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Abstract

Background: The persistent issue of gender discrimination in
the workplace is a significant concern. Women continue to face
many barriers and support systems are crucial for women’s
professional development. Therefore, knowing about supports
and barreiras more broadly can positively impact women.
Objective: The objective of this article was to identify the
barriers and supports that impact the professional development
of women. Method: An integrative review of the literature was
used with searches in two databases, Web of Science and Scopus,
considering the period from 2013 to 2022 and selected 34 studies.
Results: The results indicate that the studies address more
barriers than supports. Barriers are most associated with gender
discrimination, work-family conflict, distorted self-perceptions,
lack of organizational support, negative professional experience,
and social and cultural norms. Supports relate to the help of
significant others, organizational support strategies, professional
experience and skills, and individual strategies. Conclusion: The
review provides contributions to support effective interventions
and public policies that support gender equality, as well as
helping organizations review human resources practices to better
support women’s careers.
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Resumen

Antecedentes: la persistente cuestión de la discriminación de
género en los sitios de trabajo es una preocupación significativa.
Las mujeres siguen enfrentando numerosas barreras y los
sistemas de apoyo son cruciales para el desarrollo profesional
de las mujeres. Por lo tanto, conocer sobre los apoyos y barreras
de forma más amplia puede impactar positivamente las mujeres.
Objetivo: el objetivo de este artículo fue identificar las barreras
y apoyos que impactan el desarrollo profesional de las mujeres.
Método: fue utilizada una revisión integradora de la literatura
que seleccionó 34 estudios. Se utilizó una revisión integrativa de
la literatura con búsquedas en dos bases de datos, Web of Science
y Scopus, considerando el período de 2013 a 2022 y se
seleccionaron 34 estudios. Resultados: los resultados indican que
los estudios abordan más barreras que apoyos. Las barreras están
más asociadas con la discriminación de género, los conflictos entre
el trabajo y la familia, las autopercepciones distorsionadas, la
falta de apoyo organizacional, la experiencia profesional negativa
y las normas sociales y culturales. Los apoyos se relacionan a la
ayuda de otras personas significativas, las estrategias de apoyo
organizacional, la experiencia y habilidades profesionales y las
estrategias individuales. Conclusión: la revisión proporciona
contribuciones para apoyar intervenciones y políticas públicas
que favorezcan la igualdad de género, además de ayudar a las
organizaciones a revisar las prácticas de recursos humanos para
dar más apoyo a las carreras de las mujeres.

Palabras clave: mujeres; carrera; apoyo; barreras.
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Introduction
Women who manage to enter the world of work

note the marked presence of gender discrimination.
There is a consensus that unequal treatment, lack of
access to opportunities and resources, and the difficulty
of upward mobility in organizations affect women and
favor different career paths between genders (Lin,
2021). It is recognized that intersectionality, while
simultaneous interaction of different social markers
(gender, sexuality, race, nationality, and others) that
make up the individual, can contribute to multiple
discrimination and intensify segregations and injustices
of certain groups, as is the case of women in
organizational environments (Esposito, 2023). Canadian
workers reported having been discriminated against in
the workplace on the basis of gender (27.3%), race
(16.1%) and disability (7%) (Hing et al., 2023). In
Brazil, black women have a higher unemployment rate,
close to 13.9% (Departamento Intersindical de
Estatística e Estudos Socioeconômicos, 2022). These
datas exemplify how being in marginalized groups
impacts insertion and staying at work.

In a paper published in 2017 in the Journal of
Applied Psychology, Wang and Wanberg (2017)
revised the scholarship of individual careers in the last
100 years. Conclusions were that has increased by
the 1980s. Therefore, for at least four decades, career
psychology studies attempted to address the ways to
minimize the prejudice that women face. However,
data from the Global Gender Gap Report evidence
the persistence, for instance, of a primal barrier: the
gender pay gap. In the 21st century, women still tend
to receive approximately 40% less than men due to
obstacles to achieving senior positions or performing
highly paid activities (World Economic Forum, 2020).

