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ABSTRACT

Received: 26 Jun 2025 This study aimed to identify and structurally analyze glass ceiling barriers to women’s

Accepted: 08 Oct 2025 advancement to managerial positions and to examine the role of succession planning in
Available Online: 22 Dec 2025 overcoming these barriers in public organizations. This applied, descriptive—survey
research targeted 210 female employees in public organizations, selected through purposive
sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-designed questionnaire developed from
theoretical frameworks and previous studies. Content validity and construct validity were
confirmed through confirmatory factor analysis (convergent and discriminant validity), and
planning; Empowerment; reliability was verified by Cronbach’s alpha above 0.7. Data analysis was performed using
Supportive organizational culture; | SPSS and LISREL software through structural equation modeling. Findings revealed that
Women’s advancement; Gender cultural beliefs, male-dominated organizational structures, and the lack of formalized
equity succession planning systems were the most significant barriers to women’s advancement.
Key validated components included empowerment and skill development (factor loading
0.87), supportive organizational culture (0.91), talent identification (0.81), organizational
initiative (0.63), and career progression (0.71). Competency-based succession planning and
structured mentoring programs showed strong potential in overcoming glass ceilings. The
proposed model demonstrated good fit indices (GFI>0.9, RMSEA<0.05). To break glass
ceiling barriers and achieve gender equity in public organizations, structured and
competency-driven succession planning programs are essential. Strengthening supportive
organizational culture, systematically identifying female talent, and establishing clear
career pathways can enhance women’s leadership development and improve overall
organizational effectiveness.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Despite the significant expansion of women’s access to higher education and their
growing participation in professional and social life, their representation in senior
managerial positions in public organizations remains disproportionately low (1, 2). This

b

persistent imbalance is largely attributed to the “glass ceiling,” an array of invisible
structural and cultural barriers that hinder women’s upward mobility (3). Glass ceiling
barriers often manifest through male-dominated organizational cultures, informal power
networks, unconscious gender bias, and nontransparent promotion procedures (4, 5, 7).
Even where legal frameworks to support gender equality exist, informal norms and
entrenched stereotypes continue to restrict women’s access to leadership opportunities (6).

An important pathway for breaking these barriers is the implementation of structured
succession planning systems. Succession planning is defined as the systematic
identification, development, and preparation of employees to fill key leadership positions
in the future (10). Research demonstrates that organizations with well-designed succession
planning frameworks achieve greater gender diversity in leadership pipelines and facilitate
career progression for women (11, 12). However, succession planning can unintentionally
reproduce existing inequalities if it is not gender-sensitive and does not address cultural
and organizational constraints (13, 17).

Emerging literature highlights the value of embedding gender equity principles into
leadership development and succession systems. For example, public organizations that
incorporate mentoring, skill development, and transparent promotion criteria have
successfully improved women’s access to decision-making roles (14, 15). Cross-national
evidence suggests that targeted interventions—such as competency-based assessments,
inclusive leadership pipelines, and bias training for senior managers—help mitigate
informal status hierarchies and unlock women’s potential (4, 6). In Iran, where studies have
mostly examined cultural and individual-level barriers separately, there is a significant
research gap in integrating the constructs of glass ceiling and succession planning into a
coherent analytical model (8, 9, 21).

Therefore, this study was designed to address this gap by conducting a structural
analysis of barriers to women’s advancement in public organizations with a dual focus on

glass ceiling mechanisms and succession planning.



METHODS AND MATERIALS

The research was applied in purpose and employed a descriptive—survey design. The
study population consisted of 210 female employees working in public organizations,
selected through purposive sampling to ensure participants were positioned along potential
career advancement trajectories. Data were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire grounded in theoretical frameworks and validated instruments on succession
planning and gender equity. Content validity was confirmed by subject matter experts,
while construct validity was tested through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to ensure
convergent and discriminant validity. Reliability was measured using Cronbach’s alpha,
with all scales exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.7. Statistical analysis included
descriptive statistics, normality tests, and structural equation modeling (SEM) using SPSS
and LISREL to evaluate the measurement and structural components of the proposed
model. Model fit was assessed with indices such as GFI, AGFI, RMSEA, and y?/df ratios.

FINDINGS

The structural equation modeling results confirmed that the proposed model
effectively explains the mechanisms for overcoming barriers to women’s career
advancement in public organizations. All primary constructs—empowerment and skills
development, supportive organizational culture, talent identification, organizational
initiative, and women’s career advancement—demonstrated high factor loadings (0.63—
0.91) and strong internal consistency. The empowerment and skill development dimension
achieved a factor loading of 0.87, while supportive organizational culture recorded the
highest loading at 0.91, indicating their central importance in overcoming systemic
barriers. Talent identification scored 0.81, organizational initiative 0.63, and career
advancement pathways 0.71.

Model fit indices indicated excellent adequacy (GFI > 0.90, AGFI > 0.90, RMSEA
< 0.05, ¥*/df < 3), suggesting that the structural relationships between variables are
statistically robust. Analysis revealed that cultural beliefs and male-dominated networks
remain the strongest predictors of glass ceiling effects. Simultaneously, formal succession
planning frameworks based on meritocracy significantly enhanced the identification of
talented women, improved access to leadership development opportunities, and supported
the establishment of clear career paths. The data also showed that mentoring systems and
organizational support mechanisms contributed to building women’s confidence and

readiness for leadership positions.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings underscore that breaking the glass ceiling in public organizations
requires an integrated strategy that simultaneously addresses individual, organizational,
and cultural dimensions. The strong relationship between supportive organizational culture
and career advancement suggests that cultural change within institutions is a critical
precondition for gender equity. This aligns with international evidence showing that
inclusive cultures—characterized by trust networks, mentorship, and recognition of diverse
leadership potential—are essential to reducing invisible barriers (7, 22).

Another major insight is the pivotal role of structured and competency-driven
succession planning in enabling women’s upward mobility. As previous studies have
noted, succession systems that deliberately identify and prepare female talent can disrupt
traditional male-oriented pipelines (11, 12). However, the results also highlight that without
embedding diversity and equity considerations, succession planning alone risks
perpetuating systemic inequality (13, 17). This reinforces the need for gender-sensitive
leadership development frameworks that include mentoring, skill-building, and transparent
criteria.

The study further supports the argument that informal status hierarchies and
unconscious bias remain powerful barriers to women’s advancement (4, 6). Even highly
qualified women may be excluded from influential networks or overlooked for leadership
due to entrenched stereotypes. This finding reflects earlier research from the Iranian
context, where beliefs about the unsuitability of women for top roles continue to restrict
access to strategic decision-making (8, 9).

By proposing a validated model that integrates empowerment, culture, talent
identification, and succession planning, this study fills a critical gap in the local and global
literature. It provides a practical roadmap for public organizations to create equitable
leadership pipelines and realize the benefits of fully utilizing female human capital. More
broadly, these findings emphasize that advancing women in leadership is not only a matter
of fairness but also a strategic necessity for organizational resilience, innovation, and long-
term sustainability (1, 14, 15).

This work concludes that achieving gender equity in leadership within public
organizations is contingent upon three parallel actions: (1) empowering women with
advanced leadership and decision-making skills, (2) transforming organizational culture to
actively support diversity and trust, and (3) implementing transparent, merit-based



succession systems that recognize and nurture women’s leadership potential. These steps
are indispensable for breaking the glass ceiling and establishing fairer, more productive,
and future-oriented public institutions.
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