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Women are proportionally better educated than men with 
regard to the population as a whole, the workforce and 

postgraduates (OECD, 2015), especially in many western coun-
tries, ceteris paribus. However, women represent only 4.6% of 
Fortune 500 CEOs (Catalyst, 2014a), 13.7% of European Union 
board seats (European Commission, 2012) and 20% of ministers 
globally (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2013), knowing that their 
presence on boards of Fortune 500 companies is assumed to 
improve corporate performance of these firms (Catalyst, 2007). 
Dang and Nguyen (2016) have demonstrated that board gender 
diversity can positively affect a firm’s performance in top French 
SBF-120 companies while Moulin and Point (2012) noted that 
several determinants (individual, organizational, political, etc.) 

account for the proportion of women in French SBF-120 companies 
which have to comply with the legal constraint of a 40% quota of 
women on their boards. Several factors can thus explain women 
limited access to higher decision-making positions linked to the 
glass ceiling phenomenon (Toué, 2014). Not surprisingly, many 
studies have addressed the issue of limited presence in elite leader-
ship positions from different angles (see for instance Terjsen and 
Singh, 2008; Moulin and Point, 2012; Ponchut and Barth, 2012).

For Butler (1990), sex refers to the biological difference in 
maleness or femaleness while gender is a socially and cultural-
ly-constructed and maintained set of masculine versus feminine 
ideals and standards. While an extensive body of research have 
focused on the study of the aspect of sex/gender and leadership 

ABSTRACT
This article examines biological gender and 
gender-role identity effects on self-perceived 
leadership among 371 future managers, 
and compares cultural differences linked 
to Hofstede’s masculine versus feminine 
countries of origin. The results showed no 
significant differences in leadership between 
males and females. For males, masculinity 
and femininity both correlate with leader-
ship. This is not the case for females. In mas-
culine-cultured countries, masculinity is 
significantly higher for males, and the results 
showed a significant correlation between 
masculinity and leadership. Conversely, in 
feminine-cultured countries, femininity is 
higher for females, with a significant cor-
relation between femininity and leadership. 
Implications of our results are discussed.
Keywords: Masculinity, femininity, leader-
ship, gender, stereotypes

RÉSUMÉ
Cet article examine les effets du sexe et du 
genre sur le leadership, auprès de 371 futurs 
managers. Il n’y a pas de différence signifi-
cative de leadership entre les hommes et les 
femmes. Pour les hommes mais pas pour les 
femmes, la masculinité et la féminité sont 
corrélées au leadership. Dans les pays mas-
culins, la masculinité est plus élevée chez 
les hommes avec une corrélation significa-
tive entre la masculinité et le leadership. À 
l'inverse, dans les pays féminins, la féminité 
est plus élevée chez les femmes avec une 
corrélation significative entre féminité et 
leadership. Les implications des résultats 
sont discutées.
Mots-Clés : Masculinité, féminité, leader-
ship, genre, stéréotypes

RESUMEN
Este artículo examina el efecto de las dife-
rencias de sexo y de género en el liderazgo 
autopercibido entre 371 futuros gerentes. Los 
resultados no revelaron diferencias significa-
tivas de liderazgo entre hombres y mujeres. 
Para los hombres, pero no para las mujeres, la 
masculinidad y la feminidad se correlacionan 
con el liderazgo. En los países masculinos, la 
masculinidad fue significativamente mayor 
en los hombres y los resultados mostraron 
una correlación significativa entre la mascu-
linidad y el liderazgo. En los países femeni-
nos, la feminidad fue mayor en las mujeres 
y se encontró una correlación significativa 
entre feminidad y liderazgo. Los resultados 
se discuten.
Palabras Clave: Masculinidad, feminidad, 
liderazgo, género, estereotipos
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(e.g. Patel and Buiting, 2013; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2002) to 
explain the limited presence of women in managerial positions, 
the use of a three-layered approach of “gender construct” is 
lacking. Our research specifically contributes to fill this gap and 
examines gender effects on leadership among future managers, 
through the use of three dimensions: 

–	 Biological gender related to the essentialist approach (sex: 
Male versus Female),

–	 Gender role identity related to the constructivist approach 
(gender role identity: Masculinity versus Femininity)

–	 Gender culture country (Hofstede Masculine country HMC 
versus Hofstede feminine country HFC).
Many studies have scrutinized the psychological nature 

of men and women and the role it plays in their access to top 
management positions. Some studies indicate that, due to their 
nature, women are less confident taking financial decisions (e.g. 
Bengtsson et al., 2005), more risk averse (Byrnes et al., 1999), have 
less optimistic projections and judgments (Guidice et al., 2009) 
and are more emotional and impulsive, especially in negative 
situations (Harshman et al., 1987). Given these characteristics, 
their leadership style is assumed to be completely different to that 
of men. Women’s leadership style is considered as transforma-
tional and people-oriented, while men’s leadership style is said 
to be transactional and business-oriented (Appelbaum, 2003).

