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Abstract: This study explored barriers faced by women in accessing and 
holding leadership positions in public universities in Malaysia. Semi-structured 
interviews with 12 deans from six public universities located in Selangor, 
Malaysia, were conducted for empirical data collection. This study finds 
internal politics, male domination, lack of benefits (both financial and  
non-financial), and biases of top management personnel as the organisational 
barriers faced by women in accessing leadership positions. However, whilst 
subsequent organisational barriers are similar to the organisational barriers 
identified in accessing positions, the negative perception of colleagues and their 
lack of support, together with lack of childcare facilities, have also emerged as 
barriers for women who already hold leadership positions in the public 
universities of Malaysia. Finally, implications of the findings, limitations and 
suggestions for future research are discussed. 
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1 Introduction 

According to the United Nations (2018), the implications of recruiting and retaining more 
women in leadership positions in the universities are positive. This is also supported by 
contemporary research findings that women in leadership positions in many industries 
perform better than men (Matar, 2011; Valcour, 2012; Brandt and Laiho, 2013; Mori and 
Towo, 2017). In many cases, they exhibit more enabling behaviour than the men for 
example board with more females in Tanzanian Banking industry shows better 
organisational performance (Matar, 2011; Valcour, 2012; Brandt and Laiho, 2013; Mori 
and Towo, 2017). Furthermore, it has also been proven that female managers perform 
better than males in different workplaces because they practice management diversity, 
thus contributing to making better decisions for the success of the organisation (Ismail 
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and Ibrahim, 2008; Abdullah et al., 2012; Zenger and Folkman, 2012; Chapple and 
Humphrey, 2014; Shepherd, 2017; Thorpe, 2019; Siemiatycki, 2019). However, despite 
the increasing trend of female leaders and their significant influence in the workplace, 
women still face barriers when taking up leadership positions in most organisations 
(Baker and Cangemi, 2016; Geiger and Kent, 2017). 

The leadership positions that women take in organisations vary according to the 
organisational culture, the government, the stakeholders and the shareholders. However, 
in the case of leadership positions in universities, many are still dominated by men, 
including the Vice-Chancellor, the Pro- or Deputy-Vice-Chancellor, the Registrar, the 
Bursar, the Dean and the Deputy Dean (Ngang et al., 2013; Dhir, 2015; Ethier, 2016; 
Bothwell, 2017; Valmorbida and Ensslin, 2017; Northouse, 2018; Place and  
Vardeman-Winter, 2018). According to Bothwell (2017), in fact, only 18% of women 
were appointed as leaders in the top 200 ranking universities (Times Higher Education 
Rankings) of 2016 to 2017. These female leaders were appointed as the vice-chancellors, 
the presidents or the CEO. This situation can be identified across the world; for example, 
in Japan only 2.3% of the vice-chancellors are females, with 29% in the UK, 3% in 
Kuwait, 7% in Turkey, 15% in Malaysia, 3% in India and no female leaders at all in 
Hong Kong (Forestier, 2013; Oakman, 2016; QS, 2017). A similar scenario has been 
identified in the case of other leadership positions within the universities, such as the 
deputy vice-chancellor, the registrar, the dean and the deputy dean, where the number of 
women in these roles is far less than men (Forestier, 2013; QS, 2017). Much like 
Malaysia, the lack of women is also common in leadership positions of universities in 
other Asian countries, such as India, Nepal, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Bangladesh and  
Sri-Lanka (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2014; Morley and 
Crossouard, 2015). 

