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Abstract

Despite the growing participation of women in higher education worldwide, they continue
to face persistent challenges in their career advancement, including limited promotion
opportunities, underrepresentation in leadership positions, lower research productivity,
and unequal access to institutional resources. These challenges are shaped by a range
of structural, institutional, and socio-cultural constraints within academia. Understand-
ing these influencing factors is essential for promoting gender equity within universities.
This study investigates the factors influencing the career advancement-related challenges
experienced by women academics in Jordanian higher education institutions, focusing
on career experience, family responsibilities, and organisational support. Grounded in
Gendered Organisations Theory, Work-Family Conflict Theory, and Social Support Theory,
the study develops and empirically tests an integrated conceptual model. Data were col-
lected through a questionnaire survey of women academics across Jordanian universities.
The quantitative data were analysed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Mod-
elling (PLS-SEM), while qualitative responses on strategies for overcoming challenges were
examined using directed qualitative content analysis. The findings indicate that family
responsibilities represent the most influential driver of perceived challenges, highlighting
the continuing tension between professional and domestic roles. Career experience is
found to reduce perceived challenges, suggesting that accumulated professional capital
and institutional familiarity enhance women's ability to navigate academic environments.
Organisational and social support not only directly reduce perceived challenges but also
buffer the impact of family responsibilities. Multi-group analysis further reveals differ-
ences in the strength of these relationships between teaching-research academics and those
occupying leadership roles. The qualitative results identify key strategies for addressing
these challenges, including mentoring systems, flexible institutional policies, professional
networking, and leadership development initiatives. By integrating structural modelling
with qualitative insights, this study advances understanding of the complex dynamics
shaping women’s academic careers and provides evidence-based recommendations for
fostering more inclusive and supportive higher education environments.
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1. Introduction

Higher education institutions play a central role in knowledge creation, innovation,
and socio-economic development. Over recent decades, women'’s participation in higher
education has expanded significantly worldwide, both as students and academic staff. How-
ever, despite this progress, gender inequalities within academic careers remain persistent
and deeply embedded in institutional structures. Women continue to be underrepresented
in senior academic and leadership positions and experience slower career progression,
which hinders their advancement. These disparities are not simply the result of individual
career choices but reflect complex interactions between gendered organisational practices,
work—family dynamics, and unequal access to professional support systems within aca-
demic institutions [1] Numerous studies have documented these persistent gaps in areas
such as promotion, leadership representation, research productivity, and professional op-
portunities [2-6]. These challenges have been consistently reported across higher education
systems in Europe, North America, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, suggesting that
women academics continue to navigate structurally gendered academic environments
despite differences in institutional and sociocultural contexts [4,7-9]. International evi-
dence further indicates that women academics frequently encounter unequal access to
leadership opportunities, professional networks, research visibility, and work-life balance
support, limiting their long-term academic progression and representation in institutional
decision-making structures. As universities increasingly position themselves as drivers of
inclusive knowledge systems and social progress, understanding the factors shaping the
challenges to career advancement faced by women academics has become a critical priority
for both research and institutional policy.

The challenges experienced by women academics are particularly pronounced in
many developing and transitional contexts, where institutional policies supporting gender
equality may still be evolving and cultural expectations surrounding gender roles remain
influential [10]. In the Middle East, including Jordan, women’s participation in higher
education as students has increased substantially over the past two decades [11]. Nev-
ertheless, women remain underrepresented in senior academic and leadership positions
within universities. Previous research suggests that women academics in the region often
encounter a complex combination of professional barriers, including limited mentoring op-
portunities, gender bias in leadership selection, restricted access to professional networks,
and difficulties balancing academic careers with family responsibilities [12,13].

Although gender disparities in academic careers have been widely documented, much
of the existing literature has primarily focused on describing barriers faced by women
in academia rather than systematically examining the structural mechanisms that gen-
erate these challenges. In particular, limited research has empirically investigated how
organisational factors, work—family responsibilities, and professional support systems
interact simultaneously to shape the challenges experienced by women academics. This
gap is especially evident in the context of the Middle East, where empirical evidence on
women’s academic careers remains relatively limited despite the rapid expansion of higher
education and increasing participation of women in the academic workforce. Addressing
this limitation, the present study develops and empirically tests an integrated conceptual
model grounded in Gendered Organisations Theory, Work-Family Conflict Theory, and
Social Support Theory to examine how career experience, family responsibilities, and organ-

https://doi.org/10.3390/50c16060170


https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16060170

Societies 2026, 16, 170

3 of 37

isational support collectively influence the career advancement-related challenges faced by
women academics. By combining structural equation modelling with qualitative insights
on strategies for overcoming these challenges, the study provides a more comprehensive
and context-sensitive understanding of gendered academic careers in higher education.

Using data collected through a questionnaire survey of women academics across
Jordanian universities, the study employs Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Mod-
elling (PLS-SEM) to test the proposed relationships between the constructs. In addition
to the quantitative analysis, the study incorporates qualitative insights obtained from an
open-ended question that invited participants to propose strategies for overcoming the
challenges they encounter in their academic careers. These responses were analysed us-
ing directed qualitative content analysis to identify practical strategies and institutional
interventions suggested by participants.

Guided by the proposed conceptual model and theoretical framework, the study
seeks to address the following research questions. These questions provide the broader
conceptual direction of the study, while the proposed hypotheses operationalise them into
specific empirically testable relationships between career experience, family responsibilities,
organisational support, and the perceived career advancement-related challenges faced by
women academics in higher education institutions.

RQ1: How do career experience and family responsibilities influence the career advance-
ment related challenges experienced by women academics in higher education institutions?

RQ2: What role does social and organisational support play in shaping the career
advancement related challenges faced by women academics, and to what extent does it
mitigate the impact of work—-family pressures?

RQ3: Do the relationships between career experience, family responsibilities, support,
and perceived career advancement related challenges differ across academic career groups
within higher education institutions?

By addressing these questions, the study aims to provide empirical insights into
the structural drivers of career advancement related challenges experienced by women
academics and identify strategies that may help mitigate these barriers.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Gendered Structures and Career Advancement in Academia

Despite significant global progress in expanding women’s participation in higher
education, gender disparities in academic careers persist across many institutional contexts.
Women remain underrepresented in senior academic positions, research-intensive roles,
and leadership structures within universities [14]. These inequalities are particularly visible
in regions of the Global South and the Middle East, where institutional practices intersect
with sociocultural expectations surrounding gender roles and family responsibilities [11].
Recent studies examining higher education systems across the Arab region indicate that
although women'’s participation in academic employment has increased, structural barriers
continue to limit their progression into senior academic and managerial roles [15].

Gendered Organisations Theory provides a critical framework for understanding how
such disparities are reproduced within institutional settings. According to Acker [16],
organisations are not gender-neutral entities but are structured around implicit norms and
practices that historically reflect male career trajectories. These organisational processes
embed gendered assumptions into recruitment, promotion criteria, workload allocation,
and leadership selection, often privileging career paths characterized by uninterrupted
professional commitment and high temporal flexibility. Such expectations align with the
model of the ideal worker, whose career progression is assumed to be independent of
caregiving responsibilities or family obligations [8].
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Within academic institutions, these gendered structures manifest through several insti-
tutional mechanisms. First, academic career advancement is commonly evaluated through
performance indicators such as research productivity, publication output, international
mobility, and competitive grant acquisition. These expectations can disproportionately dis-
advantage women academics who may face greater caregiving responsibilities or societal
expectations regarding family roles [17]. Second, leadership pathways within univer-
sities frequently remain embedded in male-dominated networks and decision-making
structures, which may limit women’s access to mentoring, sponsorship, and leadership
opportunities [18].

Evidence from higher education institutions in the Middle East highlights similar
patterns of gendered institutional dynamics. Studies focusing on Jordanian universities
have identified persistent gender gaps in leadership representation, limited institutional
support structures, and cultural expectations that place greater family responsibilities on
women academics [13]. Research within Jordanian higher education contexts has also
emphasised the importance of institutional empowerment mechanisms, leadership oppor-
tunities, and supportive organisational environments in enhancing women'’s participation
and advancement within academic leadership structures [19]. These structural conditions
can shape women’s professional experiences and influence how they perceive and navigate
challenges within academic environments.

Understanding these gendered organizational dynamics is therefore essential for ex-
amining the factors that contribute to women'’s perceived challenges in higher education
institutions. While institutional structures create the broader context in which academic
careers unfold, individual and contextual factors, such as career experience, family re-
sponsibilities, and support mechanisms, may further shape how women experience and
respond to these institutional pressures [17].

2.2. Career Experience and Career Advancement Challenges

Career experience plays a significant role in shaping academics’ professional develop-
ment, access to institutional resources, and ability to navigate the demands of academic
work. Within academic institutions, early- and mid-career stages often involve intensive
pressures associated with establishing research profiles, achieving publication targets, se-
curing funding, and meeting promotion requirements [20]. These expectations may create
significant professional challenges, especially in competitive academic environments where
research output and career progression are closely monitored. Studies across higher edu-
cation systems have shown that early-career academics frequently face heightened levels
of workload pressure, job insecurity, and performance expectations as they seek to build
academic reputations and secure long-term career advancement [21].

From the perspective of Gendered Organisations Theory, career experience may in-
fluence the extent to which women academics are able to navigate institutional structures
and gendered organisational expectations within higher education institutions [16]. As
academics accumulate professional experience, they may develop stronger institutional
familiarity, greater access to professional networks, and increased visibility within organi-
sational decision-making processes [3]. These forms of accumulated professional capital
may enhance women’s ability to manage institutional pressures and reduce exposure to
some of the structural barriers embedded within academic environments [7].

For women academics, these challenges may be further intensified by gendered or-
ganisational dynamics and societal expectations. Research conducted in higher education
institutions across the Global South and Middle East suggests that women academics often
experience additional constraints related to institutional support, professional networking
opportunities, and career progression pathways [13,17]. In some contexts, women in earlier
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stages of their careers may encounter barriers such as limited mentorship, fewer leader-
ship opportunities, and challenges in balancing professional development with personal
responsibilities [4]. These conditions may contribute to higher perceptions of professional
obstacles among less experienced academics.

Conversely, greater career experience may provide women academics with increased
institutional familiarity, stronger professional networks, and improved coping strategies for
navigating organizational structures [22]. More experienced academics may benefit from ac-
cumulated professional capital, including research collaborations, mentorship relationships,
and institutional recognition, which can help mitigate some of the challenges associated
with academic careers [10]. Experienced academics may also develop greater autonomy in
managing teaching loads, research agendas, and administrative responsibilities, enabling
them to navigate institutional expectations more effectively [23].

Empirical studies examining women'’s academic careers have highlighted the impor-
tance of career stage in shaping professional experiences and perceived barriers. Research
across multiple higher education contexts indicates that career progression and accumu-
lated experience can influence access to leadership roles, institutional decision-making
processes, and professional support networks [3]. These factors may affect how women
perceive and respond to the challenges embedded within academic environments.

