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TIVISTELMA:

Naisten johtajuus ja sukupuolten tasa-arvo organisaatioissa ovat saaneet viime vuosikymmenina
yha enemman huomiota. Vaikka naisten osallistuminen korkeakoulutukseen ja ty6elamaan on
kasvanut, heidan edustuksensa johtotehtavissa on edelleen epatasaista. Taman tutkimuksen
tarkoituksena on syventaa ymmarrysta 25—-30-vuotiaiden suomalaisten naisten johtajuuskasi-
tyksista uransa alkuvaiheessa. Tavoitteena on syventda ymmarrysta siitd, miten nuoret naiset
suhtautuvat johtajuuteen, mita esteitd nuoret naiset kohtaavat pyrkiessaan johtotehtaviin seka
minkalaisen tuen avulla nuoret naiset voivat edeta kohti johtotehtavia uransa alkuvaiheessa.

Teoreettinen viitekehys pohjautuu kirjallisuuteen, joka kasittelee naisten johtajuuden kehitysta,
lasikattoilmiota ja sen syitd, johtajuusidentiteetin muodostumista, uran alkuvaiheen kehitty-
mista seka yksilo-, organisaatio-, kulttuuri- ja henkilokohtaisia tekijoita, jotka muovaavat naisten
johtajuuspyrkimyksia. Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena, jotta osallistujien koke-
muksista ja nakemyksista saataisiin syvallinen ymmarrys. Aineisto kerattiin puolistrukturoiduilla
yksilohaastatteluilla uransa alkuvaiheessa olevilta nuorilta naisilta, joilla on joko johtamiskoke-
musta tai kiinnostusta johtotehtdvia kohtaan. Haastateltavat valittiin tarkoituksenmukaisella
otannalla siten, etta heilla oli tutkimusaiheen kannalta relevantteja kokemuksia ja nakemyksia.
Haastatteluaineisto analysoitiin temaattisen analyysin avulla kuusivaiheista analyysiprosessia
noudattaen seka abduktiivista lahestymistapaa hyodyntaen.

Tulokset osoittavat, ettd uransa alkuvaiheessa olevat naiset kokevat johtajuuden ensisijaisesti
mahdollisuutena itsensa kehittamiseen ja ihmissuhdepainotteiseen kasvuun, ei niinkdan vallan
tai statuksen tavoitteluna. Hyvaan johtajuuteen yhdistettiin empatia, valmentaminen ja alaisten
ammatillisten tavoitteiden tukeminen. Samalla tunnistettiin, etta naita yhteisollisia piirteita ali-
arvioidaan organisaatioissa. Osallistujat kokivat kunnianhimonsa keinona haastaa sukupuolittu-
neita kasityksia johtajuudesta. Esteita koettiin yksilotasolla, jossa osallistujat raportoivat pysy-
vista sukupuoleen liittyvistd odotuksista, kuten miesvaltaisilla aloilla koetusta tarkkailusta seka
ennakoivasta aitiysrangaistuksesta. Esteet organisaatiotasolla, kuten hierarkiat, epaviralliset
miesverkostot ja perinteiset tyokulttuurit rajoittivat naisten paasya johtotehtaviin. Tuen osalta
jatkuva palaute, mentorointi ja johtamisen kehittamisohjelmat nousivat esiin keskeisina urake-
hityksen mahdollistajina. Itseluottamus tunnistettiin tarkedksi voimavaraksi, jota rakennettiin
pitkdkestoisten mentorointisuhteiden ja naispuolisten roolimallien nakyvyyden kautta.

Tutkimus tdydentda olemassa olevaa kirjallisuutta tuomalla esiin, miten rakenteelliset esteet ja

ennakoivat huolet muovaavat nuorten naisten johtajuuskasityksia jo ennen kuin he kohtaavat

niita. Tulosten perusteella organisaatioiden, johtajuuden kehittdmisen ammattilaisten ja paa-

toksentekijoiden tulisi priorisoida varhaista tukea mentorointiin, roolimallien nakyvyyteen ja in-

klusiivisiin kulttuureihin nuorten naisten johtajuuskehityksen tukemiseksi uran alku vaiheessa.
KEYWORDS: Leadership, Women's Leadership, Leadership Identity, Early Career, Gendered
Expectations, Glass Ceiling, Leadership Aspirations
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1 Introduction

Leadership continues to be one of the most widely discussed topics in business and or-
ganizational research. As organizations navigate globalization, digital transformation,
and workforce expectations, effective leadership has become more critical. In recent
decades, female leadership has become an important topic in discussion on workplace
equality, diversity, and organizational innovation. Female leadership or women’s leader-
ship refers to the specific traits, behaviors, and styles that women leaders exhibit in lead-
ership roles, which enable them to inspire and mobilize organizational members toward

achieving common goals (Chen et al., 2025, p. 2).

Although women's participation in the workforce has increased, their advancement to
leadership positions remains uneven compared with men (ILO, 2025a). Previous studies
suggest that women globally are more educated and experienced than at any point in
history, making them well qualified for leadership roles (McEldowney et al., 2009). In the
Nordic countries, women are more likely than men to complete higher education (Nordic
Cooperation, 2023). However, in some countries, universities appear to admit less qual-
ified men instead of more qualified women in order to achieve gender balance, making
it difficult for women to access the best universities, even if they are sufficiently quali-
fied(McEldowney et al., 2009). Although the number of female university students in-
creased from 15.1% to 46.4% between 1995 and 2024, they are underrepresented in
particular in certain fields such as STEM fields, meaning science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics (ILO, 2025a, pp. 5-6). Women are more likely to pursue studies in
healthcare and nursing due to gender stereotypes, while men are more likely to choose
STEM fields (Nordic Cooperation, 2023). Increasing the number of women in STEM edu-
cation is a goal of gender equality policy in all Nordic countries (Nordic Cooperation,
2023). Although women have achieved better results and equality in education in many
fields, even surpassing men, this progress has not been reflected in equality in the labor
market (Beltramini et al., 2022). Women are still underrepresented in STEM fields and in

high-paying leadership positions in those fields (UNESCO, 2024).



Despite the assumption that higher levels of education would naturally lead to a greater
proportion of women in leadership positions, women remain significantly underrepre-
sented (ILO, 2025a). Globally, women’s labor force participation rate stands at 48.8%,
while men’s is significantly higher at 72.9% (ILO, 2025a, p. 2). In contrast, the female
employment rate in the Nordic countries, meaning Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway,
and Sweden, was between 70.7% and 73.5% in 2021, and the employment rate in Fin-
land for women is 70.7% and for men 72.6% (Nordic Cooperation, 2023). The female
employment rate in the Nordics is significantly higher than in the EU on average, due to
the Nordic countries' commitment to various initiatives, such as subsidized childcare,

parental leave arrangements, equal pay, and education.

Although the gender gap in employment has narrowed, this development is primarily
explained by a decline in the participation rate among men rather than a significant
strengthening of the position of women (ILO, 20253, p. 2). The gender pay gap also re-
mains one of the most significant obstacles to achieving equality in the workplace, with
women earning on average 20% less than men at all wage and income levels (ILO, 2025,
p. 5). The gender pay gap also remains visible in the Nordic countries, even though it has
generally decreased over the past decade (Nordic Cooperation, 2023). Globally, women
hold fewer than 30% of senior management positions and only one in five companies
has a female CEO (ILO, 2025a). In 2023, women represent only 9.1% of board chairs, 6.5%
of CEOs (Chen et al., 2025), and 35.4 % of leadership positions globally (ILO, 2025a). In
2024, women accounted for 37.7% of leadership positions in Finland, and the represen-
tation of women on the board was 37-38% (STT, 2025). Consequently, researchers have
considered whether underrepresentation is not only an ethical issue but also a concern
related to performance, as evidence suggests that women may perform better than men

in leadership roles (Buss et al., 2025).

According to the International Labor Organization (2025), organizations with women in
decision-making and leadership roles and positions tend to be more successful, better

managed, innovative, and adaptable to change. Women's leadership in organizations has



been found to improve employee engagement, performance, and social well-being
(Dixon et al., 2023). Evidence shows that organizations with a higher proportion of
women in leadership positions are 18-69% more likely to be profitable than the average
company in the same sector (Clarke, 2011, p. 499). Furthermore, empirical evidence in-
dicates that female leadership and gender equality are positively correlated with en-
hanced workforce outcomes, including higher levels of employee satisfaction, improved
retention of employees, and reduced gender disparities in promotion rates (ILO, 2025b).
Therefore, these findings highlight the key role of gender equality in promoting organi-
zational efficiency and competitive advantage in today's business environments (ILO,

2025b).

Therefore, many organizations face challenges in realizing the benefits of gender balance
in the workplace and in leadership positions, and women remain underrepresented in
leadership roles due to several persistent structural and cultural barriers (ILO, 2025a).
According to ILO (2025a) the glass ceiling remains a significant barrier to corporate ad-
vancement. The glass ceiling can be defined as prejudice or gender-based behavioral
differences consisting of assumptions, organizational culture, and social expectations
that silently hinder women's career development (Citil, 2022). Over the past three dec-
ades, various measures have been implemented to improve gender equality. Despite
these efforts, progress toward gender equality in senior roles has remained limited, and
women continue to be underrepresented in leadership positions across many sectors .
In addition to the glass ceiling, research suggests that a range of factors shape how young
women experience career advancement and develop interest in leadership roles. These
include the formation of leadership identity, early career decision-making, and access to
opportunities for professional development (lbarra et al., 2013). Furthermore, individual
factors such as ambition, motivation, and career aspirations interact with broader organ-
izational and societal influences to shape women'’s leadership trajectories (Eagly & Karau,

2002).



Previous research has shown the importance of contextual barriers that affect women’s
early career development. Organizational barriers, such as gender bias in promotion pro-
cesses and limited access to networks, can slow down women'’s career development (Ely
et al., 2011). Cultural expectations and gender norms, particularly those related to lead-
ership stereotypes and work-life balance, can also influence women’s perceptions of
leadership roles and their willingness to pursue them (Eagly & Karau, 2002). At the indi-
vidual level, challenges such as insecurity and imposter syndrome have been identified
as factors that can affect women'’s confidence to pursue leadership roles (Ibarra et al.,
2013). At the same time, research highlights the importance of support mechanisms
such as role models, mentoring relationships, and leadership development programs in
promoting women's leadership aspirations and facilitating career advancement in the

early stages of their professional development (Ely et al., 2011; Ibarra et al., 2013).

Increasing women's participation in the business context is essential to tapping into a
broader talent pool and ensuring the most qualified individuals are selected for leader-
ship positions (Clarke, 2011, p. 498). For employers, investors, and stakeholders focused
on performance and growth, women’s advancement is not merely a matter of equity, it
is a strategic imperative (ILO, 2025b). Consequently, the previous research has consid-
ered whether underrepresentation is not only an ethical issue but also a concern related
to performance, as evidence suggests that women may perform better than men in lead-

ership roles (Buss et al., 2025).

In this research, the focus is on young women aged between 25 and 30, and early career
refers to a fundamental phase of early adulthood during which individuals take their first
significant steps toward career advancement (Sean et al., 2014). Beaupre (2022, p. 1065)
states that young women have strong leadership ambitions, but their ambitions can
weaken as certain factors in early career experiences undermine their motivation. In ad-
dition, women in male-dominated industries often face cultural and structural obstacles
and are still underrepresented in numerous business areas. This leads to a social problem:
when men are more visible in leadership positions, many people assume that women do

not have the opportunity to attain them (Bhat et al., 2022, p. 3590).



10

Various factors related to the early stages of women's careers help to understand how
career advancement is achieved and what achievements can be made in the future. This
is also essential to explain why gender differences in leadership positions persist and
why eliminating them requires more than just encouraging women to pursue higher po-
sitions. Researching female leadership reveals new information that helps us understand
the significant impact of women in leadership positions. Female leaders serve as im-
portant role models for younger, potential female leaders, which helps to inspire future
talents (Clarke, 2011, p. 498). Therefore, this research attempts to gather deeper insights

into young women's perceptions of leadership in the early stages of their careers.

1.1 Research purpose and objectives

The purpose of this research is to deepen the understanding of perceptions of young
Finnish women aged 25-30 at the beginning of their careers. Understanding these per-
ceptions is important because early career experiences and interpretations can shape
long-term leadership goals, career development, and commitment to organizations. In
this research, these perceptions are examined through a research question, and three
research objectives. The research question of this thesis is the following:

What are young women's perceptions of leadership in the early stages of their careers?
In addition to the research question, the following objectives are included:

How do young women in their early careers perceive leadership?

What barriers do young women face in pursuing leadership in their early careers?

What supports help young women navigate toward leadership in their early careers?
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Together, these objectives form a comprehensive framework for understanding young
women's perceptions of leadership, what barriers they may face and what supports help
them to navigate towards leadership in their early careers and answering the research
question. This thesis also provide important insights into how organizations, decision-
makers, and various forms of education can create a better environment for women who

are emerging and advancing as leaders.

1.2 Significance of the research and research scope

Research on young female leadership is crucial, as it challenges existing stereotypes, pro-
motes gender equality, and encourages more inclusive forms of leadership. Although
women's visibility in professional roles has increased, pathways to leadership remain un-
even, and young women often encounter systemic barriers that shape the early stages
of their careers (ILO, 2025a). This makes it difficult for young women to attain leadership
positions in organizations (Holton & Dent, 2016, p. 542). Although leadership has been
extensively studied in organizational research, much of the existing literature focuses on
individuals who already hold higher leadership positions (Dixon et al., 2023). Less atten-
tion has been paid to how leadership is interpreted by young female professionals who
are still forming their career identity and future goals, who aspire to leadership positions
or are already in early leadership roles (Dixon et al., 2023), and even fewer studies ex-
amine the leadership perceptions of young women at the beginning of their professional
leadership careers. Focusing on young women in their early careers has long-term sig-

nificance for leadership identity, attitudes, and aspirations that can be obtained.

From an organizational perspective, the findings of this research can help employers,
human resources departments, and leadership development professionals understand
the perceptions young women encounter in the early stages of their careers. This infor-
mation is essential for developing measures, mentoring programs, and workplace cul-
tures that genuinely support young women's career advancement and interest in lead-

ership opportunities.
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This research is limited to participants who are young women aged between 25 and 30.
This age group has received less attention than other studies on women leaders or gen-
der differences in organizational structures. This age group typically represents the first
significant years of work with career development involving psychological changes, skill
acquisition, self-efficacy, and peer support (Sean et al., 2014). Between the ages of 25
and 30, career paths, leadership identities, ambition, and long-term career goals and
understandings begin to take shape (Holton & Dent, 2016, p. 552), which has a major
impact on the direction a career takes and is of great significance in terms of where a
woman will end up in her career. In addition, this research is also geographically limited
and focuses on examining the situation in Finland, as all participants are Finnish. Limiting
the participant group to the same national context ensures a more accurate analysis, as

the participants experience a similar environment but may experience things differently.

