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Abstract

The aim of this study is to design and validate a model for overcoming glass barriers with a women’s succession approach
for holding key management positions in government organizations. This research employed a mixed-methods exploratory
design. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 academic experts, managers, and female
employees in government organizations, and data were analyzed through thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase, the
population included 5,912 female managers and staff of government organizations in Mazandaran Province, from which 210
participants were selected using stratified random sampling based on Krejcie and Morgan’s table. Data were collected via a
researcher-made questionnaire consisting of 16 dimensions and 73 components. Content validity was assessed through
expert review and CVI/CVR indices, while construct validity was tested using exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses.
Reliability was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability. Data were analyzed using structural equation
modeling. Thematic analysis identified 134 initial codes that were refined into 73 basic themes, 16 organizing themes, and
5 global themes. The key extracted dimensions included empowerment and skills development, supportive organizational
culture, talent identification, organizational initiatives, and women’s advancement. Structural equation modeling confirmed
the positive and significant impact of all identified dimensions on overcoming glass barriers, and the final model
demonstrated a good fit. The results indicate that the systematic implementation of the identified components can reduce
gender discrimination, enhance organizational justice, and strengthen women’s access to key management positions. The
proposed model offers a localized framework for empowering and succession planning of women in government
organizations.
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The issue of women’s participation in senior leadership and management positions has become a central focus
of organizational studies and public administration research in recent decades. Despite the rising proportion of
women in higher education and their growing entry into the workforce, a significant gender gap persists in
managerial appointments, particularly in government organizations (Dowling, 2017). This phenomenon is
widely known as the “glass ceiling,” referring to invisible yet powerful barriers that prevent women from
advancing to higher organizational levels despite having the required qualifications and capabilities (Farah et
al., 2020).

In Europe, statistical analyses demonstrate that women’s participation in managerial roles remains between 20
and 30 percent across countries, highlighting persistent barriers to gender equality in organizational hierarchies
(Gallardo Pérez et al., 2021). Similarly, in Iran, the Statistical Center of Iran reported that only 26 percent of
management roles were held by women as of 2015 (Statistical Center of Iran, 2015), and a more recent update
from ISNA revealed that this rate has not changed significantly despite the growing number of women with
university degrees (Isna, 2023). These data suggest that systemic challenges remain entrenched in labor
markets and institutional frameworks.

Scholars have emphasized that structural, cultural, and organizational barriers play a crucial role in sustaining
gender disparities. Cultural stereotypes, organizational traditions, and male-dominated leadership practices
limit women’s ability to access key positions (Baker et al., 2022; Kabordi & Saed, 2019). In many cases,
women are restricted to supportive or administrative roles, with limited opportunity to lead or make strategic
decisions, reflecting enduring patriarchal assumptions in organizational life (Imadoglu et al., 2020). These
dynamics not only suppress women’s individual potential but also represent a loss of human capital and
innovation for organizations and societies at large (Amin & Asher, 2025).

Succession planning has emerged as a critical organizational strategy to address such inequities. It involves
systematic processes for identifying, developing, and promoting talented individuals to ensure organizational
continuity and leadership readiness (Padierna et al., 2020). Applied to women’s career advancement,
succession planning provides a structured framework through which female employees can be recognized,
trained, and promoted into key management roles (Akpa et al., 2025; Mahat, 2025). Studies have
demonstrated that succession planning contributes to organizational resilience, strengthens leadership
pipelines, and reduces gender discrimination when effectively implemented (Zammit, 2021).

Beyond organizational benefits, the advancement of women into leadership roles carries significant societal
and political implications. Women leaders contribute to greater inclusivity, strengthen democratic processes,
and promote new perspectives on governance (Mohammadi-Far, 2023). Moreover, the presence of women
in leadership acts as a role model for younger generations, challenging stereotypes and expanding career
aspirations (Pearson, 2024). Empirical evidence also shows that women often employ collaborative, trust-
based leadership styles that enhance team effectiveness, organizational trust, and adaptability (Akkaya &
Bagienska, 2022; Hoque & Islam, 2022).

Nevertheless, entrenched challenges remain. Structural discrimination, opaque promotion processes, and
inadequate institutional support hinder women’s career progression (Kabordi & Saed, 2019). These issues
often intersect with social expectations that assign women primary responsibility for family roles, creating a
dual burden that limits their leadership opportunities (Farah et al., 2020). Scholars argue that overcoming
such barriers requires comprehensive organizational reforms, supportive policies, and targeted succession
planning models designed to integrate women’s unique capacities and needs (Sawalhi, 2025).

