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ABSTRACT  

The glass ceiling has been in existence since time immemorial. It is meted out to women in almost 

all sectors of the economy. The present feminization of employment and increasing no. of women 

in leadership roles has brought the spotlight on the glass ceiling in the leadership arena. The glass 

ceiling basically acts as a hindrance in giving women leaders due credit in the industry, be it work 

performance or firm profitability. 

“Glass Ceiling” represents the invisible barrier that keeps a given demographic typically women & 

minorities from going beyond a certain level in a hierarchy. It is the unseen, yet unbreachable 

barrier that keeps women from rising to the upper rungs of the corporate ladder or occupying the 

corner suite in business firms irrespective of their high qualifications, exemplary performance and 

noteworthy achievements To be precise, the connotation helps in unearthing inequalities and 

observed gender imbalance in work settings given the same levels of intelligence, education and 

experience. 

The present study attempts to gain insights and explain the phenomenon of glass ceiling as an 

instrument of discrimination and exploitation. It also helps unveil the factors that could affect 

women leaders’ performance and productivity. The study further goes on to provide 

recommendations to break or shatter the glass ceiling and build on a conducive work 

environment for everyone to work without any fear or favour and be recognized for their worth.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The feminization of employment in business and industry, has paved way for women to assume 

leadership roles because a woman leader’s profile is said to have the vision for all the modalities 

on management and leadership, be it at home or work. Globalization has resulted in women 

being adequately represented in the work-force, first as an employee and then as a leader yet 

majority of women folk is still concentrated in the lower categories of managerial positions due to 

the “glass ceiling” effect thwarting all attempts to attain top positions. The term “Glass Ceiling” 

was first used in 1986 by two Wall Street Journal reporters named Hymowitz and Schellhardt who 

described it as the invisible barrier blocking women from advancing to senior positions in 

organizations. The term suggests that most women at some point in their career come across a 

barrier that is invisible and blocks upward movement. It is a well-known fact that most women 

encounter several obstacles in spite of high levels of education, intelligence and commitment. 

Women often have to work that extra bit to turn small milestones to larger ones on the 

professional front. This is what describes most, the situation of women leaders nowadays. With 

the improvement in women’s education and growing number of women joining the work force, 

the number of women leaders’ has been increasing steadily but their proportion has improved 

only in different phases depending on the geographic location, environment and culture. Despite 

this dynamic growth in the headcount, there is still a significant difference between the chances 

available for men and women to become leaders. Only 26 CEOs (5.8%) at S&P 500 companies 

were women, according to 2017 data. In 2016, 20.2% of Fortune 500 board seats were filled by 

women. Across Asian companies, women held just 8.7% of board seats. The low rate of women in 

leading positions is an international phenomenon and it is observed that women remain mostly in 

lower or middle management levels failing to reach the top despite possessing all that is required 

to be at the top.  

CHANGING DYNAMICS OF WOMEN LEADERS 

India at present has a dynamic presence in the global economy. As talent shortage increases, 

educated and well qualified Indian women constitute a key source of talent pool for global 

consumption. Indian women are making waves with their strong presence across the globe and 

are being recognized as highly talented and hard working. The growing gender diversity in India 

especially in the senior ranks today offers a pathway for employment to many educated women. 

Cultural and societal changes have resulted in countering all the traditional stereotypes, bias and 

value systems with regard to women. The changing societal attitudes is a boon with more 

opportunities up for grabs for Indian women to successfully showcase their talent in leadership 
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and management roles in business. Changes occurring and the progress observed at present is 

highly constructive for tapping this fertile talent pool. 

India has always been a male dominated society with just a few pockets where certain 

communities practiced matriarchal/maternal supremacy. The occurrence of social change has 

opened up the possibility for more women to become leaders in corporate India. As more women 

enter the workforce, particularly in the IT and BT arena, the change seen is in total contrast to the 

traditional Indian culture, wherein a woman’s expected role had been to wed, take up household 

responsibilities, raise a family and take care of children & elders all in the confines of the home, 

bound within the four walls. 

