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Abstract:

This study aimed to explain and validate a women’s career development model emphasizing the overcoming of glass-ceiling barriers in
Iranian public organizations. This applied study employed a descriptive-survey design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical
population comprised 710 managers and employees working in public organizations in East Azerbaijan and West Azerbaijan Provinces, Iran.
Based on Cochran’s formula, 255 participants were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-developed
76-item questionnaire rated on a five-point Likert scale. Content validity was assessed through expert judgment and CVR and CVI indices,
while construct validity was examined using confirmatory factor analysis. The overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.901, indicating
satisfactory internal consistency. Data were analyzed using SPSS and LISREL, with structural equation modeling applied to validate the
proposed model. Structural equation modeling demonstrated that all five dimensions had significant factor loadings. The standardized factor
loadings were 0.76 for enhancement of professional and specialized competencies, 0.66 for professional networking and support, 0.92 for
controlling structural biases in decision-making, 0.68 for developing transparent policies, and 0.86 for defining women’s position within
career pathways. Controlling structural biases in decision-making showed the strongest contribution to the model. Furthermore, the final
model demonstrated satisfactory goodness of fit, with RMSEA=0.049 and GFI=0.92, supporting the empirical adequacy of the proposed
structure. Women’s career development and effective transition beyond glass-ceiling barriers in public organizations require an integrated
approach combining professional empowerment, networking and organizational support, reduction of structural biases, transparent promotion
policies, and clearly defined and equitable career positions for women.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Despite substantial improvements in women’s educational attainment, professional qualifications, and participation in
organizational life, their representation in senior managerial and decision-making positions remains disproportionately limited
across many organizational contexts. This persistent discrepancy between women’s professional capacities and their access to
leadership positions has commonly been conceptualized through the metaphor of the “glass ceiling,” referring to largely
invisible structural, cultural, and organizational barriers that restrict upward career mobility despite the apparent absence of
formal discriminatory rules. The glass-ceiling phenomenon cannot be adequately explained by differences in individual
competence or human capital alone; rather, it emerges from the interaction of institutional practices, informal power relations,
gender stereotypes, unequal access to developmental opportunities, and biased promotion mechanisms (Cotter et al., 2020).
Contemporary evidence further suggests that informal gender-based status hierarchies may persist even in organizations that
formally endorse equality, shaping women’s access to influence, visibility, strategic assignments, and managerial authority
(Chen et al., 2023). Subtle workplace inequalities and micro-level biases can accumulate over time and undermine gender
equality by influencing performance evaluations, access to resources, inclusion in important networks, and perceptions of
leadership suitability (Derks et al., 2025). Similarly, research in public-sector settings has demonstrated that implicit gender
biases can remain embedded in organizational practices and may substantially affect women’s opportunities for career
development and advancement (Naguib & Madeeha, 2023). Evidence from leadership recruitment research also indicates that
barriers to entering leadership positions may emerge during selection and advancement processes even when candidates possess
comparable qualifications, demonstrating the broader role of organizational opportunity structures in creating unequal career
outcomes (Adamovic & Leibbrandt, 2023). Within the Iranian context, studies have similarly documented the influence of
glass-ceiling barriers on women’s career advancement, professional self-concept, access to managerial positions, and broader
career outcomes (Dehghan Shadkam & Akhavan, 2024; Malmir & Ebrahimzadeh, 2024). Organizational and behavioral
challenges, including adverse workplace interactions and structural obstacles, can further intensify the difficulty of breaking
the glass ceiling (Mirzaei et al., 2025). At the same time, policies governing women’s employment and promotion can
substantially influence their career success, suggesting that transparent organizational procedures and equitable career systems
are essential for reducing invisible barriers (Seyedabadi et al., 2024). The consequences of glass-ceiling mechanisms may also
extend beyond internal promotion by restricting women’s broader economic and entrepreneurial opportunities (Kianpour et al.,
2025). Accordingly, effective career development requires more than individual professional competence. Women need access
to developmental assignments, mentoring, professional networks, supportive organizational relationships, transparent
promotion criteria, and structures that reduce the influence of informal bias. Mentoring has been identified as an important
mechanism for facilitating women’s career advancement when appropriate organizational conditions are present
(Mahmoudzadeh et al., 2022), while professional self-awareness and the recognition of individual capabilities can contribute
to improved occupational functioning and career development (Majidi et al., 2021). Moreover, gender justice and women’s
empowerment depend on the equitable distribution of opportunities and resources rather than merely formal declarations of
equality (Hashempour & Kakavand, 2022). Leadership-oriented approaches also emphasize the importance of strengthening
women’s professional capacities while simultaneously removing organizational restrictions that inhibit the translation of