International experiences underscore the transformative potential of these strategies. Initiatives promoting
diversity and inclusion, flexible working arrangements, and equitable promotion criteria have been shown to
mitigate the effects of the glass ceiling (Mahat, 2025). Furthermore, providing training programs, mentoring
schemes, and leadership development opportunities tailored for women significantly increases their likelihood
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of attaining managerial positions (Ariasih et al., 2024; Gano & Boateng, 2012). These findings suggest that
both organizational interventions and broader policy measures are needed to dismantle barriers and support
women’s upward mobility.
Given the persistence of gender inequality in leadership positions within Iran’s government organizations, this
study was designed to propose and validate a model for overcoming glass barriers through a women’s
succession approach. This research contributes to the literature by integrating qualitative insights from experts
with quantitative analysis, thereby offering a localized framework applicable to the Iranian public sector
context.
Methods and Materials
This study employed a mixed-methods exploratory design. The qualitative phase used semi-structured
interviews with 20 academic experts, female managers, and practitioners in government organizations. Data
were analyzed through thematic analysis, leading to the identification of dimensions and components relevant
to overcoming glass barriers through women’s succession planning.
In the quantitative phase, the study population comprised 5,912 female employees and managers in
government organizations in Mazandaran Province. Using Krejcie and Morgan’s table, 210 participants were
selected through stratified random sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire
consisting of 16 dimensions and 73 components derived from the qualitative phase. Content validity was
verified through expert review and CVI/CVR indices, while construct validity was assessed through
exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis. Reliability was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was applied to analyze the relationships among variables and
evaluate the model fit.
Findings
The thematic analysis yielded 134 initial codes, which were condensed into 73 basic themes, 16 organizing
themes, and 5 overarching dimensions. The five main dimensions identified were:
1. Empowerment and skills development — including leadership training, knowledge sharing, and
capacity building.
2. Supportive organizational culture — encompassing trust-based relationships, senior management
commitment, and mentoring systems.
3. Talent identification — involving merit-based criteria, recognition of managerial potential, and
motivational programs.
4. Organizational initiatives — such as diversity and inclusion policies and work-life balance strategies.
5. Women’s advancement in government organizations — focusing on career path definition, access to
promotion opportunities, and participation in decision-making structures.
Structural equation modeling confirmed that all five dimensions exert a positive and significant impact on
overcoming glass barriers. Model fit indices demonstrated strong alignment between the theoretical framework
and the empirical data. This suggests that implementing the identified dimensions can effectively reduce
structural barriers, enhance women'’s leadership readiness, and promote equitable career opportunities.
Discussion and Conclusion
The results of this study reinforce the argument that overcoming glass barriers requires multidimensional
interventions addressing both individual and organizational factors. Empowerment and skill development
emerged as a fundamental requirement, consistent with previous findings that highlight the role of education
and training in enabling women to compete for leadership positions (Gano & Boateng, 2012; Hoque & Islam,
2022). This confirms that without targeted capacity building, women remain disadvantaged in promotion
processes, even when formal opportunities exist (Akkaya & Bagieniska, 2022).
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Supportive organizational culture was another critical dimension, aligning with prior research emphasizing the
role of trust, mentorship, and senior management support in fostering women’s progression (Baker et al.,
2022; Kabordi & Saed, 2019). These findings underline that cultural transformation is necessary to
complement individual empowerment. Without inclusive organizational cultures, women’s leadership
potential cannot be fully realized (Imadoglu et al., 2020; Pearson, 2024).

The study also confirmed the importance of structured talent identification. Merit-based promotion systems,
transparent evaluation, and recognition of women’s managerial potential are crucial to dismantling gender bias
(Akpa et al., 2025; Padierna et al., 2020). Such practices are consistent with global recommendations for
succession planning as a tool to ensure leadership pipelines include women (Mahat, 2025; Zammit, 2021).
Organizational initiatives, including diversity policies and flexible working arrangements, were found to be
essential for addressing structural barriers. These results mirror international evidence showing that inclusive
policies directly reduce the impact of the glass ceiling (Amin & Asher, 2025; Farah et al., 2020). Flexibility
in work arrangements, in particular, has been identified as a facilitator for balancing professional and personal
responsibilities, thereby enabling women to pursue leadership roles (Ariasih et al., 2024).

Finally, the dimension of women’s advancement highlighted the necessity of clear career paths, equitable
access to promotions, and institutional recognition of women’s leadership. This finding resonates with prior
studies linking transparency in career progression with greater gender equality (Gallardo Pérez et al., 2021;
Mohammadi-Far, 2023). It also underscores the symbolic role of women leaders as role models, which
contributes to broader cultural change and challenges entrenched stereotypes (Pearson, 2024).

In conclusion, this study contributes a validated model for overcoming glass barriers through women’s
succession planning in government organizations. The model integrates empowerment, supportive culture,
talent identification, organizational initiatives, and structured career advancement as interdependent factors
that collectively reduce gender inequality. Beyond its theoretical implications, the model provides practical
guidance for policymakers and organizational leaders seeking to create equitable pathways for women’s
participation in leadership. By implementing the proposed framework, government organizations can not only
enhance justice and inclusivity but also unlock the full potential of their female workforce, thereby contributing
to sustainable organizational growth and social development.
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