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Abstract
This teaching case narrates the real-life story of Marcela, an engineer over 45 years old, highlighti ng the impacts of ageism and gender in the labor 
market. The narrati ve demonstrates how the intersecti on of age and gender creates specifi c barriers to job retenti on and professional reintegrati on 
for mature women, even when they possess extensive experience and recognized performance. Aft er being laid off  due to a corporate restructuring, 
Marcela faces a cycle of both explicit and subtle exclusions in recruitment processes, oft en being overlooked in favor of younger candidates or older 
male professionals. In response to these challenges, she adopts strategies such as omitti  ng her age from her résumé and accepti ng a positi on far 
below her qualifi cati ons. The case also explores forms of resistance, including the pursuit of autonomy through consulti ng and teaching, albeit 
constrained by material limitati ons. Ulti mately, this teaching case fosters criti cal refl ecti on on underemployment as an expression of insti tuti onalized 
ageism and underscores the importance of organizati onal practi ces that value experienced professionals, especially women, in the context of aging.
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 Nem jovem, nem velha, nem homem: etarismo, gênero e subemprego na trajetória pro� ssional de uma 
engenheira brasileira 

Resumo
Este caso para ensino conta a história real de Marcela, engenheira com mais de 45 anos, mostrando os impactos do etarismo e gênero 
no mercado de trabalho. A narrati va evidencia como a combinação entre idade e gênero produz barreiras específi cas à permanência e à 
recolocação profi ssional de mulheres maduras, mesmo quando possuem ampla experiência e desempenho reconhecido. Ao ser demiti da após 
uma reestruturação, Marcela enfrenta um ciclo de exclusões veladas e explícitas em processos seleti vos, sendo frequentemente preterida 
por profi ssionais mais jovens ou por homens de faixa etária superior à dela. Diante das difi culdades de reinserção, recorre a estratégias como 
ocultar a idade no currículo e aceitar um cargo muito aquém de sua qualificação. A narrativa revela também formas de resistência, 
como a busca por autonomia via consultorias e docência, embora limitadas pelas exigências materiais. Ao fi nal, o caso para ensino propõe 
uma refl exão críti ca sobre o subemprego como expressão do etarismo insti tucionalizado e ressalta a importância de práti cas organizacionais 
que valorizem profi ssionais experientes, especialmente mulheres, no contexto do envelhecimento.

Palavras-chave: etarismo organizacional, gênero e trabalho, subemprego, caso para ensino.

Ni joven, ni vieja, ni hombre: Edadismo, género y subempleo en la trayectoria profesional de una ingeniera 
brasileña 

Resumen
Este caso de enseñanza narra la historia real de Marcela, una ingeniera de más de 45 años, destacando los impactos del edadismo y el género 
en el mercado laboral. La narrati va evidencia cómo la intersección entre edad y género genera barreras específi cas para la permanencia y la 
reinserción profesional de las mujeres maduras, incluso cuando poseen amplia experiencia y un desempeño reconocido. Tras ser despedida 
debido a una reestructuración corporati va, Marcela enfrenta un ciclo de exclusiones, tanto veladas como explícitas, en los procesos de selección, 
siendo frecuentemente postergada en favor de profesionales más jóvenes o de hombres de mayor edad. Ante las difi cultades de reinserción, 
adopta estrategias como ocultar su edad en el currículum y aceptar un cargo muy por debajo de su cualifi cación. La narrati va también revela 
formas de resistencia, como la búsqueda de autonomía a través de la consultoría y la docencia, aunque limitadas por exigencias materiales. 
Finalmente, el caso propone una refl exión críti ca sobre el subempleo como expresión del edadismo insti tucionalizado y destaca la importancia 
de prácti cas organizacionales que valoren a las profesionales experimentadas, especialmente a las mujeres, en el contexto del envejecimiento.

Palabras clave: edadismo organizacional, género y trabajo, subempleo, caso de enseñanza.
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INTRODUCTION

Based on real events, this story chronicles the professional and personal journey of Marcela Santos between the ages of 45 and 
55, a criti cal period in her professional development. Now 73 years old, Marcela is reti red, divorced, and the mother of two 
children. A nati ve of Belo Horizonte, she earned a degree in Electrical Engineering from the Federal Center for Technological 
Educati on of Minas Gerais (Cefet-MG), complementi ng her educati on with a graduate degree in the fi eld. Over the course 
of 35 years of employment under Brazil’s CLT labor laws, she worked in major industries, including a nati onally prominent 
company in the electrical sector. Her career refl ects challenges common to technical professionals in predominantly male 
environments, as well as criti cal fi nancial and family decisions during the phase of preparing for reti rement.

