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[bookmark: _Toc139979533]1. Introduction

Contemporary society prioritises gender equality and women's empowerment. Women still confront distinct professional barriers, especially when it comes to leadership, while work-life balance affects women's career paths (Ibarra, et al. 2013). Work-life balance is balancing employment with personal life, family, and other obligations. Female executives must strike a work-life balance due to their family and domestic duties. However, work-life balance and family obligations' effects on female leaders' development and retention are still under research (Gragnano, et al. 2020). 
This study examines how work-life balance and family obligations affect female executives' progress and retention. The goal is to highlight how female leaders' work-life balance difficulties change their career growth and stability in leadership roles (Brue, 2018). The research will provide clear strategies to improve female leaders' productivity and well-being, but also strategies on how organisations can promote an open and supportive workplace, increasing staff engagement, as well as retention (O'Brien, et al. 2023).
Equal opportunities for both genders in the workplace and empowering women to lead have become more important. Despite gender equality programmes, women still struggle to reach leadership positions. Earlier research has shown that work-life balance can affect women's career growth and leadership longevity (Beghini, et al. 2019). According to Uddin (2021) female executives have distinct family and home constraints, making work-life balance difficult. Balancing leadership expectations with personal and family obligations can cause stress, time limits, and disputes, which can impede professional progression and retention.
According to Shouman et al. (2022), work-life balance influence on female leaders' growth and retention has not been analysed sufficient. This research proposal is important because it advocates gender equality by removing obstacles to women's leadership, while organisations may help female leaders by recognising and understanding their work-life difficulties. Haar, et al. (2014), stated that work-life balance affects female leaders' well-being and job satisfaction, as is well known, from previous research that a balanced work-life improves health, job contentment, and reduce stress. Furthermore, Eagly and Carli (2007) stated that female leaders without a work life balance, are demotivated and unproductive, affecting the organisational efficiency. High work-life conflict can diminish job performance, raise the desire to leave, and decrease retention among female leaders. Thus, organisations must recognise how work-life balance affects the promotion and retention of female leaders to set up supportive and inclusive work cultures that encourage leadership diversity and maximise organisational success.


[bookmark: _Toc139979534]1.1 Research Question
This research proposal will examine female leaders' issues and will supply practical insights for organisations to set up work-life balance strategies and interventions to progress and retain female leaders.
The purpose of this research proposal is to answer the following question: 
How does work-life balance and family responsibilities affect the advancement and retention of female leaders in their careers?

[bookmark: _Toc139979535]1.2 Objectives
This research will analyse gender and leadership, work-life balance, and family obligations literature. This review will lay the groundwork for the investigation and show knowledge gaps (Chung and Lippe, 2020).
The goals for this research proposal are:
1. To identify and understand the work-life balance challenges faced by female leaders, which include the influence of family obligations, societal expectations, and organisational factors (Mushfiqur, et al. 2018).
2. To examine how work-life balance affects female leaders' career advancement, including promotion rates, leadership opportunities, and career development (Barkhuizen, et al 2022).
3. To study how work-life balance affects the long-term retention of female leaders in organisations, considering employment satisfaction, turnover intentions, and organisational loyalty (Nair, et al. 2021).
4. To identify effective tactics and measures that promote a healthy balance between work and life for female leaders, considering organisational policies, leadership practises, and personal coping strategies (Chung and Lippe, 2020).
5. To supply practical recommendations for organisations to develop a favourable and welcoming setting at work that enables female leaders, advocates work-life balance, and enables professional growth and sustained retention (OECD, 2020).
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[bookmark: _Toc139979537]2.1 Gender and Leadership
Gender and leadership have been the topic of substantial research, investigating the representation, experiences, and obstacles experienced by women in leadership posts. Considering the complexities underlying gender discrepancies in leadership roles, this literature review gives an overview of meaningful results and topics in the subject.
Women are inadequately represented in leadership roles across multiple fields. According to World Economic Forum (2022), the global segment of women in leadership positions as illustrated in Fig 1, is 31%, even though segments contrast by industry. In 2022, just select industries have levels near gender parity in leadership, such as Non-Governmental and Membership Organizations (47%), Education (46%), and Personal Services and Wellbeing (45%). At the other end of the range are Energy (20%), Manufacturing (19%) and Infrastructure (16%).
[image: ]
Fig 1. World Economic Forum (2022).
According to research by Eagly and Carli (2007), the term "glass ceiling" describes the persistent problem of women's underrepresentation in positions of power. There is evidence that men and women approach leadership differently. Studies suggest that leadership effectiveness is not decided by gender, but rather by the congruence between leadership style and situational demands (Eagly and Chin, 2010). Gender stereotypes often link men with autonomous or directive leadership styles, and women with communal or nurturing styles.
Women leaders continue to face higher expectations and more scrutiny than their male counterparts when it comes to leadership performance evaluations. When it comes to leadership roles, women often find themselves on a "tightrope" situation, where they must walk a fine line between being forceful enough to get things done and being too aggressive and risking negative consequences (Heilman, 2001).
The way individualities think about women in positions of authority is influenced by their implicit biases and prejudices. Persistent gender bias in assessments, decision-making, and promotion possibilities can be traced back to preconceived notions about men and women's relative competence and assertiveness (Ridgeway, 2001). Organisational structures, practises, and cultures can contribute to gender discrepancies in leadership. Women are being deprived in their pursuit of leadership roles by issues including lack of access to networks, lack of mentoring opportunities, biased performance standards, and work-life conflicts (Ely and Padavic, 2007).
Leadership development programmes and activities geared towards women have been implemented as part of the movement to reduce gender gaps in top positions. These initiatives attempt to improve women's access to leadership positions by providing them with education, guidance, and connections (Cremo & Bux, 2017).
There is evidence to imply that a company's performance improves with more women in leadership roles. Leadership teams that are diverse in terms of background and experience are more likely to make creative decisions that will benefit the company financially (Carter et al., 2003).


