
Meritorious Journal of Social Sciences & Management                                                          Vol. 08, No. 1 (2025) 

24 
 

 

Meritorious Journal of Social Sciences & Management 

Vol. 08, No. 1 (2025) 

Journal homepage: 

http://journal.mgp.org.pk/index.php/MJSSM 

Gendered Leadership in Academia: Barriers and Breakthroughs    

Nadia Saeed 

ARTICLE DETAILS ABSTRACT 

History 

Revised format:  

Jan, 2025 

Available Online:  

Mar, 2025 

Gendered leadership in academia represents a persistent imbalance in 
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in gender equity initiatives, women in higher education continue to 
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sociological and organizational lens. It discusses the dynamics of 
power, mentorship, career progression, and gender bias that shape 
leadership experiences. Using comparative insights, it highlights key 
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that addressing unconscious bias, restructuring organizational 
hierarchies, and embedding gender sensitivity in governance are 
essential to advancing equity in academic institutions. 
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Introduction: 

The discourse on gendered leadership in academia reflects global and local inequalities in the 
distribution of power and decision-making positions. In Pakistan, despite the growing participation of 

women in higher education, leadership structures remain predominantly male-dominated. Cultural 
expectations, patriarchal hierarchies, and limited mentoring opportunities reinforce gender disparities in 

professional advancement. Academic leadership not only influences institutional direction but also sets 
the tone for inclusivity, innovation, and equity. Therefore, exploring gendered leadership is critical to 
understanding the mechanisms that hinder or promote equality in higher education. This paper examines 

gendered leadership in Pakistani universities by identifying key barriers and recognizing the emerging 
breakthroughs that have redefined institutional practices. I t aims to contribute to policy discussions and 

advocate for systemic changes that can transform gender relations in academia. 
Understanding Gendered Leadership in Academia: 
Gendered leadership in academia refers to the ways in which gender influences access to, performance 

in, and perceptions of leadership roles within educational institutions. It encompasses both the structural 
arrangements that determine who leads and the cultural meanings attached to leadership behaviors. In 

global contexts, the concept has evolved from feminist critiques of male-dominated leadership models 
that prioritize authority, control, and competition traits traditionally associated with masculinity. 
Feminist theorists argue that such models often marginalize women by discounting co llaborative, 

empathetic, and inclusive leadership styles that are equally effective but less valued. From a sociological 
perspective, gendered leadership is shaped by institutional norms, social expectations, and power 

hierarchies that reinforce unequal opportunities for men and women. These dynamics manifest in hiring 
practices, mentorship opportunities, and career progression patterns. In Pakistan, the issue is further 
complicated by cultural values and patriarchal traditions that restrict women’s participation in decision-
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making positions, particularly in higher education. Although more women are joining academia as 

teachers and researchers, their representation in senior administrative and leadership roles remains 
disproportionately low. Globally, universities are rethinking leadership through gender-sensitive 

frameworks that emphasize diversity, inclusion, and equitable governance. Theoretical models such as 
transformational leadership and intersectional feminism highlight how gender interacts with other 
social variables such as class, age, and institutional power to shape leadership experiences. Within 

Pakistan, recent efforts by the Higher Education Commission (HEC) and advocacy groups have 
encouraged gender mainstreaming and leadership training for women. However, true transformation 

requires not only policy adjustments but also cultural change that recognizes women’s leadership 
potential as integral to institutional excellence. 
Structural and Institutional Barriers: 