This study particularly focuses on the public universities of Malaysia where the 
number of female leaders is less than in any other type of organisation. Despite a 
significant amount of women being appointed into leadership positions in most other 
sectors in the country, Malaysian public universities still have very few women in 
leadership positions, such as the Dean, the Deputy dean, the Vice Chancellor and the 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Sirat et al., 2012; Morley et al., 2017). Surprisingly, the number 
of female lecturers in Malaysian public universities is higher than the number of male 
lecturers with a ratio of X:X (17,081 to 14,796), respectively (Daily Express, 2017). As 
there are more female lecturers than male, it is natural to assume that the number of 
female lecturers appointed into the leadership positions in universities should be higher 
than the number of men appointed to them (Kennedy, 1996, cited in Bagilhole, 2002; 
Rees, 2005; Black and Islam, 2014; Tickle, 2017). However, in 2019, there have only 
been four women appointed as vice-chancellors out of the twenty public universities in 
Malaysia, which represents a static number, as in 2017, where there were also only four 
vice-chancellors of public universities in the country (Sirat et al., 2012; Morley et al., 
2017). In comparison to the above-mentioned positions, there is a similar picture in 
relation to the other leadership positions in public universities, as fewer women than men 
hold leadership positions. (Morley et al., 2017). In 2017, Only 19% of appointees to the 
roles of deputy vice-chancellor, the registrar, and the bursar in Malaysian public 
universities were women. Interestingly, 31.3% of the existing deans were women, 
although it has been noted that the number of women holding dean positions has reduced 
in recent years (Ngang et al., 2013; Daily Express, 2017). 
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According to Fagenson (1990), Morley (2013), Akpinar-Sposito (2013), Shepherd 
(2017) and Burkinshaw and White (2017), the lack of women in leadership positions in 
Malaysian public universities has resulted from several barriers other than cultural, 
organisational, individual, geographical, and regional differences. Therefore, it necessary 
to explore the barriers in the Malaysian context to present them for the betterment of 
respective stakeholders especially existing and potential women leaders. Based on the 
fact that women in leadership positions generally contribute more to organisational 
performance, building employee relationships and teamwork, it is considered that their 
representation in these positions should be increased (Zenger and Folkman, 2012; 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2014; Morley and 
Crossouard, 2015; Gipson et al., 2017). In this regard, there is a significant gap in the 
literature relating to the barriers women face in securing leadership roles in public 
universities in Malaysia. Hence, while this research intends to investigate the barriers 
which are responsible for the lack of women holding the leading positions in the 
Malaysian public universities, this study particularly focuses on the position of dean, one 
of the key leadership positions in universities (Doherty and Manfredi, 2006; Bagilhole 
and White, 2008; Ngang et al., 2013). Furthermore, the current literature also lacks 
information relating to the processes that can help women accessing and holding 
leadership positions in public universities overcome the barriers they face (Oplatka, 2006; 
Nguyen, 2013; Akpinar-Sposito, 2013). Morley and Crossouard (2015) recommended 
leadership and mentoring programs, along with family-friendly institutional policies as 
important processes in supporting women in taking and holding leadership positions in 
universities. In this regard, Morley et al. (2017) have also recommended increasing 
networking amongst women as part of the process in taking the leadership positions in 
universities. However, all the barriers and recommendations found in previous literature 
cannot be applied to the Malaysian public university’s perspective. This is primarily 
because most of the studies have been undertaken in different organisational, cultural and 
regional contexts. Previous studies have called for further research to explore the barriers 
faced by women in the leadership positions in universities in different countries (Oplatka, 
2006; Yusoff et al., 2011; Nguyen, 2013; Akpinar-Sposito, 2013; Almaki et al., 2016; Al-
Asfour et al., 2017; Longman et al., 2018). Therefore, the questions underpinning this 
study are: 

1 What are the barriers faced by women in accessing the leadership positions in public 
universities in Malaysia? 

2 What are the subsequent barriers faced by women holding the leadership positions in 
public universities in Malaysia? 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Gendered organisations theory 

Gendered organisations theory is suggested by Acker (1990) to dispute the notion of 
gender-neutral organisations. This theory explains that all organisations are gendered 
(Acker, 1990 cited as in Williams et al., 2012). Moreover, this theory also interprets the 
processes of organisations as organised schedules that favour men and exclude women 
from equality in the organisations. This theory also explains that the normative gender 
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expectations in an organisation directly, or indirectly, reflect the disadvantage of 
appointing women to take up leadership positions. As a result, the marginalisation of 
women occurs and gender inequality and discrimination is facilitated (Green and Cassell, 
1996; Bacchi and Eveline, 2015; Jenson et al., 2018). Images of masculinity saturate the 
organisational processes, trivialising women and contributing to the maintenance of 
gender segregation in organisations (Acker, 1990). Thus, an organisation’s internal rules 
and regulations and even the organisational culture prohibits women in taking up 
leadership positions, even though women have appropriate leadership qualifications and 
experience (Mastracci and Arreola, 2016). Therefore, this theory justifies the internal 
organisational barriers faced by women in accessing and working in leadership positions. 

According to Williams et al. (2012), employers of organisations prefer to recruit 
employees with few distractions outside of work, who can be devoted to the workplace. 
Hence, this trend or preference affects women who are also assumed to be the primary 
holder of duties to the family members, such as children, husbands and others (Williams, 
2001; Williams et al., 2012; Burton, 2014, 2015; Vihari et al., 2018). As a result, many 
employers see men as their ideal employee (Acker, 2006). 

Acker (1990) proposes five processes, such as cultural symbols, divisions of labour, 
individual identities, workplace interactions and organisational logic that reproduces 
gender in the organisations. Organisational logic is reflected in Acker’s original critique 
of gendered organisations (Acker, 1990). It draws attention to show how hierarchies are 
legitimised and rationalised in the workplace because it includes the logical arrangement 
of work rules, evaluation of jobs, salary scales and job descriptions. These create a 
bureaucratic environment in the organisations (Britton, 2000; Simpson and Lewis, 2005). 
In this regard, Acker (1990) identified the reasons why the employers often draw on 
gender stereotypes for all the rules or job evaluations of others to give the privilege to the 
men so that women would resist the offer (Williams et al., 2012). These perspectives are 
believed to be one of the main barriers which women face in entering and working in the 
leadership positions in the public universities of Malaysia. Generally, such organisational 
stereotypes, as well as individual and cultural forces, are prominent in Malaysia (Abidin 
et al., 2009; Yusoff et al., 2011; Morley et al., 2017). Hence, the present research would 
investigate the application of the gendered organisations theory and how the 
organisational forces prevent a potential woman to enter into leadership positions and 
how they face the problem once they are in the leadership positions. Consequently, this 
theory helps to identify and examine how the organisational internal barriers affect the 
women in leadership positions in the public universities. 