Amartya Sen, discusses gender inequality in his book The Argumentative Indian : Writings on 

Indian History, Culture and Identity and notes that the Indian social movement for women till 

recently was primarily focused on achieving better treatment to women and their well-being but 

in due course of time because of the evolution of the women’s movement, they have become 

active promoters and facilitators of social transformation rather than be passive onlookers - a real 

enrichment of the reach provided  by the women’s movement. The number of educated women 

is growing and a visible cultural shift in the family setting and new parental mindset of acceptance 

and sense of equal treatment to be meted out to girls, encouraging them to study and utilize their 

intellect to pursue careers of their choice is being observed. This untapped intellect till recently 

gave little scope for personal development and growth of women, with them being wholly 

involved only at home tackling household work and tending to family. Women working outside 

the home are now contributing economically in a big way to the family kitty as bread winners 

thereby increasing the standard of living and making a difference to the financial status of the 

family. A strong achievement orientation and family support and encouragement given has 

further pushed and added impetus to those women who possess required potential and 

aspiration to be leaders in business organizations. 

GLASS CEILING, GLASS WALL, GLASS DOOR & FLOOR 

The glass ceiling concept is discussed here, keeping in mind its relevance to women leaders in 

particular. Most women agree that there is a glass ceiling for women as they go higher up in their 

careers while quite a few disagree and state that gender has never been an issue in their upward 

mobility to reach higher positions. Women start careers in business with almost the same level of 

intelligence, education and commitment as do men. Yet, comparatively fewer women reach the 

top echelons of their profession. This gap surely matters not only because of the very familiar 

glass ceiling, glass wall & glass door which is unfair, but also because the world has an 

increasingly dire need for more leaders. All men and women with brains, desire and perseverance 
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to lead, should be encouraged to fulfill their dreams, utilize their potential and leave their 

indelible mark for their posterity. 

The Glass Concept - The possibilities of women moving up in an organization above a certain 

hierarchical level are hindered by gender discrimination. “Glass” refers to the presence of an 

unofficial barrier that is not easily visible or observed. 

Glass Ceiling - Glass ceiling refers to the idea that climbing up the corporate ladder is blocked and 

hindered to prevent further climbing up. This has no link to official requirements, practices, rules 

or other barriers to promotion such as lack of requisite knowledge, skills or relevant experience. 

Glass Wall - Gender and gender alone may limit the possibilities for women to move up within the 

organization from one job position or business division to another higher job position. 

Glass Door & Floor - Owing to gender, there are possibilities aplenty for women getting their foot 

in the door of an organization especially in the recruitment stage itself. For example, they may 

face situations where chances to seek and attend interviews could be less. 

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH  

The practice of ‘glass ceiling’ is rampant and has a highly corrosive impact on the psyche of 

Women Leaders. The study makes an attempt to understand the concept of ‘glass ceiling’ and 

how this has evolved into an instrument of gender discrimination against women assuming 

leadership roles. The study also looks up reasons for this discrimination and gives 

recommendations to shatter the ‘glass ceiling’ and facilitate the unhindered progress of women 

leaders in organizations  

DUAL OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

 To examine the presence of “Glass Ceiling” in organizations.  

 To suggest ways to shatter or break the glass ceiling in order to encourage a conducive  work 

atmosphere for women to assume leadership roles. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The Study is based on secondary data or the literature available on the theme. It incorporates the 

findings / draws inferences based on various research papers, reports, websites and other 

resources available on the theme in question.  

LITERATURE OVERVIEW 

Mary J Amon’s (2017) study emphasizes the underrepresentation of women in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) and states that women are their own agents 

when it comes to career success and pursuing leadership positions . Powell and Graves (2003) 

study states that the proportion of women in the managerial ranks has increased in almost all 

countries but most women in managerial positions find it tough to progress up to reach top 
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management or leadership positions. They hit the ‘Glass ceiling’ that blocks further progression. 

Interestingly, the proportion of women in lower and midlevel management positions has 

increased dramatically, while the same has not happened with top leadership positions. Simply 

put climbing up the corporate ladder has remained relatively small for women. The International 

Labour Organization (ILO) offers the following description of the obstacles to women’s career 

development (ILO, 2002):“Cultural biases, Gender stereotypes and Attitudes against women, 

coupled with their not being viewed as primary income-earners, are the major obstacles to 

women’s advancement”. Glass Ceiling as a phenomenon leading to gender discrimination 

occupies a significant place in available literature on the theme. Simpson and Altman (2003) 

describes glass ceiling as ‘a well enshrined phenomenon supported by conclusive evidence’. 

