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Abstract
The aim of this article is to shed light on theoretical and empirical research on
gender and leadership. The article shows that the topics leadership and gender
underlie a vivid debate about differences and similarities between female and
male leaders in management science. In general, women are still facing substantial
barriers and thus are underrepresented in senior leadership positions. From
the human capital perspective, women are at least or even better educated than
their male counterparts. In fact, women do have less work experience, which can
be traced back to childcare and domestic duties. Moreover, research shows that
women deal with stress differently and have more problems in establishing informal
networks than men. From the leadership effectiveness perspective, female leaders
tend to use more participative, democratic, or transformational leadership styles
and a higher individualised consideration towards employees than men do. Besides,
women are more effective in leadership roles that are congruent with their gender,
are more attentive to interpersonal relations, and try to establish an atmosphere
of harmony compared to male managers. Furthermore, the article deals with the
glass cliff effect that describes that women are more likely to be appointed to senior
leadership positions under precarious financial situations than men. Moreover,
studies that researched the impact of women in CEO positions affecting the financial
performance offer mixed support and are partly contradicting. In addition, this article
also discusses Schein’s think manager-think male paradigm and Heilman’s lack of fit
model and offers explanations for stereotyped behaviours against women.
Keywords: gender and leadership, leadership styles, gender differences, leader
personality traits, leadership role, leadership competence.

Introduction
To begin with, the topic of leadership has been part of human
experience since people formed groups to cope with threats from the
environment, dangerous animals, or other individuals. In particular, most
discussions about leadership range from antiquity through the 1970s
primarily focusing on men, with very little emphasis on women as leaders
or gender and leadership.1 Now, at the beginning of the 21st century, the
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topic of women and leadership is gaining significant attention2, which can
be traced back to changing conditions in work organisations.3 Scholars
started out questioning how women lead and if differences between men
and women exist and referred to highly effective female leaders such as
Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany or President Dilma Rousseff of Brazil.4
Considering the employment in the USA, women are still underrepresented
in leadership positions in companies, institutions of higher education, and
in politics.5 In particular, the Catalyst (2019) reports that 44.7% of the total
S&P 500 labour force are women. Moreover, women account for 36% in firstor mid-level positions and only 4.8% Chief Executives Officers are female.6 7
The Centre for Women and Politics (2016) further highlights that women
are also underrepresented in elective offices. In detail, women hold 105
seats (19.6%) of the 535 seats in the 114th U.S. congress and 20 (20%) of the
100 seats in the Senate. In addition, in 2016 only 75 women hold state-wide
elective offices in the United States of America.8 According to the business
report from Grant Thornton (2016), women hold only 24% of senior roles
and 33% of businesses have no women in senior management positions.9
Carli/Eagly (2011) and Paustian-Underdahl/Walker/Woehr (2014) further
stress that although the proportion of women improved in the last years
women did not reach parity with men10 11 and remain disproportionately
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Source: Hoyt/Simon, 2016, p. 400.

Figure 1. Understanding the Leadership Labyrinth

concentrated in lower-level hierarchies.12 Thus, statistics show selection
rates for leadership positions vary between men and women, both in the
USA, as well as around the world.13
According to Hoyt, Simon (2016), Gipson et al. (2017) and Yukl (2013),
the discussion of women’s underrepresentation in high-level relationships
can be traced back to three major types of explanations. Differences
between men and women are based on human capital investments followed
by gender differences and finally prejudice and discrimination against
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female leaders.14 15 16 The following Figure 1 illustrates and summarizes
the three main types of explanations.

