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ABSTRACT
This study investigated and compared the impact of women glass-
ceiling beliefs (denial, resilience, acceptance, and resignation) on
their perceived career progression with a moderating role of educa-
tion in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. This is a time-lagged study. Multi-
group analysis and permutations in Smart PLS is used for compara-
tive data analysis. Results show significant differences in the impacts
of glass-ceiling beliefs on women’s career progression in two differ-
ent countries. Where education plays an important role in mitigating
the negative effects of glass ceiling beliefs proving the same among
the two samples of different countries. This study provides signifi-
cant theoretical and practical implications for policymaking and
organizational practices to give due consideration to women’s glass-
ceiling beliefs and their career progression through education.
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1. Introduction

Glass ceiling continues to be one of the most concerning phenomena in the workplace,
which restricts women’s potential. Demographic profiles in most organizations show
that they face various forms of discrimination, including glass ceiling phenomenon,
leading to unequal opportunities (Babic & Hansez, 2021; Seo et al., 2017).

Glass-ceiling is a strong invisible barrier that hinders women from career progression
and attaining equality alongside men. These barriers result in under-representing women
in organizations, specifically in the upper-tier (Babic & Hansez, 2021; Einarsdottir et al.,
2018). Women glass ceiling beliefs (GCB) play vital role in their career advancements.
GCB indicates women’s viewpoints regarding glass ceiling (Balasubramanian &
Lathabhavan, 2018). It is a well-documented fact that since 2006 women participation in
the organizational workforce has tremendously increased, but their underrepresentation
in leadership positions has raised many concerns (Forum, 2021). Women participation
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in organizations has become essential as a result of many internal and external environ-
mental influence. (Alotaibi, 2020; Lathabhavan, 2020).

This study highlights women’s career progression in higher education and healthcare
sectors, which focus on serving community by enhancing their knowledge and health.
Studies from World Economic Forum (2021) show that women’s workforce participa-
tion in education and healthcare sectors is a global issue. Compared to men working in
the same field, women have limited chances to progress in organizations. Most corpor-
ate sectors (e.g., military, construction or retail) require masculine leadership style,
while higher education and healthcare sectors require more of a feminine style of lead-
ership (Shinbrot et al., 2019; Wesarat & Mathew, 2017). Thus, it is important to discuss
how glass ceiling beliefs and their education level can influence perceived career pro-
gression amongst women.

1.1. Working women across Pakistan and Saudi Arabia

The national cultures of both countries must be considered for GCBs and PCP. Research
suggests that because of the male dominance in both societies women prefer to join service
sector organizations specifically, education and health sectors. Compared to the West,
both Pakistan and Saudi Arabia are male-dominated societies implying a distinct division
of roles between male and female members of the society (Hofstede, 2008). In 2021,
Pakistan’s population consisted of 55% women (World Economic Form, 2021). The
national student body in higher education included 46.5% female students in 2021 (World
Economic Forum, 2021). While the economic needs forced women to enter professional
careers, the social taboos regarding gender roles did not improve much (Kossek et al.,
2017). The social restrictions, professional role expectations, and the international regula-
tions for gender discrimination in organizations have all made workforce management
rather complex (Tabassum & Nayak, 2021). Pakistan has agreed to the International
Labor Organization convention in 2001 regarding equal compensation law based on work
values. The Ministry of Advancement of Women in Pakistan initiated actions and policies
to promote working women and their access to livelihoods. Irrespective of the continuous
political and legislative reforms women PCP is still hampered (Nations, 2009).

Pakistani society expects and accepts women to work in specific jobs. Currently,
women are employed in low salaried and less skill-requiring jobs (Zhang & Zheng,
2019). Women in Pakistan occupy 20.9% of available jobs in the workforce, and gender
wage gap is 23.7% (Gomis, 2019). Among the employed women, about 91% are in the
health and educational sectors (Forum, 2021). According to Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics1 2017—2018, 39% of employed females are working in health care and educa-
tion sector. Although Pakistani women are expected to work and contribute to family
finances, the long-held socially conservative beliefs influence their career path.

Since its establishment in 1932, Saudi Arabia has witnessed tremendous transform-
ation due to its religious, cultural, social, educational, geopolitical, and economic factors
(Quamar, 2021). Due to the segregated social structure of Saudi Arabia, women are lim-
ited to certain occupations, including education, banking, and medical (Ahmed, 2020;
AlMunajjed, 2010). Despite all the progress and reforms for professional women, they
are yet to acquire equal access to what men enjoy (Ahmed, 2020). Many educated Saudi
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women encounter glass-ceiling barriers in various sectors (Albasri, 2019). The discrep-
ancy between number of employed women in education sector and their unequal access
to leadership positions reflects the state of professional women worldwide, while Saudi
Arabia has no exception (Longman, 2018). Labour market statistics report of Saudi
Arabia, Statistics (2022), the Kingdom’s Saudi population in 2021 consisted of 42%
women. The national student body in higher education included 47% female students in
2021 (Statistics, 2022). Women achieve higher academic degrees in significant numbers,
yet they do not significantly lead to postgraduation (Albasri, 2019) occupying only 16.8%
of available jobs (Gomis, 2019) out of which 96% are in the educational and health sec-
tors. In their Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia is promoting women in joining the workforce
from 22% to 30%. Despite the efforts and opportunities to work, women are still locked
out from higher-level jobs, even in academia (Alotaibi, 2020).

