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CHAPTER 1  

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 

Over half a century after the introduction of anti-discrimination laws that prohibit 

employers from discriminating against employees on the basis of sex, race, color, national 

origin, and religion, such as Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (United States), and 

the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention of 1958 (International 

Labour Organization), workplace inequality based on these social categories continues to 

persist. This inequality is apparent both in terms of wages (Jacobsen, 2016; Hegewisch & 

Hudiburg, 2014) and career trajectories (Zweigenhaft, 2013). For instance, women in full-

time management occupations in the U.S. earn 79.0 percent of what men in the same 

occupations, and African American males earn 69.8 percent compared to their Caucasian 

American counterparts (Hegewisch & Hudiburg, 2014). In terms of careers, women and 

minorities continue to be underrepresented in management positions (Zweigenhaft, 2013). 

For instance, while Caucasian American directors of Fortune 500 companies are 

overrepresented (87.2 percent versus 74.6 percent of the U.S. population), African 

American, Latino American, and Asian American directors are underrepresented compared 

to their representation in the U.S. population (respectively 6.8, 3.1, and 2.4 percent of 

directors versus 13.6, 16.3, and 5.6 percent of the population) (Zweigenhaft, 2013). 

Moreover, their representation grows smaller higher up in the hierarchy: where a solid 37.2 

percent of U.S. managers are female, a little over a quarter of the chief executives are 

female (27.2 percent), and a mere 4.4 percent of CEOs of S&P 500 companies are not a 

male (Hegewisch & Hudiburg, 2014; Catalyst, 2016). Ambition or career choices do not 

sufficiently explain the differences in career outcomes between social groups, because 

gender gaps in career advancement still exist even after controlling for these factors 

(Emrich, Carter, & Beninger, 2015). In conclusion, differences in career outcomes between 

social groups seem to be at least partly the result of social categorization processes and of 

resulting discriminatory practices in organizations (Heilman & Eagly, 2008).  

The reason for the minority gap is partly historical. For decades, the composition 

of the workforce of Western organizations has been influenced by Western societal norms: 
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men have been (and to some extent still are) expected to provide their families with 

financial stability, while women have been expected to stay at home and take care of the 

family responsibilities. In addition to the gender role expectations, there is the fact that 

other cultural backgrounds than the Caucasian background are numerical minorities in 

Western countries. A combination of these two processes resulted in the fact that the 

workforce in Western organizations, especially (higher) management, mostly consists of 

white males. However, while the diversity of the workforce nowadays resembles the 

diversity of the population quite accurately, with the rate with which the top of the 

organizational ranks are diversifying currently, it may take over a century for the minority 

gap to close (World Economic Forum, 2015).  

The slow rate of closure of the minority gap can be attributed to social 

categorization processes like similarity attraction (Byrne, 1971) and status characteristics 

(Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972). If a network of majorities resides at the top of the 

organizational hierarchy in positions that have job assigning authority, and people are 

more likely to prefer others that are similar to them (Byrne, 1971; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989), 

it is likely that majorities will maintain their overrepresentation in the workforce through a 

preference for the hiring of other majorities (Oakley, 2000; McDonald, 2011).  

While the similarity attraction paradigm explains why an overrepresentation of 

majorities persists, it does not adequately account for why minorities’ underrepresentation 

is particularly disproportionate in hierarchically higher positions. Because majorities have 

been numerically overrepresented in leadership positions, the concept of leadership has 

become associated with being a white male (Rosch, 1978; Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 

2008), and with exhibiting characteristics, such as dominance, assertiveness, and 

competitiveness (i.e., agentic characteristics) that society values in White (Livingston & 

Pearce, 2009) males (Prentice & Carranza, 2002). Consequently, the social category that is 

stereotypically associated with leadership is that of a White male.  

This automatic association between the leader role and the social category of the 

White male causes a disadvantage for individuals with other social category memberships, 

while incurring advantage for White males. Because the leader category and the White 

male category are closely associated, priming the one category makes the other category 

more cognitively accessible (Gündemir, Homan, de Dreu, & van Vugt, 2014), which may 
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translate to White males being more often and faster considered for leadership positions, 

while minorities have a greater probability of being overlooked. Thus, the simple 

congruence versus incongruence of potential leaders’ social category with the leader 

category affects the ease with which they are considered for a leadership position.  

In addition, the content of one’s social category stereotype influences the extent to 

which aspirational leaders are considered leadership material, as well as the extent to 

which the leadership qualities of current leaders are evaluated. This is most clearly 

illustrated in gender research, spearheaded by Alice Eagly and her colleagues (e.g., Eagly 

& Johnson, 1990; Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani, 1995; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonski, 1992; 

Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011), resulting in the theory of role incongruity for 

women leaders (Eagly & Karau, 2002). This theory explains that because the 

characteristics that are stereotypically associated with leadership (i.e., agentic 

characteristics) differ from the characteristics that are stereotypically associated with the 

female gender role (i.e., communal characteristics, such as warmth, kindness, and 

understanding), women face a double bind: when women are communal, they are not seen 

as effective leaders. However, when women leaders are agentic, they defy the gender role 

requirements, and they are seen as less likable. Because likability and competence are two 

core dimensions along which leadership potential and leadership effectiveness is evaluated 

(cf. Fiske, Cuddy, Glick & Xu, 2002), women leaders find themselves in a catch 22: if they 

adhere to the requirements of one role, they automatically defy the other role’s 

requirements. Thus, women leaders will be seen as either lacking in competence or lacking 

in warmth, while male leaders do not face the same discounting principle on the evaluation 

of their leadership. As a result, men are more often preferred over women as leaders, and 

are seen as better leaders than women. And like women, other social minority groups, such 

as racial minorities, cultural minorities, sexual minorities, etc., face similar constraints in 

their leadership careers. The stereotypes of these social minority groups are often 

perceived to have lower status (Berger, Rosenholtz, & Zelditch, 1980) and less 

competence, lower warmth, or both (Fiske et al., 2002).  

While most of the research on the effects of bias, stereotypes, and prejudice on 

career trajectories of minorities versus majorities are at the micro-level, some additional 

insights can be derived from macro-level theories such as social networks theory. An 
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individual’s social network can play an important role in her or his career, because each 

social network connection may provide information about, access to, or support for career 

opportunities, i.e., social capital (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003), that may positively influence that 

individual’s career trajectory (Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2005). Network connections 

with job assigning authority are extremely influential in individuals’ career advancement, 

and therefore add a lot to an individual’s social capital. However, in environments where 

women and other social minority groups are a numerical minority—which is often the case 

in leadership positions, especially higher up the organizational hierarchy (Hegewisch & 

Hudiburg, 2014; Catalyst, 2016)—additional difficulties arise due to ingroup/outgroup 

dynamics. Because similarities attract, it is more difficult for minorities to create a social 

network that could support them in their career advancement (Ibarra, 1993). Minorities are 

more likely to have a network where (a) powerful actors are more likely to be dissimilar, 

and dissimilarity affects the quality of relationships negatively in terms of formation, 

strength and instrumentality; (b) the availability of similar actors is lower, which affects 

the opportunity to create a large, cohesive network; (c) similar actors are less likely to 

occupy influential positions; and (d) similar actors are likely to be scattered throughout the 

organization, resulting in a sparser and less stable network. 

In sum, it is obvious that there are disadvantages to belonging to a social minority 

group that provide structural constraints to career advancement. In addition, there also 

seem to be inherent advantages accrued to belonging to the majority group in terms of 

positive traits that are associated with the majority stereotype. These seem two similar 

statements, but they are distinct vantage points. It is the difference between (1) assuming 

opportunities and outcomes for majorities as the “status quo”, which suggests that 

minorities should be able to attain similar opportunities and outcomes by removing 

structural constraints, and (2) a viewpoint where being a majority means being privileged, 

which suggests that minorities will never be able to attain similar opportunities and 

outcomes because their minority status prevents them from certain bonuses that are 

awarded to majorities only (cf. McIntosh, 1988). It is therefore of great importance to 

realize that, while focusing on the elimination of bias against minorities will likely lead to 

more workplace equity, additionally addressing the privileged position of majorities is 

paramount to achieving true equity.  
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While research on the elimination of bias has consistently received much 

empirical attention (Paluck & Green, 2009), for instance, by invoking empathy or 

perspective taking (Teachman, Gapinski, Brownell, Rawlins, & Jeyaram, 2003; Drwecki, 

Moore, Ward, & Prkachin, 2011; Galinski & Gu, 2004), administering bias reduction 

training (Devine, Forscher, Austin, & Cox, 2012; Denson, 2009), through exposure 

(Beaman, Chattopadhyay, Duflo, Pande, & Topalova, 2008), intergroup contact (Pettigrew 

& Tropp, 2006), or by increasing self-affirmation of minorities (Cohen, Garcia, Apfel, & 

Master, 2006), the literature on privilege seems to lack contributions on how to equalize 

privilege levels of majorities and minorities. This is not surprising, given that the 

elimination of privilege is a far more sensitive topic that invokes resistance among 

majority group members (Lowery, Knowles, & Unzueta, 2007). As a consequence, most of 

the literature on privilege remains at the conceptual level (e.g., Schmitt & Branscombe, 

2002; McIntosh, 1988), explores the factors that increase awareness of majority group 

privilege (e.g., Rosette & Tost, 2013) and how this awareness reduces bias (e.g., Powell, 

Branscombe, & Schmitt, 2005).  

However, instead of eliminating privilege of majority group members, privilege 

levels can also be equalized by enhancing minority group privilege. For instance, given 

that measures of leadership potential and effectiveness are often biased in favor of majority 

group members through the assessment of attributes that are stereotypically associated 

with majorities (such as “taking initiative” or “assertiveness”), one way to equalize 

privilege levels is to promote the assessment of characteristics that are stereotypically 

associated with minority groups (such as “interpersonal skills” and “cultural sensitivity”) 

to evaluate leadership potential (Eagly & Chin, 2010).  

In order to adequately address these perspectives of reduction of bias and 

eliminating privilege, it is important to have a good understanding of the research on the 

ways in which bias leads to workplace inequality. While there is a variety of research on 

the different barriers that may arise due to bias, the different research streams remain quite 

separated from each other and focus predominantly on one particular barrier. As a result, a 

comprehensive overview of workplace barriers due to bias, as well as how the different 

barriers relate to each other, is lacking. Chapter 2 (“Barriers faced by women leaders in 

emerging markets”) contributes to the literature on workplace barriers by providing a 
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thorough review of all the workplace barriers that women experience in their leadership 

careers. In addition, this chapter provides an account of the barriers that women from 

emerging markets, a growing minority group that is rarely the subject of academic 

investigation, face, thereby extending our knowledge on workplace barriers to include 

those that women leaders that operate in non-Western contexts experience. Chapter 3 (“A 

network utilization perspective on the career advancement of minorities in management”) 

extends our knowledge on barriers in the workplace by offering a new theoretical 

perspective on how networks of minorities and majorities are used in different ways, and 

thus raising additional barriers for minorities who aspire leadership careers.  

A more comprehensive knowledge of the workplace barriers that women and 

minorities experience allows us to come up with ways to overcome bias. Chapter 3 

additionally offers some unique suggestions on how to reduce bias in network utilization 

processes, based on the mechanisms that are described in the theoretical framework. 

Chapter 4 (“Staying true to being a leader and being a woman: An authenticity lens to 

explain how combining agency and communality affects female leaders’ perceived 

effectiveness”) shows how the extant knowledge on bias against women leaders, i.e., 

backlash from agentic behavior, has thus far omitted a crucial aspect that determines 

whether backlash from agentic behavior will actually occur, namely, whether agency co-

occurs with communality. As a result, advice to (aspiring) women leaders that has hitherto 

been offered, i.e., that women should be both communal and agentic, is advice that is 

actually harmful to women, as the findings in this chapter demonstrate.  

Chapter 5 (“Cultural metacognition of minority and majority leaders: 

contingencies of effective leadership in teams”) finally addresses issues of privilege. One 

of the consequences of having mostly majorities in leadership is that our knowledge of 

what effective leadership entails is limited to what effective leadership is for majority 

leaders. What would make minority leaders more effective has been understudied, and as a 

result, such effectiveness indicators are not part of leadership effectiveness evaluations—

thus privileging majorities when it comes to assessing leadership potential and leadership 

effectiveness. The study that is reported in Chapter 5 is one of the first to address this issue 

by identifying a skills that is particularly beneficial for minority leaders, i.e., cultural 

metacognition. 
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Dissertation overview 

These four chapters together provide a comprehensive account of how stereotypes 

and bias cause workplace inequality when it comes to leadership careers, and they offer 

new ways to overcome bias as well as a starting point to equalize privilege between 

majorities and minorities. The underrepresentation of minorities in management signals 

that the road to leadership is more complex for minorities than for majorities. The career 

advancement of women has been described in the literature as a “labyrinth” (Eagly & 

Carli, 2007), a road with unexpected twists and turns and dead ends, and there are strong 

indications that racial minorities’ experience is not any less complex (e.g., Greenhaus, 

Parasuraman, & Wormley, 1990; Ibarra, 1993; Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 2008). 

However, what these barriers specifically are and how they relate to each other is still 

unclear. Hence, the first two academic chapters focus on barriers to equal opportunities in 

the workplace (Chapter 2), and on gaining a better understanding the unique barriers that 

minorities face in using their networks (Chapter 3).  

Chapter 2 provides a thorough literature review on the barriers that women in 

leadership positions face, and lists six distinct barriers that are mentioned in the academic 

literature: (1) gender-based stereotypes, (2) work-life conflict, (3) self-imposed constraints, 

(4) social network limitations, (5) biased organizational policies, and (6) other types of 

discrimination based on age, race, and culture. However, the existing research on 

workplace barriers is overwhelmingly based on Western populations from developed 

countries and the predominant norms and values of Western culture (Cuddy, Wolf, Glick, 

Crotty, Chong, & Norton, 2015). Therefore, this chapter investigates the extent to which 

these workplace barriers are experienced by women from emerging markets. The results of 

a qualitative study based on interviews from 22 top women leaders from emerging markets 

show that women from emerging markets also experience these six barriers throughout 

their leadership careers. Moreover, two additional barriers emerged from the interviews: a 

lack of qualifications, and a lack of representation of women in top management. In sum, 

the results illustrate that complex obstacles remain as major aspects of organizational life 

and continue to influence women in their careers (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013) all over the 

world. The results aim to inspire aspiring women leaders who encounter comparable 
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hurdles to persevere in their career pursuits and remain steadfast in striving to attain their 

professional goals.   

Chapter 3 zooms in on a specific barrier that has received much empirical and 

theoretical attention: social networks within organizations. Research that focuses on 

networks and career advancement has shown that individuals that are high in social capital 

(i.e., the collective value of the network based on an individual’s position in the network; 

Kilduff & Tsai, 2003) receive network benefits (Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001) that lead 

to faster career advancement (Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2005). Achieving network 

positions with high levels of social capital is in part dependent upon the amount of similar 

others in the network (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004; McPherson, Smith-

Lovin, & Cook, 2001), which diminishes minorities’ opportunities to create favorable 

network positions (Ibarra, 1993). The presence of social categorization processes in 

creating favorable networks, such as the “similarity attraction” paradigm (Byrne, 1971), 

has been well documented in research on the creation of social networks. This chapter 

offers a novel perspective on how social categorization processes in networks influence 

minorities’ career advancement, by focusing on the differences that arise between the 

utilization of network ties in minorities’ and majorities’ networks. The result is a 

conceptual framework that explains why the same network would have different 

implications for one’s career, depending on one’s social group membership. In this 

Chapter, network utilization for work and career purposes is introduced as the key process 

that explains differential career outcomes for minorities versus majorities in structurally 

equivalent positions. In addition, three categories of moderators are identified that tap into 

the heart of the social categorization processes within the network utilization process, 

thereby formulating avenues for improving career outcomes for minorities and stimulating 

workplace equality.  

Empirical research on leadership has mostly been conducted with samples of 

leaders from the majority social category (i.e., White males). As a result, the extant models 

on what effective leadership is, is predominantly based on studies on majority leaders. 

Little is known about to what extent there are differences between minority leaders and 

majority leaders in leadership effectiveness, and if so, why these differences arise and how 

these differences between leaders play out in a team context. The latter two academic 



9 
 

chapters of this dissertation therefore examine how the underrepresentation of minorities in 

leadership positions leads to gender-biased perceptions of leadership effectiveness, thereby 

highlighting the precarious landscape that women need to navigate in order to be perceived 

as effective (Chapter 4), and what effective leadership entails for cultural minority leaders, 

thereby highlighting the need for an approach to leadership effectiveness that takes 

demographic contingencies into account (Chapter 5).  

As described in previous paragraphs, society holds prescriptive views of men and 

women: men are expected to be agentic, while women should be communal (Bem, 1981). 

This poses a problem for women leaders because perceptions of effective leadership are 

gendered: agentic characteristics are generally associated with effective leaders, which is 

why women, who should be communal, are often perceived to be less effective leaders 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002). Moreover, when women do exhibit agentic characteristics—which 

are desired in leaders—they are not evaluated as favorably as men who are agentic and 

suffer from backlash as a result (Rudman & Glick, 2001). To resolve this double bind that 

women leaders face, the gender literature has suggested that women should be both 

communal and agentic (e.g. Eagly & Karau, 2002). However, this would mean that women 

leaders who are less agentic or less communal should “fake” their behaviors to be 

perceived as effective. This suggestion presents tension with the literature on authentic 

leadership, which recommends that leaders should “be themselves” (Kernis, 2003). 

Chapter 4 resolves this tension by drawing from attribution theory (Jones & Nisbett, 1971) 

to argue that the evaluation of female leaders’ authenticity suffers more when female 

leaders are both communal and agentic compared to when female leaders are only 

communal or only agentic, and that this explains the lowered perceptions of leader 

effectiveness for female leaders. The results show that the agentic backlash that women 

leaders suffer only occurs if paired with communality: the more women leaders combine 

agency and communality, the less authentic they are perceived to be, and this impacts their 

followers’ perceptions of their leadership effectiveness. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the key difference between cultural minorities and cultural 

majorities in leadership positions, i.e., the team context: minorities are far more often 

confronted with cross-cultural situations than majorities. Possessing skills to successfully 

engage in intercultural collaboration is essential for leaders (Yukl, 2012)—and given the 
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increased exposure to intercultural situations, it is especially important for leaders with a 

cultural minority background. Therefore, the focus in this study is on leader cultural 

metacognition, i.e. the proficiency of leaders in thinking about their cultural assumptions 

(Van Dyne, Ang, & Koh, 2008). The results of this team study show that cultural 

metacognition is indeed a skill that improves leader effectiveness for minority leaders and 

not for majority leaders. Cultural metacognition of minority leaders is positively related to 

team performance, and that this effect is mediated by information elaboration.  

Together, these four chapters provide better insights into why workplace 

inequality with regard to leadership careers occurs and what the consequences are of these 

inequalities. These insights form the basis of several suggestions on how to create a work 

environment that offers more equal opportunities for minorities’ career advancement. 

Chapter 6 concludes with a summary of the findings of the four preceding chapters and 

proposes a research program that delineates avenues for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 

BARRIERS FACED BY WOMEN LEADERS IN EMERGING MARKETS  

 

ABSTRACT 

Social science research provides a great deal of evidence which suggests that 

women experience significant barriers that prevent them from achieving workplace equity. 

Nonetheless, some women not only conquer these imposed barriers as they climb the 

various rungs of organizational hierarchies but thrive in leadership roles despite the 

presence of such imposing obstacles. The women leaders featured in this chapter represent 

exemplars as they have conquered numerous barriers throughout their careers to now rest 

atop of their respective organizations. In this qualitative study, we have attempted to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the various barriers faced by the women leaders 

in emerging markets. Our work provides a systematic examination of the barriers 

contemporary women leaders have faced using a framework that emerged from a thorough 

literature review on the barriers women face throughout their careers. Our results illustrate 

that, although strides have been made to eliminate barriers for women to reach top 

leadership positions, complex, unseen barriers remain a large part of organizational life 

and continue to hinder women in their careers.   
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This Chapter is an adapted version of a book chapter that will appear in July 2017 in S. 

Chengadu and C. Scheepers (Eds.) Women Leadership in Emerging Markets: Featuring 

50 Women Leaders. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Given a plethora of gender and leadership research over the past few decades, we 

now understand a great deal about the various obstacles that can prohibit women from 

advancing in their careers to top leadership positions. Women who aim for high positions 

in their respective organizations must navigate a labyrinth of leadership barriers filled with 

complexities and challenges (Eagly & Carli, 2007), contend with the proverbial glass 

ceiling (Catalyst, 2016; Cook & Glass, 2014; Glass & Cook, 2016), and struggle with 

appointments to precarious leadership positions (i.e., the glass cliff; Ryan & Haslam, 2007; 

Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, & Bongiorno, 2011; Ryan et al., in press). However, much of the 

existing research is overwhelmingly based on Western populations from developed 

countries and the predominant norms and values of Western culture (Cuddy et al., 2015). 

Whether women in emerging markets who have successfully worked their way to the top 

of their organizations experience comparable or distinct barriers compared to women in 

developed countries warrants investigation.   

On one hand, women in emerging markets may be presented with more 

opportunities than their female peers in developed markets. For example, several 

developing countries, such as Brazil, Chile, and South Korea, each have a female head of 

state, suggesting the possibility of substantial career advancement opportunities for 

women. Additionally, a Financial Times (2014) report shows that in emerging markets, a 

greater number of boards of directors of large public companies are chaired by a woman, 

compared to industrialized markets. Similarly, higher percentages of women occupy senior 

executive positions in Africa (27%) and in Asian countries, such as Indonesia (36%) and 

China (30%), than in North America (23%) and in the European Union (24%; Grant 

Thornton, 2016). 

On the other hand, in developing markets, women’s rights and opportunities can 

be severely limited as well. Discriminatory national policies in emerging markets—

compared to industrialized markets—more often form barriers to education, financial 
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access, and equal pay for women. Societal and cultural norms and family- and female-

nonfriendly business environments can also constrain women’s societal and organizational 

status (The Economist, 2012). For instance, in China, family pressures and expectations for 

women to prioritize their children and the elderly in the family can cause women to leave 

their jobs (Financial Times, 2014). Moreover, women in developing countries are still 

lagging behind men in terms of educational opportunities (Financial Times, 2014).  

While these cited media reports provide some insights into the rate of women’s 

promotion to top positions in emerging markets, they do not capture these women’s 

personal experiences on the job. Therefore, in this chapter, we focus on specific cases of 

women who have successfully worked their way to the top of their respective 

organizations. Our research findings suggest minimal differences between the barriers 

faced by the top women leaders in emerging markets (who are featured in this book) and 

those encountered by their female colleagues in developed markets. In the interviews, 

when explicitly asked what barriers they have faced throughout their careers, the women 

leaders from emerging markets generally share experiences similar to those identified in 

previous research involving top women leaders from developed markets.  

This chapter provides an overview of the obstacles encountered by the 

interviewed women in their ascent through the organizational ranks in order to gain a 

better understanding of the collective experiences of women leaders in emerging markets. 

First, we scoured the transcribed interviews and extracted examples of leadership barriers 

that could be linked together to form larger and more inclusive concepts. Next, we 

reviewed 49 scholarly articles, management trade articles, and books that describe and 

empirically investigate barriers faced by women as identified in studies conducted in 

developed markets. We then compared the broad concepts identified from the transcripts 

with the most prevalent barriers reported in the existing literature. From this extensive 

literature review and subsequent comparison, six categories of gender-related barriers 

emerged, as follows: gender-based stereotypes, work–life conflict, self-imposed 

constraints, social network limitations, biased organizational policies, and nongender-

based discrimination. Next, the barriers described by the top women leaders in emerging 

markets were classified under one of these six categories. The result is a qualitative 
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account of the barriers that the women featured in this book have faced and continue to 

encounter in the workplace.     

 

GENDER BIAS IN THE WORKPLACE 

Social science research provides plenty of evidence suggesting women’s 

experiences of significant barriers that prevent them from achieving workplace equity. 

Women earn less than men worldwide (Christofides, Polycarpou, & Vrachimis, 2013; 

World Economic Forum, 2015). Differences in performance do not seem to explain the 

wage gap between men and women (Joshi, Son, & Roh, 2015). Rather, unequal pay 

appears to be a result of gender differences in negotiation outcomes (Mazei et al., 2015) 

and biased organizational policies (Christofides et al., 2013; Grund, 2015; Joshi et al., 

2015). 

Not only do women receive less pay for the same work, but they are also 

underrepresented in senior and top leadership positions. This skewed representation is 

frequently caused by biased processes in the workplace. Stereotypes influence much of the 

social interaction at work and the development of organizational policies (DeRue, 

Nahrgang, & Ashford, 2015; Lanaj & Hollenbeck, 2015; Rosette, Zhou, Ma, & Livingston, 

in press) and can result in discrimination (Dipboye & Colella, 2013; Hoobler, Lemmon, & 

Wayne, 2014; Koch, D’Mello, & Sackett, 2015; Umphress, Simmons, Boswell, & Triana, 

2008). Moreover, because competence and masculinity perceptions are associated with 

leadership, men tend to emerge more quickly as leaders (DeRue et al., 2015; Lanaj & 

Hollenbeck, 2015). This situation occurs despite research findings that stereotypical 

content about what effective leadership entails has shifted from a more masculine prototype 

to a prototype that now prominently includes feminine characteristics (Paustian-Underdahl, 

Walker, & Woehr, 2014). Gender biases can lead to discrimination, such as hiring more 

men than women for organizational positions when both are comparably qualified (Koch et 

al., 2015; Umphress et al., 2008) or managers’ withholding of developmental opportunities 

for women due to managers’ lower assessment of women’s career motivation compared to 

men (Hoobler et al., 2015), all of which in turn limit women’s professional advancement.  

From these research accounts, women evidently face struggles that are distinctly 

tied to their gender in their ascent to top leadership positions. To provide a comprehensive 
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overview of women’s specific challenges, we extensively reviewed the gender research 

literature on career barriers. Most of these studies have been conducted in developed 

countries. A Web of Science search using different keyword combinations, such as gender 

and women, with terms including barriers, constraints, management, leader, career, glass 

cliff, glass ceiling, labyrinth of leadership, and role congruity, yielded over 1,000 

empirical articles from disciplines such as psychology, organizational behavior, and 

sociology. To capture the most widely acknowledged barriers, we selected the most 

influential articles (by citation count and each journal’s impact factor) from each search 

combination, generating 49 scholarly articles, management trade articles, and books, on 

which we based our literature review.  

From this literature review, the six distinct barriers that emerged served as a 

categorization scheme in the qualitative analyses of the interviews. Research that focused 

on discrimination resulting from gender stereotypes, such as gender role conservatism 

(Bowles, Babcock, & McGinn, 2005; Correll, 2004; Kan, Sullivan, & Gershuny, 2011; 

Linehan & Scullion, 2008; Oakley, 2000; Schein, 2001; van Vianen & Fischer, 2002), and 

biased evaluations of female leaders (Hawkesworth, 2003; Lemons, 2003; O’Neill & 

Blake-Beard, 2002; Zimmer, 1988), formed the gender-based stereotypes category. The 

second category, work–life conflict, emerged from studies concentrating on the 

compatibility of work life with family life (Allen, et al., 2004; Coronel, Morenco, & 

Carrasco, 2010; Hutchings, Metcalfe, & Cooper, 2010; Swanson & Woitke, 1997; Verheul 

& Thurik, 2001). Research that reported barriers caused by stereotypical self-

conceptualizations of minority group members (Barbulescu & Bidwell, 2013; Bem, 1981; 

Carter, Mwaura, Ram, Trehan, & Jones, 2015; Lindley, 2005; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; 

Michie & Nelson, 2006; Ragins & Cotton, 1991; Steinke, 1997; Swanson & Woitke, 1997) 

was categorized under self-imposed constraints. Social network limitations comprised the 

fourth category of studies and included obstacles involving the functions of women’s 

surrounding social networks (Afiouni, 2014; Baron & Bielby, 1985; Hagan, 1998; Ibarra, 

1993; Linehan & Scullion, 2008; Ragins & Cotton, 1991). The fifth category, biased 

organizational policies, was derived from articles identifying specific organizational 

policies that favor men and/or disadvantage women (Allen, Armstrong, Riemenschneider, 

& Reid, 2006; Correll, 2004; Festing, Knappert, & Kornau, 2015; Jonnergård, Stasfudd, & 
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Elg, 2010; Kremer et al., 1996). The final category was other types of discrimination, 

consisting of experiences of workplace bias based on cultural background (Fouad & Byers-

Winston, 2005), age (Snape & Redman, 2003), and race (Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 

2008). The next section describes each category in more detail. 

 

TYPES OF CAREER BARRIERS 

The interviews that were conducted were part of a book project on women leaders 

in emerging markets (Chengadu & Scheepers, 2017), for which both men and women in 

top management positions of organizations located in emerging markets were approached. 

Twenty-two female leaders took part in semi-structured interviews that asked about their 

managerial experiences broadly, and about the barriers they had experienced throughout 

their careers specifically (see Appendix A.) The question about barriers (question 7 in 

Appendix A) was purposely phrased to convey a broad view of barriers, avoid leading the 

respondent, and solicit answers that were not influenced by the question (Ritchie, Lewis, 

Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013). The women leaders’ responses provide the basis of this 

chapter. Additionally, each interview was reviewed in its entirety. If any barrier was 

mentioned in response to an alternate question, the answer was included in our analysis.  

One hundred sixty-two quotes that referenced experienced barriers were extracted 

from 22 transcribed interviews. Each quote was indexed under one of the six barrier 

categories, as follows: (1) gender-based stereotypes (n = 54), (2) work–life conflict (n = 

21), (3) self-imposed constraints (n = 19), (4) social network limitations (n = 15), (5) 

biased organizational policies (n = 11), and (6) other types of discrimination (n = 18). 

Twenty-four quotes were not fully captured by any of these six categories and were thus 

assigned to a seventh category, other barriers.  
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Gender-based Stereotypes 

Gender-based stereotypes can be sources of a great deal of bias against women in 

the workplace, resulting in significant barriers to their leadership. Gender stereotypes tend 

to describe women as relationship oriented, warm, kind, nurturing, and helpful, and men as 

independent, confident, assertive, and decisive (Abele, 2003; Eagly & Karau, 2002, Fiske 

& Stevens, 1993). Gender bias can derive from both descriptive (i.e., what women and 

men are generally like) and prescriptive stereotypes (i.e., what women and men should be 

like) (Prentice & Carranza, 2002). Descriptive gender stereotypes, such as “women are 

warm” and “men are strong,” (Bem, 1981) form the basis of what society deems desirable 

for women and men (Auster & Ohm, 2000). Prescriptive stereotypes represent behavioral 

norms that individuals should uphold to avoid negative perceptions (Gill, 2004). These 

descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes can sometimes determine how women and men are 

evaluated in the workplace. For instance, research shows that women are generally 

perceived as having lower status in organizations compared to men, regardless of their 

actual positions (Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999), and that women can be viewed as 

either lacking competence (when viewed as more feminine) or warmth (when regarded as 

more masculine) in organizational settings (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & 

Xu, 2002).  

Women are generally perceived as lacking the characteristics that are 

stereotypically associated with effective leadership, while the stereotype associated with 

men encompasses leadership attributes (Schein, 1973, 1975). As a result of this lack of fit 

between the female gender stereotype and the leadership stereotype (Heilman, 2001), men 

are expected to be better leaders and are consequently more often favored for top positions 

than women (Heilman, 2012). For instance, a study by Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, 

and Nauts (2012) shows a main effect of gender on manager hirability. That is, women are 

less likely to be promoted to managerial positions than men due to gender bias. Similarly, 

Gorman (2005) finds that women constitute a smaller proportion of new hires when the job 

selection criteria include a greater number of stereotypically masculine characteristics, 

which is often the case for job descriptions about male-dominated positions (Gaucher, 

Friesen, & Kay, 2011). Furthermore, Castilla and Benard (2010) report that this preference 
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for men over women occurs even when decision makers believe that they are basing their 

choices purely on merit. 

In fact, bias deriving from gender stereotypes is the most often cited barrier (n = 

54) by the interviewed women leaders. We have further categorized the selected interview 

excerpts under four subthemes: (1) subjected to low expectations (i.e., women leaders are 

not expected to perform as well as men), (2) experiencing double standards of competence 

(i.e., stricter performance requirements are applied to women compared to men), (3) 

navigating a male standard of leadership (i.e., managing the notion that women are not 

expected to be leaders), and (4) withstanding gender backlash (i.e., negative evaluations of 

women leaders who behave counter-stereotypically). Each subtheme is discussed below. 

Subjected to low expectations. Women leaders are scrutinized, often as a result of 

low expectations about their leadership abilities. These low expectations not only shape 

interpretations about female leaders’ behaviors but also influence evaluations of female 

leaders—irrespective of their behaviors. Women are frequently expected to be less 

effective than men (cf. Heilman, 2012) even when they have not been given the chance to 

prove themselves. An interviewee shares this story about how others expected a female 

manager to fail before she even started the job: 

 

So [name of female associate] is the vice or actually the president of the region 

for [a division in our company]. A really amazing skill and title to have. [W]e 

knew that there was going to be a new leader, and she was going to be a woman. 

And there were a lot of questions as to, wow, is she going to cut it, and it is a 

male environment. We have never had a female leader in this position before. 

What will happen to the company? And the general expectation was that it would 

go south. That she would not be able to maintain, let alone grow it. […] And she 

felt that there was mistrust or initially a default position of failure. So first you 

would fail and then maybe you would succeed. But there was never, let’s succeed 

together; all, let’s by default be a success (Interviewee 1). 

