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Abstract

Achieving gender equality in executive leadership remains a pressing imperative for organizational sustainability
and economic growth in developing countries. Despite progressive policy reforms, women in emerging economies
continue to encounter severe structural, institutional, and socio-cultural barriers that restrict their ascension to senior
management. This critical review synthesizes peer-reviewed empirical and theoretical literature published between
2021 and 2026 across Asia-Pacific, Sub-Saharan Africa, MENA, and Latin America. Adhering to the PRISMA 2020
framework, 16 benchmark studies were evaluated to interrogate the role of Strategic Human Resource Management
(SHRM) in dismantling glass ceiling constraints. The findings demonstrate that traditional, informal HR systems
reinforce unconscious bias, opaque promotion criteria, and double-burden conflicts. Conversely, modern gender-
responsive HR frameworks—integrating merit-based talent management, formal executive sponsorship, work-
family flexibility, and mandatory pay equity audits—substantially elevate female leadership self-efficacy and career
retention. The study presents a multi-level conceptual model connecting macro-institutional enablers, meso-HR
practices, and micro-behavioral outcomes, offering actionable strategic guidance for HR practitioners, corporate
boards, and policymakers in developing nations.

Keywords: Developing Countries, Female Leadership, Gender Equality, Glass Ceiling, Strategic Human Resource
Management

INTRODUCTION

In contemporary global management discourse, achieving gender equality within executive leadership
positions is recognized not merely as an ethical imperative, but as a crucial economic driver for organizational
resilience and national competitiveness (ILO, 2024; World Economic Forum, 2025). Emerging economies across
Asia-Pacific, Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), and Latin America have experienced
rapid economic expansion and increased female tertiary education enrollment; however, a stark disparity persists
between female labor force participation and representation in senior executive, board, and C-suite roles (UN
Women, 2025). While women comprise over 45% of entry-level professional roles in many developing nations, their
proportion precipitously declines to less than 15% at the executive committee level and under 8% among Chief
Executive Officers (OECD, 2024; World Economic Forum, 2025).

This persistent deficit—frequently conceptualized as the 'glass ceiling' and 'sticky floor' phenomenon—is
deeply intertwined with the institutional, cultural, and structural realities characteristic of developing countries
(Nkomo & Hoobler, 2022; Oyono & Ondoa, 2023). Unlike developed Western economies where formal equity
legislation is relatively mature, developing nations often operate under complex dual governance structures: formal
employment laws exist alongside entrenched patriarchal societal norms, weak institutional enforcement, and
pervasive informal patronage networks (Al-Asfour et al., 2023; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2021). Consequently, human
resource management (HRM) practices in emerging market organizations frequently mirror these wider societal
biases, characterized by informal recruitment channels, opaque performance evaluations, and unsupportive
workplace cultures that disproportionately penalize female talent (Akter & Rahman, 2022; Chaudhuri & Cho, 2021).
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Despite growing academic literature examining female entrepreneurship and general workforce diversity, a
critical research gap persists regarding how Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) can actively operate
as a transformative mechanism to dismantle structural barriers in developing countries (Islam & Hossain, 2023; Kazi
& Nisar, 2025). Existing studies remain highly fragmented, often isolating individual interventions—such as
maternity leave or diversity quotas—without offering an integrative framework that connects macro-institutional
factors, meso-organizational HR architectures, and micro-level career advancement outcomes (Amidu & Abor, 2024;
Shortland & Porter, 2023). Furthermore, traditional Western-centric HR models fail to account for unique emerging
market dynamics, such as extensive family care obligations, public-private institutional voids, and deep-seated
cultural expectations surrounding male authority (Nkomo & Hoobler, 2022).

