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ABSTRACT 

This narrative review examines the "democratic paradox" within the global women’s cooperative movement, 

where theoretically egalitarian organizations often replicate the "glass ceiling"—invisible structural and socio-

cultural barriers that restrict vertical mobility. Despite being grounded in principles of equity and open 

membership, cooperatives frequently mirror the patriarchal norms of their broader societies, leading to a 

persistent under-representation of women in senior management.  Applying role congruity theory and the "iron 

law of oligarchy," the review analyzes how the professionalization of cooperatives can lead to "institutional 

degeneration," where strategic decision-making becomes dominated by a male-centric managerial elite. Key 

systemic barriers identified include "time poverty" resulting from unequal domestic labour burdens, limited 

access to formal education, and a lack of land and financial asset ownership.  Cross-continental case studies 

highlight successful interventions: the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India demonstrates a 

bottom-up model for formalizing informal labour through a comprehensive support system; Ghana’s Kuapa 

Kokoo Farmers Union illustrates how "cascading training" and land rights advocacy increased female 

leadership to 40.7%; and Nicaraguan coffee cooperatives use "new masculinity" training to challenge 

entrenched gender biases. While mandatory government quotas in Europe facilitate descriptive representation, 

the review concludes that substantive empowerment requires a dual strategy: integrating care infrastructure 

and securing economic autonomy through asset ownership to prevent the re-emergence of invisible barriers. 

Keywords:  Women’s cooperatives, glass ceiling, democratic paradox, gendered governance, institutional 

degeneration 

INTRODUCTION 

The conceptualization of women’s empowerment within the modern socio-economic landscape necessitates a 

rigorous examination of the institutional frameworks that both facilitate and inhibit female agency.  Central to 

this discourse is the "glass ceiling", a metaphor that has, since its popularization in the mid-1980s, come to 

symbolize the invisible yet impenetrable barriers preventing qualified women from ascending to senior-level 

positions within organizational hierarchies.1 While originally applied to the corporate and academic sectors, 

the glass ceiling phenomenon manifests with unique complexity within the social and solidarity economy, 

specifically in cooperatives.3  These organizations, theoretically grounded in principles of equity, democracy, 

and open membership, are often viewed as the ultimate vehicles for empowerment.5 However, a pervasive 

"democratic paradox" exists: even within member-owned, democratically controlled enterprises, structural and 
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socio-cultural barriers frequently replicate the gendered stratification of the traditional market economy.7 To 

clarify this paradox, it is essential to distinguish between descriptive representation and substantive 

representation. Descriptive representation refers to women’s numerical presence within cooperative 

membership or leadership bodies, whereas substantive representation captures their actual capacity to shape 

strategic priorities, control resources, and influence decision-making outcomes. While cooperatives formally 

guarantee equality through the principle of “one member, one vote,” empirical evidence indicates that 

substantive power often resides outside these formal mechanisms. Informal discursive practices including 

agenda control, epistemic authority over “technical” knowledge, and gendered norms governing who is 

perceived as competent to speak, frequently bypass formal voting rules and reproduce male dominance even in 

numerically female-majority cooperatives. Such mechanisms of informal power, documented in cooperative 

and financial institutions, reveal how democratic procedures alone are insufficient to ensure meaningful gender 

equality in governance. 

The struggle for gender equality in the 21st century is increasingly defined by the challenge of transforming 

existing systems rather than merely expanding participation within them.1 As women comprise a growing 

share of the global workforce represented as 46.8% in the United States by 2021 the disparity in leadership 

remains stark, with women occupying only 6% of CEO positions and 24% of senior management roles 

globally.11  In cooperatives, while female membership is often high, leadership roles remain predominantly 

held by men, especially in economically successful and large-scale enterprises.7  This review provides an 

expert-level synthesis of the theoretical underpinnings of these barriers, presents cross-continental case studies 

of successful interventions, and evaluates the critical role of government policy in dismantling the invisible 

barriers that continue to define the female professional experience. 

