associates with 

outside of work.  The participant maintains separate social groups and acts differently in each 

group.  His reasoning was that:    

As managers, there are things we are advised not to discuss with employees such as 

religion, sexual orientation or personal life.  We are sensitized to an extent that it limits 

what we can discuss and hence have less to talk about.  This protects me, but it is hard to 

hold conversations for long (Participant 11a). 

 

 Participant 18a indicated that his organization has been experiencing a lot of changes at 

the executive level.  For some reasons, executives are not staying long enough in the 
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organization to establish a concrete relationship.  On average executives are staying in the 

organization for about a year and move on.  The participant also said that “every time we have a 

new executive, there are few new guys coming along and affects what we are doing” (Participant 

18a).  Participant 20a agrees that allowing executives to bring new people from outside the 

organization leads to lower morale in the organization and as a result the social aspect is absent. 

Participant 6a adds that “the social ties or  contacts people have from previous organizations 

allow them to move forward and inhibit others who may be well placed to take those roles” 

(Participant 6a).  The participant believes that lack of social opportunities to be tied with one 

another outside of work can inhibit growth within the organization. 

Social environment can play a significant role in being given a chance to be a leader.  

Participant 1a, 2a, 4a, 12a, and 16a, believed that understanding the social climate by knowing 

who to talk to, who to call or lean on, who can promote, and get the training on people skills can 

be valuable toward attaining leadership position in the organization.  Participant 17a argued that 

more connections and networks happen in social settings, and the absence of that can have an 

effect.    

Theme 3: Leadership Process 

Interview question 5 probed for views regarding the leadership process in participants’ 

organizations.  These entailed how individuals can move from one level of management to the 

next and into leadership positions.  Thirteen participants (65%) indicated that the leadership 

process was not clearly defined in their organizations.  Lack of a structured leadership process 

was one of the reasons cited why Kenyan immigrants are still not reaching the executive level of 

leaderships in their organization.  Participant 16a had this to say about the leadership process:  

It is supposed to be structured or standardized on how to move from one level to the next 

and what is required such as tests or courses to take to fill certain positions.  But the 
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challenge is maneuvering through the networks that are in the organization.  Even if you 

go through the process, the job might be given to someone else because of the 

connections to the hiring authorities (Participant 16a).      

  

Participant 10a sounded frustrated that the career path is not clearly stated.  He said that 

“there is no leadership process in place in that if you work for a certain number of years you 

expects to be promoted.  It feels like it is unachievable to get to the top level of leadership such 

as director and above” (Participant 10a).  Participant 12a simply stated, “There is no coherent 

communication from the leadership to indicate the process that should be followed” (Participant 

12a).  While 14a who works for a non-profit organization was optimistic when he stated that, “it 

is not very clear at the moment what to do to become a leader” (Participant 14a) 

The leadership changes in some organizations were also cited as the reasons the 

leadership process was not in place or clearly defined.  Participant 17a, 1a, 6a, and 18a indicated 

that their organizations had changed leadership over the last few years and with each new 

leadership come new vision and new process.  “The leadership changes also create an 

environment where the leadership styles are also changing.  It is difficult to know where we are 

going as an organization and what is going to happen” (Participant 18a).  Participant 6a 

concurred when he said that; 

I have seen a lot of changes on the leadership level, high turnover, new direction, lack of 

direction and new vision with every turnover.  Sometimes we are not what it is expected 

of us.  There is a huge disconnection on the leadership level.  Lack of understanding of 

business needs, team needs and no continues process we can all sign up to (Participant 

6a).  

 

Participant 3a indicated that it is hard to become a leader in her organization, and she is 

not interested in becoming one.  Her reasoning is based on the fact that the current leaders have 

been there forever since the company started.  She feels that she does not stand a chance of 

becoming a leader in this organization.  She stated that;   
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It is hard to get to be the leader.  The current leaders have been there forever since the 

company started, and I am not interested in becoming a leader.  It is difficult seeing how 

long some other people who have been there longer and still not getting those positions 

(Participant 3a). 