However, this essentialist gendered differentiation of leader-
ship styles and effectiveness has been rejected by many theor-
ies. In fact, some theories defend a gender-neutral vision of 
leadership (see Saint-Michel, 2010 for review), while others 
identify differences between males and females resulting from 
a more constructivist perspective linked to stereotypes and 
socialization (Eagly, 1987; Rosener, 1990). Notwithstanding 
gender-neutral studies which suggest there is no significant 
gender difference in leadership (e.g. Kolb, 1999; Vecchio, 2002), 
gender differences in leadership have frequently been attributed 
to certain cultural stereotypes (Shimanoff el al., 1991; Oakley 
2000; Dobbins et al., 1986; Powell, 1993).

According to the Role Congruity Theory (RCT) by Eagly 
et al. (1999, 2002), leadership has long been considered a mas-
culine restrictive domain. As a concept, it is culturally imbued 
with masculine values, attitudes and behaviors (Schein, 2001). 
To enter this domain and gain the cultural acceptance of their 
followers, women are obliged to acquire traditionally masculine 
agentic qualities such as confidence, aggressiveness, and com-
petitiveness. This poses a real dilemma for women since they 
also have other qualities they need to comply with. They are 
expected to be affectionate, agreeable, and sensitive. Stepping 
outside of their communal qualities towards more agentic qual-
ities creates a mismatch between what they do and what they 
are culturally expected to do, resulting in rejection. Thus, the 
failure of women as leaders is not due to psychological differ-
ences between women and men, but rather to such stereotypes 
and the role incongruity they find themselves in.

Women are actually caught in a crossfire. To be effective 
leaders, they need to show certain masculine qualities, but 
when they do, they are rejected because they are considered 
as ‘square pegs in a round hole’, outside of their traditionally 
accepted role. Kawakami et al. (2000) note, however, that culture 
is changing with regard to the principle of gender equality and 

gender mainstreaming (Cornet, 2001). Women’s presence, both 
in the workplace and in top management positions, is increas-
ing. Moreover, the postmodern fast-changing environment has 
obliged companies to adopt flatter, more transversal organiza-
tions that encourage innovation, creativity and team-working. 
Responding to a call for more feminine leadership (Powell et al., 
2002), leadership styles are shifting from an assertive role to 
an affectionate and caring one. This has helped to free women 
from stereotypes, enabling them to be authentic at work rather 
than inciting them to be someone else. It also means they are 
better positioned to climb the career ladder toward leadership 
positions. In this vein, Paustian-Underdahl et al. (2014) identified 
some moderators between gender differences and perceptions 
of leadership effectiveness, such as type of organization, hier-
archical level, and percentage of males.

To enrich the analysis beyond gender stereotypes (e.g. Powell 
et al., 2002), this paper contributes to the debate by introducing 
a new country-level gender variable derived from Hofstede’s 
framework (Hofstede, 1980; Moalla, 2016), namely, the gender 
dimension of the culture of potential managers’ country of ori-
gin. Some are masculine-oriented countries while others are 
feminine-oriented countries (Hofstede, 1980, 2001; Taras et al., 
2010). In terms of national culture, masculinity is “the extent 
to which the dominant values in society are masculine, that is 
assertiveness, the acquisition of money and things” (Hofstede, 
1980, p. 46), while femininity refers to a dominance of feminine 
values such as “friendly atmosphere, position security, physical 
conditions, cooperation” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 241). The idea is to 
ascertain whether there are differences between male and female 
perceptions of leadership in these countries. If this is the case, 
males living in a masculine country (Hofstede Masculine coun-
try HMC) are likely to embody masculine leadership attributes, 
while females living in feminine countries (Hofstede Feminine 
country HFC) are likely to embody feminine leadership attributes.

To investigate the relationship between gender and leadership 
through a three-dimensional approach to the construct gender, a 
study was made of Master in Management students from HMC 
and HFC countries. Two factors motivated this choice of sample 
population. First, while these management students are about to 
enter the job market, they have not as yet been exposed to the com-
panies’ internal influences. Studying them helps us to neutralize 
such influences and to determine whether the masculine or fem-
inine perception of leadership begins before work. Second, HMC 
countries are considered to be masculine-dominated cultures, 
whilst HFC are considered to be feminine-dominated cultures 
(Hofstede Center, 2015). Contrasting the two cases sheds light on 
how societal culture intervenes in shaping masculine or feminine 
leadership perceptions among males and females.