Differences in Human Capital
First and foremost, one prominent explanation for leadership
differences is based on the perception that women have less human
capital in education, training, and work experience compared to men.
In particular, women obtain undergraduate degrees at a higher rate than
men do. Similarly, women earn professional and doctoral degrees at a
rate greater or nearly equal to that of men.17 According to a survey of
the American Bar Association (2013), women, for example, obtain 47.3%
of law degrees, but are significantly underrepresented in Federal Court
positions with 24.1% and receive less salary than men.18 In fact, women
often have less work experience than men do, which is caused by childcare
and domestic duties.19 20
Furthermore, Carli, Eagly (2007) argue that domestic responsibilities
cause substantial time pressure and women compensate time by giving
up leisure time activities.21 However, given the fact that about 50% of all
middle managers are female, this may provide evidence that women are
being given the essential possibilities to receive the crucial management
experience before being appointed for senior leadership positions. In
contrast, other researches have emphasised the scarcity of highly trained
female leaders as a contributing factor to the gender gap in the leader
selection process, which is defined as a pipeline problem in the literature.
There is a significant lack on women with adequate education and work
14
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experience to choose from for senior leadership positions.22 Iwasaki,
MacKay, Ristock (2004) explored the experiences of stress among both
female and male managers. It could be researched that men and women
experience stress differently. Although there were some similarities
between men and women (e.g. a lack of sleep or financial stressors),
female managers highlight that emotional stress was very draining, mostly
because of the pressure to meet expectations and being responsible for
others individuals compared to men. Female managers feel responsible for
work both inside and outside their homes. Iwasaki, MacKay, Ristock (2004)
further report that male managers were primarily focused on themselves
and regarded other affairs as beyond their control and responsibility.
Moreover, the study found that female leaders tend to talk more
extensively and emotionally how their family-home lives became a source
of stress compared to male managers. Following that, female managers
experience a greater amount of stress from their family-home lives than
male mangers. One explanation for this phenomenon is based on the
argument that female managers are expected to perform substantial family
and home responsibilities.23
In addition, McGuire (2002) performed an empirical research with more
than 1,000 financial service employees and could identify that women are
facing significant barriers in establishing informal networks. The study
revealed that women tend to have jobs that limit their ability to form
resourceful networks. Moreover, women were less likely than their male
counterparts to have positions in which they make final decisions and
interact with staff members outside of their work groups. Following that,
male network members were more likely to control company resources
than women were.24 Similarly, Lyness, Heilman (2006) conducted a study
and showed that the relationship between performance ratings and
promotions was weaker for men than for women. The authors argue that
male managers take more advantage of informal means than women for
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career advancement do.25 Taken together these findings, women are still
facing significant hurdles from accessing top leadership positions.26
Gender and leadership effectiveness
After having briefly discussed the leadership gap from human capital
perspective, the author puts emphasis on gender differences in leadership
and its effectiveness in more detail substantiating with empirical research.
To begin with, Eagly, Johnson (1990) performed a meta-analysis to
identify leadership style differences between men and women. Results
show that against stereotypic expectations that women do not generally
lead in a more interpersonal and men in more task-oriented manner.27 28
Surprisingly, research revealed that women tend to apply more democratic
or participative leadership styles.29 30
Further research work conducted by Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, van
Engen (2003) focusing on transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire
leadership indicated that women tend to apply more transformational
leadership than men. Similarly, the same is valid for transactional leader
ship. Women are more prone to offer rewards for appropriate performance
to subordinates than men are. Besides, Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt,
van Engen (2003) suppose that less effective leadership styles such as
laissez-faire behaviour were more common in men. Moreover, it could be
researched that female leaders possess a wider range of different leadership
behaviours than male leaders. In particular, this refers to transformational
and contingent reward behaviours.31 Chin (2014) highlights that although

25

Lyness, K. S., Heilman, M. E. (2006), When Fit Is Fundamental: Performance Evaluations
and Promotions of Upper-Level Female and Male Managers. Journal of Applied Psychology,
Vol. 91, Issue 4, p. 784.
26
Gipson, A. N., Pfaff, D. L., Mendelsohn, D. B., Catenacci, L. T., Burke, W. W. (2017),
Women and Leadership. Selection, Development, Leadership Style, and Performance.
The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, Vol. 53, Issue 1, p. 37.
27
Eagly, A. H., Johnson, B. T. (1990), Gender and Leadership Style: A Meta-Analysis.
Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 108, Issue 2, pp. 247–249.
28
Hoyt, C. L., Simon, S. (2016), Gender and Leadership. In: Northouse, P. G.: Leadership.
Theory and Practice. Seventh Edition, United Kingdom, Sage Publications, p. 402.
29
Chin, J. L. (2014), Women and Leadership. In: Day, D. V.: The Oxford Handbook of
Leadership and Organizations. New York, Oxford University Press, p. 738.
30
Trinidad, C., Normore, A. H. (2005), Leadership and gender: a dangerous liaison?
Leadership & Organization Development Journal, Vol. 26, Issue 7, p. 583.
31
Eagly, A. H., Johannesen-Schmidt, M. C., van Engen, M. L. (2003), Transformational,
Transactional, and Laissez-Faire Leadership Styles: A Meta-Analysis Comparing Women
and Men. Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 129, Issue 4, pp. 586–587.