 

Participant 9a cited a similar situation in his organization.  Considering the organization does not 

have a defined leadership process and has a very low turnover, the wait can be long.  The 

participant says that “for me to move up, my manager has to leave, or the company creates 

another position” (Participant 9a)        

The lack of leadership process appeared to be one of the barriers affecting the Kenyan 

immigrants the most.  The tone of their voices gave an impression that the participants will thrive 

in organizations that are well structured on how to climb the corporate ladder.  Participant 9a and 

16a have been in the same organization for over ten years but still stuck in management level.  

They both have a master’s degree, but it does not seem to have had any positive impact in terms 

of attaining leadership positions.  Just as participant 5a said, “It does not matter how long you 

have been in the organization” (Participant 5a).  In essence, these participants are at the mercy of 

the organization’s leadership.    

Theme 4: Culture 

One criterion that was used to select participants for this study is that they had to be 

Kenyan-born immigrants.  All participants who took part in this study completed their high 

school education in Kenya, and even some completed their university education before 

migrating.  This is an indication all participants were above the age of 18 at the time of migrating 

to the U.S.  This also means that by the time they migrated, the Kenyan culture was long 

established.  Gilmore and Miller (2013) posited that first-generation immigrants moving from 

one society to another come along with their cultural values to the new country and they may 

experience difficulty in adapting to the new society especially if the cultural environment was 
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different from their own.  The study revealed that participants’ culture is a major impediment to 

attaining leadership positions in their organization.           

Interview questions 6 and 7 were used to solicit for views about organizational culture 

and if it had any effect on participants ability to attain leadership positions in their organizations. 

Eighteen participants (90%) indicated that culture had an effect on their ability to attain 

leadership positions.  Participant 12a believed that his cultural background might play a role 

because he perceives issues differently which may not be aligned with what the organizational 

leadership is looking for.  Participant 19a agreed when he said that, “the way we write in Kenya 

is different, and the leadership style is also different, which all are barriers” (Participant 19a).   

 Kenyan immigrants come from a culture that is accustomed to being told what to do and 

not the other way around.  Participant 2a indicated that Kenyan immigrants are not vocal enough 

and come into the U.S. timid.  He said that “We are timid in meetings. Speak when spoken to.  

Not speaking your mind in the U.S. is taken as lacking the knowledge.  It takes a while for 

people to know your potential” (Participant 2a).  Participant 3a adds that “I am not aggressive 

enough. Kenyan immigrants or Africans are not wired to be aggressive” (Participant 3a).  

Participant 7a argued that as an immigrant it is important to have a balance of learning the 

culture, being able to fit and establishing a work ethic.  Participant 19a said that it is equally 

important to understand the organization’s culture and expectation and make adjustments that 

may help in attaining leadership positions.      

It was interesting to listen to participant 8a, 13a, and 17a on how they are intimidated by 

the way Americans express themselves during presentations at work.  Participant 8a said that; 

The biggest barrier is that people here talk very too fast, they talk a lot and in my culture, 

I was not trained to talk a lot.  Sometimes when you don’t talk that much, people tend to 

think maybe you don’t know until you speak.  I like to listen more and not just talk 

(Participant 8a). 
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Participant 13a who is a senior manager also said that Americans have a different way of 

presenting or expressing themselves, and they are loud and confident on how they present ideas.  

In comparing the Kenyan and American culture the participant said; 

Kenyan culture is between confidence and pride, sometimes Kenyans tend to slow down 

to speak and give an impression that they don’t know, or they have no idea what they are 

saying, but people don’t realize Kenyans may have better ideas than them.  An American  

uses large terms giving an impression as being informed.  Kenyans don’t show off, and 

this can have an impact in getting those leadership positions (Participant 13a). 