This paper is original for at least five points. First, it addresses 
gender stereotypes of leadership. Second, it compares male and 
female perceptions. Third, it compares masculine and feminine 
countries with respect to Hofstede’s framework, using therefore 
a three-layered conceptualization of gender. Fourth, it explores 
future company leaders’ perceptions while they are still students 
and have not yet been influenced by dominant work-related 
cultural trends. Fifth, it conducts an on-the-ground survey, 
while most well-known studies examine the empirical database 
of preceding ones (e.g. Eager et al., 2002; Koening et al., 2011; 
Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014; Taras et al., 2010).
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Theories and Hypotheses

Leadership and Biological Gender Differences
Leadership is an evolving concept. Among the first and most 
renowned theories of leadership is that of Gardner leadership 
tasks (Gardner, 1990). Gardner (1990, p.1) defines leadership as 
“the process of persuasion or example by which an individual 
induces a group to pursue objectives held by the leader or shared 
by the leader and his or her followers.” He distinguishes nine 
main leadership tasks, namely, envisioning goals, affirming 
values, motivating, managing, achieving a workable unity, 
explaining, serving as a symbol, representing the group and 
renewing. House (1977) studied the main personal traits and 
characteristics behind leadership charisma. He suggested that 
leadership crystallizes eight main personal traits that individ-
uals should embody to be charismatic, magnetic, and influen-
tial, which are goal communication, role modeling, personal 
image building, expression of high expectations of followers, 
and motivation for goal acceptance and achievement. Locke 
(1991) moved leadership from a static to a dynamic perspective. 
Locke’s (1991) focus was less on leadership tasks and personal 
traits than on the process individuals go through to develop 
their leadership, attract people and get them to work together 
to achieve collegial purposes. He defined leadership as “the 
process of inducing others to take action toward a common 
goal” (Locke, 1991, p. 3). Bass (2007) distinguished between two 
styles of leadership according to how they build and operate 
the process. The first is transactional leadership that places 
greater emphasis on results than on individuals. The second is 
transformational leadership which, on the contrary, puts the 
focus on individuals rather than results.

The debate on gender runs through all the aforementioned 
theories (Powell et al., 2002; Schein, 1973, 1993; Schinar, 1975). To 
explore the reasons behind these differences, studies have largely 
addressed the biological differences between the two genders. It 
appears that male and female brains work differently, inducing 
different chemical, mechanical and emotional reactions (Cahill, 
2006; Cunningham and Roberts, 2012). In other words, they react 
differently to the same stimuli, resulting in a completely differ-
ent leadership style. With regard to decision-making, Bengtsson 
et al. (2005) found that females are less confident than males, 
especially in making financial decisions. Guidice et al. (2009) 
and Robinson et al. (2011) suggest that they have less optimistic 
projections of the future, expecting lower profitability than men, 
while Byrnes et al. (1999) consider them to be more risk averse. 
In terms of relationships, Harshman et al. (1987) and Appelbaum 
et al. (2012) found that women are more emotional, especially in 
negative situations when they are liable to be more impulsive than 
men (Cunningham, 2012). Hall and Matsumoto (2004), Hoffman 
et al. (2010) and Rizzolatti (2005), however, argue that women are 
better at reading people’s facial and emotional expressions than 
men. Consequently, they can be more adventurous and take more 
risks than men when dealing with people, adapting more easily 
to people’s needs, and winning them over to their point of view.

Hare et al. (1997) and Appelbaum et al. (2002) concluded that 
male and female leadership approaches are completely different. 
Male leadership approaches tend to be transactional, structured, 
autocratic, instruction-giving and business-oriented, whereas 

female leadership approaches are transformational, considered, 
participative, socio-expressive, and people-oriented. Helgesen 
(1990) and Stanford et al. (1995) argued that this is likely to 
be to women’s advantage as companies are currently moving 
towards more transversal communicative and synergized struc-
tures. Kouzes and Posner (1995, 2002) were among the first to 
design a leadership measurement scale based on five practices: 
modeling the way, inspiring a shared vision, challenging the 
process, enabling others to act, and encouraging the heart. In 
line with these studies, the following hypothesis is formulated.

H1. Male and female (Biological gender or sex) self-perception 
as leaders is different.

Cultural Stereotypes and Gender
The essentialist view of male and female leadership difference is 
rejected by three paradigms: the think-manager think-male para-
digm (Schein, 1973; 1993), the agency-communion paradigm (Powell 
et al., 2002) and the masculinity-femininity paradigm (Schinar, 
1975). All three put these differences down to cultural stereotypes.

The think-manager think-male paradigm (Schein, 1973) 
questioned individuals on leaders’ attributes on the one hand 
and on male and female traits on the other. When both were 
analyzed, correlations were found between leaders’ attributes 
and male traits, but not female ones. This suggests that even 
females think of leadership as an exclusively male domain.

The agency-communion paradigm (Powell et al., 2002) 
assessed managers’ perceptions of leadership effectiveness based 
on two stereotyped definitions of leadership. The first is agentic 
leadership, culturally related to masculine attributes, while the 
second is communal leadership, culturally related to feminine 
attributes. The findings from 348 undergraduate and part-time 
graduate business students indicate that although managerial 
stereotypes place less emphasis on masculine characteristics, a 
good manager is still perceived as predominantly masculine, 
implying that agentic leadership is considered to be more effective.

The masculinity-femininity paradigm (Schinar, 1975) also 
rated leadership attributes using a bipolar scale of masculinity-
femininity. A significant correlation was found between 
masculinity and leadership.