Extant literature shows that GCB has been briefly studied and its relationship with PCP
in relation to how education can have an impact on mitigating the negative effects of GCB
on PCP has not been explored as of yet, let alone the comparative study. So, this study has
three objectives. First, how do women who were part of the labor market feel regarding
their careers? This study explores the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs
(GCB) and their perceived career progression (PCP) which is a set of pro-family/anti-car-
eer progression beliefs (Smith et al., 2012a) including perception of an individual’s associ-
ation with current position and anticipated future career progression compared to career
progress expectation (Hoobler et al., 2014). Glass-ceiling beliefs may be classified as denial,
resilience, acceptance, and resignation (Roman, 2017; Smith, 2012). Denial is refusing to
acknowledge the presence of any hurdles; Resilience is acknowledging and confronting
available resources; Acceptance is abiding by traditionally accepted roles and optimistic-
ally submitting to the glass ceiling, and Resignation is passive submission to the glass ceil-
ing. Second, women’s education may influence their perceptions regarding occupational
segregation (Crawley, 2014) decision capacity and participation (Vaugha, 2016). This
study, therefore, explores the moderating role of education on glass-ceiling beliefs and
women’s PCP. Finally, political, cultural and economic changes have significantly raised
the number of women entering the workforce. There are, however, few opportunities for
women to progress as they face inequality and progression barriers at all work levels (A.
Sarwar & Imran, 2019). By examining GCB among women in two of the largest Islamic
countries – Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, this study seeks to contribute to the theory and
practice of human resource management (HRM) and human resource development
(HRD). As shown in Figure 1, this study examines the impact of glass-ceiling beliefs on
women’s PCP with moderating role of education in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Four types
of GCB are studied (denial, resilience, acceptance, and resignation) for three levels of edu-
cation (Undergraduate and below, graduate, and Ph.D.).

2. Literature review

2.1. Perceived career progression (PCP)

Career progression is an upward movement of the employee in a hierarchical organiza-
tional ladder, working strategically, and concentrating on their personal goals of pro-
gression (Weerarathna & Hapurugala, 2019). Career progression is an important
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determinant of skills returns such as recognition through financial gains, social status,
and promotions (Ueno & Krause, 2018).

Women’s PCP reaps both personal and organizational benefits. It can enhance their
perception of social status and social worth (Velma, 2015). From the organizational per-
spective, PCP represents equality in terms of opportunities and access to power, which
not only indicates women’s organizational commitment, loyalty and performance but
results in enhanced organizational performance as well (Mate et al., 2019).

2.2. Glass-ceiling beliefs

Different theories such as person-centered theory, preference theory, and social role the-
ory have explained the glass ceiling within organizations (Hakim, 2006; Lathabhavan,
2020). According to person-centered theory, a person’s traits, skills, and behavior plays a
vital role in breaking women’s glass ceiling (Balasubramanian & Lathabhavan, 2018).
Preference theory is a multidisciplinary theory that describes women’s work-life balance
and preferences. Women’s preferences within their lives significantly influence their
career’s subjective and objective outcomes (Hakim, 2006). Social role theory focuses on
social stereotypes and roles that hinder women’s career growth. The concepts of glass
ceiling and accompanying beliefs are well established in gendered organizational systems
where policies, procedures, and tasks are designed by men leading to gender discrimin-
ation in organizations (Enid Kiaye & Singh, 2013). Based on recent surveys conducted by
the World Economic Forum (2021), women’s participation has increased within the
organizations, but there is an inequality in their career progression and income levels.

Numerous studies evidence the international existence of glass-ceiling in upper and
middle organizational levels in academia, politics, medicine, engineering, professional
services, manufacturing, and sports management (Beaudin, 2019; Mohammadkhani &
Gholamzadeh, 2016). Women’s traditionally approved gender roles impose more social
burdens on women who seek career progression (Shinbrot et al., 2019). Domestic
responsibilities are major influencing factor of women’s career choices across the globe

Figure 1. Theoretical framework: relationship between glass-ceiling beliefs and perceived career
progression moderated by level of education.
Source: the survey conducted in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, for the purpose of this study.
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(Casinowsky, 2013) making woman’s career secondary, if not sacrificed (Ellemers, 2014).
Even if women manage to start a profession, it is hard for them to progress through hier-
archy, which results in frustration and fewer efforts on the job (Einarsdottir et al., 2018).