[bookmark: _Toc139979538]2.2 Work-Life Balance and Family Responsibilities
Finding middle ground between female job and personal life, has been a popular topic of discussion in recent years. Reviewing the relevant literature, Abdulrahman, and Ali (2018) emphasise the difficulties females experience when trying to strike a balance between their professional and personal lives.
Having a good work-life balance means that a female can satisfy the professional obligations while also tending to personal and family obligations (Greenhaus and Allen, 2011). Achieving a balance between work and personal life has been shown to improve mental health, job satisfaction, reduce stress and improve the quality of life (Grzywacz and Carlson, 2007).
Work-life conflict arises from various sources, such as long hours at work, rigorous job requirements, inflexible working arrangements, and an enormous workload. Childcare, eldercare, and housework are all examples of family obligations that can put a strain on a female’s work-life balance (Kossek et al., 2011).
Society's expectations and established gender norms might make it harder for women to strike a work-life balance. Women are expected to take care of children and household tasks, which can make it difficult for them to advance in their careers and pursue other personal goals (Williams and Dempsey, 2018). As a result, companies need to do more to encourage work-life harmony. Female leaders may find it easier to balance their professional and personal lives when their employers offer flexible work options including telecommuting, alternative work hours, and parental leave policies. Supportive organisational cultures that prioritise workers' well-being and encourage work-life integration are also key factors in attaining work-life balance (Allen et al., 2013).