Based on these paradigms, Eagly et al. (1999, 2002) built their 
Role Congruity Theory (RCT), extending Heilman’s (1983, 2001) 
lack-of-fit model to explain the negative effect of incongruity 
between an individual’s expected and actual role on his/her 
performance. According to Eagly et al. (1999, 2002), females 
are confronted with two kinds of cultural stereotype which 
hamper their efforts to prove themselves as effective leaders. The 
first stereotype is that leadership is culturally related to agentic 
attributes such as aggressiveness, competitiveness, task-orien-
tation, assertiveness, calmness, and strength, all of which are 
considered as more masculine. The second stereotype is that 
females are culturally expected to play a communal role. They 
are expected to be affectionate, thoughtful, tender, altruistic, 
and people-oriented. When they step outside the stereotype to 
enact leadership roles, one of two things happens. Either they 
comply with the communion attributes and are consequently 
rejected upfront, or else they step outside of the agentic role and 
are also rejected for the incongruence between the traditional 
and expected role. In both cases they fail.
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Balancing Agency and Communion: A Challenging 
Task for Female Leaders
According to Paustian-Underdahl et al. (2014), gendered leader-
ship stereotypes are not fixed but are in fact shifting in favor 
of greater acceptance of the female leadership role. Several 
factors account for this. First, the demographic composition 
of companies is changing. There is an increasing number of 
women (e.g. women represented 33% of the US labor force in 
1950 and 59.2% in 2012; US Department of labor, 2012). They 
are also more widely represented in executive management and 
higher leadership positions (e.g. in 1995, they represented only 
8.7% of corporate officers of American’s 500 largest companies 
compared to 19.2% in 2014; Catalyst, 2014b).

Second, business leadership itself is shifting from a trans-
actional to a transformational style. This is due to the current, 
postmodern, fast-changing, complex and uncertain environment 
that is forcing companies to invest in their human resource 
potential by flattening structures, encouraging team-working 
and stimulating creativity. Fluid, interactive and cooperative 
relationships are the core of such organizational change, giving 
women more opportunities to express their emotional intel-
ligence, unleash their talent in dealing with people, and thus 
climb the career ladder to higher leadership positions.

Apart from the affirmative action which imposes a legal 
quota of 40% women on the boards of top French SBF-120 
companies in France, for instance, there are numerous other 
extrinsic variables explaining women’s ascendance to leadership 
positions, acting as favorable winds to propel women forward. 
However, there is an additional intrinsic explanatory variable 
related to women’s volition, namely, that women have not 
been passive but have actively helped to change the cultural 
process. They have learned to adapt and to better handle the 
incongruity between the agentic role expected from leaders 
and the communion role attributed to women. According to 
Kawakami et al. (2000), mindfulness and genuineness are key 
factors in this process. Women have understood that if they try 
to mindlessly emulate men’s leadership style, they lose their 
genuineness, and become distressed and uncomfortable. The 
negative feelings that ensue are then transmitted throughout 
the company. However, when mindful, genuine, and truly 
themselves, they become charismatic and influential. This 
interesting conclusion puts the responsibility squarely on 
the women’s shoulders. Even in a masculine-dominant cul-
ture filled with obstructive stereotypes of female leadership, 
women can succeed if they are mindful and genuine. The issue 
is one of self-perception. People see women leaders as they see 
themselves (Kawakami et al., 2000). What about the female 
perception of leadership in a feminine country? Surely in a 
feminine-cultured country, female leadership is likely to be 
accepted more easily.

Thus, the following hypotheses are formulated.

H2: Biological gender (male or female) moderates the effect of 
gender-role identity (masculinity and femininity) on leadership.

H3: A country’s gender-dominant culture (Hofstede mas-
culine country HMC versus Hofstede feminine country HFC) 
moderates the effect of male and female gender-role identity 
(masculinity and femininity) on leadership.

H4: Biological gender (male versus female) is congruent with 
gender-role identity (masculinity versus femininity) and with 
the country’s gender-dominant culture (Hofstede masculine 
country HMC versus Hofstede feminine country HFC). Thus, 
in masculine countries (HMC), males’ masculinity is expected 
to be higher than male’s femininity and vice versa.

Method

Participants
Since the idea is to use a three-layered conceptualization of gender 
(biological gender, gender-role identity, and country’s gender-dom-
inant culture) to explore male and female self-perceptions of 
leadership before they are influenced by dominant work-related, 
cultural stereotypes and trends, we focused on business school 
students from the researchers’ network of academic institutions. 
The survey sample came from Hofstede masculine countries 
(HMC) and Hofstede feminine countries (HFC), assumed to have 
different national gender cultures. Thus, comparisons between 
the two are likely to be fruitful and insightful. The respondents 
originated from nineteen countries, seventeen of which were 
present in Hofstede’s national country classification (Hofstede 
Center, 2015) http://geert-hofstede.com/, enabling us to classify 
them as HMC or HFC. In addition, management students from 
Tunisia and Madagascar, the researchers’ countries of origin, were 
also included in the sample. We may note that Tunisia is assumed 
to be a masculine country (Ben Fadhel, 1992; Lassoued, 2008, 
p. 13), while Madagascar is considered as a feminine country 
(Ratsimbazafy, 2016, p.61).

In total, 371 management students responded to the survey, 
as shown in the table below. 