This narrative review adopts a purposive, theory-driven case selection strategy to examine how the glass 

ceiling manifests and is challenged across divergent cooperative ecosystems. The selected case studies such as 

SEWA (Asia), Kuapa Kokoo (Africa), Nicaraguan coffee cooperatives (Latin America), and European social 

cooperatives were chosen based on four criteria: (i) organizational scale and longevity, ensuring institutional 

comparability; (ii) documented gender-focused interventions targeting leadership or governance; (iii) sectoral 

diversity, spanning informal labour, agriculture, and social services; and (iv) regional variation in state–

cooperative relations. Together, these cases do not represent “best practices” alone, but analytically contrast 

different pathways through which descriptive representation is translated or fails to translate into substantive 

leadership power, allowing for robust cross-contextual inference. 

Aims of The Paper 

This article narrative review aims to provide a comprehensive, multi-disciplinary analysis of the glass ceiling 

phenomenon within the global cooperative movement, specifically focusing on women’s cooperatives as sites 

of both empowerment and exclusion. It seeks to bridge the gap between the normative ideals of cooperative 

democracy and the empirical reality of gendered power hierarchies.3 Furthermore, the paper aims to synthesize 

contemporary theoretical frameworks such as role congruity theory, social dominance theory, and feminist 

institutionalism to explain why the "cooperative difference" has not yet fully insulated these organizations 

from the pervasive gender biases found in traditional corporate structures.9 By examining successful grassroots 

and state-led models across Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Europe, the review aims to identify the specific 

mechanisms that allow women to break through invisible barriers and the subsequent ripple effects these 

breakthroughs have on community development and household well-being.15 Finally, the analysis intends to 

offer a critical evaluation of the interaction between grassroots agency and legislative support, highlighting the 

necessity of integrated support systems for achieving a truly equitable and resilient cooperative future.18 

Problem Statements 

The central problem addressed in this review is the "cooperative glass ceiling," a phenomenon where the 

formal democratic structures of member-owned enterprises fail to prevent the emergence of informal, 

discursive power mechanisms that marginalize women in high-level decision-making.3 Despite the 

International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) values of equality and equity, empirical evidence indicates that 

cooperatives are not inherently inclusive; rather, they often mirror the patriarchal norms of the societies in 
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which they operate.3 This results in a persistent under-representation of women in senior management and 

board positions, particularly in male-dominated sectors like large-scale agriculture and finance.21 

A secondary, yet equally critical, problem is the "institutional degeneration" of cooperatives as they grow and 

professionalize. The "iron law of oligarchy" suggests that as cooperatives expand, power tends to concentrate 

in the hands of a small managerial elite, often excluding women due to entrenched gender stereotypes about 

"technical" and "agentic" leadership.10 This drift toward market-driven values often occurs at the expense of 

the cooperative’s social mission, leading to the reinstatement of traditional gender roles where women are 

relegated to operational tasks while men occupy the strategic apical positions.9 The lack of gender-

disaggregated data at the national and organizational levels further obscures these barriers, making it difficult 

to advocate for the targeted institutional support necessary for women-led cooperatives to thrive.5 

Objectives 

1. To analyze the systemic socio-economic and structural barriers, including patriarchal norms, domestic 

labour burdens, and role incongruity that maintain the glass ceiling within both mixed-gender and 

women-only cooperatives across different cultural contexts.7 

2. To evaluate the effectiveness of government-led support mechanisms, such as mandatory gender quotas, 

financial inclusion programs, and legislative reforms, in comparison to grassroots organizational 

strategies for facilitating women’s ascent to leadership and achieving sustainable empowerment.25 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Theoretical Foundations of Invisible Barriers 

