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RESUMO  

 

Esta tese consiste em três artigos independentes, porém complementares, que se 

concentram no endosso da liderança feminina. Ao integrar as perspectivas de líderes e 

seguidores, abordamos como os estereótipos de gênero e liderança podem afetar o 

desenvolvimento e o endosso da liderança feminina. Por meio de dois estudos 

experimentais, o primeiro artigo aborda as preferências individuais por líderes e 

seguidores e como os recursos dos indivíduos, estereotipicamente associados à liderança, 

podem afetar essas preferências. Por meio de uma survey, o segundo artigo avalia como 

o gênero e os recursos dos indivíduos afetam a disposição para seguir. Pela perspectiva 

do seguidor, investigamos como a presença de recursos psicológicos, físicos e sociais, 

que podem estar implicitamente associados aos atributos de liderança, podem impactar 

negativamente a disposição de um indivíduo para seguir um líder. O terceiro artigo aborda 

o processo de construção identitária da liderança feminina e o respectivo processo de 

legitimação dessa liderança. Ao discutir as singularidades da experiência de liderança 

feminina, em que as mulheres devem enfrentar demandas contrastantes por agência e 

comunalidade, buscamos abordar, por meio de um estudo qualitativo, o que é preciso para 

uma mulher ser endossada como líder. Juntos, os artigos oferecem a possibilidade de 

verificar mudanças contemporâneas e a estabilidade dos estereótipos de gênero, tanto do 

ponto de vista do líder (artigos 1 e 3) quanto do seguidor (artigos 1 e 2). 

 

Palavras-chave: Liderança; Subordinação; Liderança Feminina; Gênero; Estereótipos de 

papel e gênero; Teorias Implícitas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



vi 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis consists of three independent but complementary working papers that focus 

on female leadership endorsement. By integrating both leaders’ and followers’ 

perspectives, we aim to address how gender and leadership stereotypes might affect 

female leadership development and endorsement. Through two experimental studies, the 

first paper addresses individual preferences for leadership and followership and how 

individuals’ resources stereotypically associated with leadership might affect such 

preferences. Through a survey, the second paper assesses how gender and individuals’ 

resources affect willingness to follow. From the follower’s perspective, we investigated 

how having the psychological, physical, and social resources that could be implicitly 

associated with leadership attributes might negatively impact an individual’s disposition 

to follow others. The third paper addresses the construction process of female leadership 

identity. By discussing the singularities of female leadership experience, in which women 

must face contrasting demands on agency and communality, we seek to address, through 

a qualitative study, what it takes for a woman to be endorsed as a leader. Together, the 

papers provide the possibility to verify contemporary changes and stability of gender-role 

stereotypes, both from the leader’s (i.e., papers 1 and 3) and follower’s (i.e., papers 1 and 

2) perspective. 

 

Keywords: Leadership; Followership; Female Leadership; Gender; Gender-role 

stereotypes; Implicit theories. 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

Who will lead, and who will follow? Although eliciting reflections on leadership 

and followership roles and the agents that will perform them, this question was brought 

by DeRue and Ashford (2010) to address the social process related to leadership identity 

construction in organizations. A dynamic process of claiming and granting a leader or 

follower identity helps comprehend, for instance, leadership emergence despite formal 

leaders’ roles. Even though addressing the construction process of both leader and 

follower identity, the focus remains on leadership development, shedding light on the 

possible mechanisms for its legitimization.  

However, one cannot address the matter without facing the often legitimized 

“think manager, think male” paradigm (Schein & Lituchy, 1996; Sczesny, 2003) and the 

natural implication “think follower, think female” (Braun, Stegmann, Hernandez, Junker, 

& Dick, 2017). Stereotypes compromise the assessment of women and men while 

performing these roles, with far-reaching implications to individuals and organizations. 

The evolutionary perspective on leadership (Van Vugt & Grabo, 2015; Van Vugt, Hogan, 

& Kaiser, 2008) helps us understand why, despite social transformations, such 

stereotypical associations prevail.  

The evolutionary perspective on leadership lies in the premise that leadership 

emerged as a necessity for group coordination and problem-solving, with dominant and 

powerful individuals predominantly emerging as leaders of the pack (Van Vugt et al., 

2008). Historically, this role was perpetrated by men reinforcing socio-historical 

constructions of leadership roles as masculine and agentic, whereas women were 

associated with submissive, nurturing, and communal roles (Rudman & Glick, 2001). 

Such stereotypical associations remain, affecting perceptions of an individual’s 

suitability to perform leadership roles. The glass-ceiling effect is often discussed as a sign 

of discriminatory behaviors that compromise career development and the ascension of 

women to higher hierarchical levels in organizations (Glass & Cook, 2015; Powell & 

Butterfield, 1994). Women still represent less than 8 % of the CEOs of the S&P 500 

(Catalyst, 2021). 

The backlash faced by women when displaying agentic traits is central to the glass 

ceiling effect (Rudman, Moss-racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012). The literature of role-

congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002) contributes to this discussion. This literature 

suggests that given the lack of congruence with this agentic male role, women experience 
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two types of prejudice (Eagly & Karau 2002; Johnson et al., 2008). On the one hand, 

women are seen as less capable of assuming leadership positions because they are not as 

agentic as men. On the other, women leaders are evaluated less favorably because they 

violate the gender norm, which expects women to be communal, not agentic (Garcia-

Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006). In sum, women face issues both to become leaders and 

maintain legitimacy when they are leaders. 

Considering these two theoretical perspectives, this thesis aims to shed light on 

the discussion on female leaders’ legitimization, starting from the factors that affect 

individuals’ willingness to endorse female leadership. 

 

Thesis Overview 

In addition to this introduction, this thesis consists of three independent working 

papers. The studies were developed as standalone research and can be read independently. 

Besides, all studies were developed in collaboration with advisors, indicating using “we” 

instead of “I” in referring to authorship.  

The first paper, entitled “‘Better’ work for women? Revising the effect of gender-

role stereotypes on preferences for leadership and followership”, tests how individuals’ 

resources stereotypically associated with leadership affect an individual’s preferences for 

leadership and followership. This paper presents two complementary experiments, in 

which we aim to verify if preferences for leadership and followership are contingent on 

gender and gender-type.  

The second paper, entitled “Willingness to follow: antecedents and conditions for 

(gendered) followers’ schemas and emergence” assess how gender and individuals’ 

resources affects willingness to follow. From the follower’s perspective, we investigate 

how having the psychological, physical, and social resources that could be implicit 

associated to leadership attributes, might negatively impact individual’s disposition to 

follow others. Moreover, we aimed to verify if the association “think follower-think 

female” holds among respondents. 

The third paper, entitled “The whole pack of female leadership: what women 

overcome and negotiate to be endorsed as leaders,” addresses the construction process of 

female leadership identity. By discussing the singularities of female leadership 

experience, in which women must face contrasting demands on agency and communality, 

we seek to address what it takes for a woman to be endorsed as a leader. Twelve in-depth 
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interviews were conducted with top female managers from diverse segments in Brazil. 

Based on thematic and narrative analysis, interviewees’ narratives were considered to 

understand how female leaders make sense of the process through which they have 

reached top leadership positions. 

Together, the papers provide the possibility to verify contemporary changes and 

stability of gender-role stereotypes, both from the leader’s (i.e., papers 1 and 3 and 

follower’s (i.e., papers 1 and 2) perspective.  
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PAPER 1 

 

‘Better’ work for women? Revising the effect of gender-role stereotypes on 

preferences for leadership and followership  

  

ABSTRACT  

Despite the increasing number of women in managerial positions, research has shown a 

stereotypical association between the leader role and masculine attributes. However, 

changes in the workplace dynamics may be changing the expectations on how leaders and 

followers should behave. Leaders are beginning to incorporate feminine traits, while more 

contemporary conceptions of followers require adopting more proactive and agentic 

behaviors. This work builds upon Role-congruity Theory and lmplicit Leadership and 

Followership Theories to address changes in preferences for leaders and followers. Two 

experiments (N1 = 197; N2=518) were conducted to verify whether preferences to have 

male or female leaders and followers still reflect the “think manager – think male” 

paradigm and its implication, “think follower – think female.” The results showed that 

preferences for having male or female leaders and followers were contingent on the 

evaluator’s gender. Moreover, the results suggested that men´s preferences were driven 

primarily by the applicant’s sex, whereas women’s preferences were driven by leader 

prototypicality. The findings provide valuable insights into how individuals evaluate 

others’ potential and effectiveness as leaders and followers.  

Keywords: Leadership; gender- role stereotypes; Leadership and followership 

schemas.  

  

INTRODUCTION  

By understanding leadership is a co-creational process among relational 

individuals (Fairhurst & Uhl-bien, 2012), in which the leader and follower identities are 

a result of a dynamic process of claiming and granting such identities (Derue & Ashford, 

2010), it is possible to infer that leadership recognition and legitimization are affected by 

how people are perceived. Hence, we cannot ignore the effect of social judgement in this 

process, with prototypes and stereotypes playing an essential role in preferences for 

leadership and followership.  
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           Extant literature on gender and leadership (See Shen & Joseph, 2021 and Badura 

et al., 2018 for recent reviews on the topic) have been discussed the pervasive effect of 

gender bias toward women in organizations and ascension to leadership positions 

(Hoffmann & Musch, 2019; Rudman et al., 2012; Garcia-Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006; 

Eagly & Karau, 2002). Today, women still represent less than 8 % of the CEOs of the 

S&P 500 (Catalyst, 2021). Gender-role stereotypes play a crucial role in this process by 

reinforcing invisible barriers to women’s ascension to higher managerial positions; a 

phenomenon called the glass-ceiling effect (Powell & Butterfield, 1994). The maxim 

“Think manager, think male” expresses a paradigm perpetuating gender disparities in 

organizations. Moreover, its derivation “think follower, think female” describes implicit 

associations that approximate followers and female gender roles.  

 By looking at the factors that might affect leadership and followership 

preferences, we sought to understand how gender stereotypes still bind individuals’ 

expectations in regard to leaders’ and followers’ roles. Drawing on role-congruity theory 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002), we look at how social constructions about gender and leadership 

might affect female leaders, who, by performing leadership roles, would violate gender-

norm prescriptions and experience backlash effects (Garcia-Retamero & López-Zafra, 

2006; Rudman & Glick, 2001).   

More specifically, we aim to investigate actual managers’ preferences for leaders 

and followers of a particular sex/gender and if the sex/gender of the evaluator can affect 

preferences for male or female leaders and followers. Finally, to explore whether these 

preferences are driven by sex (i.e., based primarily on physical characteristics) or gender 

(associated with psychosocial traits and behaviors), we test the effects of the personality 

traits of masculinity and femininity (Bem, 1974) on the first study, and strength and 

sensitivity (Johnson et al., 2008) on the second. Those traits represent the agency-

communion paradigm, which is usually associated with male and female roles (Abele, 

2003; Abele & Wojciszke, 2014; Eagly & Karau, 2002).  

By experimentally investigating people’s preferences for male or female leaders 

and followers, we can contribute to both leader and gender literature in three ways. First, 

by testing the prevalence of the “think manager - think male” paradigm in modern 

organizations and contrasting these results with preferences for female or male followers, 

explicitly examining the existence of a “think follower – think female” association. 

Second, by investigating whether a rater’s preference is contingent on their gender. At 

last, by examining whether leadership and followership preferences are due to gender 
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itself or personality characteristics associated with male (agentic) and female (communal) 

roles.  

  

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

  

Leadership and Gender-role stereotypes  

Leadership and followership cannot be addressed without facing the often-

legitimized paradigm of “think manager, think male” (Schein & Lituchy, 1996; Sczesny, 

2003) and the natural implication of “think follower, think female” (Braun, Stegmann, 

Hernandez, Junker, & Dick, 2017). Stereotypes compromise the assessment of women’s 

and men’s performance in these roles. The glass-ceiling effect (Powell & Butterfield, 

1994) and the queen-bee phenomenon (Derks, Laar, & Ellemers, 2016; Derks, Laar, 

Ellemers, & Groot, 2011) can be cited as consequences for individuals and 

organizations.   

Looking at gender-role stereotypes, Ferguson (2018) emphasized that leadership 

and gender roles were often tied together, with the descriptive and prescriptive attributes 

defining what to expect from women and men (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007; Hoyt & 

Murphy, 2016). That is the fundamental of gender stereotypes. Since stereotypes are 

beliefs that associate specific traits or behavioral dispositions with members of a social 

group, it can be seen as a categorization problem (le Pelley et al., 2010). Therefore, to 

understand the stereotypic association between agency and communion to biological sex, 

we must look at social constructions of gender roles.  

Agency and communion have assumed the status of overarching constructs (Abele 

& Wojciszke, 2018) and were described as the primary modalities of human existence 

(Bakan, 1966). They can be seen as a broad framework that will drive human action 

(Abele et al., 2016). They have been discussed in different forms: masculinity vs. 

femininity, instrumentality vs. expressiveness, dominance vs. submissiveness, warmth 

vs. competence (Abele & Wojciszke, 2018), and strong vs. sensitive (Johnson et al., 

2008). The distinction between “getting ahead” and “getting along” describes two basic 

motivations and psychological dimensions relevant to skill acquisition, talents, and 

accomplishments (i.e., agency) and relationships and group life – i.e., communion 

(Ybarra et al., 2008).  

When we look at contrasting social positions and roles that each sex (i.e., gender) 

had performed in the social structure, we can observe that physical sex differences in 
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interaction with social and ecological conditions influenced role occupancy (Eagly & 

Wood, 1999). From a more deep-rooted evolutionary perspective, women were often 

responsible for the care and nutrition of the offspring, while men for the hunting and 

safety of the pack. Such historical roles had influenced the association of sex with the 

agency-communion paradigm, with women portraying communal characteristics and 

men, agentic ones. The former is associated with manifesting tenderness, care, and 

softness, related to belonging to social groups, and the latter, with agency, competition, 

aggressiveness, related to pursuing individual goals (Bem, 1974; Ybarra et al., 2008).  

However, the stereotypical association between gender and the manifestation of 

agentic and communal traits no longer explains gender differences. The fact that both 

women and men display agency and communality means they are not simply socially 

constructed and related to what may be considered feminine or masculine (Giavoni & 

Tamayo, 2005). According to Barberá and Benloch (2004), role performance – and not 

the individuals’ sex – drives agency and communion. Role congruity theory (Eagly & 

Karau, 2002) provides insights on this matter, with changes in social norms affecting how 

masculinity and femininity are displayed. Recent findings on a cross-temporal meta-

analysis showed that. Women have been shown greater willingness to describe 

themselves in more masculine/agentic terms, and present a higher identification with 

agency and assertiveness while presenting a slight decrease in using characteristics 

associated with femininity (Donnelly & Twenge, 2017; Donnelly et al., 2016; Twenge, 

2001; Twenge, 1997).  

Nevertheless, the natural association between leadership and agentic traits 

prompts a bias toward men (Koenig, Eagly, & Mitchell, 2011) since women are not 

considered as agentic as men, and they experience role incongruity when in leadership 

roles (Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Karau, 2002). The violation of the gender norm (Garcia-

Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006; Heilman & Okimoto, 2007) could cause a backlash 

effect (Rudman, Moss-racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012) due to counter-stereotypical 

behavior while in this role, with women struggling to become leaders and maintaining 

legitimacy when they reach leadership positions. Despite the indication of a possible 

female advantage (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Bass et al., 1996; Eagly & Carli, 2003), female 

leaders might be penalized for not having their communal traits appreciated (Heilman & 

Okimoto, 2007). It might be just the opposite; they might be considered as presenting 

inappropriate traits (“too communal”) to play an agentic role (DelPriore, Bradshaw, & 

Hill, 2018). In this case, additional sources of femininity (sex, communal traits, and 
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beauty, for instance) could elicit stereotypes that inhibit women’s suitability for a male 

stereotypic role. In a complementary perspective, the association of communal 

characteristics with subordinate roles (Braun, Stegmann, Hernandez, et al., 2017) will 

prompt a bias towards women, favoring their preferences as followers and inhibiting 

female advancement to leadership.   

The preceding discussion shows that prescriptive sex stereotypes still play a 

pervasive role in organizations, with women still facing career hindering problems when 

defying gender work stereotypes (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). To address this matter, we 

aim to verify if providing cues of gender-related traits affects preferences for leadership 

and followership and observe further impacts of the perceived suitability to perform 

leader/follower roles. Hence, considering role-congruity theory, we hypothesize:  

H1a: Male individuals will be preferred as leaders.  

H1b: Female individuals will be preferred as followers.  

H2a: Gender-role congruence will prompt preferences towards leadership roles 

so that agentic males will be preferred as a leader.  

H2b: Gender-role incongruence will negatively affect preferences for leadership 

in such a way that agentic females will be less preferred as a leader.  

  

Leadership and Followership Schemas  

Leadership and followership schemas are “generalized knowledge structures that 

develop over time through socialization and interaction with stimuli relative to leadership 

and followership” (Carsten et al., 2018, p.546), affecting assumptions, beliefs, and 

expectations toward each role (i.e., implicit theories). In general, the image of a specific 

social group is defined by implicit theories, influencing people’s inferences, judgments, 

and reactions (Dweck et al., 2009), mainly in a pre-conscious way, but not without their 

awareness (Epitropaki et al., 2013; Foti et al., 2017). Implicit Leadership Theories – ILTs 

and Implicit Followership Theories – IFTs will set a benchmark of impressions and 

characteristics (Sy, 2010) on what will be considered the ideal or the typical member of 

the group (Junker & van Dick, 2014). Both mechanisms of comparison (i.e., ideal vs. 

typical) might affect how individuals might be perceived (Lord et al., 2019).  

Leadership is a co-constructional process in which both leaders and followers 

engage in a dynamic process of claiming and granting a leader and/or a follower identity 

(Derue & Ashford, 2010). There is no mention of how gender will affect this process. 

However, granting a leadership identity is associated with an individual’s behaviors and 
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how suitable the candidate is to perform leadership roles. Hence, if the claimer has 

characteristics that can be perceived as leader-like, the higher the probability of being 

granted a leader identity (Derue & Ashford, 2010) and endorsed as a leader (Junker & 

van Dick, 2014; Lord et al., 2019).  