1.3 Use of Al

This thesis utilizes artificial intelligence to improve the correctness of the text's spelling
and the clarity and academic nature of the text. The Grammarly program has been used
to ensure correct spelling and to create an academic style. Google One Al Premium Gem-
ini 2.0 Pro have been used for word structures and checking. However, the thesis has
been checked and confirmed to be original. The author of the thesis is also responsible

for the content and conclusions of the thesis.

1.4 Structure of the thesis

This research consists of five main sections. In the first chapter, the introductory chapter
introduces the research by outlining its purpose and objectives, highlighting the signifi-
cance of the research, and define its scope. It also discusses the use of artificial intelli-

gence in the research. The chapter also provides an overview of the structure of the
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thesis, guiding the reader through the organization of subsequent chapters and setting

the stage for the theoretical, methodological, and analytical discussions that follow.

In the second chapter the theoretical framework provides the theoretical foundation for
understanding leadership, focusing on female leadership and the early career experi-
ences of young women. It presents the evolution of leadership, examines the glass ceil-
ing and the individual, organizational, policy, and cultural factors that limit women’s ca-
reer advancement, and explores how leadership identity, ambition, and career decisions
shape early professional trajectories. The chapter also addresses barriers such as organ-
izational constraints, societal expectations, and personal challenges like self-doubt and
impostor syndrome, while highlighting the critical role of supports including mentors,
role models, and leadership programs in fostering growth. Together, these perspectives
offer a comprehensive framework for analyzing both the obstacles and opportunities

women encounter on the path to leadership.

In the third chapter, the methods outline the research design and methodology em-
ployed in the research, detailing the approaches used to collect, analyze, and interpret
data. It begins by describing the data collection methods and the rationale for their se-
lection, followed by an overview of the sampling strategy and participants involved. The
chapter then explains the data collection process in practice and the analytical tech-
niques applied to analyze the findings. Chapter also discusses ensuring the credibility,
reliability, and validity of the results. Finally, it addresses the ethical considerations guid-
ing the research, ensuring that the research was conducted with integrity and confiden-
tiality. Together, these sections provide a systematic description of how the research was

conducted.

In the fourth chapter, the findings present the results of the research. Section presents
the findings from six semi-structured interviews, organized according to the three re-
search objectives. It examines how young Finnish women in the early stages of their ca-

reers view leadership, what obstacles they encounter when striving for leadership roles,
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and what kind of support helps them advance toward leadership positions. The results
are presented through themes that emerged from a thematic analysis, with each section

focusing on one research objective.

The fifth chapter, the conclusion chapter provides comprehensive conclusions of the
findings. It presents the key findings, highlighting the most significant insights connecting
with earlier research. The chapter also discusses the contributions of the research to
both advancing theoretical understanding and practical implications. The limitations of
the research are acknowledged, and factors that may have influenced the results and
interpretation are examined. Based on these limitations and insights, the chapter offers

suggestions for future research to explore and expand on the topic.
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2 Women in leadership

This section presents the theoretical grounding of the research. This section is divided
into four main chapters, followed by the sub-sections. The first main chapter examines
the devolution of female leadership, current perspectives that recognize different lead-
ership styles, examining gender differences and discrimination, organizational perfor-
mance, and leadership effectiveness. The second main chapter introduces the concept
of the glass ceiling and its causes, describing how individual, organizational, political, and
sociocultural factors interact and create structural barriers that limit women's advance-
ment to leadership positions. The third main chapter focuses on the early stages of
young women's careers, examining the formation of leadership identity, decision-making
in the early stages of a career, ambition and motivation, the impact of organizational and
cultural barriers, and personal challenges as well as supports. The fourth main chapter,
theoretical framework of the research examines the integrated framework that links the
existing literature to the main research question using the three research objectives, il-
lustrating how perceptions, barriers, and supports shape young women's early career

leadership perceptions.

2.1 Evolution of female leadership

The concept of leadership began to shape in the early 1800s and has continued to
emerge over time (McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 25). According to Chen et al. (2025, p. 2),
leadership is a process through which leaders influence and motivate their followers to
strive toward common organizational goals through interpersonal interaction and be-
havioral guidance. As previously explained in the research, female leadership consists of
characteristics, behavioral patterns, and styles that are typical of women (Chen et al.,
2025). Early studies on female leadership primarily focused on challenges women faced,
including gender differences, prejudice toward female leaders, and male-female stereo-
types (Chen et al., 2025). However, studies have shifted the focus to the organizational

effects of female leadership and examined outcomes such as company and workforce
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performance (Chen et al., 2025). Overall, research on female leadership has evolved
from individual-level issues to a broader examination of its relationship to organizational

performance.

Historically, leadership was seen as masculine, hierarchical, and authoritarian. It was as-
sociated with command, control, and autocracy, reflecting monarchies and patriarchal
social structures (Goethals & Hoyt, 2016). Leadership was rooted in a male-dominated
political context, later extending to the business world (McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 25).
The earliest leadership model, known as "The great man theory”, argued that the per-
sonal characteristics of exceptional men shaped the historical course and laid the foun-
dation for leadership trait studies in the 1940s, which identified the key characteristics
essential for effective leadership and success (McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 25). According
to McEldowney et al. (2009) leadership research, initially focused on the theory that only
innate characteristics could explain effective leadership, which led to a decline in the
belief that leaders are born and cannot be trained. Attention shifted to the study of
learnable and developable behavioral patterns, which led to the identification of differ-
ent leadership styles. Behavioral theories emerged in the 1960s, but did not promote

the representation of women in leadership positions (McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 26).

In the early 1970s, women gained access to their first official leadership positions, and
feminism expanded women's access to education and working life, opening opportuni-
ties in politics, business, and academics (Goethals & Hoyt, 2016). However, the glass ceil-
ing remained a major problem for women, and gender-based leadership norms were
clear, resulting in leadership positions continuing to be held primarily by men. Gendered
leadership norms are expectations that adult individuals are expected to conform to the
gender roles assigned to them by society (Citil, 2022, p. 381). In patriarchal societies,
men tend to control women in various areas of life, and established gender stereotypes
define women's responsibilities as housework, marriage, and motherhood (Citil, 2022,
p. 381). In a male-dominated social structure, men’s role was to be leaders, authority,

and financiers (Citil, 2022, p. 381). This social structure has a decisive influence on
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current gender-based leadership norms and the formation of gender stereotypes, in

which men occupy leadership positions, and women participate in lower-level tasks.

Leadership positions remained at around 16% of the workforce until the 1970s
(McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 26). Research on women's leadership was initiated in the
1970s, focusing on gender differences in leadership behavior (Chen et al., 2025, p. 2).
Leadership was increasingly seen in the context of the organization and society, and gen-
der roles influenced expectations about who was suitable to be a leader (Goethals &
Hoyt, 2016). Later in the 1990s, the rise of feminism increased researchers' interest in
the field (Chen et al., 2025, p. 2), and research into gender differences in leadership be-
gan (McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 26). Research on the subject found that men were more
often task-oriented leaders, while women tended toward cooperative and socially ori-
ented leadership behavior (McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 26). As perceptions changed,
women's participation and advancement in leadership roles became more widely ac-
cepted (McEldowney et al., 2009, p. 26). From the mid-1990s to the late 1990s, research
began to focus on the dynamics of leadership effectiveness (McEldowney et al., 2009, p.
26). Although women began to have access to leadership positions, issues such as bal-
ancing work and personal life, career advancement, and lack of mentoring remained
(Goethals & Hoyt, 2016). Studies found that women were more effective leaders than

men but progressed more slowly in their careers (Goethals & Hoyt, 2016).

In the 2010s, women achieved unprecedented levels of representation among execu-
tives and CEOs (Goethals & Hoyt, 2016). Although discrimination has decreased over the
recent decades, it is still present in more subtle ways, such as double standards, or
women being punished for violating gender roles. The historical barriers to women's
leadership are not just isolated obstacles, but long-standing social, cultural, and institu-

tional constraint that have shaped women's access to leadership positions to this day.
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2.2 Glass ceiling and its causes

The glass ceiling phenomenon is generally presented as discrimination or gender-based
behavioral differences. Discrimination and inequality emphasize employers' prejudices,
such as favouring men over equally qualified women, as well as statistical discrimination
based on stereotypes about women's productivity (Beltramini et al., 2022; ILO, 2025).
Gender-based behavioral differences argue that women's greater participation in non-
market activities leads companies to view their employment as more unstable (Beltra-
mini et al., 2022). There has been controversy on at what stage of a career glass ceilings
are visible. Some studies claim that the glass ceiling particularly reflects inequality in-
creasingly apparent at the upper levels of an organization's hierarchy and senior leader-
ship roles compared to the lower levels (Taparia & Lenka, 2022). Nevertheless, recent
findings show that the glass ceiling can operate at multiple stages of career progression
(Beltramini et al., 2022), having a strong impact on women who aspire to leadership roles
or young women in their first leadership roles. Taparia and Lenka (2022) identify the
underlying factors that create a glass ceiling for women, which they divide into four cat-
egories: individual factors, organizational factors, policy-related factors, and social and

cultural factors.

2.2.1 Individual factors

Individual-level factors constitute deeply internalized barriers that significantly hinder
women's career advancement and leadership aspirations. Individual factors include per-
sonal obstacles arising from circumstances, upbringing, and self-esteem (Taparia & Lenka,
2022). Individual factors also include women's multiple social roles, attitudes toward re-
lationships, and self-imposed limitations (Citil, 2022). These include gender differences
in education, lack of self-confidence, weak leadership aspirations, weak career develop-
ment motivation, preference for work-life balance, the burden of household responsibil-
ities, and internalized gender roles shaped by socialization and culture (Taparia & Lenka,

2022). These reduce women's opportunities for career development, networking, and
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promotion. These internalized beliefs, such as low self-confidence, acceptance of ine-
quality, and the perception that the system cannot be changed, further reinforce the
glass ceiling at the individual level and prevent women from pursuing or achieving lead-

ership positions (Citil, 2022).

2.2.2 Organizational factors

Organizational factors play also a significant role in the formation of the glass ceiling.
These encompass structural and situational elements, including various barriers in the
workplace that stem from culture, operating methods, and practices (Taparia & Lenka,
2022). Women may face a double bind, in which it is difficult to express their ambition
subtly while resisting prevailing stereotypes. According to Eagly and Karau (2002), the
double bind is a psychological and social trap that arises from a perceived conflict be-
tween two different expectations: descriptive beliefs and prescriptive norms. In descrip-
tive beliefs, the women’s gender role double binds where society associates leadership
traits with agency, such as competitive, independent, and dominant (Heilman et al.,
2024). Thus, according to Eagly and Karau (2002), feminine traits are associated with
communality, such as caring and empathy. Because leadership is stereotypically defined
as agency, women are automatically perceived as less competent for high-level roles (Ea-

gly & Karau, 2002).

In prescriptive norms, a double bind in the leadership role is the penalty for success,
where a woman overcomes the first barrier by acting powerfully, such as by being tough
and authoritative (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Women are expected to behave warmly, main-
tain harmony, and self-promotion (Heilman et al., 2024). In this phenomenon, women
no longer act in a communal manner, which is a social expectation placed on women,
and are often considered unpleasant, annoying, or unfeminine (Eagly & Karau, 2002).
This means that they must operate in an environment where they are judged more
harshly than men. They often struggle to find a balance between competence and overly

aggressive behavior, or between empathy and overly passive behavior (Citil, 2022).
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Consequently, confident behavior violates feminine norms, while nurturing behavior

conflicts with leadership expectations (Taparia & Lenka, 2022).

Furthermore, the stereotype of women as caregivers’ conflicts with the ideal employee
norm, which requires full availability and long working hours. The idea that women want
to start a family and have children can be perceived as a limiting factor. The motherhood
barrier refers to the intensified negative attitudes women encounter, reinforcing preju-
dices against working mothers (Citil, 2022; Taparia & Lenka, 2022). These prejudices lead
to the perception that women would be less committed to their careers and tend to
focus on support roles rather than strategic tasks, reinforcing glass ceilings and limiting
their advancement to leadership positions (Taparia & Lenka, 2022). In addition, mascu-
line organizational cultures systematically exclude women, limiting mentoring and spon-
sorship opportunities for women (Taparia & Lenka, 2022), which are critical for advance-

ment to leadership positions.

Particularly in male-dominated work environments, queen bee behavior can be seen
among female leaders, where women leaders distance themselves from other women
(Buss et al., 2025; Citil, 2022, p. 387). Queen bee behaviour occurs in environments
where there is discrimination and negative gender stereotypes, especially among
women who do not identify themselves as representatives of their gender in the work-
place. This behavior emphasizes individual female achievements rather than collective
progress and can bring short-term benefits to individual females, such as improving
chances of promotion (Buss et al., 2025, p. 11). Nevertheless, queen bee behavior un-
dermines the support of leaders' subordinates and negatively affects the career devel-
opment opportunities at lower levels of the organization (Buss et al., 2025, p. 11), rein-

forcing gender hierarchies in the organization (Citil, 2022).

Organizational factors include weak gender equality reinforced by male-dominated cul-
tures (Citil, 2022), where companies do not actively support women in leadership roles

(Taparia & Lenka, 2022). Limited awareness of glass ceiling issues means that systemic
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barriers remain unchallenged. As a result, young women lack organizational support to
overcome obstacles early in their careers, long-term employment relationships, career
and promotion opportunities, and informal networks, all of which can contribute to mak-

ing it more difficult for women to enter leadership positions (Citil, 2022).

2.2.3 Policy related factors

Regulatory and legal frameworks play a key role in preventing gender discrimination and
supporting women's career advancement reinforcement of labor legislation, support for
female entrepreneurship, and maternity protection (Citil, 2022). While many countries
have introduced gender equality laws and government quotas, weak enforcement and a
lack of strict penalties undermine their effectiveness (Taparia & Lenka, 2022). Glass ceil-
ing issues are also often not sufficiently known or discussed publicly, especially in less

developed countries, further slowing progress (Taparia & Lenka, 2022).

2.2.4 Social and cultural factors

Social and cultural factors are broader social norms and traditions that affect women's
careers (Citil, 2022, p . 381). These are defined by gender roles and stereotypes, such as
women as primary caregivers, men as breadwinners, culturalization, and socialization
that create expectations for individuals from childhood onwards, social stigma attached
to women's employment or leadership roles, and gender-related values (Taparia & Lenka,
2022). Traditional gender roles, in which women are expected to prioritize motherhood,
housework, and family over careers, can still place women at a disadvantage in both their
leisure time and their careers (Citil, 2022). The patriarchal social structure, in which lead-
ership, authority, and decision-making are associated with men, is also evident as a social
and cultural factor (Citil, 2022). In these values, men are perceived as more competent
and deserving, and these social pressures reinforce both individual and organizational

barriers. Therefore, the glass ceiling remains a persistent and multidimensional barrier
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that limits women's career advancement, and it is not solely the result of individual
choices or abilities, but rather a complex interaction between individual, organizational,

political, and sociocultural factors that together place women at a disadvantage.