The study of the glass ceiling has expanded from a narrow focus on corporate promotion to a broader inquiry 

into how social and institutional structures replicate inequality. The metaphor itself, coined in the mid-1980s 

and popularized by the Wall Street Journal, describes a barrier so subtle that it is transparent, yet so strong that 

it prevents vertical mobility.1 For women in cooperatives, this transparency is particularly deceptive because 

the organizational ethos of "one member, one vote" suggests a level of equality that is frequently undermined 

by informal practices.5 

Taxonomy of The Glass Ceiling and Related Phenomena 

Current research identifies multiple variations of the glass ceiling metaphor that describe specific facets of the 

female experience in the workforce. These terms provide a nuanced vocabulary for understanding how gender 

bias evolves as women enter the workforce in greater numbers but remain absent from the top levels.  Table 1 

presents the multiple variations of the glass ceiling metaphor. 

Table 1:  Multiple Variations of the Glass Ceiling Metaphor 

Phenomenon Definition and Context Core Mechanism 

Glass 

Ceiling 

The invisible barrier that prevents qualified women 

from reaching senior leadership positions within an 

organization.1 

Gender stereotypes, unconscious 

bias, and exclusionary informal 

networks.23 

Glass Walls 

Horizontal segregation where women are confined to 

leadership roles in specific "feminine" issue areas or 

departments (e.g., HR, social services) rather than 

strategic or technical ones.31 

Perceptions of "masculine" vs. 

"feminine" competence and Issue-

area gendering.31 

Glass Cliff 

A phenomenon where women are more likely to be 

appointed to top leadership roles in underperforming 

or crisis-ridden organizations, increasing the risk of 

failure.22 

Strategic selection of women as 

"sacrificial" leaders during high-risk 

scenarios.22 
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Glass 

Escalator 

The rapid promotion of men in female-dominated 

sectors (e.g., nursing, teaching).4 

Structural advantages and the higher 

valuation of male "authority" in 

communal settings.4 

Glass Floor 

Specific barriers facing minority populations, 

particularly in high-tech and emerging market 

sectors.4 

The intersection of racial and 

gender stereotypes in management 

selection.29 

Role Congruity Theory and the Masculinization of Leadership 

A primary theoretical lens for understanding the glass ceiling is "role congruity theory," which posits that 

prejudice toward female leaders stems from the perceived incongruity between the female gender role and the 

requirements of leadership roles.9 Gender roles are characterized by consensual beliefs about the attributes of 

men and women; communal qualities (nurturance, kindness, sensitivity) are strongly ascribed to women, while 

agentic qualities (assertiveness, dominance, competitiveness) are ascribed to men.9 

Leadership roles, particularly in the competitive market environment where cooperatives operate, are 

traditionally viewed as requiring agentic traits.9 This creates two forms of prejudice: first, women are 

perceived as less favourable candidates for leadership positions because they are assumed to lack agentic 

drive; second, women who do exhibit agentic leadership are often penalized for being "unfeminine," a 

phenomenon known as the "backlash effect".7 In cooperatives, where the core values are supposedly 

communal and prosocial, one might expect a thinner glass ceiling. However, as organizations professionalize, 

they often adopt "transactional" leadership models that align more closely with male-gendered expectations, 

effectively re-masculinizing the cooperative’s apical positions.10 

Social Dominance Theory and the Stability of Hierarchies 

Social dominance theory provides a macro-level perspective on why gender hierarchies are so resistant to 

change. The theory argues that all surplus-producing societies inevitably take the form of group-based 

dominance hierarchies, in which men typically hold more material privilege and social legitimacy than 

women.13 These hierarchies are maintained through "legitimizing myths"—cultural ideologies that justify the 

unequal distribution of resources.13 

In the context of cooperatives, even when the stated mission is egalitarian, the surrounding societal hierarchy 

often infiltrates the organization.7 People develop psychological orientations toward dominance through 

socialization in patriarchal families and segregated communities.13 Consequently, even when women 

participate in cooperatives, their decision-making power may be limited by these ingrained perceptual biases. 