Marcela built an exemplary technical career, establishing herself as a leader in her fi eld through her asserti ve leadership, 
effi  cient team management, and resilience in a traditi onally male-dominated professional environment. At age 45, already 
divorced and solely responsible for raising her children, without any fi nancial or emoti onal support from her ex-husband, she 
faced a criti cal moment: she was laid off  from the company where she had worked as a senior engineer for two decades, a 
victi m of an abrupt organizati onal restructuring.

The layoff  took place without any measures to ease the transiti on, such as training or psychological support, and without a 
professional support network. Left  to fend for herself, Marcela had to start over in the job market, facing the challenges of 
re-entering the workforce on her own, at an advanced age (by market standards) and in the face of gender bias.

� e Silent Rejection

Despite her strong résumé and three decades of specialized experience, Marcela faced an 18-month stretch of unemployment. 
During that ti me, although she regularly received invitati ons to interviews and oft en advanced through the initi al stages of 
the hiring process, she consistently ran into invisible barriers—she was passed over without objecti ve feedback or with vague 
justi fi cati ons that never truly explained the real reasons for her rejecti on.   

This professional frustrati on reached its peak during a hiring process for a well-respected mid-sized engineering fi rm in Belo 
Horizonte. On that occasion, in a rare excepti on to the rule of corporate silence, the recruiter in charge of the process gave 
him some candid feedback that would remain etched in his memory: 

Marcela, you have excellent experience, but we can’t move forward with your applicati on. The positi on 
requires candidates between the ages of 23 and 30. It’s nothing personal; these are internal company 
guidelines designed to maintain a “dynamic and energeti c” team. I hope you understand.

It was the fi rst ti me ageism had been directly expressed to Marcela. In other situati ons, Marcela merely sensed that her age 
and, possibly, the fact that she was a woman acted as silent barriers to her reentry into the job market. The lack of objecti ve 
explanati ons, coupled with recurring exclusion aft er the initi al stages, revealed subtle yet stark forms of age and gender 
discriminati on.

In another instance, Marcela was referred by an acquaintance, through her professional network, for a positi on at a company in 
the industry, with the expectati on that her connecti ons would smooth the process. However, when she arrived for the 
interview, she was once again confronted with the issue of her age. The HR manager, though she expressed appreciati on for 
her career history, was blunt: “Even though we recognize your potenti al and really liked you, unfortunately the company is 
looking for younger candidates.”

Marcela replied without hesitati on: “I’m 46, but I have the vitality of a 23-year-old and a wealth of experience that no recent 
graduate has.” Even so, she wasn’t selected for the positi on. Months later, she learned that the job had gone to a friend, 
a 50-year-old engineer. The choice made it clear that the issue of age, although used as a justi fi cati on, was selecti ve and 
intertwined with other factors, such as gender. For Marcela, it became increasingly evident that ageism manifested itself in 
an intersecti onal way, parti cularly penalizing mature women seeking reemployment.
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� e Bitter Reassignment

Faced with a lack of concrete prospects for re-entering the job market, Marcela began to adopt defensive strategies to 
circumvent the barriers imposed by structural ageism. She omitt ed informati on from her resume that might reveal her age, 
such as her date of birth and the year she graduated, and even intenti onally reduced the length of her work experience, in an 
att empt to advance through the initi al stages of the hiring process. With her savings depleted and as the primary breadwinner 
for her children, she eventually accepted a positi on as a junior engineer at a small public works company located more than 
100 km from Belo Horizonte.

The entry-level positi on off ered a salary equivalent to what she had earned about 15 years earlier, and required her to work 
rotati ng shift s, including night shift s some weeks. Although she recognized the importance of the opportunity given her 
fi nancial situati on, Marcela felt deeply undervalued. She was constantly supervised by recent engineering graduates and 
subjected to comments that made it clear they found her presence in that role odd: “You should be at a diff erent career level 
by now, right? Why are you even here?”

Even so, her performance was notably above average. She contributed to process opti mizati on, achieved signifi cant cost 
reducti ons, and was praised by numerous clients. However, she remained stagnant in the company hierarchy, without formal 
recogniti on or promoti ons. Internally, she was oft en referred to, in a pejorati ve manner, as the “engineering aunti e” and “litt le 
lady”, expressions that subtly encapsulated the age and gender bias to which she was subjected.

The most revealing moment of this dynamic occurred on the very day of the interview for the positi on. The person in charge 
of the hiring process, noti cing that her age was missing from her resume, asked her directly, “Why didn’t you include your age on 
your resume?” Marcela, with candor and composure, replied: “If I had included my age, would you have called me in for this 
interview? Well, you needed to get to know me fi rst. If I had included my age, I probably wouldn’t even have made it this far.”

The response, though disconcerti ng, drew laughter from those present, an ambiguous reacti on that wavered between 
embarrassment and complicity with the discriminatory practi ce. Marcela was hired, but under the original terms of the positi on: 
a salary below her qualifi cati ons, an entry-level positi on, and limited responsibiliti es given her professional background. The 
hiring, therefore, did not symbolize recogniti on, but rather confi rmati on that, for women like her, re-entering the workforce 
is oft en accompanied by devaluati on and silencing.