Glass-ceiling beliefs (GCB) among women are critical in determining approach and
behavior in their career rather than glass-ceiling itself. Smith et al. (2012b), Roman
(2017), and Lathabhavan (2020) explored four dimensions of women’s GCB. Denial is a
belief that both men and women are facing similar issues in their workplace with similar
opportunities to reach higher career positions; such that there is no gender differenti-
ation and they can perform quite well regardless of the glass ceiling. Resilience is a belief
that both men and women face different conditions while struggling for higher career
positions, and they can break the glass ceiling with the help of experience, education, and
hard work. Acceptance is a belief that women accept commonly held gender roles or
socially approved ’feminine’ roles and prefer family-oriented goals over career progres-
sion. Resignation indicates that women will likely face severe negative effects and dis-
criminatory attitudes while advancing in their careers, so they do not attempt to break
glass ceiling (Balasubramanian & Lathabhavan, 2017).

2.3. Glass-ceiling beliefs and perceived career progression

Social cognitive career theory presented by Lent et al. (2002) describes that employees’
beliefs lead to their career expectations, resulting in choices of their goals and actions
having objective and subjective career outcomes. Due to GCB, women have experienced
various inequities in their workplaces and are severely underrepresented in higher and
powerful managerial positions (Livingstone et al., 2016). These psychological opinions
have a significant influence on how women deal with it in the organizations. Women
need to embrace optimistic and optimistic GCB (i.e., resilience and denial) to facilitate
their PCP (Roman, 2017; Smith et al., 2012a; Zhang & Zheng, 2019). Optimistic GCBs
lead to positive career objective and subjective outcomes, while pessimistic GCBs
(Acceptance and resignation) lead to negative career outcomes (Lathabhavan, 2020;
Mohammadkhani & Gholamzadeh, 2016; Roman, 2017).

Women’s glass ceiling beliefs negatively influence subjective CP by reducing their
job satisfaction and psychological wellbeing plummeting their objective CP i.e., career
advancement and job performance (Smith et al., 2012a; Wesarat & Mathew, 2017) how-
ever, reducing pessimistic GCB may results in positive PCP and associated satisfaction.
Generally, women avoid tension by disregarding the existence of glass-ceiling beliefs. It
is also possible that women are unaware of the obstacles that form glass ceiling. There
will be no negative effect if there is no recognition or acknowledgment of glass ceilings.

Acceptance is a pessimistic (hopeless) belief about women achieving top-management
positions. It identifies women who have little or no ambition for career progression and
struggle to maintain a career for the sake of their livelihood. Acceptance will be negatively
associated with career satisfaction and progression (Smith et al., 2012a). A woman’s
glass-ceiling belief can itself contribute to creating a glass-ceiling in top-level manage-
ment. Accepting glass ceiling restricts and challenges women careers and commitment.

Resignation is another pessimistic belief that negatively relates to career satisfaction,
career progression, and psychological and physical wellbeing (Roman, 2017; Smith et al.,
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2012a). Women with resignation GCB, in general, remain dissatisfied and unhappy while
working in an organization (S. Balasubramanian & Lathabhavan, 2017). In this four-fac-
tor conceptualization of glass-ceiling beliefs, resignation is the most pessimistic outlook
towards PCP. In light of the current understanding of GCB, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Women’s GCB will correlate with PCP; Denial and Resilience will positively
relate to PCP; Acceptance and Resignation will negatively relate to PCP.

2.4. Glass-ceiling beliefs in Saudi Arabia versus Pakistan

Pakistan not only occupies the lowest position in South Asian region regarding workplace
equality, it is constantly losing ground on the gender gap index, as evident from the down-
ward trend in its rankings, from 112 in 2006 to 145 in 2022 (Forum, 2021). Gender gap
index ranks Saudi Arabia at 128 out of 16 countries. Women participation in Saudi labor
force is 23.4%, with 6.8% in the top management positions. Saudi Arabia had a positive
increase in gender gap score for labor participation between 2021–2022. Despite the equal
representation of both genders in higher education, Pakistan’s situation is worse, where
women have the smallest share of senior and managerial roles (4.5%) (Forum, 2021).

Articles 25 and 26 in the constitution of Pakistan explicitly discourage any form of
gender discrimination in employment-related decisions. Additionally, the Government
of Pakistan has made certain provisions for safe and healthy working conditions for
working women (F. Sarwar & Abbasi, 2013). The government of Pakistan has initiated
Equal Employment Opportunity programs allocating shares for women in every domain
of organizational activities. The Higher Education Commission (HEC) of Pakistan has
also offered several scholarships and training programs for women employees to enhance
their education and skills (Saleem et al., 2017). Despite all such efforts and claims, the
participation of women in top-level management and professional positions in Pakistan
is worse than in Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia realized the need to bring women into their workplaces quite recently
and started considering strategies to incorporate Saudi women into their workforce
encouraging them to come forth and progress (Alnufaie, 2017). On the other hand,
Pakistan has a common workplace environment for both genders, limiting career choices
and career growth opportunities due to recession. This situation usually creates competi-
tion within the organizations, resulting in more difficulties and restrictions for women to
acquire top positions despite experience and education (Ahmad & Naseer, 2015).
Pakistani women have been working professionally since 1950s, but only 5% of women
have reached the top (Forum, 2021). This explains how Pakistani women are stunted due
to reasons (such as glass ceilings) despite available career progression opportunities, while
Saudi women are offered career progression and incentives to come forth and flourish.

