
Pakistan Journal of Social Sciences (PJSS) 

Vol. 36, No. 2 (2016), pp. 797-807 

Female Career Progression: A Gender Stratification View 
 

Nighat Ansari, PhD 
Assistant Professor 

Institute of Administrative Sciences 

University of the Punjab, Lahore, Pakistan 
ngansari@yahoo.com 

 

Nasira Jabeen, PhD 
Professor, 

Institute of Administrative Sciences 

University of the Punjab, Lahore, Pakistan 
Director.ias@pu.edu.pk 

 

Amani Moazzam Baig, PhD 
Assistant Professor 

Institute of Administrative Sciences 

University of the Punjab, Lahore, Pakistan 

amanimoazzam@yahoo.com 

 

Abstract 
Owing to growing strategic value of diverse human capital as a 

competitive edge for the organizations, the international development 

community is actively concerned to address the significant asymmetry 

between the male and female professional careers, especially when it 

comes to attain the highest echelons of management. Men are still 

earning more than women for comparable work and progressing more 

easily up the career ladder than women do. This phenomenon of 

invisible barrier in the career advancement of female managers is 

commonly termed as ‘glass ceiling’ and is mainly considered to be 

composed of stereotypes about females’ prescriptive roles and domain 

in the society. This qualitative research study, conducted in the public 

sector of Pakistan using the Federal Civil Service as a case in hand, 

has attempted to gather empirical evidence as to how each stratum of 

the ‘gender stratification system’ contribute to impede the female 

career progression by way of creating, sustaining and strengthening 

the gendered stereotypes in the work places. It was also aimed at 

looking for the evidence of gender ‘undoing’ at any or each level of the 

system. The female performance model emerging out of the primary 

data of this study revealed a number of stumbling blocks in the career 

path of females composed of gendered stereotypes produced, 

perpetuated and reinforced at all three levels, individual, social and 

institutional, of the stratification system. It was also concluded from the 

empirical data that any incidence of change at any one level is not 

expected to sustain unless complimented with a corresponding change 

in the other two levels. 
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I. Introduction 
 Historically, women, the world over, have been associated with household and 

child rearing and men with employment and bread earning. Such gendered division of 

labor traces back to 1950s and 60s when the ‘instrumental’ traits (rationality) were 

attributed to men and they were considered more suitable to the workplace than women. 

Women were identified as inherently ‘expressive’ or emotional and thus regarded as not 

fit for managerial positions in the organization (Parsons & Bales, 1956). Eagly and Karau 

(2002) and Desmarais and Alksnis (2005) have argued that historical beliefs and 

conventions are difficult to change as the norms of the past form the basis for the future 

behavior of the society. They wrote that, “Organizations and the people within these 

continue to hold the implicit assumption that the ideal worker is a white man who is 

employed full time…. The idea persists that women should be responsible for {the 

home}…We believe that all working women are violating the normative assumptions of 

the role of women to some degree”. (Desmarais & Alksnis 2005, 459). 

 

 Although women’s entry into various professions has become comparatively easier 

after the equal opportunity legislation enacted about three decades ago, yet the 

assumption that women have achieved equal rights and discrimination has been 

vanquished would be a long shot and proves false if we look below the surface. Despite 

the introduction of various policy changes such as Title IX of the Civil Rights Act in the 

US; the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW, 1979) and the Beijing Platform for Action (1995), on international front, 

women still have to face various forms of segregation in terms of equal opportunities for 

education, employment, success and advancement in their careers. Men are still earning 

more than women for comparable work and progressing more easily up the career ladder 

than women do. In a large number of professional organizations women still encounter 

subtle barriers in their upward career progression especially when it comes to attain the 

highest echelons of management while equivalent men just careen along with a 

comparative ease (Gatrell & Swan, 2008). ILO (2004) reports that although women are 

increasing in number in the managerial positions the world over their upward progress is 

still slow, uneven and sometimes discouraging and, “the rule of thumb is still: the higher 

up an organization’s hierarchy, the fewer the women” (ILO, 2004, p.13).  