2.3 Factors affecting young women'’s early careers

This section explores the key factors that shape young women's experiences in the early
stages of their careers. The section begins by examining the formation of leadership
identity, early career decision-making and development as well as ambitions and moti-
vations. The section addresses the organizational barriers that can slow career progres-
sion, cultural barriers such as expectations, norms and work-life balance, then personal-
level challenges, such as self-doubt and impostor syndrome. Finally, the section dis-
cusses the supports available to young women, including role models, mentoring rela-

tionships, and formal leadership programs.

2.3.1 Leadership identity

Before and during the early stages of career, leadership identity and professional self-
image begin to form between the ages of 14 and 24 (Dixon et al., 2023; Hartung, 2013,
p. 94). Identity can be explained as a person's evolving perception of themselves, which
is shaped through reflection, social interactions, roles, and groups they are part of (Dixon
etal., 2023). Women’s identity refers to how women understand and define themselves
in relation to societal expectations, gender norms, and lived experiences across adult-
hood (Dixon et al., 2023). According to Dixon et al. (2023) the leader's identity is con-
structed through a dynamic interaction between internalization and external recogni-
tion. DeRue and Ashford (2010) suggests that leadership identity develops through ex-
periences, social interactions, and self-reflection, whereby individuals begin to see
themselves as leaders as they internalize leadership behaviors. Interactions with others

shape professional self-image, cultural messages and power, and the need to navigate
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gender prejudices while integrating personal values, roles, and a sense of agency (Dixon
et al., 2023). Leadership identity is relative and depends on social reinforcement, often
producing leadership patterns that strengthen or weaken leadership identity over time
(DeRue & Ashford, 2010, p. 633). The probability of building such a leadership identity
depends on shared understanding of leadership, clear communication between individ-
uals, gender, and relational history (DeRue & Ashford, 2010, pp. 632-636; Standish,
2023). When women'’s interests and abilities become clearer, it helps them plan their
education and career and prepare for working life (Hartung, 2013, p. 94). Therefore,
understanding when, how, and why young women begin to see themselves as leaders
matters as these perceptions shape how they process information, set goals, make de-

cisions, regulate motivation, and develop skills (Dixon et al., 2023).

2.3.2 Early career decision-making and development

In this research, early career leadership refers to individuals in their first leadership roles,
such as team leaders, project managers, or supervisors. However, this research also ex-
amines those who are interested in leadership and aspire to future leadership roles. Ac-
cording to Clarke (2011) the early career stage is described as the first phase of profes-
sional life, typically the first few years after entering the workforce, rather than being
strictly defined by age. However, Sean et al. (2014) describes the early career stage as a
foundational period of adulthood typically occurring by age 30. The early career stages
are characterized by learning the norms and expectations of the organization, develop-
ing professional identity and self-confidence, and gaining initial leadership experience
(Clarke, 2011). When women in the early stages of their careers learn to utilize the
above-mentioned factors, it helps them navigate their career paths more effectively and
make decisions about their career advancement. Career choices are influenced by both
personal factors, such as abilities, personality, values, interests, and self-image, and sit-
uational factors, including economic conditions, social expectations, cultural factors, and

historical context (Super, 1980).
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Super’s (1980) theory examines career development as a multivariate lifelong process
shaped by a person's evolving self-image and their various life roles. Early career devel-
opment is a crucial stage, where women begin to form self-concept into work roles. Dur-
ing this period, women typically transition from the role of student to employee while
balancing multiple life roles (Super, 1980). Their development is influenced by how they
perceive themselves, the expectations others place on their roles, and how successfully
they perform in the workplace (Super, 1980). Experiences and performance during these
early career roles strongly influence future career aspirations, confidence, and leader-
ship visions (Super, 1980). For women, these experiences may either strengthen a posi-
tive professional self-image or create role conflict, particularly when expectations across
work and non-work roles intersect. As a result, successful engagement in early career

roles is closely linked to later career satisfaction and success (Super, 1980, p.286).

Early career development is a crucial stage for young women, where self-confidence,
goals, and leadership identity are either strengthened or weakened (Clarke, 2011). Alt-
hough young women often have high leadership aspirations during their school years,
these ambitions frequently decline in the early stages of their careers (Beaupre, 2022, p.
1065). Organizational environments may fail to recognize leadership potential at this
stage, which can weaken women'’s leadership aspirations (Clarke, 2011). This suggests
that perceptions that women lack interest in leadership roles are misleading, as early
career experiences may instead discourage leadership ambition (Beaupre, 2022, p. 1065).
Therefore, early work experiences play an important role in helping women see them-
selves as future leaders and pursue challenging roles (Clarke, 2011). Without support,
women may underestimate their readiness for leadership despite strong performance,
causing leadership to appear distant or incompatible with their self-perception. There-
fore, supporting women'’s early career development should be viewed as a strategic or-
ganizational investment. By integrating leadership development early, organizations can
build better leadership pathways, reduce accumulated disadvantages, and encourage

women to see themselves as leaders earlier in their careers (Clarke, 2011).
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2.3.3 Ambition and motivation

Despite persistent assumptions that women are less ambitious in pursuing leadership
roles than men, research demonstrates that women report equal or greater ambition to
attain leadership positions (Beaupre, 2022). Sealy et al. (2024) demonstrate that women
working in early careers enter the workforce with high levels of ambition, motivation,
and self-identification as driven individuals. Women conceptualize success not solely in
terms of hierarchical advancement, but also through personal satisfaction, learning, in-
fluence, and work-life balance (Sean et al., 2014). Sealy et al. (2024, p. 25) also argue
that women’s ambition is significantly influenced by socioeconomic background, educa-
tional experiences, and parental upbringing. Consequently, educational frameworks that
prioritize competitive environments and professional career trajectories serve to
strengthen female self-efficacy and motivation. Furthermore, the parents' professional
status significantly dictates the degree of vocational guidance and preparatory support

accessible to young women entering the workforce (Sean et al., 2014, p. 15).

Ambition and motivation develop when young women are allowed to experience and
actively participate in leadership experiences that allow them to see themselves as ca-
pable leaders (Dixon et al., 2023, p. 911). Even at an early stage, such as in school, women
often see themselves as leaders, strive for high positions, and demonstrate strong self-
confidence and motivation (Beaupre, 2022). Early responsibility provides opportunities
to practice leadership, coordination, and community action, which serve as excellent
practice for developing a leadership identity and help young women internalize leader-
ship as part of their own identity (Dixon et al., 2023, p. 911). Motivation can also be
increased through a safe environment, empowering young women to participate fully
and receive feedback, which can boost self-confidence, encourage commitment, and set
higher goals (Dixon et al., 2023, p. 911). These inclusive learning opportunities and envi-
ronments allow young women to align leadership with their own values, strengthening
both their confidence and motivation (Dixon et al., 2023). However, Beaupre (2022)
states that when women's ambition weakens, it is linked to wavering self-confidence,

feelings of undervaluation, and limited recognition in their first professional roles.
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These early signs influence how women reevaluate their leadership aspirations, making
ambition more fragile at this stage than later in life (Beaupre, 2022). Consequently, the
prospects for success and confidence in individuals’ skills and performance have a signif-
icant impact on women's interest in and aspirations for leadership roles (Sealy et al.,
2024, p. 8). Therefore, ambition and motivation in the early stages of women's careers
are not lacking, but depend greatly on the early workplace environment, recognition,
role models, and whether leadership is presented as compatible with a sustainable and

meaningful life.

2.3.4 Organizational barriers: Factors slowing career development

Women encounter organizational barriers in their careers that can slow their progress to
leadership positions. As mentioned in section 2.3.2, women'’s early career development
and leadership development opportunities remain significant organizational barriers to
women’s early leadership careers. Consequently, the development opportunities are of-
ten delayed until the more advanced stages of a woman’s careers (Thelma & Ngulube,
2024). Therefore, women in their early careers have fewer leadership development op-
portunities, which is why women's first exposure to upper-level leadership positions

come too late.

Organizational barriers include the impact of gender discrimination on recruitment and
promotion. This gender discrimination in the early stages of a career creates a glass ceil-
ing for women, preventing them from gaining the momentum they need to advance to
leadership positions. As Thelma and Ngulube (2024) noted, biased recruitment pro-
cesses reinforce existing stereotypes about women'’s professional competence, leading
to an unfair evaluation system in which women are assessed using significantly stricter
criteria and more rigorous scrutiny than male applicants. Studies have also shown that
women often receive vague feedback on their performance, while men receive concrete,

results-based guidance that directly supports their promotion (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024).
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Empirical evidence also suggests that young women face disproportionate social and
professional backlash in salary negotiations (Buss et al., 2025). Such penalties reinforce
long-term economic disparities and undermine women's perceived value within the or-

ganization (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024).

Sponsorship and mentoring also play an important role in supporting career develop-
ment. Sponsorship refers to strategic supervision in which senior management uses its
organizational influence to support the career development of younger or lower-level
employees (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024). Through sponsorship, senior management can
help reduce systemic barriers and promote a more equal recruitment and promotion
process. However, women often have limited access to such opportunities, and there-
fore, their opportunities to participate in high-profile projects or gain valuable work ex-
perience are limited. This exclusion is further reinforced by limited transparency in deci-
sion-making processes and the persistent pay gap (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024). Mentoring,
similarly, represents an important developmental relationship in which experienced pro-
fessionals provide guidance, information, and support to individuals in the early stages
of their careers (Barkhuizen et al., 2022, p. 4). When organizations lack structured men-
toring systems, women may have fewer opportunities to develop their leadership skills.
Limited mentoring support also limits access to professional networks and informal or-
ganizational knowledge, which are essential for career development (Thelma & Ngulube,

2024).

According to studies, women may have fewer opportunities to build networks in the
workplace (Butler et al., 2025). According to Butler et al., (2025), employees who have
strong connections to informal networks are more likely to receive career information,
mentoring, support, and visibility among decision-makers. Conversely, those who remain
outside these networks may have fewer opportunities to receive informal support, stra-
tegic information, advance in their careers, and gain recognition, even if they possess
similar qualifications or experience (Butler et al., 2025). According to research, one sig-

nificant reason for women’s exclusion from informal networks may be homophily, which
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refers to the tendency of individuals to form relationships with others who are similar to
them in terms of gender, background, or social identity (Butler et al., 2025). When lead-
ers and influential employees form networks primarily with people like themselves, this
can inadvertently reinforce existing inequalities (Butler et al., 2025). As a result, young
women are less likely to be included in events where social interactions, mentoring rela-
tionships, and sponsorship take place. These are crucial for gaining visibility, challenging
oneself, and obtaining new assignments, support for promotions or leadership develop-
ment programs (Clarke, 2011). Women'’s early career development may progress more
slowly due to limited access to career-advancing relationships, which can reduce their
self-confidence, visibility, and willingness to pursue leadership roles early in their careers

or in future.

2.3.5 Cultural barriers: Expectations, norms, and work-life balance

Young women also face cultural barriers as they advance in their careers. According to
Thelma and Ngulube (2024, p. 275) cultural barriers are shared meanings or common
beliefs, such as deeply rooted attitudes that often favor men in leadership positions. The
imbalance in roles is reflected in the general perception that the role of leader is con-
sistent with the gender role of men, leading to the belief that women are not suited to
leadership positions. Buss et al. (2025) present the "think manager-think male” para-
digm, where successful leaders are stereotypically associated with masculine traits. Ac-
cording to previous studies, both women and men consider masculine traits to be, at
least to some extent, essential for leadership (Beaupre, 2022). Women may also encoun-
ter a conformity trap, whereby, to advance or obtain a position, many women feel com-
pelled to abandon their natural relational leadership style and adopt more masculine
traits to avoid being perceived as outsiders (Kiamba, 2008). In addition, women often
have to demonstrate better performance than men to overcome stereotypical preju-

dices and get promoted (Buss et al., 2025).
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Social norms in the workplace further reinforce these differences through subtle daily
interactions. According to Beaupre (2022), the communication authority is still evident
in the workplace, and studies show that men interrupt women more often, undermining
women's perceived authority. The fact that women have unequal access to challenging
tasks and projects early in their careers also hinders the skill development and visibility
they need to move into leadership positions. These factors can be in constant interaction
with each other and influence an women’s opportunities, choices, and outcomes, and

are determining factors in career development (Super, 1980, pp. 294-295).

Work-life balance is also a significant factor that can negatively affect women's desire
and success in advancing their careers and pursuing leadership positions. Social expec-
tations pressure women to prioritize family responsibilities, and women are expected to
favor flexible working arrangements, which are mistakenly considered incompatible with
leadership positions (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024). Previous studies reveal that women in
leadership positions can struggle to meet the simultaneous demands of work and family
responsibilities (Buss et al., 2025, p. 11), as they may have their own preconceptions
about the high expectations or social pressure that work and family life cannot be com-
bined. Women may also experience social stigma, where they risk being labelled as un-
suitable mothers and wives because they are advancing or want to advance in their ca-
reers (Kiamba, 2008, p. 13). As a result, some women decide to work part-time, with the
understanding that career advancement is unlikely without a return to full-time work.
From the organization’s perspective, this may be interpreted as a lack of commitment or
organizational skills (Buss et al., 2025, p. 11). Although part-time work or leave can help
women fulfil their family responsibilities, studies suggest that motherhood itself is not
an obstacle to women's leadership development (Buss et al., 2025, p. 11). These kinds
of thoughts about the future can influence young people’s opinions and perceptions of

leadership from an early stage.
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2.3.6 Personal-level challenges: Self-doubt and impostor syndrome

The personal-level challenges experienced by women are accompanied by organiza-
tional and cultural barriers. Studies show that women and men generally have different
perceptions of women's performance. Women often underestimate their own effective-
ness, while men overestimate theirs (Buss et al., 2025, p. 6). The stereotypical threat is
the fear of reinforcing negative gender stereotypes, which can also undermine women's
self-confidence or doubt their own chances of success (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024, p. 258).
This can lead to rejecting new opportunities, hindering career development, and missing
leadership opportunities. Lack of self-confidence can occur especially in negotiation sit-
uations, which has also been identified as a significant barrier that can hinder women's
career advancement (Buss et al., 2025, p. 6). All these factors together may lead to

women being less confident about pursuing leadership opportunities and roles.