In addition to structural constraints embedded within academic institutions, women
academics often encounter a range of professional and institutional challenges that may
influence their career progression and professional experiences [24]. These challenges may
arise from organisational practices, cultural expectations, and limited access to institutional
resources. Previous studies have highlighted several recurring barriers faced by women in
higher education, including difficulties in balancing family commitments with professional
responsibilities, limited access to mentoring and professional networks, and insufficient
institutional policies supporting gender equality and career development [4]. Women
academics may also encounter gender biases in leadership perceptions, challenges related to
self-promotion and professional visibility, and restricted access to training and advancement
opportunities [25].

Furthermore, institutional cultures within some higher education systems may demon-
strate limited commitment to diversity and inclusivity, which can reinforce existing gender
inequalities in academic careers [18]. In certain contexts, women may also face structural
issues such as gender-based pay disparities or experiences of discrimination and hostile
workplace environments [26]. Collectively, these factors represent a set of professional
challenges that may influence women'’s perceptions of career barriers and institutional
constraints within higher education institutions.

In this study, perceived challenges are conceptualised as a multidimensional con-
struct capturing the extent to which women academics experience structural, institutional,
and sociocultural barriers within their professional environments. These challenges in-
clude family-work balance pressures, limited supportive institutional policies, societal
expectations regarding gender roles, restricted access to professional development and
mentoring opportunities, barriers to networking and collaboration, gender bias in lead-
ership perceptions, confidence and self-promotion challenges, institutional resistance to
diversity initiatives, gender-based pay disparities, and experiences of harassment or hostile
work environments.

Drawing on this literature, career experience is therefore considered an important
factor influencing women academics’ perceptions of challenges within higher education
institutions. Differences in experience levels may shape access to institutional resources,
professional networks, and career opportunities, which in turn may influence the extent to
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which women perceive professional barriers within their academic roles. Accordingly, the
following hypothesis is proposed:

H1. Career experience significantly influences perceived career advancement related challenges
among women academics in higher education institutions.

2.3. Work—Family Conflict and Career Advancement Challenges

Balancing professional responsibilities with family obligations has long been recog-
nised as a major challenge for academics, particularly for women. The demands of aca-
demic careers, including teaching, research productivity, administrative responsibilities,
and professional engagement, often require substantial time commitment, flexibility, and
sustained performance. At the same time, many individuals must manage significant
family responsibilities outside the workplace. The interaction between these competing
role demands can create tensions that influence career experiences and perceptions of
professional challenges [17].

Work-Family Conflict Theory provides a useful framework for understanding these
dynamics. According to O’Driscoll et al., [27], work—family conflict arises when the de-
mands of work and family roles become incompatible, such that participation in one role
makes participation in the other more difficult. This conflict can manifest through time-
based pressures, strain-based stress, and behavioural expectations associated with each
role. In academic contexts, these conflicts may be intensified by institutional expectations
related to research productivity, publication output, and career advancement, which often
require extensive time investment beyond standard working hours [24].

Family responsibilities represent a central source of work—family conflict for many
academics. These responsibilities may include a range of activities such as childcare,
household management, educational support for children, and caregiving for elderly
family members [28]. Tasks such as cooking, cleaning, organizing household activities, and
managing family logistics require significant time and energy, which can compete directly
with professional responsibilities. In addition, caregiving duties may involve emotional
and psychological demands that further shape individuals’ capacity to engage fully with
academic work [27].

For women academics, these responsibilities are often more pronounced due to persis-
tent gendered divisions of domestic labour. Numerous studies have shown that women
frequently carry a disproportionate share of household and caregiving responsibilities com-
pared with their male counterparts [25]. This unequal distribution of family obligations can
influence women’s ability to allocate time for research, professional networking, conference
participation, and other activities essential for academic career progression. As a result,
women academics may experience greater pressures in managing competing demands
between professional and personal roles [17].

These dynamics may be particularly significant within the higher education systems of
the Global South and the Middle East, where cultural norms and social expectations often
emphasise women’s roles within family and caregiving structures [15]. In such contexts,
women academics may face dual expectations of maintaining professional excellence while
simultaneously fulfilling traditional family responsibilities. Empirical studies examining
women'’s experiences in higher education institutions in the Arab region have highlighted
how family obligations, including childcare and eldercare, can influence career trajectories,
workload management, and access to leadership opportunities [10].

Within academic careers, family responsibilities can therefore shape perceptions of
professional challenges in several ways. First, increased caregiving and household respon-
sibilities may reduce the time available for research activities, which are often critical for
promotion and career advancement [28]. Second, these responsibilities may limit opportu-
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nities for professional networking, collaboration, and international mobility [26]. Third, the
cumulative demands of managing both professional and family roles may contribute to
stress, workload imbalance, and perceptions of career barriers [17].

In the present study, family responsibilities are conceptualised as a multidimen-
sional construct reflecting the extent to which women academics engage in caregiving
and household-related activities. These responsibilities include childcare, household tasks
such as cooking and cleaning, supporting the education of children, and providing care
for elderly family members. Collectively, these activities represent competing demands
that may influence the professional experiences of women academics and shape their
perceptions of challenges within higher education institutions.

Drawing on Work-Family Conflict Theory and the growing body of literature on
gender and academic careers, it is therefore expected that higher levels of family responsi-
bilities will be associated with greater perceived professional challenges among women
academics. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2. Family responsibilities positively influence perceived career advancement related challenges
among women academics in higher education institutions.

2.4. Social and Organisational Support and Career Advancement

While family responsibilities can generate significant pressures for women academics,
the extent to which these pressures translate into professional challenges may depend on
the availability of supportive resources within both professional and personal environ-
ments. Social Support Theory provides a useful framework for understanding how support
mechanisms can mitigate the negative consequences of competing role demands [29]. Ac-
cording to Social Support Theory, social and organisational support functions as a protective
resource that helps individuals cope with stressors and reduces the adverse effects of role
conflict and workload pressures [30]. Support can take various forms, including emotional
support, informational guidance, institutional resources, mentoring relationships, and
organisational policies that facilitate work-life balance [31].

Within higher education institutions, organisational support plays a particularly im-
portant role in shaping women’s professional experiences. Universities that implement
inclusive policies and provide supportive institutional structures can help reduce the
barriers that women often face in academic careers [32]. Such support may include flexi-
ble working arrangements, parental leave policies, professional development programs,
mentoring initiatives, and institutional efforts to promote gender equality and inclusive
leadership pathways. When such mechanisms are present, they can help alleviate pressures
associated with balancing academic work and family responsibilities, thereby reducing the
perception of professional challenges [24].

Conversely, the absence of supportive institutional environments may intensify the
challenges experienced by women academics. Empirical studies across higher education
contexts have identified several structural and cultural barriers that women frequently
encounter in academic institutions. These challenges include limited access to professional
development opportunities, lack of mentoring and role models, restricted access to profes-
sional networks and collaborations, and institutional resistance to promoting diversity and
inclusivity within leadership structures [4]. In some cases, women academics may also expe-
rience gender-based pay disparities, biased perceptions regarding leadership competence,
or workplace environments that discourage self-promotion and career advancement [26].

In addition to institutional barriers, broader societal expectations and cultural norms
may further shape women’s experiences within academic environments. In many con-
texts, particularly within parts of the Global South and the Middle East, women may
face social expectations that prioritise family responsibilities and caregiving roles [15].
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These expectations can interact with institutional structures to influence career trajectories,
professional confidence, and access to leadership opportunities. Consequently, women
academics may experience a range of professional challenges, including difficulties bal-
ancing family commitments with academic responsibilities, limited access to supportive
policies and initiatives, and reduced opportunities for career progression and professional
recognition [12].

Social and organisational support can therefore play a critical role in mitigating these
challenges. Supportive academic environments that provide mentoring, networking op-
portunities, leadership development programs, and inclusive institutional cultures may
enhance women’s ability to navigate structural barriers and manage competing role de-
mands [31]. Such support can improve access to professional resources, strengthen con-
fidence and career development, and foster more inclusive academic environments that
encourage women’s participation in leadership and decision-making processes [30].

Importantly, Social Support Theory also suggests that support can function as a buffer-
ing mechanism that reduces the negative impact of stressors on individual outcomes [29].
In the context of academic careers, this implies that support from institutions, colleagues,
mentors, and family networks may weaken the relationship between family responsibilities
and perceived professional challenges. Women academics who receive strong institutional
and social support may be better equipped to manage the demands of both professional and
family roles, thereby experiencing lower levels of perceived challenges despite significant
family responsibilities [31].

Drawing on this theoretical perspective, the present study conceptualises support as a
critical factor influencing women academics’ experiences within higher education institu-
tions. Supportive institutional structures and social networks may directly reduce perceived
challenges and simultaneously buffer the pressures associated with family responsibilities.
Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H3. Support significantly influences perceived career advancement related challenges among
women academics in higher education institutions.

H4. Support moderates the relationship between family responsibilities and perceived challenges
such that the relationship becomes weaker when support levels are higher.

2.5. Conceptual Model and Hypotheses

Building on the theoretical foundations discussed in the previous sections, this study
proposes a conceptual model to examine the factors influencing perceived Career ad-
vancement related challenges among women academics in higher education institutions.
Drawing upon Gendered Organisations Theory, Work-Family Conflict Theory, and So-
cial Support Theory, the model integrates structural, professional, and social dimensions
that shape women’s experiences within academic environments. Although alternative
perspectives, such as intersectionality and structural inequality theories, provide valuable
insights into broader sociocultural dimensions of gender inequality, the selected theoretical
frameworks were considered more appropriate for the present study because they directly
align with its focus on institutional structures, work—family dynamics, and organisational
support mechanisms within higher education contexts. These theories also provide a
suitable foundation for operationalising the study constructs and examining the structural
relationships proposed in the conceptual model through PLS-SEM analysis.

Gendered Organisations Theory provides the broader institutional context by high-
lighting how organisational structures and practices within higher education may repro-
duce gender inequalities [16]. Within this context, Work-Family Conflict Theory explains
how competing demands between professional and family roles may generate challenges
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for women academics [27]. Family responsibilities, including childcare, household duties,
educational support for children, and caregiving for elderly family members, may create
competing demands that influence women’s ability to meet professional expectations in
academic careers.

At the same time, Social Support Theory suggests that supportive institutional envi-
ronments and social networks can help individuals cope with professional and personal
pressures [29]. Organisational support mechanisms, such as mentoring systems, inclusive
institutional policies, professional development opportunities, and supportive workplace
cultures, may reduce the perceived challenges faced by women academics. Moreover,
support may act as a buffering resource that mitigates the negative impact of family re-
sponsibilities on perceived professional challenges.