Several empirical studies have been conducted to establish the presence of practice of ‘glass 

ceiling’ in organizations worldwide which act as an instrument of gender discrimination. Federal 

Glass Ceiling Commission (1995 a: iii) defined the concept of glass ceiling as “artificial barriers to 

the advancement of women and minorities”. These barriers reflect “discrimination or a deep line 

of demarcation between those who flourish and those who lag behind”. However, discrimination 

against women in the workplace has impacted their advancement to leadership roles and this 

discrimination acts as an instrument of exploitation which puts adverse and repressive effects on 

female employees. Prejudices, glass ceiling effect or gender diversity are such barriers which are 

unseen and yet cast a spell on working women so that organizations having intention to retain 

them ultimately are in vain (Nandy, Bhaskar & Ghosh, 2014).  Glass ceiling effect is instigated by 

the issues of gender differentiation and gender stereotyping which affect women continuously 

(Nandy, Bhaskar & Ghosh, 2014).  

THE INDIAN SCENARIO  

Glass ceiling is a phenomenon rampant in almost all countries without exception. However, its 

presence is felt most in the developing countries. Indian firms have been seeing a surge in women 

in senior management roles and leadership positions but still have a long way to go. Women, 

despite being highly educated often remain in lower management positions with little access to 

challenging assignments and power (Jain & Mukherji, 2010). Statistics suggest that leadership 

roles elude women in the corporate world. Women account for nearly 40% of the total workforce 

in Indian corporate houses, but their presence is less than 7% when it comes to board level 

positions. According to a study, only 26.1 % of the listed companies (392 of 1,500 firms) have a 

woman on their boards. Out of the 278 directors on the BSE Sensex companies, there are only 10 

women directors. Apart from this, women executives in India earn 40 % less than men earn over 

their entire career span. Even when compared to global counterparts, corporate India stands 
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below average. Over 77 % of the 200 largest companies in the world, as ranked by Fortune, had at 

least one women director on their board as of 2006. Only 36 % of Indian companies have women 

holding senior management positions as compared to 91% of companies in China. India is ranked 

28th in terms of the presence of women directors on company boards. A ray of hope was seen 

when Sebi came up with a regulation regarding women as board members in organizations. In 

Feb.2014, market regulator Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) had issued a directive 

asking companies listed on stock exchanges to have at least one woman on the Board of 

Directors by October, 2014, a deadline that was later extended to March 2015. 

WOMEN DISCRIMINATION & EXPLOITATION  

Woman is subject to discrimination and exploitation while working in organizations. Types of 

exploitations during the course of their work and stay in organization include following issues:  

Financial: Total / Partial control of finances and employment income; inheritance or 

disinheritance issues pertaining to family income. 

Physical: Pushing, pulling, shoving to hitting, physical abuse, torture, etc.  

Sexual: Form of non-consensual sexual activity (forced /compelled) ranging from harassment, 

unwanted touch, rape, as well as incest.  

Spiritual: Destroy a women’s cultural /religious beliefs by ridicule/punishment, forbid personal 

religion practices; compel women to follow certain religious practices.   

Psychological: Tactics to undermine a woman’s self-confidence with yelling, verbal assaults, 

insults, mockery, threats, abusive language, humiliation, harassment, contempt and deliberate 

deprivation of emotional care or isolation.  

Miscellaneous - Loss of morale and motivation could include bad jokes about women, offensive 

jokes of a suggestive or sexual nature , jokes implying that an employee’s work is sub-par due to 

her gender and making her feel inferior and worthless.  

Women and Women leadership gets talked about with lots of platitudes and myths associated 

and circulating around it. The United Nations has identified some underlying causes for 

discrimination against women. The below data suggests why women and women leaders face 

gender discrimination. 

 Unequal power relations: Society that evolved over centuries has kept women out of position 

and power intentionally. Many organizations operate with this mental approach & 

framework.  

