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Abstract

This study aimed to design and explain an indigenous and practical model for overcoming glass barriers
through the career development of female managers in Iranian government organizations. This applied
qualitative study employed thematic analysis. The study population consisted of female managers working
at middle and senior managerial levels in Iranian government organizations who had sufficient experience
and knowledge of glass barriers and career development. Participants were initially selected through
purposive sampling, followed by snowball sampling. Seventeen organizational experts participated in the
study; theoretical saturation was reached at the fifteenth interview, while two additional interviews were
conducted to ensure data adequacy. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting 45—
70 minutes and analyzed according to Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis procedure using MAXQDA
software. Credibility and dependability were enhanced through member checking, expert review, iterative
comparison of codes, and recoding procedures. The agreement between repeated coding procedures was
88%. The analysis identified five overarching themes constituting the proposed model: enhancement of
professional and specialized competencies, professional networking and support, control of structural
biases in decision-making, formulation of transparent policies, and clarification of women’s position within
career pathways. These themes encompassed 21 organizing themes. The findings indicated that
overcoming glass barriers cannot be achieved solely through individual capability development; rather, it
requires the simultaneous strengthening of professional competencies, mentoring and supportive
networks, management of institutional and cultural biases, transparent promotion criteria, procedural
justice, flexible work policies, and results-based performance assessment. The proposed model
demonstrates that sustainable transition beyond glass barriers requires a multidimensional and multilevel
approach integrating the individual empowerment of female managers with organizational and institutional
reforms. Implementing this framework may improve career-path transparency, facilitate women’s access
to managerial opportunities, reduce implicit structural barriers, and strengthen their participation in senior
organizational decision-making.

Keywords: Glass barriers, Glass ceiling, Career development,
organizations, Professional competence.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Women'’s participation in professional and organizational life has increased substantially over recent
decades; nevertheless, their representation in senior managerial and decision-making positions
remains disproportionately low. This discrepancy cannot be adequately explained by differences in
educational attainment, professional competence, or accumulated work experience alone. Rather,
women’s career advancement is frequently constrained by a complex set of formal and informal
barriers commonly conceptualized as the “glass ceiling.” The glass ceiling refers to largely invisible
organizational, cultural, and structural mechanisms that restrict women’s access to leadership
positions despite their qualifications and professional achievements. Contemporary research
indicates that gender stereotypes, organizational norms, informal power structures, biased
promotion processes, and unequal access to developmental opportunities continue to shape
women’s leadership careers (Badura et al., 2023; Stimson, 2025).
The persistence of glass barriers is particularly important because career progression is not merely
the outcome of individual competence. Access to challenging assignments, mentoring, sponsorship,
influential professional networks, performance visibility, and leadership development opportunities
plays a substantial role in determining who progresses to senior organizational positions. Research
has demonstrated that access to such developmental opportunities can be gendered, resulting in
cumulative disadvantages for women throughout their careers (Seibert et al., 2024). Moreover, the
social and gender composition of the workplace may influence women’s career experiences and
satisfaction, highlighting the importance of organizational and cultural context in understanding
career outcomes (Terpstra-Tong et al., 2025). Therefore, addressing women’s career advancement
requires attention not only to individual capabilities but also to the organizational conditions under
which those capabilities are recognized and converted into career opportunities.
The glass ceiling is also associated with informal gender-based status hierarchies that may affect
organizational authority and access to influence even when formal positions appear equitable. Such
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informal structures can shape perceptions of managerial legitimacy and determine who is included
in influential networks or considered suitable for leadership roles (Chen et al., 2023). Experimental
evidence concerning access to leadership positions further demonstrates that discriminatory or
unequal evaluation processes may operate even when applicants possess comparable qualifications
(Adamovic & Leibbrandt, 2023). Accordingly, removing formal restrictions alone may be insufficient
unless organizations simultaneously address implicit biases, subjective promotion practices,
informal networks, and culturally embedded assumptions about leadership.

Evidence from Iran similarly indicates that women’s managerial advancement is affected by
interconnected individual, organizational, cultural, and institutional barriers. Qualitative research on
the dimensions of the glass ceiling has emphasized its multidimensional nature and the necessity of
considering structural and cultural factors alongside individual characteristics (Movafagh et al., 2022).
Studies have also identified and prioritized multiple glass-ceiling factors affecting women’s career
progression, demonstrating that these barriers cannot be reduced to a single organizational practice
(Malmir & Ebrahimzadeh, 2024). In addition, the glass ceiling has been associated with women’s
career advancement and self-concept, suggesting that structural barriers may influence not only
objective promotion opportunities but also women’s perceptions of their professional capabilities and
potential (Dehghan Shadkam & Akhavan, 2024).

Individual resources nevertheless remain important in enabling women to navigate restrictive
organizational contexts. Workplace resilience can strengthen women’s capacity to manage
professional pressure, persist in challenging circumstances, and maintain occupational motivation
(Rahimi & Ahmadi Arpanahi, 2024). Professional visibility, reputation, and personal brand equity may
similarly enhance career success by increasing recognition and strengthening access to relevant
networks and opportunities (Muposhi et al., 2025). However, these resources should not be
interpreted as substitutes for institutional reform. If promotion systems remain opaque or
organizational opportunities are distributed through informal and biased processes, individual
resilience and competence alone are unlikely to eliminate structural inequality.