Structural and institutional barriers play a decisive role in maintaining gender inequality within 
academia. Universities and research institutions often operate under hierarchical systems where 

leadership positions such as deans, vice chancellors, and department heads are predominantly occup ied 
by men. These hierarchies are reinforced through informal networks, patronage systems, and traditions 
that favor male candidates for positions of authority. Hiring and promotion processes, though formally 

merit-based, frequently conceal gender biases that disadvantage women. For instance, women’s 
achievements are often evaluated through more stringent criteria or overshadowed by perceptions of 

their “limited commitment” due to family responsibilities. Institutional cultures also perpetuate these 
inequities by normalizing male leadership as the default. In many Pakistani universities, leadership 
training and mentoring programs rarely target women, resulting in fewer qualified candidates for senior 

roles. Additionally, workplace environments often lack mechanisms for addressing gender 
discrimination or harassment, creating spaces that feel exclusionary to women professionals. The 
absence of supportive policies such as flexible work hours, maternity benefits, and childcare facilities 

further discourages women from aspiring to leadership roles. Resistance to gender equity reforms is 
another significant barrier. Even when universities adopt policies promoting inclusion, implementation 

is often symbolic rather than substantive. Committees on gender equality may exist on paper but lack 
authority, resources, or institutional backing to enforce change. This resistance stems from deep-rooted 
patriarchal attitudes that view gender equity as an external agenda rather than an institutional priority. 

Overcoming these structural and institutional barriers requires deliberate reforms transparent hiring 
practices, gender audits, mentorship initiatives, and accountability frameworks that dismantle systemic 

biases and foster a more equitable academic culture. 
Work-Life Balance and Emotional Labor: 
Work-life balance and emotional labor represent two of the most persistent challenges faced by women 

in academic leadership. In Pakistani academia, where social expectations place heavy emphasis on 
women’s domestic responsibilities, balancing professional demands with household duties becomes a 

complex negotiation. Female faculty members and administrators are often required to fulfill dual roles 
managing academic leadership positions that demand strategic decision-making, supervision, and long 
working hours, while simultaneously performing unpaid domestic labor at home. This continuous 

balancing act leads to physical exhaustion and psychological strain, resulting in what sociologists term 
role conflict, where personal and professional responsibilities clash in both time and emotional energy. 

Emotional labor the expectation that women remain empathetic, supportive, and calm in professional 
settings an invisible yet substantial burden. Women leaders are often expected to mediate conflicts, 
provide emotional support to colleagues, and maintain a nurturing environment, even when such 

behavior is not reciprocated or institutionally rewarded. This expectation stems from gender stereotypes 
that equate femininity with care and self-sacrifice, thereby pressuring women to conform to emotional 

roles that exceed their formal job descriptions. Over time, such demands can lead to burnout, diminished 
self-efficacy, and reduced motivation to seek higher leadership positions. Institutional environments 
frequently overlook these realities, offering few support mechanisms such as flexible schedules, parental 

leave, or wellness programs. The absence of these provisions perpetuates a culture where women’s 
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leadership potential is undervalued and underutilized. In contrast, universities that implement gender-

responsive policies such as on-site childcare, remote work options, and mental health counseling 
demonstrate improved retention and satisfaction among female leaders. Thus, addressing work-life 

balance and emotional labor is not merely a personal issue but an institutional responsibility crucial to 
promoting gender equality and sustainable leadership development in academia. 
Policy and Legal Frameworks for Gender Equity: 

Policy and legal frameworks play a pivotal role in promoting gender equity within academia, 
particularly in addressing structural and institutional disparities that limit women’s access to leadership 

positions. In Pakistan, the Higher Education Commission (HEC) has introduced several initiatives to 
mainstream gender equality in universities, aligning with international commitments such as the UN 

Sustainable Development Goal 5 (Gender Equality). Among these measures are guidelines 

encouraging universities to establish gender equity committees, anti-harassment cells, and equal 
opportunity offices aimed at ensuring safer and more inclusive academic environments. Moreover, 

gender-sensitive recruitment and promotion policies have been recommended to minimize 
discrimination in hiring and career advancement. The introduction of gender quotas in public sector 
universities represents a significant step toward improving representation, though its implementation 

remains uneven across provinces. Some institutions have introduced mandatory representation of 
women on selection boards, academic councils, and decision-making committees to ensure diverse 

perspectives in governance. Despite these progressive policies, enforcement remains a challenge due to 
weak institutional monitoring and lack of accountability mechanisms. Many universities still treat 
gender equity as a peripheral concern rather than an integral component of institutional policy. 

