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ABSTRACT
The glass ceiling still exists in the workplace, where women face barriers to achieving 
a higher career path. One of the obstacles comes from the organizational environment 
in the form of gender stereotypes, which make it increasingly difficult for women to 
occupy managerial positions. In this case, leaders play an important role in building 
relationships with subordinates to overcome the glass ceiling issue. Not many studies 
analyze gender discrimination in the workplace from the perspective of social exchange 
between leaders and subordinates. This study aimed to analyze the effect of 
leader-member exchange on career satisfaction and work engagement through the 
glass ceiling. Data were collected from 469 female employees working in various 
companies in Indonesia. Convergent and discriminant validity were conducted to 
validate the measurement of variables, and the partial least squares were used to test 
the hypotheses. Leader-member exchange has been shown to have a negative effect 
on the glass ceiling. Similarly, the glass ceiling has a negative effect on career satisfaction 
and work engagement. In addition, the glass ceiling mediates the effect of 
leader-member exchange on career satisfaction and work engagement. Given these 
results, leaders need to build high quality relationships with employees to prevent a 
glass ceiling in the workplace.

IMPACT STATEMENT
Discrimination against women continues to be an important issue in the workplace, 
with women facing barriers to leadership positions. Glass ceilings at work are often 
elusive. In this case, the leader’s role becomes crucial. Leaders are responsible for 
building quality relationship with subordinates, and the quality of the relationship can 
determine career success, including overcoming career barriers for women. If women 
feel inhibited from reaching managerial positions, this will affect their career satisfaction 
and work engagement. This research provides an understanding of how the quality of 
the leader-subordinate relationship may impact the glass ceiling experienced by women 
and how it affects career satisfaction and work engagement. Therefore, it is necessary 
to maintain high quality relationships between leaders and subordinates in the 
workplace, as this can protect women from various forms of discrimination.

Introduction

Women are still struggling to attain high-level managerial positions in the workplace, which is a universal 
phenomenon considering the obstacles they often encounter (Sharma & Kaur, 2019). According to social 
role theory (Eagly, 1987), sometimes women might be questioned about their capacity for leadership 
roles or when they try to thrive professionally as a result of being given feminine attributes (communal 
or expressive) rather than masculine attributes (independent, assertive, or competent). Compared to 
men, women generally occupy lower levels of leadership roles (Mohammadkhani & Gholamzadeh, 2016). 
Males outnumber females, specifically in holding middle to senior management positions (Dezsö & Ross, 
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2019; Ng & Sears, 2017). This phenomenon refers to the glass ceiling, which is a metaphor used by 
females to describe obstacles along their career paths. Females can perceive the glass ceiling, but iden-
tifying the phenomenon can often be difficult (Blessie & Supriya, 2018). The glass ceiling metaphor is 
used to refer to discrimination that hinders career promotions for women in organizations (Bendl & 
Schmidt, 2010). Kiaye and Singh (2013) define the glass ceiling as an invisible barrier, an impassable 
obstacle that prevents females from reaching senior management positions. Until the present time, the 
glass ceiling remains a problem that is encountered by organizations in both developed and developing 
countries (Khalid & Sekiguchi, 2019).

A number of studies have explained the phenomenon of the glass ceiling in the workplace, such as 
discrimination, bias, and the insufficiency of mentoring and networking (Cook & Glass, 2014). Jain and 
Mukherji (2010) also add psychological factors as impediments that prevent many females from gaining 
high-level leadership roles. Sex categorization and gender stereotypes lead decision-makers to view 
females as less capable and less competent, while in-group favoritism causes males to select other males 
for appointments and promotions to higher positions (Glass & Cook, 2016). Powell and Butterfield (2003) 
further suggest that the glass ceiling includes a range of impediments, such as personal impediments, 
organizational impediments, and social impediments, which are encased by culture and society. In many 
communities, there is a common belief that women should be at home and they do not need to have 
jobs and develop their careers. If females do not adhere to such beliefs, they will not receive acceptance 
and be valued. That condition hinders women in their effort to progress in their careers by creating 
beliefs about the glass ceiling (Blessie & Supriya, 2018). These beliefs can impede employees’ overall 
performance and organizational success. Therefore, understanding beliefs about the glass ceiling within 
organizational contexts is still encouraged (Sarika, 2015).

