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The persistence of gender inequality in
leadership: Still a long way to go?
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10.1

Introduction

In most developed societies, women have gained considerable access to leadership
roles over the last century. Since the 1999 Treaty of Amsterdam (Article 2 EC),
gender equality has become one of the essential tasks of the European Community.
Achieving gender balance within leadership ranks has been guided by social and
ethical considerations, such as fairness and legality. More recently, research has
provided evidence for the “business case” of gender diversity in leadership. Female
presence in leadership roles has been found to be correlated with higher corporate
performance, greater capitalization of talent, enhanced leadership, team performance and motivation, and other factors (Eagly, 2016). However, these outcomes
are contingent upon particular conditions in which diversity can be leveraged to
improve organizational outcomes (e.g., for a discussion, see Dawson, Kersley and
Natella, 2016; Eagly, 2016; Post and Byron, 2015).
Despite legal interventions and the business case for gender diversity, gender balance in leadership remains a distant goal, with women still being under-represented
in positions of power and authority. In Europe, women represent on average only
23.3 percent of managers and merely 5.1 percent of CEOs in the largest publicly listed companies (European Commission, 2016). In the US, women also only
represent 5 percent of CEOs in S&P 500 companies but they are slightly better
represented at general management level, with 36.6 percent of lower- and mid-level
positions held by women (Catalyst, 2016).
To explain the relative absence of women in leadership roles, researchers have
considered various, interrelated factors including gendered career preferences,
gender bias towards women, and work–family-related barriers (for an overview,
see Kossek, Su and Wu, 2007). This chapter adopts a social-psychological perspective and focuses on one critical explanatory factor for the under-representation
of women in leadership: the role of gender stereotypes. Gender stereotypes and
prejudice are a consequence of social categorization. In this chapter we will explain
how this cognitive process can foster other-directed gender bias (discrimination
of female leaders) and self-directed bias (self-limiting behavior by female leaders).
Moreover, various contextual conditions can attenuate or reinforce gender bias
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in leadership. This chapter aims to (1) explain the complexity of gender stereotypes and female leadership; and (2) highlight research questions that await further
examination to efficiently tackle gender imbalance in leadership.

10.2 Barriers to gender equality – gender stereotypes and
prejudice in leadership
Stereotypes are beliefs about a set of attributes ascribed to a social group. When a
person’s social category is salient, the person will be perceived as a group member
and as possessing the respective attributes (see Bosak, Asbrock and Meyer, 2018).
The cognitive process of social categorization of individuals or roles forms the basis
of stereotyping. One important social category in our society is sex. Identifying
an individual as a woman or a man activates beliefs about the person’s traits and
behaviors. These beliefs or gender roles include descriptive expectations about
what men and women are like as well as prescriptive and proscriptive beliefs about
what they should, or should not, be like (Cialdini and Trost, 1998). The content
of these gendered expectations consists of two core dimensions: communion and
agency (e.g., Deaux and Lewis, 1984; Heilman, 2012). Communal beliefs pertain
to a concern for others and include relational qualities such as sympathetic, kind,
affective, and caring, which are typically ascribed to women. In contrast, agentic
beliefs pertain to assertion and control and include qualities such as being dominant, assertive, daring, and self-confident, which are typically ascribed to men. We
will introduce four theories that explain the origins of gender stereotypes and the
motivations underlying these generalizations, and sometimes wrong assumptions,
about women and men.
Social role theory (Eagly, 1987; Eagly, Wood and Diekman, 2000) argues that gender
stereotypes follow from people’s observation of women and men in social roles. In
industrialized societies, women are more likely to occupy roles of homemaker and
primary caregiver to children, and hold service and caretaking jobs in the paid
economy. In contrast, men are more likely to occupy roles of breadwinner and
hold full-time jobs in the paid economy, with these roles often pertaining to power,
leadership, and physical strength. This differential role occupancy leads perceivers
to infer that men are particularly agentic and that women are particularly communal (Cejka and Eagly, 1999), thus creating gender-stereotypical beliefs. Gender
stereotypes thus stem from role-bound activities. The attributes required to be
successful in these roles “become stereotypic of each sex and facilitate its typical
activities” (Diekman and Eagly, 2000, p. 1172).
Other theories on the development and content of stereotypes focus on status and
relational interdependence rather than directly observed behaviors as the origin of
stereotypes. According to the stereotype content model (Fiske et al., 2002), beliefs
about group members follow from people’s perceptions of two dimensions of intergroup relations: competence and warmth. From this perspective, low-status groups
are typically described as high in warmth and low in competence, whereas high-
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status groups are perceived to be low in warmth and high in competence. Women
are typically considered as lower status than men and are therefore seen as warmer
and less competent than men. Paradoxically, although people associate more positive and warmth-related qualities with women than men (“women are wonderful”
effect; Eagly and Mladinic, 1994), the same qualities can lead to disadvantages in
the workplace, where competence-related traits are seen as more critical to professional success.
Stereotyping can also be seen as a result of cognitive processes of categorization.
People have a natural tendency to categorize themselves and others into social
groups (e.g., gender, age, religion). A person’s sex is mostly the first characteristic that observers notice about others, who are in an instant categorized as male
or female (e.g., Fiske, Haslam and Fiske, 1991). According to the cognitive miser
perspective, this cognitive process helps to reduce information and thus liberates
cognitive capacities to react quickly and process complex situations (Hamilton,
Stroessner and Driscoll, 1994). Thus, social categorization is viewed as a necessary
cognitive function to deal with a complex world while likely producing bias in
cognitive processing.
Another theory explains stereotyping through motivational sources linked to intergroup processes rather than a bias in cognitive functioning. People have a need to
be positively distinct and thus tend to compare themselves to others in order to
know where they stand in terms of their traits, capacities, and attitudes (Festinger,
1954). However, as posited by social identity theory, individuals not only compare
themselves on an inter-individual level but also on a group level, with the aim to
achieve a positive and distinct social identity (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). For such
social comparisons, it is necessary to categorize oneself and other people. As a
result, members of the same social category (e.g., the same sex) will be seen as
similar to each other but different from the members of other groups (e.g., opposite
sex). This fulfils the need to be distinct on a group level while fulfilling, another
basic need – that of belonging.
In conclusion, observations of men and women in social roles, perceptions of status
differences between the sexes, social categorization processes, and people’s motivation to see the self positively shape their beliefs about women’s greater communion
and warmth and men’s greater agency and competence, respectively. These genderstereotypical beliefs entail behavioral expectations for the sexes and provide the
basis for gender bias in the workplace and self-stereotyping of women and men.

