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Abstract 

 

Women in accounting profession tend to face challenges in progressing their career. These 

challenges led to women being under-represented at top level positions in organisations. This paper sought 

to examine the influence of individual factor, work-family conflict, and organisational structure on women 

career progress in Malaysia. Data was gathered through questionnaire survey from 192 respondents of 

Malaysian Institute of Accountant (MIA) members of registered firms located in Selangor and Federal 

Territory of Kuala Lumpur regions. Findings indicate that only age and education are positively related to 

career progress in the accounting field. Nevertheless, marital status, work-family conflict and organisational 

structure were found to have no effect on Malaysian women career progress.  From the results, it is 

concluded that mature women possess higher job positions as compared to their younger counterparts. 

Further, women with higher tertiary education have better employment positions than those of lower 

education levels. Based on the results, perhaps, the regulatory bodies may play their roles to create 

awareness among female accounting students in order to prepare them for a progressive career in future.   
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1. Introduction 

Previously, women are viewed as the family caretakers. However, a recent need to balance work 

and family matters demand a huge commitment, especially from those in the accounting field. In line with 

this aspiration, AICPA has formed Women’s Initiatives Executive Committee with the aim of “sustaining 

women in their profession” (AICPA, 2014). While the number of women members in Malaysian Institute 

of Accountant (MIA) increased from 48% in 2010 to 51% in 2015 (MIA, 2015), the number of women 

holding senior management positions are considerably low. Further, Chartered Institute of Management 

Accountants (CIMA) has recorded that only 17% of its female members hold senior management positions 

in Malaysia organisations (CIMA, 2010). Though women have practical experience in management and 

have completed their professional programs, the accomplishments may not guarantee their access into 

senior positions (Ogenyi & Victoria, 2004). Thus, this study attempts to investigate factors that may 

influence women career progress; namely individual factor, work-family conflict and organisational 

structure. The results may provide insight to regulatory bodies such as MIA to mitigate closing the barriers 

of women progressing into senior management positions, as well as achieving a larger number of 

professional accountants in Malaysia.   

 

2. Problem Statement 

The progression of women in the accounting profession is still slow. There is still a huge gap 

between women and men in senior level positions. Wentling (2003) claims that women were unable to 

further their career progress from the middle management positions. Franzel (2014) posits that more women 

would either leave top level positions or they may prefer in maintaining their low or middle positions 

(Franzel, 2014). Previous studies also shown significant relationships between individual factor with age, 

marital status and education level (Qasem & Abdullatif, 2014; Posholi, 2013; Lahti, 2013), work-family 

conflict (Adapa, Rindfleish & Sheridan, 2015; McKinsey, 2007; Windsor & Auyeung, 2006) and 

organisational structure (Adapa et al., 2015; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012). However, most of the researches were 

conducted by other countries as they are interested in equality between the genders.  

On a similar note, it was recorded that only 22 per cent of Malaysian women held top management 

positions (World Economic Forum, 2014), ranking Malaysia at the 95th spot out of 125 countries. 

Therefore, this research intends to contribute answers on the obstacles women in Malaysia had to face to 

progress in the accounting profession.   

 

3. Research Questions 

This study addresses three research questions:                                                                                                             

RQ 1: Is there any relationship between individual factors and women career progress in Malaysia?                    

RQ 2: Is there any relationship between work-family conflict and women career progress in Malaysia?     

RQ 3: Is there any relationship between organisational structure towards women career progress in 

Malaysia? 
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4. Purpose of the Study 

In line with the research questions, the purpose of the study is to examine the significant relationship 

between individual factors (age, marital status and education level), work-family conflict and organisational 

structure towards women career progress in Malaysia. 

 

5. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development 

5.1. Individual factors and career progress. 

Gunavathy and Suganya (2007) stated that individual factors lead to poor work performance and 

affects career progress. Individual factors in the current research include age, marital status and education 

level.  

