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It is partly because of this dislocation that we must move now from 
leader identity to leader behaviour.

The implication of concentrating on leader behaviour rather than 
leader identity is that the leader can get better at his or her leadership 
role by behaving in the most appropriate way. If you strike the right 
balance between a concern for people and a concern for production, 
you will be the most effective leader. There are other ways in which 
this balance has been articulated: employee-centred versus production- 
centred; supportive versus directive; consideration versus initiating 
structure; relationship-oriented versus task-oriented. These labels pep-
per the organizational behaviour textbooks and are all essentially 
talking about the same dichotomy. Some taxonomies of leader behav-
iours can be quite complex, but the point has been well and truly 
established that the most effective leaders will achieve a balance 
between the twin challenges of getting the job done and looking after 
the welfare of the workers.

The behavioural approach to leadership has also gone out of favour 
in recent years, with the exception that transformational leadership has 
been criticized as another behavioural theory under a different guise. 
We will say more about that later.

gender and leadership

In the previous chapter, we referred to the three most commonly asked 
questions about leadership. If we had included a fourth it would most 
definitely have been the one that asks: ‘What differences are there 
between male and female leaders?’ The trait approach to leadership 
seemed to say that men were better leaders than women. The behav-
ioural approach now seems to suggest that women demonstrate better 
leadership than men do, on average.

Actually, there is no consensus in the literature about gender differ-
ences in leadership styles. For example, only weak evidence exists sug-
gesting that women display more transformational leadership than men. 
Examples include Eagly and Johnson’s (1990) meta-analysis and Bass 
and Avolio’s (1994) research. Another meta-analysis is Eagly et al.’s 
(2003) work on transformational leadership research, which revealed a 
slight but significantly more frequent display of transformational lead-
ership by women over men, across a large number of studies. Some of 
our research in New Zealand also found this. 

Some studies point to gender differences in particular behaviours. 
For example, Astin and Leland (1992) found that women believe 
more strongly than men that listening to and empowering followers is 
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important, and women are more likely to use conferences and networks 
to achieve results. Burke and McKeen (1996) suggest that such differ-
ences occur because men and women view the world differently,  
and consequently male leaders seek autonomy and control over their 
followers while women favour connection and relatedness. It is a com-
plex area and a clear resolution of the issues does not appear to be 
forthcoming. The differences are modest and certainly not universal. 

Eagly’s (1987) social role theory suggests that to avoid criticism and 
to achieve praise, people will behave consistently with society’s expec-
tations of their gender. Therefore as leaders women will strive to be 
nurturing and caring, while men will be more task-focused, ambitious 
and competitive. In a large-scale meta-analysis of organizational, labo-
ratory and assessment centre studies, Eagly and Johnson (1990) 
reported small but reliable gender differences in leadership style. 
Female leaders were found to emphasize both interpersonal relations 
and task accomplishment more than men. Behavioural theory would 
therefore conclude that women are better leaders. However, these dif-
ferences reduced considerably among organizational leaders vis-à-vis 
leaders at lower levels. The problem with such small statistical differ-
ences is that the significant minority of people who do not conform to 
the stereotype are unfairly labelled with the characteristics of the 
majority. After all, the ‘feminization’ of leadership is equally applicable 
to men as it is to women.

As far back as the early 1990s, many commentators have called for 
the feminization of leadership as a way to improving long-term organi-
zational effectiveness and well-being. The ‘feminization’ of leadership 
does not mean that women are better leaders than men. It means that 
leaders who conform to the feminized stereotype, that of a balance 
between relationship-orientation and task-orientation, will be the better 
leaders, irrespective of whether they are women or men.

Eagly and Johnson’s findings suggest that leadership processes might 
vary according to the gender composition of the workplace as much as by 
the gender dominance of the industry. For example, Chatman and 
O’Reilly (2004) found that women expressed greater commitment, posi-
tive affect and perceptions of cooperation when they worked in all-female 
groups. Walker et al. (1996) found that in mixed sex groups, men were 
much more likely to exercise opinion leadership than women. Gardiner 
and Tiggemann (1999) found that women and men in male-dominated 
industries did not differ in their interpersonal leadership orientation, how-
ever women in female-dominated industries were more interpersonally 
oriented than men. Furthermore, women exhibiting an interpersonal-oriented 
leadership style in male-dominated industries reported worse levels of 
mental health. This finding suggests that both the gender of the leader as 
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well as the gender ratio of the industry in general will affect leadership 
styles, although the findings are inconclusive overall.