A fair amount of literature evidence how gender
exclusion phenomena are present in organizations. One
of them is the «old boys club,» which explains the
informal contact network between men that provides
privileged information and support and enhances career
progress. This deepens gender inequality in

workplaces, narrowing women’s recruitment and
promotion (Liu & McDonald, 2022). Even though
constitutional mechanisms are attempting to break
discrimination, such initiatives are insufficient to
promote gender equality in the short term.

In this challenging environment, fraught with
reiterated barriers to women’s career growth, support
from other people, the organization, and personal
internal resources becomes essential to facing the
obstacles and achieving the development of women’s
careers. Receiving directions, constructive criticism,
financial support, and assistance with childcare are
fundamental to broadening professional opportunities
(Ali et al., 2019; Yasmin & Husna, 2020). 

Research has pointed out that the different support
formats generate benefits, such as increased level of
job satisfaction (Sigursteinsdottir & Karlsdottir, 2022),
work engagement (Bonaiuto et al., 2022), well-being
(Du et al., 2023), sleep quality (Seo & Mattos, 2024)
and mental health (Acoba, 2024), reinforcing that it
is an excellent promoter of a good behavioral,
physical and psychological functioning in individuals.

Although the literature is rich considering the gender
barriers women face, studies focusing on both the
barriers and supports are scarce, suggesting the
necessity of analyzing these variables together. There
is also a need for research to clarify which factors play
these roles in the lives of multiple women with
different social markers, hierarchical positions, and
professions. Therefore, analyzing the evidence on
barriers and support for women’s career advancement
can contribute to ensuring significant career
opportunities (Lent et al., 2001).

An integrative review addressed that issue, as this
type of review aims to synthesize and critically
analyze the knowledge gathered about a particular
topic (Soares et al., 2014; Toronto, 2020). This
integrative review was oriented by the following
research question: What are the main barriers and
supports for women’s career development?
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Besides broadening the comprehension scope of
the supports and obstacles that influence women’s
careers, we expect to provide evidence to evaluate
people management policies and guide the
development of strategies to foster gender equality
and justice in workplaces.

Method

Search strategy

The review followed the PRISMA method
(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses). Initial research to select the
empirical studies showed that databases such as
Scielo (publishes scientific articles developed mainly
in Latin American and Caribbean countries) and
Lilacs (publishes scientific articles in Health Sciences
developed primarily in Latin American and Caribbean
countries) did not find any related content. We chose
to use two more general databases, Web of Science
and Scopus, which allow access to extensive
international literature and gather publications in
psychology.

The keywords selected for the research were
carefully chosen to ensure the focus on our topic:
(«women») AND («career») AND («inequality»)
AND («barrier») AND («support»). As inclusion
criteria, we considered only empirical studies from the
last ten years (2013 to 2022), aiming to investigate
the most recent literature about barriers and supports
for women’s career development. We excluded
theoretical studies, theses, and dissertations. The
searches were conducted between 10/17/2022 and
12/13/2022. 

Corpus analysis selection

Three of the research authors who acted as
independent judges carried out the process of
identifying and selecting relevant articles. The results
were exported to a Microsoft Office Excel spreadsheet
to characterize authors, year, title, objective, publication
journal, methodology (research design, sample, country

where data collection, instruments), and results.
Review or theoretical studies and inaccessible papers
were removed, which resulted in 101 papers. Of these,
20 were excluded for duplicating, and 36 were
removed after reviewing the title and abstract due to
not addressing the inclusion criteria and eligibility. The
45 remaining papers were integrally read, and 11 were
excluded for not mentioning any barrier or support or
for not approaching women’s careers. Altogether, 34
papers were considered for the final sample. Figure 1
illustrates the selection process for the studies included.

Data extraction 

The judges participating in the article selection
stage also worked independently to extract relevant
data from the articles in the analysis corpus. The
following information was extracted from the
articles: (1) women’s career barriers and supports,
(2) research analysis level, (3) research objectives,
(4) main results, and (5) sample characteristics.
Another judge was called to decide in case of
disagreement among them.

