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Abstract  In this review paper, we aim to understand the gender biases faced by women while reaching their well-deserved positions at the 
senior level. The purpose of this study is to uncover the challenges faced by women to reach leadership positions. Our purpose is also to see 
the steps being taken by the organisations and the HR departments to overcome these challenges. The results of this paper reveal that women, 
like men, require mentors and leadership training in order to reach their goals. It was also seen that for women to grow in the organisation it 
is all the more important for the men to change their perceptions about women and look at their valuable contributions without biases. Thus a 
safe scope for experimentation, knowledge, learning and community cooperation is critical in leadership development programmes for women. 
The paper focusses only on the gender-related preconceptions and doesn’t focus on other diversity challenges faced at leadership positions.
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Introduction

We have been harping on the importance of diversity 
in organisations for quite some time now. Diversity is a 
dimension of dynamic workforce in an organisation. It is 
the variability amongst employees in terms of their thought, 
expression, abilities (physical and intellectual) and working 
style. Many of the countries now have legal obligations to 
maintain diversity in the companies. Companies even claim 
to have reaped great business benefits out of diversity. But, 
how inclusive is the diverse workforce in Organisations?

Employers assert of being diverse and claim to have employed 
individuals from various strata of society, upheld a male to 
female ratio, and provided opportunities for the disabled. 
However, the same doesn’t get reflected in the composition 
of a corporate board. Why do not we see more number of 
women at head of corporation? Why do not we see more 
percentage of women in the senior managerial positions? 
Across the world, there is a clear trend that women continue 
to be concerted at the entry and middle level positions. The 
ratio of women over men making to leadership roles is 
very trivial. Unfortunately, only 49% of the Fortune 1000 
companies have one or two women assigned the top roles.

Development Dimensions International and The Conference 
Board released a report for 2014-15 which mentions that 
the best 20% financial performers have more women in the 
leadership roles, around 37% of the critical roles.

Gender diversity is vital in any workplace. Not just because 
it is a commendable aspect,but it makes the bottom line of 
the business stronger.

It promotes a wide variety in terms of thought. Men 
and women have different viewpoints, market insights, 
emotional quotients, ideas which can lead to better problem 
solving and decision making capabilities.

A gender diverse workforce is access to multiple sources of 
information, resources and credit.

It also helps in reaching out to a larger customer base and 
stimulates employer branding. Attracting and retaining 
talent are one of the subsequent long term benefits.

It instills a sense of trust amongst the employees, especially 
women that the organisation would provide them career 
growth opportunities.

In spite of the remarkable room for better productivity that 
including women in leadership roles offers, why the glass 
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ceiling? The following section would discuss the seen and 
unseen barriers of fostering gender diversity at leadership 
roles.

Objectives

(a) To review the barriers in maintaining gender diversity at 
leadership roles.

(b) To recommend the initiatives that the employers can take 
to break the glass ceiling.

Discussion

Female Leaders: A Persistent Challenge

The glass ceiling commission in 1995 identified four broad 
categories as thereasons which held back women viz.
governmental, societal, internal business, and business 
structural barriers. In this paper, various obstacles pertaining 
to the above mentioned reasons will be discussed.

Education and Career Choices: Representation of women 
in engineering, science and manufacturing was initially 
relatively lower as compared to men. Although the scenario 
is changing slowly (Martin & Marion, 2006). These decisions 
are taken in formative years of life and are generally driven 
by community and family more than calibre.

Self-confidence: The general conviction is that women 
are less self-confident and less self-motivated and that 
they lack clarity in making career decisions. This makes 
them less ambitious and often due to other personal 
commitments, women are willing to give career a backseat 
(Mohammed, 2011)

Absence of a Mentor or Network: Women often lack a 
mentor who could hone and sell their skill set. They fail to 
build a rapport with their male bosses in contrast to their 
male counterparts. This is either because they neglect the 
importance of a mentor or fail to cultivate this connect. 
The reasons for this may be me the belief that climbing the 
organisational ladder using connections is inappropriate or 
the hesitance between women employees and senior male 
employees to build an association of sponsorship as it may 
be misunderstood as sexual interest.

Gender Typecast: Female bosses who are assertive, 
competitive and independent aren’t a hit amongst their 
subordinates. This is because its contradictory to the general 
stereotype and this might thus lower their amiability. 
Women’s abilities are judged more austerely than that of 
men and are evaluated more critically. Successful female 
employees are a threat to male employees’ ego, and thus 
their growth is obstructed.

Gender Communication: Women are warmer, soft, less 
authoritative and more eased. This may be responsible for 
lower awareness of the women’s capabilities.

Scarcity of Role Models: The coming generation does not 
have a lesser number of female leaders whose leadership 
styles the younger female employees can look upto to 
experiment with and assess their own standards .This could 
be discouraging as they lack credible sources of guidance 
and support.