Age was found to have an effect to career advancement (Posholi, 2013) in that younger individuals 

tend to adapt easier than older ones (Qasem & Abdullatif, 2014) This is because women accountants are 

highly motivated at the early stages of their career (Freed & Karayan, 1995). However, Ramdhony, 

Hanuman, and Somir (2013) found contradicting findings between age and position occupied with career 

advancement. Next, Beauregard (2007) claimed that single women were found to have achieved greater 

career advancement because they have more time and energy to handle demanding jobs than married 

women with children.  

Abidin, Penafort, Jusoff, and Marzuki (2008) discovered that marital status and women career 

progress were the mismatched when they were unable to balance between their personal and professional 

lives. Women tend to get married or engaged at an older age as they think that family responsibilities are 

assigned to women, and believe that they are unable to balance with the family-career responsibilities if 

married earlier (Qasem & Abdullatif, 2014). Women in different marital groups have desires and 

willingness to advance their careers, but they are deterred by particular marital concerns and commitments 

(Posholi, 2013). Most of them will tend to give priority to their family rather than their career. 

Chenevert and Tremblay (2002) evidenced that the lower of education level among women the 

lower for them to get chances to progress their career to the top position. This is in line with Wentling 

(2003) and Collins and Wiseman (2012) who mentioned that factors for women career pathways are their 

education level. Men and women observed that level of education and training really assist women in 

preparing for the top position (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009).  Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H1a: There is a significant relationship between age and women career progress in Malaysia 

H1b: There is a significant relationship between marital status and women career progress in Malaysia 

H1c: There is a significant relationship between education level and women career progress in Malaysia 

 

5.2. Work-family conflict and career progress. 

Work-family conflict generally perceived as the ability of workers combining paid work 

responsibility and dependent family care in real life and commitment in the workplace such as willing to 

work long hours, traveling and putting the organisation first (Abidin, Rashid, & Jusoff, 2009). They found 

that family commitment is perceived as important compared to their career progress as a senior role. Some 

respondents of their study provide statements that having children give an impact on their career 

responsibilities. Work-family conflict creates difficulties for women to progress in their career as they need 
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to balance between their work and family responsibilities. Due to time constraints, importance in job 

conditions and promotion forces requires women to decide between family and career (Elmuti et al., 2009). 

Based on an interview conducted by Watson and France (2011), deferring to have children is one of the 

decision to move up to top positions. While some respondents agreed that taking career breaks to have 

children slows down career progress. Cohen, Dalton, Webb, and McMillan (2017), concluded that women 

with children are often viewed as less committed because of the beliefs that family responsibilities will 

impair their work quality. Married women who desire for senior positions in audit firms, often rely on 

access to flexible workplace arrangements in order to fulfill the needs of their career and their families as 

they are unable to devote time for both responsibilities (Adapa et al., 2015). Hence, the following hypothesis 

are posited: 

H2: There is a significant relationship between work-family conflict and women career progress in 

Malaysia. 

 

5.3. Organisational structure and career progress. 

Access for the women to advance in high development opportunities are often gained through 

informal networks and mentoring (Abidin et al., 2009). Windsor and Auyeung (2006) claimed that network 

opportunities that occurred in a firm are often not accessible by women and the number in promotion to the 

senior role in the accounting profession is minimal. Several respondents indicated that women accounting 

professionals are often excluded from networking opportunities with clients and influential partners or 

executives, due to the networking with important organisational contacts involves overnight traveling, and 

this may lead to the impediments for women progress upwards (Hoobler, Lemmon, & Wayne, 2011). The 

‘old boys’ network’ also supports men in their career advancement, whereby male managers tend to 

understand each other, thus, are more likely to recruit the male (Ramdhony et al., 2013). Furthermore, a 

study by Hoobler et al. (2011) claimed that with the lack of a mentor or senior leadership in a firm it tends 

to drive women to feel unprepared for upper-management positions and as a result, it would contribute to 

the disproportionately low numbers of women partners and senior executive within the accounting 

profession. Through the interview session with respondent, Adapa et al. (2015) reported that lack of mentors 

models and support from the firm were the common reason in the junior accounting roles to progress to a 

senior role in accounting firms. Meanwhile, women themselves need to invent for any training they require 

in order to further advance in their careers (Lukaka, 2013). It indicates that organisational structures are 

perceived as barriers to women career progress (Kira & Elegwa, 2012). Therefore, it is hypothesized that: 

H3: There is a significant relationship between organisational structure and women career progress in 

Malaysia.  