Lord and colleagues (1984) made the first initiative to identify the attributes 

related to leader prototypes. They found 59 attributes that will change regarding 

prototypicality, i.e., how well they would describe leadership behaviors (Lord et al., 

1984). Later, Offerman and associates (1994) listed 41 items grouped under eight 

dimensions: Sensitivity, Dedication, Charisma, Attractiveness, Intelligence, Strength, 

Tyranny, and Masculinity, of which the first six represent prototypical dimensions and 

the last two, anti-prototypical ones (Offermann et al., 1994). Despite changes in the 

number of dimensions (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Epitropaki & Martin, 2005), studies 

have indicated the stability of leader’s prototypes over time (Alipour et al., 2017; 

Epitropaki & Martin, 2004;  Offermann & Coats, 2018), and variation upon the context 

(Chiu et al., 2017). The same is valid for IFTs. However, Tavares et al. (2018) discuss the 

relative importance of attributes, with characteristics such as dedication and sensitiveness 

showing greater relevance to leadership prototypicality, while others will be less relevant. 

Masculinity, although characterized as an anti-prototypical attribute, was irrelevant for 

schemas on leadership. Also, they demonstrated that some attributes’ importance was 

contingent on the presence of others and the leadership schema type activated.  

           From the follower’s perspective, IFTs can be defined as the assumptions that 

individuals hold about behaviors and traits that characterize followers, representing 

“naíve” theories or “lay” conceptions that will affect how people respond and interact 

(Sy, 2010). Followership schemas may be socially constructed around deference, 

obedience, and passivity - a more traditional subordinate role or characteristics that 

emphasize constructively questioning and challenging leaders, assuming a more proactive 

and dynamic role (Carsten et al., 2010). Sy (2010) operationalized followership 

prototypes as a first-order six-factor structure, including industry, enthusiasm, good 

citizenship, conformity, insubordination, and incompetence, that could also be 

represented by a second-order two-factor structure composed of followership prototypes 

(i.e., industry, enthusiasm, and good citizenship), and anti-prototypes (i.e., conformity, 

insubordination, and incompetence).  

The internalized IFT might impact how leaders and followers would behave. 

Depending on the characteristics internalized and endorsed by the leader, for instance, it 
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might define the level of autonomy given to followers if either the incompetence or the 

industry dimension is considered (Epitropaki et al., 2013).  

           In general, there is an association between an individual’s behaviors and attitudes 

with expectations that people hold regarding how leaders and followers should be (Junker 

& van Dick, 2014; Sy, 2010). If there is a match, the higher the probability of an 

individual being perceived either as a leader or a follower (Offermann & Coats, 2018; Sy, 

2010; Epitropaki & Martin, 2005). Following this rationale, we derive that having 

characteristics that resemble the leader or the follower prototype will enhance preferences 

for that profile, either as a leader or a follower. Hence, we hypothesize:  

H3: Individuals who resemble the leader prototype will be preferred as leaders, 

regardless of gender.  

H4: Individuals who resemble the follower prototype will be preferred as 

followers, regardless of gender.  

Such characteristics can help us understand both leader’s and follower’s 

behaviors, implications for the quality of the relationship between leaders and followers 

(Riggs & Porter, 2017), attitudes towards individuals, and possibly reinforcement of bias 

in organizations (Braun, Stegmann, Hernandez, et al., 2017; Carsten et al., 2010). To start, 

given the association of communal behaviors such as being gentle, helpful, and 

affectionate with behaviors associated with deference and submission, misleading 

associations can be made binding women to subordinate roles and reinforce potentially 

gender bias in organizations (Braun, Stegmann, Hernandez, et al., 2017). On the other 

hand, agency has been associated with leadership roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Schein & 

Lituchy, 1996), with detrimental effects on women (Rudman et al., 2012). By combining 

these conceptions of gender-role stereotypes and their association with leaders’ and 

followers’ prototypes, we suggest that they can be activated simultaneously, reinforcing 

adverse outcomes. Given that, we hypothesized that women who manifest traits that are 

simultaneously associated with both gender roles (i.e., communality) and follower 

stereotypes would be penalized on preferences for leadership and instead, will be 

preferred as followers.  

H5: The overlap between gender-role stereotypes and follower prototypes will 

compromise leadership preferences and enhance followership preferences so that 

communal females will be preferred as followers.  
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Male’s and Female’s preferences for leaders and followers  

The contradictory perspectives on the association of gender, leadership 

stereotypes, and followership schemas suggest that preferences for men or women as 

leaders and followers may be conditional upon several factors. Specifically, we argue that 

differences in preferences may be contingent on the rater’s gender, with sex-similarity or 

dissimilarity as a predictor of preferences for having a male or female leader or follower.  

           The similarity-attraction paradigm it is a possible explanation for same-sex 

preferences (Byrne, 1997; Byrne & Neuman, 1992). Here, demographic similarity, e.g., 

sex, would increase interpersonal attraction. Studies in social identity theory already have 

reported that same-sex individuals give better evaluations for themselves because they 

identify themselves as of the same group (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; (Reynolds et al., 2003; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Previous studies on leadership preferences have used the 

similarity attraction paradigm to explain why men preferred to have a male over a female 

boss and women preferred to have a female over a male boss (e.g., Powell & Anthony 

Butterfield, 2015); Vecchio & Brazil, 2007).   

           Notwithstanding, cross-sex favoritism has also been reported in managers’ 

evaluations. There is empirical evidence that women may be more likely to prefer male 

bosses, whereas male subordinates tend to favor female leaders (e.g., Elsesser & Lever, 

2011). Intra-gender competition might explain this phenomenon. Both sexes might 

perceive their peers as their primary rivals due to a long evolutionary history of male-

male competition and females’ self-comparison with other females (Buunk et al., 2011). 

Even though women are less likely to engage in competitive interactions (Croson & 

Gneezy, 2009), there is empirical evidence of high intra-gender competition among 

females (Derks et al., 2011) and males (e.g., Saad, 2011)   

           Based on these contrasting theoretical perspectives, we hypothesize:  

           H6: Rater’s sex moderate preferences for male or female leaders (a) and followers 

(b).  

Answering these questions will allow us to identify the strength of gender-role 

stereotypes and the “validity” of the “think manager – think male” paradigm and its 

derivation, think follower – think female.  
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METHODS  
  
Development of stimulus materials   

Pilot studies and manipulation checks were conducted to develop the résumés and 

questionnaires of the experiments. The four fictional resumés followed the same structure 

and content (except for the variables analyzed), with an educational background and 

professional experience congruent with part-time MBA students’ profiles. Information 

from students in the Executive Management Program was used as inspiration to elaborate 

the résumés. Applicants were described as middle managers with some previous 

management experience. In addition, in Study 2, as we used a Brazilian sample, English 

as a foreign language was additional information.   

The applicant’s general information included the most recent professional 

experience, former experiences, educational background, and foreign languages. In study 

2, a brief personality description (Strong or sensitive) was presented after the educational 

information at the end of the first page. This information about the applicant’s personality 

was labeled in the résumé as “applicant profile – HR evaluation.”  

To avoid unintentional bias, such as social or group affiliations (Bertrand & 

Mullainathan, 2003), the applicants’ names were chosen based on the most common 

names and surnames (Study 1), and specifically, to study 2, we chose based on the most 

common names and surnames among students enrolled at the participants’ university.  

Additionally, for Study 2, each résumé contained a 4.11cm x 5.45 cm (or 1.6 in. x 

2.1 in.) black-and-white photograph in the upper left-hand corner, next to the applicant’s 

name and a brief personality description. The “applicant profile” was developed 

following the strength and sensitivity dimensions described by Johnson et al. (2008). 

Strong applicants were described as assertive, brave, ambitious, decided, determined, 

competitive, and persuasive. Sensitive applicants were described as understanding, 

generous, friendly, cooperative, and good listeners.  

The participants received: resumé with a cover story and instructions on how to 

complete the tasks— followed by items to (1) offer an overall evaluation of the résumé, 

(2) collect the participants’ preferences for leadership, and followership. Finally, 

manipulation checks for personality (for study 2) and demographic information such as 

gender, age, and relationship status were collected.  

Before being given to the participants, the resumé content was rated by four human 

resource consultants as to its representation of a middle manager (i.e., qualifications). The 



20 
 

mean overall résumé quality was 8.34 (SD = 1.04) on a scale rating from 1 (very low) to 

10 (very high).  

  

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES  

We have used an experimental approach for both studies. The first one was an 

attempt to verify hypotheses IA, IB, and 6. As we provided limited information on the 

applicant’s profile, i.e., sex, data were insufficient to provide a broader understanding of 

gender-role stereotypes. Study 2 provided additional information regarding the 

applicant´s gender type. Moreover, each resumé had a photo of the applicant. Thus, we 

have three sources of information: the same CV, the personality description, and the 

photography.  

  

STUDY 1  

  

Sample and procedure  

The experiment was conducted with a sample of 197 participants using the M-turk 

platform. Participants’ voluntary participation was assured and reinforced that the 

responses were anonymous and data analysis would be conducted in an aggregated way. 

Participants were asked to engage in the study to gather information on the effectiveness 

of HR consultancies and Hunting Agencies, i.e., the cover story. Each participant received 

one resumé containing an indication of sex - trough the applicant’s name. Participants 

were randomly assigned to assess either a male or a female resumé. They were then asked 

to read the content carefully and answer the evaluation questions based only on the 

provided information. Participants’ age ranged from 19 to 75 years old, with a mean age 

of 35.48 years (SD = 11.62), and 56% were male.   

Participants were instructed to assess the resumé regarding their preferences to 

work for the applicant (i.e., being their follower) or to have them as their subordinates 

(i.e., being their leader).   

  

Measures  

Preference for leadership: a 6-point Likert-scale was used, ranging from 1 

(certainly would not) to 6 (certainly would). Participants indicated how much they would 

like to have the applicant as their leader. The single item used was, “Based on the résumé, 

would you like to have this person as your leader?”  



21 
 

Preference for followership: a 6-point Likert-scale was used, ranging from 1 

(certainly would not) to 6 (certainly would). Participants indicated how much they would 

like to lead the applicant. The single item used was, “Based on the résumé, would you 

like to have this person as your subordinate?”  

Gender-Type: we collected information on the respondent’s gender type, by using 

the Bem Sex-role inventory (Bem, 1974). Participants indicated how well masculine and 

feminine attributes would describe themselves.   

  
Results  
  
Descriptive statistics   

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the study variables.  
  
Table 1  

 Descriptive statistics and correlations.  

Variable  Mean  SD  1  2  3  4  5  

1.  Age  35.49  11.62            
2.  Respondent´s gender    1.44   .49  -.018          
3.  Applicant´s gender    1.49   .50  -.065  -.026        
4.  Preference for leadership    4.21    1.18   .004   .123  -.022      

5.  
Preference for 
followership    4.40    1.06   .111   .015  -.049  .362***    

6.  Gender-type    1.47   .50   .045   .162*   .056  .032  .084  

N= 197. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001  

  
  
Hypotheses Testing  

Using an independent t-test, we tested participants’ preferences to work for a male 

or female leader and their preferences to have a male or female follower. The applicant´s 

gender was used as the independent variable, whereas the leader and follower preferences 

were tested as the dependent variables. When participants were asked whether they would 

like to have the applicant as their leader, the results show that they expressed no 

preference for having a male or female leader (t (195) = .301, p = .76, r = .02) or a follower 

(t (195) =.695, p = .49, r = .05). The same was true, even considering the sex and gender 

type of the respondent. Hence, hypotheses Ia, Ib, and six were not supported. In sum, data 

showed that under the same professional and academic background, the applicant’s sex 

alone was insufficient to elicit leader’s or follower’s preferences, with no indication of a 

similarity-attraction paradigm or intragroup competition.  
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STUDY 2  

  

Sample and procedure  

The experiment was conducted with MBA students at a Brazilian University 

during regular sessions of their MBA courses. We approached professors of 26 different 

courses, asking them for the opportunity to invite the students to participate. When 

professors allowed us to conduct the study, we scheduled a date and time to carry out the 

activities with students. Four professors declined the invitation and, therefore, the study 

counted on students from 22 MBA courses (n=518), with an average of 23 (unrepeated) 

students per course (SD = 8.87). Participants were part-time MBA students with full-time 

jobs, working as managers in public or private organizations. Participants ranged from 25 

to 57 years old, with a mean age of 31.5 years (SD = 6.62), and 55% were male.  

Participants’ voluntary participation was assured, and they were asked to engage 

in the study to gather information on hiring services for the Executive Management 

Program’s partnership with a human resource consulting firm, i.e., the cover story. They 

were then asked to read the content carefully and answer the evaluation questions based 

only on the provided information. Each participant received one resumé (four different 

versions) containing a photograph and a brief personality description. The resumé 

changed regarding the 2 (Genders) x 2 (personality, i.e., strong or sensitive personality).  

The resumé was distributed evenly throughout the classroom so that each 

condition had a similar number of evaluations. Respondents were not informed of the 

position being applied for. They were instructed to assess the resumé regarding their 

preferences to work for the applicant (i.e., being their follower) or to have them as their 

subordinates (i.e., being their leader). Subsequently, manipulation checks were 

conducted.  

  

Measures  

We have used the same measures for preference for leadership and preference 

for followership.  

Controls: to account for differential treatment due to respondent’s gender, we 

controlled for it. Also, as we used photos on the applicants resumé, we controlled for 

physical attractiveness (i.e., beauty) as a dummy.   

Manipulation check: participants completed the manipulation check items as the 

final step before finishing the experiment. The items were rated on a 6-point Likert-scale 
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in which participants evaluated the applicant’s personality (i.e., ranging from sensitive to 

strong) and physical attractiveness (i.e., beauty), ranging from low physical attractiveness 

to high physical attractiveness.  

  

Results  

  

Descriptive statistics and manipulation check  

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the study variables. In the 

manipulation checks the ratings for strong personality (M = 4.57; SD = 1.08) and sensitive 

personality (M = 2.93; SD = 1.24) were significantly different (t (516) = 15,70, p < .001, 

r = .56), supporting personality manipulation.   

  
Table 2  
 Descriptive statistics and correlations.  

Variable  Mean  SD  1  2  3  4  5  
1.   Applicant's gender  .52  .50            
2.  Respondents gender  .55  .50    -.023          
3.  Preference for leadership  3.41  1.48    -.069   .002        

4.  
Preference for 
followership  

4.49  1.35    -.076    .083       .364***    
  

5.  Personality  .52  .50   -.013  .023   -.205***  -.070     
6.  Attractiveness  .49  .50   -.034    -.063   .109*  .104*  0.005  

N = 518. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001  
  

 

 

Hypotheses Testing  

Using an independent t-test, we tested participants' preferences to work for a male 

or female leader and their preferences to have a male or female follower. The applicant's 

gender was used as the independent variable, whereas the leader and follower preferences 

were tested as the dependent variables. When participants were asked whether they would 

like to have the applicant as their leader (i.e., H1a), the results show that they expressed 

no preference for having a male or female leader (t (516) =1.578, p = .11, r =.006). When 

participants were asked if they would like to have the applicant as their follower (i.e., 

H1b), the results provided marginal support for the preference of a woman over a man (t 

(516)=1.725, p = .07, r =.085). The preference for a female follower (MF = 4.60 SE = 

.088) was slightly higher than the preference for a male follower (MM = 4.39; SE = .080).  
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We used a general linear model to test the influence of respondents' gender on their 

preferences to have a male or female leader and follower. The leader and follower 

preferences were dependent variables, and both applicants' and respondents' gender were 

used as independent variables. The results showed a significant interaction between 

respondent’s and applicant’s gender regarding participant’s leader preferences (F (1, 513) 

= 4.20, p = .04, η2 =.008). This interaction was driven primarily by males’ preferences to 

have female leaders (M= 3.64; SE = .125) compared to having male leaders (M = 3.20; 

SE = .123). Figure 1 presents this interaction.  

  
Figure 1  
Interaction effect of respondent’s and applicant’s gender on preferences for having a 
male or female leader  
 

  
  
 

Figure 2 presents the interaction of participant’s gender and their preferences to 

have a male or female follower (F (1,513) = 5.09, p = .024, η2 =.009). The effect was 

clearly stronger for males, expressing their preference to lead females (M = 4.81; SE = 

.113) instead of males (M = 4.37; SE = .111). Table 3 presents the results of the interaction 

effects of respondents’ and applicants’ gender for respondents’ leader (i.e., H6a) and 

follower (H6b) preferences.  
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Figure 2  
Interaction effect of respondent’s and applicant’s gender on preferences for having a 
male or female follower  

  
Table 3  
Interaction effects of respondent’s and applicant’s gender on preferences for having a 
leader and a follower  
  

Respondent's   
gender  

Applicant's 
gender  

Preference for 
leadership  

Preference for 
followership  

N  M  SD  M  SD  

Female  
Female  109  4.32  1.44  3.38  1.41  

Male  125  4.41  1.30  3.45  1.55  

Male  
Female  139  4.81  1.29  3.64  1.44  

Male  145  4.38  1.33  3.20  1.51  

R's gender x A's gender  F  4.20*  5.09 *  

N = 518. * p < 0.05  

  
We repeated the general linear model using personality as an independent variable 

to test whether respondents’ preferences were related to gender roles and not to the 

applicant’s sex. If the previous results of leader and follower’s preferences resulted from 

personality perceptions associated with gender roles, adding personality to the model 

should eliminate the interaction between the applicants’ and respondents’ gender. After 

the inclusion of personality, the interaction of gender remained significant for follower 

preference (F (1, 512) = 4.57,  p = .03,  partial η2 =.009) and marginally significant for 

leader preference (F (1, 512) = 3.01,  p =.08,  partial η2 =.005).  

A separate analysis using personality and respondents’ gender as independent 

variables showed that both men and women preferred sensitive leaders (F (1,514) = 23.05, 

p < .001, η2 =.005), suggesting the applicant’s personality is a critical factor when 

evaluating leaders. Hence, hypothesis 2a was not supported. Table 4 presents the results.  
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Regarding follower preferences, the results showed a marginal preference for 

sensitive followers (F (1, 514) = 3.31, p = .07, η2 =.006), as shown in figure 3. 

Considering respondents’ gender, women had a clear preference for sensitive followers 

(i.e., H2b and H4 were marginally supported) (MSensitive = 4.57; SE = 1.21) over strong ones 

(MStrong = 4.17; SE = 1.48), whereas men showed a preference for neither strong nor 

sensitive profiles. This finding suggests that women are strongly influenced by a 

candidate’s personality (more sensitive), whereas for men, personality is less relevant 

when making evaluations of followers. We have found no support for H5. Unexpectedly, 

sensitive females were preferred as leaders. Defying role stereotypes (i.e., being female 

rather than male), and presenting communality (i.e., association with follower roles), did 

not compromise the perceived preference for leadership.  