Research by Smith et  al. (2012) has proven that beliefs about the glass ceiling significantly affect 
career success among females. According to Srivastava et  al. (2020), while females’ participation in the 
workforce has been on the increase and they demonstrate experience and readiness for taking manage-
rial roles, their career paths do not allow them opportunities for holding managerial positions. This phe-
nomenon indicates that females still have to struggle in their careers to attain higher positions, resulting 
in the belief that a glass ceiling is present in the workplace and affects career satisfaction among females. 
Further, a study by Balasubramanian and Lathabhavan (2017) has demonstrated that beliefs about a 
glass ceiling are an important determining factor for work engagement. Thus, the extent to which 
females perceive the glass ceiling will affect the work engagement observed within an organization. 
Previous studies have also explained the relationship between the glass ceiling and work engagement 
and the impact of the glass ceiling on work engagement, which suggests unfair treatment received by 
females in the workplace and females’ perceptions of discrimination, which negatively affect their work 
engagement (Kim, 2015; Sia et  al., 2015).

In addition to the impact of the glass ceiling on various work-related outcomes, beliefs about the 
glass ceiling can be induced by the quality of leader-member exchange (LMX) within the relationship 
between supervisors and employees. It is a fundamental principle in LMX that supervisors can develop 
varied degrees of quality in their relationship with employees, which results in differing formal and infor-
mal appraisals among employees (Jung & Takeuchi, 2016). Other studies have also pointed out the rela-
tionship between employers’ support and individual career success, and LMX quality is a crucial 
determining factor for subjective individual success among employees (Byrne et  al., 2008; Harris et  al., 
2009). However, there remain studies that focus on the differences between men and women in perceiv-
ing career success in terms of the social exchange between leaders and employees (Jung & Takeuchi, 
2016). Thus, this research aims to analyze the impact of LMX on the perceived glass ceiling and the 
impact this has on career satisfaction and work engagement.

In Indonesia, the glass ceiling has been continuously perceived by females at work. The Indonesian 
National Workforce Survey (BPS-Statistics Indonesia, 2018) indicates 51.88% of female participation in the 
workforce, which is lower than male participation in the workforce at 82.69%. The level of participation 
in the workforce reflects the proportion of the workforce population compared to the working-age pop-
ulation. The higher level of participation in the workforce for males compared to females in Indonesia is 
due to the predominance of males as breadwinners. Besides, the other contributing factor to the com-
paratively smaller female workforce population is the belief that females should be fully responsible for 
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managing households and gender discrimination, as indicated by the Indonesian Ministry of Women 
Empowerment and Child Protection (Kementerian Pemberdayaan Perempuan dan Perlindungan Anak, 
2019). Data from BPS-Statistics Indonesia (2018) also point out that generally, the average salary of 
female employees is lower than that of their male colleagues, both in urban and rural areas.

A survey by the McKinsey Global Institute (McKinsey, 2018) further indicates that in Indonesia, gender 
inequality in the workplace is identified as high, as shown by a score of 0.52. This result reflects the 
unfair treatment of women in securing employment and receiving proper wages, skills, and opportunities 
to demonstrate work productivity and attain managerial positions. In terms of managerial positions, this 
survey by the McKinsey Global Institute (2018) has placed Indonesia as a country with a high level of 
gender inequality, with a score of 0.30. This phenomenon suggests that Indonesian women are still con-
fronted with a glass ceiling in the workplace. In fact, this phenomenon is also experienced by the mil-
lennial generation in Indonesia. Based on the data from Kementrian Pemberdayaan Perempuan dan 
Perlindungan Anak  (Indonesian Ministry of Women Empowerment and Child Protection, 2019), the 
female millennial generation’s participation in the workforce is only around 50% compared to the male 
millennial generation, which reaches more than 80%. Thus, the present research aims to examine the 
perceived glass ceiling among Indonesian female employees who work in various industries and the 
impact of the perceived glass ceiling on work-related outcomes.

Literature review and hypothesis development

Social role theory and role congruity theory

The social role theory proposed by Eagly, (1987) posits that prevalent gender stereotypes stem from the 
gender division of labor within society, in which women are often assumed to be at home, whereas men 
are often assumed to be outside of domestic responsibilities. This assumption emerges from stereotypes 
associating agency with men and communion with women. The agency associated with men pertains to 
characteristics like independence, assertiveness, and competence. Women develop characteristics that 
display communal or expressive behavior involving being nice, unselfish, and expressive, suppressing 
their aggression, and are often labeled as lacking the capacity to succeed as leaders (Isaac et  al., 2012). 
When gender stereotypes are prominent in a group due to mixed-sex membership or a task or situation 
that is culturally linked with one gender, stereotypes impact behaviou directly through members’ expec-
tations of one another’s behaviour.