 

5.4. Gender organisation system (GOS). 

Gender Organisation System (GOS) perspective is related in explaining and provide evidence to the 

factor that may attribute to women career progress. Fagenson (1993) stated that GOS is a system oriented 

that is used to recognize the simultaneous reaction of the person, society, and organisation. The GOS has 

given an influence to women individuals and situation that may change their behavior. Long hour working 

and personal value such as spending quality time with family will cause them into work-family conflict. 
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Motherhood is a reason for the glass ceiling (Windsor & Auyeung, 2006) and they are the most 

disadvantage group compared to others when it comes to promotion (Ramdhony et al., 2013). Hence, 

experience less succeeds in their career (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010). Women tend to make their job second 

priority is one of the answers why women maintain their position and do not progress to the top position. 

The GOS also build the concept of organisational structure barrier towards women progress. GOS argues 

about the effects of the structures of women inequality in the workplace through organisational conditions. 

A suggested explanation for that may be the role of the mentor. Mentors are important by providing 

guidance and giving support to their mentee in a variety of ways such guiding, coaches, tutors and help in 

increasing their confidence level (Koyuncu, Burke, Alayoglu, & Wolpin, 2014). Bias in an organisational 

structure such as in terms of promotion, recruitment, limited opportunities to handle assignment and higher 

performance standards are the factors towards lacking in women career progress (Lyness & Heilman, 2006).  

 

6. Research Methods 

Purposive sampling design is used in this study as the sample comprised of women in the accounting 

profession who are MIA members working in MIA registered firms located in Selangor and Federal 

Territory of Kuala Lumpur. The areas were chosen because they are the crucial contributors to the service 

sector. The combined share of the two states is 49.9 percent of the Malaysian market. The contribution 

shared by the two states is the highest in Malaysia as compared to other states. Combined, they also have 

the highest Gross Domestic Product (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2015). 

Sample size of the research is 192 respondents, and this is considered appropriate and efficient as it 

is between 100-200 (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2005). Data is gathered through the use of 

self-administered questionnaire. The questionnaires were divided into three sections – individual factors, 

work-family conflict and organisational structure. Table 01 presents summary of the sources of the 

questionnaire and measurement for each variable: 

 

Table 01.  Measurement of variables 

Variables Measurement 

Career progress 
Years in the present position and number of years working 

(Abidin et al., 2008) 

Individual factor 

Age: 1= 20 - 25 years old 

2= 26 - 30 years old 

3= 31 - 35 years old 

4= 36 - 40 years old 

5= > 40 years old 

Marital status: 1= Single 

2= Married, children 

3= Married, no children 

4= Divorced, children 

Education level: 1= Diploma 

2= Bachelor degree 

3= Master degree 

4= PHD 

5= Professional 
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Work-family conflict 

Adopted from Netemeyer, McMurrian, and Boles (1996) which consists of 

five questions, and measured by using five points Likert scale, ranging from 

1 “strongly disagree” and 5 “strongly agree”. 

Organisational structure 

Adopted from Kirai and Elegwa (2012), which consists of 13 questions, and 

measured by using five points Likert scale, ranging from 1 “strongly 

disagree” and 5 “strongly agree”. 

   

7. Findings 

7.1. Reliability analysis. 

Reliability test was conducted to measure reliability of the questions. Cronbach’s Alpha for work-

family conflict was 0.763 and 0.766 for organisational structure. The results imply that the items have good 

internal consistency and stability. Values of Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.65 to 0.95 are considered as acceptable 

(Chua, 2009). 