 

  
Table 4  
Interaction effects of respondent’s and applicant’s personality on preferences for having 
a leader and a follower  
  

Respondent's  
gender 

Applicant's 
personality 

Preference for 
leadership 

Preference for 
followership 

N M SD M SD 

Female 
Strong 115 3.05 1.44 4.17 1.48 

Sensitive 119 3.74 1.45 4.57 1.21 

Male 
Strong 133 3.15 1.42 4.58 1.36 

Sensitive 151 3.72 1.52 4.60 1.30 

R's gender x A's personality F .09 2.77+ 
N = 518.  + p < 0.10  

  
 Figure 3  
Interaction effect of respondent’s gender and applicant’s personality on preferences for 
having a male or female follower  
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Discussion  

The studies investigated preferences for leadership and followership based on 

gender. Specifically, we aimed to investigate the role of sex, gender, and personality on 

preferences for men and women as leaders and followers. Overall, our results indicate 

that individuals do not prefer either men or women as leaders or followers. However, 

preferences toward leaders were contingent on the respondent's gender. Male respondents 

preferred female applicants, whether as leaders or followers. One possible explanation 

for this is the male competitive nature, with avoidant behaviors toward competing with 

other men (Croson & Gneezy, 2009). In contrast, female preferences could be driven by 

personality similarity since gender was not considered in defining preferences for either 

leaders or followers.  

Although women did not show any preference based on sex, they preferred to have 

leaders and followers who were sensitive, while men showed a preference for neither 

strong nor sensitive followers, as long as the followers were women. These results suggest 

that respondents' sex predicted their leader and follower preferences but were driven by 

different motivations. Female respondents' preferences were based on the similarities 

between the expected female gender role and communal personality, consistent with the 

similarity-attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1997; Byrne & Neuman, 1992). These findings 

suggest that the proposition that "likes attract" is confirmed for women, and they prefer 

to associate with similar others, particularly gender-role expectations. In other words, 

what seems to matter  for women is sensitivity, a trait that genres and roles could have.  

For males, instead, sex matters. Women were preferred to a leader or a follower 

position, regardless of being strong or sensitive. Such results are consistent with men's 

behaviors towards same-sex competition (Croson & Gneezy, 2009). Men's avoidance of 

competing with other men may drive preference for a female follower since they tend to 

compete more against men than against women (Datta Gupta et al., 2005). Moreover, 

having a man as a follower could jeopardize his position and status as a leader. This 

competitive behavior can also explain preferences for women as leaders. Because women 

seem less common or natural in leadership roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001), 

they can be perceived as less threatening than men.  

According to previous literature, gender-norm violations would compromise how 

participants would be evaluated (Hoyt, 2012; Garcia-Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006). 

However, our observations defy this conception. Despite our expectations, incongruence 

with gender-role stereotypes did not have hindering effects on leadership preferences, as 
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discussed by Heilman and Okimoto (2007). Sensitive females were preferred as leaders. 

Possibly, an indication that defying gender-role stereotypes has a weak or non-impact on 

individuals' evaluations if the candidate corresponds to or approximates the prototype of 

a leader or a follower.  

 Recent studies indicate that leaders who possessed communal traits or, at least, 

behaved in a people-driven way would elicit better results than a traditional goal-driven 

leader/manager. Research on the transformational leadership (Bass et al., 1996; Bass et 

al., 2003; Vinkenburg et al., 2011), Leader-member exchange (Venkataramani et al., 

2010), and servant leadership (Parris & Peachey, 2013) could provide insights on this 

matter. In this sense, our studies corroborate a possible advantage for female leaders 

(Eagly & Carli, 2003) who exert both agentic and communal behaviors (Schock et al., 

2019). As the profiles did not differ regarding the resumé, including professional and 

academic background, participants could have inferred that manifesting communality was 

not at the expanse of competence at work, another indication of agentic behaviors. Hence, 

being sensitive was a differential for both men and women leaders under the same 

background - a rupture with the strong-male paradigm associated with leadership roles 

(Koenig et al., 2011).  

Another aspect that we can think of is the ideal prototype's strength affecting the 

leadership preferences. By considering the work of Offerman and Coats (2018) when 

analyzing the stability of implicit leadership theories, the authors found that sensitivity 

and dedication were perceived as the first two factors for both male and female 

respondents, which can explain why the sensitive type could elicit better preferences 

among the candidates. Moreover, let us consider the relative importance of each factor 

for the development of a leadership prototype. The sensitivity factor is the second most 

important one (Tavares et al., 2018), enhancing the proximity to an idealized image of a 

leader and eliciting more positive evaluations (Forti et al., 2017).  

The sensitivity factor of ILT's comprises characteristics such as being 

sympathetic, sensitive, compassionate, understanding, sincere, warm, forgiving, and 

helpful  (Offermann & Coats, 2018; Epitropaki & Martin, 2005; Offermann et al., 1994). 

There is an overlap with characteristics that would better describe communality, referring 

to "qualities relevant for establishing and maintaining social relationships, such as being 

friendly or fair" (Abele et al., 2016, p.2). Moreover, from an actor-observer perspective, 

when evaluating others (i.e., from the observer's perspective), communality has a higher 
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weight in comparison to agency (Abele & Wojciszke, 2018; Abele & Wojciszke, 2014), 

what can explain the enhanced preference for the sensitive type.  

Furthermore, considering the effect of attractiveness, taken as a control variable 

in the second study, could also help explain why women elicit better results than male 

applicants. Gender and attractiveness are highly salient features (Eagly et al., 1991; 

Johnson, Sitzmann, & Nguyen, 2014) of appearance that can trigger quick judgments 

regarding people and their behaviors. Good-looking people are perceived as possessing 

better qualities, receiving preferential treatment in a variety of domains, and having better 

life outcomes (Feingold, 1992; Langlois et al., 2000; Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2005), a 

halo effect known as the "what is beautiful is good" effect (Dion et al., 1972). Therefore, 

cues associated with facial attractiveness trigger perceptions of social competence, 

intelligence, power, and health (Eagly et al., 1991; Langlois et al., 2000; Zebrowitz & 

Montepare, 2008), with facial appearance having a substantial effect on leadership 

selection (Berggren et al., 2010; Re et al., 2013; Rule & Ambady, 2008; Todorov et al., 

2005), regardless of gender (Rule & Ambady, 2009).  

From a first stance, attractiveness could have been a liability for women in light 

of role incongruity theory. Since attractiveness might work as a cue for femininity 

(Sheppard & Johnson, 2019), good-looking women would face the risk of being deprived 

of managerial roles, not for lack of competence but due to stereotypical associations with 

communal traits and femininity (Johnson, Podratz, Dipboye, & Gibbons, 2010). In this 

sense, physical attractiveness could have a detrimental effect on women applying for 

managerial roles, a phenomenon known as the "beauty is beastly" effect (Heilman & 

Saruwatari, 1979). In accordance, female leaders might be penalized for not having their 

communal traits appreciated (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007) or just the opposite; they might 

be considered as presenting inappropriate traits ("too communal") to play an agentic role 

(DelPriore et al., 2018). In this case, additional sources of femininity (sex, communal 

traits, and attractiveness, for instance) could elicit stereotypes that inhibit women's 

suitability for a male stereotypic role.  

However, what we observed was precisely the opposite. Among the second study 

participants, beautiful and sensitive females were preferred as leaders. Since, for women, 

attractiveness can work as an additional source of communality, we derived that this 

source of information contributed to the increased perception of sensitiveness. Hence, 

working in favor of women and facilitating access to and endorsement of leadership roles 

(Eagly et al., 1991; Todorov et al., 2015), rather than compromising their possibility of 
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ascension to leadership positions. Hence, congruence with prototypes seems to have a 

more significant impact on people's evaluations than the defiance of stereotypes. This 

could explain why communal males and females have a beneficial rather than a 

detrimental effect by showing a sensitive profile.  

Nonetheless, we cannot discard the effect of agentic women being the most 

penalized among the profiles of the second study. It has been shown that masculinity is 

irrelevant in building perceptions of leadership (Tavares et al., 2018). Although it might 

not help to build leadership perceptions, as an anti-prototypical attribute, it seems that, 

for women, it could compromise leadership preferences and trigger backlash effects when 

defying the gender stereotype (Ferguson, 2018; Rudman & Glick, 2001). Prior theorizing 

suggests that the best possible leader would be rated higher on the positive attributes (i.e., 

prototypical) and low on the negative ones (i.e., anti-prototypical) (Junker & van Dick, 

2014). For agentic women, if we take agency as a proxy for masculinity, it would be a 

combination of low ratings in a positive attribute (i.e., sensitiveness) and high ratings on 

a negative one (i.e., masculinity). This combination would strongly compromise 

leadership preferences (Junker & van Dick, 2014). Although we have not directly 

assessed the factors of the leadership prototype, this rationale could help us understand 

study 2 outcomes.   

In sum, our results do not support the "think manager – think male" paradigm; 

there were no general preferences for a male leader over a female one, in direct opposition 

to research on role-incongruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Our findings suggest that 

a more androgynous leadership preference might emerge (Koenig et al., 2011). On the 

other hand, there is a general preference for having female followers, supporting the 

"think follower – think female" association (Braun, Stegmann, Hernandez Bark, et al., 

2017). The association with traditional female and subordinate roles with submission 

might work as an activation of the follower stereotype, being somewhat expected that 

women would be associated with the follower role, despite current followership schemas 

suggesting a change in this conception, with proactivity, initiative, and autonomy being 

preferred rather than being passive (Carsten et al., 2010; Sy, 2010).  

  

Concluding remarks  

According to our data, the “think manager – think male” paradigm no longer 

accounts for preferences towards leadership. Our results indicate that a more androgynous 

preference for leadership is underway (Koenig et al., 2011). However, it does not mean 
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that women do not suffer from gender discrimination. We could still observe the backlash 

effects when females violate the gender norm.  

It is vital to acknowledge the limitations of this work, including our measure of 

preferences for leaders and followers, in which we used a single-item measure. Also, we 

have not addressed the combination of gender types of respondents and applicants in the 

same study, information that could help observe in-group preferences, and even 

competition. However, it is crucial to address that we have measured individuals’ 

attitudes and preferences to a given profile. Nevertheless, additional measures for gender 

discrimination could have been taken into consideration. Future studies could address 

wage attribution to verify if the often-observed gender gap follows the same response 

pattern. Otherwise, we could observe a change in the leader prototype but still financially 

compensate according to the stereotypical prototype.   

Additionally, both experiments have focused on potential leaders that would 

represent middle managers in terms of hierarchy. Our data do not allow us to verify if the 

same relationship holds for top management positions, in which the strength of 

stereotypes could have a higher detrimental effect on women. Moreover, although the 

experiments could bring insights into a growing but a slow change in the effect of gender-

role stereotypes, natural organizational settings add complexity to the matter. 

Organizational climate and culture will strongly affect the speed of changes and how 

women will experience such transitions.  
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PAPER 2 

 
Willingness to follow: Antecedents and conditions for (gendered) follower schemas 

and emergence 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Followership has long been neglected in the helm of leadership literature. Followership 

has been considered a function of leadership; nowadays, it has gained momentum and the 

appropriate attention. By studying the dynamism associated with these roles, this study 

aims at investigating the elements that could affect the willingness of someone to follow 

others and abide by this role. The paradigm “think follower – think female” is discussed. 

This work builds upon evolutionary perspectives on leadership and followership 

emergence to address psychological, physical, and social resources that could predict 

follower emergence, considering the effect of gender and gender-related traits on 

individuals’ willingness to follow others. A survey was conducted (N =453). Results 

suggest that individuals’ positive self-assessment of resources diminished their 

willingness to follow others. Notably, women were prone to identify themselves as 

followers, indicating that stereotypical associations between gender and followers’ roles 

might further affect individuals’ dispositions to claim leadership positions. 

 

Keywords: Motivation to follow; followership; leadership; individual differences; 

gender.   

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 What does it take for someone to be legitimized as a leader? The field of leadership 

was born from the discussion about the traits and attributes individuals should have to be 

recognized and considered leaders (Judge, Bono, Ilies, & Gerhardt, 2002). Behavioral, 

situational, and contextual variables have been used to explain leadership effectiveness 

but have not been able to clarify how leaders need to be (Detert & Burris, 2007; 

Thompson & Vecchio, 2009), with quite a variety of predictors suggesting the complexity 

of leadership phenomenon (Hernandez et al., 2011). Identifying someone as a leader, or 
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a follower, requires an intrinsic comparison between the candidate and the expectations 

ones hold towards leadership and followership (Junker & van Dick, 2014; Lord et al., 

2019). If there is a match between an individual’s behaviors and attitudes with 

expectations that people hold regarding how leaders and followers should be (Junker & 

van Dick, 2014; Sy, 2010), the higher the probability for an individual to be perceived 

either as a leader or a follower (Offermann & Coats, 2018; Sy, 2010; Epitropaki & Martin, 

2005). 

           Researchers have often focused on the leader perspective, with followership being 

considered a function of a leader’s behaviors (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Guillén, Mayo, 

& Korotov, 2015; Kark & Van Dijk, 2007, 2019). Despite the long advance in work 

motivation theory (Kanfer et al., 2017), scant attention has been given to what drives 

individuals to follow (Kark & Van Dijk, 2007; Ulrich, 2017). Followers’ motivation 

seems to be tied to the influence of their leader, regardless of individuals’ characteristics 

and idiosyncrasies. The same does not happen with motivation to lead. Since its 

proposition (Chan & Drasgow, 2001), the construct has captured scholars’ attention 

(Amit et al., 2007; Badura et al., 2020; Bobbio & Rattazzi, 2006; Clemmons & Fields, 

2011; Dobbs et al., 2019; Oh, 2012).  

Prior theorizing (Bastardoz & Vugt, 2019) suggests that followership emergence 

is related to individuals’ assessment of the costs and benefits of pursuing leadership roles. 

Bastardoz and Vugt assert that weighing the alternatives depends on the amount of capital 

needed to perform a leadership role. Exerting leadership would require a set of 

psychological, social, and physical resources, and its lack would predict followership 

emergence (Bastardoz & Vugt, 2019). However, we claim that these resources are more 

distal predictors of followership emergence, affecting first, willingness to follow. 

Individuals might have the resources to lead and emerge as followers (Ulrich, 2017). 

We will focus on individuals’ differences and factors affecting followership 

emergence by considering individuals’ resources. We do not deny that leaders and 

followers are part of a dynamic system; we neither discard the fluidity associated with the 

leading-following process (Derue, 2011; DeRue & Ashford, 2010). Notwithstanding, our 

proposition lies in giving a step back and zooming into the effects of individuals’ 

resources and their perceptions of them as sources to understand the willingness to follow, 

a way to problematize from the followership angle (Uhl-bien et al., 2014). Hence, we 

depart from the idea that willingness to follow can be affected by evaluating others’ 

prototypicality towards the leadership position and involves a self-assessment. Moreover, 
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we are particularly interested in how gender would play a role in this process. The 

paradigm “think follower – think female” might work as a vivid representation of gender 

stereotypes in organizations but could also represent an introjected self-identification in 

which women might show proneness to this role.  

Bridging the theoretical and empirical contributions of the motivation to lead field 

(Badura et al., 2020; Chan & Drasgow, 2001) with this evolutionary perspective on 

followership emergence, we aim to contribute to the body of work on followership. 

Specifically, this study aims to establish the relationship between individuals’ resources 

and gender and then identify how they could, directly and indirectly, affect willingness 

to follow. In doing so, this study makes significant contributions by integrating the 

emerging field of followership with the studies on gender and motivation to lead, 

highlighting the effect of individual differences in predicting willingness to follow. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Willingness to follow 

Motivation in working settings has been generally defined as the psychological 

process that determines the direction (what a person does), intensity (how hard a person 

works), and persistence (how long a person works) of action  (Kanfer, 1990; Kanfer et 

al., 2008). Considering this comprehensive definition, we could ask what variables could 

affect an individual’s willingness to assume a leader or a follower role. Recent work has 

focused on the identity construction process related to each role. In this dynamic process, 

leading and following are associated with claiming and granting such roles and the 

legitimization that others attribute to individuals (DeRue & Ashford, 2010).  

Bastardoz and Vugt (2019), for instance, elaborate on that by addressing the 

evolutionary aspect that having specific resources would predict individuals’ emergence 

as followers. The authors suggest that having physical (e.g., height, strength, and 

formidability), psychological (e.g., personality and knowledge), and social (e.g., group-

prototypicality and centrality on the network) capital would predict leadership 

emergence, whereas the lack of it would predict followership. Having the resources could 

be a significant predictor of leadership, especially concerning others’ perceptions and 

evaluations regarding the role’s suitability. However, individuals’ willingness to engage 
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in this role must also be considered. Moreover, individuals’ cognitive appraisal of costs 

and benefits related to each role must be taken into consideration. 

In this regard, the construct of Motivation to Lead (Chan & Drasgow, 2001) gains 

importance. Defined as the desire to pursue leadership roles and responsibilities that affect 

the persistence and intensity of effort to lead (Chan and Drasgow, 2001), the construct 

proposition departs from the theoretical perspectives on reasoned action and interpersonal 

behavior. The authors rely on the conception that behaviors are socially determined. As 

such, the willingness to assume leadership would be determined by the (1) valence of the 

act, (2) beliefs about the outcomes of the act, and (3) social norms associated with the act. 

Following this rationale, Chan and Drasgow (2001) proposed the construct 

dimensionality, in which a person could be driven to lead because they identify with the 

role and what it represents (i.e., affective identity MTL). In contrast, others could be 

willing to lead due to the lack of assessment of costs associated with leading behaviors 

(i.e., non-calculative MTL). Moreover, others may feel responsible, and a sense of duty 

could guide them (i.e., social normative MTL).  

The topic comprehends extensive research (Badura et al., 2020) with consistent 

results regarding construct dimensionality (Amit et al., 2007; Bobbio & Rattazzi, 2006). 

Throughout different studies, dispositional factors (Badura et al., 2020; Chan & Drasgow, 

2001; Chen, 2016; Dobbs et al., 2019), values (Amit et al., 2007; Chan & Drasgow, 2001; 

Clemmons & Fields, 2011), leadership self-efficacy (Chan & Drasgow, 2001; Chen, 

2016) leadership experience (Chan & Drasgow, 2001) and broader situational factors 

(Amit & Bar-Lev, 2013; Mascia et al., 2015) were discussed as antecedents of motivation 

to lead. Analogously, motivation to follow did not receive the same level of attention. 