Social role theory suggests that gender stereotypes arise because men and women act according to 
social roles, often separated by gender (Eagly, 1987). Within an organizational context, social role theory 
explains how managers expect individuals to behave and act according to their social role (Skelly & 
Johnson, 2011). Consequently, some managers may not promote women to managerial positions in their 
organizations because they believe women lack masculine characteristics (Baker, 2014). Based on this 
theory and stereotypical roles, job roles become more differentiated, although it is unlikely that groups 
will be equally represented in job roles (Kiser, 2015; Koenig & Eagly, 2014).

In the workplace, stereotypes can be very detrimental to career advancement, perceptions of leaders, 
and perceived qualities of each gender (Kiser, 2015). According to Nadler and Stockdale (2012), barriers 
such as gender stereotyping and gender role perceptions continue to hinder women seeking leadership 
positions. A study by Schnarr (2012) has shown that although women can reach middle management, 
they remain at this level, where men significantly outperform them when it comes to advancement. It 
shows that when organizations fail to promote gender diversity, women can be left behind and are not 
given the same opportunities to advance as men.

The social role theory is expanded by Eagly and Karau (2002) through the development of the role 
congruity theory. These two theories were utilized in tandem because they both delve into societal 
gender stereotypes and how they influence expectations for roles, such as leader and carer (social role 
theory) and how individuals are evaluated in relation to these expectations (role congruity theory). 
According to the role congruity theory, women will receive favorable evaluations when their traits 
match cultural expectations of their gender role but will face criticism when their features deviate 
from these expectations. Prejudice towards women leaders arises from inconsistencies between gender 
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stereotypes and typical leadership. The role congruity theory suggests this leads to perceptions of 
women less favorably as potential leaders and less favorably evaluated behavior. This results in less 
positive attitudes and increased challenges for women in leadership roles. Based on social role theory 
and role congruity theory, when group members perform social roles that are more closely related to 
gender than context, women often experience difficulties in their career journeys, known as the glass 
ceiling.

Social exchange theory
The Social Exchange Theory (SET) developed by Blau (1964) suggests that behavior results from individu-
als conducting cost-benefit analysis while engaging with society and the environment. All social life is 
an exchange of tangible and intangible rewards and resources among actors (Emerson, 1976). This the-
ory posits that the quality of social relationships depends on a rational assessment of the costs and 
benefits of continued involvement, and that relationships built on reciprocity can promote positive out-
comes such as successful performance (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). If an individual perceives that the 
benefits gained from a certain behavior outweigh its costs, they will engage in that behavior. If the 
individual perceives that the drawbacks will surpass the advantages, they will refrain from engaging in 
the behavior.

SET postulates that when one person does something for another, the recipient is obligated to return 
the favor, although the details of when and how are not specified (Blau, 1964). In addition, this theory 
suggests that trusting relationships are developed through social exchanges that are mutually beneficial 
to both parties (Flynn, 2005). SET establishes that resources are exchanged through a process of reciproc-
ity, in which one party tends to reciprocate the good (or sometimes bad) deeds of the other, and the 
quality of the exchange is influenced by the relationship between the two parties. In the organizational 
context, this theory highlights the significance of balancing employees’ efforts with the rewards they 
obtain in return. When this equilibrium is maintained, employees feel more satisfied with their jobs, 
resulting in increased levels of engagement and commitment to their work.

The glass ceiling is a form of gender bias, where gender bias against women refers to how men and 
women are treated differently in the workplace. When individuals identify gender biases at work, they 
believe that members of their gender are systematically disadvantaged compared to the other gender 
(Ngo et  al., 2014). Based on SET, the unfair treatment of employees by organizations due to sexist poli-
cies and practices leads to various negative reactions (Ensher et  al., 2001). On the other hand, when an 
organization implements effective diversity management policies to create safe, fair, and inclusive work-
places, employees are more likely to contribute to the organization.

Leader-member exchange (LMX)
The LMX theory developed from the Average Leadership Style (ALS), which is a theory focusing on similar 
leadership behavior towards all employees within the same department, which later develops into dyadic 
vertical relationships to understand the relationship between supervisors and subordinates (Park et  al., 
2016). The LMX theory proposes that leaders will establish special relationships with a small group of 
subordinates (Robbins & Judge, 2015). This theory explains that leaders may develop unique social 
exchanges with their subordinates, and the quality of those relationships differs among subordinates 
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). The lower quality LMX is based on economic transactions, which means the 
exchanges are based on the formal contract of employment, while the high-quality LMX extends beyond 
the formal contract of employment, is based on trust and mutual obligation, and results in an affective 
attachment (Breevaart et  al., 2015). According to Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), high-quality LMX indicates 
that employers who build better relationships with their employees are positively correlated with 
employee behavior.