The motives behind entering a career and career progression might differ for women
in two countries, given their different social and economic setups resulting in different
levels of GCBs. Pakistani women mainly join workforce due to financial pressures and
enter a competitive setup, whereas Saudi women are encouraged to join the workforce
and enter a supportive environment. With this, we predict differences in PCP as well. We
propose that Pakistani women, compared to Saudi women, will recognize glass-ceiling
more but will be more ambitious to progress at the same time. Based on this, we propose:
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Hypothesis 2: The strength of the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of acceptance
will be negatively related to perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Hypothesis 3: The strength of the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of denial
will be positively related to perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Hypothesis 4: The strength of the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of
resignation will negatively relate to perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Hypothesis 5: The strength of the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling resilience beliefs
will be positively related to perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

2.5. Moderating role of education

According to Ganiyu et al. (2018), glass ceiling barriers influence women career progres-
sion, which can be overcome by raising education levels and experience. Pakistan and
Saudi Arabia are highly masculine societies, with women employees facing gender stereo-
types and challenges in entering top-level positions (Yousaf & Schmiede, 2017). Several
factors contribute to women PCP but professional graduate degrees provide a significant
advantage (Livingstone et al., 2016). For women, education is the developmental path to
career progression which enables women to compete in restricted job market and ultim-
ately break the glass ceiling and progress (Abalkhail, 2017). In contrast, fulfilling pre-
requisites for any job, level of education enhances the chances and pace of progression
(Ohemeng & Karikari, 2015; Saeed et al., 2013). Women must obtain higher educational
credentials, experience, and the right attitude towards desirable career progression
options (Jarmon, 2014). Although we expect higher education to have significant positive
and negative effects on GCB—PCP relationships, we propose an exploratory hypothesis
due to the absence of research. To observe the effect of education, we propose:

Hypothesis 6: There is a significant difference in the strength of the moderating effect of
education on the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of acceptance and
perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Hypothesis 7: There is a significant difference in the strength of the moderating effect of
education on the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of denial and perceived
career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Hypothesis 8: There is a significant difference in the strength of the moderating effect of
education on the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of resignation and
perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Hypothesis 9: There is a significant difference in the strength of the moderating effect of
education on the relationship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of resilience and
perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

3. Methodology

Research hypotheses were tested with the help of two datasets obtained from the educa-
tional and healthcare sectors of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. As noted above, women are
employed mainly in these two sectors. This study has used non-parametric approach,
that is, Partial Least Squares (PLS) to variance-based Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) (Hair et al., 2017) and Multi-Group Analysis (MGA) (Hair et al., 2018), by using
Smart PLS 3 (Ringle et al., 2015).
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3.1. Sample

The target population for this research included working women in organizations
where both genders were employed so that the participants could respond given a real
experience of the glass ceiling. Sample included higher education institutes approved by
the Higher Education Commission (HEC) of Pakistan and Ministry of Higher
Education of Saudi Arabia, the hospitals approved by Pakistan Medical and Dental
Council (PMDC) and the Saudi Ministry of Health.

Data were collected from female employees working at the middle and first-line levels.
Middle-level employees included administrators, associate professors, and professors
from the education sector, whereas senior doctors, surgeons, and heads of departments
from the healthcare sector. First-line employees included assistant professors, lecturers,
research associates, and departmental secretaries from higher education institutions, and
junior doctors, nurses, and administrative staff was included from the healthcare sector.

Reason for selecting education and health care sector is that in Pakistan 39%
(Pakistan Bureau of statistics) and in Saudi 96% of employed females are working in
health care and education sector (Gomis, 2019), which are the largest proportions as
compared to women participation in other industrial sectors.

3.2. Data collection

A two-phased self-reported data collection mechanism was utilized, in which first phase
included data collection regarding demographics and GCBs. Second phase included data
collection for PCP. The questionnaires were distributed among middle- and first-line
women employees of education and healthcare sectors in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.
Convenience sampling was used. Permissions from relevant departments were attained
beforehand. Employees were briefed about the study and approval for their voluntary
participation was acquired via emails. On the same day, participants received the survey
(demographics and GCBs items) for first phase, and after one month survey for the
second phase (PCP items) was shared. Five hundred survey questionnaires were distrib-
uted in each country, from which 243 (Response rate 46.8%) complete questionnaires
were received from Saudi Arabia and 351 (Response rate 70%) from Pakistan. 12 surveys
from Pakistan sample, and 103 surveys from Saudi Arabia sample having missing
responses, were excluded. Despite reminders, 148 respondents from Pakistan and 163
surveys from Saudi Arabia did not complete either the first or second phase of the survey.
The non-responses are presumably due to a lack of research orientation or perceived sig-
nificance in the practical field, especially Saudi women. Demographic details of the
respondents are shown in Table 1.