 

 The investigation into sex stereotyping or gendering entails an evolutionary 

process where a number of theories ranging from biological to social to psychological 

and sociological perspectives have contributed to the understanding of how gender is 

constructed and perpetuated into the fabric of the society. Theoretical development of the 

concept during 20
th

 century has caused to evolve gender beyond an individual trait to a 

structural framework (see for example Kanter, 1977 and Epstein 1988). However, the 

empirical evidence did not really support the gender-neutral component of structuralism 

(Zimmer, 1988) and it was found that the gender specific behavior persisted irrespective 

of their structural positions; as men despite their token presence in female specific 

professions evidently succeeded to find glass escalators to reach the higher echelons of 

management. Another body of literature, at the same period of time hinted at the 

‘performance link’ in the process and coined the term ‘doing gender’; advocating that the 

gender is created by the activity of the actor (West & Zimmerman, 1987; Butler, 1990, 

2004). The ‘doing gender’ framework was further expanded by Acker (1990, 1992) when 

she applied the concept in an organizational context and found that the jobs and 
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hierarchies in an organization are gendered in their ‘disembodied’ nature and are 

supposed to be occupied by the abstract worker ‘who is actually a man’ unencumbered by 

the domestic or care work. The intersectional and integrative theories of the recent past 

have added another dimension in to the conceptual development of gender in terms of 

incorporating the situational or contextual elements and pointing towards its intersection 

with other ‘axes of oppression including race, sexuality, nationality, ability, religion etc.’ 

(Risman & Davis, 2013). 

 

 Towards the end of the 20
th

 century, most of the social scientists developed a 

consensus on defining gender as a social system that elicits patterned behavior rather than 

merely a personality trait which led to developing multidimensional gender frameworks 

(Lorber, 1994; Martin, 2004 & Risman, 2004). The conceptualization of gender as a 

social structure is built upon the ‘transformative power’ of human action where humans 

are not the passive participants of the structure but they are active partners in its creation 

as well as its sustenance. The ‘social stratification structure’ of gendering, presented by 

Risman (2004) equates the gender structure with the political and economic structures of 

a society and theorize that gender is deeply embedded not just in the individual 

personalities (by way of socialization), the cultural rules or institutions but in all these 

and in complicated ways. The structuration theory of gender depicts three levels where 

gender is apparently done in a social system: the development of gendered selves on an 

individual level, differing cultural expectations from men and women at interactional 

level and the gender specific resource distribution at the institutional domains implying 

that the gender stratification cannot be explained by any one of these levels alone.  

  

 Taking a lead from the above line of theorizing and considering the role of gender 

stereotypes in creating subtle barriers in the female career progression, the current study 

purported to examine the process of how these stereotypes are produced, sustained and 

strengthened in an organizational context by the actions and interactions of all three 

components of ‘gender stratification system’ i.e. the individual selves, the societal 

expectations and the gender specific institutional policies/practices. 

 

 According to the social stratification system of gendering, men and women 

contribute to gender construction at individual level when they, having internalized the 

descriptive and prescriptive norms associated with their gender, act to sustain their sex 

category or identity. At the second level of the above model, gendering is done by the 

societal / cultural dictates where the role as well as the domain of each sex category is 

preconceived and predetermined in terms of the gendered division of labor. The societal 

expectations place differing demands on each gender and impel them to behave according 

to their specified roles in terms of ‘Role Congruity Theory’ (Eagly & Karau, 2002). 

According to the theory of gendered practices of the organizations, the structures of the 

labor market and of society in general are responsible to produce and reproduce gender 

asymmetries in the world of work and organizations (Kanter, 1977; Acker, 1992). Gender 

relations are practiced at many levels of the organizational structures and practices, 

varying from the explicit to the subtler, including the ways in which work is organized, 

defined, rewarded and represented (Edwards & Wajcman, 2005). Acker (1992) noted 

how the rules and procedures in the organization and accepted norms of behavior are 

based on the idea of a gender-neutral “ideal” worker whose characteristics of full-time 

availability, unencumbered by domestic responsibilities and high career orientation match 
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more with the stereotypic characteristics of men workers than those of women workers in 

day-to-day reality. 