10.2.1 The impact of gender bias on performance and leadership
evaluations
Gender stereotypes pose one explanation for women’s challenges in being perceived
as a leader and in attaining roles with authority. Although gender stereotypes are
less powerful in the presence of social role information (e.g., occupational role; see
Bosak, Sczesny and Eagly, 2007, 2012), they remain influential in work settings (e.g.,
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Ridgeway, 2001). Gender stereotypes can give rise to prejudice and discrimination
against female leaders due to dissimilar beliefs about the female gender role and
the leadership role. Communal qualities that are predominantly ascribed to women
are perceived to be incongruent with agentic qualities typically ascribed to leaders
(Eagly and Karau, 2002). Early research by Schein provided evidence of this masculine construal of leadership and alluded to a think manager–think male phenomenon (see Schein, 2001). Specifically, she found that successful middle managers are
perceived as more like men than women in numerous, mainly agentic qualities. In
general, this incongruity between beliefs about women and leaders may give rise to
decreased expectations of performance and of success for women, which in turn
may lead to gender discrimination in selection decisions, performance appraisals, and reward allocations (Heilman, 1983, 2001). According to role congruity
theory (Eagly and Karau, 2002), the incongruity between the female gender role and
leadership roles can lead to two forms of prejudice toward female leaders. These
two forms include biased perceptions of (1) women’s potential for leadership roles
due to stereotypical beliefs that men rather than women possess leadership ability;
and (2) women’s leadership behavior, which is judged less favorably than the same
behavior shown by men. The first form of prejudice stems from descriptive gender
stereotypes, that is, beliefs about what women and men are like. These beliefs can
lower women’s chances of accessing leadership roles, as people might believe that
women do not have the necessary traits to be good leaders (Heilman, 2012). In
contrast, the second form of prejudice stems from prescriptive gender stereotypes,
that is, beliefs about what women and men should be like. If female leaders violate
these prescriptive beliefs by demonstrating agentic behaviors expected in leaders
and failing to show communal behaviors expected in women, they can face negative evaluations, interpersonal hostility, and dislike (Heilman and Okimoto, 2007;
Heilman et al., 2004; Rudman and Glick, 2001). Empirical research further demonstrated that both contextual and personal factors affected these prejudice types (see
Eagly and Karau, 2002). For example, these types of prejudice might be more or less
pronounced as a function of the perceived masculinity of the leader role, the gender
of the perceiver, the cultural context, or the salience of the gender role in a given
context (e.g., pregnancy, token status).
The perceived incongruity between the female gender role and leader roles also
makes it difficult for women to have their achievements and performances acknowledged. An array of research has shown that objectively identical traits and behaviors do not translate into the same evaluations and outcomes for women and men.
For example, an extensive meta-analysis of experiments presented applicants with
identical job résumés or applications except for the manipulation of applicants’
gender. The results showed that, for typically male jobs, men received higher ratings
than women, whereas for typically female jobs, women received higher ratings than
men (Davison and Burke, 2000). Similarly, participants showed greater devaluation
of women compared to men for leadership behaviors in male-dominated leadership
roles (see meta-analysis of 61 experiments by Eagly, Makhijani and Klonsky, 1992).
Meta-analytic evidence from organizational studies further showed preferential
hiring of men (Koch, D’Mello and Sackett, 2015) and fewer promotions for women
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than men in various professional roles (Joshi, Son and Roh, 2015), particularly
for male-dominated positions. These findings suggest that objectively identical
behaviors or resumes will receive different evaluations depending on the stimulus
person’s gender. As male-dominated and higher status leader roles in particular are
construed in masculine, agentic terms, the reviewed evidence demonstrates clear
bias against female applicants for such roles and against female leaders.
The performance–reward relationship also tends to be skewed for women. This is
reflected in pay–performance relationships, where male directors’ compared to
female directors’ bonus payments tend to be strongly and positively related to
company performance (Kulich et al., 2011). Similarly, male but not female doctors’
grades from medical school were positively related to their remuneration 15 years
later (Evers and Sieverding, 2014). A meta-analysis by Joshi et al. (2015) further
revealed gender differences in performance evaluations, sometimes in favor of
women and sometimes in favor of men. These differences are unrelated to gender
differences found in promotional outcomes, which are systematically showing
higher outcomes for men and effect sizes being much larger than for evaluations.
Overall, these findings suggest that performance attributions are influenced by the
actor’s gender, with the same performance unlikely to yield the same outcomes for
women and men.
Which factors are responsible for these gender-biased performance evaluations?
Performance evaluations depend on the degree to which an actor is deemed
responsible for an outcome. One reason for the weak relationship between women’s performance and promotional outcomes could stem from an attributional
bias. Previous research showed that, for men, successful work performance leads to
internal attributions, with men being believed to be especially skilled. In contrast,
for women, such performance leads to external attributions, such as luck or effort
(Deaux and Emswiller, 1974; Heilman and Guzzo, 1978). The attribution of successful work performance to ability and skills rather than other factors is positively
related to promotion decisions (Heilman and Guzzo, 1978). Overall, these findings
suggest that women and men face different realities, as objectively identical performance by the sexes is perceived differently and is attributed to different factors,
with gender stereotypes underpinning these actions.