competence into leadership opportunities (Nazari, 2021). International evidence confirms that women’s career advancement is
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shaped by a combination of organizational, cultural, managerial, and individual factors, reinforcing the need for
multidimensional interventions (Akpan et al., 2025). Despite the expanding literature, previous studies have often examined
professional competence, mentoring, organizational policies, structural bias, or career advancement separately. A
comprehensive framework integrating these dimensions within Iranian public organizations therefore remains necessary.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to explain and validate a women’s career development model emphasizing the
overcoming of glass-ceiling barriers in Iranian public organizations.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive-survey design with a structural equation modeling approach. The statistical
population consisted of 710 managers and employees working in public organizations in East Azerbaijan and West Azerbaijan
Provinces, Iran, who had at least five years of professional experience at expert, supervisory, or managerial levels and were
familiar with organizational promotion and career development procedures. Based on Cochran’s formula and considering a
95% confidence level, a 0.05 margin of error, and an estimated proportion of 0.50, a sample of 255 participants was selected
through purposive sampling. Selection emphasized professional experience, familiarity with career advancement mechanisms,
and knowledge of organizational decision-making processes. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire
consisting of 76 items scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The instrument
assessed five major dimensions: enhancement of professional and specialized competencies, professional networking and
support, control of structural biases in decision-making, development of transparent policies, and definition of women’s
position within career pathways. The first dimension included professional knowledge and skills, resilience, performance
documentation, and professional identity. The second included targeted professional networking, mentoring, women’s support
networks, and organizational support. The third incorporated management of cultural barriers, selection of influential
professional fields, communication skills, professional self-efficacy, and managerial independence. The fourth covered
compliance with formal regulations, transparent promotion criteria, feedback mechanisms, and female role modeling. The fifth
addressed procedural justice, flexible work policies, results-based performance indicators, and equitable motivational and
reward systems. Content validity was assessed through expert evaluation and calculation of content validity ratio and content
validity index, while construct validity was examined using confirmatory factor analysis. The total Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
was 0.901, indicating satisfactory internal consistency. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and LISREL. Normality was
assessed using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, after which confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling were
applied to evaluate the measurement structure and overall model fit.

Findings

The normality assessment showed that all study variables satisfied the normal-distribution assumption, with significance
values greater than 0.05. Consequently, parametric structural equation modeling procedures were considered appropriate.
Confirmatory factor analysis supported the proposed multidimensional structure of the model. At the level of the five main
dimensions, control of structural biases in decision-making demonstrated the highest standardized factor loading at 0.92,
indicating that this dimension had the strongest relationship with the overall construct of overcoming glass-ceiling barriers.
Definition of women’s position within career pathways ranked next with a loading of 0.86, followed by enhancement of
professional and specialized competencies with a loading of 0.76, development of transparent policies with a loading of 0.68,
and professional networking and support with a loading of 0.66. At the component level, resilience demonstrated a particularly

