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This study aims to investigate the challenges of women’s leadership in higher education
institutes. In order to achieve this purpose, a meta-synthesis method with an integrative
approach was employed to aggregate, compare, and reconstruct findings from prior research
into a coherent model. The research process followed the seven-step framework proposed by
Sandelowski & Barroso (2007). First, the core research querry—-“What are the challenges of
women’s participation and advancement in managerial positions in higher education?”—was
formulated. Subsequently, the literature was systematically reviewed, examining studies
published since 2000 utilizing relevant keywords. Out of 185 initially identified sources, 95
studies met the inclusion criteria based on evaluations of titles, abstracts, and research
content. During the stages of data extraction and synthesis, initial codes were obtained from
the studies and progressively compared, merged, and integrated into conceptual categories
and the final analytical model.

The meta-synthesis suggested seven major categories of barriers to women’s leadership
and advancement in higher education: structural barriers, organizational barriers, socio-
cultural barriers, family-related barriers, legal-policy barriers, psychological-individual
barriers, and restrictions related to women’s social and professional capital. In addition, the
concept of the “glass ceiling” was addressed as a distinct, cross-cutting barrier emerging
from the interaction and reinforcement of all categories. The findings demonstrated that
these barriers are multidimensional, interactive, and mutually reinforcing, and that structural
and cultural interdependencies systematically restrict women’s pathways to managerial roles.
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Introduction

In recent decades, women’s engagement in higher education has expanded dramatically, both in
terms of student enrollment and academic employment. In several countries, women now
constitute a substantial proportion of university graduates and have entered the academic
profession in increasing numbers. However, the representation of women in senior and strategic
leadership positions—such as department chairs, deans, vice presidents, and university
presidents—remains strikingly low. A consistent pattern across global and regional studies
demonstrate that women professors, while possessing qualifications equal to or exceeding those
of their male colleagues, encounter huge challenges in accessing managerial roles, progressing
through academic ranks, and contributing to institutional decision-making.

The extensive literature on gender and academic leadership highlights a broad array of
challenges that contribute to this underrepresentation. These obstacles range from structural and
organizational constraints to cultural norms, family-related pressures, psychological factors, and
attributes of the academic labor market itself. Nevertheless, the body of research remains
fragmented; many studies focus on isolated variables, specific institutional settings, or
particular national contexts that makes it difficult to form a holistic comprehension of how
these barriers operate together. Consequently, there is a sustained requirement for an
integrative, theory-driven model that synthesizes various findings and conceptualizes gendered
barriers to leadership in higher education as a dynamic, interconnected system.

The current study seeks to fill this gap by implementing a thorough meta-synthesis of
qualitative and mixed-method research addressing women’s leadership and promotion barriers
in higher education. The aim is threefold: first, to spot and classify the major obstacles reported
across the literature; second, to develop an integrative conceptual framework that explains how
these barriers interact and reinforce one another; and third, to offer practical and policy-oriented
recommendations that can support gender equality initiatives within universities. Through this
synthesis, the study provides a more profound theoretical perception of the persistent leadership
gap and sheds light on how entrenched patterns of inequality are reproduced within academic
institutions.

Methodology

The study adopts a meta-synthesis approach grounded in the seven-step method proposed by
Sandelowski & Barroso (2007). This methodology is particularly well-suited for integrating
qualitative and mixed-method studies, allowing researchers to generate higher-level
interpretations that move beyond simple aggregation of findings. It provides a systematic
pathway for constructing conceptual models from heterogeneous empirical sources and is
particularly appropriate for examining complicated socio-cultural phenomena such as gendered
leadership barriers.

The research process unfolded in several phases. A systematic search was implemented
across international databases—including Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar—to
recognize studies published between 2000 and 2024. Keywords including “women’s leadership
in higher education,” “academic promotion barriers,” “female professors,” “glass ceiling,” and
“gender inequality in universities” guided the search strategy. In order to ensure comprehensive
coverage of regional scholarship, Persian-language databases such as SID, Magiran, Noormags,
and Civilica were also reviewed. Additional sources were retrieved from university libraries and
through snowballing techniques applied to reference lists.

The initial search produced 185 studies. The papers were subjected to a rigorous screening
process based on predefined inclusion criteria:

1. The study had to concentrate on women in academic positions, particularly professors.
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2. It needed to explicitly address barriers to leadership, promotion, or professional

advancement.