[bookmark: _Toc139979539]2.3 Challenges 
As they advance in their careers, women in leadership positions have their own set of obstacles. Eagly and Karau (2002) stated that female leaders must constantly fight against the gender preconceptions and prejudices that limit their influence. Furthermore, women face more scrutiny and a higher burden of proof in the workplace than males do, due to the notion of the "ideal" leader as powerful and forceful.
For ambitious female leaders, the small number of female role models can be a major obstacle. Female aspiring leaders have fewer examples to look to, less networks and mentorship possibilities as fewer women hold senior leadership roles (Eagly and Carli, 2007).
According to Rudman and Glick (2002), female leaders often encounter a phenomenon known as the double bind, wherein they are required to skilfully manage a precarious equilibrium between displaying assertiveness and maintaining amiability. The belief of excessive assertiveness can elicit negative reactions, whereas the perception of excessive nurturance or communal orientation can result in the underestimation of one's leadership capabilities, therefore the presence of these challenges in perception can have a noteworthy influence on female career prospects and their ability to progress professionally.
The influence of organisational culture on the encounters of female leaders is of paramount importance. Cultures that support gender bias, exhibit a lack of inclusivity, or prioritise conventional management norms can impose obstacles for women in leadership roles, impeding their progress and perpetuating gender inequalities (Kalev et al., 2006). Female leaders who are members of marginalised communities meet supplementary obstacles because of the intersectionality between their gender and other aspects of their identity, including but not limited to race, ethnicity, and gender identity. These females may encounter intersecting biases and barriers, including gender bias, which can have an impact on their prospects for leadership (Crenshaw, 1989).
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Collis and Hussey (2009) define research as a methodical procedure of investigation with a notion to expanding knowledge. Saunders et al. (2012) suggest the utilization of ‘research onion’ as a method for study (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2: Saunders et al. (2012)
The research proposal will use a mixed-methods approach to gather comprehensive data and gain a deeper understanding of the research topic. This method will combine qualitative and quantitative methods to provide a holistic view of the impact of work-life balance on female leaders' advancement and retention.
[bookmark: _Toc139979541]3.1 Qualitative Research 
The research method employed in this study involves conducting in-depth interviews with a selected group of female leaders representing diverse industries and organisational hierarchies. These interviews will follow a semi-structured format. The purpose of conducting these interviews is to ease a comprehensive examination of females’ experiences, obstacles, and perspectives pertaining to the equilibrium between work and personal life, as well as the progression of their careers. The interview data will be recorded in audio format and later transcribed for the purpose of conducting thematic analysis (Longhurst, 2009).
Additionally, the research will involve the use of focus groups consisting of female leaders. The purpose of these focus groups is to ease group discussions and gather collective insights regarding the topic of balance between work and personal life and its effects on career progression and employee retention. The utilisation of focus groups will supply the opportunity to delve into collective experiences, discern prevalent themes, and generate a wealth of qualitative data (Casey and Krueger, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc139979542]3.2 Quantitative Research
The study will employ online surveys as a means of data collection, specifically using a survey questionnaire. The questionnaire will be formulated to gather quantitative data from a sizable sample of female leaders. The survey will encompass various constructs such as work-life balance, family obligations, career progression prospects, job contentment, and intentions to remain with the organisation. The collected information will undergo statistical analysis methods to identify links, patterns of behaviour and habits (Braun, et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc139979543]3.3 Ethics
The research will undertake the necessary process of seeking ethical approval from the right institutional ethics committee to ensure that it follows ethical guidelines. These guidelines encompass obtaining participant consent, keeping confidentiality, and safeguarding data protection. The participants will receive comprehensive information about the objectives and methodologies of the study, and their choice to participate will be safeguarded by following informed consent protocols. To ensure confidentiality, participant identities and any identifiable data will be protected and anonymized through the research process, as recommended by Gregory (2003).
The utilisation of a mixed-methods approach will yield an in-depth and triangulated comprehension of the effects that work-life balance and familial obligations have on the progression and retention of women in leadership positions. By integrating qualitative insights obtained through interviews and focus groups with quantitative data collected from surveys, this methodology will provide a comprehensive perspective on the research subject. Furthermore, it will enable the formulation of actionable recommendations for organisations aiming to promote work-life balance, as well as support the career progression and long-term retention of female leaders (Leech, et al., 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc139979544]3.4 Research Design
The proposed research will employ a combination of research methods to collect comprehensive data and achieve an in-depth knowledge of the research topic. The proposed design will integrate methods that are qualitative as well as quantitative, thereby easing a comprehensive investigation of the research inquiries.
[bookmark: _Toc139979545]3.5 Interview Sample Questions:
a. Can you tell me about how you have balanced work and home responsibilities over the course of your career?
b. How do you think work-life balance affects your job growth and success as a female leader?
c. What work-life balance problems have you run into as a manager, and how have they affected your ability to move up in your job and do well?
d. Given your experiences and views, what advice would you give to organisations to help them improve work-life balance, help female leaders move up in their careers, and keep them around?
[bookmark: _Toc139979546]3.6 Data Collection
The survey will be shared to the chosen participants, utilising either platforms on the internet or in-person methods, based on the practicality and suitability for the participants. The collection of data will encompass the participants' opinions, experiences, and challenges on the management of work-life balance and familial obligations (Elo, et al. 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc139979547]3.7 Sampling and Participants