Human resource policies therefore constitute another critical component of the glass-ceiling
phenomenon. Transparent performance evaluation, objective promotion standards, systematic
feedback, and clearly defined career paths may reduce the influence of subjective judgments and
informal preferences. Studies of performance evaluation systems in Iranian organizations have
emphasized the importance of appropriate indicators, procedural fairness, and transparent
assessment mechanisms (Bagheri et al., 2023). Similarly, women’s employment policies have been
linked to career success, with the glass ceiling playing an important role in shaping career-path
outcomes (Seyedabadi et al.,, 2024). Career development itself is also relevant to employee
engagement and adaptability, suggesting that clearly structured advancement opportunities may
strengthen long-term occupational involvement (Zarei, 2021).

Leadership culture and organizational support are equally important. The glass-ceiling phenomenon
may intervene in the relationship between organizational leadership and career advancement,
indicating that supportive leadership environments can either mitigate or reinforce career barriers
(Balouki, 2025). Moreover, research on strategies for overcoming the glass cliff has highlighted
organizational support, empowerment, confidence building, and appropriate managerial placement
as important factors in women’s leadership experiences (Rafiei et al., 2025). Findings from Iranian
public-sector organizations also indicate that women may face glass-cliff conditions in which
leadership appointments occur under particularly risky or unstable circumstances (Kavoosi et al.,
2024). Consequently, increasing the numerical representation of women in managerial roles cannot
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by itself be considered sufficient; the quality, sustainability, authority, and organizational support
associated with those appointments must also be considered.

The wider consequences of glass barriers extend beyond promotion within individual organizations.
Glass-ceiling constraints can affect entrepreneurship, economic participation, leadership diversity,
and the effective utilization of women’s human capital (Kianpour et al., 2025). International evidence
likewise continues to identify the glass ceiling as a substantial obstacle to women’s professional
advancement (Akpan et al., 2025). Women'’s leadership has therefore increasingly been discussed
not merely in terms of representation but as an organizational development issue requiring deliberate
changes in managerial practices, career systems, and organizational culture (Nazari, 2021). Despite
this growing body of evidence, an important gap remains regarding integrated and context-sensitive
models that explain how female managers can move beyond glass barriers within Iranian
government organizations. Accordingly, the present study aimed to design a model for overcoming
glass barriers through a career development approach for female managers in Iranian government
organizations.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in purpose and qualitative in approach and employed thematic analysis to
identify and organize the components of a model for overcoming glass barriers in the career
development of female managers. The study population consisted of female managers working at
middle and senior managerial levels in Iranian government organizations who possessed sufficient
experience and knowledge regarding glass barriers, human resource practices, career development,
and managerial promotion. Participants were initially selected using purposive sampling, after which
snowball sampling was employed to identify additional information-rich participants. Eligibility criteria
included at least five years of managerial experience, direct experience with glass-ceiling barriers,
familiarity with human resource management and career-development processes, knowledge of
organizational promotion policies, and the ability to provide detailed professional experiences. A total
of 17 organizational experts participated. Theoretical saturation was achieved by the fifteenth
interview; however, two additional interviews were conducted to ensure the adequacy and
completeness of the data.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews developed according to the objectives of the
study. Interviews were conducted face-to-face at participants’ workplaces and lasted approximately
45 to 70 minutes. Participants were asked to describe their experiences and perceptions concerning
glass barriers, their determinants and consequences, career-development challenges, and
strategies that could facilitate women’s progression to higher managerial levels. Interviews were
audio-recorded with consent, accompanied by field notes, and transcribed in full immediately
following data collection.

The data were analyzed through thematic analysis. First, interview transcripts were repeatedly
reviewed to achieve familiarization with the data. Initial codes were then generated from meaningful
units of the interview texts. Conceptually similar codes were compared, merged, and organized into
basic themes. Through iterative analysis, related basic themes were integrated into higher-order
organizing themes and subsequently into overarching themes. MAXQDA software was used to
facilitate coding, organization, retrieval, and comparison of qualitative data. Credibility was
strengthened through member checking, whereby selected participants reviewed extracted codes
and interpretations. Confirmability was enhanced through review by experts and academic
specialists. Dependability was addressed through repeated examination of the coding process and
continuous comparison between codes and source data. Several interviews were recoded after a
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specified interval, producing an agreement rate of 88%. Following thematic analysis, the final themes
were also reviewed through a two-round Delphi process to confirm their appropriateness and
relevance.

Findings

Initial analysis of the interview data generated 197 conceptual codes related to overcoming glass
barriers and facilitating the career development of female managers in Iranian government
organizations. Through secondary coding, conceptual comparison, integration of overlapping codes,
and iterative refinement, these codes were condensed into 76 basic themes and 21 organizing
themes. Further abstraction resulted in five overarching themes that constituted the final model.
The first overarching theme was enhancement of professional and specialized competencies.
This theme comprised improvement of specialized knowledge and skills, strengthening resilience,
documentation of performance, and redefinition of professional identity. The findings indicated that
participation in specialized and managerial training, improvement of analytical and decision-making
skills, strengthening technical competencies, stress management, psychological flexibility, work—life
balance, systematic documentation of achievements, and establishment of an independent
professional identity were regarded as essential mechanisms for career advancement.