TABLE 1
Composition of the sample

Characteristics Participants N = 371.

Age < 23 years: n = 236
+ 23 years: n = 135

Sex (biological 
gender)

Women: n = 228
Men: n = 140

Fields in management 
studies

Finance/accountancy: n = 89
Marketing: n = 68
General Management: n = 144
HRM: n = 43
Entrepreneurship: n = 27

Hofstede masculine 
countries of origin

n = 84: South Africa, Poland, Germany, 
Greece, Belgium, Italy, Nigeria, 
Kenya, Hungary, UK, Tunisia.

Hofstede feminine 
countries of origin

n = 287: France, Portugal, Finland, 
Senegal, Bulgaria, Serbia, Spain, 
Madagascar.

Procedure and Measures
This paper explores the cultural gender-role identity effect 
(masculinity and femininity) on male and female perceptions of 
leadership by contrasting masculine- with feminine dominant 
culture countries. The aim is to ascertain whether leadership is 
still culturally stereotyped as an exclusively masculine domain 
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among males and females in both Hofstede masculine and 
feminine countries (HMC and HFC), or whether things have 
changed, at least in the feminine countries (HFC), shifting 
towards a more feminine conception of leadership. To this end, 
a questionnaire was administered to collect the respondents’ 
perceptions of leadership and masculinity and femininity con-
structs in order to identify the possible correlations likely to 
appear between students’ self-perception as leaders, and their 
male or female masculinity or femininity based on Hofstede’s 
masculine or feminine country of origin.

There are millions of HMC and HFC management students. 
According to Rea & Parker (1997), an appropriate sample size for 
such a number, with a confidence level of 95%, is 383 observations. 
An online survey was therefore conducted, using a convenient 
sampling method to reach this number and overcome distance, 
accessibility, and time obstacles. The questionnaire link was sent 
to Master in Management students from business schools belong-
ing to the researchers’ academic institutions network. The final 
number of respondents was 371, which is acceptable compared 
to the number of 348 undergraduate and part-time graduate 
business students used by Powell et al. (2002) in a similar study.

Data analysis followed three steps. First, an Exploratory 
Factors Analysis (EFA) was performed regarding leadership, 
masculinity and femininity constructs to measure their reli-
ability and validity using SPSS. Second, an Independent-Sample 
T Test using SPSS was applied to compare these constructs in 
HMC and HFC males and females, and to test hypothesis H1. 
Third, a Confirmatory Factors Analysis (CFA) using Amos was 
conducted to measure the correlations between concepts and 
to test hypotheses H2, H3 and H4.

A Likert scale of items ranging from 1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree was used to measure the study’s main 
constructs, namely leadership, masculinity, and femininity.

Leadership
Kouzes & Posner (2002) S-LPI 30-item scale was used to measure 
leadership. As the idea is to measure the students’ perceptions 
of themselves as leaders, only the self-version of the scale (not 
the observed one) was used. The EFA results showed that, 
contrary to Kouzes & Posner’s (2002) findings, leadership is a 
one-dimensional construct formed of seven items (α =.72). The 
CFA results showed that all eight items merged into one factor 
(χ2 = 19.529; df = 9; NFI =.945; CFI =.969; RMSEA =.056), 
suggesting a one-dimensional construct.

Masculinity vs. Femininity
Spence et al’s (1978) 24-item bipolar Personal Attributes Ques-
tionnaire was used to measure masculinity and femininity. The 
PAQ assesses masculinity and femininity in terms of respondents’ 
self-perceived possession of self-assertive or instrumental traits 
traditionally associated with masculinity, and interpersonal 
or expressive traits associated with femininity (Spence et al., 
2001). The EFA showed that masculinity (α =.66) and femininity 
(α =.76) were one-dimensional constructs, each composed of five 
items. This result was later supported by the CFA fit indexes for 
masculinity (χ2 = 3.651; df = 1; NFI =.985; CFI =.989; RMSEA 
=.085) and for femininity (χ2 = 14.326; df = 5; NFI =.964; CFI 
=.976; RMSEA =.071).

Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 presents the reliability coefficients and correlations of 
all of the constructs. Leadership is significantly correlated with 
Masculinity (r =.15, p <.01) and Femininity (r =.18, p<.01) which 
supports partially some of the study hypotheses.

TABLE 2
Correlations (N = 371).

1 2 3

1. Masculinity .72
2. Femininity .23a .76
3. Leadership .15a .18a .66

Internal reliabilities (coefficient alphas) for the overall constructs are 
given in bold on the diagonal. a correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
(2-tailed).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
The CFA was performed for three different models to test 
the distinctiveness of leadership, masculinity and femininity 
constructs. The idea is to measure the level of significance 
of these models where the constructs are merged. The first 
model articulated the three hypothesized factors. It provided 
an acceptable level of goodness of fit (χ2 = 156.060; df = 86; 
NFI =.865; CFI =.933; RMSEA =.047). The second model was 
composed of two factors where masculinity and femininity 
were merged into a one-dimensional construct. The third 
model was a one-factor model where the three variables were 
merged into one. The results show that goodness of fit of the 
hypothesized three-factor model is better than the two-factor or 
the one-factor model (cf. table 3). With regard to the chi-square 
change statistics method (Bentler et al., 1980), the hypothesized 
three-factor model therefore provides a better representation 
of the factor structure of items.

