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ABSTRACT

In today’s dynamic organizations, as women climb up the corporate ladder, they don’t seem to sustain 
and even might become extinct on the way upwards. In developing countries, especially in the Arab world, 
females have been regarded as the inferior of the species in a strictly male-dominated culture where they 
have been denied access to roles and positions open only to men, as male supremacy is the norm. This 
is a descriptive study based on mixed methods aiming to understand the role of women in the banking 
sector in the Kingdom of Bahrain. In-depth interviews were conducted with 5 female decision makers 
in the Bahraini banking sector to take their perspective on the topic with a total of 450 online question-
naires that were distributed to 26 banking institutions representing both conventional and Islamic retail 
banks with a response rate of 200 respondents with a valid response of 147 representing 33% response 
rate. Data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential analyses; techniques such as tabulation, 
percentages, and charts have been employed.
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INTRODUCTION

In an ideal world, there should be a balance in the gender availability on top management positions as 
the world is moving its efforts towards the anti-discrimination practices. Sidani (2016) stated that there 
is an ample of challenges facing working women in the Arab world; represented by gender discrimina-
tion, lack of line experience, inadequacy of career opportunities, gender differences in linguistic styles 
and socialization, gender-based stereotypes, gender inequalities lower levels of participation and pay 
especially in the upper echelon. Although Arab women have come a long way over the past few decades; 
it is still argued that working women face these challenges in the Arab world more evidently than their 
counterparts in other parts of the world. Hence, this gives room to investigate the various barriers that 
may hinder a woman from reaching top management positions and boardroom, along with its potential 
effect on the economic growth.

Increasing representation of females in top management of firms can be seen as increasing diversity 
in the management which can bring individuals of different characteristics and skills leading to improve 
the decision making process within firms adding different perspective and value. However, there is also 
an argument that this could lead to increased conflict and differences of opinion leading to delayed and/
or comprised (not optimal) decisions being taken.

Different studies addressed women leadership and its potential implication on the organizational 
performance consequently leading to the economic growth. Results reveal there is a positive relationship 
between women representation on top management and boardroom, and organizational performance, 
where the performance was measured by different researchers using different variables concluding that 
companies with women representation on top management enjoyed more innovative ideas, higher gross 
value added/turnover, profit on ordinary operations, net income, Return on Assets (ROA) and stock prices 
than their peers that did not have women on top layer positions (Smith, et al. 2006).

Dezsö et al. (2012) stated that female representation in top management may have important im-
plications for a firm’s competitiveness; in contrast organizations with no women representation on top 
management are missing out the opportunity of enhancing their performance and participating more 
positively to the economic growth. Hence, this adds to the research significance and the knowledge gap 
with regard to the topic under study.

Oakley (2000) and Auster (1993) referred to the glass ceiling as being very visible to those whose 
careers have been affected by it. In all parts of the world, female senior executives, and especially female 
Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) are extremely rare in large corporations.

Many theories were proposed to identify the reasoning behind holding women back from advancing 
to higher managerial positions. One of which is the “double-bind theory” which states that many leaders 
claim that women lack the strength needed to pursue work properly and are too sensitive to handle is-
sues and problems, while –on the other hand- when a female leader was recognized to enjoy the needed 
capabilities, her femininity will get hurt. Moreover according to Ibarra et.al (2013) “On subjecting 
women to double binds and double standards, high-potential women who are evaluated as competent 
managers often fail the likability test, whereas competence and likability tend to go hand in hand for 
similarly accomplished men.”

On the other hand the role congruity theory of prejudice toward female leaders proposes that per-
ceived incongruity between the female gender role and leadership roles leads to perceiving women less 
favorably in potential occupations and evaluating a female behavior less favorably than it is enacted by 
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