A comprehensive selection process will be employed to ensure the inclusion of a varied cohort of female leaders hailing from diverse industries and occupying different organisational positions, thereby helping the incorporation of a broad spectrum of viewpoints and backgrounds. Factors such as age, career stage, and organisational type will be taken into consideration (Martinez-Mesa, et al. 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc139979548]3.8 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis will be employed to analyse the qualitative data collected from interviews and focus groups. This methodology entails the identification of recurring themes, patterns, and insights on the domains of work-life balance, career progression, and employee retention. The forthcoming analysis will entail the utilisation of coding and categorization techniques to discern prominent themes and sub-themes within the data, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2021).
3.9 Statistical Analysis
The quantitative data collected from surveys will be subjected to analysis using suitable statistical methodologies. The data will be summarised using descriptive statistics, and inferential statistics, such as correlation analysis and regression analysis, will be used to identify partnerships and links between variables (Myers, et al., 2010).
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The academic suggestions illustrate the potential influence that the research proposal may have on current leadership theories and frameworks. Through an examination of the impact of work-life balance and familial obligations on the progression and retention of women in leadership positions, this research aims to contribute to comprehension of the intricate dynamics encompassing gender, leadership, and the integration of work and personal life.
These theoretical implications prove the potential impact of the research proposal on existing leadership theories and frameworks. By examining the influence of work-life balance and family responsibilities on the advancement and retention of female leaders, the research can enhance our understanding of the complexities surrounding gender, leadership, and work-life integration, using the following theories:
· Role Congruity Theory (Eagly and Karau, 2002).
· Work-Family Enrichment Theory (Greenhaus and Powell, 2006).
· Social Role Theory (Eagly and Wood, 2012).
· Glass Cliff Theory (Ryan and Haslam, 2005).
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Recognising the following constraints contributes to ensuring transparency and fostering a pragmatic comprehension of the study's extent and limitations. Researchers could overcome these limitations by employing meticulous study design, employing rigorous data collection methods, and using appropriate data analysis techniques. By doing so, the researcher can enhance the overall validity and reliability of the research findings.
· Generalizability: The study's findings may own specificity of the sample and research context, thereby constraining their applicability to broader settings or populations. Enhancing the potential for generalisation of the findings needs careful consideration of the diversity and representation of the sample (Lesko, et al. 2017).
· Self-report bias is a constraint that arises when researchers depend on respondents’ self-evaluations and opinions on work-life balance, family responsibilities, and career outcomes. Participants in the study may show a tendency to supply responses that are socially desirable, potentially leading to a distortion of the data. Additionally, there is a possibility that participants may have difficulties accurately recalling or reporting their experiences. The mitigation of this bias can be conducted by employing meticulous survey design, providing assurances of confidentiality, and utilising various sources of data or methods (Rosenman, et al. 2011).
· Validity and Reliability: To capture the complexity of these notions, researchers must verify measuring instrument validity and reliability and examine various indicators or qualitative methodologies (Morse, et al. 2002).
· Intersectionality: The study examines how work-life balance and family obligations affect female leaders. Gender connects with race, ethnicity, and social and economic status. The research may need to consider crossing issues and how they may affect the outcomes (Kelly, et al. 2021).
· External Factors—Organizational policies, social standards, and cultural factors can affect outcomes. The research design may not properly account for these external influences (Ross and Zaidi, 2019).
· Qualitative data in the study proposal may decrease generalizability and researcher bias. Qualitative data reveals unique experiences but might not be typical of the population. Researchers must avoid prejudice while interpreting qualitative data (Ochieng, 2009).
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The study project looks to examine how work-life balance and family obligations affect female leaders' careers and retention. The research proposal found Role Congruity Theory, Work-Family Enrichment Theory, and Social Role Theory useful for studying work-life balance, family duties, and female leadership. The suggested research has potential, but its limits must be acknowledged such as potential sample bias, self-report bias, cross-sectional design, confounding factors, and contextual specificity. However, longitudinal studies and meticulous data collecting can improve the validity and dependability of the findings.
This research could help the organisations, politicians, and leaders improve work-life balance and female leadership. Addressing stereotype threat, unconscious prejudice, and organisational culture may build inclusive, supportive settings for female leaders. This study proposal emphasises how work-life balance and family obligations affect female leaders' careers. By recognising the intricacies and interplay between these elements, organisations may create an atmosphere that helps women flourish in leadership roles, promoting gender equality and diversity in the workplace.
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Proposed Dissertation Time Plan
	Task
	Duration
	Start Date
	End Date

	Literature Review
	6 weeks
	01/08/2023
	10/09/2023

	Refine Research Question
	1 week
	11/09/2023
	17/09/2023

	Design Research Methodology
	1 week
	18/09/2023
	24/09/2023

	Ethical Approval
	2 weeks
	25/09/2023
	08/10/2023

	Participant Recruitment
	3 weeks
	09/10/2023
	29/10/2023

	Data Collection
	6 weeks
	30/10/2023
	10/12/2023

	Data Analysis
	4 weeks
	11/12/2023
	7/01/2024

	Result Interpretation
	1 week
	08/01/2024
	14/01/2024

	Discussion and Conclusion
	2 weeks
	15/01/2024
	28/01/2024

	Writing Chapters
	6 weeks
	29/01/2024
	10/03/2024

	Review and Revision 
	1 week
	11/03/2024
	17/03/2024

	Finalize Dissertation and Submission
	1 Week
	18/03/2024
	25/03/2024
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FIGURE 2.7 Women in leadership roles, by industry (%)
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