Several studies have demonstrated the significant impact of LMX on work-related outcomes. A 
meta-analysis by Mazur (2012) suggests that LMX positively correlates with individual work performance 
and group performance (Le Blanc & González-Romá, 2012). Employees who display high-quality LMX 
perform well at work (Dulebohn et  al., 2012). Those findings indicate that higher LMX quality leads to 
more positive responses from employees.
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Glass ceiling
The glass ceiling reflects the career barriers that prevent women from reaching higher positions in the 
hierarchical structure of the organization (Powell & Butterfield, 2015). The term glass ceiling refers to the 
invisible barrier that hinders women from holding senior-level positions in the workplace (Srivastava 
et  al., 2020). In line with the aforementioned definitions, Kiaye and Singh (2013) also explain the glass 
ceiling as an obstacle that is invisible, which is a metaphor for describing the impediments faced by 
women in progressing into senior management positions.

The concept of the glass ceiling developed in the 1980s due to the caste system and race and gender 
inequalities (Srivastava et  al., 2020). The term ‘glass ceiling’ was first proposed by Carol Hymowitz and 
Timothy Schelhardt in the Wall Street Journal in 1986 (Eagly & Carli, 2007), which explains that females 
who attempt to reach executive positions are confronted with an invisible barrier, the impenetrable glass 
ceiling. The metaphor, as exemplified by an article written by Hymowitz and Schelhardt from the same 
year, reveals frustration when goals are envisioned but unattainable (Eagly & Carli, 2007).

Various studies on the glass ceiling have provided evidence of obstacles faced by women in achieving 
better career prospects, including family duties (Bombuwela et  al., 2013), their role as mothers (Kargwell, 
2008), and gaps between educational qualifications and experience (Kiaye & Singh, 2013). Kiaye and 
Singh (2013) further argue that the perceived glass ceiling intensifies as males display disrespect and 
apathy towards the double roles of women. Due to male dominance, males tend to feel more capable 
than women; thus, gender discrimination contributes to the glass ceiling, and males seem to be unable 
to carry out orders set by females, which would lead to a clash with their male ego (Srivastava et al., 2020).

Career satisfaction
Career satisfaction reflects a subjective measure for career success, which refers to positive work-related 
outcomes and psychological outcomes achieved by individuals as a result of being in employment 
(Judge et  al., 1995). Career satisfaction is an indicator of employees’ happiness about their way of man-
aging their own careers, and this strongly determines whether employees want to remain employed in 
the organization (Dubbelt et  al., 2019). Career satisfaction also indicates the extent to which individuals 
are satisfied with their career experience and reflects their unique and important personal well-being 
construct (Klusmann et  al., 2008; Mauno et  al., 2014).

Career satisfaction is derived from individuals’ assessments of their career development and success 
while fulfilling their duties (Seibert & Kraimer, 2001). Career satisfaction has become a subjective dimen-
sion based on employees’ points of view, and covers salary, career paths, and training (Greenhaus et  al., 
1990). As suggested by Al-Ghazali and Sohail (2021), career satisfaction covers individuals’ perceptions of 
the accumulative effect of experience from a range of jobs and progress attained in a certain period of 
time. Thus, career satisfaction is a crucial indicator of subjective career success and significantly relates 
to the job (Orser & Leck, 2010).

Work engagement
Work engagement is a positive state of mind related to work that is characterized by enthusiasm, dedi-
cation, and absorption (Schaufeli et  al., 2006). Employees with high engagement show higher enthusiasm 
and energy, feel proud and inspired by their work, and feel that time passes very quickly when they do 
their work (Breevaart et  al., 2015). Engaged employees are also passionate about their jobs and perceive 
a deep relationship with the company (Robbins & Judge, 2015). Kahn (2010) defines employee work 
engagement as a job and comprehensive (physical, cognitive, and emotional) self-expressions in their 
roles at work. Work engagement of employees encompasses their relationships with professional roles or 
their duties and also their organizations (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2011). Work engagement is also perceived 
as a deliberate and considerate pursuit of work (that is, dedication and cognitive engagement) as a kind 
of absorption and interest, as well as inspiration and energy available to be passionate about their work 
(Joo & Lee, 2017).