Studies in the European academic and banking sectors show that as women reach "mid-level" positions, they 

perceive a "thicker" glass ceiling, sensing a sharper contrast between their numerical representation and their 

actual influence over strategic direction.22 

The Iron Law of Oligarchy and Cooperative Degeneration 

The structural evolution of cooperatives often follows a predictable lifecycle that can unintentionally reinforce 

the glass ceiling. The "iron law of oligarchy" suggests that all democratic structures will eventually become 

dominated by powerful elites who possess specialized operational knowledge.10 This process, known as 

"cooperative degeneration," involves four stages: conquest, economic consolidation, coexistence, and 

administrative power.10 The administrative power stage of cooperative degeneration is particularly 

consequential for gender equality. As cooperatives professionalize, reliance on formally credentialed managers 

trained in finance, logistics, and strategic planning increases. Since women, especially in the Global South 

have historically faced restricted access to technical and managerial education, this shift systematically 

privileges men during leadership selection. Furthermore, professionalization often imports neoliberal 

management ideologies that valorize agentic traits such as competitiveness, decisiveness, and individual 

performance metrics. These traits are culturally coded as masculine and increasingly prioritized over the 

communal and relational competencies traditionally associated with cooperative values. As a result, women’s 

leadership is not displaced due to a lack of capability, but due to the redefinition of “competence” itself during 

professionalization, reinforcing the glass ceiling precisely at the moment cooperatives scale and formalize.5 
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Figure 1 illustrates the cooperative degeneration lifecycle, highlighting the professionalization phase as the 

critical inflection point at which informal managerial authority consolidates and the glass ceiling most 

markedly thickens.  The first stage is conquest, where the process begins with the forced acquisition of 

territory and control.  This is followed by the second stage, which is the economic consolidation where the 

power is stabilized by integrating resources and securing central control over wealth.  The third stage is 

coexistence by which conflict is reduced to manageable levels, establishing a stable, often unequal status quo. 

The fourth stage is administrative power where dominance becomes absolute through the establishment of 

entrenched, rigid bureaucratic systems and rules.  This lifecycle demonstrates how a system that starts with 

dynamic (though forced) expansion can devolve into a stagnant bureaucracy, stifling genuine cooperation and 

vitality. 

 

Figure 1:  Cooperative Degeneration Lifecycle 

Digital Financial Assets as Disruptors of Administrative Power 

Emerging digital financial assets such as mobile money accounts, digital cooperative ledgers, and 

platform-based savings and credit systems offer a structural disruption to patriarchal gatekeeping at the 

administrative power stage of cooperative degeneration. Unlike traditional financial systems, which often 

require male-mediated property ownership, guarantors, or face-to-face negotiation within male-dominated 

institutions, digital assets allow women to independently control accounts, access credit histories, and 

participate in financial decision-making. Empirical evidence shows that digital finance reduces reliance on 

informal male brokers and lowers transaction visibility that previously enabled discretionary exclusion. In 

cooperatives undergoing professionalization, such technologies can prevent the re-masculinization of authority 

by anchoring women’s administrative influence in verifiable financial control rather than discretionary 

managerial approval. 

Intersectionality and the Multi-Dimensionality of Barriers 

The glass ceiling is not a monolith; it is experienced differently based on the intersection of gender, race, class, 

and age. In many developing regions, women’s participation in cooperatives is severely limited by "time 

poverty" resulting from the unequal division of reproductive labour.5 Women spend significantly more hours 

on unpaid care work, leaving little time for the meetings and training required to advance in cooperative 

governance.5 Table 2 depicts the barriers to women’s participation in cooperatives. 
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Table 2:  Barriers to Women’s Participation in Cooperatives 