3.3. Measures

For glass-ceiling beliefs, 38 item scale developed by Smith et al. (2012a) was used.
Sample items include Denial: “Even women with many skills and qualifications fail to
be recognized for promotion”; Resilience: “Women are strong enough to overcome
discrimination”; Acceptance: “Motherhood is more important to most women than
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their career development”; Resignation: “Women believe that they have to make too
many compromises to gain highly paid positions”.

Four item scale for women’s subjective PCP was adapted (S. A. Balasubramanian
& Lathabhavan, 2017; Smith et al., 2012a). Sample PCP items include: “Men and
women get promotions and increments on an equality basis”. A 5-point Likert scale
ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) was used for all the scales.
Education was measured with nominal scale as described in Table 1.

3.4. Data analysis

To assess and compare Pakistani and Saudi sample results this study has used non-para-
metric approach, that is, partial least squares (PLS) to variance-based structural equation
modeling (SEM) by using SmartPLS 3 (Ringle et al., 2015). Two non-parametric techni-
ques, multi-group analysis (MGA) (Henseler et al., 2009) and permutation tests were
used. Before conducting MGA, measurement invariance was evaluated using MICOM, a
newly developed approach for PLS-SEM (Henseler et al., 2015).

3.5. Assessment of measurement model and invariance measurement across
two samples

The analyses of Pakistani and Saudi samples suggested that measurement models con-
firmed the minimum criteria of individual item reliability, internal consistency reliabil-
ity, convergent validity, and discriminant validity, as shown in Tables 2 and 3.

3.5.1. Individual item reliability
In both samples, individual item reliability was assessed by analyzing standardized
factor loading of each item on its respective construct. Items with factors loadings

Table 1. Profile of respondents.

Characteristics

Frequency Percentage (%)

Pakistan Saudi Arabia Pakistan Saudi Arabia

Age
20–29 years 175 83 49.9 34.2
30–39 years 62 103 17.7 42.4
40–49 years 104 45 29.6 18.5
50–59 years 10 12 2.8 4.9
Level of education
Undergraduate 70 114 19.9 46.9
Graduate 133 24 37.9 9.9
PhD 148 105 42.2 43.2
Marital status
Single 172 96 49.01 39.5
Married 179 147 50.99 60.5
Sector
Education 184 136 52.4 56
Healthcare 167 107 47.6 44
Tenure
> 1 year 80 42 22.8 17.3
1–4 years 117 94 33.3 38.7
5–9 years 115 48 32.8 19.7
>10 years 39 59 11.1 24.3

Note: Pakistan (n¼ 351), Saudi Arabia (n¼ 243).
Source: the survey conducted in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, for the purpose of this study.
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�.7 were retained and items with factor loadings of less than 0.40, deemed problem-
atic, were removed (Hair et al., 2018; Chin, 2010). Table 2 reports factor loadings for
all the constructs in the structural model for both samples.

3.5.2. Internal consistency reliability
Internal consistency reliability is measured through construct reliability and convergent
validity. Construct reliability is measured via joint reliability (composite reliability and
Cronbach’s alpha). For each sample, Table 2 reports values of composite reliability and
Cronbach’s alpha, which exceed .6, suggesting that all constructs in both samples are
reliable (�.7) (Hair et al., 2018). Results confirm construct reliability in both samples.
Second, convergent validity was measured via average variance extracted (AVE).
Results in Table 3 confirm the convergent validity in both samples as AVE values of all
the constructs were >.5 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2017).

3.5.3. Discriminant validity
Discriminant validity is assessed with the help of Fornell-Lacker criterion (Fornell &
Larcker, 1981) and heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT). Table 3 shows that all the diagonal
values are higher than their correlations (diagonal values) with all other constructs
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Additionally, all HTMT values are less than 0.9, suggesting
acceptable discriminant validity for the two samples.

Table 2. Measurement model.

