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STEREOTYPES IN MANAGEMENT – DOES 
LEADERSHIP HAVE A GENDER? 

The aim of this article is to indicate the role of gender stereotypes in management and 
their significant impact on the perception of leaders and on the management styles of 
organizations, depending on the gender of the leader. Although the topic has been explored 
by researchers and practitioners for years, it still seems important from the perspective of 
leaders’ career paths. In this context, the present article attempts to review and analyze the 
past literature on gender stereotypes and their differences, similarities, and perceptions in 
relation to leadership styles. Research shows that gender patterns influence the perception of 
leaders by employees, as well as by leaders themselves. Women and men in managerial 
positions tend to perform their roles differently, the reasons for this being attributable to the 
internalization of gender roles defined by gender stereotypes. Therefore, it is critical for 
organizations to incorporate gender diversity management in the workplace. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Socio-cultural transformations, civilizational and cultural development and globali- 

zation are processes that strongly determine the internal and external environment of an 
organization, forcing it to constantly monitor and quickly respond to the changes taking 
place. Transformations in the organisational environment are an impulse to verify the 
current solutions, to explore innovative methods, methodologies and tools suitable for 
managing complex company structures and to seek new opportunities for organisational 
development. Nevertheless, in the era of access to similar technologies, tools and 
opportunities to gain knowledge, what makes the organization competitive is the 
employees’ professional potential. Particular importance is attached to the quality of 
managerial staffs and the search for the profiles of the best managers.  

For many years, the analysis of the leadership phenomenon has also been becoming an 
intensively explored field of research in the area of social sciences. In order to meet the 
management needs, researchers verify various models, identify barriers to the imple- 
mentation of good management practices and define effective leadership taking into account 
the characteristics of the organisation and its employees. Gender, as research shows, is one 
of the characteristics that influence recruitment processes and the final organisational 
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structure. Like age, it is one of the most universal indicators of social stratification. The 
causes of this state of affairs are seen in the fact that the biological sex is understood to also 
include the socio-cultural features that influence the formation of an individual’s identity 
and its perception by its environment (Mandrysz, 2003). 

A review of the statistics reveals an imbalance between the number of women and men 
in managerial positions, both in the world and in Poland – women are an under-represented 
group among managers (e.g. raport Grant Thornton, 2019; Duncan, Cassells, 2019). And 
although there are differences between individual countries in Europe, the overall 
proportion of women is lower than men (EIGE, 2019) According to the data from the 
European Commission, only one in three managers in the European Union is a woman 
(Eurostat, 2019). In Poland, the data discussed by Dzwigoł-Barosz (2015) show that 30% 
of Polish companies have women on the boards but only 4% hold the rank of president. 
This is so despite the fact that companies with more women on the boards are characterised 
by better corporate governance, business ethics and financial management (e.g. Kowalski, 
2011; Hunt, Layton, Prince, 2015, Delloite, 2012; Franke, 1997).  

2. LEADERSHIP IN A MODERN ORGANISATION 
Any attempts to define the concept of leadership present many difficulties. This 

construct, which occupies an important place in business practice, has been given a number 
of definitions highlighting its various aspects. In the most general sense, a leader is any 
person considered to be managing a specific project, an internal organisational unit or an 
entire company. The leaders are therefore all members of the organisation acting as 
supervisors, including entrepreneurs – owners of their own businesses. R. Griffin includes 
all those whose primary responsibility is to carry out the management process, regardless 
of their position in the organisation (Griffin, 2004). The category of leaders also includes 
all those whose role is to make sure that goals are achieved by teams or to determine and 
coordinate work activities of others (Listwan, 1995; Kisielnicki, 2005). In a narrower sense, 
the term leader is understood as referring to a specific group of employees. Stoner (1999) 
identifies a leader as a member of the senior management team responsible for the overall 
management of the organisation. 

In recent years and along with the shift towards the humanistic concepts of authentic 
leadership, a distinction has emerged in the literature focused on demonstrating the 
differences between a leader and a manager (T. Oleksyn, A. E. Oleksyn, 2008). It is 
assumed that leadership is associated with concepts such as vision, inspiration, getting 
people’s commitment to achieving goals and indicating directions of change while the 
leader themselves become a role model for others. Management, on the other hand, 
manifests itself in the implementation of the tactical functions of controlling, motivating, 
budgeting, planning and organising as well as making decisions. Therefore, various types 
of leaders are needed in order to carry out the more and more complex organisational tasks. 
It is important to take care to make sure that people are properly suited to the particular 
challenges. By referring these differences to the organisational practice, it can be seen that 
it is not the name of the position that defines a leader but the scope of the tasks they perform. 
The manner they are performed depends on many factors that lie within the organisation 
itself as well as within the particular employee attributes (e.g. experience, education or 
personality). One of such factors is gender and adjustment of leaders’ behaviours to the 
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requirements of gender-related roles as well as the way leaders are perceived by employees 
where such perception is determined by stereotypes. 