 

7.2. Descriptive statistics. 

The descriptive statistics of the study is presented in Table 02. The table shows that majority of the 

respondents range between the ages of 31-35 and 26-30. Majority of the respondents were married with 

children. 40.1 per cent of the respondents holds master degree, and 28.1 per cent hold bachelor degrees. 

 

Table 02.  Demographic profile 

Item Frequency Percentage 

Age: 20 – 25 years 33 17.2 

 26 – 30 years 48 25.0 

 31 – 35 years 57 29.7 

 36 – 40 years 28 14.6 

 >40 years 26 13.5 

Marital status: Single  54 28.1 

 Married, children 85 44.3 

 Married, no children  32 16.7 

 Divorced, children 21 10.9 

Education level: Diploma 30 15.6 

 Bachelor degree 54 28.1 

 Master degree 77 40.1 

 PhD 16 8.3 

 Professional 15 7.8 

 

This study utilises the Central Limit Theorem which explains that as the sample size is more than 

100, a normal distribution is assumed, even though the data is not normally distributed. Hence, since the 

final sample is 192, this study utilised parametric tests to test the hypotheses. 

 

7.3. Correlation analysis. 

Prior to performing the regression analysis, multicollinearity is tested through a correlation analysis. 

Table 03 presents the Pearson’s correlation matrix among the variables employed in this study. It was found 

that age, marital status and education level are positively related to career progress. The results imply that 
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no serious multicollinearity problems exists as none of the associations have coefficients of greater than 0.9 

(Chua, 2009). 

 

Table 03.  Pearson’s correlation 

 CP AG MS EDU WFC OS 

CP 1.000 .689** .366** .399** .088 -.049 

AG .689** 1.000 .572** .436** .094 .038 

MS .366** .572** 1.000 .276** -.029 -.016 

EDU .399** .436** .276** 1.000 -.074 .008 

WFC .088 .094 -.029 -.074 1.000 .320** 

OS -.049 .038 -.016 .008 .320** 1.000 

** Significance at 0.05 level 

 

7.4. Regression analysis and One-way anova. 

This study utilised multiple regression analysis to further examine the effects of age, marital status, 

education level, work-family conflict and organisational structure have on career progress. The empirical 

model used to test the hypotheses are as follows: 

CPit =  β0 + β1AGit + β2MSit + β3EDUit + β4WFCit + + β5OSit  it       

                            

Where, 

CPit  = Career progress 

AGit  = Age 

MSit  = Marital status 

EDUit  = Education level 

WFCit  = Work-family conflict 

OSit  = Organisational structure 

 it  = Error term 

 

Table 04 presents the result of multiple regression on the effects of age, marital status, education 

level, work-family conflict and organisational structure on women career progress. The result proves that 

marital status, work-family conflict and organisational structure do not meet the selection criteria (p>.05). 

Meanwhile, age and education level contributes 49.8% of the changes in career progress (F= 36.868, 

p<0.001), suggesting that there might be other factors influencing the variation in career progress, which 

have not been tested in this study and is still open for future research.  Hence, H1a and H1c are supported.     

 

Table 04.  Multiple regression 

Variable Coefficients value t-statistics Sig. t 

Constant  2.981 .003 

AG .655 9.527 .000 

MS -.043 -.681 .497 

EDU .131 2.240 .026 
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WFC .066 1.176 .241 

OS -.096 -1.750 .082 

R2 = 0.498, F-statistic = 36.868, p = 0.000 

 

The significant results were further analysed through One-Way ANOVA to examine whether there 

are significant differences in career progress across ages and education levels.   