Based on these theoretical perspectives, the proposed conceptual model examines
the direct effects of career experience, family responsibilities, and support on perceived
challenges among women academics. In addition, the model investigates the moderating
role of support in the relationship between family responsibilities and perceived challenges.
The model also controls selected demographic and institutional characteristics that may
influence academic experiences.

2.5.1. Constructs and Measurement

The dependent construct in the model is perceived challenges, representing the range
of structural, institutional, and Socio-cultural barriers experienced by women academics
within higher education institutions. These challenges may include limited access to
professional development opportunities, a lack of mentoring and role models, restricted
access to professional networks, gender-based pay gaps, institutional resistance to di-
versity and inclusion, slower career progression, fewer leadership opportunities, limited
research collaboration prospects, unequal access to resources, and, in some cases, hostile or
discriminatory workplace environments.

The independent constructs include career experience and family responsibilities.
Career experience reflects the number of years individuals have worked within higher
education institutions and may influence their access to institutional resources, profes-
sional networks, and career opportunities. Family responsibilities capture the extent of
caregiving and domestic obligations undertaken by women academics, including childcare,
household responsibilities, support for children’s education, and caregiving for elderly
family members.

The model further includes support as both an independent construct and a moderat-
ing variable. Support refers to the extent to which women academics perceive the presence
of social and organisational resources that facilitate career development and help manage
work-life demands. Such support may include mentoring opportunities, institutional
policies promoting gender equality, supportive leadership, and access to professional net-
works. However, support was measured using a single-item indicator reflecting the overall
perceived level of social and organisational support. The use of a single-item measure is
appropriate for capturing a global assessment of perceived support.

In addition to these core constructs, the model incorporates control variables to account
for demographic and institutional factors that may influence perceived challenges. These
include age, marital status, and type of higher education institution (public or private).
These variables are included to ensure that the relationships between the primary constructs
are not confounded by individual demographic characteristics or institutional context.

Table 1 summarises the constructs included in the study, their descriptions, key indica-
tors, and supporting literature.
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Table 1. Constructs and variables used in the conceptual model.

Construct

Description

Indicators

Key Sources

Length of professional experience in

Career Experience  higher education, reflecting career stage - [4,20]
and exposure to institutional structures
Family Extent of domestic and caregiving Childcare (FR1); Household responsibilities
R biliti obligations that may influence academic  (FR2); Education of children (FR3); [4,17,25]
esponsibilities . .
career engagement Caregiving for elderly family members (FR4)
Perceived availability of social and
Support organisational resources that facilitate ) [4,30]
career development and work-life !
balance
Lack of professional development
opportunities, training and support systems
(CH1); Lack of role models and mentors
(CH2); Family commitments (CH3);
Challenges in accessing networks and
professional connections (CH4); Lack of
. Structural, cultural, and institutional supportive policies ar}d initiatives. (CH5);
Perceived . . .. Harassment and hostile work environment
Challenges barriers affecting women academics in (CHBS6); Societal expectations and cultural [4,12,17,22,25]
& higher education ! R pect
norms (CH?Y); Being viewed as less
competent or less suited for leadership roles
compared to men (CHS); Gender-based pay
gaps (CH9); Challenges related to
self-promotion and confidence (CH10);
Institutional resistance to promote diversity
and inclusivity (CH11)
Demographic and institutional . S
Control Variables charac%eriitics included to control for Age; Marital status; Institution type [4,17]

potential confounding effects

(public/private)

2.5.2. Conceptual Model

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework of the study. The model proposes that
career experience, family responsibilities, and support influence the perceived challenges
experienced by women academics in higher education institutions. In addition, support is
hypothesised to moderate the relationship between family responsibilities and perceived
challenges by buffering the negative effects of competing work-family demands.

Experience

Family |
responsibilities

» Challenges
A g

Supports 2

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. Control variables: Marital status, HE Types, Age. Multi-group:
Teaching—Research group & Leadership group

In addition to examining the structural relationships within the proposed model, this
study explores whether these relationships differ across academic career positions. Women
academics may experience different institutional pressures depending on whether they
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occupy primarily teaching-research roles or leadership positions within higher educa-
tion institutions. Leadership roles often involve additional administrative responsibilities,
decision-making authority, and institutional visibility, which may influence how individu-
als experience professional challenges and balance family responsibilities.

To explore these potential differences, a multi-group analysis (MGA) is conducted
comparing teaching-research academics and those in leadership positions. This analysis
enables the study to assess whether the structural relationships proposed in the conceptual
model vary between these groups.

Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H5. The structural relationships in the proposed model differ between teaching—research academics
and leadership academics.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design and Approach

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design to investigate the factors influenc-
ing perceived Career advancement related challenges among women academics in higher
education institutions in Jordan. The study primarily employs a quantitative approach to
develop and test a predictive model examining the relationships between career experi-
ence, family responsibilities, social and organisational support, and perceived challenges
experienced by women academics.

The conceptual framework is grounded in Gendered Organisations Theory, Work—
Family Conflict Theory, and Social Support Theory, which together explain how institu-
tional structures, competing work—family demands, and supportive environments shape
women'’s professional experiences in academia.

Data were collected through a structured questionnaire survey, which captured in-
formation on the constructs included in the conceptual model as well as respondents’
demographic and professional characteristics. For the purposes of the multi-group analysis,
respondents were categorised into two academic career groups based on their primary
institutional roles. The “Teaching—Research” group included academics primarily engaged
in teaching and research responsibilities without formal administrative leadership posi-
tions, while the “Leadership” group included participants occupying formal academic or
administrative leadership roles, such as heads of departments, programme coordinators,
deans, associate deans, directors, or other managerial and decision-making positions within
higher education institutions. The classification was based on participants’ self-reported
professional roles provided in the demographic section of the questionnaire. The quantita-
tive data were used to empirically test the proposed relationships between variables. To
complement the quantitative findings, the survey also included an open-ended question
inviting participants to propose strategies for overcoming the challenges faced by women
academics. These qualitative responses provided additional contextual insights into poten-
tial institutional and professional strategies that may support women in higher education.

By integrating quantitative analysis with qualitative insights, the study offers a more
comprehensive understanding of both the factors contributing to career challenges and the
potential strategies for addressing them within higher education institutions in Jordan.

3.2. Questionnaire Design

The questionnaire was designed as a structured instrument to capture both quanti-
tative and qualitative data aligned with the study’s conceptual model. The structure and
content of the questionnaire were informed by the three theoretical perspectives under-
pinning the conceptual framework of the study. Gendered Organisations Theory guided
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the development of items related to institutional structures, career advancement barriers,
leadership perceptions, and organisational inequalities experienced by women academics.
Work-Family Conflict Theory informed the measurement of family responsibilities and
competing domestic and professional demands, including childcare, household responsi-
bilities, and caregiving obligations. Social Support Theory informed the measurement of
organisational and social support, focusing on the extent to which participants perceived
supportive institutional environments and access to professional and interpersonal support
mechanisms. Collectively, these theoretical perspectives guided the operationalisation of
the study constructs and the overall design of the survey instrument, which was organised
into five main sections addressing variables relevant to the research objectives.

The first section collected demographic and professional information about the re-
spondents, including age group, years of experience in higher education, academic posi-
tion, and type of higher education institution (public or private). These variables were
used to describe the sample characteristics and were incorporated as control variables in
the analysis.

The second section focused on marital status and family responsibilities, capturing
the extent of participants’ caregiving and domestic obligations. Respondents were asked
to indicate their level of engagement in activities such as childcare, household respon-
sibilities (e.g., cooking, cleaning, and organising), educational support for children, and
caregiving for elderly family members. These items were used to operationalise the family
responsibilities construct within the conceptual model.

The third section measured the level of social and organisational support perceived by
women academics, focusing on the extent to which participants experienced supportive in-
stitutional environments and access to professional and interpersonal support mechanisms.

The fourth section examined the perceived challenges faced by women academics in
higher education institutions. The items captured a range of structural, institutional, and
sociocultural barriers, including limited access to professional development opportunities,
lack of mentoring and role models, restricted access to professional networks, societal
expectations, gender bias in leadership perceptions, institutional resistance to diversity and
inclusivity, gender-based disparities, and experiences of discrimination or hostile work
environments.

The fifth section captured respondents’ perceptions of desired professional and leader-
ship skills that may help overcome career challenges and support career progression. These
included competencies such as strategic thinking, decision-making, communication skills,
networking, emotional intelligence, adaptability, mentoring abilities, time management, re-
silience, and cultural awareness. In addition, this section included an open-ended question
inviting participants to propose strategies for overcoming the challenges faced by women
academics in higher education institutions. This qualitative component enabled the study
to capture practical insights and recommendations from participants.

All closed-ended questionnaire items were measured using a Likert-type scale, al-
lowing respondents to indicate the extent of their agreement or perception regarding
each statement.

The Likert-scale response categories were converted into numerical values for quan-
titative analysis using a five-point coding structure. Depending on the context of the
question, responses ranged from 1 (“Not at all”) to 5 (“Very high” or “Extremely impor-
tant”). Accordingly, higher mean values indicate greater perceived intensity, influence,
or importance of a given factor, whereas lower mean values indicate weaker perceived
influence or importance. The standard deviation (S.D.) reflects the extent of variability in
participants’ responses around the mean value.
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To ensure the validity and reliability of the instrument, the questionnaire underwent
a rigorous validation process prior to full-scale data collection. Initially, the survey was
reviewed by members of the research team and a panel of academic experts with experience
in gender studies and higher education research. This stage aimed to assess content validity,
clarity of wording, and alignment with the conceptual framework. Subsequently, a pilot
test was conducted with a small group of participants to identify potential ambiguities,
inconsistencies, or technical issues in the questionnaire. Feedback obtained from the pilot
study was used to refine the wording of items, improve question sequencing, and enhance
the overall structure and usability of the survey instrument. This iterative process ensured
that the final questionnaire was clear, coherent, and suitable for capturing both quantitative
and qualitative data relevant to the study.

The full questionnaire instrument, including construct codes and measurement items
used in the analysis, is provided in Appendix A to enhance transparency and support
future comparative research.

3.3. Data Collection and Ethical Considerations

Given the focus of this study on women academics, a targeted sampling approach
was adopted to reach female academic staff working across higher education institutions
in Jordan. This approach was appropriate to ensure that the data collected reflected the
experiences of women engaged in diverse academic roles and institutional contexts. The
survey was administered online using the Qualtrics platform, enabling efficient distribution
and facilitating participation across geographically dispersed institutions.

The questionnaire was disseminated through a combination of professional academic
networks, institutional contacts, and relevant academic communication channels, including
university mailing lists and professional groups. This distribution strategy was designed
to capture a broad and diverse sample of women academics, including those engaged in
teaching-research roles as well as those holding leadership or administrative positions.
Such diversity was important to support subsequent comparative and multi-group analyses
within the study.