Gendered Career Paths and Work: Some jobs are 
perceived to be a better fit for men than for women. For 
instance, rotation in sales or operations have conventionally 
been seen a stepping stone to promotions and better career 
positions. Due to the dynamics of the job, women less prefer 
these kind of jobs (Fischoff, 2006). The behind the scenes 
work are often undervalued in these jobs where women 
excel. These practices weren’t meant to be biased in the 
first place,but the impact is definitely disadvantageous for 
women.

Work Life Balance: A European Commission report 
suggests that the employment rate of women decreases with 
the number of children. On the contrary, the employment 
rate of men increases with the number of children. Women 
are the primary source of care during child rearing period. 
This is the main reason that women opt for part time jobs 
at times and have a lot of career disruptions. Even upon re-
entry, they seek a profile which could accommodate a little 
flexibility, like picking up and dropping kids to school. 
Unfortunately, the productivity of female employees is not 
measured upon key effectiveness but on the number of hours 
spent on their desk. These inconsistencies in their career 
graph make them less recommendable for promotions and 
obtain higher positions.

Leadership Styles: Men are more transactional and 
tyrannical in their leadership approach whereas women are 
more cooperative and transformational (Eagly, 2003). Also, 
women could be better negotiators and be better at conflict 
management. The obstruction in women’s growth to senior 
leadership roles could be that Organisation’s definition 
of leadership being disposed towards the masculine traits. 
Hence, when there is a change in leadership style, they 
may be seen as potential successors to many of the male 
counterparts.

Organisation Culture: It would not be unanticipated 
that when one gender is in majority than the other, then 
the organisational culture tends to be more inclined to the 
dominating gender (Jackson, 2001). The automotive, sales, 
military and telecommunication industry are male dominated 
as these industries could be confrontational for the women 
employees. Thus, women are less involved in the front line 
operations of such sectors.
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Breaking the Glass Ceiling

What could an organisation do to make gender diversity 
a culture and be more inclusive? Support from the CEO 
to instill transparency in the system and overt the existing 
subtle indifferences and biases is definitely essential 
(Followell,2011). Few other tactics to have more number of 
women leaders are discussed below.
	 1.	 Strategical Changes

•	 (a)	 A well - structured organisation specific programme 
to break down specific organisational, structural and 
cultural barrier. This may be inclusive of setting 
intended targets for women in the boards, decision-
making setups (Robin and Thomas, 2008).

•	 (b) Fostering flexible work options like work from 
home and flexi-location to promote work life balance. 
Also, providing benefits like crèches in the premises 
would be a good investment.

•	 (c) An in-house committee to track the headway in 
diversity, monitoring women’s representation.

•	 (d) Developing a gender diversity business case to 
report the mindsets of both the genders.

	 2.	 HR initiatives
•	 Learning and Development
•	 (i) Organizing events and mentoring programmes that 

recognize advance and encourage the competencies of 
women employees. Such initiatives should recognize 
successful leaders from both the genders to raise 
and mentor employees’ ambitions and guide them to 
progress in their career (Rockel and Ebbers, 2005).
These initiatives must be taken up by the learning and 
development departments.

•	 (ii) Leadership development programmes to build 
leadership skills and confidence, identify and clout 
one’s own strengths become a risk taker.

Recruitment: Changes in recruitment strategy to exclude 
bias and setting goals such that women employees can be 
placed in leadership roles however without compromising 
on quality. For instance at entry level itself, Cummins India 
now tries to maintain a male to female ratio of 50:50.

Performance Management System: After the goal setting, 
the way potential appraisals are used for succession planning, 
a tool on similar lines should be designed to identify the 
potential in women candidates.

Recommendations

Gender diversity must be made part of the culture of a 
company and subtle biases must be uncovered and addressed.

It is important to change the perceptions of men with regard to 
their unconscious bias. Women should not mold themselves 

according to the general notions, men on the other hand need 
to understand the issue earnestly.

Companies need to have strategic structures in place for 
gender diversity in the workplace; also, it would help to have 
women support groups.

Organisations should adopt measures being taken up by top 
companies like Intel and Kuwait Energy called the gender-
smart measures which include sponsorship programmes and 
training for leadership for women to increase their presence 
at senior levels. 

Conclusion

As discussed previously, collaborative and transformational 
kind of leadership comes naturally to women. Over the past 
few years, with increasing globalisation, a democratic kind 
of leadership is more successful. Women employees should 
thus embrace this feminine advantage. Also, over the last 
decade women are coming across as more upfront, assertive. 
This would soon give them an edge in the male dominated 
industries as well. The business case for women in senior 
leadership is compelling. Studies conclude that inclusion of 
women in the top ranks of company leadership has a direct 
and positive impact on a company’s bottom line and risk 
management. It is essential to understand that women are 
not looking for help; they just need to be recognised like 
their male counterparts. It is equally important for them to be 
accepted and applauded for their achievements. Therefore 
through good corporate governance and well defined 
diversity management women at board positions should 
become the norm rather than the exception.
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