2.2 National (Malaysian) perspectives of women in leadership 

The ratio of women to men at an executive level within listed Malaysian private 
companies is equal at a level of 50:50, which is quite impressive (Malaysian Reserve, 
2017), whereas the overall gender ratio in private industry is 60:40. Women also 
experience a gender wage gap of 18.7% when they are appointed as a manager in the 
organisations of Malaysia. Such a situation is also creating problems for women to strive 
and be promoted into the leading positions (Malaysian Reserve, 2017). According to 
Hays (2017), 38% of leadership positions are held by women in Malaysia which puts the 
country ahead of places such as mainland China, Singapore, and Hong Kong where only 
37%, 30% and 15.2% respectively of management positions are held by women. Merican 
and Ghani (2017) reported that only 15.2% of female directors are appointed in the 
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executive boards in the public listed companies of Malaysia. In general, female leaders 
across the world experience a different reality compared to their male counterparts, who 
hold most of the leading positions in the educational institutions, a situation that is not 
different in Malaysia (Gosetti and Rusch, 1995 as cited in Unin, 2014). Unin (2014) 
found that the Malaysian higher education industry is largely patriarchal and quite 
hierarchical. Furthermore, Hamzah (2017) identified that challenges faced by women 
who aspire to be leaders in Malaysia within the framework of the family, community, 
workplace, and government. 

The total number of female lecturers in the public universities is higher than the male 
lecturers; for example, there are 17,081 female lecturers and 14,796 male lecturers but 
there are only three female vice-chancellors in the twenty public universities. There are 
also fewer females in the other leading roles in Malaysian universities, such as 19% being 
deputy- or pro-vice-chancellors, registrars and bursars and 31.3% being deans in 2017 but 
the numbers of female deans have been reduced in recent years due to their retirement or 
expiry of their term as deans (Daily Express, 2017). However, the Daily Express (2017) 
reported that there is an increasing number of women appointed as board members but 
there has been no data regarding the female percentage within the university’s boards. 
According to the former Deputy Minister and the Secretary-General of the Malaysian 
Education Ministry, the higher education policy has been drafted to increase the level of 
women in leadership roles to meet the needs of the new Malaysian Economy Challenges, 
while academic researchers have also urged for an increase of women in the various 
university’s leadership positions. Therefore, Malaysia needs to have more females in 
leading roles and this could be the ideal time to provide opportunities for qualified 
women to access the leading roles for a greater, stronger and sustainable economy, while 
at the same time creating better diversified universities and organisations which include 
more women in the leadership positions (Bolman and Gallos, 2010; Chapple and 
Humphrey, 2014; Almaki et al., 2016). 

2.3 Organisational barriers faced by women 

Biased procedures for appointing and promoting employees in universities could be one 
of the reasons for the limited amount of women in leadership positions in the educational 
institutions, as this creates structural barriers for women in obtaining leadership positions, 
even though they have the qualifications to undertake the roles (Tate and Yang, 2015; 
Sanderson and Whitehead, 2016; Howe-Walsh and Turnbull, 2016; Northouse, 2018). 
Bassett (2009) has outlined that men like to work with and under other men in 
organisations rather than women. This creates another barrier for women who wish to 
achieve leadership positions in the organisations (Akpinar-Sposito, 2013; Sanderson and 
Whitehead, 2016). Sanderson and Whitehead (2016) have also cited that men have 
created internal recruitment and promotional processes that are applicable only for the 
men. Burkinshaw and White (2017) argued that the universities have problems in 
recruiting women into leadership positions and therefore the problems need to be 
rectified in order to provide women with an equal chance of competing with the men. 
Otherwise, women will continue to feel the resistance and this would be reflected as 
dissatisfaction among the educational leadership communities for practicing masculinity 
when appointing leaders. As a result, the organisational performance of the organisations 
for example universities would be negatively affected (Priyadharshini et al., 2015). 
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The stereotype process is at the organisational level, for example in the appointment 
of top management committees, where the leadership positions consist mainly of men 
(Akpinar-Sposito, 2013; Fitzgerald, 2013; Grant Thornton, 2014; Sanderson and 
Whitehead, 2016), again creating barriers for women in taking up leadership positions 
(Elliot, 2011; Akpinar-Sposito, 2013; Fitzgerald, 2013; Grant Thornton, 2014; Sanderson 
and Whitehead, 2016; Burkinshaw and White, 2017; Islam and Jantan, 2017). The lack of 
role models amongst female leaders to take leading roles in the organisations is another 
reason identified in some studies (Fuller et al., 2010; Remneland-Wikhamn, 2011; 
Sanderson and Whitehead, 2016). Thus, the lack of motivation within an organisation 
discourages the other female workers to strive for the leadership positions. Catalyst 
(2002) identified the lack of successful role models as one of the major barriers for 
women in taking leadership roles in organisations. Lack of organisational support is 
another issue that creates barriers for women wanting to climb the career ladder (Catalyst, 
2002; Fuller et al., 2010; Chabaya et al., 2009; Sperandio, 2011; Sanderson and 
Whitehead, 2016). It is also common that the families of the women, especially their 
spouses, rarely encourage them to take up leadership positions (Gupton, 2009; Islam and 
Jantan, 2017; Sanderson and Whitehead, 2016). This is also further supported from the 
study conducted by Kalaitzi et al. (2019) and Islam et al. (2019) that women with 
leadership potentiality perceive work/life balance as one of the significant barriers fur 
pursuing leadership positions in the organisations. 