The survey remained open for approximately three months, allowing sufficient time to
maximise participation. During this period, a total of 138 responses were received. Follow-
ing data collection, a rigorous data cleaning process was undertaken to ensure the quality
and reliability of the dataset. Incomplete responses, questionnaires with substantial missing
data, and invalid entries were removed. After this process, a final dataset comprising 104
fully completed questionnaires was retained for analysis.

Ethical considerations were carefully addressed throughout the research process.
Participation in the study was entirely voluntary, and respondents were provided with clear
information regarding the purpose of the research prior to completing the questionnaire.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and they were assured of their right to
withdraw from the study at any stage without any consequences. To ensure confidentiality
and data protection, the survey was conducted anonymously, and no personally identifiable
information was collected. All data were handled and stored in accordance with relevant
data protection regulations, including the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The
study received ethical approval from the University of the West of England Research Ethics
Committee (Approval ID: CATE-2324-273).

3.4. Data Analysis

The collected data were analysed using a combination of descriptive, inferential, and
qualitative analytical techniques, consistent with the mixed-methods design of the study.
Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, and mean values, were first
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computed to summarise the demographic characteristics of the respondents and provide
an overview of the key variables measured in the survey.

To test the proposed conceptual model and hypotheses, Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) was employed using appropriate statistical software. PLS-
SEM is particularly suitable for this study due to its ability to handle complex predictive
models with latent constructs, its robustness with moderate sample sizes, and its suitability
for exploratory and theory-building research.

The quantitative analysis followed a structured multi-step procedure. First, the mea-
surement model was assessed to evaluate the reliability and validity of the constructs. This
included examining indicator loadings, internal consistency reliability (using composite
reliability), and convergent validity (average variance extracted). Discriminant validity
was evaluated using established criteria such as the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio (HTMT).
Second, the structural model was assessed to test the hypothesised relationships between
constructs. This involved evaluating path coefficients, their statistical significance using
bootstrapping procedures, and the model’s explanatory power through coefficients of
determination (R?). Collinearity issues were assessed using variance inflation factor (VIF)
values. Third, moderation analysis was conducted to examine the moderating effect of
support on the relationship between family responsibilities and perceived challenges. This
was implemented by constructing and testing the interaction term within the PLS-SEM
framework. Fourth, the overall model quality and predictive performance were evaluated
using established PLS-SEM criteria, including effect sizes (%), predictive relevance (Q?),
and, where appropriate, out-of-sample predictive assessment.

In addition, a Multi-Group Analysis (MGA) was conducted to examine whether the
structural relationships in the model differ between women academics in teaching-research
roles and those in leadership positions. This analysis enabled the comparison of path
coefficients across groups to identify potential differences in how key factors influence
perceived challenges.

To complement the quantitative analysis, responses to the open-ended question on
strategies for overcoming challenges were analysed using directed qualitative content
analysis. This approach was selected because it enables qualitative data to be interpreted
through predefined theoretical and conceptual categories derived from prior quantita-
tive findings and the study framework [33,34]. In the present study, the identified career
advancement-related challenges provided the initial coding framework used to categorise
participants’ proposed strategies. The analysis followed a systematic multi-stage process
involving data familiarisation, initial coding of responses, grouping similar statements into
challenge-related categories, and iterative refinement of the emerging strategy clusters.
Responses addressing related institutional or professional concerns were consolidated into
broader strategy groups associated with each identified challenge. To enhance analytical
consistency and validity, the categorisation process was reviewed iteratively by the research
team to ensure alignment between the coded responses, the conceptual framework, and the
underlying meaning of participants’ statements. This process enabled a structured interpre-
tation of the qualitative data and provided additional insights into potential individual and
institutional approaches that may support women academics in addressing the challenges
identified in the quantitative findings.

An overview of the research methodology and analytical procedure adopted in this
study is presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Research methodology and analytical framework.

4. Results

4.1. Descriptive Results
4.1.1. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Table 2 presents the demographic and professional characteristics of the women
academics who participated in the survey across higher education institutions in Jordan.

Table 2. Demographic and professional characteristics of participants and control variables.

Description Distribution
20-30 3%
31-40 54%
Age Group
41-50 32%
51+ 12%
Married /Divorced /Widowed 76%
Marital Status Never Married 21%
Prefer not to reveal 3%
Teaching & Research 74%
Academic Designation
Leadership 26%
Public 31%
Type of HE -
Private 69%
1-5 25%
. . . 6-10 31%
Experience in Academia
11-20 30%
20+ 13%
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The age distribution of respondents indicates that the majority of participants were
in the 31-40 age group (54%), followed by 41-50 years (32%). A smaller proportion of
respondents were 51 years or older (12%), while only 3% were between 20-30 years. This
distribution suggests that the sample is largely composed of mid-career academics, which is
consistent with the study’s focus on examining professional challenges experienced during
active academic career stages.

A substantial majority of respondents reported being married, divorced, or widowed
(76%), while 21% indicated that they had never been married, and 3% preferred not to
disclose their marital status. This distribution reflects that most participants are likely
to have family responsibilities, which is relevant for analysing the relationship between
family obligations and perceived career challenges. Regarding academic roles, 74% of
respondents were engaged in teaching and research positions, whereas 26% held leadership
or administrative roles within their institutions. This distribution indicates that the dataset
primarily represents women academics working in traditional teaching—research pathways,
while still capturing insights from those involved in academic leadership.

Most respondents were affiliated with private higher education institutions (69%),
while 31% worked in public universities. This suggests that the sample reflects a larger
representation of academics from private institutions, which may indicate differences in
institutional structures, career opportunities, and support systems across the two sectors.
The respondents demonstrated a relatively balanced distribution of academic experience.
The largest proportion reported 5-10 years of experience (31%), closely followed by those
with 11-20 years (30%), and 1-5 years (25%). A smaller group of 13% had more than 20
years of experience. This distribution indicates that the sample includes academics across
early, mid, and advanced career stages, allowing the study to capture diverse perspectives
on professional challenges within higher education.

4.1.2. Family Responsibilities

The results indicate that women academics experience substantial family responsibil-
ities across multiple dimensions. As shown in Table 3, women academics in the sample
report substantial family responsibilities across several dimensions. Among these, caregiv-
ing for elderly family members (mean = 4.10) records the highest mean score, indicating
the greatest overall burden. Nearly half of the respondents report very high levels of
responsibility in this area, highlighting the significant role that eldercare plays in the family
commitments of many women academics. This is followed by household responsibilities
(mean = 4.02), which also show a high average level, suggesting that domestic duties such
as cooking, cleaning, and managing household activities remain a consistent responsibility
alongside academic work. A considerable proportion of respondents indicate high or very
high levels of involvement in these tasks, reflecting the continuing expectations placed on
women in managing household functions.

Table 3. Distribution of family responsibilities among respondents.

Family Responsibilities Not at All Minimal Moderate High ngl Mean S.D
iiifgg&gfldeﬂy family 4% 5% 15% 29% 47% 410 1.08
Household responsibilities (FR2) 3% 8% 17% 28% 44% 4.02 1.10
Childcare (FR1) 21% 3% 8% 18% 50% 3.73 1.59
Education of children (FR3) 25% 4% 12% 19% 40% 3.45 1.62
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Childcare responsibilities (mean = 3.73) also represent a substantial demand. Although
a notable proportion of respondents report no childcare responsibilities, those with children
indicate particularly high caregiving commitments, with half of the respondents report-
ing very high levels. The relatively larger standard deviation suggests variation across
participants depending on family circumstances and the presence of dependent children.
Finally, responsibilities related to the education of children (mean = 3.45) show the lowest
mean among the four dimensions, although the burden remains considerable. A signifi-
cant proportion of respondents still report high or very high involvement in supporting
children’s educational activities, reflecting the extended parental role that many women
academics undertake.

4.1.3. Challenges Encountered by Women Academics

The results indicate that women academics experience moderate to relatively high
levels of professional and institutional challenges across several dimensions. As sum-
marised in Table 4 among the identified barriers, family commitments emerge as the most
prominent challenge (mean = 3.6) reflecting the significant impact of balancing academic
responsibilities with family obligations. Structural and institutional issues also appear
notable, particularly the lack of supportive policies and initiatives (mean = 3.22) and so-
cietal expectations and cultural norms (mean = 3.17), suggesting that both organisational
environments and broader social expectations influence women’s academic experiences.
Challenges related to professional development opportunities (mean = 3.06) and access
to professional networks (mean = 3.01) also indicate moderate barriers that may affect
career progression.

Table 4. Extent of challenges encountered by women academics.

Challenges Not at All Low Moderate High Very High Mean S.D
Family commitments (CH3) 8% 23% 33% 22% 13% 3.60 1.21
Lack of supportive policies and o o o o o

initiatives (CH5) 11% 22% 38% 21% 7% 3.22 1.20
Societal expectations and cultural norms 59, 199% 14% 359% 279% 317 119
(CH?7)

Lack of professional development

opportunities, training and support 9% 26% 33% 19% 13% 3.06 1.17
systems (CH1)

Challenges in accessing networks and 7% 19% 33% 22% 18% 3.01 115
professional connections (CH4)

Being viewed as less competent or less

suited for leadership roles compared to 40% 30% 13% 7% 10% 297 1.30
men (CHS)

Lack of role models and mentors (CH2) 7% 26% 27% 23% 17% 2.88 1.11
Institutional resistance to promote o o o o o

diversity and inclusivity (CHI1) 15% 20% 29% 20% 15% 2.64 125
Challenges related to self-promotion and o o o o o

confidence (CH10) 36% 21% 18% 14% 10% 2.59 1.30
Gender-based pay gaps (CH9) 22% 30% 23% 12% 12% 2.38 1.38
Harassment and hostile work 20% 30% 28% 10% 12% 2.17 130

environment (CH6)

Other challenges, including lack of role models and mentors (mean = 2.88) and insti-
tutional resistance to promoting diversity and inclusivity (mean = 2.64), reflect ongoing
structural limitations within academic institutions. In contrast, issues such as gender-based
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perceptions of leadership competence (mean = 2.97), self-promotion and confidence chal-
lenges (mean = 2.59), gender-based pay gaps (mean = 2.38), and harassment or hostile
work environments (mean = 2.17) appear comparatively less prominent, although they
still represent important concerns for a subset of respondents. Overall, the findings sug-
gest that women academics in the sample face a combination of work-family pressures,
institutional barriers, and sociocultural constraints, reinforcing the relevance of the concep-
tual model examining the influence of family responsibilities and support on perceived
professional challenges.

4.1.4. Level of Support Received by Women Academics

To maintain a concise questionnaire and ensure that the primary emphasis remained
on the challenges faced by women academics, support was measured using a single-
item indicator capturing the overall perceived level of social and organisational support
received by participants. This measure reflects respondents” holistic evaluation of the
support available to them within their professional and social environments. As shown in
Table 5, the results indicate that women academics experience moderate levels of support
overall, with a mean score of 3.12 (5.D = 1.15). The largest proportion of respondents
reported high levels of support (31%), followed by moderate support (27%), suggesting
that a considerable share of participants perceive supportive institutional or professional
environments. However, a notable proportion reported low (20%) or no support (12%),
indicating that access to support remains uneven across the sample. The moderate overall
level of support, combined with the observed variation in responses, suggests that while
support mechanisms are present for many women academics, they are not consistently
strong across institutions, reinforcing the importance of support as a key factor influencing
the extent to which professional challenges are experienced.