Socio-Economic 

Factor 

Impact on Women's Leadership 

Participation 

Mechanism of Influence 

Education Level High positive correlation with 

leadership performance.24 

Increases self-efficacy and technical 

competence in management.24 

Self-Efficacy Critical for internalizing the capacity to 

lead.24 

Mediates the reaction to organizational 

obstacles and workplace challenges.2 

Social Status Strengthens social networks and 

societal value.24 

Provides the social capital necessary to 

influence strategic decisions.39 

Economic 

Independency 

High degree of empowerment and 

decision-making power.24 

Assets like land and credit provide the 

leverage to challenge male dominance.17 

Organizational 

Flexibility 

Degree of flexibility in meeting times 

and structures.24 

Directly addresses time poverty and the 

double burden of domestic work.23 

Case Study: Asia - The Self-Employed Women’s Association (Sewa), India 

The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), founded in 1972 by lawyer and labour organizer Ela 

Bhatt, represents perhaps the most successful model for dismantling the glass ceiling in the informal 

economy.38 SEWA is unique in its dual structure as both a national trade union of 1.5 million women and a 

federation of member-owned cooperatives.38 

From Informal Labour to Cooperative Management 

SEWA was born out of the realization that women in the informal economy, such as street vendors, home-

based workers, and manual labourers, were marginalized by both the state and traditional labour unions.38 To 

address the central issue of livelihood security, SEWA supported its members in forming cooperatives. The 

first of these, the SEWA Bank, was established in 1974, followed by trade-based cooperatives for quilt-

makers, agricultural producers, and healthcare providers.38 The registration of these cooperatives was initially 

met with resistance from government officials who did not believe that "poor, illiterate women" could manage 

a bank or a healthcare collective.38 By challenging these institutional biases, SEWA effectively broke the 

"glass floor" of the informal sector. Today, the SEWA Cooperative Federation supports over 115 cooperatives, 

106 of which are in Gujarat, organizing 300,000 women with an annual turnover of approximately US$ 46.8 

million.38 

Leadership Development and the "Women’s Enterprise Support System" 

The success of SEWA lies in its commitment to a "bottom-up" leadership model. Most cooperative members 

have limited formal education, yet they serve as directors and managers.38 SEWA acts as a "Women’s 

Enterprise Support System" (WESS), providing constant "hand-holding" support and training in management 

skills, financial literacy, and digital tools.15 This approach directly addresses the factors identified in role 

congruity theory by building the "agentic" capabilities of women while maintaining a communal, supportive 

organizational culture.9 
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Table 3:  Impacts of SEWA on Member’s Empowerment 

Outcome Measure SEWA's Impact on Member 

Empowerment 

Supporting Data/Mechanism 

Formalization Conversion of informal work into 

recognized economic entities.38 

Inclusion of healthcare, insurance, and 

childcare into the cooperative sector.38 

Financial Security Increased regularity of work and 

higher diversification of income.43 

Members are more likely to have savings 

accounts in their own names.43 

Leadership Verticality Development of leaders for civic 

and political bodies.38 

80% of cooperatives achieve organizational 

sustainability independently.38 

Advocacy Success Influence on national legislation 

for marginalized groups.44 

Drafting of the 2014 Street Vendors Act in 

India.44 

Case Study: Africa - Kuapa Kokoo Farmers Union (Kkfu), Ghana 

In West Africa, the Kuapa Kokoo Farmers Union represents a massive democratic experiment in the male-

dominated cocoa sector.41 With over 80,000 members across 670 primary societies, Kuapa Kokoo has 

systematically addressed the glass ceiling through targeted gender policies and structural reforms.41 

The Surge in Female Leadership (2013-2015) 

The cooperative’s long-term commitment to gender equality reached a milestone in 2013 with the election of 

Christiana Ohene Agyare as its first female president.46 This breakthrough was not accidental; it was the result 

of a concerted effort to increase female participation in decision-making at all levels.41 Following a three-year 

project supported by WIEGO (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing), female 

representation in leadership positions surged. By July 2014, women won 2,244 leadership positions, 

representing 40.7% of all available roles in the organization.41 Prior to the WIEGO-supported intervention in 

2013, women occupied fewer than 10% of leadership positions within Kuapa Kokoo’s primary societies, 

reflecting entrenched gender norms in cocoa production and land tenure. The increase to 40.7% by mid-2014 

therefore represents not merely incremental progress, but a fourfold structural shift achieved within a three-

year period. 