 

Another interviewee explains that women in leadership positions are expected to 

fail because they are considered less smart: 



19 
 

 

Being a woman in a very macho society [is a barrier], and there is still a lot of 

discrimination. For example, I was working with my […] most important client, 

and […] I was calling, you know, that we have this program, and we have been 

very few women, and he said, well, yes, that is because there are not very many 

women who are smart, and stuff like that. So, your being a woman is a barrier 

(Interviewee 2). 

 

This quote echoes the findings from Thomas-Hunt and Phillips’ (2004) series of 

experiments on perceptions about expertise and actual expertise of women and men. The 

results show that possessing more expertise is positively related to the amount of influence 

held by men in a group setting, while expertise is negatively related to influence in the case 

of women. Moreover, women are perceived as possessing less expertise, the more 

expertise they actually have.  

Low expectations for women in leadership roles can also translate into 

condescending and belittling attitudes toward female leaders. For instance, interviews with 

women regarding their experiences of gender discrimination in the workplace indicate the 

lack of respect for them as one of the barriers to their careers (Allen et al., 2006). The 

following quotes reveal that top women from emerging markets are similarly disrespected 

with derogatory remarks, based on their gender: 

 

It has been barriers of people’s perceptions, you know. So, in the same way that I 

formed a perception [about] that woman when I first saw her walking in with her 

miniskirt, looking gorgeous, you know, people will make a perception about me 

on the basis of my gender […] and will behave accordingly, you know. So yes, I 

have had, you know, experiences of, you know, being disrespected on the basis of 

that (Interviewee 3). 

 

The CEO […] asked me to take a Valium next time I stepped into the room 

(Interviewee 2). 
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However, disparaging attitudes toward women in leadership positions are not 

always obvious. According to some interviewees, it is not so conspicuous that they are 

perceived as less of a leader; it is rather felt in how they are treated. For instance, an 

interviewee talks about how other people treated her like a little girl: 

I didn't feel the hostility more than, I guess, the patronizing, [which] was 

probably the big issue if I look back. I was young. I was a woman. I was black. So 

in any environment, you know, people would look at me like, this little girl. It 

would be this little girl (Interviewee 4). 

 

Sometimes, patronizing attitudes can be manifested even without any negative 

intentions, as an interviewee mentions: 

 

A client [whom] I had, he is retired now; he called me ‘daughter’ […]. He was a 

bit older than I was, but it was not badly intended (Interviewee 5). 

 

Experiencing double standards of competence. People’s information search and 

processing tend to be biased. They often look for information that confirms their 

stereotypical beliefs, and they interpret it in a way that fits in their frame of reference, 

which is also partly shaped by stereotypical beliefs (i.e., confirmation bias; Koriat, 

Lichtenstein, & Fischhoff, 1980; Kruglanski, 1980). The same information about men 

versus women can lead to very different interpretations or evaluations (cf. Kunda & 

Sherman-Williams, 1993; Thomas-Hunt & Phillips, 2004). According to Foschi’s (2000) 

double standards of competence model, the competence of women and men can be inferred 

by using different standards. Such standards are usually much stricter for women, resulting 

in their being evaluated as less capable than men even when both perform equally well. 

Because women start off with such a stereotypical disadvantage, being “good enough” is 

often insufficient. Specifically, women’s expertise needs to be unequivocal for others to 

recognize it (Wood & Karten, 1986). In Lyness and Heilman’s (2006) study, women who 

have been promoted have received higher performance ratings than men, suggesting that 

women need higher scores than men to be considered for advancement in the hierarchy. 
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The following quote reflects that no matter how much women prove themselves, others 

may not recognize and trust their leadership abilities: 

 

[W]e groom people, but the moment that they take on those roles, there would be a 

lot of sentiment around. They still do not have executive maturity; they are still not 

ready. So […], you know, women have to bake and bake and bake until they are 

eventually black, and they are still not ready to take on the roles (Interviewee 6). 

 

Another interviewee recognizes how being a man enhances status more than mere 

capabilities do: 

 

So, even though you have got equally strong or sometimes even better capable 

attorneys who are women, black women, white women, it doesn't matter, when 

you are in the client game and you are interacting with seniority, that differential 

comes through. So the client perception of wanting to deal with a white male 

senior or a white male, even though he doesn't have to be senior, versus wanting 

to interact with you, you see that perception (Interviewee 7). 

 

 Apparently, being a man signals more expertise and capability compared to a 

woman, regardless of the actual expertise and capability of both men and women. These 

stereotypical perceptions are deeply ingrained in society and held by both genders.  

Navigating a male standard of leadership. Many of the interviewed women are 

pioneers, being among the first female leaders in a male-dominated work environment. As 

such, the standard and culture of leadership are mainly masculine, regarding both 

representation (i.e., the number of men in leadership roles; e.g., Zweigenhaft, 2014) and 

the norm (i.e., what is expected; e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Garcia-Retamero & López-

Zafra, 2006). Established norms can be quite difficult to change (Hofstede & Hofstede, 

2001), and attempts to reform an organizational culture usually encounter much resistance 

(Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2015). One interviewee shares her perceptions of how working 

in a male-dominated environment can be challenging for women: 
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The industry is very male dominated. It very much is. The legacy of the gas, oil 

industry, and men’s world and engineering worlds, also mainly. And so it has not 

really lent itself to embracing women and women in leadership positions, whether 

by legacy or maybe even now with all the hype that is going around developing 

women (Interviewee 8). 

 

The leadership style that women have introduced in male-oriented cultures has 

often differed from traditional leadership approaches, which could cause resistance to 

female leaders (Peterson, 2014). An interviewee mentions how deeply ingrained the 

traditionally masculine culture is in her field: 

 

I think it is interesting because it will come to even the language, where you will 

see a lot in the languages described in the masculine form. And it appears to just 

be assumed that we are all men, you know (Interviewee 3). 

 

Due to this masculine culture, women who use a more feminine way of 

communicating are not always recognized in the workplace, for example: 

 

I think […] [that] as women, we do [face] difficulty to be heard. [W]e do have to 

make a specific effort. And that is why you will have in the women’s leadership 

programs sessions on assertiveness, you know […]. [H]ow to get your voice 

heard in a predominantly male space is the key issue. And it is an issue which we 

have not dealt with (Interviewee 9).   

 

The same interviewee explains that this issue of women having to maneuver in 

this masculine workspace arises because women are taught to be feminine and avoid being 

masculine from a young age: 

 

I do not think [that] women are socialized into being prepared for that. Because it 

does require putting your hand up with the possibility of failing. So, it is risk-

taking behavior. It is also making a public statement about your ambition. And 
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girls are not socialized into being public about ambition (Interviewee 9). 

 

 Gender backlash. Gender backlash comprises negative implications for women 

who do not behave according to the stereotypical gender expectations (Rudman, 1998). It 

represents negative social and economic experiences from behaving in a manner that is 

more akin to the male rather than the female gender role. When there is a discrepancy 

between an expectation and an action (i.e., when women demonstrate masculinity or are 

not feminine enough), women suffer adverse career outcomes (Heilman, Wallen, Fuchs, & 

Tamkins, 2004; Hoyt & Burnette, 2013; Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Glick, 2001) and are 

frequently perceived as less likable (Amanatullah & Tinsley, 2013; Eagly & Karau, 2002; 

Heilman et al., 2004), which also causes professional setbacks.  

According to the status incongruity hypothesis (Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, 

& Nauts, 2012), backlash can occur because women who behave in an agentic manner 

(e.g., aggressive, decisive, dominant behaviors that are more congruent with the male 

rather than the female role) violate status expectations. Women are perceived as having 

lower status than men in organizational settings (Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999), which 

they undermine when they exhibit dominance—a sign of high status (Rudman et al., 2012). 

Thus, women who behave in a masculine fashion threaten the gender hierarchy and 

therefore incur penalties. Such retribution includes lower performance evaluations 

(Heilman et al., 2004; Hoyt & Burnette, 2013) and perceptions of lower hirability for 

managerial jobs (Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Glick, 2001). While women who exhibit 

masculine behaviors can be perceived as equally competent as their male counterparts, 

they often suffer from decreased likability ratings (Amanatullah & Tinsley, 2013).  

However, to be respected and even recognized as leaders, women sometimes need 

to behave in a manly way because such is expected from leaders (Eagly & Karau, 2002). 

As a result, these top women leaders have to emulate the masculine leadership role to 

progress in their positions, as expressed in these comments: 

 

There still is that gap because, most probably, women have also, and I cannot 

blame women only, but we also have not really come out clear in terms of our 

value out there, of what we can put [on] the table. And the part that really, really 
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gets to me is the fact that we, we are trying to emulate men, to be like them so 

much (Interviewee 8). 

 

 [The prototypical leadership style] is very much [a] masculine style. And I think 

there is a question further on where it’s also disappointing to see at large the type 

of women in the leadership positions in the IT industry because they naturally 

also assume a masculine approach. Very, very, I won't say aggressive, but a very 

hard approach (Interviewee 1). 

 

What is striking in these quotes is the implicit negativity that emanates from the 

descriptions of the women who have adapted a masculine approach. Several interviewees 

describe these negative experiences of women when they display masculinity: 

 

Because I can be as good as it is but you need to be that person that they say, hey, 

this is the person, this is our person, you know. And that [is] not going to happen 

because I am too controversial, I am too transparent, and I speak my mind 

(Interviewee 7). 

 

[I]n fact, society often regards [women’s ambitions] quite negatively. There could 

be a misjudgment that the ambition is kind of being selfish, thinking too selfish, 

being too self-centered. And sometimes women, ambitious women, get judged as 

aggressive (Interviewee 9). 

 

Well, I mean, there is the typical thing about […] the man being tough and the 

woman [as] the bitch (Interviewee 10). 

 

Next to being judged for being “too masculine,” women also suffer backlash if 

they violate the gender role by not being feminine enough. When women do not play the 

female role as prescribed by societal expectations (e.g., take care of the children), people 

tend to find this surprising: 
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[P]eople, generally speaking, expect women to be [the same in their] work life as 

they are [in] their personal life, like the care takers. They seem to be sometimes a 

bit surprised when they are exposed to a woman [who] has a more aggressive 

style about, like, more like a man, to use those words. And so, on that hand, I 

think there is this stereotype that people expect women to be, continue to be a 

caretaker even on the work side (Interviewee 11).  

 

In fact, when an interviewee stands up to one of her clients whom she has known 

for over 20 years, he is not amused: 

 

He actually called me Joan [of Arc]. He says my new name is Joan because he is 

going to tie me to the stake and burn me in the fire. […] I do not like to say that, 

but I had to use the feminine part and sort of play it down, and now he loves me 

(Interviewee 2). 

 

Only by manifesting her feminine side does she manage to ease the tense situation 

with this client, which only reinforces women’s subjection to strict behavioral norms that 

they should not violate. 

Summary of gender-based stereotypes. Gender-based stereotypes suggest that 

women are perceived differently and should behave differently from men (e.g., Eagly & 

Karau, 2002). Moreover, these stereotypes are frequently touted as the principal reasons 

why women leaders do not advance in their respective organizational hierarchies (e.g., 

Heilman, 2001). The research findings presented here suggest that these prevailing beliefs 

plague the experiences of the top women leaders featured in this volume. Specifically, the 

four kinds of barriers arising from gender stereotypes are low expectations, double 

standards of competence, a male leadership standard, and gender backlash. Whether the 

barriers are derived from descriptive or prescriptive stereotypes, gender stereotypes clearly 

serve as the basis for the disparate treatment of these women leaders in their professional 

careers.  

 



26 
 

Work–life Conflict 

When family responsibilities contend with work responsibilities, situations of 

work–life conflict occur (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Experiencing conflicts between 

work and family demands can lead to lower levels of job and life satisfaction (Kossek & 

Ozeki, 1998). Moreover, women tend to feel guilty about spending time away from their 

families (Judge, Scott, & Ilies, 2006; Livingston & Judge, 2008). A meta-analysis of the 

importance of work–family support policies shows that work–family conflict produces 

more negative work attitudes, in turn causing lower levels of job satisfaction, affective 

commitment, and intentions to stay, but work–family support policies reduce work–family 

conflict (Butts, Casper, & Yang, 2013). Similarly, Dreher (2003) finds that the presence of 

work–life programs in organizations has a positive impact on the representation of senior-

level women, suggesting the damaging effects of work–life conflict on women’s careers 

(Cabrera, 2007).  

 Many of the top women leaders interviewed for this book mention their 

experiences of work–family conflict, which entail a lot of careful planning and sacrifice to 

continue their professional development:  

 

Our profession is very unbalanced, you know. To stay in it, there are a lot of 

sacrifices that come with it, you know, a lot of personal sacrifices. So I think that 

the woman [who] stick [around] either love what they do or are willing to make 

those adjustments and willing to plan their environment in a way that allows them 

to [combine all] things (Interviewee 7). 

 

I have been very selfish. I did not want to sacrifice anything, any [single] role. So 

I wanted to be professional. I wanted to be a wife. I wanted to be a mother. I 

wanted to do all this, and to keep [up] these roles [had been] difficult 

(Interviewee 12). 

 

In fact, the lack of careful balance between family and work can have detrimental 

effects in the workplace, as well as for the family. As described by an interviewee, having 

a child was a burden for her job performance: 
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I gave birth to my son in October 2010. In 2011, I found myself […] with almost 

two different worlds to handle. So, it was time to find a balance, a work–life 

balance. And that, for me, started decreasing my effectiveness on the scale 

(Interviewee 8). 

 

Another interviewee admits how her family suffered from her long work hours: 

My daughter would [stay] beyond aftercare [hours, when] the aftercare teacher 

[had] to leave, and I [was] not there yet. So, yes, it was difficult (Interviewee 13). 

 

Work–life conflict arises when the time devoted to meeting the requirements of 

one role (e.g., the work role) impedes the fulfillment of the other role’s (i.e., the family 

role) demands. While men are not exempted from experiencing work–life conflict, women 

mention this issue far more often than men (Hochschild, 1997; Wada, Backman, & 

Forwell, 2010), making this a barrier that is mostly imposed on women. For instance, 

studies on work–family conflict describe how career women feel as though a “second 

shift” waits for them at home—they have to tend to housework and family demands—

while men are less likely to experience such pressures at home (Hochschild, 1997; 

Hoschild & Machung, 2012). The pressure of taking care of the family that comes from 

gender-role demands seems to be an issue for women worldwide: 

 

I think there is a critical period of time when the demands for a woman, if the 

woman has a child or children, [are] very, very tough. And it probably varies by 

country, but in Brazil, I would say that the woman still carries a lot of the 

[burden] of raising a child. You know, there are husbands [who] help and all 

that, but here it is seen as a woman’s role (Interviewee 5). 

 

I have met a few Indian ladies who have a big Indian influence from the family, 

that they have to look after the family, etc. […]. [Even if] they want to move on to 

a different type of life, the men [are] pulling them back in their families 
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(Interviewee 6). 

 

The assumption that women should take care of the family while the men dedicate 

their lives to work is especially felt by women who operate in an environment where such 

role patterns have been ingrained into their work life. The following quote describes how 

potentially having to take care of family responsibilities is not necessarily taken into 

account in the workplace: 

 

It [is] almost assumed that you have a wife at home, you know, who is looking 

after the kids or whatever. It [was] almost assumed that, because I mean, I saw 

that as I was coming up, you know, as an executive, that it was very, very difficult 

to be able to do what I needed to do at home and also what I needed to do at 

work. Because you would find that you have critical meetings happening in the 

late hours at night, and you have to be there, you know. But you also have 

responsibilities at home as well 

(Interviewee 3). 

 

Such ingrained role patterns in the workplace are especially difficult for a woman 

who has no partner to help raise her children. Finding a balance between work, family, and 

her personal life is a whole new challenge without a significant other who can relieve some 

of the family burdens, as expressed in the following statements: 

 

I am not talking about single women, by the way, because when you are a single 

woman and then you have children, then again it is another burden (Interviewee 

14). 

 

Well, in general, I found it difficult raising three children on my own. I was a 

single mother for most of their childhood and working long hours […]. And […] 

at times you have had to juggle your work and your children back and forth, but 

you have no personal life whatsoever. Or you can throw in some personal life and 
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manage to get to the children’s concerts and stuff like that, but then your work 

starts to suffer and so on and so forth (Interviewee 15). 

 

The complications that can arise from balancing work and family can lead women 

to pull out from the workplace altogether and focus on their families, as illustrated in the 

following comments: 

[M]y father and my mother were sick already, and I decided [that] the most 

important thing would be to dedicate to them most of my time and to my kids and 

to everything (Interviewee 16). 

 

Probably, we will never have an equal number of men and women at the top in 

the future. Because that is also a choice that some women have: “I prefer to stay 

with my children” (Interviewee 5). 

 

Summary of work-life conflict. Finding a balance between work and family life is 

difficult, especially for women. Societal role expectations dictate that women should take 

care of their families, while such strict demands do not apply to men. As the interviewees 

describe, women have to make tough decisions on how to allocate their time to work and 

family, which may affect the quality of their work or family life and may make them 

decide to refrain from pursuing their career ambitions.   

 

Self-imposed Constraints 

While women can be just as ambitious as men in pursuing their careers (Emrich, 

Carter, & Beninger, 2015; Fels, 2004; Lang, 2016), stereotypical perceptions can lead to 

self-imposed constraints that can form barriers to women’s career advancement. Biases 

that arise from gender and leadership stereotypes influence not only other people’s views 

about women but also women’s self-perceptions. When women internalize biased, 

stereotypical gender and leadership prescriptions and proscriptions, it may cause them to 

engage in self-debilitation strategies (Clance & Imes, 1978; Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 

2016), which can hinder their career advancement (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2016).   
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According to social dominance theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001), these self-

debilitation strategies can sometimes be the result of a desire to maintain or reinforce the 

existing status hierarchy. When status differences exist among social groups, lower-status 

members will more likely engage in self-debilitation strategies in the presence of a 

stereotype threat (Spencer et al., 2016). A stereotype threat is elicited when the 

characteristics associated with a stereotypical social group (e.g., “women are bad in math”) 

are incongruent with the task that requires such characteristics (e.g., a math task). For 

instance, in one study, women who were shown a stereotypical commercial avoided a task 

that included math items in favor of a less threatening task (i.e., verbal items; Davies, 

Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein, 2002). A similar effect was also found for a leadership 

task, where women avoided taking the leadership role after exposure to stereotypical 

commercials (Davies, Spencer, & Steele, 2005). Thus, a leadership setting may elicit 

feelings of a stereotype threat, which may cause women to decide against pursuing a 

leadership career. 

Four self-imposed constraints are mentioned by the top women leaders 

interviewed for this book. They cite experiences of their lack of confidence, minimal focus 

on their career, feelings of guilt, and refusal to ask for help.  

Lack of confidence. Stereotype-threatened individuals are at risk of feeling less 

confident (i.e., have lower self-efficacy) about their threatened domain-specific skills 

(Chung, Ehrhart, Ehrhart, Hattrup, & Solamon, 2010; Deemer, Thoman, Chase, & Smith, 

2014). This is consistent with the imposter syndrome whereby an individual feels 

inadequate while simultaneously experiencing substantial success and high achievements 

(Clance & Imes, 1978). For instance, the following quote describes an interviewee’s 

feelings of self-doubt, even after attaining a position in the C-suite: 

 

When I was facing all the barriers at an early stage of being the CFO, I asked 

myself often, do I even deserve to be here? Maybe I am not going to be successful. 

You become your own worst enemy when you do this (Interviewee 1).  

 

Other interviewees have observed women around them display such feelings of 

self-doubt, for example: 
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I have met quite a few women of different races, and you can see it in the way they 

sometimes are too what you call submissive and do not have enough confidence in 

themselves. Under-sell themselves, you know (Interviewee 6). 

 

The idea that they may not be “good enough” for top leadership positions can 

become a real obstacle for women. Two women describe how it inhibited their functioning 

in their respective leadership positions:  

 

I think the biggest barrier was myself [...]. Because you limit yourself. And I live 

in my head, and sometimes, I took feedback too personal[ly], and that caused a 

barrier in how I made progress (Interviewee 6). 

 

I was always thinking that, you know, people [would] come to me and propose 

promotions, you know. But in the corporate world, apparently, sometimes you 

have to cry for it, you know, and you have to ask for it. And that's where I think I 

failed a little bit, on being demanding, you know. On certain positions I always 

thought, oh no, I mean, I [was] not well qualified for it (Interviewee 14). 

 

Minimal focus on career. Interviewee 14’s quote not only describes how a lack 

of self-confidence can inhibit women’s career advancement, it also touches on another 

theme that has emerged from the interviews—that women can sometimes be less focused 

on professional growth than men and concentrate more on doing their jobs well. Their lack 

of confidence in their ability to lead shifts their attention to performing well rather than 

advancing to leadership roles. The following quote captures this experience perfectly: 

 

Let me not speak for others, but I think I have felt it for myself sometimes, the 

voices of one’s history, not being quite certain in the way that perhaps men are 

certain about their capacity to reach. So one of the things that I had to overcome 

was [the belief] that I wasn’t a leader. It took me some time before I realized [it], 

but I wanted to lead (Interviewee 17). 
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Another interviewee describes how for a long time, she was not even thinking of 

career progress at all: 

 

As women, we probably do not get so caught up in a functional kind of role that 

we may be [in] and [have not] seen a career progress in that way, but that you 

actually remove the blinders, and you start to see opportunities outside of the role 

that you may be currently fulfilling (Interviewee 9). 

 

Sometimes, women pass up a promotion for fear that it might interfere with their 

family responsibilities: 

 

I think [that] she [i.e., a typical woman] is less encouraged to ask for certain 

positions. She just says, “Okay, I have too much [on my plate]; I am not going to 

ask for a higher position because a higher position means higher responsibility, 

less time for [my] family” (Interviewee 14). 

 

Feelings of guilt. The previous quote addresses the issue of women who 

deliberately forgo a career move because of their families. However, those women who 

decide to take on the challenge still struggle with internal barriers. Women who need to 

balance work and family roles often feel guilty when they cannot spend as much time as 

they would like with their families, a sentiment expressed in the following comments: 

 

The working mother guilt trip. That was difficult (Interviewee 10). 

 

And obviously because we are women, we are nurturers. We are the ones who 

carry babies, you know. We are the ones [who] feel guilty when we can’t [take 

care of] those babies. I mean, my eldest daughter would be waiting for me in 

school until about six o'clock, sitting alone in the quad […]. And you have to 

make [a] certain decision in your mind about a situation like that and say, what’s 

my contribution to making this part of her life. She has absolutely no 
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responsibility in having a career-driven mother like me. She is supposed to be 

somewhere safe. She is supposed to have been picked up by a mum or a father at 

a particular time (Interviewee 13). 

Because balancing work and family means that at times, a woman has to sacrifice 

in both areas, feelings of guilt also arise on the work front: 

 

I was feeling guilty as a mother. And feeling guilty as a leader of a team. And just 

that guilty feeling of not knowing whether I [was] actually in control of the thing. 

Things really fell apart. I could see that I was beginning to become very alienated 

from my team. And the minute that happens, everything else falls apart. Because 

they cannot talk to you. They cannot come in and be honest with you. You cannot 

even deliver on the numbers: I would look at the numbers and I would think, oh, 

but this is fine. And I would find every excuse why the profits were not what they 

were supposed to be (Interviewee 8). 

 

Refusal to ask for help. Awareness of the negative leadership stereotype that is 

attached to the female gender role can result in another barrier that may interfere with 

women’s career progression. Some women try to avoid asking for help out of fear of 

confirming the negative stereotype that women are less competent leaders. The following 

quote describes this internal struggle that women face, while rationalizing this fear: 

 

You have to get over yourself. Because asking for help or having the ability to ask 

for help, people often see it as, now I am going to show a sign of weakness, and I 

am not going to make myself vulnerable and allow others to judge me or to judge 

me on the basis that I should know it all, and I don't actually. I think that fear of 

judgment, I think that fear of being not only judged but of revealing that I don’t 

know everything, holds people back from [asking for help]. And I think that’s sad 

because that’s very limiting. It’s a limiting belief, firstly. It’s also an unrealistic 

expectation of yourself (Interviewee 7). 

 



34 
 

Summary of self-imposed constraints. The accounts of the top women leaders 

featured in this book show how stereotypes can be internalized by women themselves and 

result in self-fulfilling prophecies. These women describe how they often lack confidence 

or observe other women around them having self-doubts in pursuing a career in leadership. 

In fact, they may not even realize that focusing on their career growth, in addition to their 

work, is an available option. The other ways in which internalized stereotypes may inhibit 

women’s professional ambitions are feeling guilty for not spending enough time for their 

families and refusing to ask for help out of fear of reinforcing the negative stereotype of 

lower competence. These findings suggest that some of the greatest obstacles to women’s 

career advancement can be self-inflicted rather than externally imposed. 

 

Social Network Limitations 

Social network limitations arise from being constrained in creating useful 

networks and utilizing existing ones. Research on gender and social networks has 

identified some restrictions in building a valuable social network, emerging from being a 

woman in a male-dominated occupation (Ibarra, 1993). Given that the quality of a person’s 

social network is positively related to career advancement outcomes (Seibert, Kraimer, & 

Liden, 2001), being unable to develop a high-quality network forms a barrier to women’s 

professional progress. 

In her seminal work on the social networks of women and minorities, Ibarra 

(1993) explains how women have more trouble forming a network containing strong 

connections with others of high status. Because people are more likely to form connections 

with individuals who are more similar to them (Byrne, 1971), it is harder for women to 

associate with others in the organizational network if it mostly consists of men 

(Kleinbaum, Stuart, & Tushman, 2013; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). 

Moreover, because higher-status positions are more likely occupied by men than by 

women (McDonald, 2011), it is more difficult for women to establish links with 

individuals who hold higher hierarchical positions that may influence promotion decisions 

(Ibarra, 1995). As a result, women’s networks have less instrumental value than those of 

their male colleagues (Ibarra, 1992), which hinders women’s career advancement.  
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Consistent with Ibarra’s (1993) conceptual framework, barriers to having or 

creating beneficial social networks, as well as experiences of lower instrumental value of 

existing networks, are mentioned by the interviewees. Being a woman has proven to be 

more difficult in establishing relationships with others, especially with men.  

[Being a woman is] a disadvantage because [establishing] relationships is not as 

easy or not the same as your colleagues, men, would establish (Interviewee 11). 

 

The other barrier, of course, is you generally would feel that you are not part of 

the boys’ club. That when you now run home to go and cook, to go and look after 

the babies and whatever, men have the time to puff the proverbial cigar and have 

the proverbial glass of brandy. And therefore, there was always within me that 

feeling, that I wish could be part of that (Interviewee 13). 

  

The lack of a useful network can have detrimental results for a person’s career 

(Seibert et al., 2001). Having a mentor in a person’s network who provides guidance and 

shows the ropes of the trajectory can be quite valuable in one’s career.  

 

The fact that you do not have somebody who, or people or an institution that is 

very close to you, that can actually walk the way with you, that [is a] barrier. I do 

not know what to call it, but I could call it a lack of insight, that kind of barrier 

(Interviewee 8). 

 

To be black and be successful in this game, the support you need to open up the 

networks, the support you need to be able to convince important clients that this is 

the person that you should be able to trust with your work, and the support that I 

am going to get there […]. I realized in my journey, in my current career, that 

unless I was actively supported and liked by the leadership, I wasn't going to 

progress beyond where I was (Interviewee 7). 

 

Without such guidance, the leadership trajectory becomes much more difficult, 

and the probability that one exits the path becomes much higher.  
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So, it is quite a lonely journey, and that is the reason why I do so much mentoring 

now because I know actually how much easier it would have been had I had 

somebody I could bounce ideas off. Pretty much all the way through, it was 

finding your own way. Sink or swim story. So I didn’t really have a mentor or role 

models that I could draw from. I just went flat out (Interviewee 18). 

 

I didn’t have any connections in the business world. I don’t come from a family 

that has any connections [with] the business world […]. I [had] no network. And 

that is the biggest reason why a lot of women and [a] lot of black people, black 

and women, fail or why they don't subsist. They don't continue on this trajectory 

(Interviewee 7).  

 

Moreover, several interviewees mention that their networks did not support them 

in the same ways that men were helped by their networks. 

 

Because we have this barrier of […] not being the white boys, you know, we miss 

the opportunities that they get in the workplace because there is an executive who 

is looking after them throughout their careers (Interviewee 13). 

 

You get allocated to different partners. Everyone was allocated to the young stars 

or the young partners or the guys [who] have really busy practices and doing 

really interesting things, and for some reason, I was allocated to a partner who 

was about three or four years away from retirement. He didn’t really care about 

me, honestly. He didn’t care. I was just an irritation in his life. His weeks 

constituted his golf sessions and then his lunches with his clients, and training a 

little enthusiastic candidate attorney was not high on his priority list (Interviewee 

7). 

 

Summary of social network limitations. Many of the women featured in the 

interviews acknowledge the importance of the social network. They also recognize how 
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the lack of a useful and supportive social network forms a barrier to their careers, and this 

obstacle is often the result of being women. Men often have better access to and receive 

more support from their networks than women do, which negatively affects women’s 

career advancement. 

 

Biased Organizational Policies 

An additional impediment that has emerged from our literature review is the 

presence of biased organizational policies—macro-level policies that favor men and/or 

disadvantage women. Such policies can include those tackling obvious and straightforward 

differences, including the absence of women’s bathrooms, the possibility of parental leave, 

and setting up flexible work arrangements, as well as policies that at first glance do not 

seem to exacerbate gender differences but in fact do, such as potentially biased 

performance reviews (Snyder, 2014), (informal) allocation of tasks (De Pater, Van Vianen, 

& Bechtoldt, 2009), and the long hours norm (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Guillaume & Pochic, 

2009). For instance, Snyder (2014) finds that women receive much more criticism in 

performance reviews than men do. De Pater and colleagues (2009) report that managers 

are more likely to assign challenging tasks to men than to women, which impairs women’s 

career advancement (Benschop, Halsema, & Schreurs, 2001). The women interviewed in 

Guillaume and Pochic’s (2009) qualitative study mention that the long hours norm means 

making sacrifices in their family life to maintain their career progress. Similar experiences 

are shared by the interviewees in our study, for example: 

 

I found that it takes something to make a bet on women for those types of roles 

[i.e., leadership roles]. Because it is a day-and-night function, you know. You 

literally work nonstop (Interviewee 6). 

 

Not only the long work hours, but also the travel required, are cited as barriers: 

Unfortunately, in the job we were in, we used to travel a lot. And so, we would get 

told: “You need to go to London tomorrow.” And so I remember I would always 

have to get on the phone and start to figure out the story for my husband 

(Interviewee 3). 
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Because of the travel, because of the demands and all that, we still lose a lot of 

women at that point (Interviewee 5). 

 

When organizations lack the structures that appeal to social groups with different 

needs than those of the majority, it can obstruct the disadvantaged social groups from 

achieving similar outcomes as the majority group does, such as job and life satisfaction 

(Kossek & Ozeki, 1998), performance (Biernat, Tocci, & Williams, 2012), retention 

(Kalev, 2014), and career advancement opportunities (Cabrera, 2007). In fact, when 

organizations have organizational policies in place that promote equality, it can even 

improve performance at the organizational level (Armstrong et al., 2010).   

However, organizations often do not recognize the need for work–life policies to 

level the playing field for both genders. The solution to some issues, such as parenthood, 

are not considered the responsibility of the organization but of women themselves: 

 

There are deep scripts that women have, and I think particularly [of] those 

women who might well have the skills but have stepped out of the workplace for a 

while. So, [we should be] creating the on-ramps and off-ramps, creating more 

accessible positions, encouraging women who are not working but could be 

working to be working, encouraging those who are working to be stepping up to 

the plate more fully (Interviewee 19). 

 

Other issues arise from the workplace being historically a male-dominated space. 

The first women entering the male-dominated workplace have encountered relatively 

obvious gender-biased structures, such as the lack of facilities for women or uniforms that 

are not tailored to female needs. 

 

My first client in the Middle East was in Saudi Arabia, and the entire 

organization consisted of men only. I was the only woman there. And so […]. No 

women’s toilets. Exactly (Interviewee 11). 
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So I said, “What is it like working down here [in the mines]?” She said, “It is 

hell.” So I said, “Tell me why?” She said, “I work an eight-hour shift. I don’t 

drink anything. For hours, I am in this hot condition here […]. [There are] no 

private facilities. They all use like cubicle things and you can’t … [.] The 

women’s overalls are [made of one piece]. So, now for women, I mean, you can’t 

get it down, you can’t actually get the thing off in the cubicle. The cubicle is for a 

stand-up. So you can’t actually go and loo (Interviewee 18). 

 

The lack of policies that are attuned to minority groups’ needs can additionally 

lead to the exclusion of such groups. For instance, an interviewee talks about how the 

language barrier limited her ability to fully engage in the workplace: 

 

In this organization, [for me,] being a Zimbabwean, the biggest thing was [the] 

language barrier. Because I remember in my first meeting, everyone was 

speaking Afrikaans, and when it was my turn to [make] a comment, I just did not 

speak in English; I commented in Shona (Interviewee 20). 

 

Sponsoring extra-organizational groups, such as sports teams, results in more 

favorable attitudes toward an organization (Collins & Stevens, 2002). Moreover, when this 

sponsorship specifically benefits women’s causes, it conveys the impression that the 

organization values gender diversity (Avery & McKay, 2006). An interviewee describes 

how her organization’s sponsorship of solely masculine activities has influenced her 

perception of its inclusiveness: 

 

If you look at extramural activities that are sponsored by the organization, […] 

they tend to be more male. I think the most inclusive one would probably be golf. 