 Control of Women’s sexuality: Many societies use violence to control a woman’s sexuality 

and punishment is meted to women who dare to exhibit sexual behaviour, preferences and 

attitudes that violate cultural norms.  
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 Cultural ideology: Culture defines gender roles and certain customs, traditions and religions 

are used to justify violence against women when they dare to transgress their culturally 

assigned roles.  

 Stereotype:  Women as a group are taken to be humble, modest and accommodating. They 

are perceived to be weak, emotional and incapable of taking tough business decisions besides 

being challenge averse and shy, moving away from competition for promotions and lucrative 

jobs.  

 Gender Insensitivity: A major problem in many organizations, many women have stated that 

they had to take a work break and put their career on hold for family reasons, because the 

companies they worked for were not sensitive enough to appreciate the situation.  

 State Inaction: Government negligence on stringent legislative framework to curb glass ceiling 

has led to aggravation of the problem. Organizations find ground to explain not giving 

promotions to women citing lack of competency, which is just an excuse and not necessarily 

true. 

WOMEN LEADERSHIP AND FIRM PROFITABILITY - A COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE  

Across the globe, there are very few women corporate board members and the number varies 

from one to four across firms. From a social standpoint of view more women are desired in top 

management and the fact is that firms led by a female CEO is on an average slightly more 

profitable than a corresponding company led by a male CEO. This observation holds even after 

taking into account size differences and a number of other factors that possibly affect firm 

profitability. The share of female board members also had a similar positive impact. These 

findings are significant and important not only from a statistical and research perspective but also 

from a business standpoint. Some of the reasons assigned for the better performance could be 

attributed to women being better leaders than men and due to the tough selection process they 

undergo and as such female business leaders may constitute a more exclusive and highly 

competent group than their male peers. Female leaders may have an upper hand as women are 

generally associated with cultural diversity and multidimensionality in addition to good 

governance and best management practices. 

A firm gains competitive advantage by identifying women and eliminating the obstacles to their 

advancement to top management. While, there is a positive correlation with female leadership 

and profitability, a wrong conclusion need not be drawn that the current male leaders should be 

replaced by women to improve firm profitability. The focus must be more on the mechanisms and 

networks that favor men or hinder women from climbing the leadership ladder. Gender-neutral 

career opportunities must be fair and transparent in the best interest of the firms. Advancement 
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and appointments in organizations must be based purely on competence and merits and not on 

traditions or established conventions. Moreover, the compositions of top management and 

corporate boards should reflect the firm’s diversity management practices ruling out all gender 

imbalances in business leadership. 

THE IMPACT OF GLASS CEILING ON WOMEN LEADERSHIP 

Productivity - Many women let go promotions, lucrative offers and pay hikes due to the gender 

issue which may lead to productivity issues.  

Lack of Optimum Utilization of Skills - Women are perceived to be weak and employers refuse to 

assign them responsible roles leading to unutilized knowledge, skills & abilities. 

Motivation & Morale - This may remain below par due to the lack of recognition of good work 

performance and not receiving the rewards associated with it. 

Dual Responsibilities - Most women shoulder Familial and Career responsibilities. With infants’ 

small children and elders at home, women may take the back seat due to the push-back 

syndrome. 

 Destruction - Discrimination leads to resentment and loss of self-worth that may manifest itself 

as violence, destructive behaviors and propagation of malicious rumors.  

GLASS CONCEPT - POINTS TO PONDER 

 Male leaders outnumber female leaders all across the globe. 

 Fewer women are considered for leadership roles in almost all sectors. 

 Women and men do not work together though considered ideal for growth and survival of 

business. 

 Female leaders tend to reflect more on the impacts (positive & negative) of their environment 

rather than on their career progression compared to male leaders. 

 Men unanimously see their future as leaders, whereas females do not.  

 The propensity for ‘men hire men and women hire women’ needs to be investigated as many 

studies have given weight to this view. 

 The polarization of all female and all male led businesses is reflected to a certain extent in the 

recognition of distinct female and male leadership styles. 

 It is acknowledged that a combination of styles is required in order to lead successfully. 

 It is increasingly important for women and men to develop skills in both transactional and 

transformational leadership styles to lead successfully. 