Another explanation as to why performance by female leaders does not pay off
is the fact that women fulfilling the demands of leadership roles and displaying
agentic behaviors might elicit unfavorable evaluations by others and thus not translate into promotions and rewards. According to role incongruity theory, gender
stereotypes dictate how women and men ought (not) to behave. Gender a-typical
behavior, which violates such prescriptions and proscriptions, can lead to severe
consequences for the actor. The more women in leader or negotiator roles behave
in agentic or dominant ways as required by such roles, the more these women are
likely to receive negative evaluations because their behavior deviates from norms
of the female gender roles. For example, women negotiating their salaries or acting
as confident leaders may be perceived as competent and successful, but at the
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same time “unwomanly,” “pushy,” or “demanding,” thereby eliciting hostile reactions (Kray and Thompson, 2005; Rudman et al., 2012). The perceived deviation
of female leaders from expectations of their gender role can thus result in social
and economic punishments such as being excluded from promotions or salary
increases. In summary, women face a double bind. On the one hand, they should
avoid appearing too communal in a work context as this undermines competence
judgments. On the other hand, when they do behave agentically, they are likely to
experience backlash. Perceivers especially engage in such discriminatory behavior
when they feel threatened (e.g., being outperformed). This behavior allows them to
regain their self-worth and to maintain the status quo.
Gender stereotypes pertaining to agency and competence further give rise to double
standards in performance evaluations of women and men. Women are expected to
lack agency and competence relative to men. Thus, if women perform well in a male
domain they may be held to a stricter standard than men. This implies that they
need to display more agency and show better performance than men to be considered competent. For example, in a hiring simulation study (Bosak and Sczesny,
2011), at the screening stage, participants short-listed female and male applicants
similarly likely for a leadership position. However, consistent with gender stereotypes, male applicants without previous leadership experience were hired over their
female counterparts by male participants at the final stage of the hiring process.
Similarly, in the context of status characteristics theory (see Berger et al., 1986),
experiments found that, although the behavior of men and women with whom participants interacted was equated, men were judged as more competent than women
(see review by Foschi, 2000). These findings suggest that women are disadvantaged
by the stricter standard – without being seen as highly able despite performing as
well as their male counterparts their potential to be perceived as an effective leader
in organizational settings is compromised.
The perceived incongruity between the female gender role and leadership roles
and associated negative implications for women follow primarily from construing
leadership roles in masculine ways, that is, with stronger emphasis on agentic and
less emphasis on communal traits. Consequently, men tend to be seen to have
what it takes to be a good leader and preferred for leadership roles. However, in
particular circumstances, leadership roles foster female appointments. This applies
in particular to appointments following scandals, weak or unstable company performance, or other turbulent circumstances (Ryan et al., 2016). Research into the
glass cliff phenomenon has analyzed these contexts and shows that female leaders
are more likely to attain leadership in situations that are particularly precarious and
risky for women’s careers (Ryan and Haslam, 2005). Several archival and experimental studies have illustrated that women are prone to become leaders in troubled
organizational contexts – including business and politics, but also other domains
such as sport or academia (see Kulich and Ryan, 2017). Gender stereotypes play
an important role as they associate women with potentially useful traits for crisis
contexts such as, for example, conflict solving or communication skills (Eagly et al.,
1992). Moreover, stereotypes associate women with change and men with stabil-
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ity (Brown, Diekman and Schneider, 2011) and women’s deviance from the male
leader prototype responds to the perceived need for change following the crisis.
Women are thus likely selected to signal to investors and clients that change is
on the way (Kulich et al., 2015b). Nevertheless, the female appointments to these
roles bear significant risks and are not always well intended. Although these female
leaders might signal change to observers, expectations about these female appointments are often not accompanied by beliefs that women will improve the situation.
Studies show that missions that involve taking the blame, enduring the crisis, and
managing people are seen as fitting better with communal than agentic traits (Ryan
et al., 2011). However, when a company seeks a leader who is qualified to effectively
turn it around, traditional, agentic leaders are more likely to be chosen (Kulich,
Iacoviello and Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2018). Regardless of the reasons for their appointment (e.g., strategic choice, scapegoat; Kulich and Ryan, 2017), female leaders
occupying glass cliff positions are likely subject to criticism, psychological distress,
and a high risk of failure. In conclusion, the female–crisis fit is not explained by
perceptions of women’s leader potential in such contexts but rather female leader
appointments are tools for decision-makers to reach strategic aims, or to unload
the blame for the crisis.
In summary, the perceived incongruity between leadership roles and the female
gender role often results in gender bias and prejudice toward female leaders. This
bias manifests itself such that women’s performances and contributions are not
perceived and acknowledged in the same way as their male counterparts’. In circumstances where this incongruity is lessened, female leaders break through the
glass ceiling but they are selected for different reasons than men (Kulich et al.,
2018) and they more likely face risks of failure than men. The conditions under
which the perceived incongruity is lessened, as well as the reasons, await future
research.