But you tend to find that the company will sponsor soccer, rugby, you know. I 

don’t know too many companies that will sponsor netball (Interviewee 3). 

 

 Summary of biased organizational policies. Due to the ingrained masculine 

culture in organizations, which has formed naturally over the course of many years when 
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only men had been in charge of organizational life, corporate policies often accommodate 

men’s needs and provide opportunities for them. The first women who have encroached 

into the masculine culture have experienced organizational barriers caused by masculine 

norms, including the long work hours and the lack of policies catering to the needs of and 

opportunities for women, such as family-friendly policies and female-oriented facilities. 

The presence of masculine norms and the absence of female-inclusive policies are 

mentioned as distinct obstacles to women’s ascent to top leadership positions.   

 

Other Types of Discrimination 

Women do not comprise the only social group whose members encounter barriers 

placed on their career paths. Culture (Brown, 2002), age (Snape & Redman, 2003), and 

race (Pager & Shepard, 2008) may also raise hindrances in the ascent to top leadership 

positions. Given that the interviewed women leaders work for global companies and come 

from diverse backgrounds, we additionally coded for general barriers based on race, age, 

and culture in our analyses.   

Cultural discrimination. From the interviews, seven quotes are related to cultural 

discrimination. Cultural minorities report experiencing more barriers in their careers and 

less professional advancement opportunities compared to cultural majorities (Fouad & 

Byers-Winston, 2005). Cultural differences among individuals can lead to 

misunderstandings and conflicts (Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt, & Jonsen, 2010), so to 

successfully navigate the intercultural domain, it is important to be sensitive to and aware 

of cultural differences (Mor, Morris, & Joh, 2013). As an interviewee admits, it is not easy 

to recognize the differences between one’s own culture and the cultural norms and values 

of the environment: 

 

The most difficult part is, you are not a local. And that means that […] whether 

you like it or not, this circumstance pretty much is attached to your Western 

[background] and to your very rational processes. And here, that is a different 

perspective. So here, you have a much more, how can I put it, constant social 

responsibility act. So sometimes it is the changing of mindsets that is more 

difficult and not necessarily being a woman (Interviewee 11). 
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On the other hand, awareness of potential cultural differences and applying this 

knowledge in intercultural settings bring advantages, such as the ability to build trust with 

culturally different others (Chua, Morris, & Mor, 2012). For instance, leaders who are 

culturally sensitive in intercultural collaborative settings are perceived as more trustworthy 

by intercultural collaborators, resulting in higher creative performance (Chua et al., 2012). 

However, until these cultural barriers are overcome, it is difficult to fit in when the 

dominant culture is different from one’s own, as an interviewee states: 

 

I guess, which I still see now is [that] it was a lot, obviously the cultural barriers. 

I mean, […] it is known that the mining environment is a strong Afrikaans 

environment. So, you know, to fit in has been very difficult. But what has been 

important is making them understand what I am bringing, you know. So the 

cultural barriers in terms of fitting in (Interviewee 4). 

 

In fact, a cultural faux pas can occur frequently:  

 

Being too straightforward and direct is a barrier in the Mexican culture. The 

Mexican culture is a lot about face saving (Interviewee 2). 

 

Age discrimination. Six quotes extracted from the interviews are categorized as 

accounts of age discrimination. Being regarded as “too young” or “too old” can result in 

perceptions of less access to promotions (Snape & Redman, 2003). Research on youthful 

appearances (i.e., baby faces) finds that while a more youthful face is more often seen as 

trustworthy, warm, and innocent (Zebrowitz, 1997), it can be a barrier to achieving high-

power positions due to stereotypical perceptions of incompetence and weakness (Rule & 

Ambady, 2008; Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2005). Given that women’s facial features tend to 

more often resemble those of a baby face (e.g., big eyes, small nose) than those of men 

(Keating, 1985; Senior, Phillips, Barnes, & David, 1999), and being youthful is considered 

an important aspect of women’s physical attractiveness, in assessing workplace 

competence (Marlowe, Schneider, & Nelson, 1996), women are more prone to suffer from 
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stereotypically negative evaluations regarding perceptions of their age. An interviewee 

talks about her interaction with a client who views her youthfulness as a sign of 

incompetence: 

One thing that I think, especially before at some point, age was a factor. So, when 

I started my career as a manager […], I had responsibility and all that, and 

sometimes the client would look at me and think, oh, who is this ‘baby’, you know 

(Interviewee 5). 

 

Another interviewee shares how being younger lessens her influence on which 

topics are discussed during meetings: 

 

So sitting at the table, actually voicing an opinion, I do feel that because of age 

sometimes, and when you are the lowest contributing person, the next one may be 

10 to 15 [years] older than you, the type of conversation is steered in a different 

way, based maybe on more mature topics, if you will (Interviewee 1). 

 

Racial discrimination. Five interview excerpts refer to racial discrimination, all 

of which come from nonwhite women. In Western cultures, racial discrimination arises 

from stereotypical perceptions about leaders being White, as demonstrated in a series of 

experiments (Rosette et al., 2008). This bias results in perceptions of greater leadership 

effectiveness and potential for Whites versus nonwhites (Rosette et al., 2008). In fact, 

Greenhaus, Parasuraman, and Wormley (1990) have found that Black managers have 

lower promotability ratings and are more likely to have reached career plateaus than White 

managers, indicating that this racial bias forms a real barrier in nonwhites’ careers. An 

interviewee has even experienced racial bias as the most significant obstacle in her career: 

 

I think the first [barrier] would be definitely race, gender, and then most recently, 

age (Interviewee 1). 

 

In the workplace, higher status is accorded to being White, accompanied by more 

positive views of anticipated performance, and is therefore preferred in workplace 
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interactions (cf. status characteristics theory, see Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972). This 

racial bias persists in emerging markets although nonwhites do not necessarily constitute a 

numerical minority in these countries. For instance, 20.8% of US citizens (US Census, 

2016) and approximately 20% of EU citizens are nonwhites, while Brazil counts 47.7% 

Whites (Censo Demográfico, 2010). In South Africa, the country with the largest 

proportion of Whites in Africa, they only comprise 8.7% of the national population 

(Statistics South Africa, 2013). An interviewee shares her experience with this form of 

racial discrimination: 

 

I did feel that, to be very honest, in the Middle East, where more preference is 

given to the white skin and not [to] people from colored backgrounds. If you are 

from India, if you are from the Philippines, you are only a second-class citizen 

(Interviewee 21). 

 

 Summary of other types of discrimination. The interviewed women hold 

simultaneous memberships in multiple social groups, which represent additional obstacles 

to their professional careers. The top women leaders report experiencing cultural, age, and 

racial discrimination. These findings suggest that further insights into the experiences of 

women top leaders can be gleaned by also focusing on the differences that occur exist 

within the social category of gender.  

 

Other Barriers 

Twenty-four quotes extracted from the interviews could not be classified under 

the categories that emerged from our literature review. After analyzing these uncategorized 

quotes, two themes emerged—qualifications and representation.  

Qualifications. Barriers relating to qualifications do not necessarily arise from 

gender bias, and they include not possessing the required attributes for the aspired job. 

Lacking the right qualifications mostly stems from a lack of knowledge, not having access 

to information, or from inexperience. For instance, if someone does not know which 

opportunities are available, one cannot take advantage of them. The following quote comes 

from an interviewee who decided to pursue an MBA degree later in life: 
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I did not know that if I wanted to go into business, I had to do my MBA earlier 

than I did. That for me [was] a barrier in terms of knowledge and understanding 

[…] and being informed (Interviewee 8). 

 

Another interviewee describes how careers reach plateaus when a degree is not 

obtained in the desired country: 

 

And the other barrier I have is not having a Ph.D. So, because I [studied] 

chemistry, and then I went [on] to a masters in chemistry, and then I [earned an] 

MBA. And where I work, they will not consider a Mexican Ph.D. You will need a 

US Ph.D. So if I ever want to go to a position above, I will need a US Ph.D. 

(Interviewee 2). 

 

These women do not recognize their lack of qualifications as a gender-biased 

barrier per se. However, some research indicates that the lack of qualifications can be the 

result of a gender bias. For instance, women are less likely than men to have line 

experience, one of the requirements for advancing to the senior management level (Oakley, 

2000). Additionally, given that the interviewees work in emerging markets and that women 

have less access to educational opportunities in those countries compared to men 

(Financial Times, 2014), the lack of qualifications might well be a barrier that is more 

often faced by women than by men.  

Representation. Underrepresentation of women is not only a result of obstacles 

that they encounter throughout their careers; some women also recognize it as a barrier in 

and of itself. One interviewee refers to it as the so-called glass ceiling: 

 

There are a lot of women journalists, especially [at] the bottom. But the more you 

go up, the less you will see them, that’s for sure. Yes, so there is a glass ceiling 

(Interviewee 14). 
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The lack of women at the top, or at least the lack of individuals who call attention 

to gender issues, can prevent the change needed to facilitate women’s career advancement. 

If almost no one voices a different view on gender-related issues, the circumstances will 

probably remain the same. For instance, Dobbin, Kim, and Kalev (2011) find that the 

number of women in upper management is positively related to the likelihood that an 

organization adopts a diversity program, indicating that change does not come naturally. 

Advocates should be in place, with the power and authority to actually make equality a 

priority. If most top managers are male, gender inequity will less likely be brought to the 

forefront, and the conditions will more likely remain the same, as pointed out by an 

interviewee:  

 

I think that the biggest thing is the inertia of human systems to stay the same and 

stay with what is comfortable. And that is the problem, because we are not at that 

tipping point in numbers yet. So the more comfortable ways to stay the same, 

which means, you know, surround yourself and employ more guys, and that is a 

known environment, and it is much more comfortable. So, that’s I think the 

biggest thing. We have not yet got [the] critical mass of women in senior positions 

(Interviewee 18). 

 

However, representation of women in top leader positions does not necessitate 

support for diversity, as women who have reached upper managerial positions may not 

have positive views of women who are not there yet. In fact, research shows that women 

can express stronger negative bias against other women than men do (Ellemers, van den 

Heuvel, de Gilder, Maass, & Bonvini, 2004). Among the interviewees, such experiences 

are felt as well: 

 

But there is also some truth to the fact that sometimes, there is more jealousy also 

among women, you know (Interviewee 14). 

 

You never see another woman recommend one. So even at the boardroom table it 

is not happening, and it is not happening in middle management. I think there is 
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maybe more collaboration and support on the woman-to-woman basis on the 

shop floor. Once they leave that and move into lower management, middle 

management, it is lost. And I can only think that it is a competition thing 

(Interviewee 15). 

 

No Barriers 

Interestingly, when asked the barrier question, several women leaders (n = 9) 

explicitly deny experiencing possible obstacles to their leadership careers. However, based 

on the review of the entire transcript, all of these women report (earlier or later in their 

interviews) having experienced various barriers early in their careers. Some women 

emphatically state not having encountered impediments due to their gender: 

 

Is there a gender-specific challenge? No. Is the language gender specific? No. 

Was I conscious that I was the first woman? Not, no. No (Interviewee 9). 

 

[Has being a woman made your career more difficult?] No (Interviewee 16). 

 

If you look at my organization itself, you know, there are as many women as men. 

I have never, never seen a disparity between men and women in this organization 

[....]. Even in the top leadership. I have never seen that disparity. They are very, 

very amenable to female employees. I have never had a concern where I felt, oh, 

there is gender disparity in some ways. Not at all (Interviewee 21). 

 

In my personal experience, I have been very lucky that for me, race or gender or 

any of these never played a role in my career progression (Interviewee 5). 

 

Even when probed to think more critically about gender-specific barriers, they do 

not change their minds as illustrated in these excerpts from one interview: 
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I have not really faced many external barriers really, no. I do not feel I have had 

any external barriers. No. I think I have achieved professionally wise whatever I 

wanted at every moment of my life (Interviewee 22). 

 [Research indicates that race, ethnicity, and culture might also be barriers to 

women’s progress as they ascend the organizational hierarchies. Has that been 

your experience? Would you have any examples in that respect?] No, I cannot. I 

really cannot answer that because […] I sit on the board for three times a year. 

So, I do not have enough experience. In my day-to-day work, I do not see any 

differences because we are all the same (Interviewee 22). 

 

[Would you also say there are not many structural impediments?] No. I sure have 

had problems and conflicts and …, but I cannot remember anything special, you 

know (Interviewee 22). 

 

Some women do mention barriers, but they do not consider these gender-specific 

challenges. They emphasize how they took matters into their hands and assumed 

responsibility for their situation, for example:  

 

Yes, we are [in] a male-dominated environment. Yes, we have changed already, a 

little bit. But I have never seen that as a barrier because it is what you make of it, 

you know. Yes, there were times [when] you would sit on [the same] level for 

years, but I deliberately drove it. So, maybe some people could see that as a 

barrier because they are not moving as fast, as the manager does not see their 

potential. But I drove it. If I did not drive my career myself, probably it would not 

have been where it is now. But I did not see that as a barrier (Interviewee 6). 

 

An interviewee recognizes that her gender, race, and cultural background have 

probably presented obstacles to her career. However, she does not feel that these 

hindrances have been significant enough to threaten people’s careers: 
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I think, like all barriers, they [race, ethnicity, culture] are all there. There [are] 

many different barriers. Those are a couple of them. They have been my 

experience to a large extent. But I don’t think that they are so offensive that they 

will stop careers from progressing (Interviewee 1). 

This phenomenon, that is, women downplaying or not recognizing the gender-

specific challenges they face in their careers, is consistent with previous research showing 

that women sometimes work hard to take gender out of the equation as a performance 

explanation (Crosby, 1984). Instead, they make an extra effort to focus on being 

acknowledged for their skills and talents (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). However, our study’s 

qualitative results indicate that the women who do not perceive the barriers they have 

experienced as gender-specific have in fact faced similar obstacles as the women who 

believe they have encountered gender-specific challenges in their careers.  

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  

Research on barriers that women face throughout their careers has mostly 

involved women from developed countries in the Western hemisphere. In our current 

study, we find that top women leaders in emerging markets face similar obstacles 

encountered by their female peers in more developed markets. From our review of the 

transcribed interviews, six types of barriers emerged that were consistent with those 

identified in our extensive literature review on the barriers that women face in their 

careers. The six types of barriers were gender-based stereotypes, work–life conflict, self-

imposed constraints, social network limitations, biased organizational policies, and other 

types of discrimination, such as cultural, age, and racial biases.  

Moreover, qualifications and representation are two additional barriers (although 

not as prominent as the other six in existing gender research) that have emerged from the 

interviews with the women leaders. Several women leaders acknowledge how their lack of 

qualifications has hindered them from advancing to higher positions. Because women in 

emerging economies may not have comparable access to education as men in emerging 

markets and women in developed markets, this barrier is probably quite salient to their 

professional development. The second additional barrier, representation, is not always 

prominently recognized as a leadership obstacle in gender research as it has mostly been 
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examined as a result of other existing career drawbacks. However, a few women leaders 

identify the lack of representation as an impediment to their own career advancement since 

it may exacerbate the lack of fit for women as leaders and may reduce the likelihood of 

gender advocacy. 

While the hindrances mentioned are often recognized as gender-specific 

challenges that they have faced as women and that men encounter to a (much) lesser 

extent, several women deny having experienced barriers that are significant enough to 

influence their careers, or they refute having encountered obstacles at all when directly 

asked about such barriers. However, these women mention experiences of gender-specific 

impediments in other parts of their interviews. These results indicate that despite our 

increasing understanding of gender bias and its consequent barriers, not all women 

recognize the barriers as such (Ibarra et al., 2013).  

In this qualitative study, we have attempted to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the various barriers faced by the women leaders in emerging markets 

who are featured in this book. Our results illustrate that complex obstacles remain as major 

aspects of organizational life and continue to influence women in their careers (Ibarra et 

al., 2013). We hope that our work can inspire aspiring women leaders who encounter 

comparable hurdles to persevere in their career pursuits and remain steadfast in striving to 

attain their professional goals.   
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CHAPTER 3 

A NETWORK UTILIZATION PERSPECTIVE ON THE CAREER 

ADVANCEMENT OF MINORITIES IN MANAGEMENT 

 

ABSTRACT 

Research suggests that minorities (i.e., women and racial minorities) are 

structurally constrained by their network with regard to acquiring social capital, which 

contributes to the underrepresentation of minorities in management. Research also 

indicates, however, that minority members who do have social capital within the 

organization do not receive the same benefits from their favorable network position 

compared to structurally equivalent majority members. We present a theoretical framework 

that addresses this issue by focusing on the intersection of social networks and agency. We 

argue that network utilization (the extent to which network ties are utilized for work or 

career purposes by actors and alters) explains why minority actors achieve worse career 

advancement outcomes compared to structurally equivalent majority actors. In addition, 

we identify three types of moderator categories that influence the network utilization 

process: factors that influence social category salience, factors that influence reactions to 

salient social categories, and factors that influence the relative importance of career tie 

utilization for career purposes. We outline how these factors enhance or attenuate 

constraints in minorities’ network utilization and career advancement over and above the 

structural constraints minorities face in creating high levels of social capital.  
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INTRODUCTION 

For women and ethnic minorities (referred to as “minorities” in the remainder of 

this paper) in organizations, the road to the top of the organizational hierarchy is not a 

straight line. Rather, it is more like a labyrinth (Eagly & Carli, 2007a, 2007b; Wyatt & 

Silvester, 2015), a journey filled with many winding roads and dead ends. There are 

numerous accounts that describe the barriers minorities experience in organizations when 

striving to obtain higher leadership positions that white men do not face, at least not to the 

same extent (Eagly & Carli, 2007a; Evetts, 1998; Wyatt & Silvester, 2015). These 

experiences are substantiated and validated by hard numbers: throughout the Western 

corporate world, minorities are consistently underrepresented in leadership positions. For 

instance, in 2014, 10 percent of the CEOs of Fortune 500 companies were minorities (i.e. 

not a white male; Zweigenhaft, 2014), compared to 61.5 percent of the U.S. working 

population who are not white males (US Census, 2013). What is more, this “minority gap” 

cannot be (fully) explained by differences in ambition or career choices (Emrich, Carter, & 

Beninger, 2015) and is partly the result of discriminatory practices in organizations 

(Heilman & Eagly, 2008). 

Several explanations have been offered to explain how discrimination leads to the 

minority gap at the (top) management level. People tend to associate leadership with 

characteristics (e.g., confidence, dominance, competence) that are also associated with men 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011). Moreover, being white 

appears to be a central characteristic of the leadership prototype too (Carton & Rosette, 

2011; Gündemir, Homan, De Dreu, & Van Vugt, 2014; Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 

2008). This implicit preference for a leader to be a white male presents an obstacle to those 

who are not a white male: because women and non-whites have fewer characteristics that 

are associated with the leader category (Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Lyness & Heilman, 

2006; Sy et al., 2010) and are generally associated with lower status positions than white 

men (Berger, Rosenholtz, & Zelditch, 1980), they are perceived to be less effective leaders 

(cf. Eagly & Karau, 2002), even though research does not support the notion of superior 

leadership performance of majorities over minorities (cf. Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani, 

1995).  
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These categorization processes in which demographic attributes are used to derive 

conclusions about individuals’ characteristics and suitability for leadership positions 

determine much of the social interaction between people. An important consequence is that 

they also affect the social networks of people in organizations (e.g., Ibarra, 1993; 

McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; Mehra, Kilduff, & Brass, 1998). If biases favor 

white males in powerful positions, white males are more likely to be overrepresented in 

important positions. As a result, because people tend to form network ties with similar 

others (Ibarra, 1993), other white males have better opportunities to create a favorable 

network (i.e., high levels of social capital; Burt, 2000) for advancing in their careers 

(McDonald, 2011).  

That these social categorization processes play a significant role in how people’s 

networks are formed has been well-documented in social networks research. Actor 

similarity based on demographic variables is an antecedent of interpersonal networks 

(Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004; McPherson et al., 2001). As a result, 

minorities find themselves more often at unfavorable peripheral positions (and therefore 

less often in advantageous central positions) in the organizational network (Mehra et al., 

1998). Thus, minorities are presented with obstacles in creating social capital due to 

people’s tendency to create homophilous ties (Ibarra, 1993; Joshi & Knight, 2015). 

Because a lack of social capital leads, among other things, to fewer opportunities for career 

advancement (Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2005), minorities are less likely to advance 

in the organizational hierarchy.  

However, acquiring high levels of social capital is not the only constraint 

minorities face. Research seems to indicate that social capital is a less accurate predictor of 

minorities’ career advancement than of majorities’ career advancement (James, 2000; Metz 

& Tharenou, 2005; Ng et al., 2005; Sagas & Cunningham, 2005). In addition, research 

shows that the same behavior in the same network position does not yield the same results 

when it is performed by a minority compared to a majority (Burt, 2000; Burt, 1998), 

suggesting that individual outcomes are a function of both the position of an individual 

within the larger network structure and their personal characteristics and individual 

behavior (i.e., agency). In fact, a growing volume of empirical evidence shows that there 

are interactive influences of social networks and personal characteristics (e.g., Baer, 2010; 
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Zhou, Shin, Brass, Choi, & Zhang, 2009). Current social network theories do not 

sufficiently account for the network constraints minorities face in advancing to (higher) 

management positions. Thus, in addition to a structuralist social network perspective, an 

alternative focus is needed that takes human agency into account (cf. Ibarra, Kilduff, & 

Tsai, 2005; Kilduff & Brass, 2010; van den Brink & Benschop, 2014) to fully explain why 

minorities are underrepresented in (top) management positions.  

The conceptual framework we put forth in this paper combines perspectives from 

social network theory with social categorization perspectives from social psychology to 

outline how personal characteristics interact with social networks, and how this constrains 

minorities’ careers. The result is a theory of career advancement in which we argue that 

network utilization is the missing link in the explanation why minorities are 

underrepresented in top management positions, over and above the structural constraints 

they face.  

The proposed framework illustrates how individuals’ demographics influence 

their career advancement via network utilization for work and career purposes by the 

individual (actor), and by the individual’s network connections (direct and indirect alters). 

We draw from status characteristics theory, leadership categorization theory, and 

stereotype threat theory to propose that minority actors engage in less work tie utilization 

and less career tie utilization compared to majority actors. Building on human information 

processing theories, we subsequently propose that alters engage in less work tie utilization 

and in less career supporting activities with minority actors compared to majority actors. 

Furthermore, we propose that these biased information processes influence how actors are 

referred to indirect alters in their networks.  

While these social categorization processes have a pervasive influence in network 

utilization processes, moderating factors may enhance or attenuate this influence. First, 

salience of social categories is a necessary precondition to elicit social categorization 

processes, and there are moderating influences on the relationship between demographic 

differences and social category salience. When social categories do become salient, we 

argue there are two ways to attenuate the differences in network utilization and career 

advancement between minorities and majorities: by eliciting positive reactions to social 

categories, and by reducing the importance of especially career tie utilization. Accordingly, 



55 
 

we identify three categories of moderator variables that interact with the network 

utilization process to enhance or attenuate the effects of social categorization processes in 

social networks: (1) factors that influence social category salience, i.e., factors that 

determine the extent to which a social category becomes salient to individuals in a certain 

context; (2) factors that influence reactions to salient social categories; and (3) factors that 

influence the importance of career tie utilization for career advancement. See Figure 1 for a 

visual of the theoretical model as put forth in this paper. 
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A NETWORK UTILIZATION PERSPECTIVE ON CAREER ADVANCEMENT 

Social networks research distinguishes between many different types of ties 

between organizational members (Borgatti, Mehra, Brass, & Labianca, 2009), such as 

information exchange, advice seeking and giving, friendship, etc. While these ties 

represent conceptually distinct constructs, they are highly correlated in practice (Borgatti 

& Foster, 2003), and they provide functionally equivalent potential value to an actor’s 

career. Any social network connection, be it a colleague, a friend in the organization, or 

superior, is a potential resource with regard to an actor’s career advancement and may 

impact an actor’s career in various ways. Anyone may prove to be a source of information 

with regard to interesting job openings, may offer advice on how to face the hurdles an 

actor could encounter in their careers, can offer their expertise to help improve task 

outcomes, or be the linking pin to someone else with valuable information or to an 

important and influential upper-level manager. Therefore, rather than focusing on 

potentially different but highly correlated ties, we focus on social ties more broadly 

defined to include these nuances in interpersonal connections, which we together 

understand to make up an individual’s social capital (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003).  

Higher values of social capital are associated with more central network positions 

(Krackhardt, 1996) and strategic network positions (Burt, 1992), which are positively 

related to performance (Burt, 1982) and career advancement (Ng et al., 2005). An 

advantageous network position with high levels of social capital is thus an important 

predictor of individuals’ career outcomes. Constraints minorities face in attaining high 

levels of social capital have been well documented (Ibarra, 1993; Mehra et al., 1998) and 

explain in part why minorities’ career advancement differs from majorities’ career 

advancement. 

If acquiring social capital would be the only constraint for minorities’ career 

advancement, it would mean that once a minority attains a favorable position in the 

network, she or he should be able to enjoy the same benefits as structurally equivalent (i.e., 

in a similar network position) majorities. If that were the case, it would have been 

sufficient to offer strategies for minorities to successfully build their network to enhance 

their social capital, which would then lead to similar career advancement opportunities as 

majorities have. However, research still finds differences in career advancement outcomes 
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between minorities and majorities after controlling for a number of social capital variables 

such as racial similarity and tie strength (James, 2000; Sagas & Cunningham, 2006), 

network size, intraorganizational ties, and hierarchical ties (Sagas & Cunningham, 2006), 

and status, closeness, and gender of the network connections (Metz & Tharenou, 2001). In 

addition, individuals’ use of their strategic networking positions have been found to be less 

effective for minorities compared to majorities (Burt, 1998; 2000). It seems that even to 

the extent that minorities attain higher levels of social capital, they do not reap the same 

benefits from these more advantageous positions as do majorities.  

From these results, we can conclude that even though structural factors are an 

important influence on individual outcomes, better insights into the crucial role of actors 

and their behavior in networks are needed (van den Brink & Benschop, 2014) to account 

for differences in individual outcomes that cannot be explained by structural factors. 

Offering theory that integrates agency and structure is thus imperative to fully understand 

why minorities are underrepresented in leadership positions. In order to provide such a 

theoretical framework, first a thorough understanding of the mechanism linking social 

capital and career advancement is needed to identify where in this process structure meets 

agency. 

Social capital creates network benefits, such as access to information and 

resources, which in turn may affect career advancement positively (Seibert, Kraimer, & 

Liden, 2001). However, access to information and resources does not necessarily imply 

that an actor actually can and will use the available information and resources (Gulati & 

Srivastava, 2014). Differences between individuals exist that determine whether they act 

on the available information and resources within their network or not. In the remainder of 

this conceptual framework, we will argue how social categorization processes affect the 

use of available information and resources in social networks, and how these processes can 

account for the minority gap in management, over and above the structural constraints 

minorities face throughout the process of their career advancement.  

To describe how one makes use of the available information and resources in an 

individual’s network, we introduce the concept network utilization to capture the key 

process that brings an agency perspective into the structuralist perspective on career 

advancement in minorities’ networks. We define network utilization as the way in which 



59 
 

an individual makes use of the existing connections (ties) in their network, which is 

different from network creation, i.e., the forming of new network ties. The existing 

connections in the network offer career advancement opportunities for individuals within 

the network, but to what extent and how these opportunities are exploited differs between 

individuals. Network utilization can be enacted by an actor (i.e., individuals utilizing their 

social network connections) as well as by alters (i.e., alters utilizing their connection to an 

actor). An actor’s or an alter’s decision to engage in network utilization is likely to be 

influenced by social categorization processes. In the following sections, we explain how 

minority actors and majority actors differ in network utilization, and how alters utilize their 

network ties to minorities differently than their ties to majorities. These network utilization 

differences lead to career disadvantages for minority actors compared to structurally 

equivalent majority actors.  

 

Network utilization for work and career purposes  

While there may be many reasons why individuals advance in their careers, two 

of the most important factors that have a significant impact on the improvement of one’s 

career advancement are task performance and career support from the network (Ng et al., 

2005). As argued above, an actor’s social capital may provide a range of benefits for an 

actor’s career advancement. The resources in an actor’s network each may provide unique 

contributions to an actor’s career advancement, which may contribute to improving the 

actor’s task performance (Sparrowe, Liden, Wayne, & Kraimer, 2001), or by directly 

providing resources related to career advancement (Podolny & Baron, 1997; Seibert et al., 

2001). Therefore, we distinguish between two specific purposes with which network 

utilization can take place: work utilization of network ties (or work tie utilization) and 

career utilization of network ties (or career tie utilization). 

Work tie utilization is defined as engaging in network utilization with the purpose 

of enhancing task performance. An example of an actor engaging in work tie utilization 

would be requesting a direct alter to provide input (e.g., information, task advice, 

procedural knowledge) on the project the actor is working on. Work tie utilization by an 

actor increases the actor’s task performance, because it allows for the integration of 

multiple perspectives into the actor’s task (Joshi, Liao, & Jackson, 2006), and gives an 
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actor more insight into the requirements of the task output. High performance in turn is one 

of the requirements for career advancement (Ng et al., 2005). Thus, an actor’s work tie 

utilization influences career advancement of an actor positively, yet indirectly through 

increased job performance. 

Career tie utilization is defined as engaging in network utilization with the 

purpose of improving one’s own career advancement opportunities in the future. Examples 

of an actor engaging in career tie utilization include asking an alter for a reference, 

informing a direct alter of the actor’s wishes of attaining a leadership position or receiving 

a promotion, asking alters to be on the lookout for career opportunities that might be 

suitable for the actor, requesting career advice from alters, and maintaining relationships 

with alters that could potentially help the actor’s career in the future. An alter who is aware 

of an actor’s career ambitions is more likely to share information about career 

opportunities with the actor, endorse the actor for various career opportunities, or even 

offering the actor a promotion, assuming there is no competition between the actor and the 

alter. Actors can in turn act upon this knowledge about career opportunities by pursuing 

them. If actors do not discuss their career ambitions with alters, less information will be 

shared with them about career opportunities. As a result, these actors find out about career 

opportunities later, too late, or not at all. 

Because “people are likely to weight their preferences according to [...] 

perceptions [of opportunities to jobs] in order not to waste time pursuing ‘poor bets’, 

people will balance their preferences with their sense of what is possible” (Gottfredson, 

1981: 570). Hence, if a network is seen as a resource for task improvement, it will become 

more likely that these ties to other connections in the network will be used in order to 

improve task performance (i.e., work tie utilization). Similarly, if a network is perceived to 

provide opportunities for career advancement, ties to other connections in the network will 

more probably be used for career purposes. These different ways of utilizing the network 

are not mutually exclusive: a tie may be perceived to be valuable for both work purposes 

and career purposes. Whether or not one engages in network utilization with regard to 

career purposes or work purposes depends on how useful the network is perceived to be 

for those purposes (i.e., will the resources in the actor’s network contribute to achieving 

the actor’s goal [work or career related]?), and how fruitful endeavors of network 
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utilization for those purposes are perceived to be (i.e., what will an actor’s attempts to tap 

into those work or career resources yield?).  

Because an individual’s decision to engage in network utilization depends on 

subjective perceptions, there is room for biases to influence these subjective decisions 

(Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 2002), and thus ultimately the decision to engage in 

network utilization. Some evidence that social categorization processes influence the 

network utilization process can be found in research on networking behaviors, i.e., 

individuals’ attempts “to develop and maintain relationships with others who have the 

potential to assist them in their work or career” (Forret & Dougherty, 2001: 284). 

However, the research findings with regard to differences between the extent to which 

minorities and majorities engage in networking behaviors (e.g., Klyver & Foley, 2012; 

Shantz, Wright, & Latham, 2011; Watson, 2012; Bensaou, Galunic, & Jonczyk-Sédès, 

2014; Forret & Dougherty, 2001) and differences in networking behavior effectiveness 

(Forret & Dougherty, 2004; Sing, Kumra, & Vinnicombe, 2002; van Emmerik, 2006; Katz 

& Williams, 1997) are inconclusive due to at least three reasons: (1) the research lacks a 

clear distinction between creating new network connections and utilizing existing network 

connections, even though creating network ties might require a different approach than 

utilizing network ties (cf. Borgatti et al., 2009), (2) the research lacks a distinction between 

work and career purposes, while perceptions of ties’ usefulness for work and career 

purposes are in fact distinct (cf. Ibarra, 1995), and (3) these studies do not account for 

effects of the broader organizational network, which suggests that differences between 

minorities and majorities may have been caused by restrictions resulting from their 

network position (cf. Ibarra, 1993) instead of their social category. To overcome these 

conceptual shortcomings we focus on how existing network ties are utilized for work 

purposes and for career purposes, given the same structural network position, to outline a 

clear and specific line of argumentation for the existence of social categorization processes 

in network utilization.  

Differences in engaging in network utilization by majority actors versus 

minority actors. To assess the usefulness of one’s network for task improvement, a 

comparison is made between what the actor’s job requires and how the alters surrounding 

the actor could potentially contribute to improving the actor’s job performance. The 
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decision with whom to engage in work tie utilization is thus based upon what alters could 

potentially add, which is a structural factor and does not covary with the demographic 

characteristics of the actor, assuming structural equivalence. A minority actor’s network 

should offer the same resources as a structurally equivalent majority actor’s network, and 

as such, minority actors and majority actors wanting to improve their task performance 

will perceive their networks as providing similar levels of potential contributions to the 

actor’s task (Ibarra, 1995). 