 

Participant 17a who is also a senior manager in his organization provided the background 

of the people he works with as very good presenters who articulate their points very well in 

meetings.  The participant said that as an immigrant, with English as a second language, and an 

accent, it is challenging and can be intimidating.  The participant said that;  

The background of the people I work with is that they are very good presenters and 

express themselves very well in board meetings and articulate their points when you 

listen to them. As an immigrant and English as a second language, it can be intimidating 

and challenging to compete with them.  I have a point that I want to make, but I am 

competing with people who are at a higher level.  That has an impact if that is the only 

thing they are looking for.  But the bay area is diverse, and that makes a difference in 

having a chance to advance (Participant 17a). 

 

Theme 5: Economic Environment  

Economic environment played a role in preventing Kenyan immigrants from attaining 

leadership positions.  Eleven participants (55%) indicated that the overall economy of the 

country and more specifically the financial health of the organization could limit leadership 

opportunities available in the organization.  For example, participant 10a stated that “the 

organization is not spending money on human resources.  The workload is growing but there is 

no hiring of the workforce.  The high-level opportunities are not coming up, and it affects the 

chances of attaining leadership positions” (Participant 10a).  To maintain or cut down the cost of 
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operation, organizations put on hold or eliminate promotions and as a result prevent these 

participants from ascending into leadership positions.     

The financial health of an organization is the key to the survival of any organization.  

Most of the leadership positions are created based on the availability of resources.  This 

sentiment was captured by participant 12a, 14a and 15a and all three works at non-profit 

organizations.  Participant 12a gave a detailed account of the organization’s financial health 

when he said that; 

The economic environment of an organization is the key to the survival of any 

organization.  This is a non-profit organization and there are no enough resources.  There 

are lots of constraints on what we can do, and we are limited to effectively play our role.  

Most of the leadership positions are created based on the availability of resources.  Since 

the organization serves in a low-income area, there is a lack of resources and as a result, 

they create minimal leadership positions (Participant 12a). 

 

Participant 14a goes further to say that he is even worried about keeping his current 

position because the organization is not stable financially.  Participant 15a admits that the 

economic environment does affect the chances of becoming a leader in the organization.  As a 

manager in the same organization for 12 years, she has seen firsthand the many financial 

challenges the organization has experienced.  Sometimes there are no raises, and it is 

discouraging to become a leader in this organization.  In a resigned manner, she is glad to have a 

job, and she can’t leave because of the economy and she has vested interest in the organization.  

She said; 

The organization is non-profit and we have many challenges with finances sometimes.  

We have to pay employees, keep our facilities well equipped, take care of the residents 

and make sure their needs are met and that takes money.  Sometimes we spend more 

money than what we have and it is a big challenge (Participant 15a). 

 

Participant 13a posited that organizational investors such as for-profit organizations have 

expectations, and they require those expectations to be met.  If the company does not meet the 
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expectations of investors, they may decide not to invest in the company or resort to reducing 

costs, which may result in doing away with some positions.  Participant 2a, 4a, and 17a 

concurred that the financial health of the organization would have an effect when the company is 

trying to manage cost, and sometimes there are layoffs and organizational restructuring.  

Participant 2a said that; 

The economy impacts investment decisions and strategy of the organization.  Strategic 

initiatives are not done at the moment because of the economic slowdown.  The obstacle 

is not being able to hire regardless of the heavy workload.  Delivering the same amount 

of work but cannot hire.  That also means I cannot move up because of the economy 

(Participant 2a). 

 

Participant 3a also agreed that “if the economic environment is bad, no contracts are 

coming in.  The company will not need a lot of people or hire more people.  I may not have a 

job” (Participant 3a).  Participant 1a said that “When the economy is doing well, it helps us 

change, and everybody is getting opportunities” (Participant 1a).  Overall, the economy may 

impact investment decisions and strategy of the organization.  That also means the economy may 

play a role in preventing participants in this study from moving up the organization’s ladder and 

become leaders. 