Another significant personal-level challenge for women is impostor syndrome, or the
impostor phenomenon, which is a persistent internal feeling that an individual considers
themselves a “cheater” in certain situations or positions, even though there is clear evi-
dence of their success (Holm, 2022). According to Holm (2022) impostor syndrome is not
a static personality trait, but rather a reactive process. As a result of impostor syndrome,
individuals often attribute their achievements to luck, timing, or the deception of others,
rather than their own competence. In impostor syndrome, the task associated with the
achievement causes either excessive preparation or procrastination, because of which
the individual is unable to internalize their own success and may fear that they will be
exposed in the future, even though they have generally done nothing wrong (Holm,
2022). Although some studies suggest that impostor syndrome only affects women, re-
cent research has shown that it affects all genders (Holm, 2022). However, the intensity
and impact of the phenomenon often vary, and in young women's transition to working
life and early career stages, impostor syndrome can be exacerbated by stereotypical
threats. This means the fear of reinforcing negative stereotypes about women's compe-
tence in professional or technical roles, or they might be judged based on their gender

(Bravata et al., 2019; Holm, 2022). Impostor syndrome can also create a feedback loop,
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where success actually increases pressure for the next tasks, because individuals must
maintain their successes and reputation for competence (Holm, 2022). This can increase
fear and pressure to succeed, which can hinder an individual's performance. Studies
show that in fields where success is attributed to natural talent or genius, such as STEM,
philosophy, or finance fields, young women experience more impostor syndrome (Holm,
2022). This is often because stereotypes suggest that these traits are traditionally asso-
ciated with men. Impostor syndrome is associated with decreased job satisfaction, in-
creased burnout, motivation and career development toward leadership positions

(Bravata et al., 2019).

2.3.7 Supports: Role models, mentors, and leadership programs

Role models, mentoring, and leadership programs play a crucial role in supporting young
women’s entry into early career leadership positions by enhancing confidence, building
skills, and providing guidance and inspiration in navigating gender-based career barriers
(Hill & Wheat, 2017). The presence of women role models in leadership positions is cru-
cial in shaping the leadership and social identity of young women (Dixon et al., 2023),
helping them imagine themselves as leaders and understand viable paths to upper-level
positions that have traditionally been male-dominated (Hill & Wheat, 2017). Role mod-
els are an effective tool for building career self-efficacy, career advancement, and suc-
cess (Clarke, 2011, p. 501). They provide concrete examples of effective leadership be-
havior and symbolic confirmation (Dixon et al., 2023). Such exposure strengthens lead-
ership self-esteem, increases self-confidence, and promotes future leadership aspira-

tions (Dixon et al., 2023).

Section 2.2.2 mentions the negative effects of a lack of mentoring. Thus, this section
examines the supporting effects of mentoring on women in the early stages of their ca-
reers. Mentoring is described as a supportive relationship that focuses on guidance and
skill development (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024). According to Clarke (2011), mentoring can

boost career growth prospects by raising individuals’ visibility within the organization,
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access to professional networks, and enhancing access to financial, material, and sym-
bolic resources. Mentoring can also promote a shared sense of belonging between lead-
ers and subordinates, as well as social identity with the people they support, strength-
ening identification and trust (Barkhuizen et al., 2022, p. 5). Clarke's (2011) study sug-
gests that people who receive mentoring consistently report stronger career motivation,
greater confidence in their professional abilities, and higher perceived career success.
For female leaders, social identity can be a powerful mechanism for challenging struc-
tural and economic disadvantages, helping leaders overcome perceived limitations by
adopting a leadership style that resonates with their own style (Barkhuizen et al., 2022,
p.5). Gender-responsive mentoring is particularly important for leadership development,
as female mentors can help advance other women’s careers. Mentors can also help
women to adapt to the organizational culture and guide them through workplace norms,

including expectations for balancing work and family life (Clarke, 2011).

In addition, leadership programs have been identified as one of the most effective sup-
port mechanisms in organizations. According to Clarke (2011), leadership programmes
are designed to prepare individuals for leadership roles by developing skills, self-confi-
dence, self-efficacy, and career development capabilities. It is essential to invest in de-
veloping women’s leadership early in their careers and to provide women with struc-
tured programs that include clearly defined modules, workshops, coaching, and learning
assignments offered by organizations (Clarke, 2011). The aim is to develop leadership
skills, strategic thinking and decision-making, conflict management and communication
skills, as well as an understanding of leadership styles. According to Lee et al. (2024),
leadership development usually takes place too late. Most leadership programs are
aimed at women in mid- or late-career stages, even though women in the early career
stages have a greater need for such support. When leadership training is offered, many
women may have already stopped pursuing leadership positions, as they have not re-
ceived enough support and development (Lee et al., 2024). However, Clarke (2011) em-
phasizes that leadership programs are one of many strategies, alongside policy, mentor-

ing, networking, and cultural change, to increase the representation of women in
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leadership positions, and are not a standalone solution. Therefore, role models, mentor-
ing, and leadership programs are important tools for supporting young women's ad-
vancement to leadership positions early in their careers. Together, these approaches cre-

ate a support that strengthens leadership aspirations and career development.

2.4 Theoretical framework of the research

This research focuses on three interrelated theoretical strands that together explain how
young women in their early careers perceive leadership, what barriers do young women
face in pursuing leadership in their early careers, and what supports help young women
navigate toward leadership in their early careers. The first strand examines the develop-
ment of women’s leadership and the formation of leadership identity. The second strand
addresses the barriers women face early in their careers that explains the systemic dis-
crimination limiting young women'’s advancement. The third strand focuses on support

measures that promote leadership development and interest in it.

Leadership has historically been constructed as masculine, hierarchical, and authority-
driven and later embedded in male-dominated organizational structures (Goethals &
Hoyt, 2016; McEldowney et al., 2009). Early research on women's leadership focused on
gender differences in behavior and finding women to be more cooperative and relation-
ally oriented than men (McEldowney et al., 2009). As feminist movements expanded
women's access to education and working life, leadership positions became more acces-
sible, but gendered norms and the glass ceiling remained (Goethals & Hoyt, 2016). By
the 2010s, women had achieved unprecedented representation in leadership positions.
However, forms of discrimination were still evident (Goethals & Hoyt, 2016). Chen et al.
(2025) note that research has since shifted from individual-level challenges toward the
organizational and societal outcomes of female leadership, showing broader recognition

that different leadership styles can be equally effective.
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The glass ceiling was historically associated with upper levels, but according to Beltra-
mini et al. (2022), it can operate at multiple career stages, directly affecting women in
their early careers. Taparia and Lenka (2022) identify individual factors that include in-
ternalized barriers such as lack of self-confidence and limited leadership aspirations. Or-
ganizational factors include the double bind described by Eagly and Karau (2002), where
women are expected to show more feminine and communal traits, which leads to
stricter evaluation and limited opportunities for career advancement. These factors are
exacerbated by the motherhood penalty, masculine organizational cultures, and limited
access to mentoring, sponsorship, and informal networks (Citil, 2022; Taparia & Lenka,
2022). Policy-related factors reflect the gap between gender equality legislation and its
weak implementation in practice. In addition, socio-cultural factors such patriarchal
norms, the “think manager-think male” paradigm (Buss et al., 2025), and traditional gen-
der roles shape expectations from childhood. These four groups do not operate sepa-

rately but influence one another and maintain systematic discrimination.

The early career stage is a fundamental developmental phase in which leadership iden-
tity, ambition, and professional self-concept take shape (Clarke, 2011; Super, 1980). Su-
per (1980) defines this period as a critical stage in the formation of identity and career
roles. In addition, DeRue and Ashford (2010) and Dixon et al. (2023) explain that leader-
ship identity is formed through social interaction, recognition, and internalization. Alt-
hough there is evidence that young women enter the workforce with high levels of am-
bition and motivation (Beaupre, 2022; Sealy et al., 2024), early organizational environ-
ments often undermine these aspirations through biased recruitment, vague feedback,
exclusion from informal networks, and limited sponsorship (Butler et al., 2025; Thelma
& Ngulube, 2024). Cultural barriers, including social expectations regarding work-life bal-
ance and perception that leadership and femininity are incompatible, further constrain
women’s career decisions (Buss et al., 2025; Kiamba, 2008). Personal challenges such as
imposter syndrome and stereotyping, increases these pressures in the early stages of a
career (Bravata et al., 2019; Holm, 2022). Supportive factors such as role models, can

boost leadership confidence (Dixon et al., 2023), mentoring provides visibility, guidance,
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and networking opportunities (Barkhuizen et al., 2022; Clarke, 2011), and leadership

programs build skills and self-confidence.

This theoretical framework directly addresses the three research objectives. The litera-
ture on evolution of female leadership, leadership identity, early career decision-making
and development, ambition and motivation supports the first objective by providing a
historical and conceptual context in which young women form their conceptions of lead-
ership. The literature on the glass ceiling and barriers in the early career’s provides
framework for the second objective by identifying the most significant individual, organ-
izational, cultural, and political barriers in the early career stages. The literature on sup-
portsisin line with the third objective by identifying supporting mechanisms such as role
models, mentoring, leadership programs, and organizational culture. Therefore, the re-
search framework supports the thematic analysis of the interview data and enables the
interpretation of the results based on existing theory. The figure 1 below illustrates the
three interrelated research objectives: The factors that shape young women's percep-
tions of leadership, the barriers that women face in pursuing leadership, and the sup-

ports that help young women navigate toward leadership in their early careers.

Perceptions Barriers
Historical image of leadership Impostor syndrome
Glass ceiling
Leadership identity formation Biased recruitment and promotion
Self-image Vague feedback

ialization .
RllElR = =ccializatio Work-life balance pressure

BB Edication . Lack of networks

: Young women's
Values : PR

Upbringing ear|y career Biased organization cultures
leadership :
Motivation Social norms
Role models
Leadership programs Mentors

Safe environments
Self-confidence
Early career development

Early leadership experiences

Supports

Figure 1. Theoretical framework: Perceptions, barriers, and supports in young women's early
career leadership adapted from Clarke (2011), Dixon et al. (2023), and Taparia and Lenka (2022).
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3 Methods

This section presents a data collection method in which qualitative research was used to
examine young women's perceptions of leadership in the early stages of their careers.
This section presents semi-structured individual interview method, the implementation
of the interviews, sampling and participants, interview guide, the data collection process,

data analysis with an abductive approach, as well as ethical considerations.

This research was conducted using a qualitative research method. Qualitative research
emphasizes understanding lived experiences and perceptions, focusing on the social di-
mensions of research (Fossey et al., 2009; Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018). A key part of high-
quality qualitative research is the ability to record and illuminate participants' subjective
meanings, actions, and social contexts as they themselves understand them (Fossey et
al., 2009). According to Fossey et al. (2009) qualitative research usually focuses on how
language is used to study communication and interaction within social groups, how peo-
ple attach meaning to their experiences, and how theories can be built by uncovering
patterns in qualitative data. Qualitative research allows deeper exploration of phenom-
ena, the acquisition of new knowledge, and the development of theory (Willig, 2019).
Moreover, qualitative research is characterized by its flexibility, adapting to emerging
data, offering a holistic understanding of the topic, and enabling the researcher to be-

come deeply engaged with the topic and the research (Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018, p. 211).

The qualitative research method was selected for this research as it is particularly well-
suited when the underlying problem is not fully understood and requires in-depth inves-
tigation (Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018). The flexibility of qualitative research and its capa-
bility to easily adapt the collected data to new information make it a valuable tool as a
research method for this research. It also provides a comprehensive perspective on the
subject under investigation, enabling an in-depth examination of the research (Rutberg
& Bouikidis, 2018). Therefore, the qualitative research method aims to better under-
stand the quality, characteristics, and meanings of the research subject more compre-

hensively.
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3.1 Data collection method

The research employed primary data, which refers to original and recent data collected
specifically for the research in question (Mazhar et al., 2021). Primary data provided re-
liable data that supports the richness of the data and enables comprehensive conclu-
sions to be drawn on this research. The primary data for the thesis were collected
through interviews, which is one of the most widely used data collection methods in the
social sciences (Karatsareas, 2022). In social sciences, interviews serve as a method in
which information is gathered through a structured exchange of questions and answers
between two or more individuals (Grossoehme, 2014; Sahoo, 2022). Interviews are a
valuable method for gathering detailed information that requires an in-depth explana-
tion (Sahoo, 2022). Interviews are ideal for investigating phenomena by asking “why”
rather than “how many” or "how much” questions (Miles & Gilbert, 2005, p. 66). They
involve the researcher requesting information from participants through questions,

which frequently develops into a discussion (Karatsareas, 2022).

This research uses semi-structured interviews as a main data collection method. Accord-
ing to Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik (2021), semi-structured interviews are a data collec-
tion method in which the researcher aims to better understand the participant's unique
and personal perspective rather than gain a common understanding of the topic. There-
fore, semi-structured interviews allow the collection of material that is as authentic and
detailed about the interviewees' own specific experiences and perceptions. In semi-
structured interviews, the interviewer follows pre-planned interview questions, but can
change the order of the questions or modify them as the interview progresses, which
provides an opportunity to deepen the discussion (Grossoehme, 2014; Sahoo, 2022).
Semi-structured personal interviews are often referred to as individual interviews. Indi-
vidual interviews are used to gather detailed information about participants’ thoughts,
attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge about a specific phenomenon (Lambert & Loiselle,
2008). In individual interviews, the interviewer asks questions and works directly with
the interviewee, which is particularly suitable for in-depth research (Mazhar et al., 2021;

Sahoo, 2022). Semi-structured individual interviews were selected for this research as
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they provided the most accurate, up-to-date information and allowed for a deeper and
personal exploration of the topic based on the individuals' own experiences (Lambert &
Loiselle, 2008). Since this research aims to answer research questions that gather infor-
mation about young women's perceptions of leadership in the early stages of their ca-
reers, semi-structured individual interviews are a suitable method for investigating this
research topic. The key strength of a personal interview is its flexibility, as it allows the
interviewer to observe the participant and the surrounding context, as well as ask for
additional information if the answers seem incomplete or unclear (Sahoo, 2022). This is
important as this research focuses on the interviewee's own personal experiences, and

the interviews must be as informative as possible.

Digitalisation has also changed the way research is conducted in the social sciences, en-
abling interviews to be conducted online (Sahoo, 2022). As a result, face-to-face inter-
views have decreased, and online interviews have increased. This makes conducting in-
terviews easier and less time-consuming, regardless of the geographical location of the
interviewee and the interviewer. This can also facilitate the storage and processing of
interview data. All interviews for this research were conducted online using the Mi-

crosoft Teams, which made it easier to schedule and plan the research process.

The data and quality of the entire research depend greatly on the quality of the interview
questions (Grossoehme, 2014, p. 2). The interviews aim to gather information using pre-
designed and open-ended interview questions, which are known to encourage partici-
pants to provide detailed information while minimizing the potential impact of inter-
viewer bias (Powell et al., 2014). This bias leads interviewers to concentrate on infor-
mation that confirms their expectations and to pose questions that introduce details not
previously mentioned by the interviewee (Powell et al., 2014, p. 4). Semi-structured in-
terviews typically consist of open-ended core questions and related follow-up questions,
allowing for flexibility during the interview, in contrast to closed-ended questions that
elicit limited responses, such as only "yes” or “no” options (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik,

2021, p. 7). Through pre-designed interview questions, the aim of this research is to
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discover real experiences of the participants and link them to the research question and
three research objectives. Therefore, semi-structured individual interviews conducted
online were chosen as the primary data collection method, as they allowed for a flexible,
in-depth, and personal exploration of young women’s own experiences and perceptions

of leadership in the early stages of their careers.