Table 5. Distribution of perceived support among women academics.

Not at All Low Moderate High Very High Mean S.D

Support Level

12% 20% 27% 31% 11% 3.12 1.15

4.2. Structural Model Results
4.2.1. Measurement Model Assessment

The measurement model was first assessed to evaluate the reliability and convergent
validity of the constructs. Cronbach’s & and composite reliability values exceeded the
recommended threshold of 0.70, while average variance extracted (AVE) values were above
0.50, confirming satisfactory internal consistency and convergent validity. In addition, all
indicator outer loadings exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70, indicating adequate
indicator reliability. The results are presented in Table 6 and Figure 3.

Table 6. Construct reliability and convergent validity.

Construct N.o - of Cronbach’s « rtho_A CR AVE
Indicators

Family Responsibilities 4 0.804 0.814 0.822 0.707

Challenges 11 0.722 0.730 0.736 0.685
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Figure 3. PLS-SEM Structural model.

Both constructs demonstrate satisfactory levels of reliability. The Cronbach’s « values
for Family Responsibilities (0.804) and Challenges (0.722) exceed the recommended thresh-
old of 0.70, indicating acceptable internal consistency. Similarly, the composite reliability
(CR) values of 0.822 and 0.736, respectively, fall within the acceptable range (0.70-0.95),
further confirming the reliability of the constructs. Convergent validity is also established,
as the AVE for Family Responsibilities (0.707) and Challenges (0.685) are both above the
recommended threshold of 0.50. This indicates that the indicators explain a substantial
proportion of the variance in their respective constructs.

Discriminant validity between the latent constructs was assessed using the heterotrait—
monotrait ratio (HTMT) criterion. The HTMT value between Family Responsibilities and
Challenges was 0.647, which is below the recommended threshold of 0.90, indicating satis-
factory discriminant validity. This result confirms that the two constructs are empirically
distinct and measure conceptually different aspects within the proposed model. Overall,
these results confirm that the measurement model demonstrates adequate reliability, con-
vergent validity and discriminant validity, supporting the suitability of the constructs for
subsequent structural model analysis.

4.2.2. Hypothesis Testing Results

Figure 3 presents the structural model with the estimated standardised path coeffi-
cients (B) and the coefficient of determination (R?) for the dependent construct Challenges.
The results of the hypothesis testing obtained through the PLS-SEM bootstrapping proce-
dure are summarised in Table 7.

The structural model explains a substantial proportion of the variance in perceived
challenges faced by women academics, with an R2 value of 0.738, indicating that experience,
family responsibilities, and level of support collectively explain approximately 73.8% of the
variance in perceived challenges.

The results show that career experience has a significant negative effect on perceived
challenges (3 = —0.36, p < 0.001), supporting H1. This finding indicates that women
academics with greater experience tend to perceive lower levels of professional and in-
stitutional challenges. Greater familiarity with academic environments, accumulated
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professional capital, and expanded professional networks may help experienced academics
navigate institutional barriers more effectively.

Table 7. Direct effects of hypothesised relationships.

Direct Path B T-Value p-Value Result
H1 Experience — Challenges —0.360 10.275 <0.001 Supported
Family responsibilities —
H2 Challenges 0.631 24.143 <0.001 Supported
H3 Level of support — Challenges —0.317 9.827 <0.001 Supported

In contrast, family responsibilities exhibit a strong and positive relationship with
perceived challenges (3 = 0.631, p < 0.001), supporting H2. This result suggests that
higher levels of family responsibilities are associated with significantly greater perceived
challenges in academic careers. The magnitude of this coefficient indicates that family
responsibilities represent the most influential factor contributing to perceived challenges
among women academics in the sample.

Finally, perceived support shows a significant negative relationship with challenges
(B = —0.317, p < 0.001), supporting H3. This finding implies that higher levels of social and
organisational support reduce the challenges experienced by women academics. Support
mechanisms such as mentoring, inclusive institutional policies, and professional networks
appear to play an important role in mitigating structural and professional barriers within
higher education institutions.

In addition to the hypothesised relationships, several control variables were included
in the structural model, namely age group, marital status, and type of higher education
institution. Among these variables, only the type of higher education institution (public
vs. private) showed a statistically significant association with perceived challenges. This
finding suggests that the institutional context plays an important role in shaping the
challenges experienced by women academics. Differences in organisational structures,
resource availability, institutional policies, and career advancement mechanisms between
public and private universities may contribute to variations in perceived challenges. In
particular, the results indicate that women academics working in private universities
report higher levels of perceived challenges compared with those in public institutions.
Nevertheless, the inclusion of these control variables does not alter the significance or
direction of the main structural relationships in the model, confirming the robustness of
the proposed conceptual framework.

Overall, results provide empirical support for the proposed conceptual model, high-
lighting the combined influence of professional experience, family responsibilities, and
institutional support in shaping the challenges experienced by women academics in Jorda-
nian higher education institutions.

4.2.3. Moderation Analysis

To further examine the buffering role of support, a moderation analysis was conducted
to test whether the level of support moderates the relationship between family responsi-
bilities and perceived challenges among women academics. The results of the interaction
effect are presented in Table 8, and the moderation path is illustrated in Figure 3.

The results indicate that the interaction effect between support and family responsibil-
ities is negative and statistically significant (3 = —0.389, t = 11.003, p < 0.001), supporting
H4. This finding suggests that the level of support significantly moderates the relationship
between family responsibilities and perceived challenges.
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Specifically, the negative interaction coefficient indicates a buffering effect, whereby
higher levels of support reduce the strength of the positive relationship between family
responsibilities and perceived challenges. In other words, while family responsibilities
tend to increase the challenges experienced by women academics, the presence of stronger
social and organisational support mechanisms helps mitigate these difficulties.

Table 8. In-direct effects of hypothesised relationship.

Interaction Path B T-Value p-Value Result

Support Family Responsibilities

H4 — Challenges

—0.389 11.003 <0.001 Supported

This result highlights the critical role of institutional and social support structures,
such as mentoring systems, inclusive workplace policies, professional networks, and
supportive organisational cultures, in alleviating the pressures associated with balancing
academic careers and family obligations. Women academics who receive higher levels of
support are therefore better able to manage competing work-family demands, resulting in
lower perceived challenges. The moderation results reinforce the importance of supportive
institutional environments in higher education, demonstrating that support mechanisms
not only directly reduce perceived challenges but also weaken the adverse impact of family
responsibilities on academic career experiences.

4.2.4. Multi-Group Analysis

To further investigate whether the structural relationships differ between women
academics working primarily in teaching-research roles and those occupying leadership
positions, an MGA was conducted. The results are presented in Table 9, which compares
the path coefficients for both groups and tests the statistical significance of the differences
between them.

Table 9. Multi-group analysis results.

B

Relationships Teaching- LeadErship DiffeBrence D’i’;;/earlel:lie
Research
Experience — Challenges —0.297 —0.389 0.092 0.004
Family responsibilities — Challenges 0.642 0.619 0.023 0.514
Support — Challenges —0.251 —0.366 0.115 0.002
Support Family Responsibilities — Challenges —0.316 —0.414 0.098 0.003

The findings reveal that some relationships in the model vary significantly between
the two academic groups, while others remain consistent. First, the negative relationship
between experience and perceived challenges is significant for both groups but is stronger
for women in leadership roles (3 = —0.389) compared with those in teaching—research
roles (3 = —0.297). The difference between the two groups is statistically significant (3
difference = 0.092, p = 0.004). This result suggests that accumulated professional experience
plays a particularly important role in reducing perceived challenges among women occu-
pying leadership positions, possibly due to greater institutional knowledge, authority, and
professional networks developed over time.

Second, the relationship between family responsibilities and perceived challenges
is positive and strong for both groups (§ = 0.642 for teaching—research and 3 = 0.619 for
leadership). However, the difference between these coefficients is not statistically significant
(B difference = 0.023, p = 0.514). This indicates that family responsibilities exert a similarly
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strong influence on perceived challenges regardless of whether women academics occupy
teaching-research or leadership roles. In other words, work—family pressures appear to
affect women across academic career stages in a comparable manner.

Third, the effect of support on perceived challenges differs significantly between the
two groups. While support reduces challenges in both groups, the effect is considerably
stronger for women in leadership positions (3 = —0.366) compared with the teaching—
research group (3 = —0.251). The difference between the groups is statistically significant
(B difference = 0.115, p = 0.002). This finding suggests that support mechanisms, such as
mentoring, institutional policies, and professional networks, may be particularly important
in helping women navigate the complexities and pressures associated with leadership roles
in higher education institutions.

Finally, the moderating effect of support on the relationship between family responsi-
bilities and challenges also differs significantly across the two groups. The interaction effect
is stronger among the leadership group (§ = —0.414) than the teaching—research group (3
= —0.316), and the difference between the groups is statistically significant ( difference =
0.098, p = 0.003). This result indicates that support mechanisms play a greater buffering role
for women in leadership positions, helping them mitigate the negative impact of family
responsibilities on their professional experiences.

The MGA results suggest that while the influence of family responsibilities on chal-
lenges is consistent across academic roles, the roles of experience and institutional support
differ significantly between teaching-research and leadership academics. These findings
highlight that women in leadership positions may rely more heavily on professional experi-
ence and support structures to overcome the challenges associated with balancing academic
responsibilities and leadership demands.

4.2.5. Model Quality and Predictive Performance

The overall quality of the structural model was evaluated using several diagnostic
indicators, including model fit, explanatory power, effect size, predictive relevance, and
multicollinearity. Model fit was assessed using the standardised root mean square residual
(SRMR). The obtained SRMR value of 0.058, which is below the recommended threshold
of 0.08, indicates an acceptable level of model fit. The model also demonstrates strong
explanatory power. As shown in Figure 3, the predictors collectively explain 73.8% of
the variance in perceived challenges (R? = 0.738). This high level of explained variance
indicates that career experience, family responsibilities, and support mechanisms play a
substantial role in shaping the challenges experienced by women academics.