Additionally, the Protection against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act (2010) has been 
instrumental in establishing complaint committees and promoting awareness about women’s rights in 
educational institutions. , cultural stigma and fear of retaliation often deter victims from seeking justice, 

limiting the law’s effectiveness. To complement these legal frameworks, advocacy organizations and 
women’s development centers in universities have started leadership training programs designed to 

empower female academics through mentorship and skill development. For sustainable impact, these 
policies must evolve from compliance-based mechanisms into transformative frameworks that reshape 
institutional culture. This includes integrating gender equity into performance evaluations, leadership 

training, research funding, and curriculum development. By institutionalizing gender mainstreaming at 
every level of academic governance, Pakistan’s higher education system can move closer to achieving 

true equality where leadership is defined by merit, not gender. 
Breakthroughs and Success Stories: 
Despite the structural and cultural challenges within academia, Pakistan has witnessed a growing 

number of remarkable breakthroughs and success stories of women who have risen to leadership 
positions through determination, mentorship, and institutional reform. These women not only challenge 

gender stereotypes but also serve as role models for future generations of female academics. Prominent 
examples include Dr. Mazola Hassan, former Vice Chancellor of Lahore College for Women University 
(LCWU), and Dr. Name Annam, the first Vice Chancellor of Fatima Jinnah Women University 

(FJWU), both of whom played pioneering roles in promoting women’s access to higher education and 
leadership. Their tenures emphasized capacity building, research culture, and the inclusion of women in 

policy decision-making, setting powerful precedents for gender-sensitive governance. Mentorship has 
emerged as one of the most critical factors in these success stories. Senior women academics that have 
broken the glass ceiling often extend guidance to younger colleagues, helping them navigate 

institutional politics and gendered expectations. For instance, mentorship programs at HEC’s Women 
Leadership Program and initiatives by Women’s Research and Resource Centers across universities 

have provided platforms for networking and mutual support. These programs foster confidence, 
leadership competencies, and a sense of collective identity among women scholars. Collaboration across 
universities such as joint research projects and academic conferences led by women has further 

strengthened their visibility and professional credibility. Resilience, adaptability, and a strong sense of 
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purpose are recurrent themes among successful female leaders. Many have overcome institutional 

resistance, social criticism, and work-life imbalances through persistence and vision. Their 
achievements underscore the importance of supportive institutional climates that recognize women’s 

leadership potential beyond token representation. Furthermore, universities that have adopted ge nder 
mainstreaming practices such as the University of the Punjab’s Gender Equity Policy and Aga Khan 
University’s inclusive leadership initiatives illustrate how institutional backing can transform individual 

success into systemic progress. These breakthroughs collectively signify a shift in Pakistan’s academic 
landscape: from exclusion to empowerment. They reflect not just individual accomplishments but also 

the gradual dismantling of patriarchal barriers that have long defined leadership in academia. Sustaining 
this momentum requires continuous policy support, mentorship networks, and a national commitment to 
cultivating gender-balanced leadership that enriches both the intellectual and social fabric of higher 

education. 
The Role of Mentorship and Networking: 

Mentorship and networking are foundational pillars for empowering women and fostering gender equity 
in academic leadership. In male-dominated institutional cultures, women often lack access to the 
informal professional networks and guidance that are cr itical for career advancement. Mentorship 

bridges this gap by providing women with strategic support, role models, and opportunities for skill 
enhancement. Within Pakistani academia, structured mentoring programs have begun to gain traction, 

offering women not only career advice but also psychosocial support to navigate gender bias, workplace 
politics, and leadership challenges. These programs help female faculty members develop confidence, 
resilience, and a clearer understanding of institutional processes that are essential for assuming higher 

administrative roles. Institutional me tiring formally organized by universities or professional 
associations has proven especially effective in fostering leadership pipelines. For example, initiatives 
such as the HEC Women Leadership Development Program and mentorship networks within the 