3. THE ROLE OF GENDER AND GENDER STEREOTYPES IN MANAGEMENT 
The impact of stereotypes on various spheres of the functioning of women and men has 

been the subject of interest among researchers in the humanities and social sciences for 
years. It would seem that the rich literature on the subject has already dealt with all the 
contexts for talking about the relations between gender and the labour market and 
management. However, the constant evolution of the stereotypes forces constant monitoring 
and verification of the changes in the very content of the stereotypes and their perception 
by the stereotyped people as well as a change concerning the requirements ensuing from 
the social views on an employee’s gender (e.g Eagly, Nater, Miller, Kaufmann, Sczesny, 
2019; Sule, Seda, Kubilay, Loranth, 2019; Majcher, 2012; Lipińska-Grobelny, Gorczycka, 
2011). 

As Moczydłowska (2017a, 2017b) writes, gender as a variable associated with  
a divergent attitude towards management has been present in academic works since the 
1970s, mainly in the context of seeking gender-related differences between management 
styles. In the 1980s, researchers focused on analysing the natural differences between 
genders treating them as valuable diversity for organisations. Currently, there is a dispute 
among researchers about the nature of these differences. Are they real or apparent, and do 
they predispose one gender more than the other to engage in management?  

Stereotypes are views, opinions, judgments and superstitions that go beyond mere 
categorisation. These fundamentally false generalisations refer to a group where identical 
characteristics are attributed to all its members, regardless of the real differences between 
them (Aronson, Wilson, Akert, 1997). The sources of stereotypes can be specified as 
individual or social. The social ones are related to the patterns of behaviour accepted in  
a particular community while the individual ones result from personal experience and 
certain features related to perceiving reality. Some of the most frequently appearing 
stereotypes are those related to gender; hence, their impact on the social reality cannot be 
underestimated. Gender categorisation already exists in two-year-old children. It is 
acknowledged that at this age they already have a notion of masculinity and femininity 
(Vasta, Haith, Miller, 2001). This means that many gender differences are not based on 
biology but are related to each individual’ socialisation experiences (Giddens, 2004). 

In general, all the characteristics contained in gender stereotypes have a bipolar 
distribution. They can be broken down into typically male (instrumental) and typically 
female (expressive) features. The former are valued higher in most cultures. Stereotypes 
related to genders and the gender roles pertaining to them regulate social behaviour of 
women and men in every society – they contain in them culturally defined behavioural 
characteristics of women and men (Mandal, 2004). The influence of stereotypes is primarily 
revealed in the attributes ascribed to the particular individuals and the assumption that they 
are more predisposed to certain activities. Thus, in most cultures, the content of the male 
stereotype includes traits related to physical strength, domination, action orientation, self-
sufficiency and independence, but also aggressiveness or egoism. On the other hand, the 
stereotypical image of a woman describes her as kind, delicate, passive, characterised by 
interpersonal sensitivity and empathy, but also emotionally unstable and rather not resistant 
to stress (e.g. Mandal, 2003; Deaux, Lewis, 1984). Thus, the distinguishing features of men 
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are activity and action, and the characteristics of women are interpersonal sensitivity and 
relationships with people (Królikowska, 2011). However, as Mandal (2005) writes, ‘it also 
turns out to be wrong to assume that women and men only have their own gender specificity 
because features treated as typically male or typically female are found in representatives 
of the opposite sex’. 