3. It required methodological clarity and sufficient conceptual depth to contribute

significantly to the synthesis.

Ultimately, 95 studies remained for in-depth review after removal of duplicates and
exclusion of irrelevant or low-quality manuscripts. Detailed coding procedures followed,
involving extraction of statements and themes related to leadership barriers. Codes were
iteratively compared, clustered into higher-order concepts, and refined through constant
comparison techniques. Cross-checking and saturation evaluations enhanced the reliability of
the emerging framework. The ultimate outcome was an integrative model capturing the
multidimensional nature of women’s leadership barriers, with the “glass ceiling” identified as
an overarching construct synthesizing these interactions.

Findings

The meta-synthesis demonstrated that barriers to women’s leadership in higher education were
multidimensional, interconnected, and mutually reinforcing. They operate simultaneously at
individual, organizational, institutional, and societal levels.

1. Structural Barriers

Structural challenges are embedded in formal organizational systems, including recruitment,
promotion, and compensation frameworks. Male-oriented promotion criteria, discriminatory
HR procedures, and structural or job segregation reduce women’s access to strategic positions.
Long, inflexible working day and detrimental work environments further disadvantage women,
particularly those with caregiving responsibilities. Accordingly, women often lack the
opportunities necessary to acquire the administrative experience expected for leadership roles.

2. Organizational Barriers

These barriers arise from internal cultures, leadership patterns, and informal processes within
universities. Male-dominated organizational cultures and leadership preferences often
marginalize women’s voices, undermine their authority, and restrict their engagement in key
committees. The exclusion of women from informal male networks—where crucial
information, opportunities, and sponsorships circulate—Ilimits their leadership visibility. This
gap is intensified by the lack of female mentors and role models.

3. Cultural-Social Barriers

Leadership is portrayed as inherently masculine by deeply rooted cultural beliefs and gender
stereotypes. Societal norms delineate men with authority, rationality, and risk-taking, while
characterizing women as emotional or dependent, permeate academic institutions. Gendered
socialization reinforces modesty, caution, and self-sacrifice in women from early childhood,
shaping later career aspirations and self-perceptions. A patriarchal cultural climate diminishes
societal acceptance of women in leadership and restricts their professional networks.

4. Family-Related Barriers

Women encounter a significant role conflict that arises from domestic responsibilities,
particularly childcare and household labor. Limited familial support—or even explicit
opposition—can hinder women’s ability to undertake demanding leadership roles. Interruptions
caused by pregnancy, childbirth, and caregiving diminish research productivity and limit
participation in time-intensive activities for leadership development.

5. Legal-Policy Barriers
Despite formal equality statements, many institutions lack robust gender-sensitive policies.
Weak enforcement of existing policies, politicized appointment processes, male-dominated
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power structures, and inadequate accountability mechanisms continue to impede women’s
leadership advancement.

6. Psychological-Individual Barriers

Internalized gender norms, lack of self-confidence, fear of defeat, and anxiety about adverse
assessment are frequently reported among female professors. Some women adopt cautious, risk-
averse behaviors or avoid competitive environments, often as a rational response to
discriminatory structures.

7. Barriers of Social and Professional Capital

Women commonly experience limited access to professional networks, mentors, sponsors, and
leadership development opportunities. They are underrepresented in strategic committees and
high-visibility roles that serve as pathways to senior leadership.

8. Academic Labor Market Barriers

The competitive, multi-layered nature of academic career progression—Ilong promotion
timelines, restricted leadership training, and restricted incentives—disproportionately affects
women.

9. Glass Ceiling as an Integrative Barrier

These categories collectively form the “glass ceiling,” a systemic obstacle embedded in
patriarchal norms, male-defined leadership standards, and discriminatory practices. It operates
informally yet powerfully, preventing women from gaining top leadership positions despite
their achievements.

Conclusion

The meta-synthesis underscores that women’s underrepresentation in academic leadership
stems not from individual deficiencies but from a multilayered system of constraints. These
structural, organizational, cultural, familial, legal, and psychological obstacles interact to
sustain the glass ceiling and perpetuate gender inequality. Significant progress requires
coordinated interventions at all levels: strengthening women individually, reforming
institutional practices, challenging cultural stereotypes, and implementing robust gender-
equality policies. The integrative model generated by this study provides theoretical and
practical direction for policymakers, university administrators, and gender advocates seeking to
construct a more non-discriminated academic environment.
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