Research on work engagement has also examined work engagement as a phenomenon that resem-
bles the flow of water with dimensions of energy, dedication, and absorption style while performing at 
work (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2015). Previous studies have demonstrated that work engagement is 
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correlated with work-related outcomes, as indicated by high performance in the workplace (Alfes et  al., 
2013; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), organizational commitment (Hakanen et  al., 2006), and organizational 
citizenship behaviors (Babcock-Roberson & Strickland, 2010). Engaged employees are also proven to dis-
play positive organizational outcomes, such as higher profits and productivity, a lower turnover rate 
(Harter et  al., 2002), a higher level of organizational commitment (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), and 
work-family satisfaction (Bakker et  al., 2014).

Hypotheses development
Employees who build high-quality LMX with their leader tend to gain more support and also indicate a 
stronger emotional bond with their work, compared to employees with low-quality LMX (Park et  al., 
2016). Goldman (2001) found that leaders’ support affects the discrimination perceived by employees in 
the workplace. Schaffer and Riordan (2013) argue that perceptions of unequal treatment indicate discrim-
ination in the workplace. When individuals observe treatment discrimination and gender stereotypes 
within their organizations, this indicates that a glass ceiling exists. Other studies have also revealed that 
stress induced by employers can decrease when employers and employees maintain positive interper-
sonal relationships. Referring to Rosen et  al. (2011), employees with high-quality LMX tend to perceive 
that their employers will be able to protect them when the employees are in working environments that 
put them in a disadvantaged position.

H1: LMX has a negative effect on the glass ceiling.

In the gender role congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), the compatibility of genders and other 
roles, specifically leadership roles and the role to determine processes and primary factors that affect the 
compatibility of perceptions and the consequences of the arising prejudice and detrimental behavior are 
explained. The glass ceiling indicates that gender role congruity theory applies in the workplace. 
Consequently, the glass ceiling impacts work-related outcomes, such as work engagement and career 
satisfaction. From a social exchange theory perspective, the perception of the glass ceiling is seen by 
female employees as an imbalance between their efforts and the rewards they gain in return since gen-
der discrimination at the workplace will prevent them from reaching high-level positions even though 
they expend full effort in their jobs, hence potentially lowering their satisfaction and engagement at 
work. Various studies have found the impacts of the perceived glass ceiling on work engagement and 
demonstrated that female employees perceived work differentiation, and gender discrimination nega-
tively affected work engagement (Kim, 2015; Messarra, 2014; Sia et  al., 2015). Meanwhile, not many of 
the studies on work engagement are from the perspective of gender, since most of them were explored 
in the contexts of Western societies (Banihani & Syed, 2016).

H2: The glass ceiling negatively affects work engagement

The perceived glass ceiling also relates to career satisfaction. Female career progression is often halted 
at certain levels, and it is increasingly difficult to hold positions at higher levels. Females in top-level 
management positions encounter more obstacles compared to their male and junior female colleagues 
(Srivastava et  al., 2020). Despite their hard work and doing the exact same jobs as men, females have to 
deal with accepting salary reductions, having less authority, and receiving fewer international mobility 
opportunities (Lyness & Thompson, 1997). The glass ceiling makes female employees lose opportunities 
to apply for positions with particular profiles, compromise with compensation, and endure the pressure 
of fulfilling family duties, which renders them less progressive in their careers than their male coworkers. 
Inequality in the workplace would eventually create a glass ceiling and victimization, which have a neg-
ative impact on female career satisfaction (Srivastava et  al., 2020).

H3: The glass ceiling negatively affects career satisfaction

The impact of the glass ceiling on various work-related outcomes cannot be separated from the quality 
of the relationship between leaders and employees. According to Goldman (2001), the quality of leader 
support affects employees’ perceptions of discrimination in the workplace. Unfair treatment indicates a vital 
factor of discrimination in the workplace (Schaffer & Riordan, 2013). Park et  al. (2016) found that workplace 
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discrimination in employee selection, evaluation, promotion, and reward processes has a negative impact 
not only on organizational effectiveness and performance, but also on career success. Furthermore, Park 
et  al. (2016) suggest that employees who experience gender discrimination against their own gender not 
only feel that the organization supports the other gender in terms of recruitment and promotion but also 
feel that they have less power in their work, so they experience decreased self-efficacy and develop nega-
tive work attitudes. In other words, the perception of differential treatment by leaders is determined by the 
quality of the relationship they build with employees. In this case, the influence mechanism of LMX quality 
on the glass ceiling can reduce employee attitudes and behaviors in the workplace. This is in line with the 
main focus of LMX theory to establish unique reciprocity or mature relationships, such as partnerships 
between leaders and employees, as an effective leadership process that will ultimately increase the chances 
of desired organizational outcomes (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