10.2.2

The impact of self-stereotyping on performance and career choices

It is critical to acknowledge that gender biases not only affect those judging women
but also women themselves. Self-stereotyping in terms of gender is particularly
relevant for women, whereas men are less preoccupied by gender as a self-defining
dimension (Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1991). The stereotypicality of context plays an important role. Leadership contexts are inherently masculine, thereby making gender
notoriously salient, which in turn has an impact on women’s behaviors, as well
as their career preferences and choices. Several social-psychological mechanisms
drive competent women to under-perform.
A well-studied phenomenon is stereotype threat, which shows that under-performance and demotivation in stereotyped group members (e.g., women) is likely
when a negative stereotype (e.g., women are bad leaders) is activated in a relevant
situation (e.g., leadership context; see Hoyt and Murphy, 2016). For example,
Davies, Spencer and Steele (2005) found in an experiment that women, but not men,
exposed to female-stereotypic (versus neutral) content in television c ommercials,
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expressed lower aspirations for a leadership role than a non-
leadership role.
Similarly, Gupta and Bhawe (2007) showed that threatening women with the stereotypical belief of greater entrepreneurship among men than women reduced
female business students’ entrepreneurial intentions. Research illustrated that
particularly women who are competent and for whom the performance domain is
important for the self-concept are affected by stereotype threat. Cues that might
trigger stereotype threat and the subsequent decrease in performance can range
from explicit exposure to gender stereotypes (e.g., informing participants that the
experimenter is sexist) to more subtle activation (e.g., asking someone to perform
in an area known to be stereotyped or serving as a single representative of one’s
social group). In the workplace, female leaders might experience threat particularly
when moving into leadership roles in industries and organizations where women
are under-represented, and when being confronted with organizational cultures
that emphasize ‘the virtues of competition or innate brilliance for success’ (Hoyt
and Murphy, 2016, p. 390), thus making gender chronically salient.
Under-performance can further be the consequence of women being afraid of
negative reactions. As backlash research has shown, women can expect social and
economic punishment for gender role–incongruent behaviors (Rudman et al.,
2012). The backlash avoidance model predicts that women anticipate the social
costs that “non-feminine” agentic behavior that violates prescriptive or proscriptive
stereotypes may cause in evaluations. To save inter-relational harmony and avoid
being perceived as “pushy” and “too demanding,” women likely play down good
performance and competence. Thus, they prefer not to negotiate better pay, or
forego a promotion, in order to escape social disapproval (Kray and Thompson,
2005; Rudman et al., 2012). For example, in a dyadic negotiation simulation study,
Amanatullah and Morris (2010) found that in situations where women bargained
on their own behalf, they anticipated that assertiveness would evoke incongruence
with female gender norms and thus backlash from the other party. Hence, when
bargaining on their own behalf, these women showed less assertive behavior and
fewer competing tactics, which in return led to lower outcomes. In contrast, when
women bargained on behalf of others, which is congruent with the female gender
role, they achieved better outcomes as they did not expect incongruity evaluations.
Another contributing factor to women’s under-representation in leadership is selflimiting career behaviors. For example, in their study of police officers, Gaston and
Alexander (1997) found that although both genders had the same career ambitions
at the beginning of their careers, three years into their service men were more
likely to ask for promotion. Such a decrease in women’s ambitions is likely due to
experiences of not fitting in with a typically male environment. In her lack-of-fit
model, Heilman (1983) suggested that an individual’s own expectations for success
or failure are determined by the individual’s attributes and the job requirements.
Moreover, role congruity theory (Eagly and Karau, 2002) argues that prejudice can
influence the behavior of group members and initiate self-regulatory processes.
To the extent that women have internalized their feminine gender role, they will
experience a stronger lack-of-fit with the masculine sex-typed leadership role
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and are, therefore, less likely to be attracted to and inclined to pursue such roles.
These gender-stereotypical beliefs are learned through socialization. Indeed, female
management students exposed to a fictitious advertisement for a leadership position judged themselves as less suitable for the position than men, and their lower
levels of self-ascribed agency, compared to men’s, mediated this effect (Bosak and
Sczesny, 2008).
Such stereotypical self-perceptions and judgments can be further reinforced by
the context, such as, for example, exposure to benevolent sexist behavior. Sexism
in its traditional form is openly discriminatory and builds on negative stereotypes
about women. It questions women’s competences and subordinates them to men.
Discrimination and the salience of negative stereotypes (stereotype threat) can
indeed hold women back from pursuing a career and aspiring to leadership positions, leading them to opt out of organizations and to seek other ways to accomplish
their career ambitions (Kossek, Su and Wu, 2017). However, open hostile sexism is
considered illegitimate nowadays and recent research indeed shows that it likely
induces resistance in women. For example, women’s reactance to hostile sexism
has been shown to lead to better performance in negotiations (Kray et al., 2004)
and to higher leadership aspirations because such discriminatory treatment creates
anger and an endeavor to demonstrate their competence (Ofosu et al., 2018). More
subtle forms of sexism can also be harmful. For example, benevolent sexism builds
on positive stereotypes, inducing, for example, paternalistic ideologies, which
demand that women should be cared for and protected by men (Glick and Fiske,
1996). Although positive in nature on first sight, such protective behavior restricts
women’s decisions and subordinates them to men. This behavior is often not recognized as sexist by women and even perceived as nice and helpful. Benevolent
sexism may thus indeed undermine women’s performance and self-esteem (e.g.,
Dardenne, Bollier and Dumont, 2007). Moreover, an experimental study revealed
that women who face benevolently sexist men in a leadership context, self-ascribe
more relational and less agentic traits, thereby undermining their leadership emergence (Barreto et al., 2010).
Despite the perceived incongruity between leadership roles and the female gender
role, certain contexts might increase women’s aspirations to pursue leadership
roles. In general, statistics on the percentages of women in leadership roles in
various countries show that women’s power deficit is particularly pronounced in
the for-profit sector, compared to the non-profit sector (Catalyst, 2017; GuideStar,
2016). These observations contributed to the distinction of public good (PG) leaders
who serve the broader social community from private profit (PP) leaders who focus
on producing monetary profits for stakeholders. According to the goal congruity
framework (Diekman et al., 2017) different leadership roles can afford different life
goals of women and men, with PG more likely to afford communal and PP roles
more likely to afford agentic goals. Following this rationale, Eagly, Kinahan and
Bosak (2018) showed that these differences in goal affordance foster gendered selfselection into different types of leadership roles, with women preferring PG roles
(over PP roles) more than men.

