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Gender inequality in women's career advancement is a complex and deep-rooted
phenomenon embedded in the institutional layers of organizations, often reproduced
through invisible normative and cognitive mechanisms. This study aims to understand
women's perception of normative and cognitive factors affecting the reproduction of
gender inequality in the path of career advancement. The research employed a
qualitative approach and thematic analysis method based on Braun and Clarke's six-
phase framework. The target population consisted of female managers in public
organizations of Tehran. Sampling was conducted using purposive sampling with the
snowball technique, and data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 18
participants. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, Guba and Lincoln's four
criteria including credibility, confirmability, transferability, and dependability were
applied. The findings revealed that normative factors in the form of unwritten
organizational culture, stereotypical and gendered role expectations, and the idealized
woman archetype as something natural and taken for granted, limit women's
advancement opportunities to managerial positions. Furthermore, cognitive factors
including unconscious stereotypes, hidden gender biases of evaluators, and deep-seated
beliefs regarding the perception of women as less competent for senior managerial
positions, construct a distorted image of women's capabilities and influence their
advancement process through symbolic boundary-making and invisible gender
authority. Consequently, normative and cognitive factors legitimize the existing order
of inequality through the invisible and everyday reproduction of gender boundaries.
Therefore, eliminating this phenomenon requires a radical redesign of cultural
infrastructures as well as cognition-oriented interventions aimed at transforming deep-
seated beliefs and unconscious gender stereotypes.
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