Based on the rationale proposed by Chan and Drasgow, we contend that the same 

logic could be derived for a follower role, thus motivation to follow - MTF, albeit with 

different meanings and implications. Some people could identify with the follower role, 

feel pleasant for being part of the team, and feel energized to produce and contribute from 

a follower perspective (i.e., affective identity MTF). In contrast, others could feel that the 

best way of contributing is putting their best skills in favor of the group is the best way to 

abide by social responsibilities, such as providing technical instead of managerial skills 

(Ulrich, 2017) – social-normative MTF. Others could also be motivated to follow by 

avoiding leadership roles (Aycan & Shelia, 2019) and its costs (i.e., a calculative MTF). 

In this regard, “demotivation to lead” would be one possible cause for MTF.  
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Yet, motivational processes are multivariate and affected by contextual matters 

(Kanfer et al., 2017), in which the individuals’ desires influence behaviors, wants, needs, 

and context. Several aspects, such as the nature of the occupation, organizational climate, 

dyadic relationship with leaders and peers, culture, and others, could affect the 

willingness to lead or follow. However, could it be that having physical resources that are 

stereotypically associated with leadership would affect individuals’ willingness to lead or 

follow others, affecting leaders’ and followers’ emergence process. According to 

Bastardoz and Vugt (2019), this is something to be accounted for and a matter that we 

aim to tackle, especially considering the effect of gender.  

By bridging this literature to Bastardoz and Vugt’s (2019) propositions, we aim 

to shed light on predictors of willingness to follow. According to the authors, individuals’ 

resources would predict their emergence as followers. Lacking psychological, physical, 

and social capital for leadership could enhance an individual’s probability of emerging as 

a follower. As such, we argue that both other’s appraisal and individual’s self-assessment 

of resources will be a relevant predictor of willingness to lead or follow and a more distal 

predictor of leadership/followership emergence, congruent with Kanfer (1990) distal-

proximal framework of motivation (Antonakis et al., 2012; Kanfer, 1990; Ng et al., 2008; 

Tuncdogan et al., 2017). 

However, this study will focus on how individuals perceive their own 

psychological, physical, and social resources as conditions for willingness to follow. 

Hence, we propose a nomological network (See Figure 1) that comprehends predictors, 

conditions and mechanisms to predict individuals’ willingness to perform follower roles. 

 

Individual Differences 

The literature on individual differences and leadership is extensive. The attempt 

to understand what differentiates leaders from non-leaders has experienced notorious 

changes throughout the years and is passing by another moment of revival and renewal 

of approaches (Antonakis et al., 2012; Tuncdogan et al., 2017; Zaccaro, 2012). From 

psychological (i.e., trait and trait-like variables) to physiological differences (e.g., 

physical attributes, biological sex), the field encompasses several variables and is highly 

fragmented (Tuncdogan et al., 2017). Nonetheless, leader centric, with limited attention 

to followers’ traits. When considered, followers’ characteristics are discussed as 

moderators of a leader’s behavior (Antonakis et al., 2012). 
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Here, we propose that such individual differences must be considered and 

represent valuable information in predicting followers’ behaviors, an essential element in 

the leader-follower dynamic process. We assume that such characteristics represent 

valuable resources for the individual and can lead to the achievement of desired outcomes 

(Hobfoll, 2002). However, if these characteristics are perceived as congruent with 

leadership roles or at least as leader-like traits, this could affect individuals’ willingness 

to follow. 

 

Psychological Resources 

Among the psychological factors associated with leadership and especially 

motivation to lead, personality traits (Chan & Drasgow, 2001; Chen, 2016; Dobbs et al., 

2019; Grant et al., 2011; Judge et al., 2002; Popper et al., 2004), intelligence (Cavazotte 

et al., 2012), emotional intelligence (Moss et al., 2006; Wong & Law, 2002), leadership 

self-efficacy (Chan & Drasgow, 2001; Guillén et al., 2015; Mascia et al., 2015; Oh, 2012),  

and values (Clemmons & Fields, 2011)  can be cited, with leader-traits and behaviors as 

antecedents to leadership process and outcomes (Oc, 2013). 

According to Kanfer’s (1992) heuristic framework of motivation, the effect of 

variables on behavior considers the proximity to the action. Personality traits would be 

part of more distal constructs. At the same time, elements pertaining to social learning 

and socio-cognitive evaluations would be closer to the action, a matter considered by 

Chan and Drasgow (2001) in their operationalization of MTL and modeling of the leader 

development theory. Nonetheless, here we are grouping traits in general, i.e., personality 

and cognitive evaluations, as pertaining to psychological resources.  

By psychological resources, we consider attributes that will instrumentalize 

individuals to perform leadership roles successfully. Traits, ways of processing 

information, and even the individuals’ mindset (Dweck et al., 2009) can work as 

psychological resources. For instance, ILTs suggest that attributes such as dedication, 

sensitiveness, intelligence, charisma, creativity, strength, being well-groomed, 

masculinity, and tyranny (Offermann & Coats, 2018) would affect how individuals would 

be perceived to be considered leaders. If there is a match between an individual’s 

behaviors and the expectations towards leadership, the higher the probability for someone 

to be perceived as a leader (Junker & van Dick, 2014). 
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However, we will focus on resources that could be developed, based on a “state-

like” perspective (Newman et al., 2014), providing dynamism for individuals to nurture 

and develop attributes. Given that willingness to follow might change over time and 

circumstances, being able to develop psychological resources, especially the ones related 

to leadership, could compromise individuals’ willingness to follow others. The concept 

of psychological capital, or Pscycap, aligns with our proposition (Luthans & Youssef-

Morgan, 2017). 

Proposed by Luthens & Yossef (Luthans et al., 2006), the construct embraces a 

set of four resources that could primarily affect individual attitudes, behaviors, and 

performance at work (Newman, 2014): hope, self-efficacy, resilience, and optimism. 

These concepts share a sense of control, intentionality, and agentic goal pursuit (Luthans, 

Youssef-morgan, 2017). Suppose we considered the intrinsic positive outcomes of 

manifesting these attributes. In that case, we can derive the impact they could have on 

engaging in leadership roles, such as increased perception of success, by people who 

manifests optimism, choosing challenging goals for those who are confident in their 

capabilities (i.e., self-efficacy), pursuing multiple paths to achieve such goals (i.e., hope), 

and being able to recover from setbacks (i.e., resilience) (Luthans, Youssef-morgan, 

2017).  

Optimism refers to an explanatory style (Forgeard & Seligman, 2012) in which 

people hold a good trust in future positive outcomes (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994), 

influencing “how individuals perceive themselves and their environment, how they 

process incoming information, as well as how they decide to act based on this 

information” (Forgeard & Seligman, 2012, p.108). Self-efficacy is related to the 

individual’s belief in their capacity for achievement, how people judge their capabilities, 

and how (Bandura, 1982) is related to the ability in mobilizing motivation, cognitive 

resources, and courses of action to achieve higher levels of performance (Stajkovic & 

Luthans, 1998). These self-referent thoughts would affect an individual’s motivation and 

behavior (Bandura, 1982). Hope is related to persevering toward goals and changing paths 

when needed (Dawkins et al., 2013; Youssef-Morgan & Luthans, 2015). Resilience is 

related to an individual’s adaptability and refers to someone’s capacity to endure 

adversities, uncertainty, and risk or failure (Newman et al., 2014).  

Hence, using psychological capital as an exemplar of psychological resources, we 

suggest that these attributes might affect individuals’ dispositions to engage in leadership 

roles, from which we hypothesize: 
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H1: Psychological resources will negatively affect willingness to follow. 
 

Social Resources 

Leadership has been defined as an influencing process that takes place between 

leaders and followers, explained as “the leader’s dispositional characteristics and 

behaviors, follower perceptions and attributions of the leader, and the context in which 

the influencing process occurs” (Antonakis, Cianciolo, & Sternberg, 2004, p. 5). Studies 

have addressed how traits (Bass & Stogdill, 1990; Chan & Drasgow, 2001), social capital 

(Leana & Pil, 2006; McCallum & O’Connell, 2009; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1997), and 

political skills (Ahearn, Ferris, Hochwarter, Douglas, & Ammeter, 2004; Ferris et al., 

2005) could predict individuals’ capabilities to exert leadership roles, with interpersonal 

attributes (Derue, Nahrgang, Wellman, & Humphrey, 2011) and skills being a crucial part 

of this process (Marques, 2013; Mumford, Campion, & Morgeson, 2007). In this sense, 

individuals incapable of using interpersonal relationships to influence and drive others to 

a specific goal would find it challenging to be leaders and, therefore, less motivated to 

seek leadership positions.  

Bastardoz and Vugt (2019) refer to features that could make someone embody a 

group’s values and identities, affecting social capital development. In this perspective, if 

a person represents the group prototype or has a central position in their network (Van 

Knippenberg, 2011), they are more likely to become a leader. Moreover, individuals’ 

limitations towards building networks of influence could affect the motivation to pursue 

such a role, enhancing motivation to be a follower instead. When considering social 

capital in this discussion, the authors reinforce the relational process associated with 

leadership emergence (Cullen-Lester, Maupin, & Carter, 2017). The lack of social capital 

may enhance individuals’ probability of endorsing a leader and emerging as followers.  

Political skills are also a significant predictor of managerial success (Ferris et al., 

2005; Snell, Tonidandel, Braddy, & Fleenor, 2014), leadership effectiveness (Ahearn et 

al., 2004; Brouer, Douglas, Treadway, & Ferris, 2013; Ferris et al., 2007), team 

performance (Ahearn et al., 2004) and job performance (Banister & Meriac, 2015; 

Jacobson & Viswesvaran, 2017) since they represent the capacity to navigate the political 

arena embedded in organizations. Such skills may be the turning point for effective 

leadership, especially when social interactions are central to one’s occupation (Bing, 

Davison, Minor, Novicevic, & Frink, 2011), which is the case for leadership roles.  
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Defined as “the ability to effectively understand others at work, and to use such 

knowledge to influence others to act in ways that enhance one’s personal and/or 

organizational objectives” (Ahearn et al., 2004, p. 311), political skills have been 

operationalized through the understanding of four crucial aspects or dimensions. Political 

skilled individuals comprehend social interactions and accurately interpret others’ 

behaviors (i.e., social astuteness), exert influence on others (i.e., interpersonal influence), 

develop networks (i.e., networkability), and appear to others as sincere and authentic in 

their behavior (i.e., apparent sincerity).  

Hence, we suggest that political skills are pivotal to leadership roles and valuable 

for building social competence. Lacking these resources enhances individuals’ 

probability of maintaining a follower role. We recognize the traits and behaviors that 

characterize individuals as followers - industry, enthusiasm, good citizen, conformity, 

insubordination, and incompetence (Sy, 2010); and the traits of leaders - sensitivity, 

intelligence, dedication, dynamism, tyranny, and masculinity (Epitropaki & Martin, 

2004). We suggest that being perceived as sensitive, sincere, and understanding plays a 

vital role in building relationships, thus enhancing individuals’ political skills and 

legitimacy as leaders. We argue that the individuals’ capacity to develop work 

relationships affects their willingness to endorse others. As such, we hypothesize: 

H2: Psychological resources will positively affect the development of social 

resources. 

H3: Social resources will mediate the relationship between psychological 

resources and willingness to follow. 

H4: Social resources will negatively affect willingness to follow. 

 

Physical Resources and Gender-related Attributes   

The literature on individual differences and leadership is extensive. Many 

approaches have been considered to learn the differences between leaders and non-leaders 

throughout the years (Antonakis, Day, & Schyns, 2012; Tuncdogan, Acar, & Stam, 2017; 

Zaccaro, 2012). It is a task that encompasses several variables and is highly fragmented 

(Tuncdogan et al., 2017), which favors the emergence of various predictors of leadership.  

Extant literature on individual differences and leadership (Zaccaro, 2012) has long 

addressed the effect of physical attributes on leadership emergence. Height (Blaker et al., 

2013; Judge & Cable, 2004), facial appearance (Haselhuhn, Wong, Ormiston, Inesi, & 

Galinsky, 2014; Hoyt & Burnette, 2013; Livingston & Pearce, 2009; Re et al., 2013), and 
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attributes like a dominant looking (Fruhen et al., 2015; Mazur et al., 1984), beauty 

(Berggren, Jordahl, & Poutvaara, 2010), and voice pitch (Klofstad, Anderson, & Peters, 

2012; Mayew, Parsons, & Venkatachalam, 2013) can be cited. Most of these studies 

discuss how such attributes predict perceptions of dominance, competence, and its 

derivation to leadership roles. They mainly follow an evolutionary perspective in which 

the attributes provide cues for leadership aptness (Van Vugt & Grabo, 2015; Van Vugt et 

al., 2008).  

The association with a masculine type is often discussed (Eagly et al., 1991; 

Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2005, 2008). When physical features resemble the strong male 

stereotype, the probability of men being perceived as leader-like is higher (Re et al., 

2013). The effect of appearance on people’s choices could be explained by an 

evolutionary perspective, in which facial attributes help individuals predict potential 

behaviors, affective states, personality characteristics (e.g., trustworthiness), and health 

issues that would contribute to partner choices (Langlois et al., 2000), and adaptative 

behavior (Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2008).   

Gender and attractiveness are highly salient features (Eagly et al., 1991; Johnson, 

Sitzmann, & Nguyen, 2014) of appearance that can trigger quick judgments regarding 

people and their behaviors. Good-looking people are perceived as possessing better 

qualities, receiving preferential treatment in a variety of domains, and having better life 

outcomes (Feingold, 1992; Langlois et al., 2000; Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2005), a halo 

effect known as the “what is beautiful is good” effect (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972). 

Therefore, cues associated with facial attractiveness trigger perceptions of social 

competence, intelligence, power, and health (Eagly et al., 1991; Langlois et al., 2000; 

Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2008), with facial appearance having a substantial effect on 

leadership selection (Berggren et al., 2010; Re et al., 2013; Rule & Ambady, 2008; 

Todorov, Mandisodza, Goren, & Hall, 2005), regardless of gender (Rule & Ambady, 

2009).   

Given the strength of the attractiveness effect in human relations, we propose a 

closer look at how individuals’ perception of physical resources could affect their 

willingness to follow. If these characteristics are perceived as congruent with leadership 

roles or leader-like traits, this could affect individuals’ willingness to follow. Such 

individual characteristics must be considered (Bastardoz & Vugt, 2019) and represent 

valuable information to predict behaviors toward leadership.  
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Moreover, we contend that whether evaluating themselves or others, individuals’ 

perception of good-looking affects their social resources assessment and their willingness 

to be followers. This statement is supported by evidence that the benefits associated with 

the “beauty is good” effect is related to the increased perception of social competence and 

skills (Eagly et al., 1991; Feingold, 1992), with the fact that good-looking people are 

perceived as extroverted (Todorov et al., 2015), and extroversion is the most consistent 

predictor of leadership effectiveness (Judge et al., 2002), and sociability (Eagly et al., 

1991). Thus, we hypothesize: 

H5: Physycal resources will positively affect the development of social resources. 

H6: Physycal resources will moderate the relationship between psychological 

resources and social resources. 

 

Gendered relations 

Followership emergence cannot be addressed without discussing the “think 

follower, think female” (Braun et al., 2017) paradigm. The literature on gender and 

leadership has discussed the pervasive effect of gender-role stereotypes, in which 

individuals evaluations are biased by both stereotypical gender and role expectations 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002), with descriptive and prescriptive attributes defining what to 

expect from women and men (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016) while in these roles. It is in this 

context that the association “think manager, think male” (Schein & Lituchy, 1996; 

Sczesny, 2003) occurs, with negative implications for individuals and organizations, such 

as the glass-ceiling effect (Smith et al., 2012), the queen-bee phenomenon (Derks et al., 

2011, 2016),  and alike. 

Given the still engrained stereotypes in the work environment and the historical 

discussion of leadership in masculine terms  (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Robertson et al., 2011), 

we consider that the cost associated with fighting these stereotypes to become a leader 

could prompt women to emerge as followers, imposing a condition on how the 

psychological and social resources relate to predicting motivation to follow.  

H7: Gender moderates the relationship between psychological resources and 
social resources.  

H8: There will be a three-way interaction between gender, physical resources, 
and psychological capital. 
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 Combining such elements could help us understand the factors that will set the 

grounds for willingness to follow. Bastardoz and Vugt (2019) did not specify how these 

resources could have been combined to predict followership emergence, a void that we 

aim to tackle. Figure 1 summarizes the proposed relationships. 

 

Figure 1 

Proposed Model 

 

 

 

Methods 

 

The complete model was tested considering the self-assessment of participants 

regarding the variables of interest (i.e., physical resources, social resources, gender, and 

willingness to follow).  

Sample and Procedure. Participants were recruited via Facebook Adds. Users of the 

digital platform were given a chance to enroll in an on-line survey in exchange for the 

possibility of receiving a gift-card of R$100,00 (i.e., lottery). People were exposed to the 

advertising, from which we had 919 access. However, only 453 individuals engaged in 

responding to it. Among participants, 24 % had leadership experience.  
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Measures  

 Willingess to follow. Willingness to follow was assessed through the adaptation 

of the Motivation to Lead, scale proposed by Chan and Drasgow (2001). By rephrasing 

statements to address follower’s experience, individuals responded to 27-item scale (α = 

0.90). Instructions asked respondents to think about their own experience and respond to 

each item using a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from 1= “strongly disagree” to 5 = 

“strongly agree”. Sample items include the affective identity factor (e.g., Most of the time 

I prefer being a follower rather than a leader when working in a group), non-calculative 

factor (e.g., I would only agree to be a group leader if I know I can benefit from that role), 

and the Social normative factor (e.g., It is appropriate to decline leadership roles). 

 Psychological Resources. Psychological resources were measured through 

psychological capital. A construct that entails four factors (i.e., hope, optimism, 

resilience, and self-efficacy). The shortened version of Psycap-24, developed by Avey et 

al. (2011), measures 12 items (α = 0.81). Instructions asked respondents to think about 

their own experience and respond to each item using a 6-point Likert-scale ranging from 

1= “strongly disagree” to 6 = “strongly agree”. Sample items include the Hope factor 

(e.g., If I should find myself in a jam at work, I could think of many ways to get out of it), 

the optimism factor (e.g., I always look on the bright side of things regarding my job), the 

resilience factor (e.g., I can get through difficult times at work because I’ve experienced 

difficulty before) and the self-efficacy factor (e.g., I feel confident in representing my work 

area in meetings with management). 

 Social Resources. Social resources were measured through the Political Skills 

Inventory – PSI, an 18-item scale concerning four dimensions (i.e., social astuteness, 

interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity) (α = 0,90). 