M4689-GANGL_9781788116053_t (bleeds).indd 147

09/01/2019 14:26

148

A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR ECONOMIC PSYCHOLOGY

A final factor that may foster or undermine female leadership is organizations’
diversity culture. One of the consequences of discriminatory experiences in maledominated organizational cultures is the distancing of senior women from junior
women, a phenomenon called “queen bee.” This phenomenon has been argued
to be particularly strong for senior women as they enter more masculine environments in which discrimination becomes more likely. Looking at the effect of
professional mobility on women’s attitudes, a study comparing female senior and
junior doctors found that female senior doctors were less concerned with female
junior doctors’ problems, they perceived lower gender discrimination, and held
stronger meritocratic beliefs (Kulich et al., 2015a). Overall, it seems that particular
low gender identification and feelings of being discriminated against lead women
to report being more agentic and more committed to their careers than women
in general (see Derks, Van Laar and Ellemers, 2016). Indeed, junior women report
less support from female (compared to male) supervisors in diversity-adverse
compared to diversity-friendly contexts (Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2017). Such
ingroup-distancing behaviors are thus a coping strategy within a discriminatory
work environment. On the one hand, professionally mobile women align their
attitudes with those of the (male) management. On the other hand, they create a
distance from, or even barriers to other women, thus reinforcing the gender divide
in leadership.
In summary, the incongruity between leadership roles and the female gender role
is also evident in female leaders’ self-perceptions and this form of self-stereotyping
can limit female leaders’ behaviors and choices. Certain contexts (e.g., stereotype
threat; sexist environment) can make gender stereotypes more salient and in doing
so, can undermine female leadership emergence. In contrast, contexts that are
more inclusive and aligned with the female gender role can help women to embrace
leadership and develop their potential.

10.3 Achieving gender balance in leadership: Still some way to go
This chapter has shown that gender stereotypes are still alive, pervasive, and
influential in fostering gender inequality in leadership. To address and overcome
gender inequality, it is critical to understand both – the barriers that hold women
back from rising to the top and the challenges that women are confronted with in
leadership roles (Eagly and Carli, 2007; Ellemers et al., 2012). Blatant sexism and
respective discrimination are easy to detect and can be confronted with legislation. While overt sexism is no longer acceptable in work settings, the presence of
gender stereotypes can, however, significantly affect decision-makers’ judgment as
well as women’s own behavior. As long as gender stereotypes persist, legislation
will not be sufficient to reduce or even eliminate gender inequality in leadership.
Research shows that stereotypes about the different characteristics of women and
men have not changed over time (Haines, Deaux and Lofaro, 2016). However, as
a meta-analytic review of studies on the masculine construal of leadership suggested, the association of leadership and masculine characteristics has decreased

M4689-GANGL_9781788116053_t (bleeds).indd 148

09/01/2019 14:26

THE PERSISTENCE OF GENDER INEQUALITY IN LEADERSHIP

149

over time. Despite this decrease, leaders continue to be perceived as more like
men than women (Koenig et al., 2011), particularly in male-dominated and higher
status leader roles. It is therefore imperative for researchers and practitioners alike
to consider the context in which they study gender stereotypes. In workplace and
leadership settings, gender-stereotypical expectations tend to be more context
bound for women than for men who have more behavioral leeway (Lorenzi-Cioldi,
2006) as long as they do not violate status norms (Bosak et al., 2016).
Increasing the number of female leaders is often seen as the key intervention to
reach gender equality in the workplace. For example, social role theory suggests
that increasing the number of female leaders and women in the workplace might
foster a change of gender stereotypes over time (Eagly, 1987, 2017). Indeed, in
their study of dynamic stereotypes, Bosak and Sczesny (2011) found that participants’ stereotypes about women, men and leaders were malleable. They showed
an erosion of the perceived incongruity between leaders and women, because of
a projected increase of women in male-dominated roles over time. At the same
time, higher female representation in leadership can also lead to the opposite effect
when women are predominately solicited for work and leadership roles in communal domains. Moreover, although glass cliffs lead to more female leadership
appointments, they do not necessarily create favorable work and career conditions
for the women affected. It is therefore critical to further analyze the quality and the
context of female leader appointments as these appointments might include new
hidden barriers underlying the visible increase in female leaders.
In summary, a larger number of female leaders and women in counter-stereotypical
professions can yield positive effects for other women at work, such as more equality in promotion rates (see Kunze and Miller, 2017). Successful women may also act
as role models who make women feel more empowered and facilitate their performance (e.g., Latu et al., 2013) but who also buffer the negative effects of stereotype
threat. Greater representation of women in professional and management roles
can thus foster gender equality, but only in certain conditions. Precarious glass cliff
positions, backlash experienced by agentic women in leadership roles, and “queen
bee” behaviors continue to pose challenges to female leadership success. A positive
climate for gender inclusion appears to be key to (1) successfully leverage women’s
talents; (2) ensure gender fairness in selection processes; and (3) achieve high levels
of workplace support for women (Kossek et al., 2017).