Construct
Factor loadings Composite reliability Cronbach’s alpha AVE

Pakistan Saudi Pakistan Saudi Pakistan Saudi Pakistan Saudi

Denial 0.840 0.869 0.621 0.703 0.725 0.769
Denial4 0.835 0.905
Denial7 0.867 0.848
Resilience 0.891 0.917 0.888 0.910 0.500 0.527
Resil2 0.766 0.703
Resil3 0.672 0.680
Resil4 0.802 0.719
Resil5 0.707 0.706
Resil6 0.812 0.780
Resil7 0.592 0.764
Resil8 0.518 0.790
Resil9 0.552 0.695
Resil10 0.671 0.771
Resil11 0.574 0.631
Acceptance 0.842 0.852 0.626 0.660 0.727 0.743
Accept1 0.873 0.820
Accept2 0.832 0.902
Resignation 0.678 0.700 0.817 0.639 0.539 0.500
Resig2 0.621 0.623
Resig4 0.717 0.599
Resig5 0.564 0.839
Resig6 0.852 0.854
Resig8 0.871 0.820
Resig9 0.739 0.508
Career progression 0.876 0.854 0.813 0.767 0.640 0.604
CP1 0.830 0.879
CP2 0.797 0.818
CP3 0.792 0.499
CP4 0.780 0.853

Note: AVE¼ average variance extracted.
Source: the survey conducted in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, for the purpose of this study.
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3.5.4. Correlation analysis
Results are shown in Table 3. Responses for all the scales were above the neutral
response options, as shown in Table 3, indicating directed responses. Denial (.204/.504),
resilience (.340/.317), and acceptance (.181/.176) positively correlated with PCP for
both Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Whereas resignation (-.300/-.393) negatively correlates
with PCP. The level of intensity of the relationship in both selected contexts provides
partial acceptance of H1.

3.5.5. Invariance measurement across two samples
For comparison among two samples measurement invariance of composites (MICOM)
technique by using PLS-SEM is used, suggesting a three-step approach to analyze; (1)
configural invariance assessment, (2) establishment of compositional invariance assess-
ment; and, (3) assessment of equality of composite mean values and variances (Hair
et al., 2017; Henseler et al., 2016; Sarstedt et al., 2011). Results show that partial measure-
ment invariance of the two samples was established (Table 4) sufficient to compare and
interpret the MGA’s group-specific differences of PLS-SEM results (Henseler et al.,
2016). If the model using MICOM passes only the configural and compositional invari-
ance, it indicates that only partial measurement invariance for the two samples is estab-
lished, whereas passing all three steps suggests that full measurement invariance for both
samples is established (Henseler et al., 2016). Since this study focuses on cross-country
comparisons, the data were not pooled. Instead, country-specific effects were analyzed.

3.6. Assessment of the structural model and multi-group analysis

Table 5 reports the results of the structural model assessment and MGA comparing the
difference between two samples by using two non-parametric techniques: Henseler’s
bootstrap-based MGA (Henseler et al., 2009) and the permutation test (Chin &
Dibbern, 2010). These two approaches assess differences between the path coefficients
of two samples and are considered the most conservative approach for PLS-SEM
(Matthews et al., 2018; Sarstedt et al., 2011). Henseler’s MGA directly compares group-
specific bootstrap estimates from each bootstrap sample. According to this method, a p
value of <0.05 or >0.95 indicates significant differences at the 5% level between specific
path coefficients across two groups (Henseler et al., 2009; Sarstedt et al., 2011). In the
permutation test, the differences are only at the 5% significance level if the p value is
<.05. Table 5 also reports the results using 5000 bootstrap re-samples and 5000 permu-
tations. Results show that resignation has a negative effect on PCP for both Pakistani (b
¼ � .356���, p < .001) and Saudi (b ¼ � .187��, p < .01) women. Next, the effect of
resilience has a positive effect on PCP for both Pakistani (b ¼.407���, p < .001) and
Saudi (b ¼.237���, p <.001) women. Acceptance has a positive effect on PCP among
Pakistani women (b ¼.168��, p <.01) only, and denial has a positive effect on PCP
among Saudi women (b ¼.347���, p <.001) only. As hypothesized (H3 and H5), resili-
ence is positively related to PCP, and in both samples’ resignation is negatively related
to PCP. Also, denial was positively related to PCP as hypothesized in H2 but only for
the Saudi sample. Opposite to our hypothesis H4, acceptance was positively related to
PCP but only for the Pakistani sample.
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This study also assessed the moderating effect of education on the relationship
between women’s GCB and their PCP. Results in Table 5 show that among Pakistani
women, education negatively moderates the relationship between denial & PCP (b ¼
�.236���, p <.001) as well as resignation & PCP (b ¼ �.090��, p <.01). In addition,
education positively moderates the relationship between Resilience & PCP (b
¼.194���, p <.001). There were no significant findings for the moderating effect of
education in the Saudi sample. The results support Hypothesis 6, 7, and 9 for Pakistani
sample. As hypothesized, higher education level negatively affected both denial and res-
ignation to PCP relationships and positively affected Resilience to PCP relationships.

The results of MGA and permutation reveal significant differences between Pakistan
and Saudi samples concerning the effect of GCB on PCP (H2, H3, H4, H5) and moderat-
ing effect of education on the link between GCB and PCP (H6, H7, H8, H9). Both
Henseler’s MGA and permutation test confirm the significance/non-significance of the
differences in the results.