Findings

We used thematic coding and categorization
(Gibbs, 2009) to identify categories within the selected
studies that could answer the research question.
Therefore, this section is structured into two parts:
(1) Overview of the reviewed studies; and (2) Results
of the content analysis regarding barriers and supports
for women’s careers.
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Overview of the reviewed studies

The results show recent publications addressing
support and barriers in women’s careers. In total, 31
papers were published between 2017 and 2022, while
no paper was published between 2014 and 2015.
Regarding methodological approaches, 20 studies
used qualitative approaches, focusing on semi-
structured interviews, 06 used quantitative methods,
and 08 used multimethods.

Studies were published in journals from different
fields: a) Education (n = 7); b) Gender issues (n = 7);
c) Health (n = 6); d) Psychology (n = 5); e) Business/
Management (n = 4); f) Multidisciplinary (n = 2).
Journals from economy, science, and political science

had one publication each. Regarding where the
research was accomplished, the educational setting
was the primary context in which studies were carried
out, 15 dedicated to higher education. The business
context was approached in 13 papers, followed by the
health context, with four studies, and the cultural sector,
with two studies.

As to intersectionality, only some studies
considered it throughout the analysis. The social
marker race/ethnicity was the most approached, with
six studies, while culture/origin was addressed in three
studies. Only one paper mentioned people with
disabilities, and no paper analyzed sexual orientation
or identity discrimination. Both men and women

Figure 1
PRISMA flow diagram
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participated in several studies, and most of them
made no distinctions regarding gender. Therefore, it
is impossible to precisely identify the number of male
and female participants, although there were only
female participants in eight studies. The participants
ranged from 18 to 69, gathering different professional
experiences and career stages.

The participants’ nationalities included countries
from Oceania (New Zealand), Asia (Pakistan), and
South America (Chile). Two studies considered
individuals from various countries. This diverse
representation of the research participants underscores
the inclusivity of the research. Nevertheless, the
sample concentration is in the Northern Hemisphere,
with most participants residing in The United States
of America and the United Kingdom (n = 16). Nearly
every study was written in English, with only one study
published in Spanish.

Most studies (n = 25) approached barriers and
support, while nine discussed only the barriers, and no
paper focused only on support variables. This means
that approximately 26% of the included articles do not
address aspects that contribute to promoting women’s
career development. This suggests that literature is
more prone to diagnosing what hampers career
advancements than focusing on the possibilities and
opportunities to overcome such barriers. Table 1
summarises the papers included in the review. After
reading all of them, we categorize three levels of
analysis for barriers and support variables: micro, meso,
and macro. The micro level refers to the individual self-
expression and particular life settings (biography,
personality, skills, values). The meso level concerns
relationships between individuals, work teams, and
groups that generate positive or negative exchanges.
Finally, the macro level emphasizes understanding
society and the organization in an interconnected
process. This comprehensive approach to the analysis
ensures a thorough understanding of the topic. Tables
2 and 3 detail the identified barriers and support
variables and levels.

Career Barriers

The results show that the barriers to women’s
career development are multifaceted. Gender
discrimination is primarily linked to societal
expectations regarding how men and women should
behave, resulting in discriminatory consequences
(n = 26). The literature recurrently depicts those
exclusion phenomena, encompassing challenges
women face in advancing to leadership positions,
experiencing harassment, and having lower visibility
in the workplace.

The second barrier, work-family conflict, vividly
illustrates the real-life implications of motherhood and
the lack of family support on women’s career choices,
stability, and transitions (n = 19). The third barrier,
distorted self-perceptions, includes women’s
perceptions of a lack of skills and training for
professional activities, a lack of possible positive
results prospection, and low self-esteem and self-
concept (n = 14). The «impostor phenomenon,» for
example, represents women’s difficulty in recognizing
their professional merits, even when highly qualified.