However, while perceptions of the usefulness of their network for task 

performance are similar for structurally equivalent majority actors and minority actors, 

expectations of whether the actor will be successful in gaining access to the (e.g., 

informational) resources their network holds may differ. Minority actors may fear that if 

they engage in work tie utilization in the form of seeking help from their network 

connections, this may be perceived by their network connections as affirming their 

incompetence due to their lower social status (Berger et al., 1980; Lee, 1997; Tessler & 

Schwartz, 1972), while majority actors are unlikely to feel that work tie utilization affirms 

incompetence because this is not an aspect of the majority stereotype, and thus cannot be 

affirmed with actions performed by the majority actor.  

 

Proposition 1a. Minorities engage in less work tie utilization than majorities, 

which contributes to lower career advancement via job performance for 

minorities compared to majorities. 

 

Assessing the usefulness of an actor’s network for career purposes entails a 

comparison between what the actor has to offer and what the environment requires from a 

leader. Whether actors themselves perceive a fit with the future leadership job is 

influenced by social categorization processes based on the actor’s characteristics (cf. 

Peters, Ryan, Haslam, & Fernandes, 2012). Perceived incongruence between the actor’s 

demographic characteristics and the characteristics that are associated with the leadership 

stereotype leads actors to perceive their network as less useful for career purposes, because 

they see fewer opportunities to advance to a leadership position where they feel their social 

category and their characteristics would fit. Conversely, perceived congruence between an 
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actor’s stereotype and the leadership stereotype leads actors to recognize more 

opportunities for career advancement. Given that a majority actor’s stereotype is congruent 

with the stereotype of a leader, while a minority actor’s stereotype is incongruent with the 

leader stereotype, majority actors will perceive their networks as being more useful for 

career purposes compared to minority actors (Ibarra, 1995).  

Minority actors’ perceived incongruence with a leader role is also more likely to 

lead to feelings of stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 

1999). Stereotype threatened individuals feel discouraged to take on roles that are not 

consistent with the stereotype that is attached to their own social category (Keller & 

Dauenheimer, 2003) and will avoid taking on such a role (Davies, Spencer, & Steele, 

2005). Moreover, minorities will feel uncomfortable utilizing their network for career 

purposes, because engaging in career tie utilization, i.e., communicating with their network 

that, contrary to stereotypical expectations, a leadership position would be a good fit, 

would defy the existing social status hierarchy (Berger et al., 1980; Sidanius & Pratto, 

2001). In sum, majority actors view their networks as being more useful for career 

purposes, and view engaging in career tie utilization as more legitimate, while minority 

actors perceive their networks as being less useful for career purposes, feel that engaging 

in career tie utilization is less legitimate, and expect more rejection from their network 

when they would engage in career tie utilization.  

 

Proposition 1b. Minorities engage in less career tie utilization than majorities, 

which contributes to lower career advancement for minorities compared to 

majorities. 

 

While minority actors engage less in both work tie utilization and career tie 

utilization than majority actors, this is not to say that these differences between minorities 

and majorities occur to the same degree or are equally impactful. The decision to engage in 

career tie utilization is influenced by social categorization processes, both when assessing 

a fit between themselves and a future leadership role, as well as when actually engaging in 

career tie utilization. Conversely, only part of the decision making process to engage in 

work tie utilization is influenced by social categorization processes. Social categorization 
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processes do not influence an actor’s assessment of the network’s usefulness for work 

purposes, but do influence the decision to engage in work tie utilization.  

In addition, while minority actors fear stereotypical confirmation of incompetence 

that is associated with their social category by asking for help, this would not be 

incongruent with the minority social category stereotype. Thus, while engaging in career 

tie utilization would defy the existing social status hierarchy, work tie utilization would 

not. As a result, minority actors feel less constrained utilizing their ties for work purposes 

than for career purposes. In sum, because less opportunities for bias occur for work tie 

utilization than for career tie utilization, we expect that the difference in career tie 

utilization between minority actors and majority actors will be larger than the difference in 

work tie utilization.  

 

Proposition 1c. Differences between minorities and majorities are greater for 

career tie utilization than for work tie utilization.  

 

Although work tie utilization increases current job performance, it does not 

necessarily change alters’ assessment of an actor’s future job performance positively—

especially if the future job requires a different skill set. A leadership role is generally 

associated with different requirements (cf. Borman & Motowidlo, 1997) and stereotypes 

(cf. Sy, 2010) than a non-leader role. Moreover, perceptions of what is expected from 

leaders and non-leaders differ between individuals and is dependent upon individual 

characteristics of both leaders and non-leaders (van Gils, van Quaquebeke, & van 

Knippenberg, 2010). Thus, even though an actor may have high in-role performance and 

this correlates with career advancement (Ng et al., 2005), it will not necessarily translate in 

the expectation that this actor will perform well in a role that requires a different set of 

skills.  

In addition, increasing one’s job performance through work tie utilization does 

not actively signal that the individual wishes to advance in their career. It could be that an 

actor increases their job performance in order to be more eligible for a future job 

opportunity, but if the actor never communicates this, it is more likely that others attribute 
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the actor’s work tie utilization simply to a desire to increase current job performance, 

without inferring any career ambitions beyond that.  

On the other hand, actors who engage in career tie utilization actively signal their 

career advancement wishes. The alters in their networks know they can help the actor with 

her or his career, such as writing an endorsement letter, introducing the actor to an 

important connection, or even simply being on the lookout for job opportunities for these 

actors. As a result, these alters interpret the actors’ behaviors more likely as intentions to 

increase their chances at future job opportunities. Hence, an actor’s career utilization of the 

network is more directly and positively related to career advancement, and should 

therefore have a greater impact on an actor’s career advancement, than an actor’s work tie 

utilization (Wayne, Liden, Kraimer, & Graf, 1999). 

 

Proposition 1d. Career tie utilization has a stronger positive effect on career 

advancement than work tie utilization. 

 

The differential impact of career versus work tie utilization on career 

advancement exacerbates differences in career advancement outcomes between minority 

and majority actors. Not only is the difference in career tie utilization larger than in work 

tie utilization between minority actors and majority actors, the larger difference in career 

tie utilization additionally contributes to minorities’ lower career advancement. Because 

career tie utilization is more directly and more strongly related to career advancement than 

work tie utilization, as a result, minorities will receive fewer opportunities for career 

advancement from their network. 

 

Proposition 1e. Because career tie utilization has a stronger positive effect on 

career advancement than work tie utilization, and because differences in career 

tie utilization between minorities and majorities are larger than difference in 

work tie utilization, differences in career tie utilization contribute more to the 

lower career advancement of minorities as compared with majorities than 

differences in work tie utilization. 
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Differences in outcomes of minority actor versus majority actor career network 

utilization. While increasing the career network utilization of minorities could potentially 

reduce one of the constraints minorities face in career advancement, some empirical 

evidence nevertheless indicates that minorities’ career tie utilization could be less effective 

than majorities’ career tie utilization. For instance, research (Burt, 1998, 2000) shows that 

brokering between structural holes, a strategy that is considered to be a very effective way 

of using one’s network position to one’s advantage (Burt, 1982), is considered to be 

“clumsy, rude, and ultimately unproductive” (Burt, 2000: 408) when minorities engage in 

brokerage behaviors.  

Oftentimes, behavior is interpreted in a way that is congruent with the activated 

stereotype (Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 1993). Actors engaging in career tie utilization 

hope to convey that they are ambitious professionals who are ready for the next step 

upward in their careers. When majorities engage in this behavior, it is automatically 

interpreted that way by alters: because their social category is congruent with the 

leadership stereotype, majorities are more easily seen as ambitious professionals that 

would be a good fit for a leadership position. However, when minorities engage in career 

tie utilization, alters might not interpret their behavior as a positive display of ambition. 

Because there is incongruence between the leadership category and the social category 

minorities belong to, their leadership potential is not automatically apparent, which could 

lead alters to believe that minorities engaging in these behaviors are arrogant and 

overbearing. Consequently, minorities’ career utilization has less legitimacy in the eyes of 

alters (Burt, 1998), and is not taken as seriously and is seen as less appropriate by alters. 

 

Proposition 1f. Minorities’ career tie utilization is considered to be less legitimate 

than majorities’ career tie utilization, and therefore minorities’ career tie 

utilization is less positively related to career advancement than majorities’ career 

tie utilization. 

 

Network utilization of alters 

Thus far, we have discussed the implications of network utilization for career and 

work purposes by the actor. Just as actors reach out to their colleagues, however, their 
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colleagues (i.e., superiors, peers, and subordinates) have the opportunity to reach out to the 

actor for work and career purposes. The network utilization of direct and indirect alters 

also impacts the actor’s career advancement, albeit in different ways. In the following 

sections, we outline how alters’ network utilization influences minority actors’ versus 

majority actors’ career advancement.  

Alters’ work tie utilization and alters’ career support. Work tie utilization by 

alters entails essentially the same as work tie utilization by actors: alters engaging in work 

tie utilization request input from the actor for their current task, for instance because the 

actor has expertise in a specific area that the alter does not possess but requires. If an alter 

is satisfied with the input from the actor, chances are higher that the alter engages in work 

tie utilization with the same actor more often in the future. Because the alter gets to know 

the actor better, the alter might also seek advice from the actor for other kinds of topics 

that are related to the actor’s other areas of expertise or even not specifically related to the 

actor’s area of expertise at all. As the alter engages more often in work tie utilization with 

the actor, the actor’s reputation as a competent employee, colleague, or leader grows in the 

eyes of the alter. 

When many alters utilize their tie to the same actor more often for work purposes, 

the probability for career advancement of the actor improves substantially. The actor’s 

reputation as a competent employee grows throughout the organizational network. Having 

a good reputation within the organization signals competence, and consequently, the actor 

will more often be considered for opportunities that require their expertise that in turn can 

build one’s CV. In fact, reputation has been found to predict individuals’ hierarchical 

position and income (Blickle, Schneider, Liu, & Ferris, 2011). Another positive outcome 

of a good reputation might be that the actor could be considered more quickly for projects 

that require some form of informal leadership (such as project management jobs), which 

can build their CV in terms of leadership skills—which makes them more eligible for 

future leadership jobs.  

Both peer-level alters and higher-level alters can engage in work tie utilization 

with the actor, but they are likely to differ in the influence they have on the actor’s career 

advancement outcomes. Peer-level alters more readily utilize the actor’s resources (i.e. 

knowledge and expertise) to incorporate in their day-to-day jobs, while higher-level alters 
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are more likely to engage actors in longer-term projects. Also, the actor’s reputation as a 

competent employee is more likely to grow among peer-level alters before the information 

about an actor’s reputation reaches higher-level alters. Information is more likely to be 

exchanged between peers, because they are usually more accessible than higher-level 

colleagues (cf. Borgatti & Cross, 2003), which means that an actor’s reputation will likely 

improve among the actor’s peers first, and is likely to reach higher-level connections of the 

actor later.  

The combination of a reputation of competence and a faster build-up of 

experience results in alters to more quickly identify an actor as a candidate for career 

advancement. Alters will engage more in career supporting activities, which we define as 

engaging in network utilization with the purpose of improving someone else’s career 

advancement opportunities. Although alters can also seek career opportunities from an 

actor, i.e. engage in career tie utilization with an actor, this would have less relevance for 

the career advancement of the actor. Rather, this would help the alter’s career 

advancement—of which the implications are outlined in Propositions 1a-1f. Examples of 

career supporting activities include notifying an actor of career advancement opportunities, 

advocating for the career advancement of an actor (e.g., via reference letters or in 

application committee meetings), and introducing an actor to another alter. Moreover, 

alters that occupy a position in the organizational network with job assigning authority 

could engage in career tie utilization with the actor by inviting the actor to apply for a 

higher managerial position or even influence the hiring process in favor of the actor. In 

turn, alters’ engagement in career supporting activities for an actor is positively related to 

actor career advancement. Both peer-level alters and hierarchically higher-positioned alters 

may engage in career supporting activities with an actor, although a hierarchically more 

powerful alter with job assigning authority would be expected to have a greater influence 

on an actor’s career advancement, because they are not merely information-providers 

(which peer-level alters are more likely to be), but additionally may prove to be influential 

sources in the decision-making process of who will be promoted.    

Differences in alters’ network utilization. All other things being equal—such as 

network position (i.e., structural equivalence), function, expertise, etc., of the actor—ties to 

a minority will be less utilized for work-related purposes by their connections than ties to a 
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majority (McGuire, 2002). As an illustration of this phenomenon, consider the following 

example: Aisha and David are both research consultants in the same department of a 

consulting firm, with similar knowledge and similar tenure. Both have a particular aptitude 

for statistics. However, when colleagues face a statistical problem, David is far more often 

approached than Aisha. Even though both are equal in expertise, others do not question the 

expertise of David, whereas they are less sure about Aisha’s expertise, in part due to 

prevailing stereotypes on gender and mathematics.  

Thomas-Hunt and Phillips (2004) found support for this phenomenon: in their 

study, they found that expert women were perceived as having less expertise than expert 

men. Moreover, the more expertise the women possessed, the more they were challenged 

by their team mates on their expertise, which translated to impaired team performance. 

Possessing expertise is not sufficient to be judged competent: one needs to be perceived as 

possessing expertise as well. Thus, differences in the perceptions of expertise of minorities 

versus majorities influences whether their expertise is actually integrated in the team’s 

performance.  

Research suggests that viewing minorities as less competent than majorities is part 

of the stereotypes that are associated with minorities and majorities (cf. Berger et al., 1980; 

Meeker & Weitzel-O’Neil, 1977). For instance, in a recent study, Leslie, Cimpian, Meyer, 

and Freeland (2015) showed that women and African Americans are underrepresented in 

academic disciplines where “brilliance” is seen as a necessary trait to succeed. Leslie et 

al.’s results imply that the reason for the underrepresentation of women and African 

Americans in these disciplines is because they are seen as less brilliant than white males. 

The judgment of the competence of an actor is often based in part on information about the 

social category the actor belongs to. As a result, alters will more often engage in work 

utilization with a majority actor than with a minority actor because majority actors are 

perceived to be more competent than minority actors.  

However, people do not always rely on categorizations when evaluating others. 

The continuum model (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Fiske, Lin, & Neuberg, 1999) asserts that 

people form their impressions of others based on category information and individuating 

information. Individuating information (i.e., information about the person that is not 

inferred from their social category, such as past experience or expertise) can override 
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stereotypical views people have of others. All individuating information helps to see the 

other as a unique individual rather than a member of a social category, although 

individuating information that is career-relevant would be preferable for career 

advancement purposes. 

Alters that are directly connected to the actor often have access to individuating 

information about the actor. The more individuating information about an actor will be 

available to alters, the less likely they will understand their ties to this actor from the 

perspective of category information. For instance, in cases where there is explicit evidence 

of the minority’s unequivocal and significant superiority in terms of expertise (Wood & 

Karten, 1986), this individuating information overrides the information that is associated 

with the social category the minority belongs to. If Aisha would have been clearly better at 

statistics than David, and their colleagues are aware of Aisha’s superior statistical skills, 

they would have engaged in work tie utilization with Aisha rather than David for statistical 

issues because the statistical expertise information would be guiding and not the gender 

category stereotype. 

However, when a minority actor is not obviously superior in expertise compared 

to a majority actor, individuating information does not completely override category 

information in this domain (cf. Wagner, Ford, & Ford, 1986). Research shows that the 

same individuating information can be interpreted differently and in line with the 

stereotype depending on who the information is about (Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 

1993). Thus, in cases where there is equality in expertise—such as the initial case of Aisha 

and David—there is no obvious superiority from the minority, which leads alters to 

perceive the majority as more expert than the minority. Only when a minority clearly 

outperforms their majority counterpart will alters be more likely to utilize a work tie to a 

minority over one to a majority. Thus, all other things being equal, including network 

position and expertise, alters will engage more often in work tie utilization with a majority 

than with a minority.  

As a result, minorities advance slower in their careers than majorities, because 

their reputation grows more slowly throughout the organization and they gain experience 

less quickly.  Empirical evidence supporting this view finds that recently promoted women 

receive higher performance ratings than recently promoted men (Lyness & Heilman, 
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2006), that the relationships between education and salary, as well as between hours 

worked and salary, are stronger for women than for men (Ng et al., 2005), and that 

compared to white men, women and ethnic minorities have more work experience, more 

job-specific experience, and longer tenure before being promoted (Smith, 2005). 

Minorities need to evidently outperform the competition first in order to earn a promotion 

(cf. Melamed, 1996). 

Moreover, even when a minority is perceived to have demonstrated expertise, and 

their reputation and experience grows as a result of that, they might still be passed over for 

career opportunities that involve some kind of informal leadership. For instance, Aisha 

may be perceived as an expert in statistics, and very capable of delivering high quality 

work, but still not be considered as the project leader of a new interdisciplinary project that 

her department has recently set up. Her capabilities as a statistician will not automatically 

spill over to competence judgments in other domains, such as leadership capabilities. The 

social category to which she belongs forms a misfit with the leadership category, and thus, 

she will not automatically be perceived to possess these leadership qualities—even though 

she defies the expectations of the social category she belongs to with regard to 

mathematics abilities. In conclusion, minorities are seen as less expert than majorities, and 

even when they are acknowledged as an expert, it is less likely that they are also seen to 

possess leadership skills from the work tie utilization that alters engage in with them, 

compared to alters’ work tie utilization with majority actors. 

 

Proposition 2a: Alters engage more often in work tie utilization with a majority 

actor than with a minority actor, which contributes to lower career advancement 

of minorities compared to majorities. 

 

Alters may also utilize their tie to an actor for career supporting activities, for 

instance, to propose career advancement opportunities or to invite the actor to apply for a 

managerial position. Next to perceived competence, perceived career ambition of the actor 

is an additional important factor for assessing who could be offered career opportunities. 

Alters will communicate career advancement opportunities mainly to those actors that 

have an apparent interest in attaining a (higher) leadership position (Fels, 2004). 



72 
 

An alter’s awareness about an actor’s career ambitions is more important for 

minorities than for majorities who want to advance in their careers. Because being a leader 

is associated with being a white male (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rosette et al., 2008), people 

are more likely to assume that a white male aspires a leadership position (DeRue, 

Nahrgang, & Ashford, 2015). Conversely, because minorities are perceived to have a lack 

of fit with the leadership category compared to majorities, people will not as likely assume 

that a minority aspires a leadership position (cf. Fels, 2004). Consequently, alters will 

more likely engage in career supporting activities with their ties to majorities compared to 

their ties to minorities.  

 

Proposition 2b: Alters engage more often in career supporting activities with a 

majority actor than with a minority actor, which contributes to lower career 

advancement of minorities compared to majorities. 

 

Indirect network utilization 

Alters can be important sources for career opportunities, especially if these alters 

occupy influential positions in the organizational hierarchy with job assigning authority 

(Bian, 1997). Actors who want to advance hierarchically usually have few direct ties to 

such influential alters, because direct alters are more likely to occupy a similar hierarchical 

position in the network (Granovetter, 1992). Rather, actors are more likely to be indirectly 

connected to such influential alters. The distance of these indirect alters may vary, from 

being relatively close (i.e., connected via a direct alter of the actor) to being further away 

(i.e., connected via several sequential alters).  

Individuals who are the linking pin between two disconnected others, i.e., 

“brokers”, have a potentially strategic position where they can control the resource (e.g., 

information) flow between these two disconnected others to their own advantage (Burt, 

1992). Brokers may also use their position to help others connect, without directly 

benefiting from it themselves (Baker & Obstfeld, 1999). These brokers with a “tertius 

iungens” (“third who joins”) orientation may decide to maintain coordination after 

introducing two of her/his connections to each other, or relent their coordinating activities 

between the two previously disconnected parties (Obstfeld, 2005). We refer to the latter 
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brokers that are directly connected to the actor and provide access to influential indirect 

alters, without maintaining overt control over the newly formed connection, as referrers in 

the following sections.  

Referrers allow actors to tap into the indirect network and enhance their 

performance or to raise their chances of advancing in their careers. Because the indirect 

network provides a rich pool of potentially beneficial resources for actors to tap into, such 

as influential alters or valuable, non-redundant information (Bian, 1997; cf. Granovetter, 

1992), actors benefit more from the resources their indirect ties offer to obtain jobs (Bian, 

1997) and to increase their creative job performance (Hirst, van Knippenberg, Zhou, 

Quintane, & Zhu, 2015) than from their direct ties. Referrers play a key role in connecting 

an actor to an indirect alter (Pieper, 2015) by ultimately making the decision whether to 

refer an actor to an alter and vice versa, and if so, which actor and alter to refer to each 

other. Actors are particularly likely to benefit from indirect alters who are well-positioned 

to contribute to the actor’s career advancement and have a conducive relationship with the 

referrer.  

The decision making process that the referrer engages in allows for categorization 

processes to occur, on top of the social categorization processes that are already present in 

the network utilization process. Specifically, in order to refer two people to each other, the 

referrer has to engage in a memory search to find the right alter for an actor, and vice 

versa. This memory search is necessary in order to determine which actor would be a good 

match for a task or job an indirect alter may have direct influence over—such as the head 

of a search committee asking their colleagues if they know any good candidates—or which 

alter would be able to be of service to an actor—such as when an actor asks a referrer if 

they know someone with specific expertise or who may have career advice in a specific 

field.  

Memory search is not free of errors and bias. The human brain is incapable of 

activating the full set of possible ties an individual has, and instead only a certain subset of 

ties is recalled (Dunbar, 1992; Smith, Menon, & Thompson, 2012). A referrer who is 

probed by an alter to think about potential actors to refer to this alter, will, based on 

perceptions of competence (whether it involves task-related skills or leadership-related 

skills) be more likely to recall majority actors than minority actors to refer to the alter (cf. 
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Propositions 2a and 2b). Thus, minority actors are less likely to be referred to new career 

opportunities than majority actors. 

However, this is not the only social categorization process that affects the referral 

process. The subset of ties that is recalled will additionally be based on matching 

categories of the actor and the influential alter (Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977; Shiffrin & 

Schneider, 1977). A match can be perceived to exist based on different sets of categories, 

such as occupational interests, similarity in (aspired) positions, but also on demographic 

characteristics, such as gender, ethnicity, culture, etc. Although linking an actor to an alter 

does not solely take place based on demographic characteristics, it does influence the 

matching process that a referrer engages in (cf. Feldman, 1981). Because the social 

category of the actor primes the memory search, it is more likely that the referrer thinks of 

an actor that shares the same social category as the actor (and vice versa). Consequently, a 

minority is more likely to be matched with another minority, and a majority is more likely 

to be matched with a majority—regardless of the amount of minorities versus majorities in 

the referrer’s direct network. 

A consequence that arises from this matching strategy is that, because there are 

usually more powerful majorities than minorities that can provide career opportunities 

within an organization (i.e., there are more majorities in powerful positions than 

minorities), once a powerful alter offers a career opportunity, a referrer is more likely to 

refer a majority than a minority actor to this powerful alter. Additionally, when a minority 

actor requests a referral, there are less powerful alters in the referrer’s network that are 

minorities, and thus, the probability of a perceived match is reduced. Because there are 

more perceived matches for majorities, referrers will thus more often engage in referral 

activities that help a majority actor than a minority actor. 

 

Proposition 3a. Because there are more high power majorities than high power 

minorities in an organization, and referrers are more likely to refer actors to 

demographically similar indirect alters, the quantity of referrals will be lower for 

minority actors than majority actors.  

 



75 
 

The tendency to refer to demographically similar others does not only affect the 

quantity of referrals for minority actors, but also the quality of the referrals. Because 

minorities more often occupy lower status (Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999) and 

peripheral positions (Mehra et al., 1998), referring a minority to a demographically similar 

indirect alter would mean that it is likely this referral has lower power and status within the 

organization than a majority indirect alter. Thus, once a referrer does connect a minority 

actor with a minority alter, the probability will be higher that this minority alter will have 

less influence than majority alters with which the referrer connects majority actors, and 

therefore would have less influence on an actor’s career advancement. 

 

Proposition 3b: Because there are more high power majorities than high power 

minorities in an organization, and referrers are more likely to refer actors to 

demographically similar indirect alters, the quality of referrals will be lower for 

minority actors than majority actors.  

 

When referrers do decide to refer a minority actor to an influential alter, another 

opportunity for social categorization processes occurs that causes bias against minorities—

this time in the mind of the indirect alter. A simple thing as a name can give a lot of 

information as to which social category an actor belongs, such as their gender and their 

race. This “signaling” can in turn elicit categorization processes, which can influence the 

interpretation of the individuating information that is presented (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 

2002; Goldin & Rouse, 2000; King, Madera, Hebl, Knight, & Mendoza, 2006; cf. Kunda 

& Sherman-Williams, 1993).  

As a result, indirect alters rely more on social category information when 

assessing whether an individual that is referred to them would be the right person for the 

task or the job. Given that social category information of minorities elicits stereotypes that, 

in an organizational setting, ascribe lower competence in expert roles and leadership roles, 

indirect alters are less likely to evaluate the minority actor as the best candidate for the job. 

Consequently, indirect alters will be less likely to follow up on referred minority actors 

compared to referred majority actors. 
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Proposition 3c: Due to more reliance on social category information that invites 

stereotyping, indirect alters will be less likely to follow up on referred minority 

actors compared to referred majority actors. 

 

MODERATING FACTORS 

As argued throughout this paper, the career advancement of minority actors is 

negatively affected by social categorization processes in their own and their alters’ career 

and work tie utilization. Social categorization processes influence the extent to which 

actors engage in career and work tie utilization, the extent to which alters engage in career 

and work tie utilization with minority versus majority actors, and the extent to which 

network utilization influences minority versus majority actors’ career advancement. While 

these social categorization processes have a pervasive influence in network utilization 

processes, moderating factors may enhance or attenuate this influence—and attenuating 

factors are particularly interesting from the perspective of addressing the challenges 

minorities face in realizing the career advancement potential of their social network.   

In the following sections, we discuss such moderating influences. In doing so, we 

make a distinction between three categories of moderating influences: 1) factors that 

influence social category salience, 2) factors that influence reactions to salient social 

categories, and 3) factors that influence the importance of career tie utilization for career 

advancement. These distinctions are firmly rooted in team diversity theory (van 

Knippenberg, De Dreu, & Homan, 2004) and the self-categorization theory framework on 

which it builds (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). The categorization-

elaboration model of team diversity (van Knippenberg et al., 2004) outlines how 

moderators of the effects of social categorization processes inspired by demographic 

similarity fall into two categories.  

First, demographic dissimilarity may invite social categorization, and indeed has a 

pervasive tendency to do so, but this does not mean that dissimilarity inevitably results in 

categorization. The salience (i.e., cognitive activation) of social categorization is 

contingent on moderating influences (Turner et al., 1987; van Knippenberg et al., 2004) 

and such moderating influences are also relevant to the network processes discussed here. 

Second, responses to salient demographic categorizations often have negative implications 
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for minorities, but this is not inevitably the case. Moderating influences come into play 

here too (van Knippenberg et al., 2004), and are relevant to our understanding of the 

network processes that are the current focus.  

In addition to these two categories of moderators that are rooted in research in 

diversity and social categorization more generally, we also focus on a third category of 

moderators that is specific to the network process studied here. The primary disadvantage 

for minorities we identified lies in career utilization processes. There is a strong case for 

moderating influences in the importance of career tie utilization for career advancement. 

By implication, such influences moderate the effect of the social categorization process 

that are central to the current analysis.  

Factors that influence social category salience  

Demographic characteristics do not automatically or inevitably elicit social 

categorization; factors that influence social category salience thus are important in eliciting 

the consequences associated with social categorization (Turner et al., 1987; van 

Knippenberg et al., 2004). According to self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), 

whether social categories become salient is determined by comparative fit, the extent to 

which social categories provide a good reflection of similarities and differences between 

people, normative fit, the extent to which social categories are subjectively meaningful 

within the perceiver’s frame of reference, and cognitive accessibility, the extent to which 

social categories readily come to the perceiver’s mind. Our analysis focuses on 

demographic categories that people are very familiar with and are socialized into using all 

their lives. There thus is little reason to expect that categorizations on the basis of gender 

and ethnicity would not have a high base-rate level of cognitive accessibility. This renders 

the consideration of cognitive accessibility less helpful in the current analysis (cf. van 

Knippenberg et al., 2004). The notions of comparative fit and normative fit may help us 

identify important moderating influences, though.  

At root, social categorization is a fundamental human perceptual process that 

helps us reduce and summarize information by grouping people on the basis of similarities 

and differences: people within the same category have certain similarities that differentiate 

them from people in other categories. Categorizations are highly informational and readily 

activated (i.e., salient) when they capture similarities and differences between people (e.g., 
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when the focus is on physiological differences, a gender categorization may be 

informative). By implication, and this is the principle of comparative fit, the more a 

categorization captures similarities and differences between people, the more likely it is to 

be salient.  

In diversity research, the principle of comparative fit lies at the core of the notion 

of diversity faultlines (Lau & Murnighan, 1998; van Knippenberg et al., 2004). The 

concept of comparative fit captures the idea that differences between people are more 

likely to invite social categorization when they covary more strongly. For instance, when 

the male members of a gender-diverse team also tend to be the older members of the team, 

a categorization distinguishing older men from younger women is more likely to be salient 

than when age differences cross-cut gender differences. This logic is not limited to 

demographic attributes but also applies to for instance associations between demography 

and functional background, for instance when in an engineering organization the engineers 

are predominantly men and women are largely represented in support functions (e.g., HR).  

This logic holds at the team level where it has been applied in faultline research 

(Thatcher & Patel, 2012). Importantly, we propose it also holds at the level of the 

individual actor, where the actor’s minority category membership is more likely to be 

salient to the extent that it coincides with other attributes that differentiate minority 

members from majority members in the organizational context. In an organization, for 

example, where gender and function strongly correlate as per our example of the 

engineering company above, a female HR manager may run into more gender stereotype-

based obstacles than in an organization where gender and functional area are by and large 

uncorrelated. The principle of comparative fit thus suggests that the social categorization 

basis of the minority disadvantage in network utilization will arise more strongly the more 

minority background covaries with other differentiating characteristics.  

The principle of comparative fit also helps understand that there is an asymmetry 

in category salience for minority members versus majority members. Because people favor 

interaction with similar others, majority members tend to interact more with majority 

members and minority members with minority members. By virtue of their status as 

majority or minority, however, this holds more strongly for majority members than for 

minority members, because—by definition—there are more opportunities to interact with 



79 
 

majority members than with minority members (Ibarra, 1993). One consequence of this 

tendency to interact with demographically similar others, i.e., relational demography, is 

that majorities will typically have more individuating information about other majority 

members than about minorities. When individuating information is available, this 

information can override wrongful assumptions based on social category information 

(Fiske & Neuberg, 1989). Because less individuating information about minorities is 

known to the majority of organizational members, minority members are more often 

perceived in terms of the characteristics associated with their social category, which invites 

stereotyping that leads to less network utilization and lower career advancement (cf. 

Propositions 2a and 2b). The higher availability of individuating information among 

majorities is amplified due to ingroup-outgroup dynamics. When individuals of the same 

social group interact, they often perceive each other in terms of what differentiates them 

within the context of this shared group membership, i.e., a focus on individuating 

information, whereas an interaction with an outgroup member elicits the tendency to 

perceive the other in terms of the characteristics that are associated with their social 

category stereotype (Brewer, 1993; Mullen & Hu, 1989). This is an issue because in the 

absence of individuating information, the comparative fit of the minority categorization is 

relatively high at least in the sense that people can subjectively perceive all minority group 

members to be similar.  

Following from this, the more majorities have access to individuating information 

about minorities, the more likely comparative fit is reduced by individuating information 

that suggests differences between minority members and similarities between minority and 

majority members. Following the above logic, we may identify organizational 

demography as one influence here. The larger the proportion of minority members in the 

organization, the more opportunities, and necessities, for interactions with minorities will 

arise and the more exposure to individuating information will be facilitated (Pettigrew & 

Tropp, 2006). Importantly, minority members’ representation should be large enough to 

avoid minority members being perceived as exemplars of their social categories (Kanter, 

1977). Beyond organizational demography, however, there are also other influences on the 

extent to which people have access to individuating information, such as opportunities 

created by a department of organization to interact and learn about each other.  
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In sum, then, from the perspective of salience of social categorizations, the 

principle of comparative fit speaks to team and organizational composition—the 

proportion of minority members, and the extent to which their minority attribute covaries 

with other attributes of differentiation—and to access to individuating information. The 

principle of normative fit complements this with a perspective on how subjectively 

meaningful the categorization is to the individual above and beyond the categorization’s 

ability to capture similarities and differences between people (Turner et al., 1987; van 

Knippenberg et al., 2004).  

In the hypothetical case that the categorization that best captures the similarities 

and differences between team members would be one based on toothpaste preference (i.e., 

hypothetically it would capture gender differences, age differences, functional background 

differences, etc.), it would still be a categorization that is unlikely to be salient because it 

has low normative fit: it is not a distinction that would make sense within people’s 

subjective frame of reference. Conversely, categorizations based on such characteristics as 

gender and ethnicity easily become salient because most of us, if not all of us, are 

socialized into seeing them as capturing meaningful differences between people—they 

have much greater normative fit than a toothpaste preference categorization. This is not to 

say, however, that such categorizations will have equal normative fit to all people in all 

organizations—there will be individual and contextual differences in the normative fit of 

minority-majority categorizations, and these will influence the salience of these 

categorizations.  