 

 It becomes implicit from the above literature that all three levels of gendered 

stratification structure are interlinked and can be comprehended better if studied in 

tandem. The current study has therefore aimed to trace a composite picture of the 

interplay of all three levels of gender stratification system in creating, perpetuating and / 

or strengthening the gender stereotypes in an organizational context, and gather empirical 

evidence of the contribution of each stratum in the whole process of doing gender. The 

analysis of the data has tried to answer the following research questions: 

 

 How the actions and interactions of all three components of social stratification 

structure impact the female career progression by way of creating, sustaining and 

reinforcing the gender stereotypes in an organizational context? 

 Is there an evidence of change, in terms of ‘undoing’ gender, at any or each level 

of the stratified system? 

 

 The study has attempted to investigate the above questions by way of mapping the 

career progression of both male and female officers at the middle and top tiers of the 

Civil Superior Service (CSS) of Pakistan. CSS is a large public sector organization of 

Pakistan comprising twelve occupational groups (Annexure-A) that encompass almost all 

the public service sphere in the country. The women compete on open merit (a quota of 

10% has been introduced for women in addition to open merit for each occupational 

group). The advancement of women’s career in this service was considered to be an 

appropriate setting for the study, as the other formal barriers (e.g. education, work 

experience) could be controlled to investigate the subtle barriers (glass ceiling) in 

isolation. The study has attempted to contribute to the perspective of comparatively lesser 

charted South Asian context in the study of gender stratification. 

 

II. Research Methodology 
 In order to “understand the social phenomenon [under study] in terms of the 

meaning people bring to them” (Boeije, 2010: pg.11) and contextualize the findings in a 

broader social context, a qualitative research strategy was adopted for the study. In the 

qualitative research strategy, it is desirable to select the sample intentionally according to 

the needs of the study. “The cases are specifically selected because they can teach us a lot 

about the issues that are of importance to the research” (Coyne, 1997 as cited by Boeije, 

2010: pg.35). The officers, both female and male, in the above selected groups were thus 

sampled purposively from mostly the middle and top management positions to ensure 

that they are in the appropriate stage of their career to answer the queries about career 

progression. The occupational groups from which the sample was taken were selected on 

the basis of women density as well as their representation in the top management 

positions. The contact was made through mutual connections. 

 

A. Data Collection 

 The opinions, thoughts, experiences and expressions of the participants were 

sought through in-depth interviews to conceptualize the social reality of their professional 

careers and how they themselves were involved in the construction of this reality. The 

data were collected through semi-structured schedule to ensure the coverage of all the 
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relevant aspects while retaining the flexibility to obtain rich and detailed data beyond the 

preconceived questions. The interview schedule was centered on four main topics: i) 

perception of professional competencies required for the job/position; ii) equality of 

opportunities for trainings and/or promotions; iii) supporting/hampering factors for career 

progression iv) perceptions of professional fitness in terms of gender. The data were 

collected till the saturation point where no new information was forthcoming and the 

final sample comprised twenty interviewees from civil service, ten male and ten female, 

who contributed to the primary data of the research. 

 

 The data collected through in-depth interviews were mostly tape recorded (except 

for a couple of interviewees who did not feel comfortable with recording their voices) 

and transcribed later. Using the comparative analytic method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), 

the data were read and re-read a number of times to identify the relevant quotes through 

iterative method. These quotes were then compared with the other interviews for 

similarity and assigned an appropriate label or a code by the researcher in the light of 

theoretical discussion and entered in to the computer software NVivo-10, as a node.  

 

Open     Axial        Selective Coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) was done, through 

NVivo-10, by selecting ‘female performance’ as a core category and then determining its 

relationship with other categories appearing in the data and validating those relationships. 

 

III. Results and Analysis 
 The sample consisted of both the male and female officers of CSS between the 

ages of 26-57 (the lady officers from Police group were quite young due to the recent 

lifting of ban for women in this service). Most of the officers (both male & female) were 

married and had children except for one senior lady officer from Pakistan administrative 

service who never married and one young lady police officer who was not yet married. 

 

 Thematic analysis of the data has been presented in the form of a schematic 

diagram of female performance and its moderating variables as emerged out of the 

primary data and discussed in figure 1. An evidence of gendering was apparent at a 

number of steps along the female career path having a significant impact on their 

progression (or lack thereof) by way of sustaining and reinforcing the gender stereotypes 

related to their career orientation, motivation and seriousness for their professional roles 

at all three levels i.e. Individual, Societal/Cultural, Institutional as discussed in the 

following sections: 

 

A. Individual level 

 The occupational groups of the Service are allocated in consideration of two 

factors: a) the order of merit (at the time of entry) and b) the preference of the candidate. 