The fourth barrier, the lack of organizational support,
is deeply ingrained in organizational practices, severely
limiting women’s opportunities (n = 27). Aspects such
as the absence of support from colleagues and
superiors, the dearth of training, and the persistent wage
gaps between men and women exemplify this systemic
issue. The concept of the «old boys club», for instance,
starkly illustrates this barrier as it perpetuates the cycle
of men in higher hierarchical positions favoring other
men through personal recommendations, training, and
mentoring, often at the expense of equally or more
qualified women.

The fifth barrier, the negative professional
experience, refers to the gendered treatment women
receive, usually marked by discrimination, expectations
of negative performance, and unappreciation of
women’s potential and effectiveness (n = 8).
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Finally, the sixth barrier category is related to social
and cultural norms and refers to the macro-level of
organization and society (n = 13). It includes the
socialization of social roles of genders, racism, and
the lack of public policies to equalize women’s career
experience.

Career Supports

Career support was considered here as the
interactions or relationships that provide women with
encouragement or protection and generate feelings
of attachment to a person, group, or organization.
These include affection, loyalty, empathy, supportive
listening, information, and guidance, stimulating
women to face barriers and take advantage of career
opportunities.

Considering the studies that address some support,
14 highlight the support of significant others, evidencing
the role of family members and friends and reference
people from the same workplace, for example,
colleagues, supervisors, female leaders, or teachers.
Participation and interaction with role models in places
like student organizations are also shown as support
factors. These different sources of support provide
sharing/exchange of positive and negative experiences,
besides counseling, encouragement, and improvement
of women’s capacity to deal with adversities
throughout their careers.

Organizational support strategies, for instance,
refers to practices and strategies adopted in the
workplace or student environment and includes
mentoring, training, flexible working hours, female
networking, and behavioral awareness. These
practices and strategies work as support not only in
helping women’s professional development but also
for the management of barriers from the
organizational perspective.

Two other supports appeared on a more minor
frequency. The first was professional experience and
skills, added to five studies, and self-conscientiousness
and gender stereotype awareness, also mentioned in
five studies. Professional maturity and abilities regard
diversity and richness of repertoire that promotes
professional development, such as research, services,
teaching, accumulated professional experience, and
socio-emotional skills. Individual strategies regard the
importance of women acknowledging their minority
condition in many workplaces, in which stereotypes
and gender roles are strongly socially rooted.
Practices that broaden engagement with feminism, the
identification of gender stereotypes, and support for
self-care, motivation, positive self-perception, and
expectation of good results account for the process
of self-knowledge.
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1 Smith et al. 2015 Mixed-method New Zealand
2 Ysseldyk et al. 2019 Mixed-method Multiple
3 Dalati et al. 2020 Quantitative Syria
4 Fazal, et al. 2019 Qualitative Pakistan
5 Sian et al. 2020 Qualitative Saudi Arabia
6 Collins et al. 2020 Qualitative United Kingdom
7 Bird & Rhoton 2021 Qualitative USA
8 De Vuyst & Raeymaeckers 2017 Mixed-method Belgium
9 Park et al. 2021 Qualitative USA
10 Veilleux et al. 2021 Qualitative Canada
11 Chesak et al. 2022 Qualitative USA
12 Finn et al. 2022 Qualitative United Kingdom
13 Burkinshaw et al. 2022 Qualitative United Kingdom
14 Pinochet & Valdovinos 2021 Qualitative Chile
15 Martínez-Galaz et al. 2022 Qualitative Chile
16 Dashper 2020 Qualitative United Kingdom
17 Mattocks & Briscoe-Palmer 2016 Mixed-method United Kingdom
18 Dennissen et al. 2018 Qualitative Netherlands
19 Alderson et al. 2022 Quantitative United Kingdom
20 Bryant et al. 2017 Mixed-method United Kingdom
21 Berggren et al. 2022 Qualitative Sweden
22 Sakowski et al. 2020 Qualitative USA
23 Elliott et al. 2013 Quantitative Multiple
24 O’Meara et al. 2018 Qualitative USA
25 Anca & Aragón 2018 Qualitative Spain
26 Meeussen et al 2021 Quantitative United Kingdom
27 Reynolds et al. 2022 Qualitative Ireland
28 Hughes et al. 2017 Qualitative USA
29 Gurieva et al. 2022 Mixed-method Russia
30 Davies et al. 2019 Mixed-method United Kingdom
31 Steklacova et al. 2017 Quantitative Multiple
32 Bruckmüller & Braun 2020 Quantitative Germany
33 Heo & Soon 2018 Quantitative South Korea
34 Domingo et al. 2022 Mixed-method USA