Results

Hypotheses Testing
Our first results indicate that femininity (r =.16*, p=.012) but 
not masculinity (r =.11, p=0.60) is significantly correlated with 
leadership (see figure 1). This partially supports hypothesis 
H3, and suggests that an individual’s femininity affects the 
perception of leadership. However, it does not indicate whether 
the countries’ dominant culture interferes or not. Thus, an 
Independent-Sample T test using SPSS was conducted, using 
six levels of comparison drawing on the study’s main constructs 
(leadership, masculinity and femininity): first, between Hofstede 
Masculine Country (HMC) and Hofstede Feminine Country 
(HFC) students with no distinction of gender; second, between 
male (M) and female (F) students with no distinction of country; 
third, between HMC male and female students, fourth between 
HFC male and female students; fifth between HMC and HFC 
males, and sixth between HMC and HFC females (See table 4).

The results from HFC managers show that leadership is sig-
nificantly higher (F=-2.899; p<.01) compared to HMC managers, 
while masculinity is conversely significantly lower (F=2.680; 
p<.01). Masculinity is significantly higher among males (F=4,585; 
p<.01), while femininity is significantly higher among females 
(F=-2.706; p<.01). H4 is supported.
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Comparing males with females, the results also show that in 
HMC, males’ masculinity is significantly higher than females’ 
masculinity (F=2.144; p<.05) but there is no significant differ-
ence between them in terms of femininity (F=-.895; p=.374). 
Conversely, in HFC, females’ femininity is significantly higher 
than males’ femininity (F=-2.685; p<.01). In addition, males’ 
masculinity is higher than females’ masculinity (F=3.739; p<.01). 
These findings confirm H4.

With regard to male and female differences in terms of leader-
ship, the results failed to show any significant differences for the 
overall sample of students (F=-.770; p=.442). If we only take this 
result into consideration, in line with the gender-neutral vision 
of leadership (Kolb, 1999), it doesn’t support H1. However, in 
HMC, males’ leadership is significantly higher than females’ 
leadership (F=2.401; p<.05). This result validates H1 and sup-
ports the findings of Powell et al. (2002) who emphasized the 
superiority of agentic compared to communal leadership. In 
HFC, females’ leadership is significantly higher than males’ 
leadership (F=-1.996; p<.05), which supports H1 and H4.

Establishing a gender comparison between HMC and HFC in 
terms of leadership, the results show that there is no significant 
difference between HMC and HFC males’ leadership (F=.244; 
p=808). However, HFC females’ leadership is significantly higher 
than HMC females’ leadership (F=-4.165; p<.01), supporting 
hypothesis H1.

To test hypotheses H2 and H3, a CFA was performed for 
the hypothesized three-factor model using Amos. The model 
provided an acceptable level of goodness of fit (χ2 = 156.060; 
df = 86; NFI =.865; CFI =.933; RMSEA =.047). For the overall 
sample (cf. figure 1), the results showed a significant relation-
ship between femininity and leadership (β = 2.503, p<.05) but 
not between masculinity and leadership (β = 1.883, p=.06).

TABLE 3
Comparison of measurement models

df χ2 Δχ2(df) RMSEA NFI CFI IFI

Hypothesized three-factor model 86 156.060 .047 .865 .933 .935
Model 1: two-factor model 88 340.811 184.751 .088 .705 .759 .763
Model 2: one-factor model 89 607.419 266.608 .125 .475 .507 .514

TABLE 4
Means comparison

Means Comparison 

1. HMC to HFC 2. Males to females

HMC HFC Test t M F Test t

Leadership -.299 .087 -2.899a -.053 .029 -,770

Masculinity .262 -.076 2.680a .290 -.186 4.585a

Femininity .032 -.009 .343 -.175 .103 -2.706a

3. HMC males to HMC females 4. HFC males to HFC females

M F Test t M F  Test t

Leadership -.020 -.587 2.401b -.067 .172 -1.996b

Masculinity .502 .025 2.144b .205 -.235 3.739a

Femininity -0.064 .130 -.895 -219 .097 -2.685a

5. HMC males to HFC males 6. MHC females to HFC females

HMC HFC Test t HMC HFC Test t
Leadership -.020 -.067 .244 -.587 .172 -4.165a

Masculinity .502 .205 1.645 .025 -.235 1.490
Femininity -.064 -.219 .899 .130 .097 .180
a Significant at .01 level; b Significant at .05 level

FIGURE 1
Gender and leadership 

Masculinity .11

.16*

Male vs. Female
(biological)

Hofstede Masculine Country HMC vs.
Hofstede Feminine Country HFC

 

Leadership 

Femininity 

 

Note: N = 371, * p < .05, ** p < .01.
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When comparing male and female groups, the results differ. 
For males, there is a significant relationship between both mas-
culinity and leadership (β = 2.170, p<.05) and between femininity 
and leadership (β = 2.533, p<.05). For females, there is no signifi-
cant relationship between masculinity and leadership (β =.810, 
p=418) or between femininity and leadership (β =.874, p=382).