Individual differences in normative fit can for instance be rooted in differences in 

the extent to which individuals embrace sexist or racist beliefs (Glick & Fiske, 1996; 

McConahay, 1986). Such beliefs are associated with high subjective meaningfulness—

normative fit—of the associated gender or race categorization. Accordingly, for people 

holding beliefs associated with normative fit more strongly, the associated categorization is 

more likely to be salient. The context can also influence normative fit, however. The 

clearest illustration of this is probably found in the observation that some jobs are more 

gender-typed than others (Glick, Wilk, & Perreault, 1995; Bem, 1981). The military, for 

instance, seems a context in which many people hold strong beliefs about gender 

differences in job suitability—and much more strongly so than in for instance academia. In 
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a similar vein, jobs associated with the natural sciences and engineering traditionally are 

seen as masculine (Leslie et al., 2015), whereas other contexts have a much more feminine 

connotation such as nursing (Eccles, Barber, & Jozefowicz, 1999). In such contexts where 

gender differences seem meaningful to many people—the gender categorization has high 

normative fit—this categorization is more likely to be salient than in contexts where 

people believe in meaningful gender differences to a lesser extent.  

In principle, comparative fit and normative fit are independent influences that 

interact to affect category salience (Turner et al., 1987). In practice, there will be a 

naturally occurring correlation between the two. The reason for this is twofold. On the one 

hand, normative fit may facilitate the rise of comparative fit in that hiring decisions based 

on normative fit may establish and maintain comparative fit (e.g., female engineers are not 

hired, but HR hires favor women over men). On the other hand, comparative fit may create 

a situation that gives rise to subjective meaningfulness--normative fit (e.g., people come to 

believe there must be a good reason that all the engineers are men). Both these effects are 

consistent with for instance Eagly and Carli’s (2007a; 2007b) analysis of gender and 

leadership in which the factual situation (men are overrepresented in leadership positions) 

is seen as instrumental in developing gendered perceptions of leadership, and gendered 

perceptions of leadership are instrumental in creating and maintaining an 

overrepresentation of men in leadership positions. The bad news thus is that the influence 

of comparative and normative fit combine to establish the current career disadvantage of 

minorities, but the good news is that interventions to change the one may also be 

instrumental in changing the other.  

 

Proposition 4. Factors influencing social category salience (i.e., factors 

associated with comparative fit and/or normative fit) moderate the relationship 

between actor demographics and career advancement via network utilization, 

such that higher social category salience contributes to less network utilization 

and lower career advancement for minorities compared to majorities. 
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Factors that influence reactions to salient social category stereotypes 

As captured in our Propositions 1 to 3, minority versus majority background may 

invite social categorization, and when it does, the typical responses fueled by stereotypic 

beliefs depicting minorities as less competent than the white male majority put minorities 

at a career disadvantage in network utilization. Research in diversity has outlined how 

these negative responses to salient categorization in terms of minority background are not 

inevitable, however (van Knippenberg et al., 2004; van Knippenberg, van Ginkel, & 

Homan, 2013). Factors that are associated with such less negative, or even positive, 

responses to demographic dissimilarity thus are highly relevant to understanding 

moderating influences in the minority-majority network utilization processes under 

consideration here. In the following, we roughly group such influences as individual 

differences in stereotyping, team diversity cognition, and organizational diversity climates. 

A first set of influences, individual differences in stereotyping, is closely tied in 

with the notion of normative fit discussed in the previous section. Greater normative fit 

renders a categorization more salient; it may also influence responses to a salient 

categorization. To people with stronger sexist beliefs, for instance, a gender categorization 

may not only be more likely to be salient, they may also respond more strongly 

(negatively) to a salient gender categorization (cf. Schmader, Johns, & Barquissau, 2004). 

It is important to realize here that there is no one-on-one relationship between 

categorization salience and responses to salient categories. In the current example, even 

when people do not hold strong sexist beliefs, a gender categorization may become salient 

because of strong comparative fit or because of contextual influences (e.g., affirmative 

action practices to increase the number of minorities in management positions; Leslie, 

Mayer, & Kravitz, 2014). To the extent, then, that category salience and responses to 

salience are independent, we may expect less negative responses to a salient minority 

category from people holding weaker stereotypic beliefs about the category (and as per the 

normative fit discussion above, it is well-documented that there are individual differences 

in this respect).  

A second set of influences, team diversity cognition, concern people’s 

understanding of the role of diversity on the attribute in question—the difference with 

stereotyping being that stereotypes concern cognition about a (demographic) group (e.g., 
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women), typically contrasted with beliefs about another group (e.g., men), whereas 

diversity cognition concerns beliefs about diversity (e.g., gender heterogeneity in the 

team). Such cognition has for instance been studied in the form of diversity beliefs (van 

Knippenberg, Haslam, & Platow, 2007), diversity attitudes (Kossek & Zonia, 1993), 

diversity mindsets (van Knippenberg et al., 2013), and multicultural (vs. color-blind) 

beliefs (Plaut, Thomas, & Goren, 2009). Favorable diversity cognition captures an 

understanding of diversity as an asset from which the team or organization may benefit, 

and is associated with positive responses to and effects of team and organizational 

diversity. By implication, it also invites more positive responses to demographically 

dissimilar others as a core part of team and organizational diversity—and importantly is 

associated with responses to salient differences and not reduced salience (Wolsko, Park, 

Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2000; van Knippenberg et al., 2013). We may thus expect that 

diversity cognition moderates the effects of salient minority categorizations on network 

utilization processes such that the network utilization disadvantage of minorities captured 

in Propositions 1 to 3 is reduced the more favorable the diversity cognition of the 

individuals in the social network. 

A third set of influences, organizational diversity climate, resides at the 

organizational level of analysis. Diversity climate reflects the shared perception of the 

organization’s perspective on diversity as it is evidenced both by more formal procedures 

and practices and by more information behavioral patterns (Mor Barak, Cherin, & 

Berkman, 1998). The difference with diversity cognition lies in that diversity cognition 

reflects one’s own perspective on diversity, whereas diversity climate reflects one’s 

perception of the organization’s perspective on diversity. Favorable diversity climates are 

understood to be about creating and maintaining a diverse workforce as well as the 

conditions under which such a diverse workforce can thrive (Ely & Thomas, 2001). 

Because especially its more formal aspects (e.g., HR practices) explicitly target diversity 

and especially minority groups (Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2006; Gonzalez & Denisi, 2009; 

McKay, Avery, & Morris, 2008), diversity climate can be understood to speak to responses 

to salient categories. Dwertmann, Nishii, and van Knippenberg (2016) outlined how 

diversity climate can invite positive responses to minorities and create opportunities for 

advancement especially when it is not merely focused on equal employment opportunity—
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which  by and large emphasizes stereotypes and minority groups—but rather puts the 

synergetic benefits that can be created from diversity center-stage—a focus that 

emphasizes diversity rather than minority group membership and thus contributes to a 

more equal playing field for minorities and majorities. More favorable diversity climates 

can thus also be expected to reduce the network utilization disadvantage of minorities by 

fostering more positive responses to salient minority group membership (Hofhuis, van der 

Zee, & Otten, 2012).  

 

Proposition 5. Factors that influence reactions to salient social categories (i.e., 

individual differences in stereotyping, team diversity cognition, organizational 

diversity climates) moderate the effects of social category salience on network 

utilization and career advancement, such that more negative responses to a 

salient social category contribute to less network utilization and lower career 

advancement for minorities compared to majorities.  

 

Factors that influence the importance of career tie utilization  

As outlined in Propositions 1c-1e, the minority career disadvantage in network 

utilization is starkest in career tie utilization. In career tie utilization the minority-majority 

gap is larger than in work tie utilization. At the same time, career tie utilization makes a 

stronger, more direct contribution to career advancement than work tie utilization. 

Importantly, however, where work tie utilization seems an essential part of job 

performance, there may be variations in the importance of career tie utilization that 

organizations could leverage to reduce the minority disadvantage in network utilization. 

We can position the role of factors influencing the importance of career tie utilization for 

career advancement within our broader discussion of moderating influences on minority-

majority differences in network utilization for career advancement. Where the first set of 

moderating influences concerns the extent to which minority background invites social 

categorization and the second set of moderating influences the extent to which people 

respond negatively to salient categorizations, this third set of moderating influences 

concerns the negative impact of minority background effects on career tie utilization—to 

the extent that the first or the second set of moderating influences do not reduce the 
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problem, this third set of influences may be important in reducing the minority 

disadvantage in network utilization.  

One way of looking at the importance of career tie utilization in the career 

advancement process is that career tie utilization (a) substitutes for individuals’ 

qualifications speaking for themselves (i.e., individuals need to actively alert others to their 

qualifications), and (b) assumes that an interest in career advancement cannot be taken for 

granted and candidates should be recruited from the pool of those with a known interest 

(i.e., individuals need to actively voice their interest in career advancement). These are two 

issues for which minority-majority categorization processes give rise to a minority career 

disadvantage, and organizations may differ in the extent to which these two issues apply.  

Organizations with an up-or-out career structure, for instance, provide a structure 

for career advancement that targets the assumption of interest in career advancement. In 

such a structure, there is less need for individuals to alert their network of their desire to 

move up the hierarchical ladder because the structure explicates that everybody should be 

considered for a promotion. For instance, in the academic tenure track, the requirement for 

untenured assistant professors to be able to remain with their employer is to attain 

promotion and tenure. Taking the question of one’s career ambitions out of the equation 

helps level the playing field for minorities, because it eliminates the need for career tie 

utilization to communicate career ambitions. 

Structural substitutes for career tie utilization that target the assumption of interest 

in career advancement, do not substitute for actions drawing attention to an individual’s 

qualifications. If promotion decisions hinge on subjective evaluations of qualifications, 

those who engage in career tie utilization to advertise their qualifications enhance their 

chances of career advancement: with fewer objective criteria for career advancement, 

objective performance becomes relatively less important, and the support of the network, 

i.e., career tie utilization by actors and (indirect) alters, relatively more important for career 

advancement. As such, implementing objective performance criteria is an important 

additional step organizations can take to reduce the importance of career tie utilization for 

career advancement.  
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Proposition 6. Factors that influence the relative importance of career tie 

utilization (i.e., structural substitutes for career tie utilization, more objective 

assessment of qualifications of eligible individuals) moderate the relationship 

between career tie utilization and career advancement, such that higher 

importance of career tie utilization for career advancement contributes to lower 

career advancement for minorities compared to majorities.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Career advancement to hierarchically higher positions in the organization proves 

to be more complex for minorities than previously assumed. In addition to the constraints 

minorities face in building successful networks (Ibarra, 1993), minorities are constrained 

in utilizing their network, which offers a unique complementary perspective on why 

minorities are still underrepresented in top management positions. The presented 

framework integrates an agency perspective with a structuralist social network perspective 

to explain why minorities are underrepresented in management, over and above the 

structural constraints they face in creating social capital. This results in the 

conceptualization of network utilization for the two purposes that lead to career 

advancement: work tie utilization and career tie utilization. This analysis points to a clear 

career disadvantage for minorities: at all levels—actor, alter, and indirect network—

network utilization is lower for minority actors compared to majority actors, which leads to 

significant disparities in career advancement outcomes.  

At the heart of these disparities social categorization processes are at play that 

affect the network utilization process. At the actor level, minority actors engage in less 

work tie utilization compared to majority actors out of fear to affirm the negative 

stereotypical expectation of incompetence that is associated with their social category, and 

they engage in less career tie utilization due to perceptions of stereotype threat. Differences 

in career tie utilization are greater between minority actors and majority actors than 

differences in work tie utilization, because of the violation of the existing social status 

hierarchy that is associated with minorities engaging in career tie utilization.  

At the alter level, alters utilize their ties to minority actors less frequently for 

work-related purposes as well as for career-related purposes, causing minorities to advance 
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less and slower to higher management positions than majority actors. Moreover, 

constraints do not only arise from direct alters’ network utilization, but also, and 

potentially even more so, from the indirect network—which is in fact a highly influential 

resource pool for an actor’s career advancement, yet filled with opportunities for bias in 

the referral process in combination with a lack of the necessary individuating information 

to override expectations based on an actor’s social category.  

In counterpoint to the somber prospects this conceptual framework puts forth, we 

identify three moderator categories that attenuate social categorization processes to offer 

(partial) resolutions to reduce the disparities in career advancement outcomes between 

minorities and majorities. The first and second category draw from self-categorization 

theory (Turner et al., 1987) and diversity-specific developments of these insights (van 

Knippenberg et al., 2004), and include factors that influence social category salience and 

factors that influence reactions to salient social categories. Conditions in which social 

categories become less salient, and conditions in which more positive responses to salient 

social categories are elicited, lead to more equal network utilization and career outcomes 

for minorities and majorities. The third category of moderators addresses the enhanced 

negative effects of career tie utilization for minorities and includes structural substitutes for 

career tie utilization and more objective assessment of qualifications of eligible 

individuals. These factors moderate the relationship between career tie utilization and 

career advancement, such that higher importance of career tie utilization for career 

advancement contributes to lower career advancement for minorities compared to 

majorities.  

Theoretical implications 

Ibarra’s seminal work on the networks of minorities in management (1993) was 

one of the first to provide a theoretical perspective to explain the underrepresentation of 

minorities in management using insights from social network theory. Since then, 

minorities have slowly started moving more into leadership positions, which has opened 

up more opportunities to conduct research in this area, and thereby further developing our 

knowledge in this field empirically. Over the last twenty years, research has substantiated 

existing frameworks, but has also yielded evidence for which a new, more comprehensive 

theoretical framework is required that complements existing theories on the career 
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advancement of minorities in organizations and provides an important extension to our 

current understanding of minorities’ underrepresentation in management.  

The conceptual framework we propose here addresses this issue by arguing that 

network utilization is the key process that explains why minorities in structurally 

equivalent positions do not receive the same career benefits as majorities. Social structures 

provide opportunities and possibilities for career advancement, and actors as agents in the 

network decide whether or not to make use of the opportunities and possibilities the 

structure around them offers. The resulting implication for our understanding of how social 

networks offer (career) benefits to individuals is that network position alone is insufficient 

to predict individual career outcomes of minorities. While network position overlaps to a 

great extent with the utilization of that network for majorities, this is not necessarily the 

case for minorities. Thus, when interpreting research on social networks, it should be kept 

in mind that these effects are probably mainly applicable to those that utilize the network 

connections that they have, i.e. majorities, and probably less applicable to those that do not 

necessarily utilize their network connections, i.e. minorities.  

Individuals are actors in a network, who create and change their connections and 

their network positions, either purposefully or adventitiously (i.e., benefit-based and 

opportunity-based antecedents; Borgatti et al., 2009). Social networks research has thus far 

mainly studied opportunity-based antecedents. As a result, research findings pertain mainly 

to adventitious network creation, and less so on deliberate network creation, utilization, 

and change. This theoretical framework on network utilization in minority and majority 

networks offers a complementary perspective that recognizes and addresses the interactive 

influences of individual characteristics in social networks (e.g., Baer, 2010; Zhou et al., 

2009) and the essential role they play in realizing the potential in one’s network. By 

identifying network utilization as a key mediator, we provide future empirical research 

with guidance to further our knowledge on opportunity-based antecedents broadly, and 

interactive influences of individual characteristics in social networks more specifically. 

Cognitive social network structures. This framework additionally offers 

implications for cognitive social network structures (see Brands, 2013, for a review). 

Cognitive social structures are individuals’ cognitive representations of the social network 

surrounding them, and may or may not resemble the actual social network structure. While 
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the research on cognitive social structures focuses mostly on the subjective perceptions of 

the structure of the network—and there is some recent research suggesting that 

demographics of actors affect how alters perceive the network (Brands & Kilduff, 2013; 

Brands, Menges, & Kilduff, 2015)—this framework argues that it is also important to 

study differences between minority and majority actors in their perceptions of the content 

of the social network (cf. Ibarra, 1995), i.e. the resources and opportunities available to 

them, while holding perceptions of the structure of the social network constant. These 

perceptual differences of the content of the network between minority and majority actors 

lead to differences in network utilization, which in turn has implications for career 

advancement. By investigating cognitive structural representations of networks, and the 

cognitive representations of the resources within these networks, we can develop social 

networks research further by understanding cognitive social structures as an antecedent of 

agency.  

Generalizability to other underrepresented groups. In this theoretical framework, 

we draw heavily on research on gender and racial minorities in leadership positions, which 

is an unfortunate result of a lack of research on other attributes than gender and race 

(which in turn is also restricted to mostly research on African Americans, Latin 

Americans, and Asian Americans). Nevertheless, our aim is to provide theory that could be 

applied to a broad range of minorities. For instance, we do not only think of a white male 

when we think about a leader (Rosette et al., 2008; Eagly & Karau, 2002), but we probably 

also infer that this leader also belongs to the majority in other social categories, such as 

sexual preference, religious background, disabilities, etc. From this perspective, it makes 

sense to claim that social categorization processes impact all minorities—even when 

effects may be stronger for more easily discernable attributes such as gender and race. 

Moreover, evidence from diversity research suggests that social categorization processes, 

as well as moderating influences, apply to a wide range of attributes (van Knippenberg & 

Schippers, 2007).  

At the same time, it is also important to note that not all minorities will be 

affected similarly by social categorization processes. Stereotypes that are associated with 

white women are different from stereotypes that are associated with Asian women or black 

men, and even within a social category there might be different sub-categories with 
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different stereotypes associated with them (Rosette, Koval, Ma, & Livingston, 2016). 

Some social category stereotypes are associated with more characteristics that are also 

associated with leadership than others (cf. Livingston, Rosette, & Washington, 2012), 

although the trend seems to be that the more stereotypical attributes of a social category are 

associated with higher competence, the stronger the association with leadership (cf. 

Todorov, Mandisodza, Goren, & Hall, 2005). Investigating such issues of intersectionality 

in network utilization processes would offer valuable insights into understanding to what 

extent different social categories are affected by social categorization processes, and how 

this affects career outcomes.   

Directions for future research 

In moving the field of social categorization processes in social networks forward, 

it is important to empirically investigate the network utilization process as proposed in this 

framework. It would be especially important to address the moderating factors as proposed 

in this framework to systematically study the strategies organizations can implement to 

reduce disparities in career outcomes. Moreover, the factors that we identified as 

moderating the negative effects of social categorization processes for minorities in network 

utilization could also offer insights into how social categorization processes might be 

attenuated in network creation: although this framework focuses on actors’ utilization of 

their existing networks, some of the mechanisms described can be applied more broadly. 

For instance, some people feel “dirty” if they create new connections for mere instrumental 

purposes (Casciaro, Gino, & Kouchaki, 2014). Perhaps there might be less benefits 

accrued by minorities when they engage in instrumental network creation than when 

majorities do, because engaging in instrumental networking signals that one has enough to 

offer to be an interesting partner to connect with. This might misalign with minorities’ 

lower status position, which may elicit negative feelings towards instrumental network 

creation. Addressing these categorization processes in both network creation as network 

utilization processes would be killing two birds with one stone: it would help minorities 

create better networks that they in turn can better use to their advantage.  

Implications for practice 

The first implication of the new theoretical insights that are offered in this paper 

regards the implementation of network utilization in networking programs that are 



91 
 

explicitly targeted to help minorities create better networks within their organizations. 

Such networking programs are effective to the extent that they offer minorities more 

opportunities to interact with similar and dissimilar others in various positions within the 

organizational network, allowing them to create a resourceful network. However, an 

additional focus on guidance for minorities to effectively make use of such networks is 

essential. For instance, networking programs could include training in effective networking 

with a focus on the unique constraints minorities experience when engaging in networking. 

Such a training could furthermore focus on the difference between networking for work 

versus career purposes to provide minorities with more insights into why, when, and how 

to utilize their networks.  

In order to optimize the effectiveness of minorities’ network utilization, the biases 

of other members in the organizational network (i.e., direct and indirect alters) should 

additionally be targeted. Following the three core moderator categories that target social 

categorization processes in network utilization, several implications for organizations can 

be identified to reduce social categorization processes. In order to reduce social category 

salience, organizations may stimulate interaction between demographically dissimilar 

employees to increase availability of individuating information between social groups. 

Organizations may also undertake actions to create a more demographically diverse 

workforce, and importantly, a workforce in which demographic background does not 

predict functional area. In organizations where demographic background overlaps with 

functional background, minorities may be particularly disadvantaged and additional 

actions to tackle inequality in career outcomes will be required (i.e., a focus on the other 

moderating factors as discussed below).  

Organizations also play an instrumental role in influencing reactions to salient 

social categories through the shaping of the organizational diversity climate and the 

enhancement of team members’ diversity cognitions. In order to remove barriers for 

minorities to feeling less uncomfortable utilizing their network for career opportunities, 

organizations could for instance focus on increasing employees’ awareness of the 

psychological drivers behind stereotyping, and work to dispel such stereotypes (cf. Eagly 

& Carli, 2007b). Role models can play an important role in enhancing minorities’ 

motivation and beliefs of self-efficacy in utilizing their networks for career purposes. 
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Minority role models that have successfully moved up the hierarchical ranks could convey 

the importance of utilizing network ties for career purposes, and could make an effort to 

remove some of the uneasiness that minorities feel when engaging in career tie utilization.  

Many organizations have implemented diversity practices to reduce social 

categorization processes and increase organizational demography. The pay-off of such 

practices, however, is not always apparent: the positive effects of diversity training are not 

always straightforward (Pendry, Driscoll, & Field, 2007), mentoring systems with 

demographically similar others may keep minorities at a disadvantage (Dreher & Cox, 

1996), and affirmative action may have adverse impact on non-targeted employees (Plaut, 

Garnett, Buffardi, & Sanchez-Burks, 2011) as well as targeted employees (Leslie et al., 

2014). It is apparent that changing the workings of people’s psychology is a difficult feat 

to accomplish. Imposing structural changes that follow from the third moderator category 

(i.e., factors that influence the importance of career tie utilization) may therefore provide a 

more fruitful avenue for organizations that want to provide truly equal opportunities. 

Putting structural substitutes for career tie utilization, such as formal career structures, in 

place, and objectifying performance criteria and measures as much as possible, reduces 

opportunities for bias to influence career outcomes—and thus complements the influence 

of factors in the first two moderator categories (i.e., factors that reduce comparative and 

normative fit, and factors that reduce negative responses to salient social categories). In 

addition, implementing structural changes to increase the representation of minorities, 

especially at influential managerial positions, has the added benefits of reducing normative 

and comparative fit, and minimizing the implications of referrals to demographically 

similar others.  

Achieving equality in the workplace is a difficult feat to accomplish, and will 

have the highest probabilities of success when there are no opportunities for bias to occur 

to begin with. And while the presence of diversity policies help target prejudice and 

discrimination, they would only help achieve true equality in the workplace when 

everyone within the organization is aware of potential bias and is motivated to actively 

challenge these biases—an end goal we are not very close to reaching yet. By no means 

should we relinquish our striving towards this ideal where social categories are no longer 

associated with untrue stereotypical preconceptions about competence, but until we reach 
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that ideal, organizations would do wise to allocate their resources towards implementing 

structural changes that reduce the influence of intergroup biases on minorities’ career 

advancement to achieve increases in minorities’ managerial representation in the short 

term, and reap the benefits of a reduction in salience and effects of social categorization 

processes over time. 
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CHAPTER 4 

STAYING TRUE TO BEING A LEADER AND BEING A WOMAN:  

An authenticity lens to explain how combining agency and communality affects 

female leaders’ perceived effectiveness. 

 

ABSTRACT 

Both theory and research seem to support the advice that women leaders should 

combine communality and agency in order to overcome the double bind as described in 

Eagly and Karau’s (2002) theory of role incongruity of female leaders. However, 

combining agency and communality is a difficult feat to accomplish because it means that 

women leaders may be perceived as inauthentic, and as a result, less effective. We draw 

from role congruity theory and authentic leadership theory (Avolio & Gardner, 2005) to 

argue that the evaluation of female leaders’ evaluations of leader effectiveness suffers 

more when female leaders are communal in addition to their agency (Hypothesis 1). 

Additionally, we argue that this is because perceptions of leader authenticity are affected 

(Hypothesis 2) and that leader authenticity is the explanatory mechanism to leader 

effectiveness (Hypothesis 3). Data from 48 organizational teams provide support for 

Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. The results show that communality is negatively related to 

evaluations of leader effectiveness and leader authenticity for highly agentic female 

leaders. Furthermore, we find that perceptions of the leader’s authenticity is the mediating 

mechanism between leader gender, agency, and communality to perceptions of leader 

effectiveness. These results offer support for the contention that perceptions of effective 

leadership are biased, and that perceptions of authenticity are a barrier to women’s 

representation in leadership positions. We discuss how these results may inform future 

research on the double bind in terms of agency and communality. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although our understanding of workplace inequality has significantly improved 

since the turn of this century, women’s progression into leadership positions seems to have 

come to a halt: while the representation of female CEOs in Fortune 500 companies has 

risen from 0.4 percent in 2000 to 4.8 percent in 2015, Blau, Brummund, and Liu (2013) 

show that although occupational segregation based on gender has declined substantially 

between the 1970s and 2000, it fell only by 1.1 percentage point after the year 2000. In 

fact, if we keep up this pace, it might take until the year 2186 – that is, 170 years – before 

we reach full workplace equality (World Economic Forum, 2016). While pioneering 

theories on gender and leadership (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rudman & Glick, 2001; 

Heilman, 2001) have spurred great strides in the research to understand to the 

underrepresentation of women in management, apparently, the transference from theory to 

practice is slow, or is simply not as easy to make.  

 For instance, the role congruity theory of leadership (Eagly & Karau, 2002) 

meticulously explains why women are less likely to progress to leadership positions: 

women are expected to be warm, gentle, and considerate (i.e., communal), while leaders 

are expected to be dominant, assertive, and decisive (i.e., agentic)—characteristics that are 

very different from each other, and are sometimes even perceived to conflict with each 

other (e.g., Schad, Lewis, Raisch, & Smith, 2016). The incongruence between the female 

gender role and the leader role poses a unique barrier for women to achieve their 

leadership aspirations: communal women are not seen as competent enough for a 

leadership position, while agentic women are disliked and therefore passed over for 

leadership positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rudman & Glick, 2001; Heilman, 2001). 

Given that this “double bind” occurs due to prevalent societal beliefs about what is 

expected from leaders and women and that changing these pervasive stereotypes is a slow 

and difficult process (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996), the current question is how women 

leaders can navigate these leader and gender prescriptions in order to avoid barriers that 

rise due to gender biases in their leadership careers. 

The most often cited advice to women with leadership aspirations is to try to 

combine communality and agency, in order to adhere to both gender role and leader role 

prescriptions (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002). However, this advice to women is difficult for 
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them to internalize, because it requires strong conscious efforts into balancing these two 

seemingly contradictory behaviors (Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Furthermore, the behaviors 

of women leaders who display both communality and agency may be confusing as both 

behaviors may seem paradoxical to each other (Schad et al., 2016). More specifically, we 

argue that when women leaders are both communal and agentic, the adherence to both 

gender role and leader role expectations can lead to perceived inconsistencies or 

incompatibilities in a woman leader’s behavior. As a result, followers start questioning 

whether she is authentic in her leader role, which affects their evaluations of her 

effectiveness as a leader. See Figure 2 for a representation of the model.  

We draw from authentic leadership theory and role congruity theory (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005; Eagly, 2005) to explain how the combination of communality and agency 

leads followers to perceive women leaders as less authentic in their leader role, and, as a 

result, as less effective leaders. As such, we contribute to the gender literature that 

describes the difficulties that women experience in leadership roles. More specifically, we 

address how agency and communality in interaction affect female leaders’ (compared to 

male leaders’) perceived effectiveness as a leader in a different way than what the extant 

literature suggests. We enrich the gender literature with perspectives from authentic 

leadership theory, and show that leader authenticity is a crucial process through which 

perceptions of leadership effectiveness for women leaders are established. While previous 

studies have mostly assumed that authentic leadership is a beneficial leadership style that 

serves wellbeing and performance-related outcomes, we additionally contribute to the 

literature on authentic leadership theory by highlighting the perceptual nature of 

authenticity, and its potential bias in terms of leadership outcomes (Eagly, 2005).  
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Figure 2. Proposed Model of the Hypothesized Moderated Mediation Effect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Followers have expectations about what an effective leader is like (cf. Lord, Foti, 

& De Vader, 1984). These expectations can be based on followers’ individual values (van 

Quaquebeke, Kerschreiter, Buxton, & van Dick, 2010; Spence & Helmreich, 1978), their 

previous experiences with leadership (Reskin & Ross, 1995), and their own demographic 

characteristics (Schein, 2001). In addition, these expectations are influenced by societal 

norms (Eagly & Karau, 2002). These societal norms have their basis in role theory 

(Broverman, Vogel, Broverman, Clarkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1972), which describes how 

gender stereotypes lead to societal prescriptions and proscriptions for men and women, and 

explains how the female gender role is incongruent with the leader role (Eagly & Steffen, 

1984). 

More specifically, characteristics associated with the female gender role include 

being relationship-oriented, kind, sensitive, and cooperative, also labeled communal 

characteristics (Scott & Brown, 2006; Abele, 2003; Fiske & Stevens, 1993). 

Characteristics associated with the male gender role include being achievement-oriented, 

dominant, and decisive, also labeled as agentic characteristics (Scott & Brown, 2006). 

Leader Gender Perceived Leader 
Effectiveness 

Perceived Leader 
Authenticity 

Leader Agency 

Leader 
Communality 
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Moreover, agentic characteristics are usually also associated with the leader role (Abele, 

2003; Fiske & Stevens, 1993). The discrepancy between the leader role and the female 

gender role produces a tendency to evaluate women as less effective leaders than men 

(Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Heilman, 2001). As a result, female leaders have to 

overcome perceptions of role incongruence between the gender role and the leader role in 

order to be perceived as effective leaders, while role congruency confers advantage to 

perceptions of male leaders’ effectiveness (Eagly & Karau, 2002).  

This effect is very clearly described and elaborately tested in Eagly and her 

colleagues’ studies and meta-analyses (Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani, 1995; Eagly & 

Johnson, 1990; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonski, 1992; Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 

2011) and provide strong support for the theory of role incongruity for female leaders. This 

theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002) proposes that women are underrepresented in leadership 

positions due to society’s biased perceptions and expectations of leadership and gender 

roles. Female leaders who are gender role-congruent, i.e., communal, are perceived as 

being less effective leaders because communality is incongruent with the leader role, while 

female leaders who are leader role-congruent, i.e., agentic, are seen as less likable because 

agency is incongruent with the female gender role (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Female leaders 

thus suffer from a double bind: both being communal and being agentic can prevent 

women from being perceived as desirable leaders, and thus hinder their advancement into 

leadership positions. In effect, female leaders face a more complex challenge with regard 

to adhering to societal expectations, compared to male leaders.  

In order to overcome this double bind, Eagly and Karau (2002) suggest that 

women should be both communal and agentic. “Adding communal features to leadership 

behavior […] could allow women to fulfill aspects of the female role [and they] may 

thereby receive more positive reactions if they include in their repertoire some behaviors 

that are expressive, friendly, and participative” (Eagly & Karau, 2002: 578). Existing 

research finds that when women are perceived to be both communal and agentic, the 

backlash effects of particularly agentic behavior seem to diminish (Cann & Siegfried, 

1990; Rudman & Glick, 2001; Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008; Hansson, 

O’Connor, Jones, & Mihelich, 1980). For instance, while agentic females experience 

backlash in hiring decisions, androgynous females are not discriminated against (Rudman 
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& Glick, 2001). Moreover, female leaders who fail to exhibit either communal or agentic 

characteristics are perceived as ineffective, whereas male leaders only need to display 

agency to be seen as effective (Johnson et al., 2008). In addition, by being both communal 

and agentic, women add communality to their agentic leadership behavior, thereby 

tempering negative evaluations, and even enhancing positive reactions (Rudman & Glick, 

2001). Rosette and Tost (2010) find that successful top women leaders are evaluated as 

more effective than male leaders, as is expressed in higher ratings of communal and higher 

ratings of agentic characteristics. From the results of these studies, the conclusion appears 

to be that female leaders will be evaluated more positively, and thus, will have greater 

success in reaching higher leadership positions, when they are both communal and agentic.  

However, these studies share certain important shortcomings that warrant a closer 

look at the interactive process between gender, communality, and agency. For instance, 

some of these studies consider agentic and communal characteristics either as two 

mutually excluding variables (i.e., when used as a manipulation in experimental settings 

such as scenarios or vignettes, leaders are described as either communal or agentic; Phelan, 

Moss-Racusin, & Rudman, 2008; Cann & Siegfried, 1990; Rudman et al., 2012), or as two 

independent predictors without considering interaction effects between communality and 

agency (e.g., Johnson et al., 2008). Studies that investigate how leaders’ agentic and 

communal characteristics that are occurring in interaction are evaluated, are, to our 

knowledge, lacking in the extant research, even though research argues and shows that 

agency and communality are not mutually exclusive (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002; 

Rosette & Tost, 2010). As such, it is possible that the negative main effects between 

agency and female leader evaluations that has been reported in the extant literature (Eagly 

et al., 1992) could be qualified by a higher-order interaction effect between agency and 

communality. 

In addition, research that studies both communal and agentic characteristics are 

predominantly scenario-based experiments. Evaluations following such a scenario are 

fundamentally different from evaluations of real leaders: the evaluator will not base their 

impression of the leader over a period of time, but will instead form their impression of the 

leader based on a static description, without actually interacting with the leader and 

without experiencing the agentic and communal behaviors of the leader. In the following 
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sections, we draw on a combination of role congruity theory and authentic leadership 

theory to argue that, although theory and research so far encourages female leaders to 

being both communal and agentic, this advice may be premature and potentially harmful to 

female leaders. 

Consequences of combining agency and communality for leader effectiveness. 

Balancing agency and communality while remaining consistent is difficult. 