3.2 Sampling and participants

Sampling plays a crucial role in qualitative research design, as it directly affects the trust-
worthiness of the research findings (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021, p. 4). According
to Landreneau (2005), a sample is a subset of a population from which participants are
selected for research, and sampling refers to selecting a sample from the population of
the research field that represents the population. Choosing a sample in qualitative re-
search starts with identifying who is eligible to take part in the research, based on the
research questions (Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018, p. 211). To obtain as diverse information
as possible from the interviews, careful consideration was given to the selection of par-
ticipants. In this research, participants were selected based on their prior knowledge and
experience with the subject, enabling the researcher to obtain the necessary infor-
mation through interviews. According to Mazhar et al (2021), participants must be gen-
uine, sincere, informative, and impartial to obtain the necessary and appropriate infor-
mation. The interviews conducted in the research will explore how participants have en-
countered the topic in question and how their personal experiences can be linked to the

research questions.

Therefore, purposeful sampling, also known as judgmental, selective, or subjective sam-
pling (Rai & Thapa, 2015, p. 5), is used in this research. As qualitative research aims for
an in-depth understanding, the purposeful sampling method is chosen to ensure its ef-
ficiency and validity, which is logical with the objectives of the research (Palinkas et al.,
2015, p. 2). Purposeful sampling in qualitative research focuses on selecting individuals

or groups with relevant knowledge or experience for the research (Grossoehme, 2014,



40

p. 4) to provide rich and informative data within limited resources (Palinkas et al., 2015,
p. 2). Purposeful sampling refers to a group that represents different non-probability
sampling methods, where the selection of samples is not based on the probability of
each unit being included, but rather on factors such as the researcher’s judgment, expe-

rience, intent, and expertise (Rai & Thapa, 2015, p.4).

Determining the sample size is also an important factor for the research and its results.
In qualitative research, sample size should not be determined by statistical rules, but the
adequacy of the sample depends on the quality and appropriateness of the data, not on
the amount of participants (Ahmad & Wilkins, 2025, p. 4). Even fewer than 10 interview-
ees or participants may be sufficient for good qualitative research (Leite, 2024, p. 20).
Although larger samples are generally considered to be better in many research, they
also require more time and effort to manage and may change the scope and size of the
research more easily (Rai & Thapa, 2015, pp. 4-5). Therefore, this research is conducted
using six participants, meaning six personal interviews, considering the scope of the re-

search and time constraints.

The selection criteria for the interview participants required that all participants were
young women aged between 25 and 30. The research also required that the interviewees
were Finnish, as the research focuses exclusively on Finnish geographical population. The
sample included young women who all had previously demonstrated an interest in lead-
ership, who currently expressed an interest in leadership roles, or who aspired to pursue
leadership positions in the future. In addition, participants were chosen based on their
willingness to engage and contribute to the research topic. The table below shows infor-
mation about interviews 1-6, their year of birth and age, the duration of each interview,
and interviewees latest work experience and current roles explained shortly to under-

stand the interviewee's background and connect it to their experiences.

Table 1. The interviewees’ overview.
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Inter- Year of Interview | Latest work experience and current roles

viewee | birth, Age | duration

1 1996,30 | 51min 1s | Experience in marketing specialist and marketing expert for eight years.
Two years of leadership experience, direct team lead for two people,
and supervisor for a team of six people.

2 1998, 27 | 49min 4s | Five years in specialist role, two years as part-time supervisory role and
an assisting supervisor for the team in banking field. Experience in pro-
ject management.

3 2000, 26 | 34min 4s | Finance, consulting, and internships five+ years. Full-time work, approxi-
mately six months. Experience in project management tasks.

4 2000, 25 | 1h 30s Experience in project management, head of sustainability for one year,
author of full-time doctoral dissertation.

5 2000, 25 | 38min Four years of experience in operations specialist in field of transporta-

15s tion, mobility and technology. Some experience in project-based team
leadership.

6 1998, 28 | 36min Working in marketing for five years. Experience in in-house marketing,

35s marketing coordinator and senior digital specialist. Team lead for three
people about 4 months.

3.3 Data collection process

Semi-structured interviews often require the use of an interview guide, which helps the
interviewer follow the conversation and ask questions that are relevant to the research
objectives (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021, p. 7). In this research, the interview guide
was designed so that the interview questions were linked to the research question and
research objectives as presented in section 1.1. The interview guide ensured that all nec-
essary information was collected and provided a sensible structure for the interviews,

allowing each interview to follow a natural course of conversation.

The interview guide was structured around the three research objectives of this research.
The introductory questions 1-5 gathered essential background information about partic-
ipants' current roles, career stages, and any leadership experience to assess their current
career situation. Using this information, the responses could later be interpreted in
terms of each participant's professional background and leadership experience. In this

way, the researcher was able to verify that the participants met the selection criteria.
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The questions addressing the first research objective "how young women in their early
careers perceive leadership” are covered in Part 1 of the interview guide. Questions 6
and 7 invited participants to define leadership in their own words and describe the qual-
ities of a good leader, revealing how leadership is personally understood and valued.
Questions 8 and 9 placed these perceptions in an organizational and industry context,
examining whether valued leadership qualities are recognized or rewarded in practice.
Questions 10-12 introduced the gender perspective, exploring whether leadership roles
are seen as attractive to young women and whether leadership is perceived differently
for women and men. Questions 13-15 examined leadership identity and aspirations, ask-
ing participants whether they see themselves as current or future leaders and what mo-
tivates them toward leadership roles. Question 16 further explored hesitations toward
pursuing leadership, revealing factors that may weaken leadership aspirations at this ca-

reer stage.

The questions addressing the second research objective “what barriers young women
face in pursuing leadership” are covered in Part 2. Questions 17 and 18 explored the
specific challenges and barriers faced in career development, as well as whether the
young women'’s identity had affected their career development. Question 19 examined
personal-level challenges, while question 20 addressed how organizational practices and
workplace culture affect leadership opportunities. In addition, question 21 explored the
influence of work-life balance expectations and family considerations on leadership as-

pirations.

The questions addressing the third research objective "what supports help young
women navigate toward leadership” are covered in Part 3. Questions 22 and 23 exam-
ined the role of role models in shaping leadership perceptions and aspirations. Questions
24-27 focused on support mechanisms, asking what support is currently missing, and
what role organizations play in supporting women's leadership. Questions 28-30 ex-
plored participants’ perspectives on their future dreams and desired changes in leader-

ship culture, as well as their advice for other young women considering leadership roles.
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The same questions in the interview guide are used in all interviews, which means that
each interviewee received the same treatment and the same interview stimuli (Sahoo,
2022). However, it was not intended to be read word-for-word in the same order in every
interview (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021, p. 7). As mentioned in chapter 3.1, all the
interviews were conducted using Microsoft Teams, utilizing online interviews. The inter-
view recording feature helps to preserve the participants' statements, words, and reac-
tions, which later help in observing and analyzing the interviews (Stuckey, 2018, p. 7), as
described in more detail in the following chapter 3.4. Recording the interviews allowed
the interviewer to focus better on listening and responding to the participant without
having to take lengthy notes, enabling full participation for the interview itself (Stuckey,
2018, p. 7). To make the interview situation as smooth as possible, the interviews were
conducted in Finnish, which was the native language of all the participants. Speaking the

participants' native language created a more open environment for the interviews.

3.4 Data analysis

This section covers the data analysis process of the research, including transcription,
data familiarization, generating codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining
and naming themes, and the final stage of producing the report. Thematic analysis was
used to analyze the data in this research, which is one of the most widely used methods
in qualitative research. Thematic analysis involves analyzing, identifying, and reporting
the key patterns or themes that emerge from the data (Braun & Clarke, p. 6, 2006; Gupta
et al,, 2019, p. 199). Thematization and coding are traditional tools used in qualitative
analysis and are often considered forms of content analysis (Mannila, 2023). This re-
search followed Braun and Clarke's (2006) systematic six-phase guide, which comprises
six steps: Familiarization with data, creating preliminary codes, searching for themes, re-

viewing potential themes, defining and naming themes, and preparation of the report.

1. Familiarization with data. The focus was on the interview data, which consisted of six

individual interviews. The interview data had to be converted into written form to make
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it easier to process. Therefore, before starting the thematic analysis, the interview data
had to be transcribed. Transcription refers to the process of converting speech and ac-
tions into written form to understand the subject and perform analytical tasks, which is
usually the first step of data analysis (Mannila, 2023; Stuckey, 2018). The transcription
for this research was carried out by the researcher, who reviewed the transcription data
produced by Microsoft Transcribe while listening to the interview simultaneously. Tran-
scription is a time-consuming process, as each interview generates a large amount of
data, and all the data must be reviewed one interview at a time. This allowed the re-
searcher to add all the missing essential elements to the transcript that were missing.
Transcription is a crucial step in the analysis process, as its level of accuracy significantly
impacts the validity and reliability of the data (Stuckey, 2018, p. 6). All relevant speech
and nonverbal behavior should be included in the transcript (Gupta et al., 2019, p. 203),
as omitting them may lead to bias if conclusions are drawn before the information is
verified (Stuckey, 2018, p. 7). After transcribing the interview data, it was translated from
Finnish into English to facilitate the analysis process and because the research is carried
out in English. After transcription, the interview data could be read several times in writ-

ten form and examined in detail, and additional notes could be made.

2. Creating preliminary codes. The idea was to create preliminary codes, in which the
researcher identified and marked the basic elements of the data that were relevant to
the research phenomenon. To find proper themes from the interview data, coding was
used to combine the qualitative data collection phase with the data analysis phase. To
create the codes, it is necessary to select the right approach for finding and creating
codes from the collected interview data. In this research, coding was done manually us-
ing an abductive approach, without the use of any coding software. According to Saldafa
(2021, p. 3), code refers to a word or short phrase that captures the essential meaning
or key attribute of a segment of language-based or visual data, such as interviews or
documents. Coding is based on the research problem and key research questions, which
often develop as coding progresses and the researcher explores the data in greater

depth. In qualitative research, coding is both an analytical and exploratory process used
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during and after data collection. Although coding is not the same as analysis, it serves as
an important heuristic tool that facilitates discoveries by linking data to emerging con-
cepts of the thesis (Saldafia, 2021, p. 8). The abductive approach is a research logic in
which theory and empirical observations are constantly contrasted and systematically
combined, allowing the research problem, the boundaries of the research, and the the-
oretical framework to evolve in the process of theory development (Dubois & Gadde,
2002). Abductive coding is appropriate for this research because it allows movement
between empirical data and theory, enabling the research question and theoretical
framework to develop during the study. The researcher acts as the primary instrument
in the coding process, meaning that coding is interpretive rather than exact, and the

analysis is influenced by the researcher’s choices.

3. Searching for themes. Codes were sorted and combined into broader, potential
themes. When the color codes were added to the transcripts, it helped the researcher
to link the codes to themes and helped to clarify the overall view of the themes. Themes
represent patterns in the data that are relevant to the research question, and the re-
searcher's task in the research is to actively identify and construct themes (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Finding themes required searching for repeated and meaningful patterns
in the entire interview data, not just in individual interviews. Although themes arise from
recurring patterns and appear multiple times in the interview data, there are no precise

rules about how many occurrences are needed to form a theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

4. Reviewing potential themes. The themes were examined, based on the coded excerpts
and then on the basis of the entire data set, as guided by the Braun and Clarke's (2006)
research. At this stage, all the interview data was reread to identify any additional infor-
mation on the themes that may have been unnoticed in the earlier coding stages. At the
end of this stage, the researcher should have a clear understanding of the different
themes, their compatibility, and the overall picture they form, which tells about the data

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).
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5. Defining and naming themes. The researcher identified the areas covered by the data
for each theme and gave the themes concise, memorable names that fit the style of each
theme and reflected the themes that emerged from the interview data. This made it

easier to include the themes in the research.

6. Preparation of the report. The final stage is to compile the research, selecting illustra-
tive themes from the interview data and compiling them into a coherent story in the
findings section, while linking them to the research objectives and research question.
The figure below shows the six phases of thematic analysis, broken down into the fol-
lowing steps: familiarization with data, creating preliminary codes, searching for themes,

reviewing potential themes, defining and naming themes, and preparation of the report.

1. Familiarization with data

J

Creating preliminary codes

J

3. Searching for themes

J

4. Reviewing potential themes

J

5. Defining and naming themes

|

6. Preparation of the report

n

Figure 2. Six phases of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

3.5 Trustworthiness

This chapter examines the criteria underlying the trustworthiness of qualitative research
to ensure the accuracy and authenticity of the results of this research. The four key cri-

teria for the trustworthiness of qualitative research are credibility, transferability,
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dependability, and confirmability (Anney, 2015). The trustworthiness of research de-
pends on the use of the right criteria in the research approach, and research is only reli-
able when it is evaluated using criteria that correspond to its methodology. However,
according to Anney (2015) qualitative research should not be evaluated on the basis of
these quantitative criteria, as it is based on different philosophical assumptions. There-
fore, trustworthiness is not about numbers or repeatability in a quantitative sense, but
rather about credibility, transparency, and depth (Grossoehme, 2014). Previously quali-
tative research has been criticized for its reliability, but today this research method can

be considered more reliable (Grossoehme, 2014, p. 3).

Credibility refers to confidence in the accuracy of the results and whether they accu-
rately reflect the participants' views (Anney, 2015; Haq et al., 2023). The credibility of
research increases when the researcher has relevant experience in the research subject,
the results are clearly explained and easy to understand, as well as the interpretation of
the research is based directly on the research data (Haq et al., 2023). In this research,
credibility was ensured by the choice of data collection method. Semi-structured inter-
views were used to deepen and clarify the participants' personal views. The researcher's
transcription also enabled long-term familiarization with the research data, and the re-

search results were presented clearly.

Transferability refers to the extent to which qualitative findings can be applied to other
contexts (Anney, 2015; Haq et al., 2023). It is supported by providing a comprehensive
description of the research context and using appropriate sampling, allowing readers to
assess transferability (Anney, 2015). According to Haq et al. (2023) research, it is trans-
ferable when readers can apply the results to their own situations. To assess transfera-
bility, this research provides a specific age group from 25- to 30-year-olds, and the career
stage of the participants. Although the results specifically relate to these contexts, the
detailed themes of the research offer insights that can be applied to similar professional

environments worldwide.



48

Dependability, also called consistency, is the stability and consistency of data over time
and across similar contexts (Haq et al., 2023). It is ensured through different methods,
for example, coding and recoding strategies, as well as peer review (Anney, 2015). If the
findings of one research are replicated in a similar population, condition, or context, the
findings are dependable (Haq et al., 2023). Dependability in this research was ensured
by closely following a six-step thematic analysis process, which helped to ensure reliable
data analysis. The research also utilized an abductive approach, ensuring that even when
the researcher used existing theories as support, the coding remained open to new top-

ics and themes emerging from the participants' views, where dependability is assured.