Furthermore, Al-Kayed (2015) reported that too many responsibilities for leaders in 
the universities can also create barriers for the women who are currently holding the 
leadership positions in the universities because performing all of these duties results in 
long working hours. This is also acknowledged in the study of Almaki et al. (2016) who 
reported on the too many responsibilities for holders of leadership positions in the 
universities and these create barrier for the women in those positions. In addition, these 
points are also confirmed in the study conducted by Sirat et al. (2012) in that there are 
high workloads and this creates barriers in being able to smoothly perform the job and 
create a balance between family and the workplace. 

Bell et al. (2002) found sexual harassment to be another reason for women not 
accepting executive level jobs in organisations, which is also supported in the research 
carried out by Catalyst (2002) and Fuller et al. (2010). Moreover, the lack of 
organisational support, particularly from colleagues of the female leaders is another 
barrier for women in the leading roles (Kang and Sohal, 2011; Tate and Yang, 2015). In 
most cases the colleagues did not support the women who were interested in taking up 
the leadership positions or who were currently in the leadership roles (Tate and Yang, 
2015; Sanderson and Whitehead, 2016). 

3 Methods 

This study was conducted based on the qualitative research undertaken at the six public 
universities in the Selangor, Malaysia. Selangor is one of the 13 states in Malaysia and 
this state has been a single case study for this research to explore the barriers faced by 
women leaders in accessing and holding the leadership positions in those public 
universities (Lahui-Ako, 2001; Yin, 2003; Hoare, 2009; Brauckmann and Schwarz, 2014; 
Makgoka, 2016; Burkinshaw and White, 2017). Mostly similar process, the case selection 
was done in empirical researches conducted by Lahui-Ako (2001), Makgoka (2016) and 
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Burkinshaw and White (2017). Therefore, case study research design has been deemed 
appropriate for the successful accomplishment of this study. Face to face interviews 
among the 12 deans of those universities were the primary method of investigation. All 
the participants were selected based on the purposive sampling because it offered to 
select the participants so that the purposes or research questions of the study can be 
achieved (Cohen et al., 2007; Uwizeyimana and Mathevula, 2018). Eight among twelve 
interviews were recorded while rest of the four interviews (4th, 7th, 11th and 12th) were 
not recorded but memos were collected (Miles and Huberman, 1994 as cited in Houghton 
et al., 2015; Birks et al., 2008). The researchers continued to include the participants and 
conduct the interviews until the data has reached the saturation point; however, twelve 
interviews was targeted as the ideal sample size because this size has been found to be the 
saturation point in some previous studies (Yin, 2009 as cited in Marshall et al., 2013; 
Oppong, 2013; Boddy, 2016). The analysis of the collected data was thematic to make 
sense of participants’ responses. Firstly, interview transcriptions and notes were reviewed 
to identify open codes that helped for the axial coding process (Nguyen, 2013; Rahman  
et al., 2019). In this respect, both Nvivo tool and manual processes have been applied 
(Nguyen, 2013; Rahman et al., 2019). Thus, based on the codes, we developed categories 
which were grouped into final themes that contribute to make analysis and discussion 
presented in next section. 

4 Findings and discussion 

4.1 Organisational barriers in accessing leadership positions 

The findings provide some significant insight regarding the barriers for women in 
accessing the leadership positions in the public universities of Malaysia. 

4.1.1 Internal politics 
Participant 1 expressed a concerned view that she faced internal politics to take the 
leadership role in the faculty, but she believes such barriers are everywhere, especially 
for the women, because they lose their interest. She expressed: 

“I had quite a strong opposition (it was male) from my previous dean, he was 
not very happy with my appointment. He wanted to continue as dean before he 
retired. And I know in the management itself, there were people who were on 
my side and them who are not my side. So, that’s the barriers that I face.” 

Participant 5 opined that due to internal politics she was not able to access the leadership 
positions in the university. She mentioned that once she was interviewed to be  
vice-chancellor but she was not selected and, because she knew that she was not going to 
be selected, she tried to cancel the interview before she went to the interview board for 
the deputy vice-chancellor position in the university. She opined that: 

“I also want to explain to you that I was also interviewed to be deputy vice 
chancellor. But when I was called to the interview, I didn’t want to go at first. 
You know why? Because I knew that the vice chancellor already has his man.” 

Similarly, other participants in the study have also shared their opinions that there are 
strong internal politics in the universities, therefore, many women are not in the 
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leadership positions in these organisations. Unfortunately, internal cultures are in every 
organisation in the world but a large part of it affects women. This result is consistent 
with previous studies in the context of Malaysia and other countries. For example, 
Almaki et al. (2016), Ibarra et al. (2013) and Sanderson and Whitehead (2016) have 
found that high internal politics are in organisations everywhere and it hinders women in 
accessing the leadership positions. Almaki et al. (2016) reported there are high internal 
conflicts that definitely come from the internal politics in the universities. Thus, 
identification of internal politics as one of the significant barriers for women in the 
leadership positions is very much commonplace in the public universities of Malaysia. 
This is also consistent with the study of Al-Asfour et al. (2017) who also found that 
organisational structural prospects, such as internal cultures, create barriers for women in 
accessing the leadership positions in the organisations. The finding about the internal 
politics as a barrier for women is also consistent with the findings of Aghapour et al. 
(2009) as cited in Nazemi et al. (2012). 