4. Discussion

This study considered education as a moderating factor for enhancing PCP despite wom-
en’s GCB. When women acquire higher level education, expectations for PCP are
increased. Highly educated women are more likely to be sensitive to PCP opportunities
and hindrances. Results indicated significant differences between Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia concerning the direct effect of GCBs (in terms of denial, resilience, acceptance,
and resignation) on women’s PCP (H2, H3, H4, and H5). The significant difference within
both selected contexts is because of three reasons i.e., (i) cultural differences; (ii) differ-
ence in timeline of women participation in labor force in Pakistan since 1950s, whereas
in Saudi Arabia, it started in the early 2000s (Rostom, 2017; Saleem et al., 2017) and; (iii)
Saudi Arabian vision 2030 (Ahmed, 2020; Alotaibi, 2020). The results confirmed signifi-
cant difference in the moderating strength of education on the direct relationship of
GCB-denial and PCP (H6), the relationship between GCB-resilience and PCP (H7), and
on the relationship between GCB-resignation and PCP (H9) in both Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia. Ironically, higher education implies awareness of glass-ceiling, especially women
strive and expect progress in their careers (Johns, 2013). Therefore, higher education also
means more chances of GCB. The two samples’ opposing results for the education-denial
relationship can be explained regarding the women’s working situation in the two coun-
tries (Forum, 2021; Khalid et al., 2017). Also, in Saudi Arabia, the government is offering
free education and scholarships encouraging women’s participation in labor force
through Vision 2030 (Marden, 2018). Comparatively, Pakistani women have been
achieving education and are a part of workplace facing glass ceiling issues, whereas Saudi
women have recently started going for education and are being welcomed at work with-
out an evident glass ceiling. So, Saudi women still have to experience and observe the
impact of education on their career progression, thus showing the insignificant impact of
education on the GCBs-PCP relationship among Saudi women.

Results show that there was higher PCP for women with higher education despite
denial. That is, when women have higher education and do not acknowledge glass-ceil-
ing, they continue to expect moving up in their careers without hurdles. Pakistan is a

ECONOMIC RESEARCH-EKONOMSKA ISTRAŽIVANJA 15



masculine society having gender-stereotyped perceptions (Hussain et al., 2015), women
face strong competition in acquiring jobs and even more for higher-level positions
(Yousaf, 2018). Women, mainly working at lower management may have specific under-
standing and expectation of CP and, therefore, tend to report higher PCP with denial and
low education level.

The situation is relatively different in Saudi Arabia, where government has specific-
ally reserved positions for women, so there is no competition between two genders.
That is why Saudi women have low GCBs. In contrast, Pakistan’s economy is less stable
than that of Saudi Arabia, and Pakistani women seek more career progression (CP) and
monetary rewards. Our results validated the study of Ellemers (2014) and confirmed
the presence of a higher gender gap in Pakistan compared to Saudi Arabia and, conse-
quently, the presence of more glass-ceiling effects in Pakistan (Forum, 2021). According
to World Economic Form (2021) the gender gap in Saudi Arabia has narrowed down in
the last ten years by 8% and has progressed past Pakistan (Forum, 2021).

Resilient women in Pakistan believe that they can overcome glass-ceiling through
enhancing their education level and gaining higher PCP. When women feel qualified
enough and have the experience to reach the top, they become more resilient (Roman,
2017). The results also signify the importance of higher education as a source of confi-
dence in breaking glass-ceiling, and women must obtain higher educational credentials
for having desirable CP. The results for both countries are consistent with that of
Ohemeng and Karikari (2015).

Resignation is the most pessimistic belief and indicates gender imbalance in organi-
zations. Because of the economic crisis, women are part of the workforce, and they con-
tinue their association with the organization, but their CP pace decreases due to either
glass-ceiling or GCB. Saudi women with more resignation and high education had low
PCP compared to women with denial and high education. This may be due to a lack of
effort, family, social priorities and perceptions, or lack of motivation towards their CP.
While, women reporting resignation belief with higher education level did not signifi-
cantly influence PCP.

The results did not confirm the significant difference in the moderating effect of edu-
cation. This could be for the reason that women, according to preference theory, give
more importance to their family life and have little to no interest in their career pro-
gression; as a result, because of their acceptance belief, their PCP is not influenced by
education. According to social role theory (Lathabhavan, 2020), women with resigna-
tion beliefs perceive these social stereotypes would create barriers in their CP. As a
result, it would negatively influence PCP, but if these women’s education level is
improved, the negative impact of resignation belief on PCP will reduce.

4.1. Theoretical implications

Current study is a novel addition to the extant literature available on GCB. It explores the
relationship of women glass ceiling beliefs on perception of career progression among
women of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia working in Education and Health care sectors. The
suggested mechanisms are not studied earlier as this study suggests how women education
can help mitigate the detrimental effects of GCBs on PCP. More specifically the analysis of
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impact of GCB and its four dimensions (Denial, Resilience, Acceptance and Resignation)
presents a comparative review of how different dimensions of GCB effect PCP among
women of two countries with different contextual issues. Moreover, education and health
sectors are considered as the most critical and strategically contributing sectors of an econ-
omy. Excessive women participation in these sectors of two male dominant countries pro-
vides valuable insights into how women participation and emphasis on elevating the
education levels may contribute subjectively and objectively in broader strategic contexts.