 

Table 05.  One-way anova test 

Item Mean P-value 

Age: 20 – 25 years 2.0000 0.000 

 26 – 30 years 2.7083  

 31 – 35 years 3.2632  

 36 – 40 years 4.6071  

 >40 years 4.4615  

Education level: Diploma 2.5667 0.000 

 Bachelor degree 2.7593  

 Master degree 3.5065  

 PhD 4.8125  

 Professional 3.6000  

 

The results in Table 04 shows that in terms of age, older women tend to progress better in their 

career as compared to the younger ones. The result is consistent with Posholi (2013) who claimed that age 

plays a significant role in women career progress. Nonetheless, is inconsistent with Ramdhony et al. (2013) 

who found an insignificant relationship. This is proven further in Table 5 which shows that women career 

progress differs across ages (p<0.05). Women between the ages of 36-40 were found to have greater career 

progress followed by women over the age of 40, followed by 31-35 years and 26-30. Most of the women 

with greater career progress were in their late 30, indicating that women at that age range have more 

experience and might progress better. The result contradicts from studies by Qasem and Abdullatif (2014) 

and Freed and Karayan (1995) who concluded that younger individuals tend to adapt easier and have more 

favorable motivational attitudes than older ones.  

As for education level, Table 4 shows that women with higher education level tend to have better 

career progress. The result is consistent with previous studies by Amin and Islam (2015), Collins and 

Wiseman (2012), Elmuti et al. (2009) and Chenevert and Tremblay (2002) who found that education level 

is important for women career advancement. This is proven further in Table 5, which shows that career 

progress differs across education levels (p<0.05). Women with Ph.D. and professional certificate show 

greater career progress, followed by master degree, bachelor degree and diploma levels. This indicates that 

most of the respondents realised that education is important for their career progress. The result is consistent 

with Subramaniam, Arumugam, and Akeel (2013) who found career advancement differs between levels 

of education. Women with PhD and professional accounting qualifications may progress better because 

they have sufficient knowledge and qualification to climb up in their career. 

However, no such relationships are observed for marital status, work-family conflict and 

organisational structure towards the women career progress (p>0.05). Therefore H1b, H2, and H3 are 

rejected, reveals that marital status, work-family conflict and organisational structure do not influence the 
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women career progress in Malaysia. The result on marital status fails to support Posholi (2013), Hoobler et 

al. (2011), Abidin et al. (2008), and Abidin et al. (2009), whereby they found that marital status affects 

women career advancement. Perhaps, recently, regardless of the marital status, women in Malaysia have 

the desire for career progress might be due to the current economic situation which requires for a better 

household income. In terms of work-family conflict, the result is not consistent with Adapa et al. (2015), 

Abidin et al. (2009) and Ismail and Ibrahim (2008), whereby they claimed that this conflict is a major 

barrier to women career progress. The current result probably due to women nowadays can handle their 

family and job responsibilities better, besides having a flexible work place arrangements in order to fulfil 

their needs. As for the organisational structure, this result contradicts from the previous studies by Posholi 

(2013) and Kirai and Elegwa (2012) whereby they found a significant relationship. The current study 

indicates that organisational structure is no longer a factor that will impede women career progress, might 

be due to man nowadays have realised that women have similar ability and capabilities as them. Thus they 

tend to give opportunities for women to progress.   

 

8. Conclusion 

This study attempts to investigate whether individual factors (age, marital status, and education 

level), work-family conflict and organisational structure influence the women career progress in Malaysia. 

Data were collected through questionnaires from 192 respondents of MIA members in MIA registered firms 

located in Selangor and Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur. The results reveal that age and education level 

show significant positive impact towards the women career progress. Perhaps, younger women have 

difficulty in balancing between the organisation requirement and their family life compared to the older 

ones who have more experience in handling both responsibilities. As for education level, women need to 

seek initiatives to pursue their study which may enhance their knowledge for career advancement.  The 

results, however suggest that marital status, work-family conflict, and organisational structure are not the 

barriers for women career progress. This study contributes to the literature by providing the empirical 

evidence on the factors influencing the women career progress in Malaysia. The results may provide some 

insights to the regulatory body such as MIA to enhance the number of accounting senior positions among 

women. Since this study only confined the MIA members in MIA registered firms and the three factors, 

future research may extend to the non-registered members whose characteristics might be different, 

consider other variables, besides make a comparison across genders.   
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