Theme 6: Organizational Politics 

Questions 9 and 10 explored participants’ feelings regarding politics in their organization 

and if it had any effect on their ability in attaining leadership positions.  All participants admitted 

that politics was prevalent in their organization, and some believed it does play a role in 

advancing into leadership positions.  Eleven participants (55%) indicated politics was present in 

their organizations, and it does play a role in preventing them from attaining leadership positions.  

Nine participants admitted there is politics in the organization but believed it did not play any 

role as a barrier to their growth or were unaware of its effect. 
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Participant 11a indicated that politics is prevalent in the organization; he hates politics in 

the organization, and he tries to find a way to stay out of it.  He states that he grew up in a culture 

which advocated for not blowing your own horn.  Individuals just needed to work hard, and they 

are recognized for their efforts.  Instead, he said that “people in the U.S. talk about themselves 

and try to sell themselves, and it is called self-promotion.  In Kenya, this is considered as 

bragging which is not good” (Participant 11a).  The soft-spoken participant finds it hard to 

operate in a politically charged environment. 

Some organizations have more politics than others and in some cases, the leaders are part 

of the politics.  Participant 12a opined that politics in the organization is associated with the 

leadership.  Those who are aligned or have something in common with the leaders of the 

organization are the ones who get promoted or tend to do better.  Those who socialize and hang 

out with leaders are seen as politically connected.  The participant is not politically connected to 

those in leadership and as an immigrant, he believes he does not have anything in common with 

the leaders, and this hinders his growth in the organization.   

Kenyan immigrants seemed to shy away from politics.  Their desire is to work hard and 

to be rewarded for their efforts.  Instead, they encounter organizational politics, and they don’t 

know how to play the political game.  Participant 4a stated that “politics in the organization can 

make it hard to climb up the ranks” (Participant 4a).  While participant 18a stated that; 

One thing about Kenyan immigrants is that we don’t know how to play politics.  Those 

who grew up in America learn the politics of the place and play it well.  Kenyan 

immigrants have not learned politics.  We tend to thrive in organizations where you are 

required to prove what you can do to get you rewarded or promoted (Participant 18a). 

 

Participant 3a shared her past experience with organizational politics with her previous 

employer.  She does not know how to deal with politics, and she left the organization because of 

it.  She said that “some people know how to play the political game and I am not.  I left a full 
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time position for a contract position.  There is no politics in my current organization.  That is 

why I like it now” (Participant 3a).  Participant 1a and 20a do not appreciate the politics at their 

place of work, and they believe this is unnecessary stress, and they may even forgo to climb up 

the corporate ladder just to avoid politics.  Participant 20a had this to say about politics; 

There is a lot of politics in the organization more than any other organization I have ever 

worked for before.  I have worked for two large companies, and I have not witnessed this 

kind of politics.  I am not a political person, I don’t appreciate it, I don’t like politics and 

I stay away from politics (Participant 20a). 

 

Participant 10a indicated that even though he does not like playing the political game, he 

may have to if it means he would get a promotion.  He said that “for me to get a promotion I 

have to play the politics.  You have to be part of those circles to move up” (Participant 10a).  

Participant 1a and 17a agrees with 10a that Kenyan immigrants may have to move out of their 

comfort zones in order to attain leadership positions.  Participant 17a reveals that he gets into 

organizational politics if necessary when he indicated that “I tend not to get in the middle of it 

because I don’t like it but for some people it is a game in corporate America.  I avoid it as much 

as I can and get involved only if I have to” (Participant17a). 

Organizational politics can also deny qualified people an opportunity to advance to 

leadership positions.  Participant 6a contended that those in leadership positions decide who 

should be given an opportunity to advance to join them or not.  He gave an example when he 

said that;  

If your vice president who has been assigned to a role thinks that someone he or she used 

to work with in a different division is the right person, they are not going to give you an 

opportunity to make your case.  They will push for the person who they think is the right 

person.  They are going to push them through regardless whether they can do the job or 

not.  They will push whoever they want (Participant 6a).  