In order to properly understand the role of stereotypes in management, the focus should 
be on how they can affect managerial staff. Children are expected to behave in a specific 
way from birth and their consistency with the gender is subject to constant social control. 
E. Mandal (2004) conducted a review of studies which shows that even children as young 
as 3 years show greater interest in gender-specific activities which increases with age. 
Behaviours inconsistent with the cultural stereotypes will be criticised, and those that are 
gender-specific are socially acceptable. Thus, women and men build their identity based on 
the internalisation of social expectations. As a result, there are many gender differences 
affecting different spheres of life, including work. Men, for instance, have a higher  
self-esteem than women and this is associated with a more positive assessment of their own 
competence than in women. Women, in turn, are more reluctant to make risky decisions 
and to decide for others. Women are also characterised by a stronger openness towards 
people expressed in altruistic attitudes and they also better read signals indicating socially 
approved behaviours. Research also shows that with age the level of anxiety decreases in 
men while it increases in women (Croson, Gneezy, 2009). Compared with men, women are 
also characterised by a lower self-assessment of their own management skills and lower 
levels of leadership aspirations (Fritz, van Knippenberg, 2019; Pufal-Struzik, 2017; Hisrich, 
Brush, 1984). 

4. THE IDEAL LEADER AND THE GENDER 
There are three strands in the literature that define effective leaders, i.e. emphasising 

personality traits, focusing on behavioural patterns as well as situational theories that 
emphasise the adjustment of leadership strategies to different conditions. Nowadays, 
concepts indicating natural leadership potential based mainly on authenticity and emotional 
intelligence can also be found. It seems that just like the number of definitions of leadership 
itself, the number of attributes of the ideal leader is infinite. Just to show their multitude, 
some examples can be mentioned: self-discipline, diligence, honesty and ethics, emotional 
self-control and balance, communication skills, speed and high quality of decisions, 
motivating and inspiring others, self-confidence, empathy, charisma, ability to set short- 
and long-term goals, ability to reward, attitude to employee development and perception of 
resources, ability to build conflict-free relationships based on respect and trust, initiative, 
resistance to stress, objectivity, ability to admit mistakes, accepting mistakes in others, 
setting challenges, being fair.  

At the same time, the characteristics that are not accepted in a leader include lack of 
assertiveness, passivity, difficulty in making decisions and excessive emotionality. As can 
be easily seen, these traits are often mentioned as those that characterise women – for it is 
commonly believed that leaders have traits more strongly associated with aggressive 
attitudes than social ones, and the leader stereotype is closer to that of a man than that of  
a woman (Butterfield, Parent, 2002). Therefore, in social perception, effective leadership is 
identified with masculinity, and men are indisputably predisposed to perform managerial 
roles. As a consequence, women are considered incapable of performing managerial roles, 
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and their leadership style is associated with lower effectiveness (Górska, 2016). In addition, 
women in managerial positions have to face the conflicting expectations placed on them 
(Newport, 2001). On the one hand, they are expected to exhibit manifestations of the 
feminine stereotype (e.g. ability to form relationships or gentleness); on the other hand, to 
be consistent with a more masculine leadership stereotype (e.g. being aggressive or 
independent). This contrast is also one of the barriers to women’s advancement – in many 
masculinised organisations stereotypically female traits are treated as a manifestation of 
weakness and lack of leadership competence. 

Economic transformations will, however, force changes in the perception of women in 
the roles of leaders and entrepreneurs. In complex structures that pursue their goals in an 
unpredictable economic reality, increasingly more importance is being given to the 
relational and emotional contexts of work. Therefore, as Goleman writes, ‘the old leaders 
will have to learn new tricks’ (Goleman, Boyatzis, McKee, 2002). He stresses the 
responsibility of leaders in the face of the changes taking place in contemporary 
organisations to create emotionally intelligent organisations in order to provide employees 
with a positive, healthy, relational capital-based work environment. Given the results of 
research in such organisations, effective leaders will be required to use the attributes 
currently considered to belong to the female sphere. 

The issues of stereotypes in management are usually considered from two angles, i.e. 
their impact on the functioning of leaders and the perception of leaders through the prism 
of gender characteristics. Some of the most frequently analysed variables in the context of 
gender in management are management styles. Typologies of styles can be found in the 
literature. However, most of them can be described by means of a dichotomous division. 
Those most frequently described include (e.g. McCleskey, 2014; Piskorz, 2012; Czerw, 
Babiak, 2010; Mrówka, 2010; Żukowski, Galla, 2009; Penc, 2007: Mroziewski, 2005; 
Koźmiński, Piotrowski, 2000; Bass, 1997): 

a) task-oriented vs relationship-oriented leadership: 
A task-oriented leader is interested in doing the job, and their influence is related to task 

control. Relationship-oriented leadership, on the other hand, presupposes a focus on 
positive emotions and the right relationship in the course of performing the tasks. 

b) transactional style vs transformational style: 
Transformation is about emotions, values, ethics, long-term goals and includes an 

assessment of motives and the ability to meet employees’ needs. Transformation leaders 
inspire and motivate and encourage professional development. Transactional leaders, on the 
other hand, focus on task control, reward and punish while focusing on performance.  

c) authoritarian style vs democratic style: 
The authoritarian style is characterised by distribution of tasks among employees 

without the involvement of the leader. Interaction takes place mainly through orders, 
instructions and penalties. A feature of the democratic style is the focus on teamwork and 
group decision-making concerning ways of achieving objectives. 

