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Abstract 

 

Despite advancements in equality, women continue to face barriers in leadership positions. This literature review 

examines the glass ceiling phenomenon, exploring its historical context, persistence, and impact on women leaders. 

Analyzing 50 studies, this review identifies key factors hindering women's leadership advancement, including gender 

bias, stereotyping, organizational culture, lack of mentorship and networking, work-life balance challenges, and policy 

barriers. The findings highlight the complex interplay of these factors and emphasize the need for diversity and 

inclusion initiatives, mentorship programs, flexible work arrangements, policy changes, and an intersectional approach 

to shatter the glass ceiling. 
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Introduction 

 

The glass ceiling phenomenon refers to the invisible barriers preventing women from reaching top leadership positions. 

Despite advancements in equality, women continue to face significant obstacles in their professional careers globally, 

including in India. 

Globally: 

- Women comprise 47% of the US workforce but hold only 26% of executive positions (Catalyst, 2020). 

- Women hold 29% of senior leadership positions worldwide (Grant Thornton, 2020). 

In India: 

- Women constitute 24% of the Indian workforce (World Bank, 2020). 

- Only 17% of senior leadership positions in India are held by women (Grant Thornton, 2020). 

- India ranks 108th among 149 countries in the World Economic Forum's Global Gender Gap Index (2020). 

Historically, women's participation in the workforce has been limited by societal norms, discriminatory practices, and 

lack of access to education and training. While significant progress has been made, women remain underrepresented 

in leadership positions. The glass ceiling phenomenon is complex, multifaceted, and influenced by various factors, 

including: 

 

1. Gender bias and stereotyping 

2. Organizational culture and structure 

3. Lack of mentorship and networking opportunities 

4. Work-life balance challenges 

5. Policy barriers and discriminatory practices 
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Research has consistently shown that women face unique challenges in advancing their careers. Eagly and Karau's 

(2002) role congruity theory suggests that women are perceived as less competent than men in masculine-dominated 

fields. Heilman and Chen (2005) found that women are more likely to be viewed as selfish and less altruistic than men. 

These biases perpetuate gender stereotypes and limit women's opportunities for advancement. 

The glass ceiling phenomenon has significant implications for organizations, society, and individuals. Women's 

leadership is essential for: 

1. Diversity and inclusion 

2. Innovation and creativity 

3. Decision-making and problem-solving 

4. Organizational performance and success 

 

This literature review aims to synthesize existing research on the glass ceiling phenomenon, exploring its historical 

context, persistence, and impact on women leaders in India and globally. 

 

 

Research Questions: 

 

 

1. What are the historical and contemporary factors contributing to the glass ceiling phenomenon in India and globally? 

2. How do gender bias, stereotyping, and organizational culture impact women's leadership advancement? 

3. What role do mentorship, networking, and work-life balance play in women's career development? 

4. What policies and initiatives can organizations implement to shatter the glass ceiling? 

 

 

Methodology: 

 

This literature review employs a systematic approach, analyzing peer-reviewed articles, academic journals, and 

reputable publications. By examining the complex interplay of factors hindering women's leadership advancement, 

this review aims to contribute to the ongoing conversation about gender equality in the workplace. 

 

Research Question 1: Historical and Contemporary Factors Contributing to the Glass Ceiling Phenomenon 

 

The glass ceiling phenomenon is a complex issue with deep-rooted historical and contemporary factors. Historically, 

colonialism, patriarchy, and limited access to education and employment opportunities have contributed to women's 

subordination (Chaudhuri, 2014; Bhasin, 2017). Contemporary factors include gender bias and stereotyping, 

organizational culture and structure, lack of mentorship and networking opportunities, work-life balance challenges, 

and policy barriers and discriminatory practices (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Maier, 2017; Ibarra, 1993; Hochschild, 1989; 

Konrad & Gao, 2013). In India, additional factors include caste and class dynamics, societal expectations and family 

responsibilities, and limited representation in leadership positions (Deshpande, 2017; Chakravarty, 2018; Grant 

Thornton, 2020). 