Instructions asked respondents to think about their experience at work and respond to 

each item using a 7-point scale ranging from 1= “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly 

agree”. Sample items include the social astuteness factor (e.g., I am particularly good at 

sensing the motivations and hidden agendas of others), interpersonal influence (e.g., I am 

able to communicate easily and effectively with others), networking ability (e.g., I spend 

a lot of time and effort at work networking with others), and apparent sincerity (e.g., 

When communicating with others, I try to be genuine in what I say and do).  
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Physical Resources. To assess physical resources, we measured body esteem 

through BESAA (i.e., Body-esteem scale for adolescents and adults) developed by 

Mendelson, Mendelson, and White (2001) and validated in Brazil by Conti and Latorre 

(2007). We considered two dimensions of the 23-item scale that measured appearance 

general feelings (e.g., I’m looking as nice as I’d like to) and others evaluation (e.g., I think 

my appearance would help me get a job). Instructions asked respondents to think about 

their experience and respond how frequent the statements represent the way they feel 

about themselves using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1= “never” to 7 = “always”. 

(α = 0.86). One item was erroneously taken out from the appearance general feelings sub-

scale, hence, not been evaluated by respondents. 

Controls. We have controlled for age, schooling, race, marital status and 

leadership experience. 

 

Analysis overview 

A matter of concern in our study was common method variance and discriminant 

validity. As our goal was to assess individuals’ perceptions of their resources, our focal 

variables were self-assessed, requiring us to consider the effect of common method 

variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003) on the validity of our findings. 

A way to discard the possibility that our results could have been partially attributed to the 

method of data collection. To partially address this issue, we randomized the item’s 

presentation to prevent order effects. Also, we have tried to eliminate common scale 

properties (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2012) by using different Likert 

response scales.  

To address discriminant validity, we considered all the variables gauged through 

self-reported scales. The four-factor measurement model (i.e., MTF, psychological, 

social, and physical resources) was fitted to the data and the global fit indices were as 

follows: χ2(2398) = 5041.2, ; p < .01; root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 

= .05, comparative fit index (CFI) = .80, standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) 

= .12. We then tested a one-factor measurement model with all items loading onto the 

same underlying dimension. This model fit significantly less well (Δχ2 (16) = 5462.75; p 

< .01), indicating the convergent and discriminant validity of our four-factor model 

(Bentler, 1989). 
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Results  

 

Inter-correlations between study variables and descriptive statistics are reported 

in table 1. As expected, the proposed resources presented a significant and negative 

correlation with motivation to follow (rpsychological = -0.32; rphysical = -0.18; rsocial = -0,31; 

p < 0.01). Gender was significant and positive correlated with motivation to follow (r = 

-0,11; p < 0.05). All relationships followed the proposed direction. 

 

The effect of individuals resources on WTF 

Regression analysis are reported in table 2. Using a multiple regression model to 

test the hypothesized relationships, we found support for hypothesis 1 to 4, in which we 

expected that psychological resources would negatively predict willingness to follow (βH1 

= -0.29,  p < 0.01) and positively predict social resources (βH2= 0.78;  p < 0.01). Social 

resources would also negatively predict WTF (βH4= -0.18, p < 0.01).  

 

The mediating role of Social Resources 

Next, we proposed that social resources would mediate the relationship between 

psychological resources and willingness to follow (see figure 1, Hypothesis 3). Table 3 

presents mediation results, with marginally significant p-value. However, if we considere 

the analougos dimension of MTL, Affective-Identity, Calculative, and socio-normative, 

we found a different nomological network for each dimension, following similar results 

from the MTL literature (Badura et al., 2020). We found a full-mediation for the affective 

identity dimension, indicating that the social resources would mediate the relationship 

between psychological resources and willingness to follow when individuals identify 

themselves with the follower role.  

 

Conditional Effects 

Different from what we expected, neither physical resources (H6) nor gender (H7) 

had a moderating effect on the relationship between psychological and social resources 

(βphysical = - 0,11, p = 0.14; βgender = 0.09, p = 0.56). Also, we did not observe the 
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hypothesized three-way interaction (βFemale= -0.09, p = 0.34; βMale= -0.24, p = 0.10) 

among gender, physical and psychological resources, only a marginally significant results 

for males (H8). 
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Table 1 

 Mean, SD, and correlation matrix 

N. Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 Gender 0.82 0.38     -          
2 Age   42.42 11.69  0.07    

      
3 Schooling 5.16 1.88 -0.01 - 0.16***  

      
4 Race 2.27 1.55  0.03 - 0.07 - 0.16***       
5 Leadership Experience 0.24 0.43 -0.06   0.00  0.16***   0.02       
6 Marital Status 1.75 0.77  0.22***  0.42*** - 0.10** - 0.06   - 0.01      
7 Willingness to Follow 1.57 0.54  0.11**   0.00 - 0.11** - 0.04 - 0.29*** 0.01     
8 Physical Resources 1.34 0.64 -0.04 0.13*** - 0.01   0.00   0.12***    0.04 - 0.18***    
9 Social Resources 5.37 0.80 -0.01 0.16*** - 0.02 - 0.03 0.24***    0.09* - 0.31*** 0.31***   
10 Psychological Resources 3.76 0.54 -0.02  0.09*   0.06 - 0.04  0.24*** 0.06 - 0.32*** 0.26*** 0.53*** - 
                            

Note. N= 453. *p < 0.10. **p <0.05. ***p <0.01.         
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Table 2 

Hypotheses testing 

  Willingness to Follow Social Resources 

VARIABLES H1 H4 H6 H2 H5 H7 H8_F H8_M 

Psychological Resources -0.292***  0.862*** 0.781***  0.709*** 0.861*** .858*** 
 (0.047)  (0.116) (0.064)  (0.140) (0.137) (0.222) 

Physical Resources   0.625**  0.331***  0.542 0.976* 
   (0.293)  (0.055)  (0.343) (0.562) 

Social Resources  
-0.185*** 

      

  
(0.0308) 

      

Gender 0.010* 0.110* -0.015 -0.023 -0.032 -0.361   

 (0.063) (0.0636) (0.084) (0.085) (0.095) (0.589)   

Controls         

Age 0.000 0.001 0.006** 0.007** 0.007** 0.007** 0.000 0.024*** 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (.007) 

Schooling -0.023* -0.029** -0.025 -0.024 -0.017 -0.024 -0.009 -0.063 
 (0.013) (0.013) (0.017) (0.017) (0.020) (0.018) (0.019) (0.046) 

Race -0.018 -0.018 -0.006 -0.005 -0.017 -0.006 -0.004 -0.018 
 (0.015) (0.016) (0.021) (0.020) (0.023) (0.021) (0.022) (0.055) 

Leader Experience -0.264*** -0.263*** 0.218*** 0.239** 0.404*** 0.243*** 0.147* 0.429** 
 (0.057) (0.058) (0.076) (0.077) (0.084) (0.078) (0.084) (0.177) 

Civil -0.004 -0.006 0.011 0.011 0.035 0.012 0.046 -0.045 
 (0.034) (0.034) (0.045) (0.046) (0.051) (0.046) (0.048) (0.142) 

Interactions         

Physical R.*Psyc. R.   -0.113    -0.087 -0.238* 
   (0.077)    (0.091) (0.143) 

Gender*Psyc.R.      0.089   

      (0.154)   

Constant 2.797*** 2.684*** 1.696*** 2.202*** 4.611*** 2.474*** 1.766*** 1.399 

  (0.217) (0.206) (0.455) (0.292) (0.215) (0.553) (0.527) (0.900) 

Observations 445 445 445 445 445 445 445 445 

R-squared 0.173 0.171 0.348 0.319 0.159 0.320 0.339 0.506 

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 F = Female; M = Male. 
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Table 4 

The mediating effect of social resources 

Social Resources Willingness to Follow 

 Step 1 Step 2 

Controls   

    Gender - 0.02      0.19      

Age - 0.01      0.00 

Schooling - 0.03    - 0.05* 

Race - 0.01    - 0.04     

Leadership Experience             - 0.27*  
 - 0.43*** 

Marital Status             0.02  
   - 0.01 

Physical Resources          0.16***  
   - 0.06 

     

Effects  
 

 

Psychological Resources       0.46***  
 - 0.18*** 

Social Resources   
   - 0.17*                                                                                                              

   

F test   28.61     11.90 

R² 0.34       0.20 

Indirect Effects  Effect SE LB 95% UB 95% 

Psyc.R  Soc.R  Willingness to follow -0.08* 0.03 -0.13 -0.03 

Note. N=445; *p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p < 0.001;  LB = Lower bound; UB = Uper bound. 

 
 
Discussion 
            

This work proposed a shift in leadership studies by focusing on the follower perspective 

and the elements that would affect their willingness to follow. Departing from the notion that 

what affects individuals’ willingness to defer to another person goes beyond the hesitation to 

engage in leadership roles and handle the inherent responsibilities that came with it (Aycan & 

Shelia, 2019), we focused on how individual’s resources could predict willingness to follow. 

More specifically, we were interested in the effect of gender in this process.   

           Based on Bastardoz and Vugt’s (2019) proposition on the effect of individuals’ resources 

on followership emergence, we focused on how the individuals’ assessment of their 

psychological, physical, and social resources would predict willingness to follow - a previous 

step on predicting followership emergence. Our results suggest the validity of this proposal. 

Each type of resource was negatively correlated with WTF, an indication that the more 
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individuals feel instrumentalized, the less they would feel motivated to pursue followership 

roles. Hence, manifesting characteristics that would positively correlate with leadership roles 

may affect people’s attitudes towards other leaders. Maybe, in the process of claiming and 

granting leadership (Derue & Ashford, 2010), people will hold into consideration not only how 

others behave and possess prototypical attributes but also will make self-evaluations on this 

stance. Further studies may tackle the dynamism of this comparisons processes and the effects 

when it is fit or mismatched towards the individual or the leader. Leadership endorsement (van 

Kleef et al., 2021), lack of compliance (Barbuto, 2000), resistance to change and destructive 

leader behavior (Gunther et al., 2021), commitment and citizenship behavior (Organ, 2018) 

could be cited as possible outcomes of this process. 

           Bastardoz and Vugt (2019) have not made any proposition on how these resources would 

relate to each other, a contribution to our work. Unlike Chan & Drasgow (2001) early theorizing 

on Motivation to Lead (the base for this work’s propositions), in which social skills would be a 

derivative of MTL, we proposed that social resources would be an input to WTF, albeit a more 

proximal one. We hypothesized that the psychological resources would be a more distal 

antecedent of WTF, with social resources mediating this relationship. However, the literature 

on MTL (Badura et al., 2020) already has discussed diverse nomological networks for specific 

motivation types. Contrary to what we expected, social resources did not behave in the same 

way for different types of willingness to follow. Social resources have only accounted for a full 

mediation for the Affective-identity dimension, fully explaining how psychological resources 

would affect willingness to follow.  

           Contrary to what we expected, neither physical resources nor gender imposes a condition 

on the relationship between psychological and social resources. There were no substantial 

differences between women and men in the target relationship, although being a woman was a 

significant predictor for the affective identity dimension when considered as a control variable. 

Women might feel more inclined to follow by identifying themselves as representatives of the 

subordinate role—a congruent result with extant literature on gender (Braun et al., 2017). 

Moreover, for the effects of psychological resources and social resources on willingness to 

follow, gender was a significant control variable. Women were more willing to follow. Maybe, 

the “think follower – think female” has been introjected by historical socio-constructions of 

gender. This might help us understand why misogyny and discriminatory behavior at work can 

be perpetrated by women (Smith et al., 2012). Braun and colleagues (2018) have discussed the 

pull effect towards followership, or the sticky floor (Kee, 2006) that would help explain why 

women are still underrepresented in leadership positions. These findings are interesting since 
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we have not addressed gender stereotypes towards leadership but assessed individuals’ 

resources and their impact on their willingness to follow. 

           Leadership experience was also significant in our model, negatively impacting 

willingness to follow. We can derive that experiencing leadership might positively impact how 

individuals perceive themselves and, for women, a way to surpass self-limiting thoughts 

towards leadership. 

 

Concluding remarks 

Bridging the theoretical and empirical contributions on motivation to lead (Badura et 

al., 2020; Chan & Drasgow, 2001) with the evolutionary perspective on followership 

emergence, we have contributed to the body of work on followership. By considering 

individuals’ resources, we have focused on predictors of followership emergence that could 

further affect the process of claiming leadership roles. Essentially, we have shown that 

individuals’ self-assessment of attributes related to leadership might influence their disposition 

to follow others.  
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PAPER 3 

The whole pack of female leadership: what women overcome and negotiate to be 

endorsed as leaders 

ABSTRACT 

With the substantial increase in women’s participation in the workforce and the challenges they 

face in the workplace, understanding female leadership has become a tenet in the literature. 

Drawing on gender-role stereotypes, this work addresses the contrasting demands that women 

face in their career path toward leadership. By looking at how women narrate their path toward 

leadership and higher hierarchical positions, we aim to shed light on what distinguishes female 

leadership. Twelve in-depth interviews were conducted with top female managers from diverse 

segments in Brazil. Based on thematic and narrative analysis, interviewees’ narratives were 

considered to understand how female leaders make sense of their experiences. Data showed a 

shared narrative concerning women’s career paths, requiring a set of behaviors and strategies 

to be legitimized as a leader and shatter the glass-ceiling. Moreover, we propose 4 four 

mechanisms for female leadership. 

Keywords: Leadership; women; gender-role stereotypes; glass-ceiling. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Is gender a boundary to achieving leadership roles? Despite different definitions of 

leadership and how it works, common ground among diverse theoretical perspectives is the 

understanding that leadership is the capacity to influence others to accomplish shared objectives 

(Yukl, 2013). There is no mention of how gender affects this process. The effect of gender, 

instead, falls into a tangential matter concerning the leadership phenomenon, with no substantial 

differences between women and men while performing such roles (Paustian-Underdahl, 

Walker, & Woehr, 2014). Nonetheless, it does not mean that the process of leadership 

emergence, especially the leader identity construction is the same for both sexes (De Rue & 

Ashford, 2010), 

By understanding leadership as a co-creational process among relational individuals 

(Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012), in which the leader and follower identities are a result from a 

dynamic process of claiming and granting such identities (De Rue & Ashford, 2010), it is 

possible to infer that leadership recognition and legitimization are affected by how people are 
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perceived. Hence, we cannot ignore the effect of social judgment in this process, with 

prototypes and stereotypes playing an important role. 

When considering leader prototypes, characteristics associated with masculine 

attributes often emerge (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Epitropaki, Sy, Martin, Tram-quon, & 

Topakas, 2013), affecting how women are perceived and legitimized as leaders (Eagly & Karau, 

2002). The paradigm of  “think manager, think male”  (Schein & Lituchy, 1996; Sczesny, 2003), 

and the natural implication “think follower, think female” (Braun, Stegmann, Hernandez Bark, 

Junker, & Van Dick, 2017) is a consequence of this process. Stereotypes compromise the 

assessment of women and men while performing each of these roles, with far-reaching 

implications to individuals and organizations, such as the glass-ceiling effect (Powell & 

Butterfield, 1994) and the queen-bee phenomenon (Derks et al., 2016, 2011). Such implications 

can be perceived as a heritage of gender-role stereotypes in which leadership and gender roles 

are often tied together (Ferguson, 2018). 

Thus, having a leadership position might require a set of agentic behaviors, for instance, 

that defies gender prescriptions, in which female leaders need to cope with the backlash 

associated with such behaviors and balance the need for communality, and the building of 

relationships at the same time (Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008). The mere 

manifestation of cues associated with enhanced femininity, such as physical attractiveness 

(Heilman & Saruwatari, 1979) and beautification strategies (DelPriore et al., 2018; Sheppard 

& Johnson, 2019b), could work as an obstacle to a leadership position or to be legitimized in 

one (Johnson, Sitzmann, & Nguyen, 2014; Johnson, Podratz, Dipboye, & Gibbons, 2010), 

which affects how women present themselves in the work environment. 

Hence, being a female leader imposes an inherent conflict of expectations regarding the 

stereotypical associations with each role, i.e., being a leader and female  (Eagly & Karau, 2002; 

Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014). As a result, women need to negotiate how to legitimize 

themselves, often assuming male attributes (Derks et al., 2011) and portraying agentic rather 

than communal behaviors (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Garcia-Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006). In 

this regard, women might need to modulate the expression of femininity in their leadership 

identity construction process. Hence, we can derive that gender leads to distinct leadership 

experiences. 

We aim to understand how women face career challenges and struggles by looking at 

their paths toward leadership and higher hierarchical positions. More importantly, how they 

negotiate the somewhat conflicting demands as both leaders and women. As a result, we 

propose four instances and, possibly, mechanisms for the expression of female leadership, 
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affecting how women actively manifest traits (to be), behaviors (to do), cognition (to think), 

and affection (to feel), analogously to the mechanisms of leadership proposed by Hernandez, 

Eberly, Avolio, and Johnson (2011). Based on women’s narratives, we argue that the 

differences between female and male leadership lies in the struggles and hardships intrinsic to 

the female experience that can shape the influence process among individuals, possibly 

delaying or disrupting leadership endorsement. 

 

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT 

Leadership Emergence 

From an evolutionary perspective, leadership emerges as a solution to group 

coordination challenges, in which individuals with specific attributes emerge as leaders (Van 

Vugt & Grabo, 2015; Van Vugt et al., 2008). Such attributes and behaviors predict their 

emergence as leaders. Having physical (e.g., height, strength, and formidability), psychological 

(e.g., personality and knowledge), and social (e.g., group- prototypicality and centrality on the 

network) capital predict leadership emergence, whereas the lack of these traits predicts 

followership (Bastardoz & Van Vugt, 2019). 

Let us consider De Rue and Ashford's (2010) perspective on the leadership identity 

construction process. The leader emerges when (1) the leadership identity is fully internalized 

by the individual who claims leadership, (2) there is recognition in the relational ties between 

individuals, and (3) the leader is endorsed within the organization. Hence, leadership emerges 

by claiming and granting a leader or follower role. External legitimization is a constituent part 

of leadership emergence. Motivation to lead, defined as the desire to pursue leadership roles and 

responsibilities that affect the persistence and intensity of effort to lead (Chan & Drasgow, 

2001), is insufficient.  

As a mutual influence process, leadership requires both followers and organization 

recognition, with social interactions among individuals and contextual factors affecting 

leadership emergence. In this sense, social judgment can affect the perception of leadership 

suitability, with both leadership prototypes and stereotypes impacting leadership emergence. 