H4: Glass ceiling mediates the effect of LMX on work engagement and career satisfaction

Methodology

Data collection

The data were collected from female employees working as permanent employees in companies of var-
ious sectors at the time when the online survey was conducted. In this online survey, the researchers 
used snowball sampling (i.e. a smaller sample size was used to invite other participants through the 
social networks of the initial respondents). Snowball sampling allows data collection from a population 
in which a standard sampling approach is impossible or very expensive, for the purpose of studying the 
characteristics of individuals in the population (Handcock & Gile, 2011). This research involved female 
respondents from various types of companies spread across various regions of Indonesia, thus, snowball 
sampling through an online survey was the most feasible technique. Using a cross-sectional study design, 
the researchers recruited several key persons as the initial sample to fill in the online questionnaire. 
These key individuals were then asked to forward the online questionnaire to their female coworkers so 
that the sample size grew. From 469 responses, there were 291 responses that were promptly available 
to be analyzed, after discarding unsuccessful questionnaire responses that had irrelevant answers, 
repeated answers, and excessive missing data. The response rate is 62.05%.

The final sample consisted of female employees, which represented 8 age groups, namely under 
20 years old (2%), 21–25 years old (44%), 26–30 years old (29%), 31–35 years old (11%), 36–40 years old 
(7%), 41–45 years old (2%), 46–50 years old (3%) and over 50 years old (2%). Based on marital status at 
the time of the survey, 62% of the respondents were unmarried, 37% of the respondents were married, 
and 1% of the respondents were divorced. Concerning child dependents, 70% of the respondents were 
childless, 15% of them had 1 child dependent, 10% of the respondents had 2 children, 3% of these 
respondents had 3 child dependents, and the rest, at 1%, had 4 or more child dependents. In regards 
to educational qualifications, 12% of respondents were high school graduates, 16% held an associate 
degree, 64% held a bachelor degree, 7% held a master’s degree, and 1% held a doctoral degree. Also, 
based on the length of employment at the time the data were collected, 71% of respondents had been 
working for 1–5 years, 18% of them had 6–10 years of service, 7% had 11–15 years of service, and the 
rest, at 4%, had 15 or more years of service. These demographic characteristics indicate that most of the 
respondents are millennials, which are characterized by those born between 1980 and 1995, enjoying life 
by working and playing, and pursuing career advancement (Ng et  al., 2010). This is shown by the major-
ity of respondents who belonged to the age range of 20–40 years, were not married, did not have chil-
dren, and held a bachelor degree.

Measures

The questionnaire by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) was used to measure LMX, consisting of 6 question 
items. Respondents were asked to indicate their responses to 6 question items on a 5 point Likert 
scale, which ranged from 1, which indicated ‘Strongly Disagree’, to 5 which indicated ‘Strongly Agree’. 
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The glass ceiling was measured using a questionnaire adapted from Foley et  al. (2005), and the ques-
tionnaire consisted of 4 question items. Respondents were asked to respond to questions about their 
perceptions of unfair treatment because of gender. All items of questions were measured using a 5 
point Likert scale from 1 (‘Strongly Disagree’) to 5 (‘Strongly Agree’). Nine question items from Balducci 
et al. (2010) were used to measure work engagement on a 5 point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Strongly 
Disagree’) to 5 (‘Strongly Agree’). Career satisfaction was measured using a scale designed by Greenhaus 
et  al. (1990) and 5 question items on the Likert scale were given to the respondents. The Likert scale 
was used to measure the level of satisfaction felt by respondents, from 1 (‘Very Dissatisfied’) to 5 (‘Very 
Satisfied’).