4.1.2 Male domination 
Male domination has been common in many universities in the world and it is also 
common in Malaysia. However, this barrier is reflected from the discussions with some 
of the participants, i.e., 3 participants in the study. Participant 5 expressed that: 

“How males view criticism from women and the university is very male 
dominated (her university). It is very challenging for men to hear women being 
dominating in the workplace, in the university.” 

In this regard, participant 8 expressed her view that organisations are mostly dominated 
by men that create barriers for women. Therefore, women cannot cope with the internal 
politics because in the end men like to work under men and cooperate between 
themselves to take over the leadership positions. She outlined: 

“But organisational barriers, because the organisation as it is now, mostly are 
dominated by men already. So, because of that, and those who sit in the panels, 
then select your leaders and also men.” 

Male domination is also observed from the opinion of participant 10, who opined that the 
organisation culture has been male dominated in the universities and, therefore, most 
women do not like to hold the leadership position, such as dean, but rather put her 
concentration to other work, especially family and research works. 

“Holding this position, what I see is organisational culture holding this 
position, some of the females are not interested to form this position, because 
of the culture involving men sometimes work of this nature, maybe you have 
main focus you obey from your family. So, this is something that certain 
female leaders do not go for. Moreover, sometimes males do not like the 
women leadership that may create a blockade for the females but females are 
taking the roles.” 

Male domination as a barrier for women accessing the leadership positions was also 
reported by three participants, who reported that key positions in the universities are 
dominated by men which creates a barrier for women in accessing the leadership 
positions in the universities. This is consistent with the findings of Bassett (2009), who 
reported that men like dominating women rather than working under them. As a result, a 
dominating culture is examined in the organisations that create barriers for women in 
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accessing leadership positions. This finding is also confirmed from the study of Almaki  
et al. (2016) and Nguyen (2013). Thus, this confirms that male domination in the 
universities devalues women and creates a blockade to accessing the leadership positions 
in the universities. 

4.1.3 Lack of benefits (financial and non-financial benefits) 
Financial benefits are always for alluring employees to take different roles for example 
leadership roles. If there is lack of financial benefits, employees regardless of gender do 
not like to take the roles for example leadership roles. Lack of benefits, for example 
financial and non-financial benefits, were found to be a significant barrier in this study 
for women to take leadership roles. Nine out of the twelve participants have opined that 
lack of benefits demotivate women in accessing leadership positions in universities. They 
argued that there is a lack of benefits compared to the level of duties and, therefore, most 
women do not show interest in taking the leadership positions in the universities. In this 
regard, the participant 3 opined that: 

“When I took over the position, I was struggling to get the promotion because 
there is no much money being a dean but as a dean I had to manage 
postgraduate students, my teaching and so on.” 

Participant 3 provided consent that the lack of benefits has an impact on the women 
leadership access because sometimes people do not like to take the leadership roles if 
they do not see much financial benefits. 

However, participant 8 provides a different view in that the monetary factors or other 
benefits are not usually a matter for women, but she thinks money is a factor for males in 
the organisation and it is also common in the case of universities. 

“I think as far as women are concerned, the money factor is not at all a 
problem, you know, I see multiple factors more of among the men, yeah, you 
know, because they consider themselves greatness. Very often they look at the 
financial aspect for how much financial aspect do I gain from being such and 
such. But from the women’s point of view, usually is not. From women’s point 
of view is more fine and all that sort of thing.” 

Participant 9 also acknowledged that lack of monetary benefits, for example, such as lack 
of salary against the responsibilities as dean, is a kind of barrier but she added that it 
might be applicable for men as well. This result is consistent with the results of Morley  
and Crossouard (2015) in the context of South Asian universities, but the reluctance of 
women taking the leadership positions can be reduced if the benefits for the position are 
increased. However, this finding is consistent with Alzaidi (2008) who found that a lack 
of benefits has been the cause of dissatisfaction amongst the heads of schools. The results 
of Yap and Konrad (2009) also reflected that a lack of benefits had a negative impact on 
the decision-making process in taking the managerial or leadership roles. According to 
Yap and Konrad (2009), women consistently reported having lower salaries and lower 
levels of satisfaction than their male colleagues and, in academia, they are less likely to 
be tenured or on the tenure track. Thus, it creates a significant impact on accessing 
female leaderships in the organisations. 
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4.1.4 Biasness of top management personnel 
Biasness of top management personnel in the universities was common in many previous 
studies; however, this study also only finds it from one participant who was not appointed 
as the deputy vice-chancellor because she is a female. In this regard, participant 5 stated: 

“I would also want to explain to you that I am also interviewed to be deputy 
vice chancellor. But when I was called to the interview, I didn’t want to go at 
first. You know why? Because I knew that the vice chancellor already has his 
man”. 