Pakistan Women’s University Consortium have connected emerging female academics with senior 
women leaders for guidance and collaboration. These initiatives enable mentees to build research 

portfolios, improve publication records, and learn managerial competencies key components of 
academic promotion and recognition. Moreover, peer mentoring, where women at similar career stages 
exchange experiences and strategies, strengthens solidarity and reduces isolation in professional 

environments that may otherwise feel exclusive or competitive. Networking extends the benefits of 
mentorship by cultivating relationships across departments, disciplines, and even international 

institutions. Gender-focused academic associations, conferences, and digital forums have created new 
spaces for women to share ideas, build collaborations, and gain visibility. For instance, participation in 
global platforms such as the International Association of Women in Academia (IAWA) and local 

collectives like Women in Higher Education Pakistan (WHEP) enhances professional exposure and 
advocacy capacity. These networks are instrumental in breaking the “glass walls” that segregate women 

from leadership discussions and decision-making committees. Gender-responsive professional 
development programs complement mentorship and networking by institutionalizing equity through 
leadership workshops, communication training, and negotiation skill-building. Universities that invest in 

such initiatives create an enabling environment where women are not merely participants but influential 
leaders in policy, research, and governance. Ultimately, mentorship and networking do more than 

empower individual women hey transform academic culture by fostering collaboration, inclusivity, and 
shared leadership values essential for a balanced and progressive higher education system. 
Future Directions for Inclusive Academic Leadership: 

Building a truly inclusive academic leadership structure requires systemic reform that goes beyond 
surface- level gender initiatives. The future of equitable higher education in Pakistan and globally 

depends on embedding gender inclusion into the very framework of institutional governance, policy 
design, and leadership development programs. Universities must move from reactive measures to 
proactive transformation, where diversity and inclusion are not treated as compliance requirements but 

as strategic assets for academic excellence. To achieve this, institutional policies should be revised to 
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incorporate gender equity into hiring, promotions, and decision-making processes, ensuring that women 

are equally represented in academic councils, senate bodies, and research committees. Leadership 
development programs should be reimagined to include gender-sensitivity training, inclusive 

management practices, and leadership coaching tailored for women. These programs can cultivate 
the confidence and skills necessary to navigate complex academic hierarchies. Integrating gender 
perspectives into curricula, research funding priorities, and institutional evaluation systems will also 

contribute to long-term inclusivity. Furthermore, establishing gender audit mechanisms and annual 
reporting on leadership diversity can hold universities accountable for progress, transforming rhetoric 

into measurable outcomes. Digital transformation offers another opportunity for inclusion. Virtual 
mentorship, online leadership courses, and collaborative research platforms can bridge regional 
disparities and expand access for women in remote or resource- limited institutions. Partnerships 

between universities, government bodies, and international organizations such as UNESCO and HEC 
should focus on capacity building and sharing best practices for gender-inclusive governance. Equally 

important is fostering a cultural shift within academia one that normalizes women’s authority, values 
diverse leadership styles, and dismantles stereotypes associating leadership with masculinity. Promoting 
male allies and gender champions within institutions can accelerate this cultural transition. In essence, 

the future of inclusive academic leadership lies in creating ecosystems where gender equity is 
institutionalized through structures, celebrated through culture, and sustained through policy. When 

universities embrace inclusion as a foundation of leadership, they not only empower women but also 
enrich academic innovation, governance integrity, and social progress. 

 
Summary: 

This paper concludes that gendered leadership in academia is shaped by deep-rooted social, cultural, and 
institutional inequalities. Women in Pakistan face multidimensional barriers from implicit biases and 
exclusionary networks to structural hierarchies that restrict upward mobility.   Ongoing efforts such as 

gender equity frameworks, leadership training, and mentorship initiatives are gradually transforming the 
academic landscape. Universities that prioritize inclusivity and diversity tend to perform better in 

innovation, collaboration, and organizational harmony. The path forward demands a holistic approach 
integrating gender-sensitive leadership, accountability mechanisms, and institutional reforms to ensure 
that academia becomes a space of equal opportunity for all. 
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