Effect size analysis (f?) was conducted to examine the relative contribution of each pre-
dictor to the explained variance in the dependent construct. The results indicate that family
responsibilities exert a large effect on perceived challenges, while experience and support
show moderate effects. These findings further confirm the central role of work—family
pressures in influencing the professional experiences of women academics. Predictive
relevance was assessed using the Stone-Geisser Q? statistic obtained through the blind-
folding procedure. The Q? value for the endogenous construct Challenges (Q*>=0.48) is
well above zero, confirming that the model possesses strong predictive relevance. Finally,
multicollinearity diagnostics were examined using the variance inflation factor (VIF). All
VIF values were found to be below the recommended threshold of 3, indicating that multi-
collinearity is not a concern among the predictor constructs. These diagnostic indicators
confirm the adequacy, robustness, and predictive capability of the proposed structural
model, supporting its suitability for explaining the factors influencing the challenges faced
by women academics in higher education institutions.
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4.3. Desired Skills for Addressing Career Challenges

Participants were asked to evaluate the importance of a range of professional and inter-
personal skills that may support women academics in addressing career-related challenges
within higher education institutions. The descriptive results are summarised in Table 10.
Overall, all skills were rated highly, with mean scores above 4.0, indicating a consistently
high perceived importance across all competencies.

Table 10. Perceived importance of professional skills for addressing career challenges.

Desired Skills Impltl)(l?ttant Ilflll:ﬁilttall‘}:t I;An(:;s:?:rellty Im;/(f:t};mt I]En)i’gsgl:rlli’ Mean 5D
Effective time management 0% 1% 8% 37% 56% 4.64 0.56
Resilience in the face of challenges 0% 1% 4% 35% 57% 4.61 0.55
Decision-making and problem-solving 1% 2% 9% 35% 55% 4.53 0.62
Nemorﬁ‘;ﬁ j;‘j;::‘tﬁons’hip 1% 1% 6% 37% 54% 446 0.68
Strategic thinking and planning 0% 1% 16% 29% 54% 4.42 0.67
Effective verbal and written 0% 0% 11% 33% 58% 142 075
communication
Adaptability and Flexibility 1% 4% 13% 27% 55% 4.4 0.68
Cultural competence an awareness 0% 0% 11% 38% 51% 4.39 0.72
Team building and collaboration 0% 2% 12% 40% 45% 4.38 0.81
Public speaking and presentation skills 0% 0% 4% 28% 67% 4.36 0.78
Emotional Intelligence 0% 0% 3% 33% 65% 4.31 0.91
Mentoring and coaching skills 0% 0% 14% 32% 53% 4.29 0.75

The highest rated skills relate primarily to personal effectiveness and resilience. Effec-
tive time management (Mean = 4.64, S.D = 0.56), resilience in the face of challenges (Mean
=4.61,S5.D = 0.55), and decision-making and problem-solving (Mean = 4.53, S.D = 0.62)
received the highest ratings, with the majority of respondents indicating these skills as
very important or extremely important. These results suggest that the ability to manage
competing responsibilities, respond to challenges effectively, and make strategic decisions
is perceived as essential for navigating academic careers.

A second cluster of skills with slightly lower but still high mean values relates to
professional networking, strategic capabilities, and communication competencies. Net-
working and relationship management (Mean = 4.46), strategic thinking and planning
(Mean = 4.42), and effective verbal and written communication (Mean = 4.42) were also
rated highly by participants, highlighting the importance of building professional net-
works, planning career trajectories strategically, and communicating effectively within
academic environments.

Skills associated with adaptability, cultural awareness, and collaborative working also
received strong support. Adaptability and flexibility (Mean = 4.40), cultural competence
and awareness (Mean = 4.39), and team building and collaboration (Mean = 4.38) were
all rated as highly important, indicating that respondents recognise the need to navigate
diverse academic environments and work effectively within collaborative settings.

Finally, public speaking and presentation skills (Mean = 4.36), emotional intelligence
(Mean = 4.31), and mentoring and coaching skills (Mean = 4.29) also received strong impor-
tance ratings, suggesting that interpersonal capabilities and the ability to support others’
development are considered valuable competencies for academic career advancement.
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In terms of response consistency, resilience (S.D = 0.55) and effective time management
(5.D = 0.56) showed the highest level of agreement among participants, indicating strong
consensus regarding their importance. In contrast, emotional intelligence (S.D = 0.91) and
team building and collaboration (S.D = 0.81) showed slightly greater variation in responses,
although their overall importance ratings remained high.

4.4. Strategies for Overcoming Challenges

Participants were also invited to propose strategies that could help address the chal-
lenges faced by women academics in higher education institutions. The responses to the
open-ended question were analysed and clustered according to the corresponding chal-
lenge categories and codes identified in the quantitative analysis (Table 4). This approach
allowed the strategies suggested by participants to be systematically organised in relation
to the specific challenges they aim to address. The resulting clusters of strategies associated
with each challenge are summarised in Figure 4.

Lack of professional development opportunities, training, and support systems (CH1):
Participants proposed several strategies to address the limited availability of professional
development opportunities. Many respondents highlighted the importance of seeking
training opportunities outside their institutions, including participation in external training
programmes and workshops offered by third-party providers. Others suggested engag-
ing in voluntary work or collaborative initiatives to gain diverse skills and professional
experience. Respondents also emphasised the value of international collaboration and aca-
demic networking as a way to broaden knowledge and build professional connections. As
one participant stated, “women academics should actively participate in external workshops and
international collaborations to strengthen their experience and visibility.” Additionally, several
participants highlighted the importance of self-directed learning, including the use of digi-
tal platforms for continuous professional development. Establishing structured mentoring
systems connecting early-career academics with experienced mentors and coaches was
also frequently mentioned as an important strategy for supporting career development.
One respondent noted that “formal mentoring programmes are important to guide young female
academics and help them navigate academic careers more effectively.”

Lack of role models and mentors (CH2): To address the limited presence of role
models and mentors, participants suggested identifying and learning from successful
role models both within and beyond their immediate professional environment. One
participant explained that “women academics should seek mentors and role models even outside
their universities to gain guidance and broader perspectives.” Several respondents emphasised
the importance of actively seeking mentorship opportunities outside their institutions
and engaging with broader professional communities. Others proposed documenting
and sharing success stories of women academics as a way to provide inspiration and
visibility for future generations. As another respondent noted, “sharing the success stories
of senior women academics can motivate younger women and help them believe that advancement
is achievable.” Building supportive relationships with female colleagues and professional
networks was also frequently mentioned as an important strategy for overcoming the
absence of role models within institutional settings.

Family commitments (CH3): Participants identified a variety of strategies for manag-
ing the challenges associated with balancing academic careers and family responsibilities.
At the individual level, respondents emphasised the importance of effective time man-
agement and prioritisation of responsibilities. One participant stated that “careful time
management and setting clear priorities are essential for balancing academic work and family re-
sponsibilities.” Many participants also highlighted the value of family support, particularly
assistance from spouses or other family members in managing household and childcare

https://doi.org/10.3390/50c16060170


https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16060170

Societies 2026, 16, 170

25 of 37

responsibilities. Some respondents suggested hiring domestic support services as a way

to maintain work-life balance. As another respondent explained, “support from family

members, especially during busy academic periods, can significantly reduce pressure on women

academics.” In addition, institutional support mechanisms were also proposed, includ-

ing flexible working arrangements, childcare facilities within universities, and gradual

return-to-work programmes following maternity leave.

Lack of professional
development

Lack of role models

Family commitments

Network barriers

Lack of supportive
policies

Harassment/hostile
environment

Cultural expectations

Leadership bias

Gender pay gap

Self-promotion
challenges

Institutional resistance

Other structural
challenges

PPN AN I A AN

» External training

> International collaboration
» Mentoring systems

> Self-directed learning

> External mentors
» Documenting success stories
> Peer support networks

» Time management
> Family support

> Flexible working
» Childcare services

» Conferences
» Professional associations
> Digital networking platforms

> Institutional gender policies
» Staff involvement in initiatives
> Policy review

» Zero-tolerance policies
» Reporting channels
» Awareness training

» Confidence building
» Family support
» Focus on professional achievements

» Demonstrating competence
> Leadership opportunities
> Role modelling

> Salary transparency

» Competency-based evaluation

» Negotiation

> Professional visibility

> Achievement tracking

> Development workshops

> Develop diversity and inclusion policies

> Align institutional policies with labour market needs
» Promote inclusive working environments

» Implement transparent recruitment processes

» Promote merit-based hiring and promotion

> Reduce nepotism and favouritism in institutions

Figure 4. Structure of participant-proposed strategies associated with key challenges.

Challenges in accessing networks and professional connections (CH4): Participants

highlighted several strategies aimed at strengthening professional networks and improv-

ing access to academic communities. These included active participation in conferences,
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workshops, and professional gatherings, as well as taking personal initiative to introduce
themselves to new contacts and expand their networks. One participant noted that “at-
tending conferences and introducing yourself to researchers in your field helps build important
academic connections.” Many respondents emphasised the importance of leveraging rela-
tionships beyond their immediate institutions, including participation in international
collaborations and professional associations. The use of digital platforms such as LinkedIn
and women-focused professional networks was also identified as a useful strategy for
expanding professional connections. As another respondent explained, “professional net-
working platforms and women-focused academic groups can create opportunities that may not be
available within the institution.” In addition, several participants suggested establishing dedi-
cated platforms and events that facilitate networking opportunities for women academics,
including conferences and professional forums.

Lack of supportive policies and institutional initiatives (CHS5): Participants also em-
phasised the need for stronger institutional mechanisms to support gender equality within
higher education institutions. Suggested strategies included developing and institutionalis-
ing policies that promote gender equity, as well as involving female academics in the design
and implementation of institutional initiatives. One participant stated that “universities
should develop clear gender-supportive policies and involve women academics in decision-making
related to these initiatives.” Respondents also highlighted the importance of raising aware-
ness among employees about their rights and opportunities, alongside conducting regular
reviews of existing policies and programmes to ensure they remain effective and responsive
to emerging challenges.

Harassment and hostile work environments (CH6): In relation to harassment and
hostile work environments, participants emphasised the importance of strong institutional
governance and accountability mechanisms. Suggested strategies included introducing
zero-tolerance policies toward harassment, establishing secure reporting channels and
whistleblower protection mechanisms, and ensuring that managers are held accountable
for addressing complaints effectively. One participant noted that “there should be confidential
reporting systems and strict actions against harassment to ensure women feel safe in the work-
place.” Respondents also proposed mandatory awareness and training programmes to help
staff recognise and respond appropriately to harassment and hostile behaviour. Addition-
ally, several participants highlighted the importance of strict enforcement of policies and
penalties to ensure a safe and supportive working environment. As another respondent
explained, “awareness training and consistent enforcement of policies are necessary to prevent
hostile behaviour within academic institutions.”

Societal expectations and cultural norms (CH?): Participants identified strategies
aimed at addressing the broader cultural and societal pressures that influence women’s
academic careers. Many respondents emphasised the importance of maintaining focus on
personal achievements and professional goals, rather than conforming to restrictive societal
expectations. One participant stated that “women academics should focus on their professional
goals and not allow societal expectations to limit their ambitions.” Others highlighted the role of
family support in mitigating cultural pressures, as well as the importance of strengthening
women’s confidence to navigate social expectations and psychological pressures associated
with gender norms. As another respondent explained, “family encouragement and self-
confidence are important for overcoming cultural pressures faced by women in academia.”