She also further added that higher management keeps silent regarding the gender biasness 
when asked, stating: 

“We had a talk, actually a lecture given by the by the chairman of the 
University Council. Okay. Somebody also asked, why is there gender bias 
here? Nobody gave right answer but our previous vice-chancellor responds we 
have some female deans. Then again someone asked why few? Then they 
started this and that.” 

In this regard, participant 8 opined that in selecting or appointing the deans, and the 
financial decisions, were taken by people who were in the panel to select and moreover 
the voting system is not practiced in all the universities. She opined: 

“Not all the universities practice voting systems, but I think it is not that sort of 
system which is a problem. But it is more of the people who are in a position to 
make the choices. I think most of us, the universities, is to pick the leadership at 
the top of their choices not the grassroots.” 

According to participant 4, the top management has been referred to gatekeepers of 
patriarchy when they block the doors for women to access the leadership positions. The 
participant 10 also opined that top management creates barrier for women in takin the 
leadership roles but it was not applicable to her but she can see this happens in the 
universities of Malaysia. She expressed that: 

“You know sometimes, the gate keepers (top management) are always there 
because if you go to the higher management of the university made with the 
males there could be some barriers in the selection process. But it is not 
applicable for me.” 

This study reveals that female academicians face barriers from the biasness of top 
management personnel in appointing women to key leadership positions. This result is 
consistent with the previous literature. For example, Morley and Crossouard (2015) 
reported similar views in that the biasness of top management was a barrier. This is also 
confirmed by the study of Mbepera (2017) who also found biasness among the 
management personnel in appointing and promoting as a significant barrier. Similar 
views were also found in the study conducted by Akpinar-Sposito (2013). The finding of 
biasness in top management is also consistent with the results of studies conducted by 
Grant Thornton (2014) and Sanderson and Whitehead (2016). 
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4.2 Subsequent organisational barriers faced by women holding the leadership 
positions 

4.2.1 Too many responsibilities 
Too many responsibilities in leadership positions, has been a barrier for career 
development for women in the public universities of Malaysia. This is stated from the 
opinion of participant 3, who outlined: 

“When I first took over, because I was still struggling to get my promotion, it 
was a big struggle for me I needed to manage my research, my postgraduate, 
my teaching and I think for the first few months, people noticed me. They say, 
oh you don’t smile anymore because all the things and responsibilities are very, 
very high. You need to answer the top management you need to manage the 
staff executive, always managing the staff is the most difficult, managing the 
people and managing lecturers, I think is even more difficult because if I have a 
PhD and they also have a PhD, I’m the dean today, they could be the dean 
tomorrow.” 

Other participants in the study also acknowledged that too many responsibilities have 
been a barrier for women to create a balance between the workplace and family and 
social activities. However, participant 10 dismissed the fact that too many responsibilities 
are a barrier in the universities for current female leaders and she takes responsibility and 
if some do not want to take the responsibilities then he/she should not take it. She opined 
as: 

“When I took the job, I took the responsibility. So, if I do not want it, I 
shouldn’t accept it in the first place.” 

All the participants of the study confirmed that as the dean of the faculties they have to 
accomplish many responsibilities and this creates huge pressure on time to create a 
balance between family and work. This finding is also consistent with the previous 
studies where too many responsibilities were identified as barriers for the women in 
leadership positions (Sirat et al., 2012). Almaki et al. (2016) also highlights similar 
findings that too many responsibilities have been barriers for women. This is also found 
from the research of Al-Kayed (2015) who also reported that there are high workloads in 
the universities and these create barriers for the women to perform the jobs and also 
retain the leadership positions for a long time. In contrast, Unin (2014) reported women 
in the dean positions like to accept the increased responsibilities and do not regret being 
the dean in the universities. 

4.2.2 Internal politics 
Organisational internal politics has been identified as one of the top barriers for women 
leaders in the public universities of Malaysia. Six out of the 12 participants have reported 
about internal politics which becomes worse due to gender. Participant 2, who stated that: 

“You know, politics is actually everywhere. Amongst the top management, 
they have their politics, it’s actually even worse than here and down here there 
are many factions, many groups, so you just have to manage, but it’s actually 
very difficult to manage. I’ve been told, I’m actually really very lucky because 
I don’t belong to any specific cliques.” 
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Similar views were found from participant 3 who stated it was very challenging in the 
beginning of her deanship because she was an associate professor. She stated that: 

“It was a big struggle initially, because I was junior compared to the others, the 
two very senior were deans for many years. So, then I begin to think how to 
make it work. Because I could see this was always a problem in transitions. 
Always the previous deans they do not want to support new ones. Always the 
environment is quite hostile. So, like, okay, it seems that they were, they were 
ready to continue but they will not select that. They’re definitely … there will 
be some sort of unpleasant kind of feelings towards maybe as the vice 
chancellor, but it could actually affect me. So, I was thinking how to make it 
work. So that was actually a very challenging period for me.” 