It was observed from the primary data that while male candidates opted for the groups 

that are considered elitist (in terms of powers attached) or lucrative (in terms of career 

progression), female candidates reportedly selected the service groups that are considered 

more consistent with the traditional role of women. Majority of the women selected the 

groups like Income Tax, Information and Customs (as is evident from the comparatively 

larger number of females in these groups as per Annexure – A) because these are 

considered ‘decent’ in the society and do not entail field postings hence perceived as 

convenient to manage along with the domestic and care responsibilities of women. On the 
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contrary, the groups with lesser number of women, like District Management Group 

(DMG) and Police Service of Pakistan (PSP), are the ones that are considered difficult to 

manage due to their requirement of field postings and / or public dealing, which in turn is 

considered incongruent with female role in terms of societal dictates. One lady officer 

explained the phenomenon of lesser women in DMG by stating that, “In Customs, they 

keep the women in big cities, unlike DMG, where you have to take postings in rural areas 

and you can have problems in that; there might be a security issue for women or people 

might not listen to a female DC”. DMG or Pakistan Administrative Service (PAS) is 

considered the most lucrative group in terms of accelerated progression as well as greater 

powers attached. One female officer justified her option of Foreign Service group by 

stating that,” …women may not fit in the field jobs (like in DMG or Police service). I do 

not honestly see women fit for controlling the mob in a procession and handling a strike 

on the roads, but doing intellectual work, representing your country, talking sense is not a 

problem”. This type of mind-set is in line with the sex-role identity theory of Chusmir 

and Koberg (1991), according to which, women feel discomfort while crossing over to 

the masculine sex-typed jobs.  

 

Figure 1: Female Performance Model  

 
 Another point of self-selection in CSS is encountered when women using certain 

exemptions in the service opt out of field postings and choose Secretariat (office) jobs. 

One of the male officers observed, “Women don’t take field postings even when they 

come to DMG; they opt for Secretariat postings”. By not accepting postings to remote 

areas of the country and insisting to remain in the big cities, women apparently contribute 

to depreciate their value as a resource or in some cases becoming even a burden on the 

service as pointed out by another male colleague in a candid way, “When they do not 

accept the remote postings then the seats/vacancies in the big cities start choking and the 
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number of lady officers exceeds the male officers in those cities; then they (majority) 

have to go home early or the children come to the office. Senior officers do not like this 

situation and they crib about it”. 

 

 The self-selection phenomenon of female professionals appeared quite damaging 

for their careers in two ways: firstly, women by refusing the field postings and opting out 

of the mainstream are always at the risk of being sidelined or marginalized at the time of 

promotions for not having adequate experience or exposure of the field. Secondly, this 

practice does tend to endorse the stereotype that the females lack seriousness and 

motivation to advance ahead in their careers. According to a male colleague, “Females do 

not have as strong a priority for career as males have. They have lesser passion to move 

forward in their career”. 

  

B. Societal / cultural level 

 The above gendering though being done at an individual level is closely linked 

with the second level of stratified structure i.e. societal and cultural expectations because 

the primary reason of women’s self-selection behavior is being compliant with the 

societal dictates of ‘acceptable conduct’ and ‘family responsibilities’. Besides, all the 

other aberrations in female job behavior, as depicted in the above model (Fig-1), 

including their inability to sit late, reluctance to accept field / foreign postings/ trainings 

and constrained networking allude to societal and cultural expectations that the women 

have to meet in order to be accepted by the society at large.  

 

 In the Asian perspective of Pakistan, a clear-cut division of gender roles allocates 

the responsibility of household to women along with taking care of the husband, the 

children and the extended family as her primary duty. This implies that if a woman 

desires to pursue a career, she is allowed on the condition that she does not compromise 

on the primary responsibilities of her family and household. She will fulfill her 

professional role in addition to her primary duties to her family which means that her 

professional role is automatically relegated to the secondary position, whereas, in case of 

a man the career assumes the primary obligation. This primary / secondary division 

becomes quite explicit in the workplaces where women giving priority to their domestic 

duties do not sit late and/or decline the postings/trainings for the sake of keeping their 

family together or for the parenting responsibilities, and are exposed to the risk of being 

stereotyped as casual and less ambitious in their career. On the contrary, men are free to 

expend their primary duty the way they want to and are ready to accept any kind of 

posting or training for their career development while conveniently leaving the children 

and wife back with their family, and are lauded for their ambition and enthusiasm in 

pursuance of their career. So a man comes to a career unencumbered by any extra 

baggage of domestic responsibilities unlike a woman who has to come up to the 

expectations of so many stakeholders.  