References
Amanatullah, E.T. and M.W. Morris (2010). “Negotiating gender roles: Gender differences in assertive
negotiating are mediated by women’s fear of backlash and attenuated when negotiating on behalf of
others.” Journal of Personal and Social Psychology, 98, 256–67.
Barreto, M., N. Ellemers, L. Piebinga and M. Moya (2010). “How nice of us and how dumb of me: The
effect of exposure to benevolent sexism on women’s task and relational self-descriptions.” Sex Roles,
62, 532–44.

M4689-GANGL_9781788116053_t (bleeds).indd 149

09/01/2019 14:26

150

A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR ECONOMIC PSYCHOLOGY

Berger, J., M. Webster, Jr., C.L. Ridgeway and S.J. Rosenholtz (1986). “Status cues, expectations, and
behavior.” In E. Lawler (ed.), Advances in Group Processes (Vol. 3, pp. 1–22). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.
Bosak, J. and S. Sczesny (2008). “Am I the right candidate? Self-ascribed fit of women and men to a
leadership position.” Sex Roles, 58, 682–8.
Bosak, J. and S. Sczesny (2011). “Gender bias in leader selection? Evidence from a hiring simulation
study.” Sex Roles, 65, 234–42.
Bosak, J., F. Asbrock and B. Meyer (2018). “Salience of category.” In T.K. Shackelford and V.A. WeekesShackelford (eds), Encyclopedia of Evolutionary Psychological Science. New York: Springer.
Bosak, J., S. Sczesny and A.H. Eagly (2007). “Die Bedeutung von Informationen zur sozialen Rolle für die
Reduktion geschlechtsstereotypen Urteilens: Ein methodisches Artefakt?” [The impact of social role
information on reducing gender-stereotypical judgments: A methodological artifact?]. Zeitschrift für
Sozialpsychologie, 38, 277–84.
Bosak, J., S. Sczesny and A.H. Eagly (2012). “The impact of social roles on trait judgments: A critical reexamination.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 38, 429–40.
Bosak, J., C. Kulich, L. Rudman and M. Kinahan (2016). “Be an advocate for others, unless you are a man:
Backlash against gender-atypical male job candidates.” Psychology of Men and Masculinity, 19(1),
156–65.
Brown, E.R., A.B. Diekman and M.C. Schneider (2011). “A change will do us good: Threats diminish
typical preferences for male leaders.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 37, 930–41.
Catalyst (2016). “Women in S&P 500 companies.” Accessed 26 November 2018 at http://www.catalyst.
org/knowledge/women-sp-500-companies.
Cejka, M.A. and A.H. Eagly (1999). “Gender-stereotypic images of occupations correspond to the sex
segregation of employment.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 25, 413–23.
Cialdini, R.B. and M.R. Trost (1998). “Social influence: Social norms, conformity, and compliance.” In
D.T. Gilbert, S.T. Fiske and G. Lindzey (eds), The Handbook of Social Psychology (4th ed., pp. 151–92).
Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill.
Dardenne, B., T. Bollier and M. Dumont (2007). “Insidious dangers of benevolent sexism: Consequences
for women’s performance.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 93, 764–79.
Davies, P., S. Spencer and C. Steele (2005). “Clearing the air: Identity safety moderates the effects of
stereotype threat on women’s leadership aspirations.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
88, 276–87.
Davison, H.K. and M.J. Burke (2000). “Sex discrimination in simulated employment contexts: A metaanalytic investigation.” Journal of Vocational Behavior, 56, 225–48.
Dawson, J., R. Kersley and S. Natella (2016). The CS Gender 3000: The Reward for Change, Credit Suisse
report. Accessed 27 November 2018 at http://publications.credit-suisse.com/tasks/render/file/index.
cfm?fileid=5A7755E1-EFDD-1973-A0B5C54AFF3FB0AE.
Deaux, K. and T. Emswiller (1974). “Explanations of successful performance on sex-linked tasks:
What is skill for the male is luck for the female.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 29,
80–85.
Deaux, K. and L.L. Lewis (1984). “Structure of gender stereotypes: Interrelationships among components and gender label.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 46, 991–1004.
Derks, B., C. van Laar and N. Ellemers (2016). “The queen bee phenomenon: Why women leaders distance themselves from junior women.” Leadership Quarterly, 27, 456–69.
Diekman, A.B. and A.H. Eagly (2000). “Stereotypes as dynamic constructs: Women and men of the past,
present, and future.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 1171–88.
Diekman, A.B., M. Steinberg and E.R. Brown et al. (2017). “A goal congruity model of role entry, engagement, and exit: Understanding communal goal processes in STEM gender gaps.” Personality and
Social Psychology Review, 21, 142–75.
Eagly, A.H. (1987). Sex Differences in Social Behavior: A Social-role Interpretation. Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.

