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Abstract

The workforce in the United States is made up of almost an equal percentage of males and females, but women continue to
lag significantly behind men in terms of leadership positions both in corporations and politics. Studies show women tend to
favor transformational leadership style as well as democratic style and contingent reward behavior leadership style. Two of
the traits that seem to harm the effectiveness of women leaders are their unwillingness to self-promote and hesitation when
faced with negotiations. This article explores the literature surrounding the leadership styles of men and women and seeks to
determine why one gender is considered more effective than the other; resulting in leadership positions being filled by mostly

males.
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Women in Leadership

In the United States, women make up approximately
47 percent of the workforce and earn more bachelors and
masters degrees than their male counterparts [1]. As part
of the workforce, women have made significant advances in
leadership positions. Warner, et al. [2] stated, “In 1980, there
were no women in the top executive ranks of Fortune 100
companies; by 2011, 11 percent of those corporate leaders
were women”. These advances also have been seen in the
political world with women in Congress increasing from 47
in 1992 to 104 in 2014 [2].

While significant progress has been made in a relatively
short period of time, women are still significantly behind men
in terms of leadership positions. Warner, et al. [2] estimated
women in top leadership positions, in a broad range of fields,
vary between 5 and 20 percent. Only 5 percent of Fortune 500
CEOs are women and “only 7 percent of the top executives in
Fortune 100 companies” are women [2]. Also important to
note is women of color make up “38.3 percent of the female
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civilian labor force,” yet there are only “two women of color
CEOs in the Fortune 500” [2]. Women of color also are absent
from more than 66 percent of Fortune 500 companies boards
of directors as of 2013 and make up “only 4.7 percent of
executive or senior level officials and managers in S&P 500
companies” [2].

This conjures the question of why we see this low
number of women in leadership positions when they are
just as accomplished as men in many other ways. Do men and
women have different leadership styles and is one gender
more effective as a leader than the other? This paper will
review literature on the topic to explore potential leadership
style differences, as well as the effectiveness of female
leadership

Gender and Leadership Studies

Hoyt (2013/2016) explained “writers in the mainstream
press are asserting there are indeed gender differences
in leadership” while academic researchers have a wider
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variety of views, with many arguing there are little to no
differences. Northouse [1] noted it was not until the 1970s
when research began related to gender and leadership. At
that time, the question in gender and leadership studies was
whether women could lead. It was not until women were in
leadership positions research became related to how women
lead and the effectiveness of their leadership.

As shown in Figure 1, Northouse [1] theorized the
reason for the gender gap in leadership is due to three
explanations which include 1) human capital differences,
2) gender differences in leadership styles and effectiveness,
and 3) prejudice. Human capital differences include women
having larger responsibility loads at home, including raising
children and domestic duties, causing them to have less work
experience and continuity at their jobs [1]. Northouse [1]
also noted women who choose to use flextime and workplace
leave often are marginalized and taking time off can make
reentry into their careers difficult. Prejudice against women
in the workplace usually is in the way of gender; stereotypes;
while men are stereotyped as confident, assertive, and
independent and women as sensitive, warm, and helpful [1].
While the human capital differences and prejudices are
important to note regarding women, their leadership style
and effectiveness will be explored more in-depth by this
review.

Figure 1: Understanding the Leadership Labyrinth.
Reprinted from Leading Organizations: Perspectives from a
New Era (p. 356) by G.R. Hickman, 2016, SAGE Publishing.

Women'’s Leadership Styles

Examining if men and women'’s leadership styles differ
has been studied frequently in modern research to assist
with determining why women are underrepresented in top
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leadership positions. One of the findings from this research
has shown women tend to utilize a transformational
style of leadership [1,3]. Transformational leadership
can be defined as “an inspirational method of leading
others that involves elevating one’s followers’ motivation,
confidence, and satisfaction by uniting them in the pursuit
of shared, challenging goals, and changing their beliefs,
values, and needs” [4]. Powell [5] theorized women utilize
transformational leadership because it is associated with
more feminine traits, such as nurturance and agreeableness,
and less associated with more masculine traits, such as
aggression. It is worthwhile to mention Northouse [1] noted
even as transformational leaders, women are still valued less
than men [3] elaborated “recent findings suggest that the
devaluation of female leaders by male subordinates has been
shown to extend to female transformational leaders”.