 Seeking reemployment in alternative settings

Tired of stagnati on and feeling invisible in her underemployed positi on, Marcela began to look for alternati ves to the traditi onal 
career path. Conversati ons with older colleagues and posts in social media groups for experienced female engineers started to 
make sense in a whole new way. For the fi rst ti me in years, she allowed herself to ask: “What if I could choose how to work, 
even with less structure? What if my experience sti ll has value, even outside of large companies?”

One Saturday aft ernoon, over coff ee with Célia, a former college classmate who now teaches at a federal insti tute, she 
vented: “Célia, I can’t stand being treated as if I’m taking the place of someone younger. I know what I’m doing; I know a lot. 
But it seems like that doesn’t matt er.” Célia looked at her with empathy and replied fi rmly: “It does matt er. What doesn’t 
matt er is pleasing companies that have already decided your age is a fl aw. Have you ever thought about teaching? With your 
experience, you have a lot to teach.”

The suggesti on sparked something in Marcela. The following week, she updated her academic résumé, gathered her certi fi cates, 
dug out old training materials, and began searching for announcements for technical courses and extension programs. At 
the same ti me, she off ered her services as a technical consultant to small local governments in rural areas, drawing on her 
experti se as an electrical engineer.

“It’s a diff erent pace, of course. But the respect I receive, the autonomy… it all makes it worth it,” she said, visibly moved, to 
a former coworker who asked her how she was adjusti ng to the new way of working.

Her fi rst consulti ng gigs didn’t pay much, but Marcela felt she was back in a role that made sense for her career path. In her 
classes, she found an att enti ve audience, genuine interest, and, above all, the freedom to share her knowledge without the 
constant pressure of generati onal scruti ny. Over ti me, she came to be recognized as a role model by her students, many of 
whom saw her as an inspirati on.
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“I feel useful again. For the fi rst ti me in a long ti me, I don’t have to prove anything to anyone. I teach, I mentor, and that’s 
enough for me,” Marcela confi ded during a roundtable discussion with other women over 50 who were seeking a career 
change. This change didn’t eliminate all the challenges, but it transformed the way Marcela saw herself in the workplace.

Despite her initi al enthusiasm about returning to teaching and technical consulti ng, fi nancial reality soon set in. The income 
from these acti viti es was sporadic; although signifi cant from a symbolic and emoti onal standpoint, it wasn’t enough to provide 
the stability Marcela needed. As a single mother and the sole breadwinner for her household, she found herself forced to 
reevaluate her choices.

“I wanted to keep going. Being in the classroom gave me back a sense of purpose that I hadn’t felt in a long ti me. But you can’t 
pay the bills with recogniti on. I needed a steady paycheck; I needed to make sure I had the basics covered,” she confi ded to 
a friend in the group of mature female engineers.

Balancing her grueling work schedule with the commute to teach classes and provide consulti ng services in rural areas became 
increasingly unmanageable. The alternati ng shift s, physical exhausti on, and lack of ti me to prepare content properly sapped 
her energy. Litt le by litt le, Marcela began to give up what brought her the most professional sati sfacti on. First, she gave up 
consulti ng. Then, with regret, she left  the classroom.

“It felt like a farewell. But it was either that or getti  ng sick for good. I held on as long as I could, as far as I could.” Marcela 
then conti nued with only her formal job as an engineer at the factory—the same job that, years earlier, had symbolized 
underemployment and devaluati on. She remained there unti l the day she reti red, carrying a mixture of resignati on and pride. 
Resignati on for not having been able to remain in the spaces where she was valued as a full-fl edged individual. Pride for not 
having given up on herself, even in the face of a system that persistently tried to erase her.

DILEMMAS

Many women aged 45 and older have faced unemployment without being given plausible reasons. Despite their solid 
professional experience and consistent track record of performance, they are oft en the fi rst to be let go during organizati onal 
restructuring processes. Meanwhile, men in the same age group, and in many cases, even older, remain in their positi ons or 
are even promoted. Faced with this scenario of silent and unequal exclusion, several recurring dilemmas arise:

• Was underemployment a choice or something imposed on you? 
• Should you accept a career setback as a strategy to secure a new positi on in the job market?
• Is there room for women to age within organizati ons?
• What would you, as a manager, do diff erently when dealing with a professional like Marcela?
• Is the company’s practi ce of limiti ng the age of candidates legal? Is it ethical?

TEACHING NOTES

Access to the teaching notes for this case is restricted and is available only to faculty and instructors affi  liated with the academic 
insti tuti on upon request at htt ps://periodicos.fgv.br/cadernosebape/arti cle/view/98367
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