Confirmability refers to the degree of neutrality or fairness of the findings (Haq et al.,
2023), examining the extent to which the results are shaped by the participants rather
than the researcher's bias. Although section 1.4 stated that Al tools were used to ensure
linguistic clarity, artificial intelligence was not used in the interview data or their transla-
tion to ensure that the interviewees’ own views and responses were preserved. Each
theme identified in the results is also supported by direct quotes from participants, en-
suring that the conclusions are consistently based on empirical data. For this research
results, only real data was used, which was not influenced by the researcher's prejudices,
making the results neutral. Overall, the trustworthiness of this research was confirmed
by focusing on the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. By using
appropriate qualitative criteria, transparent analytical and participant-centered meth-
ods in this research, it was ensured that the results are credible, justified, methodologi-

cally consistent, and based strongly on empirical data of the research.

3.6 Ethical considerations

Qualitative research should consider various ethical considerations, which are essential
in in-depth research. The interviews were conducted anonymously, and anonymity was
used to protect the participants' identities. According to Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik

(2021, p. 9), for research purposes, only the amount of demographic information that is
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essential to the research objective and the theoretical framework used should be col-
lected. Demographic data can be information from interviews, such as age, race, educa-
tion, or years in their work role (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021, p. 8). This is important
in semi-structured interviews, as demographic information can be collected either be-
fore, after, or during the interview, which may prevent the interviewee from feeling un-
comfortable during the interview (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021, p. 8). However, the
necessary demographic information was collected before and during the interview,
which has greater significance related to the interviewee's arguments and the research
results. The protection of participants’ privacy was ensured, as interviews may involve
the disclosure of personal information. To ensure the protection of participants’ privacy,
all collected data undergo anonymization through the removal of any identifiers that
could reveal identities (Grossoehme, 2014, p. 9). In this research, the interviewees and
interviews are identified by pseudonyms to maintain anonymity while facilitating the in-

terpretation of the data and distinguishing between different interview situations.

TENK (2019) recommends the use of consent forms in research and the principle of in-
formed consent in research involving human subjects. Therefore, this research uses a
consent form, which the researcher gives to the interviewees to read. A consent form is
a document used in the research process to ensure that participants know what they are
agreeing to and give their consent voluntarily (TENK, 2019). In the context of thesis in-
terviews, the purpose is ethical and practical (TENK, 2019). In this research, the consent
form includes information about the research topic and explains how the interview will
be conducted, the duration of the interview, and whether it will be recorded. It includes
information on voluntary participation and right to withdraw, anonymity and confiden-

tiality, how the interview data will be processed, and possible risks and benefits.

In summary, qualitative methodology was used to gain a comprehensive understanding
of young women's perceptions of leadership in the early stages of their careers. By using
semi-structured individual interviews as the primary data collection method, the re-

search obtained personal stories that provided an in-depth understanding of the
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participants' perceptions. Purposeful sampling was used to ensure that the participants
had the necessary expertise to effectively address the research question. The data was
analyzed using a six-step thematic process that employed an abductive approach to
combine empirical observations with a theoretical framework. During the research, eth-
ical integrity was prioritized by ensuring the anonymity of the participants and maintain-

ing confidentiality.
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4 Findings

This chapter presents the findings of the research, which are based on six semi-struc-
tured interviews. The objectives of the research were: How do young women in their
early careers perceive leadership, what barriers do young women face in pursuing lead-
ership in their early careers, and what supports help young women navigate toward lead-
ership in their early careers. The results are divided into three sections in line with ob-
jectives of the research. Under each objective, the themes that emerged from the the-

matic analysis of the interview data are presented.

4.1 Leadership perceptions

This section examines, through the lens of the first research objective, "how do young
women in their early careers perceive leadership?” The analysis revealed two themes:
Leadership aspirations: self-development and challenging of gender norms and per-

ceived key leadership traits.

4.1.1 Leadership aspirations: Self-development and challenging of gender norms

According to interviewee 4, leadership aspirations are often linked to professional self-
development rather than the pursuit of status or power, and leadership roles may be a
natural step in her career later. She emphasizes her desire to “learning, developing and
progressing”. This shows that the interviewee 4 sees leadership roles primarily as an
opportunity to grow, learn, and advance in career, rather merely as a means of gaining
recognition through a title. According to Furtado and Henriques (2025) studies on wom-
en's leadership aspirations, internal motivational factors, such as seeking new chal-
lenges, learning, and working for the good of the organization, are emphasized more
often than external motivational factors, such as power or status. Interviewee 4 re-

sponse refers to a development-oriented perspective on career development, in which
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leadership is seen as a natural step resulting from continuous learning and professional

growth.

”It might be a natural role for me in bigger positions someday. | want to keep
learning, developing and progressing in my career path. So in principle, yes, |
aim for leadership, but not just for the title.” (Interviewee 4)

Interviewees strongly emphasized that leadership can be promoted through coaching
and feedback. Interviewees noted that leadership is not only about completing tasks,
but also about pursuing dreams and moving forward in a career. Interviewees considered
these goals as an important part of leadership, from both the subordinate’s and the
leader’s perspective. Interviewee 5 emphasizes the importance of individual attention,
where the leader acts as a bridge between the employee’s current state and their future
dreams, and the leader is an enabler of their subordinate’s aspirations. In addition, the
interviewees perceived that leadership involves understanding the team’s internal moti-
vations and providing individualized attention. Therefore, leaders act as coaches, paying
attention to each person’s need to achieve results and grow (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Inter-
viewee 6 focuses on emphasizing the quality of relationships based on their own leader-
ship experience, which is the interviewee’s primary motivator in leadership roles. Inter-
viewee 6 sees building strong relationships as one of the leadership aspiration and mo-

tivator.

”[...] understand what they are (subordinates) striving for. You (as a leader) also
need to help move people forward toward their dreams and understand what
your team members want from the future.” (Interviewee 5)

“Being able to build good relationships and help others (subordinates) to move
forward in their careers is definitely what motivates most.” (Interviewee 6)

Interviewees also mention that good leadership involves giving subordinates the right
tools, which can help them to pursue in their careers and succeed in their dreams. Tools
in the context of leadership can be both tangible resources, such as software, budget,

and training, as well as intangible resources, such as feedback, guidance, and autonomy



53

(Bass & Riggio, 2006). Interviewee 6 emphasizes leaders showing the right direction
while giving team members the tools to advance in their own careers. This refers to a
leadership style that provides a vision while allowing subordinates to navigate their own

paths (Moldoveanu et al., 2019).

”[...] someone who shows the right direction and gives the tools that my team
members need so they can move forward in their own careers and feel that they
are developing.” (Interviewee 6)

According to the interview data, women’s leadership aspirations extend beyond tradi-
tional career paths. Participants view leadership as a field in which gender norms can be
challenged. Interviewee 5 demonstrates an awareness of structural inequalities and a
desire to challenge them. Therefore, leadership is not seen solely as a personal oppor-
tunity for advancement but as a platform for challenging gendered expectations in pro-
fessional environments. Interviewee’s 1 leadership interest involves demonstrating
women's competence in traditionally male-dominated environments. The participant
challenges gendered assumptions about age and ability, emphasizing how pursuing
leadership can serve both personal and social goals. These findings are in line with re-
search by Eagly and Karau (2002), which suggests that women's leadership aspirations
are shaped by both intrinsic motivation and structural pressures. Women are often per-
ceived as less “suitable” for leadership due to prevailing gender norms, and this percep-

tion may influence both interest and confidence in pursuing leadership roles.

”l think it is partly challenging gender norms. | cannot accept that men always
get those positions more easily and are generally treated better.” (Interviewee
5)

“Well, maybe it is just that you can advance in your career and also challenge

the idea that young women are not capable of leading large teams. And there
are components such as men of the same age or older men.” (Interviewee 1)

4.1.2 Perceived key leadership traits

Interview data revealed that young women shared their perceptions of leadership

through leadership traits. Interviewees described their perceptions of ideal leader and
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traits they personally value in a good leader. Four of six interviewees considered empa-
thy a key personal trait for a leader. According to Lanier's (2025) research, affective em-
pathy is an emotional reaction or ”feeling the pain of others”, which is most useful when
dealing with individual needs or social relationships in the workplace. Cognitive empathy,
on the other hand, refers to understanding another person's perspective through intel-
lectual understanding (Lanier, 2025), which is a particularly important trait in today's
business world. Consequently, according to the interviewees 5 and 2, empathy gives
leaders the ability to ”"put themselves in other people's shoes”, and empathy is also part

of a people-oriented approach and situational awareness in different environments.

”[...] you need to be empathetic (as a leader) and be able to put yourself in
another person’s position [...].” (Interviewee 5)

”[...] first word that suddenly came to my mind was empathetic [...] but good
leader in my experience is empathetic. A lot of different kinds of situations
come up in working life where you need good empathy skills and a people-
oriented approach, so | would say situational awareness and empathy.” (Inter-
viewee 2)

Although the interviews revealed that empathy is a quality of a good leader, empathy as
a good leadership trait can be seen as controversial, as it is not always valued or re-
warded in an organizational context. Interviewee 1 discusses the stereotype experienced
by women that empathy is a leadership weakness, which stems from the historical ste-
reotype that empathy is associated with femininity. This creates a false dichotomy in
which leaders are seen as either masculine, which is seen as a strength, or feminine,
which is seen as a weakness (Lanier, 2025). This is also described in the “think manager-
think male” paradigm presented Buss et al. (2025) in section 2.3.5, where stereotypical
characteristics associated with successful leaders, such as decisiveness, emotional dis-
tance, and effectiveness, are closer to traditional masculine stereotypes than to feminine
ones, such as empathy. Because empathy can be considered “"weaker”, it is often seen
as contradictory to "effectiveness”, which leads to prejudices against women in the lead-
ership positions. Interviewee 1 states that this perspective is incorrect, and from the em-

ployee's perspective, an empathetic leader who can understand their subordinates
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directly increases job satisfaction. Interviewee 2 highlights a problem in which empathy
is often taken for granted rather than rewarded as a skill. Although it is expected of
women in particular, it is rarely classified as a key performance indicator and since em-
pathy is not an official KPI from an organizational perspective, it becomes an invisible
contribution (Eagly & Karau, 2002). This suggests that while women bring these skills to

leadership roles, they may not receive professional recognition for them.

”I think empathy is part of working life, and that is why people do not want to
promote women to these leadership positions. They say it hurts efficiency, but
the truth is that when your boss understands you and is more empathetic to-
wards you, your job satisfaction is much better.” (Interviewee 1)

”I would say that the things | mentioned, empathy, for example, are not neces-
sarily rewarded as such. It is more kind of an assumption that those skills
should be there. But from an organizational perspective, it is not really a per-
formance indicator.” (Interviewee 2)

In the current leadership debate, empathy and approachability are considered essential
components of emotional intelligence. However, as mentioned in section 2.2.2, descrip-
tive beliefs create a double bind of women's gender, as society is stereotypically defined
as a place of agency, women are often seen as less suited to high-level roles (Eagly &
Karau, 2002). Interviewee 1 notes that subordinates challenge her much more easily
than her male colleagues. This points to an imbalance in how authority is granted, with
men's power often protected by their position, while women's authority is perceived as
relative, making it more negotiable in the eyes of subordinates. Thus, women’s ap-
proachability was seen as a deviation from the traditional requirements of agentic lead-
ership, which can also lead to subordinates questioning a woman's authority in a way
that they would not do with a man (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Interviewee 4 describes their
thoughts on the empathy trap. In this dichotomy, men are seen as action-oriented and
women as empathetic (Eagly & Karau, 2002). According to Eagly and Karau (2002),
women are expected to display socially communal traits, such as caring, rather than

agentic traits, such as assertiveness. When a female leader's empathy is confused with
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professional weakness, it can lead to a loss of authority, with “people walking over you”,

as interviewee 4 described.

”[...] they (subordinates) dared to challenge me much more easily because they
felt that 1 was more approachable than a man in a higher position.” (Inter-
viewee 1)

”A good leader has empathy, which stereotypically is more associated with
women, and that is a very good trait in leadership. [...] Men are stereotypically
confident and just act, while women may think more about the common good.
Empathy is a good trait, but being too nice can mean people walk over you.”
(Interviewee 4)

4.2 Barriers

This section examines, through the lens of the second research objective, “what barriers
do young women face in pursuing leadership in their early careers?” The analysis re-

vealed two themes: gender expectations, and organizational and structural constraints.

4.2.1 Gender expectations

The interviewees highlighted various gender-related expectations that were perceived
as barriers to young women'’s understanding of leadership. Interviewees 4 and 3 suggest
that young women at the early stages of their careers feel that leadership is closely linked
to gender-related visibility and legitimacy. Participants working in male-dominated fields,
such as in STEM fiends as well as the financial sector, reported being subject to increas-
ingly scrutiny and feeling the need to constantly prove their competence, which is per-
ceived as a burden of visibility. The glass ceiling has a major impact on this phenomenon,
in which stereotypical perceptions of women reinforce stereotypical views of women's
competence in leadership roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002), which can lead to the above men-
tioned experiences such as scrutiny and the need to constantly prove their competence

(Heilman et al., 2024). As mentioned in section 2.3.6, this may also lead to fear of
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reinforcing negative stereotypes about women’s competence or to being judged based
on their gender (Bravata et al.,, 2019; Holm, 2022). According to interviewee 4, be-
ing “one of the first” or in a clear minority created a feeling of deviating from the norm,
which increased performance pressure and caused mental strain. According to Heilman
et al. (2024), when women are underrepresented, their gender becomes more visible,
causing them to “stand out” more and making stereotypes more likely to be activated.
As a result, they are more likely to be seen as representatives of their gender rather than
as individuals (Heilman et al., 2024), which may increase their need to prove themselves

to others.

”[...] related to data centers, and that field is also very male-dominated. There
are very few women. So when you are one of the first, you kind of have to pave
the way. [...] people have assumptions about what someone looks like or who is
a good candidate, and those prejudices can surface. If you stand out from the
norm, you have to prove yourself a lot. It can even be exhausting, even if you
are fully competent for the role.” (Interviewee 4)

Interview data also suggest that gendered expectations and attitudes toward leadership
and parenthood continue to influence perceptions and employment opportunities. In-
terviewees described experiences or observations that suggest that women may still
face subtle forms of discrimination, particularly due to stereotypes about leadership suit-
ability and parental leave. Interviewee 5 feels that she has heard a lot of derogatory
comments about female leaders and maternity leave, especially from men. She empha-
sizes that she has heard that a woman who takes maternity leave cannot be in a leader-
ship position. Interviewee 2 also notes that if a woman is at an age where family planning
may be relevant, this may be considered a risk. This can be illustrated by how the expec-
tation of motherhood can affect perceptions of women's commitment to their careers.
Even if there is no discrimination, such assumptions can affect hiring, promotions, or
access to leadership positions, even though this should not be the case in practice. This
phenomenon described in the interviews has been identified as the “motherhood pen-
alty” in which women who are expected to become mothers are perceived as less com-

petent or less committed employees (Correll et al., 2007, pp. 1298-1326). According to
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Correll et al. (2007, pp. 1298-1326), women with children are often evaluated less fa-

vourably in recruitment processes than otherwise similar candidates without children.