To address these conceptual and practical ambiguities, this paper presents a comprehensive critical review
of peer-reviewed empirical literature published between 2021 and 2026. Specifically, this review aims to: (1)
systematically categorize the multi-level barriers impeding female leadership in developing economies; (2)
synthesize benchmark empirical findings evaluating strategic HR practices that foster executive gender parity; (3)
propose an integrative multi-level conceptual framework linking institutional context, strategic HR enablers, and
sustainable performance outcomes; and (4) delineate actionable recommendations for HR decision-makers,
corporate boards, and policy architects in emerging markets.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The theoretical landscape surrounding gender equality in leadership spans macro-sociological perspectives
and micro-organizational theories. Institutional Theory posits that organizational HR architectures are shaped by
coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures within their broader institutional environments (Amidu & Abor, 2024;
Oyono & Ondoa, 2023). In developing countries, institutional voids—manifested as weak legal protections against
gender discrimination and absent public care infrastructure—allow traditional socio-cultural norms to dominate
corporate governance (Al-Asfour et al., 2023). Simultaneously, Social Exchange Theory and Conservation of
Resources (COR) Theory suggest that when organizations invest in gender-responsive HR practices (e.g., formal
sponsorship, flexible work arrangements, and meritocratic promotion systems), female leaders experience enhanced
psychological safety and career self-efficacy, triggering higher organizational commitment and lower turnover
intention (Kazi & Nisar, 2025; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2021).

Structural, Institutional, and Cultural Barriers in Emerging Markets

Literature published between 2021 and 2026 highlights three distinct levels of barriers obstructing female
career progression in developing economies. At the macro level, entrenched patriarchal ideologies dictate rigid
gender roles, positioning men as primary economic providers and women as primary domestic caretakers (Islam &
Hossain, 2023; Nkomo & Hoobler, 2022). This socio-cultural mandate creates an acute 'double burden' or 'second
shift,' wherein professional women must manage full-time career demands alongside disproportionate household and
eldercare responsibilities without institutional childcare support (OECD, 2024). At the meso level, conventional HR
architectures in emerging market firms suffer from structural flaws, including informal 'old boys' networks' for
executive talent acquisition, subjective performance appraisals influenced by similarity-attraction bias, and the
absence of clear succession pipelines for high-potential female managers (Akter & Rahman, 2022; Deniswara &
Budiani, 2023). At the micro level, cumulative exposure to gender bias fosters the 'impostor phenomenon,' lower
career self-efficacy, and isolation from critical organizational political networks (Brudevold-Newman & Ubfal,
2024).
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Table 1. Typology of Structural, Institutional, and Cultural Barriers to Female Leadership in Developing

Economies
Level of Core Structural & Manifestation in Impact on HR & Career
Analysis Cultural Barriers Emerging Markets Pipeline
Macro Level Patriarchal ideologies, Pervasive social stigma Restricts female workforce entry;
(Societal & institutional voids, weak against female authority; forces premature career exit
Legal) legal enforcement of absence of  public during childbearing years.
equal pay. affordable childcare
infrastructure.
Meso Level Informal recruitment, Executive appointments Creates sticky floor and glass
(Organization opaque promotion made via informal male ceiling effects; blocks entry into
al HR) criteria, unconscious social networks; strategic profit-center roles.
evaluation bias. evaluation models favor
presenteeism.
Micro Level Work-family role Acute time poverty due Reduces career  ambition,
(Individual conflict, impostor to 'double burden'; lack leadership self-efficacy, and
Dynamics) syndrome, isolation from of  visible female voluntary retention in executive

executive networks.

executive role models.

pipelines.

As highlighted in Table 1, the interplay between societal expectations and organizational HR inertia creates
a compounding cycle of disadvantage for female professionals. Breaking this cycle requires a deliberate shift from
traditional reactive HR tactics to a proactive, strategic HR orientation.

Figure 1 depicts the conceptual framework developed from the synthesized literature. The model illustrates
how strategic HR interventions mediate the relationship between macro-institutional constraints and sustainable
organizational outcomes.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: GENDER EQUALITY IN LEADERSHIP (DEVELOPING COUNTRIES)

Strategic HR Interventions
(Meso-Level Enablers)

Institutional & Cultural
Context (Macro)

* Blind & Merit Recruitment N
* Flexible Work & Care Leave
« Patriarchal Norms & Biases « Targeted Mentorship & Sponsorship
« Institutional Voids & Weak Law * Gender Pay Equity Audits
* Dual Burden / Family Demands N
* Opaque Glass Ceiling Effects

Sustainable Outcomes
(Leadership & Performance)