 

The nature of the workplace has continued to change for the last few years because of the 

limited job opportunities especially in Northern California.  As a result, 14a believes that 
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employees start jostling and undermining each other in order to gain political mileage.  He said 

that “you find that people start backbiting, sabotaging each other, talking who is doing what, who 

is not doing enough, and a little mistake could become big and cost you a job.  It’s hard 

sometimes to play the political game” (Participant 14a).  Unfortunately, leaders allow politics to 

continue unabated, and those who are politically connected become bolder and up their game.   

Theme 7: Discrimination 

The perception of Kenyan immigrants is that discrimination plays a role in preventing 

them from attaining leadership positions in their organizations.  Even though Northern California 

is diverse with immigrants from other countries, participants felt that discrimination does not 

only include the color of their skin but also their national origin.  Immigrants from other 

countries who are the majority tend to stick together and silently give each other opportunities 

that could otherwise go to those who are qualified.  Thirteen participants (65%) believed that 

since Kenyans are a minority they have to be really good at what they do to be recognized.  

Participant 19a who has a doctorate on managing school financing chose the field because it is 

difficult to be discriminated against considering not too many people are involved.  “Having the 

right skills set, experience, and education may make it difficult to be discriminated against” 

(Participant 19a).  But he admits that it was difficult initially to get in when he said that, “first it 

was not easy going through the door because my last name sometimes betrayed me when I sent 

out applications” (Participant 19a).  If his name were Smith he believed, he would have had it 

easy to get an interview.  He further said that as he continues to grow in his organization, racism 

becomes a factor because he is considered a minority or the other.   

Participant 16a believed that “there are challenges on upward mobility due to biases that 

exist and there is discrimination that is going on the organization even though it is not official” 
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(Participant 16a).  Participant 1a added that “sometimes there is bias on those to promote based 

on who is making the decisions to promote” (Participant 1a).  Even though discrimination is 

against the law, organizations can practice it through their hiring practices to include or exclude 

certain races by the number of minorities they hire.  The organization of participant 7a appears to 

fall in this category.  Out of 200 hundred employees in his department, there were only three 

blacks who happened to be African, and since one left the organization, only two are remaining.  

The participant indicated that;   

There is a feeling that sometimes we are associated or seen as representatives of African 

Americans and that it is our role to be seen, not necessarily to contribute to the bottom 

line of the company and not to be put in sensitive positions of the company (Participant 

7a). 

 

Women sometimes are faced with double discrimination based on their race and gender.  

Participant 20a explained that her organization is family owned, and the origin of the family 

comes from a community that believes that a woman should be seen and not heard.  Her chance 

of attaining leadership position in this organization is severely limited.  Every time there is a 

promotion it goes to the family’s relatives or country men.  As someone who comes from a 

minority race, she believes she has to work ten times harder than everyone else to be 

acknowledged, and this is a challenge. She said that “I am appreciated as a Kenyan immigrant, as 

a hard worker, appreciated by my deliverables but I do not see that appreciation translating to 

growth in the organization” (Participant 20a).        

Participant 9a had an interesting view regarding discrimination when he said that, 

“having a mind-set thinking that this is America and people treat me differently because I am a 

foreigner will definitely affect you” (Participant 9a).  He suggested that it is important to perform 

assigned duties effectively and follow the organization’s policy.  Soon or later it may become 

difficult for management to ignore you.  His experience included working for the same 



35 
 

organization for 15 years, and four years ago he joined the management team.  He believes that 

perseverance pays.  

Participant 4a believes that as an immigrant, “you have to prove yourself beyond the 

other American people who were born here regardless of a college education.  With the accent, 

people will mimic you.  You will have closed doors unless you come up and prove yourself” 

(Participant 4a).  Participant 5a is more bothered by employees who ignore his  directives and 

imitate him.  Reporting them to upper management will make things worse, and he may have 

difficulty in managing the employees.  The participant appeared frustrated with the group of 

employees he is managing.  He had considered quitting, but he has a family to support.        