SHATTERING THE GLASS CONCEPT - SOME RECOMMENDATIONS  

A small number of women believe that the so-called glass ceiling can be broken. One of them is 

Carly Fiorina who took over Hewlett-Packard, becoming the first women CEO of a Dow 30 firm. 
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She states that focus was on her achievements as an executive with AT&T with no reference 

whatsoever to her gender. For women, software engineering is one of the best fields to be in, as 

the demand greatly outweighs supply and if one can keep up with technology, "there is no glass 

ceiling" says Huey-shin Yuan, a principal engineer in the software development at Mountain 

View-based Consilium Inc. 

To advance women in managerial and leadership roles, support of top management becomes a 

pre-requisite. Top management should recognize the vital role played by women in organizational 

development. Some areas where top management can help are as listed below: 

 Identify specific cultural barriers and work environment that impedes progress of women and 

seek to nullify them.  

 Training and Development programmes like mentorship, career guidance and leadership 

development to be implemented to address problems of stereotyping women.  

 Recognition and Reward System to be linked to successful performance by women.  

 Financial assistance for the academic programs for women in the non-traditional field – 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) must be encouraged. 

 A change in the mindset and overhauling of thought process can bring about positive societal 

changes to empower women assume leadership roles.  

 A system /scheme to identify and monitor progress of high potential women or star 

performers so that they can give their best to the organization and assume key positions.  

 A gender sensitive approach to be adopted to understand the needs / issues related to 

women leaders - Education and Awareness become vital here. 

 The government should keep vigil on all unfair practices hindering progress of women in 

assuming leadership roles.  

 Women Cell needs to be formed at state and district level to monitor the menace of glass 

ceiling. The focus should be on curbing the practice of glass ceiling in the organizations.  

 Replace lax rules and ensure a policy that promotes more women participation and 

involvement at the strategic level of the firm. 

 Proper planning and meticulous implementation of policy along with remedial corrections of 

organizational defects will serve to eradicate this social and economic menace.   

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Gender discrimination in economic arena is a matter of concern for any welfare, democratic and 

developing state (Chaudhuri & Panigrahi, 2013). Women take the brunt be it on the formal or 

informal levels. In the informal level it is the old boys’ network and clubbing activities and on the 
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more formal level, women remain uninvited to key meetings because they are not seen as policy 

makers. Corporate women do not travel on business as frequently as men, according to surveys 

by Korn/Ferry Intemational (1982) and Wall Street Joumal/Gallup (1984). Studies confirm these 

differences in status to the different treatment of women. One study found that among 

executives at the same level, men "managed greater numbers of people, had more freedom to 

hire and fire, and had more direct control of the company's assets" than women (Harlan and 

Weiss).  

There are umpteen advantages of having women on board and in various senior positions. The 

literature underlines the following from women’s participation on boards and in senior 

management positions (Tuminez, 2012):  

 Women are known for their “Social Sensitivity” and “Collective Intelligence”, be it Emotional 

Intelligence, Social intelligence or Cultural intelligence. 

 Women bring different perspectives, opinions and expertise to the table which would 

otherwise be lacking in an all-male team. 

 Firm Profitability and Productivity gain are the benefits if men and women leaders work 

together in tandem, this also promotes better working relationships. 

 Women bring empathy, flexibility and collaboration to teams leading to better team work and 

team performance.  

 The unique communication style of women helps in resolving conflicts that may arise time to 

time erasing all undertones of fiery competition.  

 Women are natural nurturers and promoters of congenial work atmosphere with their unique 

leadership style. 

Glass ceiling is gender discrimination of the worst kind and hinders progress of women besides 

wasting precious knowledge and skills that are in short supply. The glass ceiling prohibits 

both women and organizations from reaching their full potential and denies all benefits that could 

accrue due to gender diversity in leadership. As the struggle to obliterate the glass 

ceiling continues, it is important to promote women leaders and recognize them and their 

achievements in full glory. Glass Ceiling demotivates and brings down the morale of  women 

hence it is important to publicize and celebrate women “breaking glass ceilings” especially on the 

global stage, because this will serve as an inspiration to many young women looking up for role 

models in leadership roles. Besides, women constitute almost half of the world’s population and 

are a fountainhead of leadership skills and when women leaders make a foray into the leadership 

arena it is not just about theoretical hard skills but also about intuitive intelligence, soft skills and 

vision, all considered so essential for effective leadership. 
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