Other participants such as participants 5, 6, 8 and 9 also provided mostly similar view 
regarding internal politics. This result is also consistent with the previous studies 
conducted by Almaki et al. (2016) who reported that internal conflicts between the 
employees can create barriers for the women performing the leadership roles. Sirat et al. 
(2012), Ibarra et al. (2013) and Sanderson and Whitehead (2016) also observed quite 
similar results with internal politics creating barriers for the female leaders to perform 
their jobs. 

4.2.3 Negative perception of colleagues 
This study also finds the negative perceptions of colleagues as one of the barriers in 
continuing functions. According to participant 2: 

“There are certain people out there who see that, you know, oh, this is one 
person who takes all females. I don’t like that perception. Yeah. Because but 
there are some perceptions like this and these perceptions, and not just male 
perceptions, you know, it was the females who would say, Oh, your line-up is 
all female?” 

It is further affirmed from the views of participant 6. She added: 
“We can sometimes feel in meetings that the men feel that women are more 
talkie, talkie. Exactly. So, which is actually not true. We are very meticulous.” 

Other participants such as participants 5, 8 and 9 also confirmed the existence of negative 
perceptions of colleagues as barrier in the organisation. This result is consistent with 
Basset (2009) who reported that there were many people in the organisations who have 
negative perceptions regarding female leadership in the universities. This view is also 
supported from the results of the Almaki et al. (2016). Furthermore, Sanderson and 
Whitehead (2016) and Burkinshaw and White (2017) also reported similar results from 
the findings in that there are some colleagues who have negative perceptions regarding 
female leadership in the educational institutions, for example, schools, colleges and 
universities. 

4.2.4 Lack of support colleagues 
There are some colleagues, who are not very supportive to female leaders which makes it 
difficult to manage people in the faculty as a leader. 

This is reflected from the quote of participant 2 as stated below: 
“There is definitely currently lack of support, but I’m trying to manage it. It 
depends. Sometimes some of these people require a little bit of pushing. So, if 
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one way doesn’t work, I have to figure out how else to make this person realise 
or how else to make this person work. My concern was more of who can I work 
with about matters. It’s not to say that I cannot work with males I can. But one 
thing I notice about some males (some male lecturers/professors), is that they 
tend to follow standard operating procedures and any more detail, it’s a bit 
lacking among them.” 

On the other hand, participant 6 added another challenge about a lack of cooperation in 
following procedures that creates huge challenges in executing functions and completing 
different functions. She stated: 

“The biggest challenge here is not … its not related to family … what my 
biggest challenge is, is actually managing people, people messaging. People 
who want to move fast. But does not want to go through the procedures 
actually, not because I’m saying that you have to work correctly. But there are 
things which you have to be wise about. They still take time. And yeah, that is 
actually my biggest challenge.” 

Participant 9 added that the male network in the workplace, like universities, creates an 
unseen barrier that is not strong amongst females. Therefore, this creates a barrier 
because males support female leaders less. She also added that: 

“I think there are still men who can’t accept women into organisational settings 
as a leader. It is some men who always have negative perceptions regarding the 
female leadership and it is also in the case of the women as well, some women 
also do not like the women leadership. Because of all the things that I was 
saying, before that, you know, the fact that we’re going to see from subjective, 
more thoughts for them we thought of as being slow and, you know, not 
decisive, progress ... might be better in the long run.” 

In addition, participants 3, 5 6, 8 and 9 also raised concern regarding the lack of 
cooperation from some male colleagues including some senior professors, who have lack 
of willingness to cooperate female leaders in the universities. Lack of support from 
colleagues for females in the organisations has also been reported in some previous 
literature; for example, Chabaya et al. (2011) reported there are many employees who do 
not like to support female leaders in the organisations. Similar findings were observed 
from the results of Sanderson and Whitehead (2016) who have reported that the 
colleagues’ support for female leaders is not high and can create barriers for women in 
taking the leadership positions in educational settings. Moreover, the lack of 
organisational support from the colleagues to the female leaders is another barrier, also 
established from the results of the study conducted by Tate and Yang (2015). 

4.2.5 Lack of financial and other benefits 
Being a dean brings about a lack of financial benefits, indeed salaries and bonuses, and 
many other benefits have not been found much higher than other professors or colleagues 
in the universities but the responsibilities are increased. Therefore, a lack of financial 
benefits has also been identified as one of the barriers for women holding a leadership 
position in the faculties of the universities. Participant 8 opined as: 

“The deans have so many responsibilities. But in the other countries specially 
in western countries, I find when dean or professor is doing something more 
than the duties they are paid for, they are paid, they are rewarded. . But in 
Malaysia, it has been not paid and not even recognised. It discourages women 
to take leadership positions.” 
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Participants 3, 5, 11 and 12 also opined similarly lack of financial and other benefits as 
the barriers for women holding the leadership positions. However, other participants have 
opined that the financial benefits are not issues for them but, for example, participant 2 
opined that: 

“Holding position like a dean is not about the money but it is about glory and 
prestige. I do not believe lack of money is an issue.” 

Lack of financial and other benefits for the leaders in the public universities of Malaysia 
as a barrier is consistent with the other organisational contexts in which some previous 
studies found a lack of benefits had a negative impact on female leaders, such as Alzaidi 
(2008), Yap and Konrad (2009) and Morley and Crossouard (2015). However, the 
participants have acknowledged that there was no discrimination about the salary or other 
financial benefits due to gender. 