Cascading Training and the WEAI Framework 

Kuapa Kokoo utilized a "cascading training approach," where 670 women were trained as facilitators to teach 

business and leadership skills to at least six other women each.41 Importantly, leadership seat counts alone 

understate the cooperative’s empowerment outcomes. Using the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index 

(WEAI), cooperative membership among Kuapa Kokoo women was associated with significant gains across 

production decision-making, access to productive resources, income control, and leadership confidence. This 

multidimensional improvement confirms that the intervention translated descriptive representation into 

substantive empowerment. 

 This pedagogical model ensures that empowerment is not limited to a small elite but trickles down to the 

primary societies. Using the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), research shows that 

cooperative membership in regions like Ashanti significantly increases empowerment across four domains: 

production, income, resources, and leadership.36 

Asset Ownership and Land Rights 

A critical barrier in agricultural cooperatives is the "glass ceiling" imposed by land tenure systems. In Ghana, 

while the matrilineal system allows some access to inheritance, many women historically worked on family 
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land without formal control.36 The Kuapa Kokoo empowerment training explicitly targeted land ownership, 

leading to a rise in female landholders from 60% at the project's start to 89% by 2015.41 This shift in 

"economic independency" is essential for women to sustain their leadership roles, as land ownership provides 

the collateral and social standing required to participate in high-level cooperative governance.24 

Case Study: Latin America - Coffee Cooperatives in Nicaragua 

The Nicaraguan cooperative movement is deeply rooted in the revolutionary history of the 1980s, which saw a 

massive redistribution of land to smallholder farmers.47 However, even within this revolutionary framework, 

women initially faced significant discrimination in the coffee industry, particularly regarding access to credit 

and leadership positions.17 

SOPPEXCCA and the "Las Hermanas" Strategy 

Founded in 1997, SOPPEXCCA is an organic-certified coffee cooperative in Jinotega where 40% of the 650 

members are women.17 Under the management of Fátima Ismael, the cooperative has integrated gender equity 

into its core strategic plan.17 One innovative approach is the production of "Las Hermanas" (The Sisters) 

coffee, a brand supplied exclusively by women and used to fund cervical cancer prevention programs.17 

SOPPEXCCA also addresses the "second glass ceiling", the invisible barriers that remain after women enter 

leadership, by implementing "new masculinity" training for men in management.17 This training encourages 

men to unlearn patriarchal behaviours and support women’s strategic influence, recognizing that breaking the 

glass ceiling requires changing the behaviour of those who hold the "keys" to the apical positions.17 

Gloria Quintanilla: Grassroots Resistance and Food Sovereignty 

In Santa Julia, the Gloria Quintanilla cooperative, run by 22 women, represents a model of grassroots 

resistance.50 These women transformed former dictatorial plantations into agroecological hubs, diversifying 

from coffee into traditional food crops like plantains, cassava, and maize.50 The cooperative's leadership 

includes both elderly women and youth, such as a 23-year-old vice president, ensuring that the "glass ceiling" 

is not reinforced by generational gaps.50 Their success in bargaining for better prices and building their own 

educational infrastructure shows that collective agency can shame negligent governments into action.50 