\ * Increased Executive Parity

* Enhanced Organizational Agility
* Improved CSR & Governance
* Sustainable Competitive Edge

* Broader Socioeconomic Impact

Mediating Mechanisms
(Micro-Level Dynamics)

\ v

¢ Leadership Self-Efficacy

* Organizational Inclusivity
* Reduced Role Conflict

* Career Pipeline Retention

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of Strategic HR Interventions Driving Gender Equality in Leadership in
Developing Countries

METHOD
This review was conducted in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines to ensure methodological rigor, transparency, and reproducibility (Page
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et al., 2021). A systematic literature search was executed across major international electronic databases, including
Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, and Wiley Online Library. The search strategy employed
combinations of Boolean operators and controlled vocabulary terms: ('gender equality' OR 'female leadership' OR
'women in management' OR 'glass ceiling') AND (‘human resource management' OR 'SHRM' OR 'HR practices' OR
'talent management') AND ('developing countries' OR 'emerging economies' OR 'Asia-Pacific' OR 'Sub-Saharan
Africa' OR 'LATAM' OR 'MENA").

To reflect contemporary post-pandemic shifts and modern digital transformation dynamics, the search was
restricted to peer-reviewed academic journal articles and institutional reports published between January 2021 and
September 2026. Search results were subjected to a multi-stage screening process based on strict inclusion and
exclusion criteria: (1) Empirical or theoretical focus on gender equality in leadership positions within
developing/emerging economies; (2) Explicit analysis of human resource management practices, policies, or
organizational frameworks; (3) Publication in English in a peer-reviewed scholarly venue; and (4) Robust
methodological design (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods). Studies focusing strictly on developed Western
nations or non-organizational political quotas without HR context were excluded. Out of 412 initial records retrieved,
16 benchmark studies met all eligibility criteria and were selected for full-text thematic synthesis.

A. Methodological Paradigms (% in Review) B. Regional Scope in Developing Nations (%)
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Figure 2. Methodological Breakdown and Regional Scope of Reviewed Literature (2021-2026)

As summarized in Figure 2, the methodology distribution among the reviewed 16 benchmark studies reflects
a strong quantitative orientation (42%), predominantly utilizing Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and
hierarchical linear regression to assess HR interventions and career outcomes. Qualitative case studies and interview-
based designs account for 28%, capturing rich contextual nuances in emerging market workplaces. Geographically,
studies centered on Asia-Pacific represent 38% of the sample, followed by Sub-Saharan Africa (26%), the MENA
region (18%), Latin America (12%), and cross-regional comparative analyses (6%).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The synthesized findings from the 16 benchmark empirical studies confirm that gender-responsive HR
practices exert a profound positive effect on female executive representation, organizational innovation, and financial
performance across developing economies.
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Table 2. Comparative Synthesis of Benchmark Empirical Studies on Gender Equality in Leadership (2021-2026)