M4689-GANGL_9781788116053_t (bleeds).indd 150

09/01/2019 14:26

THE PERSISTENCE OF GENDER INEQUALITY IN LEADERSHIP

151

Eagly, A.H. (2016). “When passionate advocates meet research on diversity: Does the honest broker
stand a chance?” Journal of Social Issues, 72(1), 199–222.
Eagly, A.H. and L.L. Carli (2007). Through the Labyrinth: The Truth About How Women Become Leaders.
Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review.
Eagly, A.H. and S.J. Karau (2002). “Role congruity theory of prejudice toward female leaders.”
Psychological Review, 109, 573–98.
Eagly, A.H. and A. Mladinic (1994). “Are people prejudiced against women? Some answers from research
on attitudes, gender stereotypes, and judgments of competence.” European Review of Social Psychology,
5, 1–35.
Eagly, A.H., M. Kinahan and J. Bosak (2018). “Where and why do women lead? The importance of
leadership for the public good versus private profit.” Proceedings of the 33rd Annual Conference of the
Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology.
Eagly, A.H., M.G. Makhijani and B.G. Klonsky (1992). “Gender and the evaluation of leaders: A metaanalysis.” Psychological Bulletin, 111, 3–22.
Eagly, A.H., W. Wood and A.B. Diekman (2000). “Social role theory of sex differences and similarities:
A current appraisal.” In T. Eckes and H.M. Trautner (eds), The Developmental Social Psychology of
Gender (pp. 123–74). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Ellemers, N., F. Rink, B. Derks and M.K. Ryan (2012). “Women in high places: When and why promoting women into top positions can harm them individually or as a group (and how to prevent this).”
Research in Organizational Behavior, 32, 163–87.
European Commission (2016). “Gender balance on corporate boards: Europe cracking the glass ceiling.”
Factsheet, July. Accessed 26 November 2018 at http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/document.cfm?doc_
id=46280.
Evers, A. and M. Sieverding (2014). “Why do highly qualified women (still) earn less? Gender differences
in long-term predictors of career success.” Psychology of Women Quarterly, 38, 93–106.
Festinger, L. (1954). “A theory of social comparison processes.” Human Relations, 7(2), 117–40.
Fiske, A.P., N. Haslam and S.T. Fiske (1991). “Confusing one person with another: What errors reveal about
the elementary forms of social relations.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, 656–74.
Fiske, S.T., J.C. Cuddy, J. Xu and P. Glick (2002). “A model of (often mixed) stereotype content:
Competence and warmth respectively follow from perceived status and competition.” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 82(6), 878–902.
Foschi, M. (2000). “Double standards for competence: Theory and research.” Annual Review of Sociology,
26, 21–42.
Gaston, K.C. and J. Alexander (1997). “Women in the police: Factors influencing managerial advancement.” Women in Management Review, 12, 47–55.
Glick, P. and S.T. Fiske (1996). “The ambivalent sexism inventory: Differentiating hostile and benevolent
sexism.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70(3), 491–512.
GuideStar (2016). “More women headed large nonprofits according to new GuideStar analysis.” Accessed
27 November 2018 at https://learn.guidestar.org/news/news-releases/more-women-headed-large-nonprofits-according-to-new-guidestar-analysis.
Gupta, V.K. and N.M. Bhawe (2007). “The influence of proactive personality and stereotype threat on
women’s entrepreneurial intentions.” Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies, 13, 73–85.
Haines, E.L., K. Deaux and N. Lofaro (2016). “The times they are a-changing. . .or are they not? A comparison of gender stereotypes, 1983–2014.” Psychology of Women Quarterly. Accessed 3 December
2018 at http://doi.org/10.1177/0361684316634081.
Hamilton, D.L., S.J. Stroessner and D.M. Driscoll (1994). “Social cognition and the study of stereotypes.”
In P.G. Devine, D.L. Hamilton and T.M. Ostrom (eds), Social Cognition: Contributions to Classic
Issues in Social Psychology (pp. 291–321). New York: Springer.
Heilman, M.E. (1983). “Sex bias in work settings: The lack of fit model.” In B. Staw and L. Cummings
(eds), Research in Organizational Behavior (Vol. 5). Greenwich, CT: JAI.