”l have heard a lot, especially from men, quite degrading talk about female
leaders [...] | have also heard a lot of things related to maternity leave, like that
someone who has to go on maternity leave cannot be a leader. | have heard
quite a lot of all kinds of ****.” (Interviewee 5)

”I believe discrimination still exists, especially regarding parental leave, which
women usually take longer. Stereotypically, if a woman is at an age where fam-
ily plans might be relevant, it may be seen as a risk. | can see it potentially af-
fecting me too. | fear we have not eliminated that issue yet.” (Interviewee 2)

Interviewee’s 1 illustrates how expectations regarding workplace flexibility can put
women at a disadvantage. The participant suggests that men may be considered easier
to recruit because they are less likely to need flexible working arrangements related to
family responsibilities. Such assumptions reflect gender-based expectations of nursing
work and reinforce workplace norms that prioritize employees who can conform to the
model of the “ideal employee”. This is also supported by Correll et al. (2007) research,
which shows that employers may discriminate against women who are expected to be-
come mothers because they assume that these employees need more flexibility. This

contributes to discrimination based on motherhood in hiring and promotions.

”I think companies are not very flexible toward women, because a male candi-
date can do the same job without needing flexibility, so it is probably easier for
companies to choose men.” (Interviewee 5)

4.2.2 Organizational and structural constraints

There were differences in the interviewees' views on how they perceive leadership in
their organization. Interviewee 6 noted that she has not experienced any stereotypes or
glass ceilings while working as a team leader in a smaller marketing organization. Ac-
cording to Hurst et al. (2024), organizational size and hierarchy levels influences how
gender equality is perceived and reinforced. It shows that flatter and less hierarchical

structures are associated with more equal perceptions of gender, while steeper
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hierarchies can reinforce traditional gender patterns (Hurst et al., 2024). This suggests
that smaller, less hierarchical organizations may offer fewer structural barriers and less

opportunity for gender stereotypes to emerge.

”No, not actually [...] we are such a small company, and everyone is quite close
and more like friends than just colleagues. Of course, | guess if it were a bigger
company and | was sitting on some board or somewhere with many more peo-
ple in the same role, then there could be something.” (Interviewee 6)

However, larger and more hierarchical organizations with formal decision-making sys-
tems are more likely to have structural glass ceilings (Hurst et al., 2024). It is consistent
with interviewee 5 prediction of such dynamics in a larger organization, where women
are represented in entry and middle leadership positions, but the entire upper manage-

ment team consists only of men.

”Our organization has many layers, with many supervisors and subordinates.
We have women in supervisory roles and as leaders, but our entire manage-
ment is only men.” (Interviewee 5)

Interviewee 2 states that women are strongly represented in team leader positions in
the banking sector. According to Sahay and Cihak (2018), women's participation in the
financial sector has grown significantly in recent decades, and they are also well repre-
sented in entry-level leadership positions. However, gender differences are still more
pronounced in the mid- and upper leadership positions (Sahay & Cihak, 2018). Thus,
interviewee’s 2 experience seems to reflect progress in entry and middle leadership po-
sitions, but overall gender equality in leadership positions has not yet been achieved.
Furthermore, having women in leadership roles within an organization can be an influ-
ential factor in shaping young women's positive perceptions of leadership positions, as
they feel they have opportunities to achieve them. These organizational factors also in-
fluence whether women remain interested and move into leadership roles in all sectors

in general.
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“In the banking sector, it has become surprisingly female-dominated. Many
women are interested in leadership [...] there are many young women in team
leader roles.” (Interviewee 2)

According to interviewee 2, traditional, male-dominated environments can inhibit par-
ticipation, while inclusive and modern workplaces attract women to leadership roles. At
the same time, according to interviewee 6, societal perceptions are changing positively,
normalizing women’s leadership aspirations and supporting the growth of gender equal-
ity over time. Together, these factors suggest that inclusive cultures and evolving norms

are key to promoting female leadership.

“It might depend on workplace atmosphere if there is an old-fashioned old
men’s leadership club, then it might not be so attractive to join. A more modern
workplace and the more liberal the values represented there, the more likely |
would see young women being interested in leadership roles.” (Interviewee 2)

”[...] many people have a goal of wanting to be in a leadership role. | think this
is also constantly changing for the better, in the sense that it is viewed more
positively that women can also be in leadership roles.” (Interviewee 6)

The interviewees also encountered certain structural constraints. Interviewee 4 de-
scribes her experience of a flat organizational structure, where interaction with mem-
bers of the executive team is informal and accessible. Interviewee 6 felt that corporate
hierarchies would become weaker and leaders would be treated more casually. These
insights can refer to the observed shift towards less hierarchical workplace structures, in
which managers interact with employees more informally and no longer appear funda-
mentally different from employees. According to Hurst et al. (2024), flatter organiza-
tional structures, characterized by easier access to the top management, can weaken
these boundaries and create more inclusive organizational environments. Thus, a reduc-
tion in hierarchical distance can also be seen as a factor promoting more equal gender
dynamics, with flatter, less hierarchical structures associated with more equal gender

representation (Hurst et al., 2024).
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”The hierarchy is quite flat. | have seen different types of organizations. | can
easily talk and have lunch with executive team members. There is no massive
gap.” (Interviewee 4)

”| see that it will move even more strongly in the opposite direction, that hier-
archy decreases and leaders are approached more casually. Maybe leaders are
no longer seen as being completely different than other employees.” (Inter-
viewee 6)

Interviewee 1 acknowledges that leadership positions are attractive and beneficial for
career advancement, but at the same time feels that women have fewer opportunities
than men to attain these positions. This suggests that although leadership itself is not
considered a negative, organizational practices and attitudes may limit women's ad-
vancement. The interviewee’s 1 perception that men are offered more opportunities
reflects a phenomenon commonly discussed in gender and leadership research, where
women encounter barriers to career advancement, and this understanding is consistent

with the concept of a glass ceiling in section 2.2.

”Yes, | can see that they (leadership positions) are attractive. They can really
advance your career if you end up doing them. | just feel that men are offered
more opportunities than women to rise to leadership positions. It is as if there
is a fear of letting young women into management positions.” (Interviewee 1)

Interviewee 1 also refers to structural constraints that appear as gender inequality in
the workplace. Informal male networks, or “old boys clubs,” influence pay, career de-
velopment and career aspirations. Interviewee 1 states that even though she had more
experience, she received a lower salary. This is due to reinforced gender stereotypes,
which reinforce gender pay gaps (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024). It can also be explained due
to gender-based favouritism, homophily, and exclusion from informal networks, as men-
tioned in section 2.3.4. This shows that people in positions of power can favor those who
resemble themselves, which can increase gender inequality in organizations (Butler et
al., 2025). Such informal networks can put women at a disadvantage by limiting their
access to resources, recognition, and opportunities for advancement (Butler et al., 2025).

The underrepresentation of women in leadership positions reinforces gender
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stereotypes, creates a symbolic barrier for new female professionals, and increases

wage gaps (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024).

”I have been at a workplace where there were two people in the same position.
I had more experience than the man in the same position, but he got a higher
salary than me. [...] partly because my boss was a man, they got along well,
and they had this kind of good old boys club that | could never join because |
was not a man.” (Interviewee 1)

4.3 Supports

This section examines, through the lens of the third research objective, “what supports
help young women navigate toward leadership in their early careers?” The analysis re-
vealed three themes: support mechanism for career development and support mecha-

nism for self-confidence.

4.3.1 Support mechanism for career development

Interviewees 5 and 4 emphasize that leaders must understand the strengths and weak-
nesses of individuals and teams, as this is seen as a significant source of career develop-
ment support. This suggests that providing employees with the right tools helps their
advancement and development as individuals, which in turn helps build a good team. As
Goleman (2017) stated, understanding strengths and weaknesses is the responsibility of
leadership, which involves adapting to people and situations. A leader can observe per-
formance patterns, listen carefully to subordinates, understand each individual's
strengths, weaknesses, and motivators, and connect work tasks to personal potential
and long-term growth goals (Goleman, 2017). Through these factors, a strong team can
be built through individual abilities, where they can perform at their best, which has an

impact on both the individual and organizational levels.



63

"Being able to give them the right tools. You also need to understand your
team’s strengths and weaknesses so you can build a good team.” (Interviewee
5)

“They recognize team members’ strengths and place them in roles where they
perform best.” (Interviewee 4)

Interviewees highlight continuous feedback as central element of career development
support. As interviewees 2 and 3 state, leaders should give feedback to gain tools for
development and learning. According to Goleman (2017), continuous and long-term de-
velopment of employees is important, as improving existing skills and learning new ones
will help them grow into future roles. Interviewees 3 and 1 also state that giving feedback
to subordinates enables their learning and career development. Feedback can thus take
the form of guidance and clear communication, which helps individuals better under-
stand their strengths and weaknesses, allowing feedback to be used not only as an as-
sessment tool but also as a means of supporting development, growth, and learning

(Goleman, 2017).

”You can always learn and improve. [...] Feedback from my supervisor rein-
forces that.” (Interviewee 2)

“These are things we invest in strongly, specifically continuous development and
supporting it, giving feedback to everyone so that through that you get tools
to develop and learn.” (Interviewee 3)

”Being able to communicate clearly and [...] give feedback, both positive and
negative. But also in the sense that they know how to do it well. [...] and told
clearly what you need to do to be able to advance or what you should develop.”
(Interviewee 1)

Interviewee 3 also highlights that larger organizations have programmes that provide a
formal support for professional career development. However, in smaller organizations,
formal programmes may not exist, and support tends to be more individualised and of-
ten takes the form of one-to-one mentoring or sparring. This suggests that the size of
the organization and the availability of resources play a significant role in shaping the

type and extent support available to young women. As mentioned in section 2.3.7,
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development programmes help prepare individuals for career advancement by develop-
ing skills, confidence, self-efficacy, and career development capabilities (Clarke, 2011).
In addition, interviewee 3 notes that there is still considerable room for improvement in

organizations in terms of structured support for women’s career development.

“It varies. Some organizations have more structured programs supporting
women’s career development. For example, we have a leadership program for
university students aimed at developing and addressing this topic. But in
smaller organizations there may not be resources for larger structured pro-
grames, so it is more personal one-on-one sparring. [...] | believe many organi-
zations still have room for development there.” (Interviewee 3)

Interviewee’s 6 quote also highlights the role of organizational support in leadership,
particularly the role of Human Resources in supporting leaders. The participant suggests
that HR could provide training for leaders where they can ask questions and receive
guidance. This indicates the need for structured support systems within the organization.
Section 2.3.7 highlights that leadership is not only dependent on individual contribution
but also on organizational structures that enable managers to effectively support em-
ployees. Leadership programs and training initiatives can strengthen leader’s ability to
mentor early-career professionals (Clarke, 2011). In this context, training by HR can
serve as an additional support mechanism that improves leader’s ability to mentor and
support employees, contributing to a more supportive environment for young women’s

career development and leadership aspirations.

”[...] HR could arrange some training for supervisors, where you could ask
questions and get more support.” (Interviewee 6)

4.3.2 Support mechanism for self-confidence

The interviews revealed that self-confidence play an important role in young women’s
career opportunities and perceptions of progressing into leadership roles. Interviewee 4
emphasized that young women need encouragement and to build self-confidence, but

also acknowledged that women may encounter “comments”, suggesting that self-
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confidence is needed not only to gain opportunities but also to navigate gendered com-
ments and biases in professional environments (Keenan et al., 2025). These experiences
point to the interaction between an individual’s self-confidence and broader social con-
texts and reflect how internalized insecurity can shape decisions about taking job oppor-
tunities. Similarly, Hofer et al. (2025) research has shown that women often evaluate
their abilities more negatively than men, even when their performance is at the same
level, suggesting that gendered self-evaluation patterns can influence self-confidence
and career choices. In chapter 2.3.2, Super (1980) argues that early career experiences
significantly shape professional self-image and future career aspirations. Encouragement
and building confidence at this stage can play an important role in strengthening young

women’s leadership aspirations and supporting their long-term career development.

”Young women need encouragement and confidence. You will hear strange
comments. It is a fact. You need to know how to respond.” (Interviewee 4)

Interviewees also highlight the importance of female role models as key forms of sup-
port for young women’s confidence building. Interviewee 12 highlights the combined
role of leadership programs and mentoring in supporting young women’s early
leadership development. Although the participant describes leadership training as
a "springboard”, she emphasizes that the mentor was the most significant source of
support because they recognized her potential and invested in her self-development.
According to section 2.3.7, leadership programs can provide structured opportunities
for skill development, networking, and confidence building (Clarke, 2011). However, in-
terviewee 2 also illustrates how mentoring relationships often provide deeper and more
personalized support through encouragement and guidance. Therefore, mentoring can
improve career motivation and professional self-confidence (Clarke, 2011; Thelma &

Ngulube, 2024).

”The six-month leadership training was a great springboard. But especially my
mentor has been the biggest support. Someone who sees your potential and
invests time in your development is invaluable.” (Interviewee 2)



66

Interviewee 4 also explains the importance of female role models and mentoring rela-
tionships in strengthening young women'’s self-confidence and leadership aspirations.
She notes that female leaders share certain similarities, which emphasises how the ex-
ample and support of experienced female leaders can strengthen a young woman’s be-
lief in their own leadership potential. These findings are in line with section 2.3.7, which
highlights the importance of role models in shaping young women’s leadership and ca-
reer identities. Hill and Wheat (2017) argue that visible female role models help women
envision themselves in leadership roles and understand viable career paths in fields that
have traditionally been male-dominated. Similarly, Dixon et al. (2023) emphasizes that
observing successful female leaders provides symbolic validation that leadership roles

are attainable, which strengthens self-confidence and leadership aspirations.

”I notice female leaders more, especially those with similar backgrounds. One

mentored me and congratulated me when | got my role. She was very confident,

which helped build my confidence.” (Interviewee 4)
Interviewee 3 believes that young women's interest in leadership positions is deter-
mined by the visibility of role models and the existence of established paths to leader-
ship positions. When there are no female role models in the field and no clear practices
for advancing to leadership positions, women may consider these positions less attain-
able or attractive. As mentioned in section 2.3.7, role models are a powerful tool in
building career self-efficacy and success (Clarke, 2011, p. 501), providing concrete ex-
amples of how leadership roles are within the reach of young women, supporting young
women’s leadership identity and social self-confidence (Dixon et al., 2023; Hill & Wheat,
2017). When there are no female role models in the industry and no clear procedures

for accessing leadership roles, women may find these roles less attainable or attractive.