 

 Women officer tends to lose visibility by not sitting for late hours or not being 

available for night duties. In the words of a senior male officer, “when I have to be there 

in the field for my duties at 12 at night and I’m there, my performance would be visible 

and when a female is not able to be there due to some domestic reason, the outcome 

would be different”. Similarly, when they opt for the Secretariat jobs and avoid field 

postings they tend to lose the mainstream and are sidelined or marginalized which 
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ultimately affects their prospects of moving ahead or upward in their career. They miss 

out the experience that they could avail through field/foreign postings and also lose their 

professional development, which could have been gained through the training 

opportunities. In the same way, women are out-grouped, when they are restricted in their 

interactions with the male colleagues and joining the social networks in the Service.   

Institutional level: 

 

 The policies and practices of the CSS, like most other organizations are apparently 

based upon the requirements of a typical ‘male’ worker, unencumbered by the domestic 

or care responsibilities. In the words of one male officer of top management position, 

“PAS, Police service and for that matter most of the services these days have 24 hours 

job now. Even in the Secretariat, they have very long working hours”. One of the female 

interviewees belonging to Foreign Service group admitted, “If you need to succeed then 

this is 24/7 job, if you take it as a 9 to 5 job, you will be sidelined. No gazette holidays, 

no weekends; you have to work up to the world’s schedule’. An almost consensus 

demand of ‘full-time availability’ or as repeatedly mentioned by the interviewees, a “24/7 

nature” of their profession is assumed to be gender neutral but is affecting working 

women more adversely than men especially in the context of Pakistan’s Masculine 

society (Hofstede, 1984). 

 

 As acknowledged in the literature, such type of ‘visibility’ and time demand 

creates a lot of pressure in terms of work / life balance even for males and is regarded a 

major obstacle in the way of female workers who are aspiring to reach up to the level of 

decision making positions. It is believed that the family-friendly policies aimed to 

increase women’s presence in the highest managerial positions need to be preceded by a 

change in the assumptions about the requirement of working hours which at present is 

largely unregulated specially at the top management level (Lyon & Woodward, 2004). In 

the words of Muzio and Tomlinson (2012, p. 460), structural and normative constraints 

such as “…combinations of long working hours, training requirements, after hours 

networking and cultivating client relations remain critical to career advancement” and 

“constrain women’s career histories more often than men’s”.   

 

 So the explicit requirement of almost all the occupational groups of CSS for 

‘beyond-full-time availability’ of the officers, irrespective of their gender, may be 

categorized as the organizational practice of ‘doing’ gender (Martin 2003, 2006) as it 

implies automatic exclusion of females who will obviously be in a hardship to meet this 

requirement in view of their domestic responsibilities towards their children and family. 

 

 Further, the phenomenon of a support mechanism evident in the accounts of the 

interviewees is also worth discussing in the context of institutional gendering where 

female officers get systemic support in the form of exemptions from late sittings as well 

as postings to the remote or insecure areas of the country as mentioned by both female 

and male officers. “Females rather have advantages; you are exempted from late sittings 

and all” stated a lady officer. “I think females have an edge. They are given somewhat 

preferential treatment. …when we make policies like interprovincial transfers, which say 

that officers should not be in one province for 15-20 years, should be rotated, the women 

are exempted” complained a male officer.  
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 The ‘wed-lock policy’ of the system allow married women to get posted at the 

posting place of their husbands and keep their family together. Similarly, the bosses can 

allow you to have a relaxed posting (with lesser work load) at the time of raising your 

children so that you may be able to give more time to your family and children.  

“…during my career, when my children were young, I tried to opt for the work which 

could allow me time for my family as well” stated a lady officer of PAS, which is 

supposedly the most demanding occupational group of CSS. Female are also allowed to 

avail long leaves (unpaid) from the service to accompany their husbands on their postings 

and then come back along with paid maternity leave of three months up to three children 

during their career.   