The findings also throw new light on the issue when we com-
pare the HMC and HFC groups. For HMC, there is a significant 
relationship between masculinity and leadership (β = 2.089, 
p<.05) but not between femininity and leadership (β =.249, 
p=.80). For HFC, there is a significant relationship between 
femininity and leadership (β = 3.067, p<.01) but not between 
masculinity and leadership (β = 1.086, p=.27).

Thus, hypotheses H3 and H4 are supported.

Discussion
This study explores the biological and cultural gender-role 
identity effects on leadership through a three-layered concep-
tualization of gender. First, it measures the differences between 
male and female perceptions of leadership. Second, it compares 
both males and females showing masculine attributes with 
those showing feminine attributes. Third, it contrasts all the 
preceding results in the two contexts of Hofstede masculine- 
and feminine-dominant cultured countries.

The results show no significant differences between male 
and female perceptions of leadership. Biological gender does 
not affect male or female perceptions of leadership. On the other 
hand, we found a positive correlation between masculinity and 
leadership and between femininity and leadership for males, 
but not for females. These results may be viewed in parallel with 
those of Eagly et al. (1999, 2002), Powell et al. (2002), Schein 
(1973, 1993) and Schinar (1975) who argued that leadership is 
culturally stereotyped as an exclusively masculine domain. Thus, 
leadership appears to be culturally but not biologically gendered.

After comparing males and females, additional insights 
appear. The results show that for males, both masculinity and 
femininity correlate with leadership. This is new compared to 
previous study results. It means that males no longer consider 
femininity as incongruent with leadership. These findings sup-
port Paustian-Underdahl et al.’s (2014) conclusions on new trends 
regarding cultural stereotypes of leadership and a gradual shift 
towards affective, thoughtful and transformational leadership 
due, among other things, to flatter organizational structures.

Surprisingly, there was the absence of correlation between 
femininity and leadership among females. Unlike males, it seems 
that females have not yet built a bridge between the communion 
role and leadership. Do they still need to show masculine traits and 
play agentic roles to become effective leaders? Why are females still 
subject to this stereotyping, even though it appears to have been 
overcome by males? Is it because, in highly masculine societies, 
things allowed for males are not necessarily allowed for females?

Comparing HMC with HFC helped us to answer these 
questions. In HFC, femininity is correlated with leadership, 
whereas masculinity is not. This means that the trend towards 
communal leadership could be a valuable asset in such feminine 

1.	 For example, the French law of 29th December 2009 imposes a quota of 40% of women on top French company boards.

countries, a factor that women should be aware of and take into 
consideration. It was no surprise to see a positive correlation 
between masculinity and leadership in HMC and a positive 
correlation between femininity and leadership in HFC, as 
expected in hypothesis H4.

Combining these conclusions, it appears that in addition 
to cultural stereotypes, other variables influence the women’s 
perception of leadership. Kawakami et al. (2000) evoked one 
of these variables, namely mindfulness. By being mindful, 
behaving genuinely, and showing acceptance of their feminine 
or masculine attributes, females enhance their charisma and 
influence among their followers. Conversely, by being mind-
less, unnatural and affected, females’ leadership is liable to be 
rejected. This means that cultural stereotypes of leadership may 
be partially caused by females’ perception of themselves as well 
as males’ perception of females. This can explain the gradual 
shift towards a feminine perception of leadership by men. The 
same is not true of women, even in feminine-cultured countries. 
Women still appear resistant to this change.

Theoretical Implications
The aim of this paper was to study biological and cultural gender-
role stereotypes with regard to the concept of leadership. Some 
previous study results were supported while others were rejected. 
The study found no difference between male and female percep-
tions of themselves as leaders and therefore rejected the hypothesis 
of biological gender effect on leadership. As many females as 
males consider themselves as leaders. However, when measuring 
the cultural gender effect using masculinity and femininity con-
structs, the results, in line with Eagly et al. (1999, 2002), Powell 
et al. (2002), (1973, 1993) and Schinar (1975), showed a positive 
correlation between masculinity and femininity. Leadership is 
still correlated with masculine attributes. Leaders need to show 
assertiveness, aggressiveness, and competitiveness to be accepted 
as a leader, but these requirements are not exhaustive and may 
also encompass some female attributes.

When comparing males and females with regard to the cul-
ture-based stereotype in both masculine- and female-dominant 
cultures to determine whether they associate leadership with 
masculinity or femininity, we came across a surprising finding. 
It appears that for males, both masculinity and femininity are 
associated with leadership, whereas for females, even in a fem-
inine-dominant culture, this is not the case. Thus, it appears 
that males are less resistant to female leadership attributes than 
women themselves. However, one question remains unanswered: 
what delineates male acceptance of feminine leadership? Is it also 
gendered? In other words, do males accept feminine leadership 
styles (communion role) equally from male and female leaders 
with no distinction of sex, or do they only accept it from one 
category and not the other?