Data analysis

The partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was used to test the hypotheses that 
were developed in this research. This technique has the advantage of evaluating relationships among a 
number of variables simultaneously (Zhang & Bartol, 2010). Compared to covariance-based SEM (CB-SEM), 
PLS-SEM is more appropriate to apply when the purpose of the research focuses on predictions and 
explanations of constructs, smaller sample sizes, and data with an abnormal distribution (Hair et  al., 
2017). Thus, the proposed model of PLS-SEM was suitable for testing the hypotheses. There are two steps 
in PLS-SEM analysis: measurement model evaluation and structural model evaluation. In this study, the 
quality of the measurement model was assessed based on internal consistency for reliability and validity 
(convergent validity and discriminant validity). According to Hair et  al. (2017), a construct would be 
deemed to fulfill requirements for internal consistency reliability if the value of composite reliability is 
greater than 0.70. A construct fulfills the requirements of convergent validity if the value of the indica-
tor’s outer loading is greater than 0.70 or the value of the average variance extracted (AVE) is above 0.50. 
For assessing the discriminant validity, the authors used the Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) with a 0.90 
threshold (Hair et  al., 2017). This means that the requirement of discriminant validity is satisfied if the 
result from an assessment using HTMT has a critical value that is less than 0.90.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Table 1 shows the minimums, maximums, means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations among 
variables. The results of the analysis provided evidence for the formulated hypotheses. Leader-member 
exchange had a negative and significant correlation with the glass ceiling (r= −0.34, p < 0.01). Leader-member 
exchange was also positively and significantly correlated to career satisfaction (r = 0.36, p < 0.01), and work 
engagement (r = 0.37, p < 0.01). Meanwhile, the perceived glass ceiling also had a negative, significant cor-
relation with career satisfaction (r= −0.23, p < 0.01), and work engagement (r= −0.34, p < 0.01). Lastly, career 
satisfaction was positively and negatively correlated with work engagement (r = 0.42, p < 0.01).

Measurement model evaluation

According to Table 2, the value of composite reliability for each construct was above 0.7. This indicates 
that all constructs satisfied requirements for internal consistency reliability. In the same table, the loading 
value of each of the indicators was greater than 0.7 after eliminating several items that had loading 

Table 1.  Minimums, maximums, means, standard deviations (SD) and inter-correlations of variables.
Variable Minimum Maximum Mean Std. deviation LMX GC CS

Leader-member 
exchange (LMX)

2.00 5.00 3.77 0.55

Glass ceiling (GC) 1.00 4.00 1.86 0.69 −0.34*
Career satisfaction (CS) 1.00 5.00 3.63 0.68 0.36* −0.23*
Work engagement (WE) 2.00 5.00 4.06 0.53 0.37* −0.34* 0.42*
*Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).
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values that were less than 0.7. The AVE value for each construct was also above 0.5. Thus, all constructs 
have fulfilled the requirements for convergent validity.

In Table 3, the HTMT value for each construct was less than 0.90. This suggests that all constructs 
satisfied the requirement for discriminant validity. Thus, the results of the analysis shown in Tables 2 and 
3 provided evidence that all constructs satisfied the requirements for validity and reliability for the next 
testing phase.

Structural model evaluation

In the evaluation of the structural model, the hypotheses were tested by using a bootstrapping process 
with a resample of 1,000 (Hair et  al., 2017). Figure 1 and Table 4 display the results of the structural 
model evaluation (Figure 2):

Hypothesis 1 predicts that LMX negatively affects the perceived glass ceiling. In direct testing, the 
result of the structural model analysis (Table 4) showed that LMX had a negative, significant effect on 
the perceived glass ceiling (ß= −0.349, p-value <0.01). Therefore, H1 is supported. The result of the anal-
ysis also suggests that the perceived glass ceiling negatively and significantly affected work engagement 
(ß= −0.347, p-value <0.01) and career satisfaction (ß= −0.242, p-value <0.01). Therefore, H2 and H3 are 
supported.

The results of the indirect testing show that the perceived glass ceiling mediated the effect of LMX 
on career satisfaction (ß = 0.084, p-value <0.01) and work engagement (ß = 0.121, p-value <0.01). Since the 
results of the testing suggest that LMX directly affects career satisfaction and work engagement, the 
perceived glass ceiling fully mediates the effect of LMX on career satisfaction and work engagement. 
Therefore, H4 is supported.

Discussion and conclusion

Researchers as well as practitioners have since long argued that males and females perceive their career 
success differently in regards to social exchange between employees and employers. In fact, female 
employees are still confronted with a glass ceiling in the workplace that potentially impedes their career 
development. This study examines the effect of LMX on the glass ceiling, which leads to career 

Table 2. A ssessment result for the measurement model.
Construct Item Factor loading Composite reliability AVE

Leader member exchange (LMX) LM1 0.717 0.871 0.574
LM2 0.737
LM3 0.787
LM4 0.776
LM5 0.769