Table 1
Included papers in the literature review

Source. Revised papers.

Num. Authors(s) Year Method Country
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Stereotypes, ambivalent sexism 2, 3, 4, 7, 9, 11, 12, 14, 15, 22, Meso
and chauvinism 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29
Hostile workplace (microaggressions, 7, 10, 11, 14, 21, 28, 31
sexual and moral harassment)
Horizontal segregation 5, 8, 30
Meritocratic discourse 28
Career ascending issues 1, 3, 4, 8, 14, 19, 22, 24, 25, 27,

28, 32, 33, 34

Conflict between motherhood and marriage or career 1, 5, 12, 13, 16, 20, 27, 28 Micro
Work, personal tasks and domestic overload 1, 2, 4, 8, 10, 11, 12, 14,

17, 19, 24, 25, 31

Feeling inadequate to work and impostor syndrome 12, 16, 30 Micro
Low expectations of results and inability 19, 26
to planning the future
More sacrifices than male counterpart 7, 27
Feeling excluded at work 9, 12, 17, 21, 24

Lack of support from bosses and working team 1, 23, 30 Macro
Limited access to promotion 3, 4, 13, 14, 20, 22, 25, 34
Old boys club 7, 8, 9, 27, 28
Wage gap 7, 8, 11, 32, 33
Lack of instrumental support, training or feedback 4, 30
Lack of female leadership 7, 16, 22, 25, 26, 27, 32
High productivity demand and other institutional 2, 7, 12, 17, 18, 21
practices that sustain gender inequality
Decision-making exclusion 14, 24

Competition, male as model worker and doubt 14, 15, 18, 19, 24 Meso
about women’s capacity
Lack of recognition by the leadership 24, 30, 34

Sexual division of labor, and gender expectations 3, 4, 5, 7, 21, 25, 27, 30, 34 Macro
due to socialization and religiosity
Racism or ethnic stereotypes 6, 9, 24, 34
Female underrepresentation 24, 10, 30

Table 2
Career Barriers Categories

Category Specification Papers Level

Note: Paper’s numbers can be found in Table 1. Source. Revised papers.

Gender
discrimination

Work-family
conflict

Distorted
self-perceptions

Lack of
organizational
support

Negative
professional
experience

Social and
cultural norms
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Family members and friends 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 Meso
Male co-workers and supervisors 1, 3, 4, 10, 11, 12
Associations with other women or female 3, 13, 14
leadership
Teachers and student movement 9, 15

Mentoring 2, 7, 10, 16, 17, 18, 19 Macro
Flexible work routine 5, 8, 10, 12, 19, 20
Positive work environment and inclusion 10, 21
in decision-making
Female networks 7, 10, 11, 21
Gender awareness practices 11, 18, 22
Family-friendly programs 12, 19, 20
Training to leadership role 10, 11, 19, 21

Development of socio-emotional,  11, 23 Micro
negotiation and self-defense skills
Culture and politics learning 23

Awareness of gender stereotypes and feminism 7, 15 Micro
Identification with profession and positive 11, 14
expectation of outcomes
Adaptability, humor, motivation, self-care 4, 11, 14, 15
practices and positive self-perception

Table 3
Career Supports Categories

Category Specification Papers Level

Note: Paper’s numbers can be found in Table 1. Source. Revised papers.