Case Study: Europe - Social Cooperatives And Board Diversity 

In Europe, the struggle against the glass ceiling has focused on "social cooperatives" and the impact of 

mandatory gender quotas on board composition.26 

Social Integration and the "Pandora" Model in Italy 

Italy’s 11,000 social cooperatives serve as a bridge between the state and the community, providing essential 

care services that allow other women to work.42 The "Pandora" social co-op in Milan illustrates the "Type B" 

cooperative model focused on the reintegration of marginalized groups.42 By focusing on professional skills 

training and trade school-type workshops, Pandora helps women and other disadvantaged individuals move 

from precarious informal work into the formal economy.42 The success of these social cooperatives in 

providing affordable childcare and eldercare is perhaps the most effective "structural" intervention for 

dismantling the glass ceiling, as it directly reduces the time-poverty that keeps women from pursuing 

leadership roles.5 

Leadership Styles in Spanish Cooperatives 

A study of 114 Spanish "associated work" cooperatives provides critical insights into how leadership is 

perceived.34 While the study found no significant difference in the implementation of transformational and 

transactional styles between men and women, it did find a "penalization" of female leaders in mixed-gender 

teams.34 Men often do not positively value the leadership styles of female presidents leading predominantly 

male teams.34 This confirms the "role congruity" theory: the barrier is not a lack of skill among women, but the 
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gendered lens through which their leadership is viewed by others.9 

The Role of Government Support and Institutional Frameworks 

Government policy acts as a powerful determinant of the height and permeability of the glass ceiling. Support 

can manifest as direct legislative mandates, financial subsidies, or the creation of a "supportive ecosystem" for 

women’s enterprises. 

Mandatory Board Quotas and Their Spillover Effects 

Since Norway pioneered board gender quotas in 2005, several European nations have adopted similar 

mandates to force the dismantling of the glass ceiling in the private and cooperative sectors.6  Table 4 tabulates 

the mandatory board gender quota in European countries. 

Table 4:  Mandatory Board Gender Quota 

Country Quota Legislation 

Year 

Target Quota Scope and Enforcement 

Norway 2005 (Mandatory 

2008) 

40% Women on Boards.6 Listed and state-owned companies; 

strict dissolution for non-compliance.27 

France 2011 40% Women.27 Listed and non-listed firms with 500+ 

employees; suspension of benefits.27 

Italy 2011 (Golfo-Mosca 

Law) 

33% (One-third).26 Listed banks and state-owned firms; 

fines and loss of board seats.26 

Spain 2007 40% 

(Recommendation).27 

Listed companies; "equality labels" 

used in public contract awards.27 

EU 

Directive 

2022 (Agreement) 40% non-executive posts Target for parity on boards of all 

publicly listed companies by 2026.6 

Research on the Italian Golfo-Mosca law indicates that while quotas effectively change board composition, 

they do not always immediately lead to improved economic performance or "trickle-down" effects for middle 

management.26 However, a "horizontal spillover effect" has been observed, where unlisted banks and non-

state-owned companies—not legally bound by the quotas—have increased female representation simply to 

follow the new national normative standard.22 

Financial and Digital Inclusion Programs 

Governments can dismantle the "glass floor" by providing women with the capital and technology needed to 

enter the cooperative space. The US Global Women’s Economic Security Strategy aims to foster 

entrepreneurship and financial inclusion through international development programming.53 In Zambia, the 

GEWEL program provides digital grants to disadvantaged adolescent girls, creating a pipeline of economically 

independent women who can eventually form and lead cooperatives.54 Similarly, the digitization of 

government-to-person (G2P) payments has reduced first-order barriers to finance for millions of women in 

low-income economies.25 

The Danger of Reframing and Anti-Gender Politics 

A recurring pattern of qualitative policy erosion is observable in contexts of democratic backsliding, where 

women’s leadership initiatives are reframed as extensions of domestic or care labour rather than vehicles for 

economic and political power. For example, in several Central and Eastern European contexts, women’s 

cooperative funding has been redirected away from governance training and toward family-oriented service 
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provision, implicitly redefining empowerment as social reproduction rather than authority.28 This contrasts 

sharply with the European Union’s 2022 Board Diversity Directive, which explicitly frames women’s 

inclusion as a matter of decision-making parity and institutional accountability.28 The divergence illustrates 

how state ideology directly affects the permeability of the glass ceiling: while supranational mandates harden 

equality norms, illiberal governments soften them through cultural reframing. 