It can be noticed that these styles reflect gender stereotypes. The majority of research in 
the Polish and foreign literature characterises the female management styles as being 
transformative, more democratic (participatory) and more employee-oriented. Conversely, 
the transactional, authoritarian (directive) and task-focused style characterises the male 
management strategies (Leithwood, Jantzi, 2005; Eagly, Carli, 2003). 
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5. PREFERENCES FOR LEADERSHIP STYLES AND PERCEPTION  
    OF THE LEADER THROUGH THE PRISM OF GENDER 

Reviews of concepts and studies also point to differences in preferred management 
styles depending on the gender of the leader. Women, in contrast to the male prescriptive 
and controlling management styles, are more likely to choose styles based on relationships 
and community. In general, comparative research results highlight women’s propensity for 
democratic leadership styles and their preferences for teamwork. Unlike women, men are 
more likely to adopt an autocratic and task-oriented style (van Engen, Willemsen, 2004). 
Women, on the other hand, value the transformational style higher and men the transactional 
style (Cuadrado, Navas, Molero, Ferrer, Morales, 2012). According to Dzwigosz-Barosz 
(2018), ‘women use “management by love” and men “management by fear”’. In the author’s 
opinion, men are characterised by being more ruthless in pursuing their goals, adopting 
faster decision-making processes and having a greater willingness to take risks than women, 
who are more conscientious, cooperative and more likely to see emotions in others. 

Women and men in managerial positions tend to perform their roles differently, the 
reasons for this being attributable to internalisation of gender roles defined by the gender 
stereotype (e.g. Sebastian, Moon, 2017; Lyness i Heilman, 2006). These findings are 
supported by Polish studies which used the five-factor personality model (FFM, the Big 
Five) to examined personality differences between women and men in managerial positions 
and the levels of emotional intelligence. It turns out that women, as compared with men, 
are characterised by significantly higher neuroticism, openness to experience and 
amicability. Men are also characterised by a lower level of emotional intelligence than 
women, largely responsible for the ability to build relationships with others and for 
openness to people. These traits may support the above discussed tendencies to choose 
particular styles of managing others (Babiak, Bajcar, Borkowska, 2017).  

Polish research conducted by Moczydłowska (2017a, 2017b) also shows that employees 
perceive their leaders differently depending on their gender. As it turns out, perception of 
leaders has also repeatedly been consistent with gender stereotypes. Respondents associated 
male leaders with features of the gender stereotype, i.e. ‘determined, demanding, 
responsible, authoritarian, and ambitious.’ According to the respondents, a make manager 
is self-confident, rivalrous visionary with a tendency to manipulate others, high emotional 
resilience, lack of empathy and orientation towards subordinates. On the other hand, female 
leaders were characterised by conscientiousness, care for the emotional atmosphere at work, 
poor resistance to stress and frustration, and excessive emotionality. They were also 
attributed with high ambitions and excessive requirements imposed on employees, and  
a lack of tolerance for errors. These traits were also attributed to men. The author of the 
study concludes that managerial effectiveness is influenced by a variety of variables where 
gender and the related stereotypes strongly affect evaluations of leaders even though 
personality can play a significantly greater role. 

6. SUMMARY 
The crucial condition necessary for an organisation to succeed is the quality of 

management understood as its effectiveness in achieving the company’s goals. Therefore, 
both theoretical considerations and empirical research in this area include searching for such 
traits of leaders that increase the chances for effective implementation of this scenario. 
However, in the business world there are many stereotypes related directly to the gender of 
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leaders and thereby to the way of fulfilling managerial roles. In order to increase the 
effectiveness of modern organisations, the inclusion of gender management in the wider 
area of diversity management will soon become a necessity due to the increasing number 
of women in the labour market and the changing career paradigms. This is likely to weaken 
gender stereotypes and their impact on the perceptions of leaders while it is their 
effectiveness in implementing the diverse tasks facing the organisation that will become 
crucial.  
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