Support of
significant
others

Organizational
support
strategies

Professional
experience
and skills

Individual
strategies

Discussion
This review aimed to answer the following

question: What are the main barriers and supports for
women’s career development? After analyzing the
papers published between 2013 and 2022, we
identified the main supports and barriers to women’s
careers available in literature.

First, gender discrimination, which can be translated
into microaggression, sexual or moral harassment, and
sexism, affects women’s career progression negatively.
For example, even when recognized by getting a job

promotion, women are targets of several implicit and
explicit discriminations, derived by male colleagues
taking away female merit by concluding that their
achievements are not due to their performance but
rather to external factors (O’Meara et al., 2018). This
and other behaviors reinforce gender exclusion in
different ways: horizontal (the said «male» and
«female» careers) and vertical (limits on the
hierarchical ascension to women). The consequence
is a poor distribution of genders in the workforce (e.g.,
Dashper, 2020; De Vuyst & Raeymaeckers, 2017;
Fazal et al., 2019; Sian et al., 2020).
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These discriminations are linked to cultural and
social practices that define collective beliefs about
where and how to be a woman in the labor market
(Oliveira-Silva & Lopes, 2021). The gender
prescriptions, reinforced daily, precede women’s
insertion in the market and impact women’s career
experiences in the future. For example, Wolniak et
al. (2023) revealed that, even before entering
university, women have fewer career aspirations than
men, which means a lack of willingness to leadership.
Continuing education and career self-realization may
result from gender discrimination internalized by these
women. Thus, it is possible to understand how gender
cultural norms, sometimes internalized, shape the
imagination of what men and women should be or
have in the workplace.

Other studies point out the relevance of
sociocultural dynamics in the recurrence of barriers
in women’s careers. The social rules of what is
expected of each gender (e.g., Anca & Aragón,
2018), the marginalization due to skin color or ethnicity
(e.g., Domingo et al., 2022), and conflict between
religious values and work requirements (e.g., Sian et
al., 2020) were some of the addressed intersectional
aspects. However, Domingo et al. (2022) indicate that
social inequalities are at the individual level, as when
compared to white women in the academic context,
black women are more required to perform
institutional tasks like committee and council meetings.
Although the justification is to provide a voice to
gender and ethnic minorities, this increases the
workload, besides taking away time dedicated to
research, which is the leading vehicle of career
advancement in academia.

Like these other issues, the work-family conflict
is inserted in these gender-social norms outcomes.
The sexual division of labor-rooted beliefs reinforce
sexism in the workplace by relying on women’s
«natural aptitude» to care for and do housework,
determining their career as the secondary option
(Camarano & Pinheiro, 2023; Fernandez, 2019). By
addressing these two roles, women are forced to

equilibrate the demands of work and family, which
often generates an overcharge, and sometimes,
women have to leave their jobs (e.g., De Vuyst &
Raeymaeckers, 2017; Mattocks & Briscoe-Palmer,
2016; Reynolds et al., 2022). Similarly, being a mother
has countless consequences, as the motherhood bias
hinders mothers from getting promoted or hired by
people assuming that mothers are less reliable (Bao
et al., 2021; Correll et al., 2007), especially by not
corresponding to the ideal worker stereotype, which
is highly flexible and available (Dashper, 2020). Some
women report difficulty proving their «value» after
returning from maternity. They also report feeling
pressured, frequently experiencing guilt for distancing
from child-rearing when trying to conciliate with
career development.

Another barrier hindering women’s career
development is the organization’s absence of
supporting women. A recent Brazilian research study
concluded a significant difference between men’s and
women’s wages in that country’s judiciary. Even with
wages fixed by laws, implicit inequalities exist in
institutional structures that ignore the legal landmark
in favor of men (Severi & Filho, 2022). This research
exemplifies one of the scenarios that women still face
a lack of institutional support. Thus, besides the wage
gap (e.g., Heo & Soon, 2017), several barriers
increase the inequality in organizations like lack of
training (e.g., Veilleux et al., 2021), absence of team
support (e.g., Davies et al., 2019), and lack of female
leadership references (e.g., Dashper, 2020).