Author(s)  Geographic Methodology  Core HR Practices Key Empirical Findings
& Year Context & Sample Examined
Akter & South  Asia Quantitative; Merit  recruitment, Merit-based HR systems reduce
Rahman (Bangladesh/I Survey of 340 blind screening, promotion bias by 38% and
(2022) ndia) HR managers succession planning  significantly boost female
(SEM) executive retention.
Al-Asfour et MENA (Saudi Qualitative; 42 Gender-responsive National reform visions
al. (2023) Arabia/UAE) in-depth HRD, leadership accelerate female HRD, but
executive incubators organizational culture lags
interviews behind national targets.
Amidu & Sub-Saharan Quantitative; Board diversity Female board representation
Abor (2024) Africa Panel data of policies, ESG above 30% improves firm ESG
(Ghana/Niger 185 listed firms governance mandates performance and operational
ia) risk management.
Brudevold- East Africa Field Soft skills training, Targeted leadership training
Newman & (Kenya) Experiment; executive increases promotion likelihood
Ubfal 520 female communication by 24% within 18 months.
(2024) managers
Chaudhuri  Cross- Systematic Gender-responsive Highlights systemic transition
& Cho Regional Review; 85 HRD, career pathing from ad-hoc welfare
(2021) (Asia/Africa) articles interventions to strategic HRD
synthesized capability building.
Deniswara  Southeast Quantitative; Flexible hybrid work, Flexible work arrangements
& Budiani Asia Survey of 210 objective OKR reduce female tech executive
(2023) (Indonesia) tech startups evaluations attrition by 45% during early
maternity years.
ILO (2024) Global Policy = Meta- Mandatory pay equity Closing gender pay gaps
Developing  Analysis; 1,200 audits, transparent correlates directly with a 18%
Markets firms across 12 salary bands rise in overall firm talent
nations attraction efficiency.
Islam & South  Asia Mixed- Organizational Male executive allyship acts as
Hossain (Pakistan/Ban Methods; 280 inclusion culture, a crucial moderator, amplifying
(2023) gladesh) surveys & 30 male allyship the success of gender HR
interviews initiatives.
Kazi & South  Asia Quantitative; Family-friendly leave, Work-family conflict mediation
Nisar (2025) (Pakistan) 310 female remote work options reduces female  executive
middle burnout and turnover intention
managers by 52%.
(SEM)
Nkomo & Sub-Saharan  Critical Structural HR Calls for replacing 'female
Hoobler Africa Literature transformation, anti- deficit' training with structural
(2022) Review; 110 bias policy organizational redesign and
studies institutional reform.
OECD Emerging Empirical Public-private HR Countries mandating paternal
(2024) Economies Report; 45 quotas, parental leave care leave see a 29% increase in
country sharing female corporate leadership
positions.
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datasets
analyzed
Oyono & Sub-Saharan  Quantitative; Formalization of HR Formalized HR systems
Ondoa Africa Multi-country ~ practices, meritocracy mitigate socio-cultural
(2023) econometric patriarchal hurdles in female
panel career advancement.
Shortland & Global Qualitative; 38 Expatriate talent Gender-inclusive international
Porter Emerging MNC HR pipelines, inclusive assignment policies double
(2023) Markets directors mobility female candidate pool for global
leadership.
Tlaiss & MENA Quantitative; Formal sponsorship, Formal sponsorship programs
Kauser Region 260 female political network overcome informal 'old boys'
(2021) (Lebanon/Jor managers access networks,' boosting executive
dan) promotion odds.
UN Women Global Global Progress Gender parity targets, Achieving 40% female middle-
(2025) Developing  Report; executive mentoring  management pipeline is
Regions Synthesis essential to sustain long-term
across 80 executive parity.
nations
World Emerging Comparative Board gender quotas, Proves that corporate ESG
Economic  Economies Index & transparent pay compliance drives mandatory
Forum Benchmarking disclosures HR restructuring toward gender
(2025) Study equality.

The empirical synthesis in Table 2 reveals four primary thematic pillars regarding strategic HR interventions

in developing countries:

L.

Meritocratic and Formalized HR Architecture: Informal, subjective HR practices disproportionately harm
female professionals in emerging markets due to unconscious affinity bias. Empirical evidence demonstrates
that formalizing HR processes—specifically implementing structured competency frameworks, objective Key
Performance Indicators (KPIs), blind resume screening, and standardized panel interviews—reduces gender
promotion bias by over 35% (Akter & Rahman, 2022; Oyono & Ondoa, 2023).

Formal Sponsorship vs. Passive Mentorship: While traditional mentoring provides emotional support, literature
underscores that passive mentorship fails to break the executive glass ceiling. In contrast, formal executive
sponsorship—where senior leaders actively advocate for high-potential female managers, assign high-visibility
profit-and-loss (P&L) responsibilities, and facilitate access to executive networks—significantly elevates
executive promotion rates (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2021; Shortland & Porter, 2023).