 

 The point worth noting here is that the above systemic support specific to lady 

officers, although providing them a much needed relief in the short term, is also 

contributing to their marginalization, losing visibility, and/or losing mainstream besides 

serving to reinforce and perpetuate the stereotypes about ladies’ relaxed attitude towards 

their career or their lack of motivation; which ultimately leads to their restricted progress 

(upward as well as the lateral). More importantly, these facilitations for women workers 

implying an endorsement of women’s prescriptive social role by the organization serve to 

further confine them to specific behavioral roles and reinforce their stereotypical 

obligation toward their domestic responsibilities. Such gender specific interventions have 

been noted in the literature to prove counterproductive in eliminating gender asymmetries 

in the organization and are rather blamed for strengthening symbolic gendered binaries 

by way of creating a kind of “mummy track” (Benschop & Dooreward, 2012) in 

professional organizations.  

 

IV. Discussion and Conclusion 
 The female career progression model emerging out of the data of this study 

appears to be pockmarked with a number of stumbling blocks that serve to impede their 

advancement to the higher levels of organizational hierarchy. The stereotypes related to 

female gender with respect to their career orientation and professional motivation can be 

observed being created, reinforced and perpetuated by the voluntary / involuntary actions 

of the individuals, the societal /cultural expectations as well as the policies / practices of 

the organization; all three tiers of the stratified system of gendering.  

 

 The empirical data of this study reveal a significant support for the basic 

presumption of stratified system of gendering (Risman, 2004) that, “Gender is deeply 

embedded as a basis for stratification not just in our personalities, our cultural rules, or 

institutions, but in all these, and in complicated ways”. The stratified system is indeed 

complex as all three components are inextricably connected and not only influence and 

support each other but also appear to feed back in to the system and reinforce its 

normative strength. The individuals not daring to deviate from their deeply ingrained 

social/cultural norms feel obliged to act according to their gendered scripts and by doing 

so cause to sustain their gendered identities. On the other hand, the Institutions, in the 

shape of collectivities, contribute to perpetuate the stereotypic division of labor by a) 

continuing to sustain the discriminatory practices that create exclusionary cultures in the 

organizations and b) by condoning the normative gendered behavior and ensuring its 

compliance through facilitating policies for the females.  
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 As for the evidence of change, it has been observed from the accounts of the 

interviewees that although women in their individual capacities seem geared to bring 

about a change in their traditional gendered image by way of making inroads in to 

various professions even the unconventional ones (e.g. Administrative and Police 

Service), yet they are still a long way away from the objective of ‘undoing’ gender. Since 

this attitudinal change at individual level has not been accompanied with associated 

changes in the other two strata, social and institutional, it has fallen short of achieving the 

intended outcome. What the women have succeeded to achieve so far is stretching the 

boundaries of their femininity and adding another role (professional) in to their traditional 

domestic and care responsibilities; where the normative role is perfectly intact. The only 

difference that occurred is that now they are trying to bear the brunt of dual responsibility 

of being a good woman and a successful careerist at the same time. Similarly, the 

organizations though apparently have become more open in creating professional 

opportunities for females at the entry level (owing to various legislations) yet the 

organizational practices favoring a traditional, unencumbered male worker (‘face-time 

system’ requiring 24/7 physical availability and unhindered job rotation for instance) 

remain unchanged and result automatically in exclusion and / or alienation of female 

workers in the work places.  

 

 It can therefore be concluded from the above empirical findings that a sustainable 

‘undoing’ of the stratified system of gendering warrants more than the isolated or 

sporadic incidences of change at any one level as any such change will live short unless 

corresponded with the changes at the other two levels. In other words, the integrated 

complex of the system requires a coordinated will and effort by all the constituent 

components, where a change in any one stratum is essentially supported /complimented 

with a corresponding change in the other two so that a meaningful and lasting shift in the 

dominant symbolic gender binaries is realized effectively.  

 

V. Limitations and Scope for future research 
 The study was conducted in the CSS, the elitist cadre of public service; the 

experiences of the women serving in lower cadres and / or the private sector may be 

altogether different and should be probed by the future researchers.  
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