The second overarching theme was professional networking and support. Its organizing themes
included targeted professional networking, mentoring for women, women'’s supportive networks, and
organizational support for women. Participants emphasized participation in formal meetings,
communication with senior managers, interdepartmental interaction, membership in cross-functional
groups, access to experienced mentors and organizational coaches, exchange of professional
experiences among women, and support from influential decision-makers.

The third overarching theme was control of structural biases in decision-making. It included
analysis and management of cultural barriers, selection of fields of influence, development of
communication skills, enhancement of professional self-efficacy, and managerial independence.
Participants highlighted the importance of recognizing implicit organizational messages, anticipating
informal constraints, participating in strategically important projects, improving performance visibility,
defending professional ideas, managing conflicts, maintaining professional principles, and
strengthening independent managerial decision-making.

The fourth overarching theme was formulation of transparent policies. Its components included
adherence to formal rules, definition of transparent promotion criteria, establishment of feedback
mechanisms, and development of female role models. The findings emphasized measurable
performance indicators, clearly defined career routes, continuous monitoring of organizational
policies, regular feedback and reporting, use of formal procedures, and increased representation of
successful women in key managerial positions.

The fifth overarching theme was clarification of women’s position within the career path. This
theme consisted of procedural justice, flexible work policies, results-based performance indicators,
and equitable motivational promotion and reward systems. Flexible working hours, remote work
opportunities, balanced leave policies, childcare-related facilitation, promotion based on outputs and
projects, documentation of competencies, fair assessment of women and men, and equal reward
structures were among the principal components. The final thematic network demonstrated that
sustainable transition beyond glass barriers results from the interaction of individual competency
development, professional support systems, management of structural biases, transparent
organizational policies, and equitable career-path arrangements.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings demonstrate that overcoming glass barriers in Iranian government organizations is a
multidimensional process that requires simultaneous intervention at individual, interpersonal,
organizational, and policy levels. The model indicates that career advancement cannot be achieved
solely by increasing women'’s technical competence, nor can structural reforms succeed if women
are denied the professional resources necessary to navigate organizational environments
effectively. Instead, sustainable advancement emerges from the integration of competency
development, professional networking, structural-bias management, transparent policies, and clearly
defined career opportunities.

The first major implication concerns professional and specialized competence. Female managers
require not only technical and managerial expertise but also resilience, visible evidence of
performance, and a stable professional identity. Documentation of accomplishments is especially
important because invisible or informally evaluated contributions can be underestimated in
organizational environments characterized by subjective judgment. Strengthening professional
identity also enables women to approach managerial roles as legitimate extensions of their
competencies rather than positions dependent upon exceptional organizational support.
Professional networking and support represent a second essential mechanism. Access to mentoring,
senior managers, organizational information, and influential networks can significantly affect whether
women are considered for strategic assignments and promotion opportunities. Formal mentoring
and supportive networks may therefore compensate for exclusion from informal power networks and
reduce professional isolation. Organizational support is especially important because career
advancement depends partly on whether decision-makers actively provide opportunities rather than
merely express general support for equality.

The findings regarding structural bias indicate that women’s career barriers frequently operate
through informal organizational mechanisms. Therefore, increasing women’s qualifications without
changing decision-making environments may simply require women to continually prove
competence within a biased system. The proposed model instead emphasizes both individual
strategic capacity and institutional reform. Women’s communication skills, self-efficacy, strategic
project participation, and managerial independence can enhance their influence, while organizations
must simultaneously reduce subjective evaluation and implicit discrimination.

Transparent policies emerged as another central requirement. Clearly communicated promotion
criteria, measurable performance standards, structured feedback, formal career pathways, and
monitoring mechanisms reduce opportunities for arbitrary decisions. Female role models also have
a symbolic and practical function by demonstrating the attainability of senior leadership positions
and normalizing women’s presence in organizational authority structures. However, such
representation should involve genuine decision-making authority rather than symbolic appointments.
Finally, defining women’s position within career pathways emphasizes the need for procedural
fairness and sustainable organizational conditions. Flexible work arrangements, equitable rewards,
and results-based evaluation can reduce disadvantages created by traditional career systems that
reward physical presence, informal availability, or access to closed networks. Career development
becomes more predictable when employees understand what competencies, outputs, and
experiences are required for advancement.

Overall, the proposed model presents overcoming glass barriers as an organizational transformation
process rather than an exclusively individual challenge. Female managers need opportunities to
strengthen competence, resilience, visibility, networks, and professional autonomy, while
government organizations must create transparent, equitable, supportive, and accountable systems
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for career development. The integration of these dimensions can improve access to managerial
opportunities, reduce the effects of implicit and structural discrimination, strengthen women’s
participation in organizational decision-making, and enable government organizations to make more
effective use of their available managerial talent.
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