Synthesis: Navigating The Persistent Transparency 

The glass ceiling in women’s cooperatives is a multi-dimensional construct that cannot be dismantled through 

participation alone. The "paradox of numerical representation" is a key finding: women often perceive a 

thicker glass ceiling in fields where they are highly represented (like social behavioral fields) compared to 

male-dominated fields (like natural sciences).35 This suggests that high visibility as a "minority" in a male-

dominated sector can sometimes lead to thinner barriers (as those women are highly vetted and supported), 

whereas a high concentration of women can lead to the devaluation of the entire leadership tier as "communal" 

and less strategically significant.35 

For cooperatives to break this persistent transparency, they must actively resist "institutional degeneration".10 

This requires a dual-track strategy: 

1. Grassroots Agency: Women-led cooperatives like SEWA and Kuapa Kokoo demonstrate that building 

"agentic" capacity through internal training and asset ownership (land, credit) is the only way to ensure 

women’s influence remains substantive rather than merely descriptive.38 

2. Institutional Guardrails: Mandatory quotas and legislative support (like the Street Vendors Act) provide 

the formal rules that prevent cooperatives from backsliding into patriarchal hierarchies as they scale.26 

Ultimately, women’s cooperatives offer a unique "congruent environment" where female leadership styles 

(which are often more prosocial and transformational) are more highly valued than in competitive corporate 

settings.32 When cooperatives prioritize their social mission and maintain democratic control, they serve as 

"labouratories of democracy" where the glass ceiling is not just cracked, but fundamentally dismantled.57 

CONCLUSIONS AND PROFESSIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

The analysis of the glass-ceiling perspective within the global women's empowerment movement, specifically 

in women's co-ops, leads to the conclusion that while cooperatives represent a more hospitable institutional 

environment for female leadership than traditional corporations, they remain susceptible to systemic 

patriarchal pressures and structural degeneration. The evidence from Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Europe 

consistently highlights that visibility without authority is a recurring barrier. 

To foster a truly resilient and equitable cooperative sector, the following professional recommendations are 

proposed: 

● Decentralized Leadership Development: Cooperatives should adopt the "cascading training" model 

pioneered in Ghana to ensure that leadership skills and business literacy are disseminated to the 

grassroots level, preventing the formation of a permanent managerial oligarchy.10 

● Integration of Care Infrastructure: Governments and federations must recognize that "time poverty" 

is the primary structural barrier to the glass ceiling. Investing in cooperative-run childcare and 

eldercare is not just a social service; it is a critical economic intervention for women's leadership.23 

● Gender-Disaggregated Data and Performance Metrics: Cooperative federations and national 

regulators should mandate the collection and public reporting of gender-disaggregated data aligned 

with International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) principles. Core indicators should include: (i) the gender 

pay gap across management tiers, (ii) proportion of women in executive versus non-executive board 

roles, (iii) duration of tenure in leadership positions by gender, and (iv) access to cooperative-provided 

training and capital.15 These indicators should be incorporated into cooperative audits and performance 
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evaluations alongside financial metrics to ensure that gender parity is treated as a core dimension of 

organizational success rather than an auxiliary social outcome. 

● Strategic Alliances and "New Masculinity" Education: Breaking the glass ceiling is a systemic task. 

Women's cooperatives must engage in "new masculinity" education for male stakeholders to reduce the 

"penalization" of female leadership styles.17 

● Asset-First Empowerment: Policy interventions should prioritize women's legal rights to land and 

digital financial assets. Without the "floor" of economic autonomy, the "ceiling" of leadership remains 

unreachable.41 

By implementing these strategies, the women's cooperative movement can navigate the "persistent 

transparency" of the glass ceiling, transforming from a demographic majority into a strategic leadership force 

that defines the future of the global solidarity economy. 
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