126

Humanities and Social Sciences: Latvia (Volume 27(1))

these differences are small; the implications are encouraging because it
identifies areas of strengths of female leaders. 32
Regarding leadership effectiveness, Eagly, Karau, Makhijani (1995) found
that female and male leaders do not distinguish in leadership effectiveness
in general. Surprisingly, research revealed one robust gender difference
in such a way that women and men were more effective in leadership
roles that were congruent with their gender. For example, female leaders
were less effective than men in military positions, but more effective
than men in education, government, and social service organisations, as
well as in positions where communal interpersonal skills are appreciated.
Furthermore, women were less effective than their male counterparts
when they supervised a higher number of male subordinates.
Taking these findings together, Eagly, Karau, Makhijani (1995) highlight
that being “out of role” in gender-defined terms may cause a decline in
leaders’ perceived effectiveness.33 34
Research also focused on the presumed gender difference that women
allocate less effort to work than men do with the argument that women
have greater family responsibilities. The study by Bielby, Bielby (1988)
showed that women tend to work at jobs that require slightly more effort.
Compared to men with comparable domestic responsibilities market
human capital, income, promotion possibilities, and job responsibilities
women allocate significantly more effort to work activities compared to
men. Despite greater household responsibilities, women must be able to
draw on reserve of energy that is either not available to the typical male or,
more realistically, that their male counterparts choose not to drawn upon.35
Moreover, Eagly, Karau (1991) performed a meta-analytic review on
leader emergence and found out that men were more likely to emerge
as leaders in groups than women were. Women were more attentive to
interpersonal relationships and group harmony than men were. Besides,
women were more likely to serve as social facilitators instead of leaders.
The authors assume that women apparently have a greater chance of
receiving a leadership position under certain circumstances that include,
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for example, social tasks.36 In contrast, Kent, Moss (1994) performed an
empirical study and found that women were slightly more likely to emerge
as leaders than men were.37 A further gender difference researched by
Babcock, Laschever (2003) indicated that women are much less likely to
see benefits and necessity for asking for what they really want.38
Furthermore, research by Ryan, Haslam (2005) showed that women
were more likely to be appointed to leadership positions in circumstances
of general financial downturns.39 In particular, Haslam, Ryan (2008)
investigated the circumstances surrounding the appointment of directors
in companies in Britain and could reveal that women are overrepresented
in precarious leadership positions. This phenomenon is called “the glass
cliff ”. In particular, for companies that placed men to their company
boards, share price performance remained stable, both before and after
the appointment. In contrast, in times of stock market downturns, compa
nies that appointed female leaders had experienced poor financial perfor
mance. Derived from that, men and women were positioned to director
ships under very different conditions.40
In addition, the study by Nielsen, Huse (2010) makes several contri
butions to current discussions about the role of female directors on
corporate boards. To begin with, the authors found that the impact of
women on corporate boards depends on the nature of task executed. In
general, no overall differences were detected between the behaviour of
female and male managers, but it could be researched that women directors’
leadership varies slightly compared to men in specific circumstances. In
particular, the ratio of female directors has a positive direct relationship
with board strategic control but no direct relationship with board
operational control. Thus, these findings indicate that female directors
do not carry out operational control tasks better or worse compared to
male managers, they contribute certain benefits to the board decisionmaking when it comes to strategic tasks. It is further argued that women
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have a wider sensitivity towards colleagues and their consideration of the
interests and perspectives of all included parties increases board oversight
of company strategy. These findings contribute the understanding why it is
tricky to establish a direct relationship between board gender composition
and company performance.41
Similarly, Adams, Ferreira (2009) conducted a research to identify
whether governance characteristics of boards that are more diverse are
different from those that are less diverse. It was revealed that women
attend more meetings and are more likely to be assigned to monitoringrelated committees compared to their male counterparts. In case women
also participated actively at board and monitoring committee meetings,
the monitoring intensity of the total board increased.42 43 However, Melero
(2011) conducted further research to reveal how workplace management
teams with a higher proportion of women tend to use different peoplemanagement practices. The study found that women tend to show more
individualised consideration of employees than men do. The findings
further suggest that these management teams seem to develop more
interpersonal communication channels with staff members and foster their
participation in decision-making processes. From the theoretical framework
perspective, the findings highlight the assumption that the influence of
women in the overall selection of workplace management practices raises
with their relative presence in the management team.44
In addition, Post (2015) performed an empirical research to understand
to what extend and in what contexts female leaders may be beneficial for
teams. In particular, the study explored how team leader gender relates
to team cohesion, cooperative learning, and participative communication.
Results show that teams may benefit from female group leaders to develop
cohesion, cooperative learning, and participative communication when
team coordination requirements are higher, such as when teams are more
functionally diverse, larger, or geographically dispersed. As diversity raises,
teams led by women show a higher cohesion compared with teams led
by men. In case team size enhances, female-led teams respond with more
41
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cohesion, co-operative learning, and participative learning compared with
similar teams with male superiors. Finally, among geographically dispersed
teams, those teams with female leaders show more cooperative learning
and participative communication than those with male managers.45
Considering leadership effectiveness from the financial outcome
perspective, Jalbert, Jalbert, Furumo (2013) conducted a study to
determine if gender affects financial company performance. In this respect,
the authors collected data from Forbes magazine and Compustat including
6,305 firm year observations covering a time period from 1997 until 2006.
The results indicate that gender has significantly explanatory power for
the Return on Investment, Price to Earnings Ratio, Return on Assets, Sales
Growth and Institutional Ownership. The results highlight that female
Chief Executives Officers lead companies differently and are recognised
differently by financial markets.46 Besides, Davis et al. (2010) performed a
very similar study but with focus on CEO gender on market orientation and
performance among small and medium-sized companies. According to the
results, no significant relationship was found between CEO genders and
financial and market performance in small and medium-sized companies.
Although there are some indications for a marginal higher performance
among female-led companies, the research results are not significant,
indicating that gender does not affect company performance. Furthermore,
it could be researched that female leaders put much more emphasis on
market orientation compared to men.47
A further stream of scholars researched how board diversity affects firm
value. Results show that women or minorities on the board positively and
significantly affect the firm value.48 In contrast, Darmadi (2013) performed
a similar research in Indonesia to examine the relationship between
gender diversity on the management board and the financial performance
of listed companies. The author applied a cross-sectional regression
analysis and found that the representation of women on management
boards negatively and significantly affects firm performance. Based on
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that, a higher proportion of female leaders tends to lower the company
performance. The authors further stress that a higher proportion of women
on management boards is more likely to occur in small companies, which
are often family-controlled.49 Thus, it can be concluded that research offers
mixed results how women on corporate boards increase the financial
performance of companies.50
Next, research started examining the impact of female leaders
throughout the organisation and firm financial performance. In this respect,
Dwyer, Richard, Chadwick (2003) could identify a positive relationship
between gender diversity, growth orientation and performance. This is
argued that potential benefits of gender diversity such as new insights,
perspectives, creativity, and experience seem to boost expansion into new
markets.51