Consider for instance how a leader who is both communal and agentic would act, faced 

with the following situation. An employee approaches his leader with work-family conflict 

matters. One way in which his leader might react is in an agentic fashion: she could take 

immediate action to find a solution to the work-family conflict the employee is perceiving, 

for instance by telling the employee to focus on his job to take his mind off things, which 

would additionally avoid a drop in performance or efficiency. But the same leader could 

just as well react with communality: she could take a person-oriented approach and offer 

help to find a solution to the problem, or ask whether the employee would prefer to take 

some time off and transfer their tasks to someone else in order to avoid a drop in 

performance or efficiency. The first response of the leader would be consistent with her 

agency, while the latter response would be consistent with her communality—while 

achieving the same outcome, i.e., trying to prevent performance from being affected by the 

issue while taking the employee’s wellbeing into account.  

Of course, leaders are faced with many different situations in which action is 

required. If a leader is both communal and agentic, it is possible that she responds 

communal in some situations, and agentic in others. This might result in perceptions of 

discrepancy in the leader’s behavior for two reasons. For one, if the leader were to react 

differently with different employees, i.e., being agentic with employee A, but communal 

with employee B, this can be perceived as inconsistent. In addition, when the leader might 

be consistently agentic in one type of situation and consistently communal in other types of 

situations, this can still evoke the sense of inconsistency. For instance, a leader might show 

interest in an employee’s personal life by warmly engaging in chit chat when they bump 

into each other at the coffee machine, while the same leader might take a formal and 

dominant stance in job evaluations with the same employee. In both cases, this evokes a 
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sense of inconsistency with employees, which affects employees’ evaluations of their 

leader.  

This sense of inconsistency is induced because at first glance, agency and 

communality, or masculinity and femininity, seem to be two very different, even opposite, 

behaviors that elicit paradoxical tension (Schad, Lewis, Raisch, & Smith, 2016). This 

paradoxical nature is highlighted in several prominent historical cultural perspectives, such 

as the Taoist yin-yang symbol, and has worked its way through modern perspectives on 

cultures, such as Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 1983). Similarly, research 

tends to regard communality and agency as opposites (Eagly & Steffen, 1984; Bem, 1981; 

Phelan et al., 2008; Cann & Siegfried, 1990; Rudman et al., 2012), even though neither 

agency nor communality necessarily precludes co-existence (Rosette & Tost, 2010; Fiske 

et al., 2002; Eagly & Karau, 2002). It is therefore not surprising that people initially 

perceive agentic and communal behaviors as intuitively paradoxical and inconsistent. 

Leaders that are behaviorally consistent are evaluated more favorably by their 

followers. For instance, behaviorally consistent leaders garner more trust from their 

followers (Whitener, Brodt, Korsgaard, & Werner, 1998). Thus, when employees have the 

feeling that their leader’s behavior is unpredictable and inconsistent, they will trust their 

leader less. This should translate to lower perceptions of leadership effectiveness.  

Note that this line of reasoning predicts that women leaders who are consistently 

agentic will not be perceived as unpredictable and inconsistent, as long as they are not 

communal in addition. This expectation runs counter to the expectation as posited by the 

backlash-from-agency hypothesis (Heilman, 2001), which predicts that the agency of 

women leaders may result in penalization for being competent and devaluation of their 

performance. Our line of reasoning attenuates this hypothesis by arguing that the 

devaluation of agentic women leaders’ performance will only manifest itself if there is a 

reason for followers to doubt the genuineness of this agency. Thus, we predict that it the 

more communality agentic women show, the less effective they will be evaluated. In 

addition, this line of reasoning suggests that women who are low in agency and high in 

communality will be consistent in their communality, and this will therefore lead to 

perceptions of higher leadership effectiveness.  
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It is unlikely that men’s communal and agentic behavior will be evaluated in a 

similar fashion. The leadership role and the male gender role have similar, i.e., agentic, 

prescriptions. As a result, men will experience less scrutiny of their leadership behaviors, 

because the congruence between the male gender role and the leader role signal that there 

is no apparent reason to doubt their leadership skills—even when they display role 

incongruent behavior. Such double standards of competence (Foschi, 2000) have been 

repeatedly established in the literature, and results in women leaders having to prove 

themselves and pay the price when they deviate from norms.   

 

Hypothesis 1. There is a three-way interaction effect between leader gender, 

leader communality, and leader communality, such that communality will have a 

negative effect on employees’ perceptions of highly agentic female leaders’ 

effectiveness, and a positive effect on less agentic female leaders’ effectiveness, 

but does not affect perceptions of male leaders’ effectiveness.  

 

Consequences of combining agency and communality for authentic leadership. 

People have an inherent preference for making sense of their environment to keep 

the environment predictable, and therefore attribute behavior to dispositional factors of the 

individual, such as traits, abilities, or feelings, or to situational factors with which the 

individual is surrounded, such as environmental demands or pressures (Heider, 1958; 

Kelley & Michela, 1980; Jones & Nisbett, 1971). It is therefore not surprising that, when 

individuals are confronted with these two seemingly opposite characteristics (i.e., agency 

and communality) within one person, they try to understand where these opposite 

behaviors come from (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). The attribution of behavior to dispositional 

factors (i.e., internal attribution) can be seen as perceivers’ assessment of the actor’s 

behavior as being part of the “real self”, as being authentic. The attribution of behavior to 

situational factors (i.e., external attribution) can be seen as perceivers’ assessment of the 

actor’s behavior as being evoked by forces that are not part of the actor’s “real self”, and 

therefore, may be seen as inauthentic (Harvey, Martinko & Gardner, 2006). 

In situations where the causes of certain events are overtly clear, it becomes fairly 

simple and straightforward to attribute the event to an internal or external cause (Martinko 
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& Gardner, 1987). Conversely, as ambiguity in situations increases, the causes of 

outcomes, i.e., whether the causes of certain situations are internal or external, become 

increasingly difficult to identify (Harvey et al., 2006). When inconsistency occurs, the 

causes of these inconsistencies are open to numerous interpretations, which makes the 

causal search process more complex. As such, if an individual is perceived to behave 

inconsistently across situations, it is more likely that (part of) this individual’s behavior is 

incorrectly attributed to either internal or external factors.  

The possibility of multiple interpretations leaves room for biases that might distort 

attributions (Martinko & Gardner, 1987). Biases relevant to the evaluation of female 

leaders are related to the agentic prescriptions and proscriptions of the leader role, and the 

communal prescriptions and proscriptions of the female gender role (Prentice & Carranza, 

2002). When a female leader is both communal and agentic, the attributions that followers 

make of their female leader’s behavior are not always internal—even though they should 

be attributed internally, given that the female leader is both communal and agentic. In 

situations where a female leader is communal, the followers will interpret her behavior 

internally: “the leader is a female, women have more communal personalities, thus when 

she displays communality, it must be that she is showing this communality because of who 

she is.” However, when the same female leader displays this communality in addition to 

her agency, this is attributed externally: “because she also displays communality, and this 

communality is attributed internally, when she displays agency, it must be because the 

situation, i.e., being a leader, requires her to do so.” Because the agency in this case is not 

seen as authentic, this will manifest itself in backlash against the female leader.  

Conversely, female leaders who are agentic but not communal will likely adhere 

to their agentic values when responding to the employee’s dilemma across situations, 

thereby leaving little room for perceived behavioral inconsistency. Consistency throughout 

interactions with followers over time allows for the followers to attribute their leader’s 

communality or agency internally: they ascribe their leader’s actions as resulting from her 

personality, and thus, the expression of these behaviors as authentic. This leads to the 

prediction that highly agentic female leaders are only likely to suffer backlash when their 

agency is accompanied by communality.  
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The authenticity of male leaders who are both communal and agentic is not 

evaluated in the same fashion that women’s authenticity is evaluated (Eagly, 2005). Male 

leaders’ gender role expectations are similar to their leader expectations: in both roles, men 

are expected to be agentic. The display of agentic qualities is both internally and externally 

attributed, thereby reinforcing the combination of the male as a leader, and fusing these 

two roles together (cf. Heilman, 1983, 2001). When a male leader displays communality in 

addition to his agency, this should not influence the attribution process: the leadership role 

does not require a leader to be communal, nor does the male gender role. Therefore, a male 

leader’s communality will not influence employees’ perceptions of his authenticity. 

 

Hypothesis 2. There is a three-way interaction effect between leader gender, 

leader communality, and leader agency, such that communality will have a 

negative effect on employees’ perceptions of highly agentic female leaders’ 

authenticity, and a positive effect on less agentic female leaders’ authenticity, but 

will not affect perceptions of male leaders’ authenticity.  

 

Authentic leadership as an antecedent of leader effectiveness. 

Over the last decade, the concept of authenticity has gained popularity in both the 

popular management press (George, Sims, McLean, & Mayer, 2007), as well as in 

scientific research (cf. Gardner, Cogliser, Davis, & Dickens, 2011). This focus on 

authenticity is not surprising, given that research shows that being authentic, i.e., “the 

unobstructed operation of one’s true, or core, self in one’s daily enterprise” (Kernis, 2003: 

13), in the workplace plays an important role in individuals’ own outcomes (e.g., Ilies, 

Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005; Leroy, Anseel, Gardner, & Sels, 2015; Wang, Sui, Luthans, 

Wang, & Wu, 2014), as well as in teams (e.g., Leroy et al., 2012) and organizations 

(Hmieleski, Cole, & Baron, 2012).  

Particularly much attention has been devoted to the importance of leaders’ 

authenticity (Avolio, Luthans, & Walumbwa, 2004), and how authentic leadership 

influences the processes and outcomes of followers individually (cf. Avolio, Gardner, 

Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004), such as job satisfaction (Azanza, Moriano, & Molero, 

2013; Wong & Laschinger, 2013), trust (Wong, Laschinger, & Cummings, 2010), 
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engagement (Giallonardo, Wong, & Iwasiw, 2010; Wang & Hsieh, 2013), wellbeing (Ilies 

et al., 2005), positive affect (Hsiung, 2012; Rego, Sousa, Marques, & Cunha, 2014), voice 

(Hsiung, 2012), ethical and prosocial behavior (Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2011), 

creativity (Rego et al., 2014), and individual performance (Leroy, Palanski, & Simons, 

2012; Leroy et al., 2015). Additionally, authentic leaders have been found to have a 

positive influence on teams’ work climate (Woolley, Caza, & Levy, 2011), group trust 

(Clapp-Smith, Vogelgesang, & Avey, 2009), and team performance (Peus, Wesche, 

Streicher, Braun, & Frey, 2012; Clapp-Smith et al., 2009; Woolley et al., 2011). 

Furthermore, authentic individuals do not only positively influence those around them, but 

they also experience more self-esteem and life satisfaction (Goldman & Kernis, 2002). 

Overall, these results show that leaders who are authentic foster all different kinds of 

positive outcomes, both for themselves, as well as for the team and the organization.  

Followers’ perceptions of their leader’s authenticity play a vital role in benefiting 

the teams of authentic leaders (Eagly, 2005). Authentic leaders are, among other things, 

“deeply aware of how they think and behave and are perceived by others as being aware of 

their own and others’ values/moral perspective, knowledge, and strengths” (Avolio, et al., 

2004: p. 4; emphasis added). These perceptions of leaders are not only based on observable 

verbal and non-verbal behavior, but also on followers’ own biases and expectations (Lord, 

Foti, & De Vader, 1984). In fact, recent research suggests that perceptions of authenticity 

are not gender-neutral, and that perceptions of a leader’s authenticity are influenced by 

gender stereotypes (Liu, Cutcher, & Grant, 2015; cf. Eagly, 2005).  

Leaders who are perceived as authentic garner higher levels of their followers’ 

identification (Wong, Laschinger, & Cummings, 2010), and have higher trust in their 

leadership (Wong & Cummings, 2009; Clapp-Smith, Vogelgesang, & Avey, 2009). 

However, as argued in the paragraphs preceding Hypothesis 2, female leaders face 

constraints in achieving authenticity as a leader. In addition, followers are more likely to 

perceive inconsistency in female leaders because female leaders’ values might not always 

align with the values of those that have traditionally dominated leader positions, i.e., males 

(Eagly, 2005). This perceived inconsistency results in perceptions of lower leader 

authenticity, which subsequently explains why and when women leaders have lower levels 

of leader effectiveness. 
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Hypothesis 3. Perceived leader authenticity mediates the three-way interaction 

effect of leader gender, leader agency, and leader communality to perceived 

leader effectiveness. 

 

METHODS 

Sample and procedures  

Fifty-three leaders and 226 team members of 53 organizational teams in the 

service industry were invited to take part in a survey. The leaders of five teams and 13 

team members failed to fill out the survey. Teams with insufficient leader data were 

excluded from further analyses, which were run over the remaining 48 teams’ leaders (N = 

48, Mage = 38.87 years, SDage = 10.74, 39.6 percent female) and team members (N = 213, 

Mage = 29.81 years, SDage = 8.35, 48.4 percent female).  

Variables 

Leader Gender. Leaders indicated their gender (female or male). Male leaders 

were dummy-coded as 0, female leaders as 1.  

Communality of leader. The extent to which leaders considered themselves 

communal was assessed by administering a 6-item scale based on the characteristics that 

are associated with communality: a) kind, b) helpful, c) understanding, d) warm, e) aware 

of other's feelings, and f) ability to devote self to others (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). Using a 

5-point "Strongly Disagree" (1) to "Strongly Agree" (5) response scale leaders rated the 

extent to which they perceived themselves as communal. Sample items are "I am kind" and 

"I am aware of other people’s feelings". The scale showed a reliability of α = .88. 

Agency of leader. The extent to which leaders considered themselves agentic was 

assessed by administering an 8-item scale based on the characteristics that are associated 

with agency: a) active, b) not easily influenced, c) aggressive, d) independent, e) dominant, 

f) self-confident, g) competitive, h) makes decisions easily, i) never gives up easily, and j) 

stands up well under pressure (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). All characteristics except 

“aggressive” were itemized, because of the negative connotation that this word contains. 

Using a 5-point "Strongly Disagree" (1) to "Strongly Agree" (5) response scale leaders 

rated the extent to which they perceived themselves as communal. Sample items are "I am 
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not easily influenced" and I makes decisions easily". The scale showed a reliability of α = 

.70. 

Perceived Leader Authenticity. Team members indicated on a 5-point scale, 

ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (1) to Strongly Agree” (5) how authentic they 

considered their leader to be using 14 items derived from Neider & Schriesheim’s (2011) 

Authentic Leadership Inventory scale. Sample items are “My leader openly shares 

information with others” and “My leader resists pressures on him/her to do things contrary 

to his/her beliefs”. The scale showed a reliability of α = .86. RWGs and RWGjs for the team 

members were sufficiently high (MRWG = .92 and MRWGj = .84), which justified aggregating 

the team members’ responses in each team.  

Perceived Leader Effectiveness. Team members indicated how effective they 

perceived their leader to be using 5 items from van Knippenberg and van Knippenberg’s 

(2005) leader effectiveness scale. Sample items are "The leader is very effective as a 

leader" and "The leader leads in a way that motivates people". These items were measured 

using a 5-point "Strongly Disagree" (1) to "Strongly Agree" (5) response scale. The scale 

showed a reliability of α = .87. RWGs and RWGjs for the team members were sufficiently 

high (MRWG = .87 and MRWGj = .85), which justified aggregating the team members’ 

responses in each team.  

Control variables. Because follower gender may influence leader perceptions 

(Schein, 2001), we ran all our statistical models with and without team gender diversity as 

a control variable. Team gender diversity did not affect the results in a significant way in 

any of the models. The results without team gender diversity as a control variable are 

reported below. Results including team gender diversity as a control variable are available 

upon request.   

 

RESULTS 

Table 1 provides an overview of the means, standard deviations, and 

intercorrelations of the variables in this study. We ran all analyses on split samples to 

avoid common method bias.  

 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study variables 
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Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Leader Gender  

(0 = male, 1 = female) 
0.40 0.49 

    

2. Leader Communality 4.03 0.48 .24 
   

3. Leader Agency 3.91 0.37 -.25 -.07 
  

4. Perceived Leader 

Authenticity 
3.69 0.45 .01a .07a .03a 

 

5. Perceived Leader 

Effectiveness  
3.89 0.59 -.09a -.06a -.08a .59b* 

*Pearson correlation is significant at the p = .01 level (2-tailed). 

N = 48 teams, unless otherwise specified. 
aN = 45 teams. 

       bN = 47 teams. 

        

 

Hypothesis 1 predicted a three-way interaction effect between leader gender, 

leader communality, and leader agency on leader effectiveness. We conducted a 

hierarchical regression analysis where we entered leader gender, leader communality, and 

leader agency in the first step, all the two-way interaction effects in the second step, and 

the three-way interaction effect in the third step (see Table 2). The three-way interaction 

effect reached statistical significance (b = -0.75, p < .01, 95% CI = [-1.18; -0.32]), 

indicating initial support for Hypothesis 1. In order to test the direction of the effect, we 

conducted simple slopes analyses (Dawson, 2014) (see Figure 3a). As predicted, the slope 

for communality showed a significant negative effect for female leaders high in agency (b 

= -0.77, p < .01), providing additional support for Hypothesis 1. In addition, we found a 

significant positive effect of communality for female leaders low in agency (b = 0.60, p = 

.01), further supporting Hypothesis 1. 
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Table 2. Unstandardized regression coefficients of leader gender, leader agency, and leader 

communality on perceived leader effectiveness and perceived leader authenticity. 

 H1. Leader effectiveness H2. Leader authenticity 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Constant  3.92** 3.92** 3.91** 3.70** 3.69** 3.68** 

       

Leader gender -.09 -.13 -.13 -.01 -.04 -.04 

 

      

Leader communality -.02 .05 -.04 .03 .07 .00 

 

      

Leader agency -.05 .02 .05 .02 .07 .10 

 

      

2-way Leader gender  

x Leader communality 

 -.13 -.04  -.04 .02 

 

      

2-way Leader gender  

x Leader agency 

 -.38† -.21  -.33† -.21 

 

      

2-way Leader communality  

x Leader agency 

 -.07 .07  -.05 .05 

 

      

3-way Leader gender  

x Leader communality  

x Leader agency 

  -.75**   -.52** 

 

      

Adj. R2 -.06 -.01 .23 -.07 -.03 .12 

ΔR2  .11 .22**  .10 .15** 

Model F 0.23 0.93 2.83* 0.08 0.78 1.89† 
†p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01       
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To test Hypothesis 2, we conducted the same hierarchical regression analyses as 

for Hypothesis 1, but with leader authenticity as the dependent variable (see Table 2). The 

three-way interaction effect reached statistical significance (b = -0.52, p < .01, 95% CI = [-

0.90; -0.14]), indicating initial support for Hypothesis 2. Simple slopes analyses (see 

Figure 3b) revealed a significant negative effect of communality on leader authenticity for 

female leaders high in agency (b = -0.45, p = .04), providing additional support for 

Hypothesis 2. In addition, we found significant positive effect of communality for female 

leaders low in agency (b = 0.49, p = .02), further supporting Hypothesis 2. 

 

Figure 3a and 3b. Simple slopes of the three-way interaction effect of leader gender, leader 

agency, and leader communality on (a) perceived leader effectiveness and (b) perceived 

leader authenticity. 

 

 

b = -.77** 

b = .60* 

b = .03 

b = -.11 
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To test the mediating effect of leader authenticity to leader effectiveness as 

formulated in Hypothesis 3, we performed a test of moderated mediation using the 

bootstrapping procedure as described in Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) with 10,000 

repetitions. The results showed a significant indirect effect of leader authenticity to leader 

effectiveness (Indirect effect of the highest order interaction = -1.52, SE(Boot) = 0.97, 

95% CI = [-3.94; -0.21]), providing support for Hypothesis 3. Leader gender was 

significantly negatively related to leader effectiveness via leader authenticity for leaders 

high (+1 SD) in communality and high (+1 SD) in agency (Conditional indirect effect = -

0.41, 95% CI = [-1.19; -0.03]), and significantly positively related to leader effectiveness 

via leader authenticity for leaders high (+1 SD) in communality and low (-1 SD) in agency. 

These results indicate that for women leaders, authenticity mediated the negative effect of 

communality on leader effectiveness in highly agentic leaders, and the positive effect of 

communality on leader effectiveness in low agentic leaders, additionally supporting 

Hypothesis 3. We also found an unhypothesized, yet unsurprising negative effect of leader 

gender on leader effectiveness, mediated by authenticity, for leaders low in agency and low 

in communality (Conditional indirect effect = -0.23, 95% CI = [-0.82; -0.00]).  

 

b = .49* 

b = .05 

b = -.05 

b = -.45* 
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Exploratory analyses 

In order to see whether the effect that was found on perceptions of leader 

effectiveness and leader authenticity additionally translated to team performance, we 

conducted the same hierarchical regression analyses as for Hypothesis 1, but with team 

performance as the dependent variable. Leaders indicated the performance of their team 

using 7 items from Pearce and Sims’ (2002) team effectiveness scale. Sample items are 

“The quality of the team’s output is very high” and “The team is very effective”. The scale 

showed a reliability of α = .84. 

The three-way interaction effect between leader gender, leader communality, and 

leader agency, reached statistical significance (b = -0.48, p = .05, 95% CI = [-0.97; -0.00]), 

however, simple slopes analyses revealed no significant negative effect of communality on 

team performance for female leaders high in agency (b = -0.05, p = .85), nor a positive 

effect of communality on team performance for female leaders low in agency (b = .33, p = 

.20). In fact, the interaction effect seemed to be driven by a negative effect of communality 

for male leaders low in agency (b = -0.55, p = .01), indicating that communality was 

related to lower team performance for male leaders low in agency. In addition, team 

performance was not significantly related to leader authenticity (r = .10, p = .49), nor did 

we find any mediating effects of leader authenticity to team performance (Indirect effect of 

the highest order interaction = 0.09, SE(Boot) = 0.89, 95% CI = [-2.53; 2.09]). These 

results are important because they clearly show that what employees think is effective, 

does not necessarily have to be more effective.  

 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, we examined the interactive effects of communality and agency on 

female and male leaders’ perceived effectiveness, mediated by leader authenticity. 

Contradictory to conclusions based on previous studies’ results, yet in line with our 

hypotheses, the results show that agentic female leaders only suffer backlash in terms of 

their employees’ evaluations of leader effectiveness and leader authenticity if they are also 

high in communality. It seems that, while the extant literature on overcoming the double 

bind (Eagly & Karau, 2002) suggest that women should temper their agency with 
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communality, the opposite effect appears to take place: the more communal female leaders 

who are highly agentic are, the more backlash they suffer.  

While research so far has done an excellent job at describing the tension that 

women experience as a result of the double bind, it has been mainly used as an explanation 

for occurring phenomena such as the gender wage gap and the gender gap in leadership 

and career advancement. In the current study, we take the double bind as a starting point to 

describe the processes that are elicited by this tension and how they affect the team’s 

perceptions of the leader. More specifically, we show that this tension women experience 

between gender and leader roles leads to tension between behavioral expectations for 

female leaders, most notably if highly agentic female leaders are also communal. The 

implication of the results in this study is that while female leaders may think that they are 

tempering their agency with niceness (Rudman & Glick, 2001), they are in fact confusing 

their followers with their inconsistent behavior—which is reflected in the followers’ 

evaluations of their leader’s authenticity and effectiveness. 

What is striking is that the three-way interaction effect between leader gender, 

agency, and communality, entirely qualified the marginally significant two-way 

interactions of leader gender and agency on both leader effectiveness and leader 

authenticity (see Table 2). The negative effect size of these two-way interactions suggest 

that female leaders who are more agentic receive lower ratings in terms of leader 

effectiveness and leader authenticity—a finding consistent with previous research on 

backlash of agency (Rudman & Glick, 2001). In fact, in a post-hoc analysis where we 

examined the exclusive effect of agency on evaluations of leader effectiveness and leader 

authenticity of male versus female leaders, we find even stronger support for the backlash-

from-agency hypothesis: the interaction effect of leader gender and leader agency was 

significant and negative for both leader effectiveness (b = -0.42, p = .05, 95% CI = [-0.83; 

-0.01]) and leader authenticity (b = -0.36, p = .04, 95% CI = [-0.70; -0.01]). These results 

suggests that earlier research on the backlash-from-agency hypothesis may have found 

different effects if communality and the interaction between agency and communality 

would have been taken into account, highlighting the urgent need for future research on 

gender and leadership to take a closer look at boundary conditions to the processes by 

which women leaders suffer backlash from agency.  
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Theoretical implications 

The results of our study have significant theoretical implications for role 

congruity theory and authentic leadership theory. While we find continuing support for the 

existence of a negative female gender bias in leadership, the results of our paper clearly 

show that the backlash-from-agency perspective needs attenuation: we find that 

communality is an important boundary condition for the occurrence of backlash from 

agency. In fact, from Figure 3a and Figure 3b we can distill that agentic women who show 

the least communality are in fact evaluated nearly as positively and as authentic as low 

agentic women who are highly communal, providing additional support for an attributional 

perspective where behavioral consistency is more important for female leaders than 

adhering to both leader and gender roles.  

We also ran exploratory analyses with team performance as an outcome, and 

found that nor agency, nor communality, nor their interaction, affect the performance of 

female leaders’ teams. These are important findings that indicate that conflicting gender 

and leader role prescriptions indeed hinder women’s career advancement, but affect their 

actual effectiveness as a leader to a much lesser, if any, degree (Eagly, Karau, & 

Makhijani, 1995; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992). These findings add to earlier 

research findings that show that women need to meet higher subjective thresholds before 

being considered as good leaders, even though they may objectively already meet the 

standards (Melamed, 1996). 

Our study additionally provides theoretical implications for our current 

understanding of authentic leadership. While numerous studies have showed the positive 

effects of authentic leadership on organizationally important outcomes, little attention has 

been devoted so far to the gendered nature of authentic leadership (Eagly, 2005, and Liu et 

al., 2015, are notable exceptions). The conclusions from the findings of our study lead us 

to at least two important implications for authentic leadership theory. The first is that 

perceptions of authenticity are evidently influenced by gender bias. Unidimensional 

behavior is important for women leaders in order to be perceived as authentic and, as a 

result, effective, while no such behavioral restrictions seem to apply to the evaluations of 

male leaders’ authenticity. As the relatively young field of authentic leadership theory 
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evolves, it is important to realize that authenticity in leadership is a construct that is not 

only achieved by being self-aware, relationally transparent, able to process information in 

a balanced way, and by having an internalized moral perspective (Neider & Schreisheim, 

2011), but also influenced by societal norms and expectations based on gender roles. More 

specifically, our findings clearly show that followers interpret the authenticity of their 

leaders’ behaviors in terms of how they measure up to societal expectations of gender and 

leader roles.  

Another implication of our findings for authentic leadership theory is that, while 

many numerous positive organizational outcomes are associated for leaders who are 

authentic leaders, it appears that these positive outcomes may be confined to perceptive 

outcomes, such as teams’ work climates (Woolley et al., 2011), group trust (Clapp-Smith 

et al., 2009), and team members’ own perceptions of their teams’ effectiveness (Peus et al., 

2012), and may in fact not translate to more objective team performance outcomes. In fact, 

of the studies in our literature review, only one mentions a positive relationship between 

authentic leadership and objective team performance outcomes (i.e., financial team 

performance; Clapp-Smith et al., 2009), while the overwhelming majority of studies 

reports effects on perceptive team outcomes only. While the relationship between authentic 

leadership and objective team performance outcomes may truly exist, based on the extant 

evidence, it may be too premature to draw conclusions on the robustness of this effect and 

through which process authentic leadership affects team performance. In light of our 

findings, the field of authentic leadership should proceed carefully in proclaiming the 

benefits of authentic leadership, especially given the gendered and perceptive nature of the 

construct.  

 

Directions for future research 

The support for the idea that perceptions of leader authenticity are influenced by 

biased preconceptions about leadership and gender roles offers a plethora of research 

questions to address by future research. While we show clear evidence for the crucial role 

that perceptions of women leaders’ authenticity play in their evaluations of their 

effectiveness as a leader, some aspects about the process deserve a closer empirical 

examination. For instance, in this study we relied on self-reports of leaders’ communality 
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and agency, and assumed that these would translate into observable behavior. While 

research in personality traits makes the same assumption, a more objective measure of 

leaders’ behaviors would offer a robust replication of our findings.  

In addition, it would be interesting to zoom in on the interplay between 

communality and agency of women leaders, and how each of these constructs influence 

perceptions of authenticity. For instance, future research could differentiate between 

evaluations of the leaders’ communal behaviors’ authenticity, and the evaluations of the 

leaders’ agentic behaviors’ authenticity, in order to pinpoint with more confidence that it is 

the communality that is facilitating backlash against highly agentic women leaders, and not 

the agency of highly communal women. 

Another interesting avenue future research may pursue is how to resolve this 

paradoxical tension between communality and agency that women who are both feel. The 

literature on identity integration (Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & Morris, 2002) may offer 

some promising insights in this respect. Research in this area finds that individuals with a 

bi-cultural background adapt better to their cultural environment when they are high in 

bicultural identity integration (e.g., Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000), which 

may even result in higher creative performance (Mok & Morris, 2010). In a similar 

fashion, gender identity integration (Sacharin, Lee, & Gonzalez, 2009) may lead women 

leaders to assimilate to the demands of the leader role more easily, thereby reducing 

opportunities for the display of paradoxical behaviors. 

 

Conclusion 

Women leaders face constraints in their ascent to leadership position that are 

unique to their gender and the conflicting expectations that arise from the female gender 

role and the leader role. The advice that the gender literature has put forth, i.e., to adhere to 

both role expectations by being both communal and agentic, seems to produce the opposite 

results: when agentic women are more communal, they are perceived to be less effective. 

This effect is explained by lowered perceptions of leader authenticity: by displaying both 

communality and agency, this provides an opportunity for followers to attribute the 

paradoxical behaviors of their leader as inauthentic. It appears that women do not 

necessarily incur backlash from being agentic: only when they are also communal are they 
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perceived as less authentic and less effective as a result. We argue for an attenuation of the 

backlash hypothesis and urge future research to further explore the interactive effects of 

communality and agency in leadership. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CULTURAL METACOGNITION OF MINORITY AND MAJORITY LEADERS: 

Contingencies of effective leadership in teams 

 

ABSTRACT 

One key difference between cultural minorities and cultural majorities in 

leadership positions is the cultural team context: minorities are far more often confronted 

with cross-cultural situations than majorities. Possessing skills to successfully engage in 

intercultural collaboration is therefore essential for leaders with a cultural minority 

background. Therefore, the focus in this study is on leader cultural metacognition, i.e. the 

proficiency of leaders in thinking about their cultural assumptions. Specifically, we 

hypothesize that the cultural metacognition of minority leaders is positively related to team 

performance, and that this effect is mediated by information elaboration. Furthermore, we 

hypothesize that the cultural metacognition of majority leaders is only related to team 

performance via team information elaboration in culturally diverse teams, and not in 

culturally homogeneous teams. Analyses of 144 four-person teams that performed a 

distributed information task showed that leader cultural metacognition was positively 

related to team performance for minority leaders, but not for majority leaders. A moderated 

mediation analysis showed that this effect was mediated by team information elaboration. 

Although previous research has found evidence for the effectiveness of cultural 

metacognition in culturally diverse contexts, we do not replicate that effect for majority 

leaders: team composition did not moderate the relationship between majority leaders’ 

cultural metacognition and team performance via information elaboration. Our results 

suggest that demographic characteristics of the leader are a contingency factor of certain 

effective leadership skills. We call for further research to develop our understanding of 

effective leadership for minority groups accordingly.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In the Fall of 2008, a historical event occurred: the citizens of the United States of 

America elected a member of a cultural minority group as their president for the first time 

in a history of 56 terms of presidencies: Barack Obama, who is of Caucasian-American 

and Kenyan descent. President Obama’s race for office as the first cultural minority, has 

made the underrepresentation of minorities in the highest governmental positions 

painstakingly clear. In corporate organizations, we see a comparable picture. In the U.S., 

4.8 percent of CEOs in 2013 were of a cultural minority (i.e. not fully Caucasian-

American) background (Zweigenhaft, 2014), versus the 26.3 percent of cultural minorities 

that make up the U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).  

These low numbers of minorities in leadership positions highlight an important 

implication of having so few minorities in leadership positions for leadership research. 

Most studies on leadership that have been tested in the field comprised a relatively 

homogeneous sample of leaders, i.e., most of the leaders possessed a majority cultural 

background. Whether there are differences between minority leaders and majority leaders 

in leadership effectiveness, and if so, how these cross-cultural differences between leaders 

play out in a team context, are challenging questions to answer with so little cultural 

variation between leaders. However, organizations are increasingly attracting a diverse 

workforce, which eventually will result in a growing representation of minorities in 

leadership positions. Hence, in the current study, we preemptively focus on creating a 

better understanding of the effectiveness of minority versus majority leaders in teams. 

Specifically, we investigate cultural metacognition, i.e. “an individual’s cultural 

consciousness and awareness during interactions with those from different cultural 

backgrounds” (Van Dyne, Ang, & Koh, 2008: 17), as an effective trait for minorities in 

leadership positions.  