Four participants indicated that it appears there is a glass ceiling in their organization on 

how far up in management an immigrant could go.  The views of participant 19a were that 

“experience and education can open doors and as you go higher but there are limitations there” 

(Participant 19a).  While participant 2a suggested that, “at some point there is a ceiling: there are 

fewer blacks in decision-making positions, and it is difficult to break the ceiling” (Participant 

2a).  Participant 5a and 7a said that there are opportunities to be promoted into upper 

management positions, but there is a ceiling how far up one can go.  Stereotypes may also play a 

role in preventing participants from attaining leadership positions.  Participant 14a who is a 

journalist stated that his abilities and education are sometimes doubted.  He said that; 

As a writer, some of my colleagues do not believe I write the reports that I do, and it 

bothers me.  They do not believe I am capable of writing the way I do.  The stereotyping 

can really affect my ability to attain leadership position in the organization (Participant 

14a). 

Significance of the Findings 

The findings in this study support those of previous studies found in the current literature 

review for this research (Mobegi, 2016).  Findings developed by the current research study 
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confirmed and supported prior literature on cultural and social barriers were hindering career 

development for immigrants in the United States (Kameny et al. 2014; Shinnar, 2007; 

Takougang & Tidjani, 2009; Yakushko et al., 2008).  The findings indicated that these barriers 

continue to negatively affect immigrants’ productivity, raising the concerns regarding the 

effectiveness of the many discrimination laws and policies in the United States (De George, 

2010).  Leaders may use the findings as an environment scanning tool to identify the cultural and 

social barriers working against immigrants in their organizations.        

Organizational barriers can become costly in terms of turnover costs, as affected qualified 

immigrants leave the organization (Shinnar, 2007; Yukl, 2013).  The results of this study 

revealed crucial factors that limited the career development of the Kenyan immigrants even after 

rising up to the management levels.  Organizational leaders and policy makers may use the study 

results to develop policies that encourage and recognize the contribution of immigrants to 

achieve organizational goals, and give them opportunities to advance to leadership positions.  

Nahavandi (2012) emphasized the need for organizations to change how they manage and train 

employees, and rewrite their policies to address the needs of diverse communities.  The study’s 

discoveries may compel organizational leaders to compare their performance and corporate 

governance with other organizations whose structure embraces diversity in strategic decision-

making positions.   

Recommendations  

Neuman (2009) posited that the benefits of conducting research studies are: helping 

individuals to make more informed decisions, improve working environments, and provide an 

opportunity to acquire new knowledge.  The result of the current research findings and 

conclusions offered an opportunity to provide recommendations for future leaders and future 
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studies in management and organizational leadership.  To overcome these barriers require 

effective leaders equipped with transformational competencies to know the steps to take, and the 

pitfalls to avoid when preparing for and advancing to top leadership positions (Rumano, 2009; 

Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell, & Boller, 2006; Wamwara-Mbugua & Cornwell, 2010).     

The recommendations for the Kenyan immigrants were based on the themes and concepts 

that were identified in this study.  The themes identified in the data analysis described perceived 

barriers preventing the Kenyan immigrants in advancing to leadership positions in their 

organizations.  The themes that developed from the data may help the immigrants to establish 

proper networks and mentors to assist in advancing to leadership positions.  Practices that 

encourage being part of the organization’s social environment may help in understanding and 

appreciating individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds.  Addressing challenges in the 

organization’s leadership process, culture, politics, and policies may help to improve the work 

environment, and encourage Kenyan immigrants to pursue and attain leadership positions.  The 

recommendations are categorized as social networking, developing leadership model, leadership 

styles, organizational change, and managing diversity.   