Gender and stereotypes
Moreover, one further explanation of leadership gaps is grounded on
stereotyped expectations (prejudice).52 Biased beliefs about certain skills
and behaviours essential for being an effective leader are prominent
reasons for sex-based discrimination.53 Stroebe, Chester (1989) define
a stereotype as a set of beliefs about the personal attributes of a group
of individuals.54 Eagly, Karau (2002) describe stereotypes as consensual
beliefs about the attributes of men and women.55 Thus, stereotypes are at
the heart of numerous theories and frameworks trying to explore gender
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gaps in leadership selection rates.56 According to the role congruity theory,
women are positively associated with roles that correspond to typical social
roles. In this respect, Eagly, Karau (2002) highlight some disadvantages for
women. It assumes that women have less leadership qualities than men
do in particular situations.57 Moreover, women are confronted with crosspressures as leaders should be masculine but as woman, they should not
be too manly. This causes the perception that women seem to be less
qualified for higher leadership positions than men do.58 In particular,
Burgess, Borgida (1999) distinguish between descriptive and prescriptive
components of gender stereotypes. Descriptive aspects of gender
stereotypes lead to perceptions that women are not suitable for maledominated tasks and jobs, which results in biases against hiring women
for certain types of occupations. In contrast, prescriptive components of
gender stereotypes may cause devaluations or even harassments of women
who violate gender role prescriptions. The authors further stress that
women who behave, for example in an autocratic manner or who occupy
traditional male occupations are likely to be negatively sanctioned. These
negative evaluations usually occur on communal or on interpersonal levels
rather than on competency dimensions.59
Similarly, Heilman’s lack of fit model postulates that results that come
from discriminatory against women are grounded on a mismatch between
the attributes that women are thought to possess and the attributes
seen as essential for success in male-dominated positions and fields. This
incongruity embodies the basis of negative expectations about women’s
performance to bias the processing of information and, consequently,
facilitates discriminatory behaviour. Again, central to this theory is a
consideration of gender stereotypes – in particular, preconceptions in view
of what men and women ought to be.60
In addition, a study conducted by Forsyth, Heiney, Wright (1997)
researched role-incongruence in small groups led by women who applied
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relationship- or task-oriented leadership styles. It was revealed that
conservative group participants reacted more negatively to female taskoriented leaders and rated the female leader lower regarding collegiality.
In contrast, group participants with a liberal attitude towards women
responded positively to both leadership styles.61
Moreover, the think-manager – think-male paradigm fostered sex role
stereotypes. In particular, Schein’s et al. (1996) research revealed that
females and males perceive that successful middle managers possess
characteristics and attitudes more commonly ascribed by men in general
than to women. The study was repeated several times with Chinese and
Japanese, as well as with British, German and US students. Although the
participants had different historical, political and cultural backgrounds, the
view of women as less likely than men to possess requisite management
characteristics is a commonly held belief among male students around the
globe.62
Together these theories have significantly affected the work that has
been carried out so far in order to improve the understanding how gender
bias and prejudice influence the perception and evaluation of female
individuals aspiring to leadership positions.63
In general, the number of female leaders who successfully navigate
this leadership labyrinth is improving. For Hoyt, Simon (2016), changes in
the organisation are taking place and making it easier for women to hold
top leadership positions. The company cultures are changing as several
companies value flexible working and diversity in their top management
levels. Moreover, assigning more female leaders to high-visibility positions
and developing effective and supportive mentoring relationships for
women are key approaches for lowering the leadership gap.64 65 The
following Figure 2 summarises and illustrates different strategies how
women can promote leadership effectiveness.
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Source: Hoyt, Simon, 2016, p. 407.