In the current study, we show that effective leadership traits, i.e., a leader’s 

cultural metacognition in this study, can have different effects on team processes and team 

outcomes depending on the leader’s cultural background. Moreover, we show that the 

positive effects of a leader’s cultural metacognition is not merely dependent upon the 

cultural composition of the team, as has been shown in previous research, but that the 

personal characteristics of the leader matter at least as much in predicting when leader 
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cultural metacognition is beneficial for teams. With these findings, we extend our current 

understanding of minority and majority leadership effectiveness in different team contexts, 

and demonstrate the need for studying a leader’s cultural background as a contingency 

factor of effective leadership traits.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Research on minorities in leadership positions has concentrated predominantly on 

the associations that exist between belonging to a specific social group and leadership 

effectiveness. For instance, white male leaders are perceived to be more effective (Rosette, 

Leonardelli, & Phillips, 2008; Eagly & Karau, 2002) and are seen as having more leader 

potential (Greenhaus, Parasuraman, & Wormley, 1990) than leaders from other social 

groups. Perceptions of more “fit” between the leadership stereotype and the social category 

to which the leader belongs results in higher evaluations of leadership effectiveness. As 

such, leaders that belong to minority groups, such as females and racial minorities, are less 

likely to be positively evaluated on leadership effectiveness and leader potential. As a 

result, followers’ negative perceptions of leaders from minority social groups could lead to 

unfavorable team processes that ultimately impair team performance (cf. van Knippenberg 

& Schippers, 2007).  

Research on demographic minorities has thus far mainly focused on outcome 

variables that are based on follower-rated perceptions of the leader’s effectiveness. What 

the effects of such perceptions on team processes and objective (team) performance 

outcomes are remains understudied. In addition, while most of the research on minorities 

in leadership positions focuses on gender and race, attention to cultural minority leaders, 

i.e., individuals in a leadership position with a cultural background that is different from 

the culture in which they currently reside, is scarce. The current study addresses these 

issues by studying the cultural context of leadership and the effects on objective measures 

of team performance. 

Culture is described as an invisible set of collective mental programs that 

members of the same social group (e.g. nation, region, religion) share with each other, but 

not with members of other social groups (Hofstede, 1983). Culture provides invisible 

norms for appropriate and inappropriate behavior, and shapes individuals’ way of thinking. 
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Those who are culturally different are more likely to be perceived as part of the outgroup 

according to self-categorization theory (Turner, 1991; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & 

Wetherall, 1987). As a result, cultural differences between individuals in groups can 

become a source of conflict and decreased social integration (Stahl, Manevksi, Voigt, & 

Jonsen, 2010), which in turn can lead to lower group outcomes. 

However, groups can also benefit from cultural differences. Cultural differences 

in groups have been found to increase creativity and satisfaction (Stahl et al., 2010). 

Moreover, some scholars suggest that cultural minority leaders might have positive effects 

on team processes which could lead them to outperform majority leaders. For instance, 

Eagly and Chin (2010) argue that in some cases, cultural minority leaders might be more 

effective than cultural majority leaders because cultural minorities are more likely to foster 

positive team outcomes due to their multicultural competence.  

Although research on gender and race in leadership seems to unilaterally indicate 

a negative effect of being part of the minority group for perceived leader effectiveness, 

whether a leader’s cultural background affects objective outcomes of leadership 

effectiveness is not as straightforward. Cultural minorities can possess, but do not 

necessarily have to possess, physically distinct indications of their cultural heritage, such 

as skin color or facial features. Cultural differences can therefore be surface-level 

differences, but mostly, they are deep-level differences. Being able to “speak another’s 

cultural language” is a trait that can help cultural minority leaders in overcoming these 

deep-level differences, and may even lead to superior performance (Chua, Morris, & Mor, 

2012). Therefore, moderating factors such as a cultural minority leaders’ multicultural 

competence should be taken into account to explain leadership effectiveness in teams. In 

the current study, we argue and show how cultural metacognition of a minority leader as 

an indication of multicultural competence can lead to enhanced team performance. 

 

Cross-cultural team context of minorities and majorities 

For minority leaders, the organizational and team context is, culturally speaking, 

significantly different than for majority leaders. The probability of a majority interacting 

with someone with the same cultural background is much higher than for minorities. As an 

example, if 70 percent of the workforce comprises workers with a majority cultural 
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background (as is the case in the United States; US Census, 2013), it is very likely that a 

majority will interact with colleagues who have the same cultural majority background. As 

a result, the organizational and team context does not offer many occurrences of cross-

cultural interactions for cultural majorities. 

In contrast, minorities are less likely to interact with another minority with the 

same cultural background. For instance, the largest minority group in the U.S. workforce is 

Hispanic Americans with 15 percent (US Census, 2013). This significantly lowers the 

probability that one’s colleagues are of the same cultural background, and this probability 

is even lower for smaller minority groups. As a result, the interpersonal contacts of 

minorities are far more likely to be intercultural, and thus, the organizational and team 

context for minorities and minority leaders have a much higher probability of being cross-

cultural contexts than is the case for majorities and majority leaders.1 Hence, in order to 

assess what individual traits are effective for minorities in leadership positions, one has to 

start by assessing what individual traits are effective in cross-cultural contexts.  

 

Cultural Metacognition 

For leaders to be effective in cross-cultural contexts, they must be able to 

understand how people from different cultures view them and interpret their actions (Yukl, 

2012). A particularly relevant trait for effective intercultural collaboration is cultural 

metacognition, i.e., “an individual’s cultural consciousness and awareness during 

interactions with those from different cultural backgrounds” (Van Dyne, Ang, & Koh, 

2008: 17). People who are high in cultural metacognition reflect on their cultural 

knowledge and skills when in a cross-cultural interaction and adjust them accordingly if 

needed. This dynamic process of continuously updating one’s cultural knowledge and 

skills greatly contributes to one’s ability to engage in cross-cultural interactions easily. 

                                                 
1 Note that the US Census (2013) data reflect the total proportions of workers with 
different cultural backgrounds. In positions that require a higher educational background, 
which is often the case in teams that require high quality information processing to achieve 
high team outcomes, the proportion of majorities is even higher and thus the proportion of 
minorities is even lower. This further emphasizes the difference between the cultural team 
contexts of minorities versus majorities. 
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Cultural metacognition among culturally diverse team members has been found to 

positively influence team outcomes, such as team creativity (Crotty & Brett, 2012).  

Research seems to suggest that not only the cultural metacognition of the team 

members, but also of the leader plays an important role in team processes and team 

outcomes. The positive effect of a leader’s cultural metacognition in culturally diverse 

teams has been established for both perceptions of leader effectiveness (Groves & 

Feyerherm, 2011; Rockstuhl, Seiler, Ang, Van Dyne, & Annen, 2011) and for team 

processes and team performance (Chua et al., 2012). Leader cultural metacognition, i.e., 

the proficiency of leaders in thinking about their cultural assumptions (Chua et al., 2012), 

has been found to influence affect-based trust in leaders’ relationships with people from 

different cultures, which in turn enables creative collaboration (Chua et al., 2012). More 

specifically, Chua et al. (2012) found that intercultural, but not intracultural, contacts share 

more ideas with managers with higher levels of cultural metacognition than with managers 

who are low in cultural metacognition.  

These results suggest that leader cultural metacognition is likely an effective trait 

for leaders to facilitate team processes in cross-cultural contexts. When leaders are high in 

cultural metacognition, collaborators with a different cultural background are more likely 

to trust these leaders and share information (Chua et al., 2012). As a result, a leader’s 

cultural metacognition will likely be positively related to team performance in teams where 

the members have a different cultural background than the leader. Because the probability 

of minority leaders engaging in cross-cultural interactions is relatively high compared to 

those of majority leaders, we expect cultural metacognition to have a more positive effect 

in minority leaders’ teams compared to majority leaders’ teams.  

 

Hypothesis 1. Leader cultural metacognition moderates the relationship between 

leader cultural background and team performance, such that the positive effects 

of cultural metacognition are stronger for teams with minority leaders than for 

teams with majority leaders. 
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Information Elaboration 

Information elaboration, i.e., the exchange, discussion, and integration of task-

relevant information and perspectives (van Knippenberg et al., De Dreu, & Homan, 2004), 

is a key mediating process for team performance in team tasks that require information 

processing (Hoever, van Knippenberg, van Ginkel, & Barkema, 2012; Kearney, Gebert, & 

Voelpel, 2009; Kearney & Gebert, 2009; Kooij-de Bode, van Knippenberg, & van Ginkel, 

2008; Meyer & Schermuly, 2012; van Ginkel & van Knippenberg, 2008, 2009, 2012), such 

as teams diverse in functional or cultural backgrounds or otherwise with members with 

unique information or perspectives to their disposal. Because leaders high in cultural 

metacognition garner trust from their followers (Chua et al., 2012), followers of such 

leaders will be more likely to share their unique views and alternative ideas, even if these 

unique perspectives may refute prevailing opinions of the team (cf. Edmondson, 1999). 

Therefore, we predict that information elaboration mediates positive effects of cultural 

metacognition on team performance.  

In sum, because minority leaders operate mainly in contexts where the dominant 

cultural background is distinctly different from their own cultural background, the 

probability that minorities will work together with only people that have the same cultural 

background is very low, which means that they are far more often confronted with cross-

cultural situations than those who have a majority cultural background. Therefore, it is 

highly likely that cultural metacognition is a highly beneficial trait for minority leaders. 

Leaders with a minority cultural background that are high in cultural metacognition should 

engage in more collaborative behaviors that facilitate the elaboration of information in 

their teams compared to minority leaders that are low in cultural metacognition. This leads 

to the formulation of the following hypothesis. 

 

Hypothesis 2. Team information elaboration mediates the interaction effect of 

leader cultural metacognition and leader cultural background to team 

performance. 
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Team Composition 

While cultural metacognition of minority leaders is a trait that enhances team 

processes and team outcomes positively across different team contexts, we posit that 

cultural metacognition’s effectiveness of majority leaders is dependent upon the 

demographic make-up of the team. For minority leaders, the composition of the team 

members’ cultural background does not add an extra intercultural dimension to the team 

context. Whether the team members possess a majority or a minority cultural background 

does not make a difference for minority leaders: the team context, whether it is a 

homogeneous context (all team members have a cultural majority background2) or a 

diverse context (all team members have different cultural backgrounds), is in both 

instances a cross-cultural context to minority leaders. With each of the team members, 

whether they have a majority background or a minority background (which is likely to be 

different than the leader’s own minority cultural background), the interaction is 

intercultural.  

However, the cultural composition of the team does make a difference for how 

cross-cultural the team context is to majority leaders. If all team members possess a 

cultural majority background, the team context is not cross-cultural for majority leaders. In 

contrast, when the team is composed of members with different cultural backgrounds, the 

team context is cross-cultural. Cultural metacognition should therefore be a more effective 

leadership characteristic for majority leaders in culturally diverse teams than for majority 

leaders in culturally homogeneous teams (Chua et al., 2012).  

(Cultural) diversity in teams can be a source of different perspectives and 

knowledge, which can enhance team performance. At the same time, diversity sometimes 

elicits categorization processes that can impede team performance (van Knippenberg, De 

Dreu, & Homan, 2004). It is generally assumed that categorization processes are mainly 

harmful for performance when they occur in teams. However, there is some evidence of 

                                                 
2 We acknowledge the theoretical possibility of a homogeneous team that comprises team 
members with a similar cultural background as the minority leader. However, in practice, 
these occurrences are rare. Rather, homogeneous teams are most likely comprised of team 
members with cultural majority backgrounds. To increase the practical implications of the 
results of this study, we focus on homogeneous teams that comprise cultural majority team 
members. 
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positive effects of categorization processes (cf. van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007). For 

instance, Phillips and her colleagues (Phillips, 2003; Phillips et al., 2004, 2006; Phillips & 

Loyd, 2006) find a stimulating effect of dissimilarity in teams on team information 

processing. Leaders that are high in cultural metacognition could facilitate this stimulating 

effect of dissimilarity on information processing by facilitating collaboration with team 

members that are dissimilar to them, while at the same time reaping the benefits of the 

differences between themselves and dissimilar others. 

In sum, we propose that while team composition does not pose a contingency 

factor for the effectiveness of minority leaders’ cultural metacognition, it does provide a 

boundary condition for majority leaders’ teams. The effects of majority leaders’ cultural 

metacognition are dependent upon whether the team context is cross-cultural or not. If the 

team is composed of team members with the same cultural background as the leader, the 

team context is not cross-cultural, and thus cultural metacognition of the leader will not 

enhance information elaboration and team performance. However, if a team consists of 

team members with a diverse set of cultural backgrounds, the leader’s cultural 

metacognition will likely benefit the team’s levels of information elaboration and 

subsequently team performance. 

 

Hypothesis 3: There is a three-way interaction between leader cultural 

background, leader cultural metacognition, and team composition, such that a 

minority leader’s cultural metacognition enhances both homogeneous and diverse 

teams’ performance via information elaboration, whereas a majority leader’s 

cultural metacognition only enhances diverse teams’ performance via information 

elaboration. 

 

Figure 4 shows the full model with the hypothesized moderated mediation effect. 
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Figure 4. Proposed Model of the Hypothesized Moderated Mediation Effect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

METHODS 

 

Sample and Procedures 

To investigate the relationship between leader cultural background, leader cultural 

metacognition, team composition, information elaboration, and team performance, a quasi-

experimental team study was conducted. We manipulated who would occupy the leader 

role based on the cultural background of the participants (majority versus minority 

background), and we manipulated team composition (culturally homogeneous team 

members versus culturally diverse team members), which resulted in 4 conditions: 

homogeneous team with a majority leader, homogeneous team with a minority leader, 

diverse team with a majority leader, and diverse team with a minority leader. Cultural 

metacognition of the leader was measured as a continuous trait variable. The final sample 

consisted of 144 teams of four students who participated in a distributed information task 

in exchange for course credit. 

Before the start of the experiment, an online questionnaire was sent to all 845 

students enrolled in an introductory undergraduate course in Business Administration at a 

Dutch university. Of these students, 806 (32.0% female) students completed the pre-
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experimental survey, where they reported their demographic information, and filled out the 

Metacognitive CQ scale (Ang et al., 2007) as well as several other questionnaires for 

educational purposes. 

Of the 806 students that participated in the pre-experimental survey, 720 students 

(33.7% female, 73.0% majority [Dutch] cultural background) took part in the team study. 

In total, 192 teams participated in the team study, of which 48 consisted of three students. 

The team task required three different perspectives to be integrated, which were advocated 

by three different team members. The leader’s role was to facilitate information processing 

in the team. In order to highlight the leader’s facilitative influence and to minimize the 

leader’s direct influence on the task, the leader received only shared information in the 

four-person teams, and unique information was distributed among the team members only. 

In three-person teams, the leader did receive unique information, as did the two remaining 

team members. Because the study was set up to investigate the leader’s facilitative 

influence on team processes, we only included the 144 four-person teams in the analyses 

accordingly. 

The final sample consisted of 576 participants (33.5% female) with a mean age of 

18.63 (SD = 1.33) years, of which 72.9% indicated Dutch as their only cultural 

background. The three subsequent largest groups of cultural backgrounds were Surinamese 

(4.51%), Indonesian (3.30%) and Chinese (3.13%). Because of the relatively large sample 

of participants with a Dutch cultural background, the distribution of the conditions was 

slightly skewed: 94 teams (67 homogeneous, 27 diverse) were appointed a majority leader 

(38.3 percent female), whereas 50 teams (28 homogeneous, 22 diverse) were appointed a 

minority leader (44.0 percent female). The gender distribution of minority versus majority 

leaders was comparable (χ2 = .44, p = .51). In addition, we took care to form teams that 

had comparable gender distributions (i.e., 1 or 2 females per team). Other than based on 

their cultural background and gender, participants were assigned randomly to teams and 

the leadership position.  

Team task. All teams completed a distributed information task at the same time in 

a large exam hall of a Dutch University. Upon arrival, participants were directed to their 

prescribed teams and roles (Leader or Team Member). Although these roles were assigned 

randomly after cultural background and gender were taken into account, the participants 
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were led to believe that they were assigned to their roles based upon the results from the 

pre-experimental survey. To reinforce and legitimize the leader’s position in the team, only 

the leader received instructions on how to perform the team task. Also, the leader was told 

to have the final say in the team’s decisions, and to have the power to decide on the issues 

when the decision making process in the team would stagnate. The leader instructed all 

team members to perform the team task (i.e., a decision-making task with distributed 

information adapted from van Ginkel & van Knippenberg, 2008) individually before 

engaging in group decision making.  

For this task, participants were told they would function as an independent 

advisory committee that would have to make four decisions regarding a small market 

center comprising a florist, a bakery, and a grocery store (van Ginkel & van Knippenberg, 

2008, 2009). Most information on the preferences of all three stores was given to all 

participants, and they were told to take the interests of all three stores into account. Each 

team member received an additional unique piece of information, while the leader received 

no extra information. For each of the four issues, teams had to select one of a limited 

number of answer options. Only by combining the shared and the unique pieces of 

information could a team reach the optimal solution for each issue.  

After finishing the hidden profile task, the participants received an exit 

questionnaire that included manipulation checks and several other questionnaires for 

educational purposes. Finally, all participants were thanked and debriefed. 

 

Variables 

Leader Cultural Background. “Culture” can refer to a range of mental programs, 

from specific regions within countries (e.g. “Flanders” and “Wallonia” in Belgium) to 

mental programs of large parts of the world (e.g. “Western world” and “East-Asian 

culture”) (Hofstede, 1983). In our aim to capture the cultures that are most salient to the 

individuals themselves, we asked participants to indicate their cultural background with the 

question: “What is your cultural background? Note that this does not mean your 

nationality, but your cultural heritage. For instance, it is possible for you to possess the 

Dutch nationality, and at the same time have African roots.” Answer options included 

“Dutch”, “Caribbean”, “Chinese”, “German”, “Indonesian”, “Moroccan”, “Surinamese”, 



131 
 

“Turkish”, and an open-ended answer option. These answer options capture the most 

common cultural backgrounds in the Netherlands. Participants could check multiple 

answer options. We labeled participants as having a majority background (dummy-coded 

as 0) when the only box they had checked was “Dutch”. Participants that checked multiple 

and/or other answer options were labeled as having a minority background (dummy-coded 

as 1). The total sample of leaders and team members included 333 different cultural 

backgrounds. The leader sample alone consisted of 26 different cultural backgrounds.  

Team Composition. Based on what participants had indicated on the cultural 

background question, we composed teams with three Dutch team members (homogeneous 

team; dummy coded as 0) and culturally diverse teams (dummy coded as 1). To maximize 

cultural diversity, all team members’ cultural backgrounds were different from each other 

and from the leader in the diverse team composition conditions.  

Cultural Metacognition. We used the Metacognitive CQ scale, adapted from Ang 

et al. (2007) to measure cultural metacognition. This self-report scale consisted of four 

items (e.g., “I adjust my cultural knowledge as I interact with people from a culture that is 

unfamiliar to me”) and was measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “completely 

disagree” to “completely agree”. The reliability for this scale was good at α = .83. 

Information Elaboration. We used a 12-item scale developed by van 

Knippenberg, van Ginkel, and Giessner (2013; raw data) to measure each of the three 

aspects of information elaboration (information sharing, discussion, and integration; e.g., 

“In this team we exchanged a lot of information”, “In this team we discussed different 

ideas and opinions with regard to the task”, and “In this team we made decisions that 

integrated the perspectives of the different team members”.) Cronbach’s alpha for this 

sample was .86. Rwgs for the team members were high (M = .90, SD = .12), which justified 

aggregating the team members’ responses in each team to represent the amount of 

information elaboration within the team. 

                                                 
3 In addition to the eight provided answer options, 25 other cultural backgrounds were 
indicated by the participants: Afghan, Albanian, American, Austrian, Brazilian, Cape 
Verdean, Croatian, Dominican, English, Ethiopian, French, Haitian, Hindu, Hungarian, 
Jamaican, Moluccan (a subculture in Indonesia), Norwegian, Portuguese, Rwandese, 
Serbian, Slavic, Spanish, Sri Lankan, Syrian, and Vietnamese. 
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Team Performance. Performance on the hidden profile task was used as a 

measure for team performance. On two of the four decision issues teams could achieve a 

score ranging from 1 to 3, and on the two other decision issues a score could be obtained 

ranging from 1 to 4, resulting in a minimum team performance score of 4 and a maximum 

team performance score of 14.  

 

RESULTS 

Table 3 displays the means, standard deviations, and correlations of the variables 

of interest in this study.  

 
Table 3. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlationsa 

Variables M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 

1. Leader Cultural 

Backgroundb 
0.35 0.48 

    

2. Cultural 

Metacognition of 

Leader 

4.98 1.02 .18* 
   

3. Team Compositionc 0.34 0.48 .15 .01 
  

4. Information 

Elaboration 
4.33 0.23 .10 -.06 .10 

 

5. Team Performance 11.62 1.60 .02 -.04 .02 .39** 
aN = 144 teams. 
bDummy coded: 0 = majority leader, 1 = minority leader. 
cDummy coded: 0 = homogeneous, 1 = diverse. 

* p < .05 

** p < .01 

 

Preliminary Analyses 

We first conducted analyses to exclude effects of other leader demographics (i.e., 

gender and age). A one-way MANOVA showed no significant effects of leader gender on 

information elaboration and team performance (Fs < 2.25, ps > .14). Leader age did not 

correlate significantly with team performance (r = .05, p = .53) or team information 
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elaboration (r = .12, p = .15). When both leader age and leader gender were entered as 

predictors of team performance and team information elaboration into a simple regression 

analysis, none of the results showed significant effects (all βs < .14, all ps > .10). Based on 

these results, we excluded leader gender and leader age from all further analyses.  

 

Hypothesis Testing 

To test the moderating effect of leader cultural metacognition on the relationship 

between leader cultural background and team performance (Hypothesis 1) and the 

threeway interaction effect of leader cultural background, leader cultural metacognition, 

and team composition (Hypothesis 3), we conducted a hierarchical multiple regression 

analysis where we entered the main effects of leader cultural background, leader cultural 

metacognition, and team composition in the first step, the three two-way interaction effects 

in the second step, and the three-way interaction effect in the third step (see Table 4).  
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Table 4. Results of Regression Analysis on Team Information Elaboration and Team Performancea 

 
Dependent Variable: 

Information Elaboration 

Dependent Variable: 

Team Performance 

Variables β β β β β β 

Main Effects 

  

    

Leader Cultural Background .10 .20 .22 .02 .00 .00 

Team Composition -.07 .12 .11 -.04 .01 .01 

Leader Cultural Metacognition .08 -.03 .03 .01 -.07 -.07 

Interaction effects       

2-way Leader Cultural Background x  

 Leader Cultural Metacognition  -.27* .16  .24* .23 

2-way Leader Cultural Metacognition x  

 Team Composition  -.13 -.22  -.09 -.10 

2-way Leader Cultural Background x  

 Team Composition  -.28* -.29*  -.03 -.03 

3-way Leader Cultural Background x  

 Team Composition x  

 Leader Cultural Metacognition 

  

.16 

  

.01 

R2 .02 .12** .13** .00 .04 .04 

Adjusted R2 .00 .08** .08** -.02 .00 -.01 

ΔR2  .10** .01  .04 .00 
a N = 144 teams       

* p < .05       

** p < .01   

 

Hypothesis 1 proposed that the relationship between leader cultural background 

and team performance is moderated by leader cultural metacognition. The results indicated 

a statistically significant interaction effect between leader cultural background and leader 

cultural metacognition on team performance (β = 0.24, 95% confidence interval: LL = 

0.07, UL = 0.40, p = .03), thereby lending support for Hypothesis 1 (see Table 4). Figure 5 
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displays the interaction effect for this result. In line with Hypothesis 1, simple slopes 

analyses revealed that leader cultural metacognition showed a positive effect on team 

performance for minority leaders, although only marginally significant (b = 0.52, t = 1.97, 

p = .05), whereas leader cultural metacognition was unrelated to team performance for 

majority leaders (b = -0.12 t = -0.58, p = .56). 

 

Figure 5. Interaction effect of Leader Cultural Background and Leader Cultural 

Metacognition on Team Performance. 

 
Note. Low cultural metacognition is plotted at 1 SD below the mean, high cultural 

metacognition is plotted at 1 SD above the mean. N = 144. 
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Figure 6. Interaction effect of Leader Cultural Background and Leader Cultural 

Metacognition on Information Elaboration. 

 
Note. Low cultural metacognition is plotted at 1 SD below the mean, high cultural 

metacognition is plotted at 1 SD above the mean. N = 144. 

 

To test the mediating effect of team information elaboration between the 

interaction effect of leader cultural background and leader cultural metacognition to team 

performance, we first conducted the same hierarchical multiple regression analysis as for 

Hypothesis 1, but this time with team information elaboration as the dependent variable 

(see Table 4). In line with Hypothesis 2, the interaction effect of leader cultural 

background and leader cultural metacognition to information elaboration proved to be 

significant (β = 0.27, 95% confidence interval: LL = 0.11, UL = 0.43, p = .01). Figure 6 

displays the interaction effect for this result. In line with Hypothesis 2, simple slopes 

analyses revealed that leader cultural metacognition showed a positive effect on 

information elaboration for minority leaders (b = 0.10, t = 2.64, p = .01), whereas leader 

cultural metacognition was unrelated to information elaboration for majority leaders (b = -

0.01, t = -0.26, p = .80). 
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To further test the mediating effect of team information elaboration to team 

performance as formulated in Hypothesis 2, we performed a test of moderated mediation 

using the bootstrapping procedure as described in Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) 

with 5000 repetitions. The results showed a significant indirect moderated mediation effect 

of leader cultural background and leader cultural metacognition to team performance via 

information elaboration (Indirect effect = .29, 95% confidence interval: LL = .09, UL = 

.58), lending initial support for hypothesis 2. Leader cultural background was significantly 

positively related to team performance via information elaboration for high levels of 

cultural metacognition (i.e. 1 standard deviation above the mean: estimated indirect effect 

= .37, 95% confidence interval: LL = .11, UL = .74), but not for mean levels (estimated 

indirect effect = .08, 95% confidence interval: LL = -.12, UL = .32) or low levels (i.e. 1 

standard deviation below the mean: estimated indirect effect = -.21, 95% confidence 

interval: LL = -.66, UL = .06) of cultural metacognition. In summary, these results indicate 

that at high levels of leader cultural metacognition, higher levels of leader cultural 

background (i.e. minority leaders) related to higher levels of team performance via 

information elaboration, offering support for Hypothesis 2. 

To test the hypothesized three-way interaction effect of leader cultural 

background, team composition, and leader cultural metacognition (Hypothesis 3), we 

entered the three-way interaction in the third step of the hierarchical linear regression 

analysis (see Table 4). With team performance as the dependent variable, the improvement 

of the third model over the second model was not significant (ΔR2 = .00, p = .92), and 

neither was the three-way interaction effect (β = .01, 95% confidence interval: LL = -.15, 

UL = .18). With team information elaboration as the dependent variable, we found similar 

non-significant results. The improvement of the third model over the second model was 

not significant (ΔR2 = .01, p = .23), and neither was the three-way interaction effect (β = 

.16, 95% confidence interval: LL = -.01, UL = .32). We conducted simple slopes analyses 

to test whether there was an effect of cultural metacognition for majority leaders in diverse 

teams on team information elaboration (b = -.08, t = -.84, p = .40) and team performance (b 

= -.36, t = -1.02, p = .31), but none of the results reached statistical significance. Thus, 
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Hypothesis 3 was rejected. These findings suggest that leader cultural metacognition only 

affected teams that were led by a minority leader. 4  

Surprisingly, our results did not replicate previous research findings (Chua et al., 

2012) with regard to the interaction between leader cultural metacognition and team 

composition to performance-related outcomes. Neither interaction effect of leader cultural 

metacognition and team composition to team performance (β = -.09, 95% confidence 

interval: LL = -.25, UL = .07, p = .41) and team information elaboration (β = -.13, 95% 

confidence interval: LL = -.29, UL = .04, p = .22) were statistically significant.  

We did find a non-hypothesized significant interaction effect of team composition 

and leader cultural background to information elaboration (β = -.28, 95% confidence 

interval: LL = -.44, UL = -.11, p = .04). Simple slopes analyses revealed no statistically 

significant results, although they show that information elaboration was marginally lower 

in homogeneous teams that were led by a majority leader compared to homogeneous teams 

led by a minority leader (b = .10, t = 1.79, p = .08).   

 

DISCUSSION 

This study investigated cultural metacognition as an effective leadership 

characteristic for cultural minorities and majorities in leadership positions. Specifically, we 

examined the moderating effect of cultural metacognition and team composition on the 

relationship between leader cultural background and team performance via information 

elaboration. We hypothesized and found that minority leaders that score higher on cultural 

metacognition generate higher team performance than minority leaders who are low on 

cultural metacognition. Furthermore, we found that this effect was fully mediated by team 

information elaboration: minority leaders that are high on cultural metacognition generate 

                                                 
4 The same analyses as presented in the “Results” section were also conducted including 

the 3-person teams. The regression analyses yielded mostly similar results, with two 
exceptions. 1) The interaction effect between leader cultural background and leader 
cultural metacognition on team performance was only marginally significant (p = .09). 2) 
The moderated mediation analyses to test hypothesis 1 showed not only a significant 
positive mediation effect (estimated indirect effect = .27) for leaders 1 SD above the mean 
of cultural metacognition, but also a significant negative mediation effect (estimated 
indirect effect = -.21) for leaders 1 SD below the mean of cultural metacognition.  
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higher levels of team performance in their teams, which is explained by higher levels of 

information elaboration in their teams. The moderating effect of leader cultural 

metacognition was found to be stronger for minority leaders’ teams than for majority 

leaders’ teams. Leader cultural metacognition appears to be an effective trait for leaders 

that is contingent upon not only the team context, which has been the focus of most 

scholars so far (e.g. Chua et al., 2012), but also contingent upon the leader’s demographic 

characteristics. This finding calls for an approach to studying effective leadership skills as 

a function of personal characteristics of the leader in interaction with contextual 

characteristics. 

 

Theoretical Implications 

The results from this study contribute to contemporary research on leadership in 

general and cultural minority leadership specifically in several ways. Most importantly, we 

show that effective leadership is contingent upon personal characteristics of the leader. 

What may be an effective leadership skill, behavior, or trait for one social group, might not 

be as effective for other social groups. This finding shows the importance of studying 

leadership effectiveness among minority groups. Because most leadership research has 

been tested on a relatively homogeneous subject pool, i.e., mostly Caucasian males, this 

could indicate that our current knowledge of effective leadership is heavily constrained by 

this boundary condition. The results of this study show that what is an effective leadership 

trait for cultural minority leaders may not be as effective for cultural majorities. This could 

mean that certain leadership characteristics that have been deemed ineffective in previous 

research might have different outcomes for leaders from social minority groups. Although 

we do not test this in this study, the other way around could also be argued: what may 

constitute as effective leadership for majorities might not be as effective for minorities. 

Accordingly, we call on researchers to study leadership effectiveness specifically for other 

underrepresented minority groups in leadership, such as cultural minorities, racial/ethnic 

minorities, sexual minorities, and women.  

Our results extend our understanding of how minority leadership affects team 

processes and team outcomes. Where previous research on minority leadership has mainly 

focused on subjective outcomes, such as leader evaluations, for teams and team members 
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(e.g., Rosette et al., 2008), we show that leader cultural background affects team processes 

and objective team performance as well, and importantly, we show that the effects on team 

performance are not necessarily as negative as implied by research on leader evaluations of 

cultural minorities. In fact, the results of our study suggest that under certain circumstances 

a cultural minority leader can enhance team performance. Specifically, when minority 

leaders are high in cultural metacognition, they facilitate information elaboration in their 

teams which leads to higher levels of team performance. 

Also, we add to the extant literature on minority leadership by showing how 

cultural metacognition and team composition moderate team processes and team outcomes 

for teams led by a minority leader. Both moderators are particularly important to study in 

relation to leader cultural background, because these concepts are conceptually and 

practically very closely linked to minority leadership. For minority leaders, being in either 

a culturally homogeneous or a culturally diverse team are both cross-cultural contexts. For 

majority leaders, team composition has different implications: for them, only the diverse 

context can be considered a cross-cultural context. Because most workforces 

predominantly consist of majorities (nearly 70 percent of the U.S. workforce is Caucasian 

American; US Census, 2013), it is not unimaginable that a minority leader is responsible 

for a team with all majority team members, especially when these teams are smaller rather 

than larger. Therefore, examining the effects of leader cultural background in diverse and 

homogeneous teams is of conceptual and practical importance.  

Additionally, this study finds that the beneficial effects of cultural metacognition 

may also be dependent on person-specific characteristics (e.g., a leader’s cultural 

background as is the subject of investigation in this study). Previous research on cultural 

metacognition has mainly focused on the (perceived) effectiveness of leaders in cross-

cultural contexts (Chua et al., 2012; Groves & Feyerherm, 2011; Rockstuhl et al., 2011; 

Crotty & Brett, 2010). The results of the current study suggest that cultural metacognition 

is a trait of which the effectiveness is not merely a result of the context in which it is 

applied, but also contingent upon the leader’s characteristics. 

Furthermore, the results in this study suggest that information elaboration is not 

only a crucial mediator for performance in diverse teams as has been shown in past 

research, but also for performance in homogeneous teams. This implies that the mediating 



141 
 

effect of information elaboration on team performance translates to distributed information 

contexts in general (cf. van Ginkel & van Knippenberg, 2009), as opposed to being mainly 

predictive in diverse teams.  

Finally, past research on cultural metacognition has mainly focused on its effects 

in U.S. contexts. With this study, we investigate the effects of cultural metacognition 

outside the context of the United States, thereby offering cross-cultural validation of the 

concept as well as for the scale that is used to measure cultural metacognition (i.e. 

Metacognitive CQ scale; Ang et al., 2007).  