 

Role Congruity and Leadership 

With the substantial increase of women’s participation in the workforce and the 

challenges they face in the workplace, understanding female leadership has become a tenet in 

the literature (e.g., Arvate, Galilea, & Todescat, 2018; Post, 2015). One cannot understand 
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women in leadership positions without understanding gender roles. Leadership and gender roles 

are often tied together (Ferguson, 2018), especially for the socio-historical constructions of 

leadership. From an evolutionary perspective, leadership emerged as a strategy to solve group 

coordination problems. It was built under the association with dominance, hierarchy, and power 

centrality (Van Vugt et al., 2008), mainly perpetrated by men, which explains the association 

of leadership with male characters. 

Since the leadership role is taken as an agentic (male) role, the idea of  “think manager—

think male” emerged (Koenig et al., 2011), suggesting that women lack congruence in this role. 

In this context of leadership, the role congruity theory is critical to understanding female 

leadership (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Johnson et al., 2008). This literature suggests that given the 

lack of congruence with this agentic male role, women experience two types of prejudice (Eagly 

& Karau 2002; Johnson et al., 2008). First, they are seen as less capable of assuming leadership 

positions because they are not as agentic as men. Second, female leaders are evaluated less 

favorably because they violate the gender norm, which expects women to be communal, not 

agentic (Garcia-Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006), a backlash effect (Rudman, Moss-Racusin, 

Phelan, & Nauts, 2012). In sum, women face issues both in becoming a leader, and maintaining 

legitimacy as leaders. 

Despite the democratization advancement of gender role attributes and enactment, there 

is still a natural mismatch when females occupy such positions where agency is valued  

(Robertson, Brummel, & Salvaggio, 2011). Therefore, to fight the perceived lack of fit, female 

leadership candidates need to “present themselves as unambiguously agentic (ambitious, 

competitive, and capable) to ensure they are perceived to be as competent as men” (Phelan, 

Moss-racusin, & Rudman, 2008, p. 407). However, being “over” agentic becomes a problem, 

demanding women to juxtapose both agentic and communal characteristics to cope with the 

role incongruity (Johnson et al., 2008; Zheng, Surgevil, & Kark, 2018). 

 

Gender-role stereotypes 

Underlying this discussion is the pervasive impact of gender-role stereotypes. Gender 

stereotypes are generalizations regarding descriptive and prescriptive attributes associated with 

men and women (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016). The prevailing association of women portraying 

communal characteristics and men, agentic ones, is associated with contrasting social positions 

and roles that each sex (i.e., gender) performs in the social structure. Physical sex differences 

in interaction with social and ecological conditions influence role occupancy (Eagly & Wood, 

1999). Women were often responsible for the care and nutrition of the offspring, and men for 
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hunting and safety of the pack. The former is associated with manifesting tenderness, care, and 

softness, related to belonging to social groups, and the latter, to agency, competition, 

aggressiveness, related to pursuing individual goals (Bem, 1974; Ybarra et al., 2008). Both sets 

of features portray a specific role and define what is considered femininity and masculinity 

throughout time and social constructs associated with feminine and masculine traits (Giavoni 

& Tamayo, 2005).  

Social advancements and change in the configuration of how people behave, i.e., 

loosening of role boundaries, relativization of gender roles, and the growing nullification of the 

association of gender-related activities, has resulted in women and men performing activities 

that were first related to the opposite gender, bringing new challenges. Characteristics that were 

stereotypically associated with gender are now associated with role performance, despite 

individuals’ sex (Barberá & Benloch, 2004), with both men and women capable of manifesting 

agentic and communal characteristics (Bem, 1974). Twenge (1997) addresses this point in a 

meta-analysis discussing the changes in masculine and feminine traits over time and how 

women have increased the scores in the agentic traits needed to achieve professional success. 

If agency and communion are meta-concepts respectively associated with self-

advancement in social hierarchies and the establishment and maintenance of social relationships 

(Abele et al., 2016; Trapnell & Paulhus, 2012), either men or women could develop 

characteristics of both traits, considering the role they exert and how they nurture relationships. 

In this perspective, each person could be characterized as masculine, feminine, androgynous 

(Bem, 1974), or gynandrous (Athanasopoulou, Michael, & Timothy, 2017) despite the 

biological components of the sex (Barberá & Benloch, 2004). Nevertheless, prescriptive 

behaviors still bias people’s expectations toward women and men, with individuals, especially 

women, facing the risk of being penalized when defying the status quo. 

In this regard, role congruity (Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Karau, 2002) suggests that when a 

woman or a man performs social roles that align with the stereotypical descriptive and 

prescriptive norms for their gender, there is congruence. Therefore, when a woman is in a social 

role that is more communal (e.g., caring, sensitive, cooperative), she is congruent with her 

stereotyped gender role. Similarly, when a man is in a social role that is more agentic (e.g., 

competitive, self-oriented, determined), he is congruent with his stereotyped gender role. On 

the other hand, role incongruity occurs when two social roles do not align, the male gender role, 

for example, is perceived as incompatible with the nurturing and caring social role of being a 

childcare worker (Ferguson, 2018). The same happens regarding leadership, with women facing 

the risk of not being legitimized as a leader due to the lack of congruity associated with their 
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behavior, both as leaders and women (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Schaumberg, Flynn, & Way, 

2015). 

Agency is a requirement for leadership roles (Rudman & Glick, 2001), but when a 

woman display the required agency to achieve or maintain leadership positions, she is 

considered as less communal (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007; Rudman & Glick, 2001; Rudman, 

Moss-racusin, et al., 2012), affecting others’ perceptions about her competence, social skills, 

and hireability (Phelan et al., 2008). To remediate (Rudman & Glick, 2001) or reverse this 

backlash (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007), women have to provide cues on their communal 

characteristics. However, offering information on communal characteristics such as discussing 

communal behaviors and maternal status is a measure that only ameliorates other’s people 

reactions when women’s competence is beyond question and behaviors are unambiguously 

associated with authentic behavior (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Moreover, trying to feminize 

agentic women may not work. Phelan and colleagues (2008), for instance, indicated another 

backlash in their experiment, a decreasing hireability of women that presented themselves as 

more enthusiastic and smiled more frequently. 

Finding the appropriate balance is a challenge. Leadership requires agency. By behaving 

in an agentic way, women are penalized by having their communality questioned. How do 

women navigate such contrasting demands? How can they negotiate between work 

requirements and authentic behaviors when they need to manage how they present themselves? 

 

Perceptions of Career Barriers 

The backlash effects are a crucial part of the glass ceiling phenomenon (Phelan et al., 

2008) - career hindering problems that compromise women’s advancement toward leadership 

roles and higher hierarchical levels in organizations (Glass & Cook, 2015). It is a problem that 

is reinforced by both men and women (Smith, Crittenden, & Caputi, 2012). In this regard, Smith 

and colleagues (2012) integrate a diverse set of theoretical explanations and draw from 

Wringley’s (2002) qualitative work to make sense of the barriers women face in conquering 

higher levels in organizations and why the glass ceiling is perpetuated until today (e.g., women 

account for 6.0% of CEOs positions in the S&P 500; Catalyst, 2021). As a result, the authors 

proposed the career pathway survey – CPS, integrating different beliefs and explanations 

associated with gender discrimination in organizations. The phenomenon is based on the 

stereotypical associations of women as less suitable for leadership roles, something that could 

be reinforced by women themselves when they (1) deny the existence of discrimination, (2) 
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justify the lack of career development due to their goals, or (3) explain why women give up or 

fail to pursue promotions because of social and organizational obstacles (Smith et al., 2012). 

Those reasons explain three out of four dimensions (Smith et al., 2012) regarding 

women’s attitude toward the glass ceiling phenomena, denial, acceptance, and resignation. The 

fourth dimension refers to the women’s resilience to overcome barriers in their careers. 

 Women may establish strategies to overcome gender discrimination and career 

development to navigate the challenges above. One possibility is in-group favoritism, with 

women acting as role models and supporting each other in career advancement and leadership 

legitimization (Vial, Brescoll, Napier, Dovidio, & Tyler, 2017). A counteracting possibility is 

the emergence of the “Queen Bee” phenomenon, in which women in leadership positions 

distance themselves from other women and further legitimize gender inequality (Derks et al., 

2016). This discriminatory behavior toward other women happens when female leaders do not 

support or even compromise female career advancement (Kaiser & Spalding, 2015), which has 

been associated with the effect of context, a gender-biased environment, shaping women’s 

behavior. For example, acting as QB may be a response to identity threats women face in a 

male-dominated work setting, threats that represent a powerful source of disadvantages to 

women (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Hoyt & Murphy, 2016). A variable to be discussed on this matter 

is the moderating role of gender identification. Therefore, women who does not identify with a 

gender equality agenda are less likely to support in-group members and foster their career 

advancement. This effect is pronounced in contexts where women are underrepresented (Kaiser 

& Spalding, 2015). 

 

What makes female leadership different from male leadership? 

The preceding arguments suggest that female leaders face gender discrimination toward 

leadership positions that can be traced back to gender-role prescriptions and expectations, with 

different contexts and temporal aspects of leadership activating beliefs about gender roles and 

effective leadership. Considering the role of context and time, where and when the leadership 

occurs, this study aims to qualitatively explore the process of women becoming leaders and the 

different behavior patterns they present when leadership is recognized. 

From the behavioral dilemma women leaders face, it is necessary for them to navigate 

between agency and communality to find their way toward leadership legitimization. This path 

permeates both leadership and feminine identity constructions. Women might experience 

diverse combinations of agency and communality, but female leadership requires a balance 

between both (Phelan et al., 2008; Rudman & Glick, 2001; Schaumberg et al., 2015), imposing 
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a need for change to some women. Seeking to be more agentic, some might adopt more 

dominant behavior, dominant appearance (i.e., masculinized look), distancing from other 

women (Derks et al., 2011), strategies that could both enhance or diminish discrimination 

depending on the context (Rudman & Glick, 2001; Rudman et al., 2012), and career stage 

(Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Also, those behaviors could affect perceptions of masculinity and 

femininity (Mavin, 2008), affecting how women deal with challenges and how they are 

perceived in the work environment. 

By interviewing women leaders, we investigate how female leaders cope with such 

contrasting demands and expectations and how they deal with the inherent negotiation between 

work requirements and personal inclinations. We suggest that what distinguishes female 

leadership lies in the leadership emergence process. Based on the literature presented, we expect 

to find elements that resonate with this discussion, agency-communality conflict, sex 

identification, and aptitudes that reinforce or combat gender discrimination. 

 

METHODS 

This study is part of a larger research project on Female Leadership that focuses on 

understanding “How do women cope with the challenges associated with female career 

advancement?”. For this article, 12 out of 32 interviews were selected considering female 

Brazilian leaders that have reached the C-suite office or equivalent in diverse segments. Data 

collection consisted of twelve online semi-structured interviews, in which the participants were 

invited to explain their path toward leadership. Participation was voluntary, and anonymity and 

confidentiality were guaranteed through an informed consent form signed by the participants. 

Interview length ranged from 68 to 178 minutes, with an average of 112 minutes, accounting 

for a total of 22.4 hours of dialog. A snowball sampling strategy was adopted, with initial 

interviewees part of the authors’ network who then recommended future subjects from their 

acquaintances. We used the software Zoom to conduct the online interviews.  

After presenting the study, interviewers, and the informed consent form, the interview 

began with an open-ended question asking the interviewees to talk about their path toward 

leadership position. Then, following a semi structured script, participants were asked to talk 

about the challenges and the role of gender in their career path. Participants were allocated 

codes to preserve their identities (Chart 1). The interviews were fully recorded and transcribed, 

preserving the narrative content.  
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Chart 1 

Interviewees’ information 

# Position Industry Age 
Marital 
Status 

Parental 
Status 

1 
Head of Undergratuate 
School 

Education 47 Divorced Yes (1) 

2 VP Food/Beverages 44 Married Yes (4) 

3 Coronel Security 43 Married No 

4 Founder / Partner Engeneering 42 Divorced Yes (1) 

5 CEO Medicine 56 Married Yes (2) 

6 CEO Commodities 54 Widowed Yes (4) 

7 Executive Director Media/Entertainement 46 Married Yes (2) 

8 Captain Offshore 38 Married Yes (2) 

9 Captain Offshore 40 Single No 

10 Maintenance Surpervisor Offshore 40 Single No 

11 Major  Public Security 44 Married Yes (1) 

12 CEO Software 45 Married  Yes (3) 

 

Aiming to discuss women’s ascension to leadership positions, we focused on 

understanding how they perceive and cope with barriers and challenges associated with gender 

discrimination and how they negotiate the contrasting demands in assuming particular roles to 

be endorsed as a leader. We conducted a narrative analysis and a thematic analysis, which 

provided an account of themes and coping strategies that female leaders use to deal with gender 

discrimination. 

The analysis followed a three-step inductive approach (Naves & Fontoura, 2021). First, 

we performed a free and individual reading of the interviewees’ narratives that were previously 

transcribed and treated as a type of text (Czarniawska, 2004). Later, a second individual reading 

allowed highlighting significant processes and events in the interviewees’ struggles on their 

career path. The purpose was to identify central aspects of the narratives and understand, “why 

they were present” or “why does the text say what it does?” according to Czarniawska (2004). 

Finally, additional readings and comparisons allowed us to identify main regularities 

(Czarniawska, 2010) and narrative blocks toward a central narrative. Based on the interviewees’ 

speech, we identified three central axes: (a) the requirements for female leadership; (b) the 

intrinsic constraints women face while reaching leadership positions; and (c) the personal 

effects of breaking the glass-ceiling. We used the narrative blocks as axes of analysis to 

represent the path towards female leadership endorsement:  

(a) “It is a man’s world. Women must endure.” 
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(b) “For career success, something must be compromised.” 

(c) “Breaking the glass-ceiling: some freedom ahead.” 

 

Moreover, inherent to the narrative is the perception of discriminatory behavior along 

women’s career path, especially at career beginning. In the process of conquering leadership 

legitimization and further, organizational endorsement, diverse cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral aspects are required, what we called the mechanisms of female leadership.  

There is a notorious change on how women think, feel and behave once breaking the 

glass ceiling. The copying strategies to face discriminatory behaviors in the organization are no 

longer the same. Hence, we propose a more detailed categorization of mechanisms within the 

first and second axes of the narrative analysis. Within each mechanism, subthemes emerged as 

representatives of the challenges and struggles women face on their career path toward higher 

hierarchical positions and the respective coping strategies. Chart 2 illustrates the data structure 

and coding process for thematic analysis while Chart 3 displays the categories, subcategories, 

and descriptions.  

 

Chart 2 

Example of data interpretation and identification of themes 

Initial theme:  
 Deployment of stereotypical gender 
traits. 

Statements Initial Interpretation Subcategory 

“I learned that being good (i.e., gentle) doesn’t 
work, at least here in the North. We must be 
really tough.” (I6) 

Need to be agentic 
rather than 
communal. 

Masculinization 

“Many times, clients doubted my competence, 
just because I’m a woman. Being kind, 
friendly, and knowing how to listen to the 
client, amazingly can be seen as something 
bad.” (I7) 

“(...) I cut my hair short and died it brown. My 
closet was monochromatic.” (I2)  

Need to change 
appearance. 
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Chart 3 

Categories’ descriptions and examples 

 

 
Mechanisms 
(Category) 

Subcategory Description 

To be 

To be a Woman Statements indicating the self-identification as a woman. 

Gender Identity Statements focusing on the identification with typical female and feminine elements. 

Female social role’ 
expectations 

Statements suggesting the influence of gender social roles in women's struggles in the work 
environment. 

To Think 

Denial 
Statements indicating the denial of gender discrimination and inexistence of differential 
treatment between male and female workers. 

Resignation 
Statements indicating the presence of gender discrimination and the difficulty for women to 
change it. 

Resilience 
Statements indicating the presence of gender discrimination and the recognition of women’s 
capacity to face it. 

Acceptance Statements suggesting that gender discrimination occurs because of women’s life goals. 

To Feel  

Feeling like a woman Statements suggesting the need for women to present themselves more or less feminine. 

Maternity 
Statements indicating the conflicts women experience to reconcile career success and family 
goals (i.e., work-family conflict). 

Taking femininity back Statements indicating the retrieval of femininity after being legitimized as leaders. 

To do 

Agency Statements focusing on the need for agentic behaviors for women to be legitimized as leaders. 

Masculinization 
Statements indicating the need for masculinization as a copying strategy to deal with gender 
discrimination. 

Communion Statements suggesting that communal behaviors contribute to leadership legitimization. 
Role modeling/ In group 
support 

Statements indicating the role female leaders must perform to inspire next generations. 
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ANALYSIS 

Given the underrepresentation of women in top management positions, the 

narrative of female career advancements could be considered extreme cases 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2017), and provide valuable insights regarding this reality. 

Using the interview transcriptions, data were analyzed following both thematic 

analysis (Grbich, 2007) and narrative analysis (Czarniawska, 2010) focused on the 

content of the message and how women make sense of their experiences, to analyze mainly 

how women built their life stories (Matthews & Ross, 2010). 

There is a pattern among the interviewees’ narratives, and an “event” provides a 

clear cut in their narratives. While struggling to break the glass-ceiling and be endorsed 

as leaders (i.e., claiming a leader identity), women reported a set of behaviors they 

adopted or restrained, and choices they made to build their identity as a leader and their 

path to higher positions. Once there, their identity as leaders was no longer at risk (i.e., 

when they had already internalized the leader identity and were legitimized as such), the 

behavioral constraints loosened, and some freedom was experienced. Hence, by 

recapitulating their experience, we can observe a temporal sequence of behaviors that 

build their path toward leadership. 

Within this narrative we can draw the mechanisms of female leadership, from 

which we stablished the framework for this analysis.  

 

The mechanisms of female leadership 

Hernandez, Eberly, Avolio & Johnson (2011) propose an integrative perspective 

on leadership. By looking at the existing leadership theories, the authors place them into 

a two-dimensional framework, presenting five different sources from which leadership 

arises and four mechanisms through which it is transmitted. We could have a broader and 

comprehensive understanding of the leadership phenomenon by simultaneously 

considering these elements.  

Departing from their work, we propose four instances and, possibly, mechanisms 

for female leadership, affecting how women actively manifest traits (to be), cognition (to 

think), affection (to feel), and behaviors (to do). We propose that such mechanisms work 

as inputs for developing coping strategies for women to navigate the intricacies of female 

leadership and shatter the glass ceiling. 
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To be  

As a starting point, we can look at how women perceive themselves as being a 

woman as constituent of their identity in the work environment, and whether there is 

alignment with gender role expectations. 

 

Being a woman 

The following statements indicate that being a woman was an integrant part of 

female’s experience.  