4.2.6 No childcare support 
There has been no childcare support in the universities for the female lecturers and 
whatever is there is not enough for them to meet with the demands of the child. This is 
also identified as a barrier by participant 9, who stated that: 

“There is no practical support like childcare support. So, one is practical things 
like childcare support. Moreover, it is not possible to take the time off 
whenever needed for children or for other reasons, sometimes, you know, if 
you take the time off for few days or longer, there is a possibility of losing the 
seniority or the position, for example three months off.” 

Participants 11 and 12 also opined that not having childcare support in the universities 
might be a barrier for the female leaders who have young children but it can be a problem 
for other female academicians too because children in Malaysia are mostly cared by 
mothers. 

However, other participants in the study have not mentioned about this issue as a 
barrier for women to perform leadership roles but they believe rearing children and 
performing family responsibilities are. Lack of childcare support in the public universities 
of Malaysia was also found as a barrier for women who are holding the leadership 
positions. Therefore, the respondents have recommended that a childcare support system 
should be established in the universities. However, the non-existence of childcare support 
in universities has never been acknowledged in the previous studies as a barrier for 
female leadership, especially for the women who are currently holding the leadership 
positions. Therefore, this element should also be further tested in future studies. Thus, it 
has been one of the new contributions of this study. 

Overall, the findings concur with the gendered organisations theory which denotes 
that the organisations are already gendered; therefore, women face barriers in accessing 
and holding the leadership positions. However, this study did not find the lack of a role 
model as a barrier for women in accessing the leadership positions, which is not 
consistent with the previous studies of Catalyst (2002), Fuller et al. (2010) and Sanderson 
and Whitehead (2016). The study also didn’t find any notion of sexual harassment in the 
public universities of Malaysia as a barrier for women in accessing the leadership 
positions. It is also observed that the barriers for female leaders in the public universities 
are very similar when they were trying to access the roles but these barriers are increased 
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when they take the leadership roles (Chabaya et al., 2011; Sirat et al., 2012; Unin, 2014; 
Almaki et al., 2016; Sanderson and Whitehead 2016). 

5 Conclusions and implications 

Overall, the study finds some significant barriers, which are faced by women leaders in 
accessing and holding the leadership positions in the public universities in Malaysia. The 
findings of the study have primarily examined both the strengths and limitations of the 
theories and made a case for their contextualisation reading the particular area of 
Malaysia, Selangor. In this regard, the outcome of the study strengthen the gendered 
organisations theory relating to the public universities of Malaysia where the 
organisations such as public universities are found to be gendered. This study highlighted 
that some male academicians working in public universities in Malaysia have negative 
perceptions regarding female leadership. It is also found that female leaders, especially 
the deans, receive less support from some of their male colleagues, especially the 
colleagues who have a negative perception towards the female leaderships in the 
organisations. 

Furthermore, this study adds lack of child care support in the public universities to the 
gendered organisations theory, which denotes organisations favour men. Since, in most 
cases children are nurtured by mothers, therefore, not having proper child care facilities 
in the organisational settings of universities denotes a men environment that is not 
favourable for women leaders with children. There is some previous literature relating to 
the organisational and other barriers that hinder female leadership; however, this study 
also discussed the subsequent organisational barriers in a specific way that are faced by 
women as leader, such as dean, in the public universities of Malaysia. Thus, these 
subsequent barriers faced by female leaders in the position of dean are new to the body of 
knowledge and could be useful for the future studies relating to other leadership positions 
in universities or other organisations, industries and country contexts. 

Furthermore, the data derived from this study will be useful for the policymakers, 
academic faculties, researchers and other stakeholders alike. Since there is no studies 
before it about the barriers in accessing and holding the leadership positions in the public 
universities in Malaysia, this study, therefore develops a platform for respective decision 
makers to take necessary processes so that those barriers can be overcome. The results 
would be helpful for the policymakers to redefine policies to overcome the barriers for 
potential and current women, who are holding the leadership in the public universities in 
Malaysia. Thus, women leadership in the public universities will be increased that would 
play a positive implications for these organisations and exemplary for other 
organisations. 

This study has some limitations, for example during the data collection, personal 
attributes of the interviewer and the age, body language, procession, the time of the 
interview and the interviewees’ busy schedules could have impacted the responses 
(Moloney et al., 2017). It is also significant that because of the nature of the questions 
mentioned in the interview protocol, interviewees might have been hesitant to discuss 
sensitive issues regarding the barriers for fear of jeopardising their careers; however, 
confidentiality of the participants’ identities was ensured to help counter this. Moreover, 
only semi-structured interviews were used for the data collection process, however, other 
types of data collection methods, for example focus group discussions, could be used in 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Exploring barriers faced by women leaders 137    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

future studies. In addition, in the future studies, a comparative research could be 
conducted between two countries or two regions to find either similarities or differences 
amongst the barriers faced by women in accessing and holding the leadership positions in 
the public universities or other organisations. Moreover, future studies could also be 
conducted quantitatively using the barriers identified in the study for greater 
generalisation. In addition, the respondents from other leadership positions could be 
included to identify more barriers in similar or other organisations or industry contexts. 
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