Being viewed as less competent or less suited for leadership roles (CHS): To over-
come perceptions that women are less suited for leadership roles, participants suggested
strategies focused on demonstrating competence, leadership capability, and professional
excellence. These included actively seeking opportunities to take on leadership responsibili-
ties, showcase achievements, and participate in decision-making processes. One participant
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stated that “women academics need to demonstrate their capabilities consistently and actively
pursue leadership opportunities to challenge existing stereotypes.” Respondents also emphasised
the importance of maintaining strong work ethics, exceeding performance expectations,
and positioning themselves as role models within their professional environments. As
another respondent explained, “women often need to work harder and continuously prove their
competence to gain recognition in leadership positions.”

Gender-based pay gaps (CH9): Participants proposed several strategies for addressing
gender-based pay disparities within academic institutions. These included challenging
policies that perpetuate pay inequalities, advocating for transparent salary structures, and
promoting competency-based reward systems based on performance rather than gender.
One participant noted that “salary scales and promotion criteria should be transparent to ensure
equal pay for equal work.” Respondents also emphasised the importance of engaging decision-
makers in discussions about pay equity and negotiating salaries that reflect individual
skills, experience, and contributions. As another respondent explained, “women academics
should confidently negotiate salaries and advocate for compensation that reflects their qualifications
and achievements.”

Challenges related to self-promotion and confidence (CH10): Respondents suggested
a number of strategies aimed at strengthening confidence and visibility within academic
careers. These included tracking and reflecting on personal achievements, actively pro-
moting research and professional work, and participating in professional development
programmes aimed at empowering women academics. One participant stated that “women
academics should document and promote their achievements more confidently to increase their
visibility within the academic community.” Many participants also highlighted the value of
presenting research, engaging in professional activities beyond their institutions, and using
professional platforms such as LinkedIn to increase visibility.

Institutional resistance to promoting diversity and inclusivity (CH11): Participants
emphasised the importance of developing strong diversity and inclusion policies that align
with organisational objectives and broader labour market expectations. One participant
noted that “universities should adopt clear diversity and inclusion policies to ensure equal op-
portunities for women academics.” These policies were seen as necessary to support equal
opportunities and ensure that institutions actively promote inclusive working environ-
ments. As another respondent explained, “inclusive institutional environments are essential for
supporting women'’s participation and career progression in academia.”

Other structural challenges: Nepotism, favouritism, and cliquism (Others): Fi-
nally, some respondents identified additional structural challenges related to nepotism,
favouritism, and closed professional networks within higher education institutions. These
issues emerged through the open-ended responses and were therefore incorporated as
an additional category within the qualitative analysis framework. One participant stated
that “recruitment and promotion decisions should be based on merit and qualifications rather
than personal relationships or favouritism.” To address these concerns, participants suggested
implementing transparent recruitment processes and merit-based hiring policies to ensure
that employment and promotion decisions are based on qualifications, performance, and
professional merit. As another respondent explained, “transparent hiring and promotion
systems are necessary to reduce cliques and unequal opportunities within universities.”

5. Discussion of Findings

This study examined the structural drivers of career advancement-related challenges
experienced by women academics in Jordanian higher education institutions by integrating
quantitative modelling with qualitative insights from participants’ proposed strategies.
Guided by the proposed hypotheses, which operationalise the broader research questions
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of the study, the discussion provides a systematic interpretation of how career experience,
family responsibilities, and social and organisational support shape women'’s academic
experiences. Overall, the findings support the proposed conceptual model and provide
empirical evidence that institutional structures, work—family dynamics, and support mech-
anisms collectively influence the professional trajectories of women academics. The results
support H1, indicating that greater career experience is associated with lower levels of per-
ceived challenges among women academics. The structural model shows that experience
has a negative relationship with perceived challenges, suggesting that as women accu-
mulate professional experience, they develop stronger coping mechanisms, institutional
knowledge, and professional networks that enable them to navigate academic environments
more effectively. This finding aligns with previous research indicating that early-career
women academics often encounter greater structural and cultural barriers, including lim-
ited access to mentoring, informal networks, and institutional influence [20,21]. From the
perspective of Gendered Organisations Theory [16], academic institutions often reproduce
gendered power structures that shape career progression and access opportunities. More
experienced women academics may therefore become better positioned to negotiate these
institutional dynamics over time. The qualitative findings reinforce this interpretation.
Several participants emphasised strategies such as strengthening professional competen-
cies, actively demonstrating leadership capabilities, and positioning themselves within
institutional decision-making structures. These responses suggest that professional ex-
perience not only enhances individual capabilities but also enables women academics
to strategically navigate organisational environments that may otherwise constrain their
career progression.

The findings also support H2, demonstrating that family responsibilities are positively
associated with perceived challenges. Among the predictors included in the model, family
responsibilities emerged as the most influential factor, indicating that work—family dynam-
ics represent a major source of professional strain for women academics. This result is
consistent with Work-Family Conflict Theory, which suggests that competing demands
between professional and family roles can create significant pressures that affect career
development and wellbeing [27]. The descriptive results further reinforce this pattern,
as respondents reported high levels of childcare, household responsibilities, and caregiv-
ing obligations, highlighting the substantial domestic responsibilities that many women
academics manage alongside their professional roles. These findings are consistent with
studies conducted in both developed and developing contexts, which show that women
in academia frequently carry disproportionate family responsibilities that influence their
research productivity, career advancement, and leadership opportunities [13,17,28]. In
the context of the Middle East, cultural expectations surrounding gender roles may fur-
ther intensify these pressures, reinforcing the persistence of work—family tensions within
academic careers. The qualitative results provide additional insight into how women
academics attempt to manage these competing demands. Participants frequently high-
lighted strategies such as prioritising tasks, strengthening time management practices, and
seeking support from family members. At the institutional level, respondents emphasised
the importance of flexible working arrangements, childcare facilities within universities,
and gradual return-to-work programmes following maternity leave. These suggestions
underscore the need for organisational policies that better support work-life balance within
academic environments.

The results also support H3, indicating that social and organisational support signif-
icantly reduces the challenges experienced by women academics. The structural model
shows a negative relationship between support and perceived challenges, suggesting that
supportive professional environments can alleviate the pressures associated with academic
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careers. This finding aligns with Social Support Theory, which emphasises the protective
role of professional networks, mentoring relationships, and institutional support mech-
anisms in mitigating workplace stress and improving career outcomes [10]. In higher
education contexts, mentoring programmes, collaborative networks, and inclusive organi-
sational cultures have been shown to play an important role in supporting women’s career
progression [30]. The descriptive results indicate that while many participants reported
moderate to high levels of support, a notable proportion still experience limited support
within their institutions. This variation highlights the uneven availability of supportive
structures across higher education institutions. The qualitative findings further empha-
sise the importance of professional networks, mentoring relationships, and peer support
systems. Participants frequently proposed strengthening mentoring systems, expand-
ing networking opportunities, and fostering collaborative academic communities as key
strategies for addressing career barriers [35].

The analysis also confirms H4, demonstrating that support moderates the relationship
between family responsibilities and perceived challenges. The interaction effect indicates
that support reduces the intensity of the relationship between family responsibilities and
challenges, suggesting that supportive institutional environments can buffer the pressures
associated with work—family conflict. This buffering effect is consistent with previous
research indicating that organisational support mechanisms can help mitigate the nega-
tive effects of work—-family conflict by providing flexible work arrangements, mentoring
opportunities, and supportive workplace cultures [30]. In the context of higher education
institutions, such support may enable women academics to better balance professional
responsibilities with family obligations, thereby reducing the overall impact of domestic
pressures on their academic careers.

The analysis of control variables further indicates that institutional context plays a role
in shaping women’s experiences in academia. In particular, women academics working
in private universities reported higher levels of challenges compared with those working
in public institutions. This finding suggests that organisational structures, employment
conditions, and institutional policies may influence the extent of challenges faced by women
academics. Private higher education institutions often operate within more competitive
and market-driven environments, which may intensify performance pressures and limit
access to supportive institutional mechanisms. Previous studies have similarly noted that
differences in governance structures, job security, and institutional policies can shape the
professional experiences of women academic staff across different types of institutions [12].

The multi-group analysis provides further insights into the dynamics of challenges
experienced across different academic roles. The results partially support H5, indicating
that the strength of several relationships differs between teaching-research academics and
those in leadership positions. In particular, the effects of experience and support appear
to be stronger among women occupying leadership roles, suggesting that professional
experience and supportive networks become increasingly important as women move into
more senior academic positions.

Previous research has highlighted that women in academic leadership positions of-
ten face heightened scrutiny, gender stereotypes, and expectations related to leadership
competence [13]. The stronger influence of support in this group suggests that access to
professional networks, mentoring, and institutional backing may be particularly important
for women navigating leadership roles within higher education institutions.

The findings further suggest that the experiences of women academics are not homo-
geneous across higher education environments. Variations observed across academic career
groups, institutional contexts, levels of professional experience, and family responsibilities
indicate that the challenges faced by women academics are shaped by multiple interact-
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ing professional, organisational, and personal factors. In particular, women occupying
teaching-research roles and those managing substantial caregiving responsibilities may
experience institutional pressures differently from women in formal leadership positions.
These patterns highlight the importance of recognising the diverse and context-dependent
nature of women’s academic experiences and suggest that institutional support strate-
gies should be responsive to differences in career stage, professional role, and caregiving
demands within higher education institutions.

In addition to identifying the drivers of challenges, the study also explored the compe-
tencies that women academics perceive as essential for navigating academic careers. The
descriptive findings indicate that participants place strong emphasis on personal effective-
ness competencies such as time management, resilience, decision-making, and networking.
These skills reflect the practical capabilities required to manage complex academic envi-
ronments characterised by competing professional and personal demands. The qualitative
analysis further reveals a range of strategies proposed by participants to address structural
and cultural barriers within higher education institutions. These include strengthening
mentoring systems, improving networking opportunities, promoting transparent organisa-
tional policies, and implementing measures to address workplace harassment and gender
bias. Collectively, these findings highlight that addressing the challenges faced by women
academics requires both individual capacity development and institutional reform.

These findings collectively highlight the need for more targeted institutional and
professional interventions to support women academics across different career stages and
organisational contexts.

6. Conclusions

This study examined the structural factors shaping the challenges experienced by
women academics in higher education institutions in Jordan by integrating quantitative
structural modelling with qualitative insights from participants” proposed strategies. The
findings demonstrate that the challenges faced by women academics are shaped by the
interaction of institutional structures, work—family dynamics, and access to social and
organisational support. By combining structural equation modelling with qualitative
responses, the study provides a comprehensive understanding of both the drivers of chal-
lenges and the strategies perceived by women academics as effective for addressing them.