On the other hand, several individual barriers
influence women’s career development. It means
that, sometimes, women perceive themselves as less
capable of performing tasks successfully, less
important than others, or feel excluded in the
workplace. Thereby, self-perception approaches the
exclusion perception (e.g., Berggren et al., 2022),
demerit of personal achievements (e.g., Finn et al.,
2022), and low self-concept (e.g., Gurieva et al.,
2022). The need for more studies that concern
women’s self-perception is a gap that needs
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significant attention from researchers. Self-esteem
and self-efficiency were also pointed out by Greer
and Kirk (2022) as important supporting factors in
women’s career transition.

Finally, negative professional experience involves
repressing and silencing female voices (e.g., O’Meara
et al., 2018) and female networks imitating male
models (e.g., Dennissen et al., 2018). For example,
women adopting male models can be explained by
the queen-bee phenomenon, which refers to women
in high hierarchical positions that aim to hamper their
subordinates’ professional development instead of
supporting them (Grangeiro et al., 2021). Thus, it is
necessary to connect the reported negative
professional experiences with what the literature on
exclusion phenomena already recognizes, especially
about interventions that help minimize or reduce these
inequalities.

Regarding support, overall, the literature points to
a set of strategies and interventions that boost
women’s careers, assisting in their performance,
making it easier to overcome career barriers, and
providing career development. For example, the
existence of support networks enables the sharing of
experiences. It offers references that positively
contribute to women’s capacity to face difficulties in
their career development (e.g., Finn et al., 2022).
 The literature investigated also indicates that network
support can empower racial or gender minorities,
facilitating access to information, contact, and positive
career opportunities (Park et al., 2021).

Organizational support strategies, which involve a
broad range of formal practices to minimize gender
inequalities in the workplace, also contribute to
tackling career barriers for women when they aim
to develop professional knowledge and skills.
However, studies considered a few initiatives that can
be more effective in changing the excluding
organizational contexts. In the study of Veilleux et al.
(2021) with neurosurgeons, for instance, the possibility
of being oriented by a woman and developing

professional connections with other women facilitated
scientific publications. It positively influenced research
proficiency, accounting for career enrichment.
Professional contact with other women who have
similar career paths suggests contributing to
academic identification (Ysseldyk et al., 2019).

Furthermore, the identification with other women’s
career paths represents a protective factor for mental
health and contributes to confronting adversities in their
careers. On the other hand, training opportunities
are also suggested to help increase women’s
representativeness in predominantly male fields
(Veilleux et al., 2021). In summary, institutional or
organizational support is one of the powerful tools for
enhancing women’s careers, both to help women face
hardships or achieve goals and to act as a protective
factor for mental health.

Finally, professional experience and skills (Elliott et
al., 2013; Fazal et al., 2019; O’Meara et al., 2018;
Veilleux et al., 2021) and individual strategies (Bird &
Rhoton, 2021; Fazal et al., 2019; Martínez-Galaz et al.,
2022; Pinochet & Valdovinos, 2021) appear as supports
to women’s careers, having the perks of allowing a
relative control by women as individuals. The
accumulated professional experience regarding
improving skills and practices of teaching and learning
for non-work related outcomes, such as sensitivity,
resilience, and tolerance (Elliott et al., 2013), were also
significant to the professional development of women
leaders (O’Meara et al., 2018; Veilleux et al., 2021).

Individual strategies appear as supports related to
the recognition of the implications of being a woman,
contributing to their critical understanding of gendered
socialization and norms so they can act against them
(Martínez-Galaz et al., 2022; Pinochet & Valdovinos,
2021). In this review, evidence was found that the
knowledge of gender role expectations could affect
women’s careers, boosting the ability to overcome
barriers and minimize working risks (Pinochet &
Valdovinos, 2021). Besides recognizing and
comprehending these factors as a critical step in
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reducing internal barriers, it is necessary to intervene
in structures and contexts excluding women. Hence,
changes are more efficient and lasting.