4.2. Practical implications

In a developing country like Pakistan, with limited job opportunities specifically for
women, organizations can either plan or bring structural changes to help women with
hopeless beliefs (acceptance and resignation) that can affect their PCP and the actual
CP. These plans could include more opportunities for education and CP, mentoring,
and interaction with different role models within and outside the organization (Jarmon,
2014). A conscious effort from managers who can shape the direction of employees’
position and reward can help ensure that no discrimination or biases stand in the way
of PCP. Organizations can use women role models to help the employee reach her high-
est potential (Eagly, 2007). This could help mitigate GCB and avail an optimistic GCB
in handling actual glass ceiling issues. Women should be supported in enhancing their
self-confidence and reducing or eliminating barriers in their CP (Jarmon, 2014; Smith
et al., 2012a). Women should receive organizational support for raising their trust and
confidence. To eliminate or reduce glass-ceiling it is important that policies and practi-
ces of the organizations give due consideration to PCP. Training can help break
through the glass ceiling or help women’s careers with an optimistic GCB towards
improved PCP (Johns, 2013). For this, governments and organizations have to improve
women’s education and provide them with more training opportunities.

Human resource managers must understand and adapt approaches that facilitate
employee development, such as equality for all at the workplace and high-performance
work practices to ensure productivity and commitment from the employees (Trussa
et al., 2013). Management needs to recognize that women opting for CP are not differ-
ent from their male colleagues and provide equal CP opportunities. Specifically, organi-
zations like Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, where women are at the same education level as
men, should be careful in gender biases and taboos. During the organization’s staffing
and performance management activities, management should be cautious not to be
influenced by their own GCB and be aware of GCBs of their potential employees.
Women with more denial and resilience beliefs should be encouraged with more oppor-
tunities for career progression. In contrast, women’s morale and motivation with
acceptance and resignation beliefs should be raised with mentoring, coaching, career
development workshops, and role modeling. When human resource development prac-
titioners (mentor, coach, trainer, immediate manager) communicate their experiences,
they can add to trust, respect, and motivation towards enhanced PCP.

In countries like Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, with high masculinity, power distance
and uncertainty avoidance cultures, analysis of GCB will facilitate working women in
gaining more awareness regarding potential causes of their PCP in organizations. It will
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also be an effective strategy to help women identify their PCP goals. Knowledge of these
factors will encourage women to take initiatives for their PCP, like acquiring high level
education or training opportunities (Scholarios & Taylor, 2011). Organizations could
consider providing training programs to analyze women’s GCB and incorporate it in
recruitment testing and periodical performance reviews. Moreover, Calinaud et al.
(2021) state that women blame their gender and social taboos for their career stagnation
but despite predominant structural barriers, their career stagnation is results of their
self-presumed inferior capabilities. According to World Economic Forum’s GGI report
(2021), Bangladesh has moved fifteen ranks up in South Asia, whereas in the Middle
East, United Arab Emirates has moved forty-eight ranks up in the GGI. In contrast,
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia have increased to only two and one, respectively. This shows
that several efforts are needed to be taken at the governmental level to improve both
countries’ ranking and enhance women’s participation in the labor market.

4.3. Limitations and future research directions

The study is limited by its cross-sectional design. A longitudinal study could also be
done to measure the stability of GCB and establish whether they are psychological states
or traits. Second, this study included data from two developing countries, whereas
future studies can compare developing and developed countries to explore GCBs. Also,
a comparative analysis could be done at various managerial levels. Third, the data from
both countries are self-reported, other triangulation methods of data collection can be
used, such as personal interviews or group administered interviews for a more in-depth
study. Fourth, this study was a quantitative study, and different qualitative approaches
could be used to study the GCB-PCP relationship.

4.4. Concluding remarks

Present study explored the effects of glass ceiling beliefs (denial, resilience, acceptance,
and resignation) on women perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.
It tested the moderating impact of education on relationship between women’s GCB and
PCP. The study revealed significant differences between women glass-ceiling beliefs and
perceived career progression in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. The study also confirmed the
significant differences in the strength of the moderating effect of education on the rela-
tionship between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of denial and perceived career progression
and women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of resilience and perceived career progression in
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. At the same time, the results could not confirm the signifi-
cant difference in the strength of the moderating effect of education on the relationship
between women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of acceptance and perceived career progression
and women’s glass-ceiling beliefs of resignation and perceived career progression in both
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Note

1. https://www.pbs.gov.pk/sites/default/files//Labour%20Force/publications/lfs2017_18/TABLE-
17_perc_R.pdf
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