Practical Implications
It is interesting to note that men show open acceptance of the 
feminine or communion role of leadership. Beyond the legal 
compliance with affirmative action measures designed1 to break 
through the glass ceiling, firms need to consider and integrate 
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this cultural change in their decision-making process. First, 
building teams around transformational leaders can be an asset 
in the organization of work. Many studies (Appelbaum, 2003) 
suggest that employees are more inspired by communicative, 
emphatic and well-considered leaders that they trust and can 
identify with. Women often tend to fit this profile. Promoting 
them to leadership positions thus appears crucial, especially 
with the increasing number of women at work.

Second, any cultural shift in an organization needs time to 
be successfully assimilated. Women’s promotion to leadership 
positions should not simply be an exception. While men may be 
reluctant, women themselves may also experience such a change 
with a degree of fear, anxiety and doubt due to the strong resist-
ance of masculine stereotyped leadership attributes. Helping 
them to be more relaxed in leadership positions, boosting their 
confidence and giving them time to prove themselves is the 
key to their success, allowing them, as Kawakami et al. (2000) 
suggested, to be mindful and to unleash their full potential.

Limitations
Two limitations should be noted in this study: the representa-
tiveness of the sample size and the sampling method. The sample 
size was under 383 respondents, and although this size almost 
meets Rea and Parker’s (1997) representativeness standards 
(Rea and Parker suggest that an appropriate sample size for 
a population of more than 100,000, with a confidence level of 
95%, is 383 observations). This number would have been more 
appropriate. However, the overall sample was 371 individuals 
which is acceptable.

Second, a convenience sampling method was used. This 
resulted in a heterogeneous sample. Using a stratified sampling 
method would provide a more reliable comparison between two 
homogeneous categories, with biological gender on the one hand, 
and Hofstede’s masculine and feminine country categories on 
the other. A homogeneous number of participants would have 
provided interesting and useful inter-continent and inter-country 
comparisons. These limitations are mainly due to the limited 
access to information. However, a large and comparable data-
base on management students’ perception of leadership from 
different HMC and HFC countries requires time and access to 
more qualitative resources from these business schools.

Conclusion
Although women are equally, if not more educated than men, 
their access to leadership positions is relatively limited because 
of the glass-ceiling phenomenon. Leadership has been portrayed 
as a male domain and difficult for women to penetrate for a 
very long time. Different explanations have been given for this. 
Some scholars have alluded to the biological variations between 
males and females and how these shape their leadership style 
differently. Rejecting this idea, others have referred instead to the 
cultural stereotype inhibiting women’s leadership potential. In 
their view, women are torn between two stereotypes: the agentic 
role attributed to leaders, which is based on masculine attributes 
such as assertiveness, aggressiveness, and competition, and 
the communion role attributed to women, based on feminine 
attributes such as affection, tenderness, and sensitivity. Women 

need to embody the agentic role to be accepted as leaders, but 
when they try to do so, they are often rejected for being out of 
step with their traditional role. Things are changing however. 
First, women are more present in the workplace. Second, busi-
nesses are encouraging transformational leadership, based on 
more feminine attributes. These two factors, among others, have 
accelerated the ascendance of women to leading positions. Our 
results also support these latter assumptions.

We found no difference between males’ and females’ self-per-
ception as leaders, thus rejecting the hypothesis of a biological 
difference effect on male and female perceptions of leadership. 
However, for the overall study sample, the results supported 
the relationship between masculinity and leadership. Digging 
deeper and comparing males and females in two different 
cultures (masculine-dominant cultures represented by HMC 
countries and feminine-dominant cultures represented by 
HFC), the results revealed something new compared to prior 
literature in this field. Men’s perceptions of leadership are 
changing. Both masculinity and femininity were found to have 
a positive correlation with leadership for males. This means 
that men show greater acceptance of leadership with feminine 
attributes. Based on this conclusion, the first assumption is that 
women, who are more concerned than men by the negative 
impact of masculine stereotypes on leadership, would behave 
the same way. Surprisingly, the results pointed to the oppos-
ite. Even in feminine cultures, women still tend to associate 
leadership with solely masculine attributes. Their perception 
of leadership appears to have remained the same, while for 
men, it has changed.

This conclusion is interesting for businesses that want to 
promote transformational leadership among their employees. 
It appears that women especially need to be freed from gender 
stereotypes regarding leadership. Training, communication, 
and a motivating work environment are likely to raise women’s 
self-confidence, give them more opportunities and propel them 
to higher positions.

One question remains unanswered in this study, however. 
Is the male acceptance of feminine

 leadership attributes itself gendered? In other words, do men 
accept feminine leadership attributes from males but not females? 
This question is worth raising, since it can lay the foundations 
for new research avenues. Whatever the sex of the leader, we 
assume that an efficient leader would be an agile androgynous 
leader, who needs to adopt a ‘yin and yang’ situational approach 
(Mintzberg, 2002) by combining the communion and agentic 
role depending on the context.
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