high factor loading of 0.97, while performance documentation had a loading of 0.94. Other notable loadings included procedural
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justice at 0.87, transparent promotion criteria at 0.86, mentoring women at 0.83, analysis and management of cultural barriers
at 0.78, professional networking at 0.77, feedback mechanisms at 0.77, professional self-efficacy at 0.74, women’s support
networks at 0.74, flexible work policies at 0.73, professional identity redefinition at 0.72, and results-based performance
indicators at 0.70. The reported significance statistics for the estimated paths exceeded the critical threshold, supporting the
statistical significance of the structural relationships. Convergent validity was also satisfactory for all components. Average
variance extracted values ranged from 0.615 to 0.853, with female role modeling showing the highest value at 0.853, followed
by professional identity redefinition at 0.773 and organizational support for women at 0.770. All convergent validity values
exceeded the 0.50 criterion. The overall structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit with the empirical data. The chi-square
value was 677.86 with 234 degrees of freedom, the root mean square error of approximation was 0.049, and the goodness-of-
fit index was 0.92. Taken together, these findings supported the construct validity, convergent validity, and empirical adequacy
of the proposed five-dimensional model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that women’s career development in public organizations is a multidimensional process that
depends on the interaction of individual capabilities, interpersonal resources, organizational decision-making systems, and
formal human resource policies. The strongest dimension was control of structural biases in decision-making, indicating that
barriers embedded in organizational judgments, promotion procedures, allocation of important assignments, and informal
decision-making processes may represent the most influential obstacles to women’s career advancement. This finding suggests
that improving women’s qualifications alone is unlikely to produce sustainable change when institutional mechanisms continue
to reproduce unequal opportunities. Reducing discretionary and potentially biased decision-making, establishing objective
criteria, increasing transparency, and ensuring women’s participation in influential organizational assignments therefore appear
central to dismantling glass-ceiling mechanisms.

The strong contribution of defining women’s position within career pathways further indicates that career advancement
requires clearly articulated organizational routes through which employees can understand promotion requirements,
performance expectations, advancement opportunities, and reward structures. Procedural justice, flexible working
arrangements, results-based performance assessment, and equitable reward systems appear to provide an institutional
foundation through which women’s professional capabilities can be translated into actual advancement. Clearly defined career
pathways may also reduce uncertainty and limit the influence of informal judgments by creating a more predictable relationship
between performance and organizational progression.

Professional competence remained another substantial component of the model. Particularly strong loadings for resilience
and performance documentation suggest that women’s ability to sustain professional functioning under difficult organizational
conditions and to provide objective evidence of their accomplishments may be especially important. Resilience can support
persistence in environments characterized by structural resistance or limited advancement opportunities, whereas systematic
documentation of professional achievements can strengthen the visibility of women’s contributions and reduce reliance on
subjective performance judgments. Nevertheless, these individual capabilities should not be interpreted as substitutes for
organizational reform. Their effectiveness depends on the existence of structures that recognize and reward demonstrated
competence.

Professional networking and support also emerged as an integral component of career development. Targeted networking,

mentoring, supportive relationships among women, and organizational sponsorship can provide access to information,
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developmental opportunities, strategic projects, and decision-makers. However, the comparatively lower loading of this
dimension relative to structural bias control indicates that networking alone cannot compensate for fundamentally unequal
decision-making systems. Effective networking should therefore be institutionalized through formal mentoring, leadership-
development programs, inclusive professional networks, and equitable access to organizational resources rather than being left
entirely to individual initiative.

The significance of transparent policies reinforces the need to connect formal organizational commitments with observable
implementation mechanisms. Promotion standards, feedback procedures, performance indicators, monitoring systems, and
visible female role models can help transform abstract equality principles into operational practices. Female representation in
important managerial positions may have both practical and symbolic effects by demonstrating that advancement is
institutionally attainable and by challenging assumptions that associate leadership primarily with men. Transparent policy
implementation should therefore be accompanied by accountability mechanisms capable of identifying discrepancies between
formal rules and actual promotion outcomes.

Overall, the validated model indicates that overcoming glass-ceiling barriers requires simultaneous intervention at several
levels. At the individual level, professional competence, resilience, communication skills, self-efficacy, and a strong
professional identity should be developed. At the interpersonal level, mentoring, networking, and organizational sponsorship
should be expanded. At the structural level, implicit biases and discretionary decision-making should be controlled through
transparent and measurable procedures. At the policy level, organizations should establish equitable promotion systems,
flexible working arrangements, results-based evaluation, feedback mechanisms, and fair reward systems. The satisfactory
model-fit indices and convergent validity results support the proposed framework as a coherent representation of the factors
associated with women’s career development in the studied public organizations. The study therefore concludes that sustainable
progress beyond the glass ceiling cannot be achieved through isolated empowerment programs; rather, it requires an integrated
career-development system that simultaneously strengthens women’s professional capacities and transforms the organizational

structures through which opportunities, authority, recognition, and advancement are distributed.
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