Democratic, or participative leadership style, also has
been associated with women in leadership positions [1,3].
This style of leadership is one that allows followers to
make their own decisions and encourages equal rights [4].
Powell [5] further developed this theory by explaining the
democratic style of leadership utilized by women reflects
women’s abilities to involve others in the decision-making
process. Studies of democratic leadership have found groups
within this type of leadership are “friendly and more group-
oriented” when compared to autocratic and laissez-faire
leadership style utilized by men [4].

In transactional leadership, contingent rewards are
provided to followers based on behavior the leader sees as
positive, such as superior performance or other achievements
[4]. Women are more likely to utilize contingent reward
behavior of transactional leadership when compared to men
[1,5]. However, transactional leadership usually is seen as a
more masculine style of leadership and Powell [5] explained
women, being “higher than men in the contingent reward
dimension of transactional leadership,” provided support
for the provision; there are no differences in leadership styles
among the genders.

Effectiveness of Women Leaders

When looking at leadership styles, gender, and
effectiveness, “the dimensions of transformational leadership
and the contingent reward dimension of transactional
leadership are positively associated with leader effectiveness
based on individual, team, and organizational performance”
[5]- This contrast with passive management by exception
and laissez-faire leadership which are negatively associated
with leader effectiveness and both are seen more in male
leadership behavior [5]. The good news is many organizations
are beginning to make fundamental changes allowing women
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to be more effective as leaders [3]. As shown in Figure 2,
decreasing gender stereotypes, gender equity in domestic
responsibilities and diversifying leadership are just a few of
the factors successfully promoting female effectiveness in
leadership [3].

Figure 2: Leadership Effectiveness. Reprinted from
Leading Organizations: Perspectives from a New Era
(p-360), by G.R. Hickman. (2016). SAGE Publications.

Even with changes being made to increase the
effectiveness of women leaders there are still disadvantages
faced when considering their effectiveness as leaders. Hoyt
[3] explained one of the disadvantages for women are they
are less likely to negotiate when compared to men. This is
further clarified by Hoyt [3] stating, “The negotiations need to
ascend the leadership hierarchy, yet often are unstructured,
ambiguous, and rife with gender triggers-exactly the type of
situation that particularly disadvantages women”. Another
disadvantage faced by women is they are less likely to self-
promote for leadership positions [3]. The reasoning for this
is women who self-promote may be seen as “less socially
attractive and less hirable”.

These patterns in effectiveness are not always seen
across all disciplines. For example, in military positions,
research has found women are less effective than men as
leaders, while women were more effective than men in
the fields of education, government, and social service
organizations [3]. Women also were found to be less effective
leaders “when they supervised a higher proportion of male
subordinates” but more effective than men when placed in
middle management positions [3]. Hoyt [3] summarized
the research on women’s effectiveness as leaders stating
research does support “small differences in leadership style
and effectiveness between men and women”.
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Answering the Question of How Women
Lead

Do female leaders differ from their male counterparts?
After reviewing the literature, the answer is not simple.
Research suggests only slight differences exist, and for the
most part, these difference are not enough to justify the
gender gap seen in top leadership positions. The effectiveness
of men and women as leaders also will vary because “while
men and women are equally effective in some settings, more
often effectiveness depends on the fit between the setting
and management gender” [7]. The American Psychological
Association [7] also cautioned against specifying one type
of leadership style for either gender since, “some men will
have more feminine management styles while some women
will have more masculine management styles”. Eagly, et al.
[8] summarized the answer to differing leadership styles best
by stating, “the behavior of female leaders, compared with
that of male leaders may be more interpersonally oriented,
democratic, and transformational.

Using Lessons Learned

According to Northouse [1] “Women face a double
standard in the leadership role; they must come across as
extremely competent but also as appropriately “feminine,” a
setof standards to which men are notheld”. The senior author
of this article experienced this double standard frequently
working in the field of occupational safety, which is basically
dominated by men. For example, if a women were wearing
no makeup, it meant she was trying too hard to be masculine,
while wearing too much makeup made her look incompetent
at her job. She always tries to find a happy medium where
she dresses just enough and has just enough makeup on to
have a “feminine” quality, yet not be intimidating when going
into meetings with primarily men.

Awareness

It is important to be aware of the challenges a women
faces in the role of a leader. It is important to have knowledge
about the background of women in leadership positions,
as they become models for other women. Knowledge is
power; therefore, it is important to know the challenges and
advantages faced by women and how to overcome them.
One significant challenge pointed out by research is women
tend not to promote themselves as well as men. This must be
remediated!

Bottom Line

Essentially, there are minimum differences in leadership
effectiveness between women and men. What is important
is that women have the opportunity to utilize their great
capability as leaders.
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