“Here, being a Woman, makes a difference.” (I1) 

“Among all those men, I was the only woman. That is a fact. I was part of 
that.” (I2)  

“I always thought that I pushed myself more because I was a woman.” 
(I10) 

“I have bigger goals. I don’t want to stop here. I want to make big money 
and grow in the company. For me, for my family, and for the other women in the 
Corporation.” (I3) 

 

Gender Identity 

The interviewee's discourse identifies factors associated with feminine elements 

and recognition of femininity as part of personal characteristics.  

“I had this feeling of being really motherly. It was like that. There are 
people there who need me. I need to be available.”(I10). 

“I’ve always been very motherly.” (I4) 
“I am a feminist (…) Female empowerment is different”. (I4) 
“I´ve always liked to be cared of myself. I’m a family person.” (I9) 
“We can think strategically in a lot of things simultaneously. (…) We are 

very flexible, very adaptable, and that’s what makes a difference.” (I12) 
“I think that being a mother it will help you in your carreer, it makes you 

to prioritize things, it gives you maturity. I would say that it is a jump of 
growing.” (I12) 

 

 

Female gender-role expectations 

Also, some women expressed their feelings regarding gender-role expectations: 

“They say that being a woman means taking care of the children and the 
house, therefore being sensible and comprehensive, is similar to saying that to 
be a man you have to be “macho,” strong, doesn’t cry, etc. It doesn’t make sense. 
(…) As I understand it, this thing of social role it doesn’t make sense. Being a 
woman is much more than this.” (I4) 

“I was very delicate, very sweet. I spoke softly, had a totally introspective 
demeanor.” (I10). 
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“We are raised to live in a fantasy word. Dad´s little princess… to marry 
with a prince charming, become the castle owner, and then to have little princess 
to care. This remain in our mind if we get away of this dream.” (E2) 

 
These statements suggest the pervasive effect of gender role expectations, 

affecting how women are perceived and how it might affect women’s choices and 

mindsets. 

 

To think 

 Perceptions, beliefs, and judgments regarding the experience of being a woman in 

the work environment define this mechanism. To describe the different beliefs and 

explanations associated with gender discrimination in organizations, we follow Smith and 

colleagues (2012) proposal. We categorized the beliefs associated with the denial of 

discrimination (1), comprehending the distinctive treatment and career path between male 

and female workers as a result of different life and work goals (2), the recognition of 

discrimination and the difficulties to change it (3), and the belief that women can change 

such adversities (4). 

 

Denial 

Despite recognizing the fact that women, in general, need to deal with gender 

discrimination, some participants indicated that they had not experienced differential 

treatment due to gender, depending on the organization they worked.  

“Company x values minority groups (…). I guess that the fact that I am a 
woman was important in this matter, being a company that is open to that, which 
do not discriminate women, or blacks, or whatever… so, being a woman in this 
context is different from working in the bank y, in which misogyny is prevalent.” 
(I12) 
 

 

Resignation 

There is a shared perception of gender discrimination among interviewees, 

especially against female leaders at the beginning of their careers and how difficult it is 

to change this reality. The discrimination manifests in a variety of ways:  

(a) Derogatory comments about women’s capabilities and their emotional state.  

“How many times have you heard that if “something went wrong,” it is 
because a woman was in charge? Just look around and see: Foster, Dilma. I’ve 
already heard something similar. If it was the father in charge, this wouldn’t have 
happened.” (I5) 
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(b) Crediting their work and success to backers, predecessors, or male colleagues, 

and failures to their sex. 

“At first, the result was still assigned to my father, even without him 
lifting a finger in management. I see this as good too, because it shows his good 
work. Even today, if I think, I still hear that. Even after 15 years leading the 
business.” (I5) 

“I think the board has difficulty giving us credit. There is always a man 
being mentioned and flattered.” (I1) 

“(…) Unfortunately and the way it's treated when it happens to a woman 
and when it happens to a man it's totally different, right... so if it’s a man... you 
feel that there's that thing... come on partner, calm down... it's all ok... if it's us... 
we're weak, and too sensitive then.” (I8) 

 
 

(c) Failing to recognize their effort and associating career advancements to sexual 

favors.  

“I see it like this. Why does it take longer for us to be promoted? Do we 
have to prove ourselves more?” (I3) 

“Being a VP of a multinational was a huge responsibility. It is a lot of 
visibility. Therefore, the mistakes were treated very strictly.” (I2) 

“(…) it took me almost 3 more years to be promoted to commander... 
something that other boys came back from APNT already in command.” (E8)  

 

Moreover, the stereotyping was not restricted to men, with other women 

contributing to this pattern of discrimination. 

“I was told a lot, and I mean a lot, that I was only there because I was 
sleeping with the VP, or something along that line This was at the beginning. 
After, they saw it wasn’t that. Funny, because it seemed that women were 
‘eviler’ than men with these comments. It’s terrible!” (I2) 

 

Acceptance 

Moreover, a belief persists that women had different prospects for the future, in 

comparison to men, contributing to the different treatment that women experience 

(Smith et al., 2012), accounting for the diverse way women approach career 

development (Hakim, 2006).  

“As I said previously, I’ve always tried to grow in my career, but I see 
that the search is different for women than for men.” (I1) 

“There are also many who want to have a family, want to have 
children... I didn't have one. It was something that happened, I don't say it was 
an option, I always prioritized my career (...) I never had children... exactly 
single, no children. So, that [not having children] ended up helping in my career 
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as well. And a lot of them don't want this. Many of them want to have children, 
they want to get married, which I think is normal.” (I10) 

 

Resilience 

As a result, women feel the need to prove themselves to surpass career barriers 

showing their capacity to face such challenges.  

“The problem is that we have to be much more capable to get where less 
capable men are.” (I2) 

"You have to make an effort to... to do what men do, if you don't, because 
you're a woman, although there are men who don't do it either, but you, a 
woman, can't not do it." (I11) 

“I had to present a better result. I couldn't be like everyone else. I had 
to be better than everyone else.” (I10) 

 

Some also reported the role of receiving support as an ingredient to career success, 

either by having a mentor or receiving family support. 

“During all the time that I’ve been at the company, I always had my 
‘mentor.’ He sponsored me since the beginning, he believed in me. He stood by 
me, supported my ideas. He is “the guy” in the area, and he is on my side even 
today. I remember the day I quit.”(I2) 

“When I entered the company, we had a success model, you know?! He 
was my role model. He believed in me. Part of what I am today was because he 
taught me a lot of things and stood by me.” (I7) 

“Well, I can’t say that I got where I am, alone. My husband was key in 
all this. He has always supported me. He gave up everything to follow me. He 
believed - and still does today. Maybe, if he hadn't done that, I wouldn't have 
gone that far.” (I2) 

 

The excerpts reveal a shared belief that there is a pattern of diminishing women’s 

capabilities due to their sex, imposing the need for women to prove themselves and 

overcome the pressure of abiding by gender expectations (Zheng, Kark, & Meister, 

2018a). Often, the interviewee’s gender was perceived as a token of their competence, or 

as reported, the lack of it. The strength of prejudice is higher for male-congenial 

environments, in which the industry itself evokes gender incongruency (Garcia-Retamero 

& López-Zafra, 2006), such as a military and off-shore environments.  

 

To do 

The interviewees indicated the development of coping strategies to deal with 

gender discrimination and to fight for leadership legitimization. Adopting a masculine 
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look, interests, and behaviors at the beginning of their careers was often described as 

strategies for acceptance and recognition. The "to do" mechanism is related to behaviors 

that women have engaged in to surpass gender barriers. 

 

a.  Masculine appearance and interests 

Respondents considered femininity as a hindrance to their legitimization as 

leaders. Adopting a more austere look and diminishing feminine traits was observed as a 

shared experience, with women describing the need for masculinization, either through 

appearance or behaviors, especially at the beginning of their careers.  

 

“I’ve always been very formal, even for the companies that I worked 
before. Working clothes are dress shirts and pants. I don’t wear a skirt or 
dress.” (I1) 

“If I tell you what I have done during this process… Looking back at it 
today it is scary. I cut my hair short and died it brown. My closet was 
monochromatic. Ah, I stopped wearing a skirt.” (…) “Today I’m free… 
(laughs). It is golden, blonde, yes, it is pink, skirt… It is the little mermaid’s 
costume at Duda’s party (laughs).” (I2) 

“So, I wore size 42... (...) and I remember that I used to buy pants in 
sizes 48, 46, very baggy, you know so as not to draw too much attention, so I 
avoided wearing clothes that made my body stand out.” (I8) 

“I changed my profile a lot, because, in that period, even though I came 
from a male universe, I was very delicate, very sweet. I spoke softly, had a totally 
introspective demeanor. This changed because I started to realize that if I didn't 
change the way I talked and behaved, I would be swallowed... and then I started 
to impose myself... I started to change my tone of voice, to change, even saying 
that sometimes you end up having to say a bad word, which is a swear word, so 
that people sometimes understand something and that's how I conquered my 
space (…) I started wearing only dark, big, and loose clothes. So, I wore a 
sweatshirt with a big t-shirt, at most a ponytail... but I never put on lipstick. I 
never put on perfume, nothing like that.” (I10) 

 

One respondent also indicated the need to portray masculine interests: 

“I started paying a lot of attention to soccer. I needed to have a subject I 
knew how to discuss. (…) I’ve always hated beer, but after a while, I started 
drinking it to fit in.” (I3) 

 

Respondents’ narratives indicated a need for female leaders to present themselves 

as more masculine and dominant to compensate for perceptions of status incongruity and 

association with agency deficiency (Smith, Rosenstein, Nikolov, & Chaney, 2019). 

Moreover, DelPriore and colleagues (2018) reported the detrimental effect of 
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beautification strategies that enhance perceptions of femininity, such as cosmetics use. 

The authors discuss how women penalize female targets more, make more negative 

attributions, and experience a diminished desire for affiliation (DelPriore et al., 2018).  

The downside of physical attractiveness is another aspect that has been reported, 

affecting perceptions of truthfulness, interpersonal trust (Sheppard & Johnson, 2019), and 

competence (Heflick, Goldenberg, Cooper, & Puvia, 2011). Despite existing evidence on 

women being penalized for not being as communal as expected (Heilman & Okimoto, 

2007), cues of femininity could impose an additional burden in the process. Hence, 

women must manage how to present themselves to diminish the penalties for violating 

gender-role stereotypes. 

 

b.  Agentic behaviors 

Despite the pitfalls associated with manifesting agency, participants reported the 

need to adopt more agentic behaviors, especially showing dominance: 

“I don´t know how I can handle so much pressure. I think I’ve learned 
over the years, by dealing with male bosses.” (I1) 

“I learned that being good (i.e., gentle) doesn’t work, at least here in 
the North. We must be really tough.” (I6) 

“Many times, clients doubted my competence, just because I’m a 
woman. Being kind, friendly, and knowing how to listen to the client, can 
amazingly be seen as something bad.” (I7) 

“(…) people already knew me in the Campos basin... every boat had 
already heard about me, I even had the nickname ‘witch’... I guess I was so 
hard that there were people wanting my death.” (I8) 

“(...) they didn't do it with me, because that way we sometimes end up 
creating more barriers to impose ourselves. There are people who do not 
impose themselves but I usually impose myself.” (I11) 

 

Regardless of gender, individuals’ perception of suitability for leadership roles 

is affected by their self-assessment of agency (Bosak & Sczesny, 2008). This might 

justify why adopting agentic behaviors that show assertiveness and competence (Abele 

et al., 2016) are common among women, making them feel as suitable as men for 

leadership positions. Thus, this strategy is not restricted to a need for group recognition 

but helps women in their process of internalizing the leader identity (Derue & Ashford, 

2010). Behaving in a more agentic way can be perceived as claiming the leader's identity. 

It is important to acknowledge that some participants indicated a previous 

tendency of manifesting agentic traits considering not only how they have approached 

their career but their life achievements: 
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“I am competitive, yes, but because I have the competence to 
compete.”(I1) 

“I don’t think I’m better or worse than anyone at all, but I mean, I never 
give up; never gave up, and I will never give up.” (I2) 

“I don’t know how to answer you. What does it mean to be committed to 
my career? I do what I love. I’m accomplished with my work. I’m happy and 
satisfied with it. I didn’t plan to be where I am. I did what had to be done.” (I4) 

“I worked so much. ‘There is no free lunch,’ there. I worked an average 
of 12-14 hour days.” (I2). 

“I think it's me. I have always wanted to have independence. I wanted 
to travel a lot so I managed to travel to over forty countries. I've achieved a lot, 
so I think that motivated me to seek and give myself so much.” (I10) 

“I am outrageous, Juliana. I was never afraid. I was never afraid and I 
never regret. My nature is no longer a nature of bowing down in the face of 
difficulties. I was always very obstinate about the things I wanted, and in the 
police the same thing. I argue, I'm always arguing.” (I11) 

“I wanted to know things, I still have this curiosity to know new things, 
challenges. I'm challenge-driven. (…) I already had a kind of execution nature, 
so I was very comfortable in this role, you know, I have a goal there to achieve, 
knowing what I'm going to do… man, I was going, let's go, let's go ahead.” 
(I12) 

 

This is an important variable to consider. How Individual’s dispositions can affect 

the proneness and easiness to adopt a given set of strategies. Hence, we can shift the focus 

of attention from the biological sex and stereotypes to individuals’ qualities relevant for 

goal-attainment (Abele et al., 2016). 

Also embedded in their narratives is the perception of contrasting requests on 

agency and communion, with women being penalized either for presenting communal or 

agentic traits. This represents a clear manifestation of the backlash associated with 

disrupting both gender and leader roles (Martin & Slepian, 2018; Tuncdogan et al., 2017).  

 

“We are criticized when we lash out at someone or when we complain 
about someone’s performance or a mistake. The weirdest thing, for me, is to 
hear the criticism from a woman. To hear that you woke up on the wrong side 
of the bed is already aggressive, and when another woman says it, it is even 
worse…” (I1) 

“Vixe mainha (Northeastern idiomatic expression meaning oh my gosh). 
The criticisms and insults that I received from supplier and client…. Se avexe 
não (idiomatic expression equivalent to “Don’t you worry”). If you were too 
tough, they call you a “dyke”, if you were too flexible, you are too soft! (I6). 

 
This is a central aspect of the gender-role stereotypes literature (Eagly & Carli, 

2007; Koenig et al., 2011; Sczesny, Nater, & Eagly, 2019; Zheng, Surgevil, et al., 2018). 
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The paradoxical demands regarding agency and communality require a dynamic 

balance (Zheng, Kark, et al., 2018a) on the different layers of organizational behavior. 

 

c.  Communion: building social capital 

Interviewees indicated a differential source of competence - their ability to build 

relationships and commit with work having an incremental role in leveraging the 

business. Something already addressed in the literature, in which women who tempered 

their agency with communion are most likely to emerge as leaders (Schock, Gruber, 

Scherndl, & Ortner, 2019) and diminish discrimination (Rudman & Glick, 1999). 

 

“The flagship we have today, I reckon, was due to my network. More 
than an interesting project, it was a hit due to the great relationship and trust 
they have in me.” (I1) 

“What I did, that my father did not have the skill to do and that has 
leveraged the business, was building long-term relationships. A good network 
helps a lot.” (I5) 

“What I can say is that I’m too communicative, and I know everyone 
(laughs). I think that it helps a lot… I have the commercial blood in my veins 
(laughs).” (I6) 

“I respect people a lot, I give space for everyone to show what they think, 
what they understand about that problem, so when we had any flaws, I was 
never too authoritarian to say, don’t do it. We will do it this way. No. Let's try. 
Let's study the problem...what do you think? So let's do it like this... So, everyone 
is collaborating, I think people feel more important, they feel valued. This ends 
up bringing a relationship of trust, respect, which in the end works not because 
you are in that condition, but because they respect you.”(I10) 

“But I have no problem with subordinates. I never had a problem with 
them not wanting to be bossed around or being resistant because I'm a woman, 
no. Also, because I try to create a friendly team environment, without being the 
one who commands and obeys. Even more in the police. We don't work well in 
that case.” (I11) 

 

 

d.  Role modeling and in-group support 

Some women presented the solidarity discourse (Mavin, 2008) and how female 

leaders set the example for future generations of leaders, making the path for them a little 

bit easier. 

“I don’t consider myself as being feminist. But take a look at my team 
(laughs). There are only women. Men can’t handle the demands here (laughs).” 
(I1) 
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“We know that we are a minority here. The more we, women, seek to be 
part of this elite, the easier - or less difficult, you know - it will be for women 
after us. (…) Here we have our “little group”, it’s a matter of survival. That 
cliche that together we are stronger… We’re the minority here, right?!” (I3) 

“We, women, have to be an example. It is inspiring for those who think 
they cannot. Or those who think they don’t deserve it… This still exists…” (I4) 

“Being a director or any other executive position demands natural 
detachment. How many women do we see here? Good or bad (I think bad), we 
ended up disconnecting with other women, day to day. I try very hard to have a 
team with the majority being women. It makes a difference.” (I7) 

“I felt I had a greater responsibility to try to convey to them what is 
possible, that we can overcome difficulties, which won't be because we are 
undervalued for being a woman who will always have someone looking over 
our shoulder at our work thinking we are not capable. So, I always had this 
commitment to be very close to them.” (I10) 

“Man, the majority, the vast majority, really, the vast majority like that 
were women, women like that who really directed me, you know (…) they went 
through the same thing. I had the privilege of having female leaders and 
mothers too, right, all my bosses were mothers, this I think makes a big 
difference, because I think that when a woman is a mother, she has another 
footprint like that, of other priorities as well, for example, my current boss is 
not a mother, and I see that there are some biases there that are complicated at 
times.” (I12) 

 

  These statements defy the common sense or the attempt to input to women in 

power positions to perpetuate the pattern of gender discrimination in organizations and 

possibly boycotting of other women (Derks et al., 2016; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015), in 

their ascension to leadership positions. 

 

To feel 

 This mechanism relates to the expression of affects regarding being a woman, 

feeling feminine, and expressing conflicts and dilemmas intrinsic to the female 

experience in the work environment. 

 

Feeling like a woman 

 One participant indicated the effect of her work experience on how she perceive 

herseself as a woman. 

“I do not know if you get me, but today, after so many years of fighting, 
I see myself more as a woman, you know? Having gone through all this, I guess 
it made me feel stronger; even as a mother, I feel more present.” (I6)  
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Maternity 

There is a shared understanding among the participants that balancing career 

advancement and family is a challenge, with family issues being compromised or 

postponed in order to achieve career success.  