Social Networking. The first recommendation was the need for Kenyan immigrants in 

mid to senior level management positions to learn to become effective in social networking and 

finding mentors inside and outside of their organizations.  Evidence from the study results 

considerably pointed to a lack of social networking and mentoring as contributors to Kenyan 

immigrant’s slow career advancement.  Gibson et al., (2014) noted that networking creates, 

cultivates, and utilizes interpersonal relationships with those in influential positions in an 

organization with the aim of increasing one’s visibility, access to strategic information and career 

success.  Establishing proper social networks in an organization can facilitate developing 
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personal and professional opportunities and can be valuable toward career growth (Gibson et al., 

2014).  Knowing the right people within an organization and establishing a relationship with 

those individuals can become valuable when seeking for promotional opportunities.  In essence, 

knowing and being known by those who have the ability to promote is an asset that can be useful 

when promotions become available.    

Develop Leadership Model.  The second recommendation was for the organizations to 

develop structured leadership processes or model that can be followed in advancing to leadership 

positions.  Nahavandi (2012) defined development as an ongoing, dynamic, long-term change or 

evolution that occurs because of various learning experiences.  Conner (2000) noted that the 

process of developing future leaders is complex organizations need a more structured approach.  

Companies need to develop a systematic way of identifying potential managers, proactively 

planning career development, and continuously evaluating the effectiveness of leadership 

development process (Muchiri & Kiambati, 2015; Platow, Haslam, Reicher, & Steffens 2015; 

Woodward, More, & Van der Heyden, 2016).   

Leadership Styles.  The third recommendation was for Kenyan immigrants to learn and 

adopt leadership styles that are universally acceptable across cultures.  Despite the fact that all 

Kenyan immigrants in this study have been in the United States for more than six years (see 

Table 1), still, culture plays a role in hindering their career growth.  The literature findings 

indicated that it is important to understand the national culture as to which kinds of leadership 

would most likely be effective (Dorfman et al., 2012) and adopt it to achieve career 

development.   

For Kenyan immigrants to succeed in seeking and attaining leadership positions in the 

U.S., it is important that they adopt leadership styles or behaviors that are acceptable within the 
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American culture.  Failure to adopt acceptable leadership styles and behaviors, will confine 

Kenyan immigrants to managerial positions and hinder their growth.  The success of Kenyan 

immigrants in ascending to leadership positions in the U.S. is pegged on their ability to be 

flexible and adapt to changing leadership styles in response to global expectations.   

Organizational Change.  The fourth recommendation was for organizations to create a 

work environment in which policies and practices are carried out fairly, and the same rules apply 

equally to everyone.  Ramírez Solís, Monroy, & Orozco-Gómez, (2014) posited that when 

employees have the confidence and support of their immediate superior, the amount of 

responsibility and expectations are clearly defined, performance standards are understood and 

communicated, they are treated as valuable team players, the significance of employee’s 

contribution is recognized, and expression of own feelings encouraged, would create a non-

political work climate and organizations would likely not be perceived as political.  A non-

political work environment would be perceived as a safe and stable environment and as a result 

will have committed employees to the organization and satisfied with their work (Ramírez Solís 

et al., 2014).   

Managing Diversity.  The last recommendation was for organizations to review their 

policies on diversity, embrace and nurture diversity.  Considering Northern California has a 

diverse population from various cultural backgrounds, immigrants make a significant 

contribution to the growth of U.S. economy (Davies, 2009).  It is imperative that leaders in 

private and public organizations be more receptive, open, and tolerant of diversity in their 

organizations (De George, 2010; Nahavandi, 2012; Yukl, 2013).  Leaders need to ensure 

immigrants from different cultural backgrounds are given equal promotion opportunities to lead 

and not individuals from a few selected nationalities.  Organizational leaders must create a 
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culture where everyone is tolerated and given an opportunity to succeed (Yukl, 2013).  

Developing and implementing diversity policies will ensure everyone who qualifies - regardless 

of their cultural background or national origin, is given a fair chance to succeed.   
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