”Yes, | believe so. | think it affects (young women) significantly. Especially in
fields where there are no established role models or practices yet, there is no
full adaptation to make it attractive to strive toward it, and in practical terms
how you can function in certain roles or how people apply for them.” (Inter-
viewee 3)



67

5 Conclusion

This chapter presents the research conclusions and provides a summary of the key em-
pirical findings in relation to the theoretical framework presented in chapter 2. The main
research question was: "what are young women's perceptions of leadership in the early
stages of their careers?” This question was examined through three objectives which are
discussed below, followed by a discussion of the research’s contribution to existing the-
ory and its practical implications. The chapter concludes with the research’s limitations

and suggestions for future research.

The first research objective examined how do young women in their early careers per-
ceive leadership. Interview data revealed two themes that together address this objec-
tive: Leadership aspirations: self-development and challenging of gender norms, and
perceived key leadership traits. Theme leadership aspirations: self-development and
challenging of gender norms, reveals that participants framed their leadership aspira-
tions primarily around growth, learning, and purpose rather than around hierarchical
advancement or status. Leadership was viewed as a natural progression of continuous
professional development. This is consistent with the research by Furtado and Henriques
(2025) and Sealy et al. (2024), suggesting that young women’s motivation for leadership
is driven strongly by internal factors, such as learning and participation. In addition, sev-
eral participants explicitly described a normative motivation, which is a desire to chal-
lenge gender-related expectations about leaders. Seeking leadership positions was a
conscious act of resistance against the structural underrepresentation of women in lead-
ership roles. This finding adds a new dimension to the existing theoretical literature. Alt-
hough previous research has addressed women's leadership aspirations primarily from
the perspective of individual psychological processes, such as the formation of leader-
ship identity (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Dixon et al., 2023), these findings suggest that for
young Finnish women in their early careers, leadership aspiration may also be a socially
motivated and politically conscious choice. Structural changes in leadership have re-

ceived limited attention in the literature on the early stages of women’s careers, and this
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research provides insight into the motivational factors of female leaders in the early

stages of their careers.

Theme perceived key leadership traits, was addressed in all six interviews, consistently
linking good leadership to interpersonal and relational qualities. Empathy was described
not simply as a soft quality, but as a functional leadership skill that helps leaders under-
stand subordinates, provide support, and navigate work relationships. Participants
linked empathy to situational awareness, people-centered leadership, and the ability to
build trust within teams. This finding aligns with previous research, which emphasizes
inspiration, consideration for the individual, and emotional intelligence as key leadership
traits (Bass & Riggio, 2006), and showing that women tend toward collaboration, inter-
personal relationships, and socially oriented leadership behavior (McEldowney et al.,
2009). Although participants valued empathy as a good leadership trait, it is not always
rewarded or recognized as a competency within organizations. Empathy was described
as an expected trait among women, but it was rarely measured as a performance metric.
This finding extends existing theory “think manager-think male” (Buss et al., 2025) and
double bind (Eagly & Karau, 2002), showing that communal traits, such as empathy, are
undervalued in many organizations. This indicates that young women are themselves
aware of the phenomenon. Rather than internalizing the assumption that empathy is a
weakness, the participants criticized the organizational culture that makes it invisible.
This awareness represents an evolving form of leadership among young women that has

not been comprehensively described in previous literature.

The second research objective investigated what barriers young women face in pursuing
leadership during the early stages of their careers. The thematic analysis identified two
themes addressing this objective: gender expectations and organizational and structural
constraints. Theme gender expectations emerged as a broad and multifaceted barrier.
Participants experienced increased scrutiny and constant pressure to prove their com-
petence, particularly in male-dominated fields. Belonging to a minority imposed a bur-

den that was not due to an individual’'s lack of ability but to structural



69

underrepresentation. This finding is consistent with Heilman et al. (2024) research on
the gender stereotypes, as well as with Bravata et al. (2019) and Holm (2022) research
on the fear of reinforcing negative stereotypes when women are underrepresented.
However, the detail which the participants described this burden of visibility early in
their careers expands the existing literature. The glass ceiling and its causes is often dis-
cussed in the context of senior leadership (Taparia & Lenka, 2022), but Beltramini et al.
(2022) support these findings by noting that the phenomenon affects several stages of
a career and that its effects are strongly felt even in the early stages of a career. The
disadvantage of motherhood emerged as a significant barrier even among participants
who did not yet have children. The participants reported hearing comments that linked
maternity leave to an inability to handle leadership roles, and they expressed concern
that simply being at an age when starting a family is common might be viewed as a pro-
fessional risk. This finding supports the concept of the “motherhood penalty” and
the ”ideal employee” norm presented by Correll et al. (2007) which reflects broader ob-
servations on how gender-based assumptions about caregiving responsibilities influence
recruitment and promotion decisions (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024). A particularly signifi-
cant finding of this research is that the “motherhood penalty” is not just an experience,
but rather a concern about the future that shapes young women’s perceptions of lead-
ership opportunities even before they have not yet experienced it, which has received

less attention in the existing literature.

Another barrier relates to theme organizational and structural constraints. At the organ-
izational level, participants in smaller, flatter organizations reported fewer experiences
of gender-based barriers, which aligns with findings by Hurst et al. (2024) that flatter
structures are associated with more equal gender dynamics. However, participants from
larger and hierarchical organizations reported clearer experiences of structural inequal-
ity. This was also linked to male-dominated senior leadership positions, even though
women were present in lower-level leadership roles. Informal networks and homophily
were identified as additional structural constraints. The exclusion from male-dominated

informal networks was linked to tangible disadvantages in salary, access to opportunities,
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and career visibility. These findings are consistent with the research of Hurst et al. (2024)
on the relationship between organizational hierarchy and gender equality, as well as with
the research of Butler et al. (2025) on exclusion from informal networks through ho-
mophily. Workplace culture was also identified as a structural constraint of women's
leadership interest. Participants noted that traditional, male-dominated organizational
cultures could prevent young women from pursuing leadership positions, whereas more
inclusive environments actively attracted them. In summary, the findings both support
and expand existing theory. The barriers identified in this research, such as gender ste-
reotypes, motherhood penalty, exclusion from informal networks, and masculine organ-
izational cultures, are well established in the literature on the glass ceiling (Citil, 2022;
Eagly & Karau, 2002; Taparia & Lenka, 2022). However, this research provides a more
detailed view of how these barriers are experienced in the early stages of careers, and

highlights predictive barriers.

The third research objective examined what supports help young women navigate to-
ward leadership roles in the early stages of their careers. The thematic analysis produced
two themes in response to this objective: support mechanism for career development
and support mechanism for self-confidence. In theme support mechanism for career de-
velopment participants highlight feedback, mentoring, and structured development pro-
grammes as key supports for young women's career development. Participants empha-
sized that effective leaders play a crucial role in identifying individual strengths and
weaknesses and directing team members. Leaders who provided clear and constructive
feedback, understood individuals’ strengths and weaknesses, and offered appropriate
tools and resources for advancement were perceived as supporting career development.
This finding is consistent with Clarke's (2011) argument that early career development
opportunities have long-term implications for women’s leadership trajectories. In addi-
tion, formal leadership development programmes were identified as important supports,
particularly in larger organizations. According to Clark (2011), formal leadership devel-
opment programs can build skills, self-confidence, and career development capabilities.

At the same time, participants noted that such programs are not widely available and



71

smaller organizations generally use more individual support. Consequently, the availa-
bility of career development support itself depends on the size and resources of the or-

ganization, which may reinforce existing disparities across sectors.

Theme support mechanism for self-confidence was identified both as a critical resource
for navigating leadership aspirations and as a component of professional identity. The
participants emphasized that young women need encouragement not only to build self-
confidence in their own abilities, but also to develop the coping skills needed to respond
to gendered comments and prejudices in professional environments. This finding is con-
sistent with the research by Hofer et al. (2025) and Keenan et al. (2025), which found
that women assess their abilities more negatively than men, even when performance is
at the same level, which suggest that this gender difference may influence career choices
and leadership aspirations. Female role models emerged as a confidence-building source
of support. Participants described how significant it was to see women in leadership
roles who had similar backgrounds or career paths, which they saw as concrete proof
that it is possible to reach leadership positions. This is consistent with the research find-
ings by Dixon et al. (2023) and Hill and Wheat (2017), showing that visible female role
models strengthen career-related self-efficacy by providing symbolic validation of
women’s leadership potential. Participants also noted that the lack of visible female role
models, particularly in fields where women’s representation in leadership roles remains
low, can undermine young women’s belief that a leadership roles are attainable or
attractive. This suggests that the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions
reinforces the perception that leadership roles are not suited to women, which in turn
reduces the number of women who aspire to leadership positions. Efforts to build self-
confidence must focus not only on individual women but also on the structural aspects

of representation within organizations and across various sectors.

Overall, the research findings both support and expand upon the existing theoretical lit-
erature on young women'’s leadership. Gender stereotypes, the double bind, the moth-

erhood penalty, exclusion from informal networks, and biased organizational structures,
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are consistent with the existing frameworks (Citil, 2022; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Taparia &
Lenka, 2022). The importance of role models, mentoring, and organizational culture as
enabling factors are supported by Barkhuizen et al. (2022), Clarke, (2011) and Dixon et
al. (2023).

5.1 Contribution and practical implications

This research has focused on the formative stage of professional development that is the
period when leadership identity and long-term career aspirations are most vulnerable to
external influences. While existing literature frequently examines women who have al-
ready attained senior leadership positions, this thesis provides new knowledge regarding
the experiences of Finnish women aged 25-30 as they navigate their first significant steps

toward their careers.

The empirical findings of the research confirm and support established theoretical per-
spectives, and several findings extend beyond existing theory. First, the participants in-
dicated that the underestimation of empathy in organizations had not previously been
explicitly addressed. Rather than experiencing the double bind only as a constraint, par-
ticipants were able to identify and criticize it, which represents a potentially significant
resource for navigating inequalities within organizations. Second, the predictability of
certain obstacles such as the anxiety associated with motherhood and the psychological
burden of belonging to a visible minority underscore how structural inequalities shape
young women’s perceptions even before they encounter these barriers. Third, the find-
ing that young Finnish women’s leadership aspirations may be motivated by a conscious
desire to challenge gender norms and increase representation adds a sociopolitical di-
mension to psychological frameworks for the formation of leadership identity (DeRue &

Ashford, 2010; Ibarra et al., 2013).

The findings highlight several practical implications for organizations, leadership devel-

opment programs, and policymakers. Early career experiences strongly influence
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leadership identity and career aspirations, making supportive environments and devel-
opment opportunities essential. Organizations should increase the visibility of female
role models, invest in mentoring and sponsorship programs, and create inclusive leader-
ship cultures with transparent promotion processes. Leadership development programs
should focus on strengthening confidence at the early career stage, addressing chal-
lenges such as self-doubt and impostor syndrome while developing relational and com-
munication skills. Policymakers can support these efforts through structural initiatives
such as promoting flexible work arrangements, parental leave policies, and leadership
development programs specifically targeted at young professionals. Continued efforts to
advance gender equality in leadership representation remain important not only as an

ethical imperative but as strengthening organizational performance and innovation.

5.2 Limitations

This research has limitations in terms of its demographic and geographical scope. It fo-
cuses only on women aged between 25 and 30, so the findings may not apply to women
at different career stages. Because leadership perceptions develop over time, the results
reflect only one formative period of career. In addition, all participants are Finnish,
meaning that cross-cultural perspectives are not considered and the findings may not be
transferable to contexts with different gender equality policies or cultural norms. The
purposive sampling method may also introduce researcher bias, as participants were se-
lected based on the researcher’s judgment rather than randomly (Rai & Thapa, 2015, p.
10). Furthermore, the small sample size of six participants makes the results contextual
and limits their statistical generalizability, although this is consistent with the standards
of in-depth qualitative research. Thematic analysis also has limitations that must be
acknowledged. Although it is a widely applicable method, its flexibility places significant
responsibility on the researcher to ensure accuracy and theoretical transparency (Braun
& Clarke, 2006). The quality of the analysis is therefore dependent on the researcher’s
skills and choices, and without careful reflexivity, the analysis may lead to biased theme

selection or unexamined assumptions. These limitations were addressed through a
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systematic six-step analytical process and by using participants’ quotes to connect them

to the empirical data.

5.3 Suggestions for future research

Based on the findings and limitations of this research, possible directions for future re-
search can be recommended. The research is geographically limited to Finland and fo-
cuses on Finnish participants. Future research could expand this field through compara-
tive cross-cultural analysis and investigate how different national contexts, gender equal-
ity policies, and cultural norms shape young women’s leadership perceptions. For exam-
ple, comparing the Finnish context to countries with gender equality, such as Southern
Europe or East Asia, could reveal how the political and institutional environment can
shape leadership perceptions in the early careers. Since this research describes a specific
point in time in the professional development of young women, following the same pop-
ulation for 10-15 years would provide valuable insights into how leadership identities
and aspirations evolve as women progress from the early stages of their careers to lead-
ership roles. Such research would help identify more accurately when and why leader-
ship ambitions may weaken or strengthen because of various organizational experiences
over time. In future research, a cross-sectional approach could also be employed, involv-
ing women from more diverse socioeconomic, educational, and cultural backgrounds, as
the research participants were primarily educated, middle-class Finnish women. Increas-
ing the sample size and potentially incorporating quantitative methods would also allow
for stronger generalizations and enable statistical testing of the relationships between

the leadership aspirations, barriers and supports identified this research.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Consent form for research participation

Researcher: Alma Naveri
Supervisor: Vesa Suutari

Participation in the Research: Your participation involves taking part in an individual
interview. The interview will focus on your personal experiences, views, and aspirations
related to leadership. The interview is expected to last approximately 60 minutes and
will be conducted online. With your permission, the interview will be audio-recorded to
ensure accurate transcription. You may choose not to answer any question you are
uncomfortable with.

Voluntary Participation and Right to Withdraw: Your participation in this research is
entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from the research at any time without providing a
reason and without any negative consequences.

Anonymity and Confidentiality: All interviews are anonymous. Your name and any
identifying information will not appear in the thesis or any publications resulting from
this research. Pseudonyms will be used, and identifiable details will be removed or al-
tered to protect your identity. Only gender, age, and amount of leadership experience
are shown in the research.

All data will be handled confidentially and stored securely. Only the researcher and the
supervisor will have access to the data. The data will be used solely for academic
purposes related to this thesis. All the interview recordings will be automatically deleted
after 60 days of the recording.

Risks and Benefits: There are no anticipated risks associated with participating in this
research beyond those encountered in everyday conversation. While there may be no
direct personal benefit, your participation will contribute to research on early career
leadership and the experiences of young women in Finland.

If you have any questions about the research, you may contact the researcher. Please
read the statement below to agree to participate.

| have read and understood the information provided above. | have had the opportunity
to ask questions, and my questions have been answered satisfactorily. | voluntarily agree
to participate in this research and understand that | may withdraw at any time without
penalty. | consent to the anonymous use of my interview data for this master’s thesis.