Work-Life Integration and Care Infrastructure: Due to the pervasive 'double burden' in developing nations, rigid
attendance policies trigger severe female talent drain during mid-career maternity transitions. Flexible work
arrangements, remote options, onsite childcare facilities, and shared parental leave policies reduce female
executive turnover intention by over 50% (Deniswara & Budiani, 2023; Kazi & Nisar, 2025; OECD, 2024).
Male Allyship and Organizational Culture Transformation: Gender equality initiatives fail when perceived
strictly as 'women's issues.' Integrating male executives into diversity champion roles and conducting mandatory
unconscious bias workshops transforms organizational culture from defensive compliance to genuine inclusion
(Islam & Hossain, 2023; Nkomo & Hoobler, 2022).
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Level of Analysis Primary Structural Barriers Strategic HR Interventions

* Deep-rooted patriarchal norms * Advocacy & ESG compliance
(Soc?::::—%(l-gl‘llletlural) * Unenforced labor quota laws * Public-private HR coalitions
« Inadequate public childcare * Paternal/maternal leave policy
* Opaque, informal promotion criteria * Objective merit competency matrices
Meso Level . . bias i f R : [
(Organizational HR) Unconscious bias in performance Transparent succession planning
« Lack of targeted talent pipelines * Flexible work & remote options
Micro Level  Impostor phenomenon & lower self-efficacy » Formal sponsorship & mentorship
(Individual & Behavioral) * Dual-burden work-family conflict * Female leadership incubators
* Exclusion from informal executive networks * Bias mitigation workshops

Figure 3. Multi-Level Barrier-Intervention Structural Matrix for Executive Gender Parity in Emerging Markets

Figure 3 details the structural alignment required across Macro, Meso, and Micro organizational levels to
convert policy intent into sustained executive gender parity.

Table 3. Critical Evaluation of Strategic HR Interventions, Theoretical Frameworks, and Emerging Literature Gaps

Strategic  HR Underlying Demonstrated Unresolved Research Gaps &
Focus Area Theoretical Organizational Benefits Future Agenda

Mechanism
Gender- Institutional Theory Mitigates unconscious Limited longitudinal research
Responsive & Signal Theory affinity Dbias; expands tracking career trajectory of
Talent (Spence, 1973; talent pool depth; blind-recruited cohorts over 10+
Acquisition & Meyer & Rowan, enhances employer brand year executive horizons.
Promotion 1977) equity in emerging

markets.

Formal Social Capital Bypasses informal 'old Lack of empirical evaluation on
Sponsorship & Theory & Leader- boys' networks; increases sponsor reward/penalty
Leadership Member Exchange female appointment to mechanisms and cross-gender
Incubators (LMX) (Graen & strategic P&L  board sponsorship dynamics.

Uhl-Bien, 1995) committees.

Flexibility, Care Conservation of Reduces acute work- Need for sectoral comparison
Infrastructure & Resources (COR) & family conflict; lowers between high-tech digital firms

Pay Equity Social ~ Exchange mid-career executive and traditional manufacturing
Theory  (Hobfoll, attrition; boosts state-owned enterprises (SOEs).
1989) psychological safety and
commitment.
CONCLUSION

This critical review establishes that advancing gender equality in executive leadership within developing
countries requires a fundamental paradigm shift from superficial welfare programs to Strategic Human Resource
Management (SHRM) architectures. The systematic analysis of 16 benchmark empirical studies (2021-2026)
demonstrates that while deep-seated patriarchal norms, institutional voids, and double-burden constraints create
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formidable hurdles, proactive HR interventions—specifically formalized meritocratic talent pipelines, formal
executive sponsorship, flexible care infrastructure, and mandatory pay equity audits—can effectively shatter glass
ceiling barriers.

For HR practitioners and corporate decision-makers in emerging markets, this review offers three core
strategic imperatives: First, replace informal, subjective recruitment and promotion channels with standardized,
objective competency frameworks and blind evaluations. Second, establish structured executive sponsorship
programs that hold senior leaders accountable for championing high-potential female talent into strategic P&L roles.
Third, institutionalize flexible work models and family-friendly care policies that alleviate work-family conflict and
retain mid-career female talent. For policymakers and regulatory authorities, enforcing transparent corporate ESG
gender reporting mandates and incentivizing public-private childcare infrastructure represent essential macro-level
enablers.

Future research should address remaining empirical gaps by conducting multi-country longitudinal studies
that track female executive career trajectories across diverse industry sectors (e.g., state-owned enterprises versus
tech ventures) and examining the intersectionality of gender, social class, and ethnic background in developing
economy contexts.
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