Contrary to our expectations, we did not find evidence for the hypothesized three-

way interaction between leader cultural metacognition, leader cultural background, and 

team composition to team performance via information elaboration. Leader cultural 

metacognition did not have an effect in diverse teams with a majority leader, although 

based on previous findings in the cultural metacognition literature we did expect to find 

this effect (e.g., Chua et al., 2012). One explanation could be that the broader context, i.e., 

the experimental setting and the task, did not invite majority leaders to apply their cultural 

metacognition, even though it might have had beneficial effects if they would have. It 

could be that when majority leaders encounter an intercultural interaction, they will not 

recognize the potential of applying their cultural metacognition unless the situation calls 

for it specifically, for instance in tasks where the integration of unique cultural 

perspectives are explicitly required (versus tasks that require integration of unique 

perspectives that are independent of one’s culture, such as in the current task) to achieve 

higher performance outcomes.  

As a result, in contexts where there is no apparent need for intercultural 

collaboration, it is possible that a majority leader will not recognize that investing in 

bridging cross-cultural barriers can have beneficial effects, because of an existing norm 

that it is up to the minority to assimilate to the majority culture. This lack of investment on 

the side of the majority leader seems to occur when it could be beneficial to the team if 

majority leaders would apply their cultural metacognition in a team context where team 

members have a cultural minority background: even if a majority leader leads a culturally 

diverse team, the leader will not make use of cultural metacognition since both the leader 

and the team members assume the cultural minorities should adjust to the cultural majority. 
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This might also explain why our study did not replicate previous findings of the positive 

effect of cultural metacognition in diverse team settings. It appears that using the majority 

culture as a “benchmark” to which minorities should adjust themselves and their norms 

could have far-reaching implications. One interpretation of our results could be that this 

benchmarking of the majority culture could lead majority leaders to underestimate the need 

for bridging cross-cultural interactions with their employees to enhance performance. 

Majority leaders may leave the potential of culturally diverse teams largely untapped as a 

consequence. 

An unhypothesized interaction effect was found between leader cultural 

background and team composition. In homogeneous teams, majority leaders seemed to 

elicit lower levels of information elaboration than minority leaders, although simple slopes 

analyses revealed that this effect was only marginally significant. Nevertheless, the 

leader’s cultural background does seem to influence team processes in teams with 

homogeneous majority team members.  

One explanation for the lower quality of information processing that seems to 

take place in homogeneous teams with a majority leader is that homogeneous teams could 

be at higher risk of processes that harm group functioning. For instance, team members of 

culturally homogeneous teams perceive their information to be less unique than it actually 

is, compared to culturally heterogeneous teams (Phillips et al., 2006). The negative 

implications for quality of team processing of teams “being too similar” seem to disappear 

when the team composition diversifies. Moreover, a team does not need to be completely 

diversified in order to neutralize these harmful effects in homogeneous teams. The 

presence of one minority seems to be sufficient to enhance the quality of information 

processing in predominantly homogeneous teams. For instance, team members that are 

homogeneous in their personal attributes seem to have lower levels of information 

processing than teams with one team member that is different to the other team members 

in personal attributes. Moreover, the latter teams engage in equally high quality of 

information processing as teams with members that are completely diverse in their 

personal attributes (Gruenfeld, Mannix, Williams, & Neale, 1996). Apparently, one 

differing team member is enough to enhance the quality of information processing to the 

same level as when all team members are diverse. The mere presence of a cultural minority 
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in the team leads team members to discuss information longer (Sommers, 2006), which in 

turn results in more thorough information processing.  

However, the presence of a minority does not always lead to higher quality of 

information processing. For instance, self-categorization theory (Turner, 1991; Turner, 

Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherall, 1987) predicts that individuals who are categorized as 

dissimilar to the self are unlikely sources of influence. The question that rises is: when will 

a minority’s presence be influential? We suggest that the influence of a minority in a group 

will be enhanced when their presence is in some way salient. For instance, in Sommers’s 

(2006) study, mock juries deliberated on the trial of a defendant with a minority 

background. When one of the members of these mock juries possessed the same minority 

background as the defendant, information processing quality was higher compared to when 

all the members had a majority background. Thus, in this study, the minority member’s 

cultural background was salient because of the defendant’s cultural background. When the 

minority occupies a leadership position, their presence will also be salient, and therefore, 

their influence cannot be disregarded easily. Because leaders are very influential and have 

a prominent presence in teams (Yukl, 2012), we therefore expect that the position of the 

minority will determine whether a minority can influence the quality of information 

processing in the team when the team task does not involve characteristics that make the 

background of the minority salient. When the minority occupies the leadership position as 

opposed to a team member role, the quality of information processing is enhanced due to 

their heightened visibility and influence within the team. A minority leader in an otherwise 

homogeneous team comprised of members from a majority cultural background can thus 

lead to the better processing of information compared to a majority leader in the same 

context.  

Culturally diverse teams enjoy the information processing benefits of dissimilarity 

both when a minority as well as a majority leader is leading the team. Moreover, with 

regard to the quality of information processing, full diversity is not necessarily better than 

one dissimilar member in a team. Although the relationship between leadership and 

diversity is starting to gain more attention (e.g. Klein, Knight, Ziegert, Lim, & Saltz, 

2011), effects of leader cultural background and cultural team composition warrant further 

research. 
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Practical Implications 

Several implications for practice can be drawn from the results of this study. First, 

the insights this study offers with regard to beneficial effects of cultural minority leaders 

can help organizations make strategic decisions regarding the training and development of 

(future) team leaders. In this study, we demonstrate a positive effect of cultural 

metacognition for minority leaders. Leadership development programs should therefore 

focus on the importance and improvement of cultural metacognition, for (future) minority 

leaders especially.  

Secondly, especially when team members have a majority culture background and 

information processing is required to accomplish the team’s task (e.g., in the case of cross-

functional teams, where expertise is distributed over team members), having a minority in 

the leader position could benefit team performance. Translating these results to a broader 

scope, they offer implications for organizations’ HR policies regarding their policy on 

cultural diversity. Not all organizations see the value of affirmative action policies: for 

instance, an investigation commissioned by one of the most influential Dutch newspapers 

(de Volkskrant, 2013) showed that only 29.4% of the surveyed Dutch organizations 

actively stimulate the promotion of minorities to managerial positions. The results of the 

current study suggest that particularly culturally homogeneous organizations where the 

combination and integration of knowledge is necessary for organizational performance, for 

instance, in firms that offer innovative services and products, could profit from more 

diversity in cultural backgrounds at the managerial level.  

 

Limitations and suggestions for future directions 

We were able to access a relatively large participant sample that was culturally 

diverse enough to manipulate both leader cultural background and team composition with 

all-different cultural backgrounds in the diverse conditions, thereby maximizing cultural 

diversity and simultaneously eliminating any confounds relating to leader-member or 

member-member cultural fit – a problem that field research inevitably faces. The 

procedural set-up, i.e., performing the distributed information task with all teams at the 

same time, unfortunately excluded the possibility of measuring information elaboration 

more objectively by means of behavioral coding (cf. van Ginkel & van Knippenberg, 
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2008). Instead, we were forced to rely on subjective measures of information elaboration. 

Although the high levels of agreement between the team members for information 

elaboration (the mean Rwg was .90) indicate intra-team agreement related to the degree of 

information elaboration, subjectivity could not be completely eliminated. Team members 

could have collectively been influenced by certain team-specific processes, which could 

have affected the perception of information elaboration at the team-level. It would be 

valuable if future research were to replicate these findings using more objective measures 

of information elaboration. 

Having participants fill out a pre-questionnaire offered several advantages in this 

study. Because we used a self-report measure of cultural metacognition, it was crucial to 

measure this variable before the teams were formed, in order to prevent any influences of 

team composition. Although cultural metacognition is a trait variable rather than a state 

variable, there might be a possibility that team composition could have heightened the 

participants’ awareness of interacting with different cultures. If participants would have 

been acquainted with their team members before completing the Metacognitive CQ scale 

(Ang et al., 2007), this could have affected their responses to the Metacognitive CQ scale 

subsequently. However, by measuring cultural metacognition in advance, any confounds 

with team composition were eliminated. A limitation of self-report measures of 

Metacognitive CQ is that people are limited in their ability to reflect upon their own 

mental processes (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977), which could have implications for the validity 

of the self-report measurement of cultural metacognition. Recent research suggests 

however that there is convergent validity between observer reports and self-reports (Kim & 

Van Dyne, 2012; Van Dyne et al., 2008). Also, since information elaboration was 

measured by aggregating team members’ perceptions, common-source bias was mitigated 

by using a self-report measure of cultural metacognition.   

Although student teams are often used in diversity research (e.g., Guillaume, van 

Knippenberg, & Brodbeck, 2014), we should recognize the limitations for generalization to 

organizational practice these samples provide. Arguments for the generalizability of results 

obtained from student samples can be found in narrative reviews (e.g., van Knippenberg & 

Schippers, 2007; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998) and meta-analyses (e.g., van Dijk, van 

Engen, & van Knippenberg, 2012), that show no moderating effects of sample data (i.e., 
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whether the data was obtained using organizational surveys or student teams) on the 

diversity-performance relationship. Moreover, Anderson, Lindsay, and Bushman (1999) 

find that effect sizes between lab- and field-based studies are highly correlated (r = .73), 

suggesting that laboratory findings are generalizable to similar processes that occur in the 

field. Nevertheless, it is important that future research replicates and extends the current 

findings in an organizational context.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In order to identify what effective leadership entails, it is important to take the 

leader’s personal characteristics into account. In this study, we show that when cultural 

minority leaders are high in cultural metacognition, they could make a positive difference 

in team performance by facilitating team information elaboration. These findings explicitly 

show that enhancing cultural diversity in leadership positions is not only the right thing to 

do, but also the smart thing to do.  
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GENERAL CONCLUSION  

LET’S MAKE MINORITIES GREAT AGAIN 

 

In spite of the significant advances that social psychological and applied 

psychological research has made since the 1970s (e.g., Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1973; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Bem, 1981; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987; 

Ibarra, 1993; Heilman, 2001; Eagly & Karau, 2002) in our understanding of how bias 

influences interpersonal relationships and workplace outcomes, many inequalities still 

exist in the workplace. Therefore, the aim of the four articles in this dissertation is 

threefold: (1) explaining how stereotypes and bias cause workplace inequality when it 

comes to leadership careers, (2) offering new ways to overcome bias, and (3) equalizing 

privilege between majorities and minorities. In the following paragraphs, I will discuss 

how my dissertation research contributes to each of these three aims.  

 

Barriers to achieving workplace equality in the workplace 

A large body of research has focused on identifying different barriers that women 

and racial minorities face in their careers. Stereotypical expectations that are associated 

with leadership are incongruent with the stereotypical expectations of women and 

minorities, which may prevent women and minorities from advancing to leadership 

positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & 

Nauts, 2012). Moreover, such stereotypical expectations can influence the interpretation of 

others’ behavior (Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 1993; Thomas-Hunt & Phillips, 2004), 

which may result in double standards with regard to evaluations of competence: minorities 

are held to stricter performance standards than majorities, and are evaluated as less capable 

than majorities even when they perform equally (Foschi, 2000). In addition, minorities 

internalize these biased stereotypical prescriptions and proscriptions, leading them to 

engage in self-debilitating strategies (Clance & Imes, 1978; Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 

2016), which in turn may prohibit their career advancement (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2016).   
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While much ground has been covered, some significant gaps in our knowledge of 

bias in the workplace remain. The research on bias that minorities face are has been 

dominated by two, nearly always separate research streams, i.e., gender and race—with 

only relatively recently attention for intersectionality (Rosette, Koval, Ma, Livingston, 

2016). Little attention to other minority groups, such as cultural minorities, sexual 

minorities, et cetera, has been devoted to the study of the career advancement of these 

minorities. Another issue with the current research on minorities’ career advancement is 

that extant theories usually exclusively focus on one level, macro-level or micro-level, 

with sometimes competing predictions and no unifying framework to connect the different 

levels. Finally, while many researcher have provided solutions to certain barriers, there has 

been little research on whether such solutions reach the desired effects. These three 

specific gaps in our knowledge are addressed throughout my four dissertation papers. 

Understudied social groups in the leadership domain. To address the issue of 

understudied social groups, a qualitative study (Chapter 2) was conducted on a sample of 

top leader women in non-Western countries. From the thorough literature review that was 

conducted to help analyze which barriers the women mentioned in their interviews, five 

gender-specific barriers5 emerged that women in the workplace experience: barriers 

emerging from gender-based stereotypes, work-life conflict, self-imposed constraints, 

social network limitations, and gender-biased organizational policies. Given that most of 

the research on barriers that women experience has been conducted on women from 

Caucasian backgrounds, this dissertation paper sought to investigate whether similar 

barriers applied to top women leaders from emerging markets. While the barriers that 

emerged from the literature review were also recognized by the top women leaders from 

emerging markets that were interviewed, an additional barrier was identified that related 

specifically to women from emerging markets: barriers resulting from a lack of 

qualifications. Because women in emerging economies may not have comparable access to 

education as men in emerging markets and women in developed markets, the educational 

barrier is probably a unique barrier at the intersection of gender and economic background. 

                                                 
5 In the review, six barriers are identified, five of which are gender-specific. The sixth 
identified category is related to other types of discrimination that women may experience 
in the workplace, such as discrimination based on age, race, and cultural background. 
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The results from this paper signal that not all minorities are created equal: differences exist 

in the experience of barriers between different minority groups. In other words, the barriers 

that are identified in one minority group do not necessarily have to be experienced by other 

minority groups.  

A second barrier that was identified in this qualitative study was the 

underrepresentation of women in top positions. This barrier is not always prominently 

recognized as a leadership obstacle in gender research as it has mostly been examined as a 

result of other existing barriers. However, the lack of a critical number of women 

represents an impediment to women’s career advancement since it may exacerbate the lack 

of fit for women as leaders and may reduce the likelihood of gender advocacy. This barrier 

taps into a larger issue: that the lack of minorities in management positions perpetuates a 

lack of minorities in management positions, which feeds into institutionalized, yet 

obsolete, expectations about minorities, leadership, and their interaction. 

For instance, what the research has identified as an effective leadership skill for 

leaders of one social group may not be as effective for leaders from other social groups. 

However, due to an overrepresentation of majorities in management our understanding of 

effective leadership has thus far been advanced based on a White male model (see Chapter 

5). In the aggregate, this leads to institutional discrimination, such as biased performance 

evaluations in favor of the majority. Chapter 5 contributes to this knowledge gap by 

identifying leadership skills that are effective for cultural minorities specifically. 

Contribution to unification between micro and macro. Macro perspectives 

propose that the social environment causes individual outcomes, whereas micro 

perspectives look at individual differences that cause individual outcomes. More 

specifically, social network theory proposes that one’s career outcomes depend on the 

quality of the network, while social psychological theories predict that it one’s outcomes 

are dependent upon individual differences, such as personality (Mehra, Kilduff, & Brass, 

2001) and demographics (Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1973). While Ibarra (1993) elegantly 

outlined how women and racial minorities’ demographics are an antecedent of the creation 

of interpersonal networks, this perspective assumes that the differences in social networks 

between minorities and majorities are the cause of disparities in career outcomes.  
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This assumption is challenged in the conceptual framework that is presented in 

the second chapter. This theoretical framework proposes that career disparities will still 

occur between minorities and majorities, even if they operate in structurally equivalent 

networks. It proposes that network utilization, i.e., the way individuals make use of their 

network ties, bridges micro and macro perspectives. In this framework, it is described how 

networks provide the same resources, independently of the person that is the center of this 

network, but the access to and the use of these resources depends in part on their 

demographics. The conclusion is that minorities will not be able to make as much use of 

their networks as majorities do, which results in career disparities over and above the 

structural differences in social networks between minorities and majorities. 

Debunking some common conceptions. Chapter 4 further provides substantiating 

evidence for the proposition that evaluations of leadership effectiveness are biased. In this 

paper, an explanation for why evaluations of leadership effectiveness are biased is because 

societal expectations of men versus women color our interpretation of their behavior. More 

specifically, the results show that agency and communality are evaluated differently in 

terms of authenticity of the leader depending on the leader’s gender. This is not a new 

finding: research has consistently found that agentic women suffer from backlash, where 

agentic men do not. However, while research has also consistently advised women to 

combine their communality and their agency, this study shows that this is actually 

detrimental for their evaluations of leadership effectiveness, because it is not seen as 

authentic. In fact, agency in and of itself does not seem to predict backlash: only when it is 

accompanied by communality does it signal inauthenticity. This chapter shows barriers 

operate in complex ways, and that recognizing and understanding how barriers work will 

not always lead to effective suggestions for how to overcome these barriers. This 

dissertation shows that the extant research is in desperate need of studies that focus on 

specific solutions to overcoming barriers. 

 

Unique suggestions to overcome bias 

When it comes to creating workplace equity by overcoming bias, the conclusion 

of the in this dissertation presented research points to the undeniable importance of the 

implementation of structural changes. While we should definitely not stop trying to change 
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pervasive harmful stereotypes and biases, this process is slow and will only result to equity 

once such stereotypes and biases are abolished from the workplace (see discussion in 

Chapter 3). Therefore, rather than trying to remove bias from every worker and decision 

maker in an organization, an equitable workplace is faster achieved by changing 

organizational structures in which bias may occur. Such structural interventions reduce the 

influence of intergroup biases on minorities’ career advancement to achieve increases in 

minorities’ managerial representation in the short term, and reap the benefits of a reduction 

in salience and effects of social categorization processes over time. 

For instance, implementing structural substitutes for career tie utilization, e.g., by 

implementing career structures that assume that all employees desire career advancement, 

removes the requirement to communicate career ambitions in order to advance in one’s 

career—a requirement from which majorities benefit more than minorities. In addition, 

objective criteria for career advancement removes not only reliance on biased, subjective 

performance evaluations, but also reduces the need for support from one’s network—

another aspect where majorities can rely on more assistance than minorities. Such 

structural changes increase minorities’ managerial representation in the short term. In the 

long term, the increase in minorities’ managerial representation reduces social category 

salience, and with that, the motivation for individuals to rely on stereotypes and biases. 

In addition, it is important that leadership development programs recognize that 

leader demographics influence team processes, and that leader demographics may be an 

important boundary condition for certain leadership skills to take effect. For instance, 

cultural minority leaders would benefit greatly from improving their cultural 

metacognition. Leadership development programs could offer additional development 

programs of skills that are especially relevant to specific demographics, such as cultural 

metacognition training for cultural minorities. In a similar vein, such programs could 

incorporate training on how to create, expand, and—importantly—use resourceful 

networks. If leadership development programs include sections that target the training of 

skills that are particularly beneficial to minority groups, these minority groups will be able 

to improve their own and their teams’ performance, as well as learn to leverage the 

resources in their social networks better, thereby increasing their opportunities to move up 

the hierarchical ladder. 
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Equalizing privilege 

While it is important to recognize the different barriers that different minority 

groups encounter (see the earlier discussion on intersectionality), it is equally important to 

recognize that minority groups also experience similar barriers, and particularly those that 

are the result of the privilege that majorities enjoy. Recognizing that some disparities 

between minorities and majorities are caused by elements that elevate the majority group is 

essential in order to adequately account for the minority gap in career outcomes. Doing so 

allows for identification of processes that facilitate the advancement of majority groups—

rather than focusing on barriers that minority groups face.  

This dissertation contributes to the discussion on privilege by specifically 

focusing on recognizing instances where majorities enjoy privilege. For instance, the 

suggestion to change organizational structures in order to take bias out of decision making 

processes is an example of a suggestion that does not only relieve some of the barriers that 

minorities face in their careers, but also removes opportunities for majority privilege to 

occur. Recognizing that the norms of networking itself, i.e., a focus on self-promotion and 

agency, favor members from majority groups, is a paramount realization in order to come 

up with such suggestions.  

In addition, the implicit message that runs through this dissertation, and through 

much of the literature on minorities and leadership careers, is that when minorities deviate 

from the expectation, this leads to distrust of their skills, whereas when majorities deviate 

from the expectation, they are offered more leeway. For instance, while the evaluations of 

women leaders suffers when they are agentic, communality does not detract from team 

members’ perceptions of their male leaders’ leadership effectiveness. Moreover, minorities 

who adhere to expectations do not receive the same recognition as majorities who adhere 

to expectations. For instance, in order to get promoted to a leadership position, minorities 

have to outperform majorities in terms of experience and performance (Melamed, 1996; 

Lyness & Heilman, 2006; Smith, 2005). In other words, they have to be better than the 

norm. The takeaway is that processes have evolved to support the career advancement of 

majority members, and the inadvertent consequences are that minorities lag behind or have 

to overcome certain barriers that these processes create for them.  
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Future directions 

The research presented in this dissertation provides ample future research 

opportunities. The conceptual framework on network utilization of minorities and 

majorities opens up an entire unexplored territory of why networks benefit minorities 

differently than majorities, and what different strategies minorities and majorities can 

undertake to optimally utilize their networks. The findings of the experimental study on 

minority leaders’ cultural metacognition, and the findings of the survey study on male and 

female leaders’ authenticity, suggest that effective leadership is in part contingent upon the 

leader’s demographic characteristics. This unlocks a hardly explored territory of what 

effective leadership entails for minorities. Moreover, these results might also suggest that 

what has thus far been established as effective leadership in the literature, might not be 

similarly effective for minorities. This perspective challenges the generalizability of the 

extant leadership literature and urges researchers to take a different approach that takes 

leaders’ characteristics into account.  

In addition, my research suggests that more research is needed that focuses on 

privilege. Taking a privilege perspective allows for identification of patterns that 

structurally benefit majority groups. Tackling these structural patterns yields greater 

increases in workplace equity across all minority groups, whereas tackling barriers that 

specific minority groups face mostly only aids in creating equity for the corresponding 

minority groups. More research is needed in identifying such privileged patterns, as well as 

on testing the effectiveness of structural interventions in order to more efficiently and 

effectively create equity in the workplace.  
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APPENDIX A 

 
Women Leadership Models in emerging markets 
Semi-structured interview questions     
 12 March 2015 
Introduction  
“We are conducting a research project on behalf of the Gordon Institute of 
Business Science, University Pretoria, on ‘Women leadership in emerging 

markets’ towards a peer-reviewed book to be published by Routledge (NY). 
To this end we would like to invite you to share you’re journey in 

reaching your current and previous leadership positions and what’s 

been the impact, as well as your impressions of leading in emerging 
markets. Thank you for your participation in this research. We are keen to 
hear your leadership story. We scheduled 90 minutes for our questions.  
These questions form the basis of the interview but there may be questions 
that arise as a result of interview engagement. 
In order to have the content of the interview published, we require you to 
sign the consent form for record purposes. We will transcribe the 
interview and then verify with you whether the transcription is a valid 
reflection of your responses to the questions. Using relevant literature and 
theoretical perspectives, we will integrate your leadership story into the 
relevant book chapter  
In most parts of the book we will provide aggregated data from the 
around 40 interviews, for instance how the leaders that we interviewed 
described emerging markets and their leadership experiences. Your answers 
to these questions are therefore confidential. Please feel free to indicate 
when information that you are sharing should be anonymous so that we 
manage that confidentiality clause. You could also indicate which 
responses you want us to specifically mention as a quote from you.  
We appreciate your significant diary constraints and are indebted to your 
valuable time offered to conduct this interview. The rich data we are 
collecting through this investigation also forms the basis for further 
academic research output.   
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Please feel free to contact either one of the two co-editors, whose details are 
given below should you have   questions   around the research project, 
design or the book.” 

1. Tell us a little about yourself – how did you get to be in this room or the 

person you are today? 

2. What does your current role in this organisation entail?  

3. What were important previous positions that you had? 

4. How would you describe your leadership style? 

(Probing questions: What is your role as leader and what are followers’ 

roles?  

What is your “working definition of leadership” that influences the way 

you intentionally lead?) 

5. How might your leadership style have changed over time, if at all? 

(Probing questions: How have you adapted your leadership style to fit 

new contexts? How self-aware are you about your impact on others? How 

are you consciously growing and developing your leadership?) 

6. What enabled you to reach your current position? 

(Probing questions: Were their particular people or education that 

supported you?  

Which internal enablers did you experience or external enablers? Were 

there significant early life experiences, such as supporting family 

environment or early independence like absent parent, or taking on adult 

responsibilities or boarding school?)  

7. Did you experience barriers? If yes, which were the two or three - 

internal or external barriers that were the most overwhelming in your 

leadership journey? 

(Probing questions: Which internal barriers, like lack of confidence or 

external barriers, like culture of ethnic group or organisational culture, or 

national culture or religious beliefs or prevailing value system in 

environment might you have experienced? Which adversity factors did 

you need to overcome, if any, to reach your goals?) 

8. Think of an incident where you were effective as a leader: What led to 

the incident, what did you do, what were others responses and what 

was the outcome?   

(Probing questions: How would you describe your leadership style? What 

is your role as leader and what are followers’ roles? What is your 
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“working definition of leadership” that influences the way you 

intentionally lead? What is the impact of your leadership, local/ 

international, business and community?) 

9. Think of an incident where you were ineffective as a leader: What led to 

the incident, what did you do, what were others responses and what 

was the outcome?   

(Only as background to interviewer: Some women describe a dilemma of 

experiencing resistance when they are assertive as they are seen as too 

bossy and not feminine enough, or when they are too feminine or 

inclusive, they are perceived as weak. Some women experience that they 

need to work harder than men to prove themselves.) 

10. How would you describe the market/ environment in which you 

operate? How different is your emerging market place to a developed/ 

mature market? 

(Probing questions: How volatile and fast paced or dynamic is your 

environment? What adds to the complexity in your emerging market, 

compared to a developed market?) 

11. Given this unique environment, think of a colleague who demonstrates 

effective leadership: Could you provide an example of this leadership 

and what led to the incident, what did this colleague do, how did others 

respond and what was the outcome? If male example ask for female 

and vice versa. 

(Probing questions: How much in line is the ideal current leadership style 

with the environmental expectations of leadership? Is there gender bias 

with regards to leadership? ‘Careful of leading question here’. What is the 

impact of these biases, if any, on the expectations of leadership?) 

12. What are your aspirations and what development is required of you to 

reach these goals? 

(Probing questions: Acknowledge here that she has already achieved and 

maybe she does not have further aspirations. Which management 

development do you perceive will assist in your development? Do you 

value coaches, mentors, educational or training courses or particular 

experiences or exposure or specific books?) 

13. Which best practices does your organisation have, if any, that are 

conducive to women leadership or posing a barrier to women 

leadership?  (Probing questions: Generally, women leadership involves 



180 
 

leading inclusively and enabling participation. ‘Careful of leading question 

here’: How is the organisational culture with unstated assumptions on 

women leadership an enabler or barrier? How about specifically providing 

work/life balance flexibility for women? How is the organisation creating 

a climate for women leadership or nurturing talent in a way that is 

growing leaders and providing work/life balance opportunities, like 

flexible working hours and home/ mobile offices, nursery at offices?) 

14. Describe the current prototype leadership style in your environment/in 

your sector? Current research suggests that there exists a masculine 

model of leadership. Is that your experience? The research further 

suggests that women are therefore seen as not sufficiently agentic or 

masculine leaders, for instance, not aggressive, independent or 

ambitious enough. Or, women in leadership positions behave like men 

do and then they experience backlash for not being “feminine” enough. 

What is your experience? 

15. Research indicates that race, ethnicity, and culture may also influence 

women’s progress as they ascend up organizational hierarchies. How 

did race, ethnicity, or culture influence your progression to your current 

leader role?  Can you provide an example or two?"   

16. Which tips would you like to offer women who are aspiring to fulfil their 

potential? 

(Probing questions: In the book we will have a section on tips, what would 

you like to tell young upcoming women that could assist them on their 

journey or to tell male of female leaders on developing talent?) 

17. What tips would you offer men leaders to empower women in their 

development? 

(Probing questions: Book is also targeting men and specifically creating 

organisations conducive to women leadership) 

 

Conclusion: 

“Thank you for sharing so generously your motivations and intentions 

and current leadership experiences in our emerging markets.  

We wish you continuing success in your personal and professional 

aspirations.  
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Should something come up for you that you think is significant and that 

you had not mentioned, feel free to call us or e-mail us. We could easily 

incorporate it into the book chapter.  

Within three weeks of the interview we will send you the transcription 

for your records and approval.  

(Show biography that we compiled prior to the interview) 

“We have this biography of your life and your career progression.  

 

Will you please check whether this is accurate and whether there are 

areas that you would like to add? 

 

We are most pleased that you granted us an interview for this research 

project. Your contribution will add a rich perspective to a book that will 

have wide reach in academia and practice. 

 

Thank you! 

 

 

The Women Leadership Models in emerging markets team  
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Summary 
 

The underrepresentation of minorities in management signals that the road to 

leadership is more complex for minorities than for majorities. The career advancement of 

women has been described in the literature as a “labyrinth” (Eagly & Carli, 2007), a road 

with unexpected twists and turns and dead ends, and there are strong indications that racial 

minorities’ experience is not any less complex (e.g., Greenhaus, Parasuraman, & 

Wormley, 1990; Ibarra, 1993; Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 2008). However, what 

these barriers specifically are and how they relate to each other is still unclear. Hence, the 

first two academic chapters of my dissertation focus on describing the barriers to equal 

opportunities in the workplace (Chapter 2), and on gaining a better understanding of the 

unique barriers faced by minorities in using their networks (Chapter 3).  

Due to the underrepresentation of minorities in leadership positions, the extant 

empirical research on leadership has mostly been conducted with samples of leaders from 

the majority social category (i.e., White males). As a result, models of effective leadership 

are predominantly based on studies of majority leaders. Little is known about the extent to 

which there are differences between minority leaders and majority leaders in leadership 

effectiveness, and if so, why these differences arise and how these differences between 

leaders play out in a team context. The latter two academic chapters of my dissertation 

therefore examine how the underrepresentation of minorities in leadership positions leads 

to gender-biased perceptions of leadership effectiveness, thereby highlighting the 

precarious landscape that women need to navigate in order to be perceived as effective 

(Chapter 4), and what effective leadership entails for cultural minority leaders, thereby 

highlighting the need for an approach to leadership effectiveness that takes demographic 

contingencies into account (Chapter 5).  

The aim of the four articles in this dissertation is threefold: (1) explaining how 

stereotypes and bias cause workplace inequality when it comes to leadership careers, (2) 

offering new ways to overcome bias, and (3) equalizing privilege between majorities and 

minorities. Together, these four chapters provide better insights into why workplace 

inequality occurs with regard to leadership careers and what the consequences are of these 

inequalities. These insights form the basis of several suggestions on how to create a work 

environment that offers more equal opportunities for minorities’ career advancement.
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Samenvatting 

 

De observatie dat minderheidsgroepen in management ondervertegenwoordigd 

zijn is een duidelijk signaal dat de weg naar een leiderschapspositie complexer is voor 

minderheden. Zo vergelijkt de onderzoeksliteratuur het carrièrepad van vrouwen met een 

labyrint (Eagly & Carli, 2007), een weg met onverwachte kronkels en doodlopende sporen, 

en er zijn meer dan genoeg redenen om aan te nemen dat de ervaring van ethnische 

minderheden niet minder complex is (e.g., Greenhaus, Parasuraman, & Wormley, 1990; 

Ibarra, 1993; Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 2008). Wat deze barrières precies inhouden 

en hoe ze zich verhouden tot elkaar is echter nog onduidelijk. De eerste twee hoofdstukken 

van mijn dissertatie zullen zich derhalve richten op het beschrijven van de barrières die in 

de weg staan van gelijke kansen voor minderheden en meerderheden op het werk 

(Hoofdstuk 2), en op het verkrijgen van een beter begrip van de unieke barrières die 

minderheden ervaren in het gebruiken van hun netwerk (Hoofdstuk 3).  

Vanwege de ondervertegenwoordiging van minderheden in leiderschapsposities is 

leiderschapsonderzoek tot op heden vooral is uitgevoerd op populaties van leiders uit de 

meerderheidscategorie (i.e., blanke mannen). Het gevolg daarvan is dat wat we weten over 

effectief leiderschap gebaseerd is op studies over leiders uit de meerderheidscategorie. We 

weten eigenlijk weinig over in hoeverre er verschillen bestaat in effectiviteit tussen leiders 

uit de minderheidscategorieën versus de meerderheidscategorie, en als die verschillen 

bestaan, waar deze verschillen vandaan komen en welk effect ze hebben in de context van 

teams. Hoofdstuk 4 en Hoofdstuk 5 onderzoeken om deze redenen hoe de 

ondervertegenwoordiging van minderheden in leiderschapsposities leidt tot 

bevooroordeelde percepties van effectief leiderschap, waarmee --- benadrukt wordt 

(Hoofdstuk 4), en wat effectief leiderschap inhoudt voor culturele minderheden in 

leiderschapsposities, waarmee de noodzaak voor een benadering van leiderschap die 

demografische kenmerken in acht neemt wordt onderstreept (Hoofdstuk 5).  

Het doel van de vier artikelen in deze dissertatie is driedelig: (1) uitleggen hoe 

stereotypen en vooroordelen ongelijkheid in leiderschapscarrières veroorzaken, (2) 

aanbieden van nieuwe manieren om vooroordelen te overkomen, en (3) privilege te 

egaliseren tussen meerderheden en minderheden. Gezamenlijk bieden deze vier 
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hoofdstukken een beter inzicht in waardoor ongelijkheid in de weg naar leiderschap 

ontstaat en wat de gevolgen zijn van zulke ongelijkheden. Deze inzichten vormen de basis 

van een aantal suggesties voor het creëren van een werkomgeving die gelijke kansen biedt 

voor minderheden die carrière willen maken. 
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