Figure 2.

Promoting Leadership Effectiveness

Conclusion
To conclude, the understanding for leadership and gender is crucial
in several ways. To begin with, scholars started to explore if differences
between men and women exist in terms of human capital. In general,
figures show that women tend to be more educated than men are. In fact,
women have less work experience than men, which can be traced back to
domestic duties, as well as to childcare responsibilities. However, given the
fact that about half of the middle managers are women this may provide
evidence that women collect sufficient work experience before being
appointed for senior leadership positions.
To improve the understanding of gender and leadership effectiveness
substantial research has been performed. In general, research showed that
leadership between men and women varies slightly. In particular, women
tend to apply more democratic, participative, as well as transformational
leadership styles compared to men. Furthermore, female CEO’s contribute
significantly to decision-making and show more cohesion, co-operative
learning and participative communication compared to men. Evaluating
leadership and gender from the financial point of view, research results
vary significantly in terms of company size and market performance and
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offer mixed support for management science. Research showed that
women are more likely to be selected for leadership positions in times
of company crises. This phenomenon is called the glass cliff. Surprisingly,
research found a gender difference in such a way that women and men
were more effective in leadership roles that were congruent with their
gender. For example, female leaders were less effective than men in military
positions were, but more effective than men in education were, or social
service organisations were. Moreover, the think-manager – think-male
paradigm from Schein contributed to sex role stereotypes. In particular,
research revealed that men and women perceive that successful middle
managers possess characteristics, attitudes and temperaments more
commonly ascribed by men than to women. The studies from Schein et al.
were repeated several times, but showed a coherent result. Furthermore,
Heilman’s lack of fit model also deals with discriminatory against women,
which is grounded on a mismatch between the attributes that women are
perceived to possess and the attributes seen as essential for success in
male-dominated positions and fields.
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