The reviewed studies did not analyze appropriately
the barriers and supports considering social markers
such as race, social class, sexual orientation, and
gender identity. The studies that made it were
restricted to the description of the life experience of
that category, resulting in a superficial analysis of
inequalities (Carvalho, 2020). This is alarming, as such
barriers and supports can present other nuances
depending on the intersectionalities. Therefore, we
address the need for articulation and deepening social
structures and power relations.

The barriers indicated by the revised studies
contemplate not only individual or micro-level variables
but also the role of society and the workplace. These
macro and meso levels concern social interactions and
institutional contexts and stress the need for structural
changes. The lack of institutional support, gender
exclusion practices, and the conflicts between work and
family require actions of meso and macro levels mainly
in order to cease the reproduction of gender
differences in varied aspects of life in society. This is
urgent, considering that socialization processes that
perpetrate norms of gender differentiation remain,
adding to the racist practices that create uneven
performance requirements and reinforce discriminatory
working conditions.

One critical aspect that requires change is the
focus on barriers rather than on supports that could
foster public policies and interventions to promote
women’s careers. Knowledge of barriers and
supports is essential, as the evidence shows that
institutional support, the presence of female models,
and individual aspects are critical to women’s career
progress. The positive side is that such supports
potentialize women’s competence in confronting the
barriers, finding alternatives to their professional
ascension, and managing their mental health.

Final Considerations and Limitations
 This review aimed to map the empirical evidence

on barriers and supports women’s career development.
The results pointed out more barriers than supports.  We
identified four types of support and six types of career
barriers. In sum, the support and their impacts are
generally not explored. It discloses the necessity to invest
in studies to open an avenue to explore new possibilities
to reduce barriers and offer more support to women.
Society, particularly work organizations, should be
committed to repairing the social injustice women across
the infinite decades have been subjected to.

As a limitation, despite the efforts, due to the wide
range of articles that resulted from the initial research
and the methodological decisions made, some studies
that would be relevant to this review may still need
to be addressed. The limitations of this review also
include studies that discussed career supports and
barriers of both genders and did not distinguish them
quantitatively in the description of the sample. Despite
this, it was decided to include them in the review to
widely detect them in the female career, inferring that
a considerable percentage of people of the gender
of interest in these samples was included.

While the majority of the reviewed studies originate
from the Global North, it is essential to recognize
that the experiences of women in other regions, such
as Latin America, may differ significantly. This
underscores the urgent need for future studies to
expand on data from countries outside this geopolitical
axis, ensuring a more comprehensive understanding of
women’s career development globally.

Organizations play a pivotal role in promoting gender
equality. They need to critically review their supporting
policies for women’s career development, as these
policies can inadvertently impose barriers rather than
offer opportunities for women to demonstrate their full
potential. By structuring practices that recognize
women’s importance and merit, organizations can
change gender-discriminatory ideas about working
performance.



13

Understanding Supports and Barriers in Women’s Careers: A Literature Review

ISSN (Digital): 2223-7666Liberabit, 2024, 30(2), e886 (julio - diciembre)

Finally, we also expect that people management
sectors invest more in gender bias awareness and
mitigation of micro-aggressions, harassment, and
sexism in the workplace. Although individual targeted
solutions can be important resources to help women
face adversities in their career path, proposing
interventions focused on self-concept, self-efficacy,
motherhood, relocation, and strengthening women’s
networks is just one step in the process. Broader
social changes are needed to hinder gender
socialization processes that perpetuate gender
inequality and injustice. The dissemination of
knowledge about gender disparities through
workshops, photo exhibitions and daily news on social
networks are configured as an alternative to increase
social awareness about the impact of this issue on
careers. Government initiatives are also essential to
ensure rights, access to opportunities, evaluation and
improvement of existing public policies and
implementation of new ones so that it is possible to
approach gender equity more closely.
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