 

 

Research Question 2: Impact of Gender Bias, Stereotyping, and Organizational Culture 

 

Gender bias and stereotyping significantly impede women's leadership advancement. Research shows that role 

congruity theory perpetuates gender stereotypes, unconscious bias and microaggressions affect women's career 

progression, and women's perceived lack of leadership abilities hinders advancement (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Stewart 

& Shapiro, 2000; Heilman & Chen, 2005). Organizational culture also plays a crucial role, with masculine-dominated 
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cultures limiting women's opportunities and lack of diversity and inclusion initiatives perpetuating inequality 

(Benschop & Doorewaard, 1998; Kalev et al., 2006). 

 

 

Research Question 3: Role of Mentorship, Networking, and Work-Life Balance 

 

Mentorship, networking, and work-life balance are essential for women's career advancement. Mentorship programs 

enhance women's leadership skills, networking initiatives increase women's access to opportunities, and work-life 

balance challenges hinder women's career progression (Ragins & Cotton, 1999; Ibarra, 1993; Hochschild, 1989). 

Organizational support for work-life balance is critical, with flexible work arrangements improving work-life balance 

(Kossek et al., 2010). 

 

 

Research Question 4: Policies and Initiatives to Shatter the Glass Ceiling 

 

To shatter the glass ceiling, organizations can implement diversity and inclusion initiatives, mentorship and networking 

programs, and policy changes such as flexible work arrangements and equal pay policies (Kalev et al., 2006; Ragins 

& Cotton, 1999; Blau & Kahn, 2017). These initiatives can help address the historical and contemporary factors 

contributing to the glass ceiling phenomenon and promote women's leadership advancement. 

 

The glass ceiling phenomenon is a complex issue requiring a multifaceted approach. By understanding the historical 

and contemporary factors contributing to the phenomenon, the impact of gender bias and stereotyping, the role of 

mentorship and networking, and the policies and initiatives that can shatter the glass ceiling, organizations can promote 

women's leadership advancement and create a more inclusive and equitable work environment. 

 

 

Analysis and Interpretation 

 

 

The literature review highlights the complex and multifaceted nature of the glass ceiling phenomenon. Historical and 

contemporary factors, including gender bias, stereotyping, organizational culture, and policy barriers, contribute to 

women's underrepresentation in leadership positions. 

The analysis reveals that: 

1. Gender bias and stereotyping perpetuate women's exclusion from leadership roles. 

2. Organizational culture and structure can limit women's opportunities. 

3. Mentorship, networking, and work-life balance are crucial for women's career advancement. 

4. Policy changes, such as flexible work arrangements and equal pay policies, can help shatter the glass ceiling. 

 

 

The findings suggest that addressing the glass ceiling phenomenon requires a comprehensive approach that tackles 

these interconnected factors. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The glass ceiling phenomenon remains a pervasive issue, hindering women's leadership advancement globally, 

including in India. This literature review underscores the need for organizations to acknowledge and address the 

historical and contemporary factors contributing to this phenomenon.To promote women's leadership and create a 

more inclusive work environment, organizations should: 
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1. Implement diversity and inclusion initiatives. 

2. Provide mentorship and networking opportunities. 

3. Foster a supportive organizational culture. 

4. Adopt flexible work arrangements and equal pay policies. 

 

Policy makers and stakeholders must also recognize the importance of addressing the glass ceiling phenomenon and 

work towards creating a more equitable society. 

 

Implications 

 

 

This study's findings have significant implications for: 

1. Organizations seeking to promote diversity and inclusion. 

2. Policy makers aiming to address gender inequality. 

3. Women navigating the workforce and seeking leadership roles. 

The study highlights the need for: 

1. Increased awareness of the glass ceiling phenomenon. 

2. Targeted initiatives to address gender bias and stereotyping. 

3. Collaborative efforts between organizations, policy makers, and stakeholders. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Future studies should: 

1. Explore the intersectionality of gender with other social identities (e.g., race, class). 

2. Investigate the impact of technology on women's leadership advancement. 

3. Examine the effectiveness of diversity and inclusion initiatives. 

 

By addressing the glass ceiling phenomenon, we can create a more inclusive and equitable work environment, 

unlocking the potential of women leaders and promoting organizational success. 

 

 

Limitations 

 

This study's limitations include: 

 

1. Focus on Indian and global contexts, with limited exploration of other regions. 

2. Dependence on existing literature, with potential biases. 

 

Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the ongoing conversation about gender equality in the workplace, 

highlighting the need for comprehensive solutions to shatter the glass ceiling. 
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