The findings of the study provide direct answers to the research questions guiding
the investigation. First, the results demonstrate that career experience and family respon-
sibilities significantly shape the career advancement-related challenges experienced by
women academics, with family responsibilities emerging as the strongest structural influ-
ence. Second, the findings confirm that organisational and social support play an important
protective role by reducing perceived challenges and mitigating the negative effects of
work—family pressures. Third, the multi-group analysis reveals that the strength of these
relationships differs across academic career groups, particularly between teaching-research
academics and women occupying leadership positions. Collectively, these findings high-
light the complex interaction between institutional, professional, and personal factors in
shaping women’s academic experiences within Jordanian higher education institutions.

The results indicate that family responsibilities represent the most influential driver
of challenges, highlighting the persistent tension between academic careers and domes-
tic responsibilities. This finding reinforces the importance of work—family dynamics in
shaping women's professional trajectories within academia. At the same time, the results
demonstrate that career experience reduces perceived challenges, suggesting that profes-
sional experience and institutional familiarity enable women academics to develop stronger
coping strategies and navigate organisational environments more effectively.
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Importantly, the findings also reveal that social and organisational support plays a
dual role. Beyond directly reducing perceived challenges, support also moderates the
relationship between family responsibilities and professional challenges, indicating that
supportive institutional environments can significantly mitigate the pressures associated
with work—family conflict. The multi-group analysis further suggests that professional
experience and support mechanisms become particularly important for women occupying
leadership positions, highlighting the increasing importance of institutional support as
women progress within academic hierarchies.

The qualitative findings complement these results by identifying a range of strategies
that women academics believe can help address structural and cultural barriers within
higher education institutions. These strategies span both individual capabilities, such
as strengthening resilience, time management, and networking skills, and institutional
reforms, including mentoring systems, transparent policies, and stronger mechanisms for
addressing workplace harassment and gender inequality. Together, these findings demon-
strate that addressing the challenges faced by women academics requires coordinated
institutional, professional, and individual-level interventions.

This study contributes to the literature on gender and academic careers by integrating
three complementary theoretical perspectives, Gendered Organisations Theory, Work—
Family Conflict Theory, and Social Support Theory, within a unified empirical framework.
While previous research has often examined these perspectives independently, the present
study demonstrates how organisational structures, family responsibilities, and support
mechanisms interact to shape the professional experiences of women academics. By empiri-
cally validating these relationships within a structural model, the study advances theoretical
understanding of how gendered institutional environments influence academic careers.
Furthermore, the integration of quantitative structural modelling with qualitative insights
provides a holistic perspective on both the structural determinants of challenges and the
practical strategies proposed by women academics themselves. This mixed-methods ap-
proach extends existing research by linking theoretical explanations of gender inequality in
academia with actionable strategies for addressing these barriers. These findings collec-
tively highlight the need for more targeted institutional and professional interventions to
support women academics across different career stages and organisational contexts.

Based on the empirical findings of the study, several evidence-based recommendations
can be proposed to improve the professional environment and career progression opportu-
nities for women academics within higher education institutions. First, higher education
institutions should strengthen policies that support work-life balance, including flexible
working arrangements, childcare facilities, and gradual return-to-work programmes fol-
lowing maternity leave. Such measures can help reduce the pressures associated with
family responsibilities and enable women academics to sustain long-term academic careers.
Second, institutions should establish structured mentoring and professional development
programmes that support women academics at different career stages. Mentoring sys-
tems connecting early-career academics with experienced faculty members can play an
important role in facilitating knowledge sharing, professional guidance, and career progres-
sion. Third, universities should promote inclusive organisational cultures and transparent
governance structures that actively address gender bias and structural inequalities. This
includes implementing clear policies related to gender equity, ensuring transparency in
recruitment and promotion processes, and establishing effective mechanisms for reporting
and addressing harassment or hostile work environments. Fourth, institutions should
encourage networking and collaboration opportunities, including participation in con-
ferences, professional associations, and interdisciplinary research initiatives. Expanding
professional networks can improve access to academic resources, collaboration oppor-
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tunities, and leadership pathways. Finally, higher education institutions should invest
in capacity-building initiatives aimed at strengthening leadership competencies among
women academics, including training in strategic decision-making, communication, and
academic leadership. Such initiatives can help support women’s progression into senior
academic and leadership roles.

The findings of this study have several implications for policy, institutional practice,
and academic research. From a policy perspective, the results highlight the importance
of institutional reforms that promote gender equality within higher education systems,
particularly in regions where cultural expectations and structural constraints may intensify
the challenges faced by women academics. Policymakers and university leaders should
therefore prioritise gender-inclusive policies and organisational practices that support
equitable career opportunities. From an institutional perspective, the study demonstrates
that supportive academic environments and mentoring systems can significantly reduce
the barriers experienced by women academics. Universities should therefore consider
developing integrated strategies that combine organisational policies, professional devel-
opment programmes, and inclusive leadership initiatives. From a research perspective,
the study contributes to the growing literature on gender and academic careers by pro-
viding empirical evidence from the Middle Eastern context, where research on women'’s
experiences in higher education remains relatively limited.

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that should be acknowl-
edged. First, the study relied on self-reported survey data, which may be influenced by
respondents’ perceptions and subjective interpretations of their professional experiences.
Second, although the sample included women academics from multiple institutions across
Jordan, the cross-sectional nature of the data limits the ability to examine long-term career
dynamics and causal relationships. Third, the number of participants occupying leadership
positions was relatively smaller compared with teaching-research academics. While the
multi-group analysis provided useful insights into differences between these groups, future
studies could further investigate the experiences of women in senior academic leadership
roles using larger and more balanced samples.

Future research could extend this work in several directions. Longitudinal stud-
ies could provide deeper insights into how challenges and support mechanisms evolve
throughout academic careers. Comparative studies across different countries or higher ed-
ucation systems could also help identify contextual factors influencing women’s academic
experiences. Additionally, future research could explore the perspectives of institutional
leaders and policymakers to better understand how organisational policies and governance
structures shape gender equality within higher education institutions.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire

Dear valued participant,

You are invited to participate in this survey, as you were identified as a woman who
currently holds or has held a position in the higher education sector in Jordan. We are
keen to delve into your experience as a woman in the higher education sector in Jordan,
as these insights will be instrumental in developing an inclusive and effective mentorship
framework.

This survey will take approximately 20 min to complete.

Please read the Participants information sheet, Privacy notice and Consent form
for more information provided with this; if you have any questions or require further
clarification, please don’t hesitate to contact the Principal Investigator in the UK, Dr Amalka
Nawarathna [amalka.nawarathna@uwe.ac.uk] or the Principal Investigator in Jordan, Dr
Majida Yakhlef [m_yakhlef@asu.edu.jo].

Thank you for your contribution.

If you agree to participate in this study, please indicate your consent by checking the
box in the consent form and proceed to complete the survey.

[0 I do consent

[0 I do not consent

Section 1: Introduction and Demographics

1.1 Please specify your current designation/position:
1.2. Your current organisation sector:

[ Public university/institution
[ Private university /institution

1.3 How long have you been working in the current designation:
1.4. Total experience in the higher education (HE) sector:
1.5. Your highest educational qualification:

[0 PhD

[ Postgraduate

[ Bachelors

[ Diploma/ certificate
0 Other

1.6. Please specify your marital status:

[] Married

[J Unmarried

(] Widowed

[J Separated

[1 Divorced

[ Prefer not to reveal

1.7. Please specify your age

0 20-25
026-30
03135
[0 3640
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[]41-45

[]146-50

[]51-55

] 56+

(] Prefer not to reveal

1.8. Please rate the level of your involvement or commitment in the following family
responsibilities

Ext 1
Commitments Not at All Minimal Moderate Significant X re'zr'ne y
Significant

Childcare
Household responsibilities (cooking, cleaning,

organising etc)

Education of children

Caregiving for elderly family members

Any other
Specify: ..o
Any other
Specify: ..o

Section 2: Perception of Women'’s Leadership in Higher Education

2.1. Please rate the level of following challenges you may have encountered as a

woman pursuing leadership roles in this field
o L Most
Chall Not at All Minimally Moderately | Significantly Siomificant]
allenges ignificantly
hall hall hall hall
Challenged Challenged | Challenged | Challenged Challenged

Lack of professional development opportunities,
training and support systems

Lack of role models and mentors

Family commitments

Challenges in accessing networks and professional
connections

Lack of supportive policies and initiatives

Harassment and hostile work environment

Societal expectations and cultural norms

Being viewed as less competent or less suited for
leadership roles compared to men

Gender-based pay gaps

Challenges related to self-promotion and
confidence

Institutional resistance to promote diversity and

inclusivity

2.2. Please outline the strategies or solutions you have employed to overcome chal-
lenges that you identified as most significantly or significantly challenging
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Challenges

Strategies/Solutions Taken to
Overcome Them

Lack of professional development opportunities, training and support systems

Lack of role models and mentors

Family commitments

Challenges in accessing networks and professional connections

Lack of supportive policies and initiatives

Harassment and hostile work environment

Societal expectations and cultural norms

Being viewed as less competent or less suited for leadership roles compared to men

Gender based pay gaps

Challenges related to self-promotion and confidence

Institutional resistance to promote diversity and inclusivity

Other 1:

Other 2:

2.3. Based on the challenges identified, what do you consider to be the top three

barriers that most significantly hinder women’s progression into leadership roles within
Jordanian higher education?

[ Lack of professional development opportunities, training and support systems
0 Lack of role models and mentors

[0 Family commitments

[J Challenges in accessing networks and professional connections

[0 Lack of supportive policies and initiatives

[0 Harassment and hostile work environment

[J Societal expectations and cultural norms

[ Being viewed as less competent or less suited for leadership roles compared to men
[0 Gender based pay gaps

[J Challenges related to self-promotion and confidence

[J Institutional resistance to promote diversity and inclusivity

0 Other 1:

0 Other 2:

2.4. Please rate the current level of women’s engagement in leadership roles in your

academic institution?

Poor

Below Average

Average

Above Average

Excellent

Section 3: Support Systems and Strategies

3.1 Please rate the level of support you feel that you receive from your institution in

pursuing leadership roles

Not Supported

Minimally
Supported

Moderately
Supported

Well Supported

Extremely
Supported

3.2. To what extent do you perceive the current support system in Jordan as effective

in advancing women to leadership positions?
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Very Inadequate Inadequate Neutral Adequate Very Adequate

Section 4: Desired skills
4.1. How important do you believe the following skills and competencies are for
women aspiring to advance into leadership roles in higher education in Jordan?

Skills and Competencies

Not Slightly Moderately | Very Extremely
Important Important Important Important Important

Strategic thinking and planning

Decision-making and problem-solving

Team building and collaboration

Effective verbal and written communication

Public speaking and presentation skills

Networking and relationship management

Emotional Intelligence

Adaptability and Flexibility

Mentoring and coaching skills

Effective time management

Resilience in the face of challenges

Cultural competence an awareness

Any other: please specify:

Any other: please specify:
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