Glass ceiling (GC) GC1 0.852 0.916 0.733
GC2 0.885
GC3 0.863
GC4 0.823

Career satisfaction (CS) CS1 0.774 0.885 0.657
CS2 0.830
CS4 0.807
CS5 0.830

Work engagement (WE) WE1 0.839 0.897 0.687
WE2 0.869
WE3 0.842
WE7 0.761

Table 3.  Discriminant validity (HTMT0.90 criterion).
Constructs LMX GC CS

LMX
GC 0.405
CS 0.445 0.274
WE 0.453 0.392 0.505
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satisfaction and work engagement. The findings demonstrate that LMX negatively affects the glass ceil-
ing. This means that the higher quality of the relationship built by leaders with their employees, leads 
to decreasing levels of the perceived glass ceiling among female employees. The higher relationship 
quality indicates a higher quality of LMX, in which employees observe a strong relationship with and 
support from their employer in the workplace, including the notion that their employer would protect 
them from discrimination such as the glass ceiling. The findings in this study are in line with previous 
research by Goldman (2001), which has demonstrated the effect of employers’ support qualities on 
employees’ perceptions of discrimination in the workplace. These findings also reinforce those of Park 
et  al. (2016) that suggest LMX negatively affects employment and promotion discrimination.

Figure 1. T heoretical model.

Table 4. S ummary of results.
Path coefficients Standard deviation T statistics p values

Direct effect
Leader member exchange --> Glass 

ceiling
−0.349 0.052 6.668 0.000 H1 is supported

Glass ceiling --> Work engagement −0.347 0.056 6,195 0.000 H2 is supported
Glass ceiling --> Career satisfaction −0.242 0.062 3.893 0.000 H3 is supported
Indirect effect
Leader member exchange --> Glass 

ceiling --> Career satisfaction
0.084 0.029 2.914 0.004 H4 is supported

Leader member exchange --> Glass 
ceiling --> Work engagement

0.121 0.030 3.975 0.000

Figure 2. S tructural model.
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Furthermore, the findings of this study also provide evidence that the glass ceiling has a negative 
effect on career satisfaction and work engagement. When females encounter a glass ceiling in the work-
place, this situation would lower their career satisfaction and work engagement. Females who perceive 
a glass ceiling would believe that they are treated differently from their male colleagues because of their 
gender and not their ability and competence. The perceived glass ceiling would lead females to feel 
dissatisfied with their careers, and their work engagement would decrease. The findings in this study 
corroborate those of Smith et  al. (2012), which also suggest that females’ perceptions of a glass ceiling 
correlate with career success, satisfaction, and work engagement. Previous studies have also found the 
glass ceiling effect on work engagement, in which females receive unequal treatment in the workplace 
(Kim, 2015; Sia et  al., 2015). Messarra (2014) has also concluded that when females perceive unfairness 
in the workplace, their levels of commitment and engagement are negatively affected. In addition, this 
research also demonstrates that the glass ceiling mediates the effect of LMX on career satisfaction and 
work engagement. This suggests that high-quality LMX in the relationship between employers and 
employees reduces females’ perceptions of the glass ceiling, leading to increasing levels of career satis-
faction and work engagement. The present study clarifies how LMX becomes a panacea for the per-
ceived glass ceiling among female employees, which in turn increases their level of career satisfaction 
and work engagement. The high-quality relationship of female employees with their leaders reduces 
their perceptions of being discriminated against, which in turn promotes a higher level of career satis-
faction and work engagement.

Implications of the study

This study has documented how the mechanism of the relationship between LMX quality and the glass 
ceiling explains work engagement and career satisfaction. In particular, not many studies have examined 
the glass ceiling by considering the quality of LMX as the trigger. This study contributes theoretically by 
providing evidence of the relationship between LMX and the glass ceiling that affects work-related out-
comes. This study also proved social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) as demonstrated by LMX and social 
role theory (Eagly, 1987) as indicated by the glass ceiling, as well as how the combination of the two 
theories explains individual behavior in the workplace.

Organizational policies need to be designed in such a way as to prevent a glass ceiling in the work-
place, including through leaders who are able to manage the quality of relationships with employees. A 
good quality relationship with employees can be maintained, among others, by paying attention to the 
needs of employees, listening to their opinions, and most importantly protecting employees from all 
forms of discrimination in the workplace, including gender stereotypes. This will make employees feel 
comfortable, and female employees will also feel protected from the threat of gender discrimination, so 
that they will be able to increase career satisfaction and work engagement.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

This study has several limitations to be considered. First, this is a cross-sectional study, so caution is 
needed in concluding causality between variables. Therefore, further research is suggested to use a lon-
gitudinal design for a more precise conclusion about the relationship between variables. Second, all data 
were acquired through a self-report survey, which has implications for the potential for common method 
bias. However, variables in this study were measured using well known scales, which could control the 
potential error, thus reducing common method bias (Spector, 1987). Finally, this study was only con-
ducted on female employees in the private sector, which limits the generalizability of the results. Further 
research can be carried out in other sectors, such as government institutions, to add more contributions 
to the literature.
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