M4689-GANGL_9781788116053_t (bleeds).indd 151

09/01/2019 14:26

152

A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR ECONOMIC PSYCHOLOGY

Heilman, M.E. (2001). “Description and prescription: How gender stereotypes prevent women’s ascent
up the organizational ladder.” Journal of Social Issues, 57, 657–74.
Heilman, M.E. (2012). “Gender stereotypes and workplace bias.” Research in Organizational Behavior,
32, 113–35.
Heilman, M. and R. Guzzo (1978). “The perceived cause of work success as a mediator of sex discrimination in organizations.” Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 21(3), 346–57.
Heilman, M.E and T.G. Okimoto (2007). “Why are women penalized for success at male tasks? The
implied communality deficit.” The Journal of Applied Psychology, 92(1), 81–92.
Heilman, M.E., A.S. Wallen, D. Fuchs and M.M. Tamkins (2004). “Penalties for success: Reactions to
women who succeed at male gender-typed tasks.” Journal of Applied Psychology, 89(3), 416–27.
Hoyt, C.L. and S.E. Murphy (2016). “Managing to clear the air: Stereotype threat, women, and leadership.” The Leadership Quarterly, 27, 387–99.
Joshi, A., J. Son and H. Roh (2015). “When can women close the gap? A meta-analytic test of sex differences in performance and rewards.” Academy of Management Journal, 58, 1516–45.
Koch, A.J., S.D. D’Mello and P.R. Sackett (2015). “A meta-analysis of gender stereotypes and bias in experimental simulations of employment decision making.” Journal of Applied Psychology, 100, 128–61.
Koenig, A.M., A.H. Eagly, A.A. Mitchell and T. Ristikari (2011). “Are leader stereotypes masculine? A
meta-analysis of three research paradigms.” Psychological Bulletin, 137, 616–42.
Kossek, E.E., R. Su and L. Wu (2017). “‘Opting out’ or ‘pushed out’? Integrating perspectives on women’s
career equality for gender inclusion and interventions.” Journal of Management, 43, 228–54.
Kray, L.J. and L. Thompson (2005). “Gender stereotypes and negotiation performance: An examination
of theory and research.” Research in Organizational Behavior, 26, 103–82.
Kray, L.J., J. Reb, A.D. Galinsky and L. Thompson (2004). “Stereotype reactance at the bargaining table:
The effect of stereotype activation and power on claiming and creating value.” Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 30(4), 399–411.
Kulich, C. and M.K. Ryan (2017). “The glass cliff.” In R. Aldag (ed.), Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of
Business and Management. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kulich, C., V. Iacoviello and F. Lorenzi-Cioldi (2018). “Solving the crisis: When agency is the preferred
leadership for implementing change.” The Leadership Quarterly, 29, 295–308.
Kulich, C., F. Lorenzi-Cioldi and V. Iacoviello (2015a). “Moving across status lines: Lack of concern for
the ingroup and group identification.” Journal of Social Issues, 71, 453–75.
Kulich, C., F. Lorenzi-Cioldi and V. Iacoviello et al. (2015b). “Signaling change during a crisis: Refining
conditions for the glass cliff.” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 61, 96–103.
Kulich, C., G. Trojanowski and M.K. Ryan et al. (2011). “Who gets the carrot and who gets the stick?
Evidence of gender disparities in executive remuneration.” Strategic Management Journal, 32, 301–21.
Kunze, A. and A.R. Miller (2017). “Women helping women? Evidence from private sector data on workplace hierarchies.” The Review of Economics and Statistics, 99(5), 769–75.
Latu, I.M., M.S. Mast, J. Lammers and D. Bombari (2013). “Successful female leaders empower women’s
behavior in leadership tasks.” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 49, 444–8.
Lorenzi-Cioldi, F. (1991). “Self-stereotyping and self-enhancement in gender groups.” European Journal
of Social Psychology, 21, 403–17.
Lorenzi-Cioldi, F. (2006). “Group status and individual differentiation.” In T. Postmes and J. Jetten (eds),
Individuality and the Group (pp. 94–115). London: SAGE Publications.
Ofosu, N., C. Kulich, S. de Lemus and F. Lorenzi-Cioldi (2018). “Women’s leadership aspirations: A
vulnerable strategy to confront sexism in female–male dyads.” Manuscript under review.
Paustian-Underdahl, S.C., E. King and S. Rogelberg et al. (2017). “Perceptions of supervisor support:
Resolving paradoxical patterns across race and gender.” Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology, 90, 436–57.
Post, C. and K. Byron (2015). “Women on boards and firm financial performance: A meta-analysis.”
Academy of Management Journal, 58(5), 1546–71.

M4689-GANGL_9781788116053_t (bleeds).indd 152

09/01/2019 14:26

THE PERSISTENCE OF GENDER INEQUALITY IN LEADERSHIP

153

Ridgeway, C.L. (2001). “Gender, status, and leadership.” Journal of Social Issues, 57, 637–55.
Rudman, L.A. and P. Glick (2001). “Prescriptive gender stereotypes and backlash toward agentic
women.” Journal of Social Issues, 57(4), 743–62.
Rudman, L.A., C.A. Moss-Racusin, P. Glick and J.E. Phelan (2012). “Reactions to vanguards: Advances in
backlash theory.” In M.P. Zanna, P. Devine, J.M. Olson and A. Plant (eds) Advances in Experimental
Social Psychology (1st ed., Vol. 45). San Diego, CA: Elsevier Inc.
Ryan, M.K. and S.A. Haslam (2005). “The glass cliff: Evidence that women are over-represented in precarious leadership positions.” British Journal of Management, 16(2), 81–90.
Ryan, M.K., S.A. Haslam, M.D. Hersby and R. Bongiorno (2011). “Think crisis – think female: Glass cliffs
and contextual variation in the think manager–think male stereotype.” Journal of Applied Psychology,
96, 470–84.
Ryan, M.K., S.A. Haslam and T. Morgenroth et al. (2016). “Getting on top of the glass cliff: Reviewing a
decade of evidence, explanations, and impact.” Leadership Quarterly, 27, 446–55.
Schein, V.E. (2001). “A global look at psychological barriers to women’s progress in management.”
Journal of Social Issues, 57, 675–88.
Tajfel, H. and J.C. Turner (1986). “An integrative theory of intergroup conflict.” In W.G. Austin and
S. Worchel (eds), The Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations (pp. 33–47). Monterey, CA: Brooks/
Cole.

M4689-GANGL_9781788116053_t (bleeds).indd 153

09/01/2019 14:26