 

“I’ve always been very motherly.’ Then when I got the position of vice 
president, I saw my plans go down the drain – or postponed without knowing if 
I would reach them. However, I did it for my father, for my family.” (I5) 

“I had to pass on the care of the girls, yes, to get where I am. I realized 
this when my daughter said that she hadn’t seen me for three days, and it didn’t 
matter to her. ‘Daddy and Lucia take care of me. I don’t need you’. Listening 
to that hurts a lot. This was one of the reasons that I decided to take a break 
from this craziness. I didn’t want to lose more moments with my family, not see 
my children grow up. What example would I be giving them?" (I7) 

“When my husband died, I saw that being a mother was as important as 
my professional life. My success as a mother depended on my job.” (I6) 

“(...) then age comes too, then I kept thinking (…) I have to decide if I 
want to be a mother or if I don't. And then I decided to be a mother (...) And I 
gave up on taking the exam for the public ministry.” (I11) 

“(…) in a managerial position... you don't have certain work hours. You 
can't say, look, I have to leave at five because I have to pick up my daughter 
from daycare... either you choose not to have that position and pick up your 
child at five from daycare, or you have support. It's hard to make this choice 
because [at work] no one cares who picks up the child from daycare.” (I11) 

 

One participant indicated the pressure for women to hold all the demands 

associated with work and private life to build a “warrior” identity and reproduce in-group 

conflicts by forcing women to compare among themselves. 

“ (…) Just clarifying and without raising polemics. Really clarifying. 
This habit of saying “warrior women” isn’t cool, because it imposes on us, 
women, this “role” of being warriors; that, in our male society means doing it 
all: washing, ironing, taking care of the children, the house, the husband, being 
pretty, etc. In the end… this idea has been created that the woman that doesn’t 
do it all is not a ‘warrior,’ It creates competition among us, women, which is 
something very common. After all, if I’m dying here to fulfill that social demand 
of being a ‘warrior’ and somebody else isn’t… she is not a ‘warrior.’ Therefore, 
she is not a…. woman? I don’t need to meet all these social demands in order to 
be proud of being a woman. I don’t need to accomplish all these roles, that as 
we know well, overwhelm us. We are not the only ones responsible for taking 
care of children and homes. We don’t have to be beautiful to be loved (wearing 
high heels, lipstick, being thin, etc.).” (I4) 
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Taking femininity back 

Once they proved their suitability for leadership roles and their competence was 

not being questioned, there was a subsequent return to femininity and communality. 

 

“After they trusted my work and saw the results, things got better in 
general.” (I2) 

“Long glittered dress, fake eyelashes, hairstyle and everything that I 
deserve, yes. Like you imagine you would look at your child’s graduation.”(I6) 

“I think that after the girls grew up, I started taking more care. They 
wanted me to be more womanly.” (I7) 

“Once, a representative saw me at the salon, dying my hair. Judging by 
the surprise on her face, I thought: is she think that I’m bionics?! White hair 
doesn’t exist, nails done automatically?!” (I5) 

 

These statements stand for the third axes of women’s narratives, i.e., “Breaking 

the glass-ceiling: some freedom ahead,” which shows a change in how women feel, no 

longer abiding by the pressure of manifesting specific behavior to be recognized as 

leaders. Breaking the glass ceiling defies gender stereotypes. 

 

DISCUSSION 

By asking female leaders to narrate their path towards leadership, we were able to 

identify a consistent pattern on how they build their story and the sensemaking process 

associated with it. Gender-related issues seem to have a great deal of influence on the 

struggles that female leaders face in their path towards leadership. Respondents were 

unanimous in reporting misogyny in the work environment, with gender stereotypes 

accounting for discriminatory behavior and attempts to delegitimize women leaders. 

Especially at the initial steps of career advancement, women reported a set of coping 

strategies. Adopting a more masculine look or appearance and exhibiting more agentic 

behaviors were cited as significant predictors of leadership legitimization, especially in a 

male-dominant environment. 

While there is a need to prove themselves as worthy and competent to achieve 

higher hierarchies in the organization, women deliberately adopt a set of behaviors in 

order to be legitimized and not have their achievements associated with external factors, 

such as luck or deceptive behaviors (Sheppard & Johnson, 2019) instead of their 

competence. Once being legitimized, a new set of behavior is adopted, with women 

feeling the liberty to present themselves as they wish and building a gynandrous way of 
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leading, counterbalancing agentic and communal behaviors in their leadership style 

(Athanasopoulou, Moss-Cowan, Smets, & Morris, 2018), a successful strategy for 

leadership emergence (Schock et al., 2019). 

The chain of events in the interviewees’ narratives suggests the importance of 

female behaviors in their career path. At the initial stages of career development, women 

feel the need to abide by social expectations regarding leadership roles until their 

competence as leaders is beyond question, balancing both agentic and communal 

behaviors, but diminishing their femininity as an additional sign of agency. Once they 

conquer legitimization, female leaders might feel free to exert their femininity and 

communality without facing the risk of being perceived as unsuitable for the leader role. 

Such behaviors were not associated with boycotting other women’s careers (Derks 

et al., 2016). On the contrary, even reporting distancing behavior from other women, 

women recognized the importance of supporting one another and the effect that being in 

a top management position could bring as a role model to other women, a matter with 

supporting evidence on females’ work satisfaction (Cortland & Kinias, 2019).   

Despite the context (i.e., organizational culture) and team composition, gender 

stereotypes were relevant in how women were treated. It is essential to acknowledge that 

female experiences are not homogenous. The extent of discriminatory behavior and the 

tension experienced by interviewees cannot be leveled up to the exact instances. Diverse 

educational and socioeconomic backgrounds, age, race, individual dispositions, social 

support, and other factors can affect how women undergo discriminatory behaviors. The 

intersectionality of stereotypes can negatively affect women’s experiences (Rosette, 

Koval, Ma, & Livingston, 2016; Sczesny, Nater, & Eagly, 2019). For instance, being a 

woman, black, and from a poor socio-economical background would probably impose 

different experiences for attaining leadership. 

 

Building a female leadership identity 

Let’s consider leadership as a co-constructional process between leaders and 

followers (Derue & Ashford, 2010), in which both leader and follower identities are 

developed through a claiming and granting process. We must consider the effect of 

variables related to the leader, the context, the dyadic relationships, the followers, and the 

collectives to better understand female leadership. Looking at the different instances of 

organizational behavior and how women must navigate overlapping and contrasting 

demands might help us comprehend the mechanisms they engage in building leadership. 
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Looking at the interviewees’ narratives, we can draw elements that might help us 

understand the singularities of female leadership. Even though gender does not account 

for any substantial difference in the individual’s capacity to lead (Paustian-Underdahl et 

al., 2014), it might constraint women’s leadership experience. The socio-historical 

constructions of each gender and the stereotypical associations binding leadership to 

masculinity shape women’s experiences in their path towards leadership.  

A wider variety of social skills are required to manage the paradoxical demands 

on agency and communality (Schock et al., 2019; Zheng, Kark, & Meister, 2018; Zheng, 

Surgevil, et al., 2018). A dynamic balance is required. Contextual and situational factors 

interact with individuals’ dispositions and behaviors, affecting female leadership’s 

identity construction process. Based on the interviewees’ discourse, and following De 

Rue and Ashford (2010) and Hernandez et al. (2011), we seek to clarify some of the 

mechanisms for female leadership emergence and the leadership identity construction 

process (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). We aim to summarize the “whole pack” of female 

leadership by combining these perspectives.   

The leadership identity construction process proposed by Derue and Asheford 

(2010) follows a three-step legitimization process. The individual internalization, the 

relational recognition, and the collective endorsement. Hence, the identity construction 

process is complete with endorsement in the broader organization. Here, breaking the 

glass ceiling could be the hallmark for female leaders. By achieving higher hierarchical 

levels, the leadership endorsement goes beyond the relational recognition of small groups. 

Nevertheless, what is needed to achieve that? In the previous section, we presented how 

women overcome contextual constraints and bias towards gender roles. Claiming 

leadership could be represented by the discussed coping strategies. In other words, the 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral aspects of leadership construction (Hernandez et al., 

2011).    

Central to our discussion is the conflictual demands women face in claiming 

leadership. By adopting behaviors that are core to leadership (i.e., agentic behaviors), 

women face penalties for violating gender stereotypes. The intrinsic incongruence and 

the need to manage the contrasting demands towards agency and communality requires a 

set of capabilities. Zheng, Kark, and Meister (2018) propose a theory on how women 

leaders can navigate the tensions between agency and communion, the paradox versus 

dilemma mindset. According to them, this cognitive mechanism would affect the level of 

tension and resilience experienced and leadership effectiveness. Activating a paradoxical 
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mindset would strengthen resilience, the coexistence of gender and leader identity, and 

leadership effectiveness. On the other hand, the dilemma mindset would have the opposite 

effect. We can derive that activating either the paradox or dilemma mindset would affect 

the individual’s desire to pursue leadership roles and responsibilities, affecting the 

persistence and intensity of effort to lead (Chan and Drasgow, 2001). 

The salience of the leader and gender identity plays a crucial role in this process 

(Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). Women tend to judge themselves as less suitable for 

leadership positions than men due to the lack of agency they ascribed to themselves 

(Bosak & Sczesny, 2008). Something that can justify the adoption of agentic behavior as 

the primary strategy to build leadership. Hence, women’s cognition (i.e., to think) that we 

refer to is the sensemaking process of gender identification as representative of the 

individuals’ identity (Derks et al., 2011; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015). The extent to which 

gender is internalized as descriptive of the self might affect how women face gender bias 

in the work environment. However, from a different perspective, gender identity is related 

to how individuals feel about themselves (i.e., to feel), how they identify and choose to 

express themselves, not necessarily abiding by social constructions and expectations of 

gender and sex (Butler, 2020). Although we have not approached this matter directly, 

interviewees’ discourse indicated that their gender identity matched their sex, their self-

perceived sexual identity (Stern, Barak, & Gould, 1987), despite the strategies of 

diminishing femininity to achieve leadership endorsement.  

Adopting behaviors that could approximate women to leadership was the 

mechanism that we could observe more clearly (i.e., to do), allowing interviewees to 

navigate the struggles and hardships of female leadership. The active adoption of agentic 

behaviors, masculinization or defeminization strategies, and increased effort to show 

competence are representative of this process. Also, we could mention distancing from 

other women as a strategy to be associated with the leader prototype rather than the gender 

category. However, the requirements to display such behaviors change according to 

career stage and level of organizational relationships. As we previously pointed out, at 

career beginning, women strive for leadership identification and endorsement, requiring 

the adoption of behaviors and attitudes that account for verbal and non-verbal claims for 

leadership identity (Derue & Ashford, 2010). Speaking like a man, for instance, could 

trigger perceptions of dominance that could help or hinder leadership (Krahé & 

Papakonstantinou, 2020). Moreover, we can derive that, depending on the context, the 

dynamic balance between agency and communal behaviors will change according to the 
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proximity of the relationship. For instance, in a dyadic relationship, communal cues could 

be more present than in a group or a broad organizational setting. Hence, women need to 

engage in micro negotiations on how to express themselves at the individual level, with 

different requisites relating to subordinates or superiors, and group or organizational 

level.  

As for the last mechanism proposed by Hernandez et al. (2011), i.e., the “to be” 

mechanism, we consider the individual sex and personal dispositions as the starting point 

of women’s experience, the sex itself serves as a priming effect, evoking the stereotypes 

associated to gender roles while in social relationships. In this study, we do not look at 

women’s dispositional traits, although we could derive from their narratives some 

tendencies towards agentic traits as an intrinsic inclination, possibly affecting the pursuit 

of leadership roles (Carrier, Louvet, Chauvin, & Rohmer, 2014). 

This didactical separation in four mechanisms was an attempt to comprehend how 

women build female leadership. As we can see, the mechanisms are entangled. The sense 

of self is often affected by how women feel and think about themselves, their experiences, 

their context, and the relationships they build. Moreover, behaviors are affected by 

cognitions, affective states, and even threats to the self. A closer look at women's 

experiences could provide additional insights into how female leaders build leadership 

legitimization. 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Departing from respondents’ narratives regarding their path towards leadership, a 

combination of narrative and thematic analysis was performed. Participants’ storytelling 

indicates their elaboration and sensemaking of their career path towards leadership. The 

way individuals approach and narrate their experience offers cues on how they “make 

sense of and manage their struggles within their environment” (Boje, 1991, p.124). A 

matter of relevance when considering the limited number of females in top management 

positions. 

Among participants, career development seems to have a consistent pattern, with 

individuals reporting their gender as an important predictor of experienced career 

challenges. Being a female in a male-dominant arena was associated with experiencing 

misogyny in the work environment, accounting for career barriers. A similar set of 

strategies were adopted among participants to cope with such demeanors, indicating a 
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shared understanding that women must endure and deal with the challenges ahead to be 

perceived as a leader.  

As a result, looking at the interviewees’ narratives enabled us to shed light on how 

women negotiate the need for agency/communality and masculinity/femininity on their 

path toward leadership and higher managerial positions. However, the main contribution 

of this paper lies in the association of the identity construction process of female 

leadership with the mechanisms for building female leadership, in which we suggest how 

gender stereotypes can have a detrimental effect on the process of leadership. 

As for the limitation of the study, we had a limited sample of 12 female leaders of 

Brazil, mostly based on the southeast, not accounting for regional differences, despite the 

variety of segments, which reinforces the strength of the narrative. Also, we have not 

addressed the complexity and variety of women’s experiences. Women are not a 

homogeneous class. There is a variety of combinations regarding personal dispositions, 

gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, class, access to education, educational 

background, that could merge and have a cumulative effect on the differential and 

detrimental treatment women might experience (Bell, Meriläinen, Taylor, & Tienari, 

2019; Rosette et al., 2016; Starr & Zurbriggen, 2017). Despite the general narrative they 

shared, interviewees’ experiences were not profoundly scrutinized to isolate the effect of 

different sources of biases or the level of prejudice each woman has experienced. It is a 

fact that being part of a minority group imposes another set of biases that would worsen 

the experience of prejudice. 

The research participants represent the minority of female leaders who manage to 

break the glass ceiling. Despite the social changes, we can still observe the durability of 

gender stereotypes affecting the perception and acceptance of women in non-traditional 

domains (Haines, Deaux, & Lofaro, 2016), which will affect who and how someone will 

emerge as a leader (Schock et al., 2019). The whole pack of female leadership implies 

that for women to build leadership, they must face a set of challenges that will require a 

combination of skills, resilience, and motivation to promote career development. 
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Over the past century and especially nowadays, women have conquered space in 

society and assumed various roles in several contexts. Such growth and increased 

responsibility have been changing perceptions about gender roles and loosening the 

boundaries of its distinctions. However, despite the social advances and the evidence 

about women’s abilities and performance in the workplace, gender inequality and 

discrimination remain obstacles to women’s advancement. In most work environments, 

women still face several challenges related to gender-role stereotypes, affecting their 

career advancement and ascension to leadership positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Hoyt & 

Murphy, 2016).  

One of the most studied effects that explain women’s obstacles on their way to 

higher organizational levels is known as the ‘glass-ceiling’ effect (Smith, Crittenden, & 

Caputi, 2012). The phenomenon, which emphasizes the existence of different treatment 

for male and female workers, suggests that rather than the divergence of abilities and 

skills to execute a specific function, it is the gender that accounts for the underestimation 

of female professionals. Despite the evidence about the potentially detrimental effects of 

gender inequality and how it manifests in organizations, it is not hard to verify the glass-

ceiling effect, which is mainly observed through the underrepresentation of women in 

senior management positions (Eagly & Carli, 2003). 

When women break the glass ceiling and achieve higher organizational levels, 

they risk not being legitimized in the leadership role (Rudman, Moss-racusin, Phelan, & 

Nauts, 2012). Literature on gender-role stereotypes asserts that woman might be 

penalized due to lack of fit, i.e., being a woman in a male role, presenting agentic rather 

communal traits (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Garcia-Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006; Johnson, 

Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008), or being too communal to perform a highly agentic 

role (DelPriore, Bradshaw, & Hill, 2018). In this sense, masculinity seems to be highly 

associated with leadership roles. 

However, recent developments in implicit leadership theories (Epitropaki & 

Martin, 2005; Riggs & Porter, 2017; Tavares, Sobral, Goldszmidt, & Araújo, 2018; 

Topakas, 2011) indicates that masculinity does not play an essential role in defining the 

leader prototype, despite initial findings (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Offermann, 

Kennedy, & Wirtz, 1994). These results might indicate a change in the leader prototype. 

However, context might play an important role in defining the prototypical characteristics 



110 
 

of leadership (Epitropaki, Sy, Martin, Tram-Quon, & Topakas, 2013). Trichas et al. 

(2017) indicate the context-sensitivity of leadership categories and the variation within 

and between subjects (Forti, Hansbrough, Epitropaki, & Coyle, 2017; Trichas, Schyns, 

Lord, & Hall, 2017). Nevertheless, women still report barriers in the process of leadership 

legitimation.  

The integrant papers of this thesis discuss the effect of gender stereotypes and 

leader prototypes on female leadership and followership preferences. First, through the 

leaders’ and followers’ perspectives, we verified how gender and gender-related 

attributes affected an individual’s preferences towards leadership and followership. We 

were particularly interested in observing how these variables affect individuals’ 

preferences for female leaders. Unlike expected, feminine traits (i.e., attractiveness and 

communality) were insufficient to trigger stereotypes and hinder female leadership 

preferences. On the contrary, attractive and sensitive female profiles were preferred as 

leaders, possibly indicating a rupture with the strong-male paradigm associated with 

leadership roles (Koenig et al., 2011). 

Second, through the followers’ perspective, we have looked into the elements that 

will affect willingness to follow, an antecedent of followership emergence, and verify the 

association “think follower – think female”—having psychological, physical, and social 

resources that are implicitly associated with leadership negatively affected individuals’ 

willingness to follow. Moreover, women were more prone to identify themselves as 

followers, indicating the stereotypical association between females and subordinate roles. 

Later, from the female leaders’ perspective, the third paper aimed to show how 

women perceived their path toward leadership endorsement. Women’s discourse allowed 

us to identify a shared narrative in which, at the beginning of their careers, women must 

adopt a set of behaviors to endure the struggles and hardships to build their path toward 

leadership and higher hierarchical positions. Once they shatter the glass ceiling and their 

competence is no longer under scrutiny, they can experience some freedom to express 

themselves. 

Although the first paper brings a promising perspective of female leadership and 

the weakening of gender stereotypes, the second shows the effect of the counterpart 

stereotypes. Moreover, the third paper illustrates how such stereotypes operate and the 

career hindering problems they cause. The perspective of women who have reached top-

tier organizational levels allowed us to reflect on the singularities of female leadership. 
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