Clearly, one future direction for research is to assess the impact on 
leadership of gender domination in the workplace and within the 
industry generally. On the one hand, the matter of gender and leader-
ship seems to provide a fertile area for research and scholarship (Adler, 
1996; Holmes and Marra, 2004; Sinclair, 2005). On the other hand, 
we would suggest that if all these esteemed researchers can come to no 
consensus about the thorny question of gender and leadership, then 
perhaps we are asking the wrong question. Ken has a mantra that if 
you can’t find an answer to a question, then you are probably asking 
the wrong question. This claim relates to the study of leadership as 
much as to life in general.

Women appear to have a particular challenge when attempting to 
further their leadership careers. This challenge is known as the ‘glass 
cliff’. Women are more likely than men to be appointed to leadership 
positions associated with an increased risk of failure and criticism 
because these positions are more likely to involve the management of 
organizational units that are in crisis. Haslam and Ryan (2008) posited 
this challenge a few years ago, and now have empirical evidence to sup-
port the presence of the glass cliff. Not only that, but they also found 
that glass-cliff appointments are associated with beliefs that these 
appointments suit the distinctive leadership abilities of women and that 
they provide women with good leadership opportunities. 

They suggest that rather than the appointment of female leaders 
precipitating a drop in company performance, a company’s poor per-
formance is a trigger for the appointment of women to the board. 
Women then become lightening rods – blamed for negative outcomes 
that were set in train well before they assumed their new roles. Ryan 
and Haslam note that there is some anecdotal evidence for the glass 
cliff. Most famously, Carly Fiorina (Hewlett Packard), Kate Swan 
(W.H. Smith) and Patricia Russo of Alcatel-Lucent were all appointed 
to top positions at a time of tumbling share prices. Their empirical 
experimental research supports the presence of the glass cliff. Not only 
do you women out there have another challenge when deciding to take 
your lead, but we all have another great opportunity to research this 
phenomenon. 

What does seem clear is that research in this area appears to be the 
domain of ageing male and female baby boomers trying to remedy the 
ills of the past. Experience suggests that Generation X and Y research-
ers have a different interest in studying gender issues within the phe-
nomenon of leadership, if any interest at all. They would look at 
powerful women such as Margaret Thatcher, Anita Roddick and 
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Hillary Clinton and agree that issues such as power and communication 
are more influential than gender for the success of their leadership.

Ken often cites some fascinating work undertaken by Jenny Neale in 
the late 1990s. Jenny was part of a multinational study, which investi-
gated the life stories of men and women who had made it to ‘the top’ 
as leaders in their industries (Neale, 2001). She looked specifically at 
Australia and New Zealand. She found that people who made it to the 
top had in common the privilege of having someone else to look after 
their domestic situation, such that they could concentrate on their 
careers. Men invariably had a wife to look after their domestic situa-
tion. Unless they were independently wealthy, women did not have 
a husband to look after their domestic situation. Therefore, those 
women had foregone a domestic situation by not having children and/
or not having a husband. One interpretation of this phenomenon is that 
leadership success was a function of power rather than gender. To be 
sure, there has always been a correlation between gender and access to 
power, but that correlation is becoming weaker all the time.

We have noticed that contemporary research appears to look at gen-
der as a moderator rather than as a dependent or independent variable. 
As the twenty-first century unfolds, it appears that the characteristics of 
the individual workplace and the expectations of workforces will have 
more impact on leadership than does the gender of leaders. The future 
for gender research seems to be focused on context, power, leadership 
style, social construction and identity rather than biological gender. The 
bottom line is that gender differences with regard to leadership, even if 
significant, are slight. There seems to be little mileage in pursuing this 
as a specific research direction, unless gender is couched as a social 
identity rather than as a biological binary relationship.

transformational leadership

One approach to leadership research that has dominated the literature 
since the 1980s is transformational leadership. Research in this area 
continues unabated. In the three years since the first edition of this 
book, 380 articles have appeared in journals with the phrase ‘transfor-
mational leadership’ in the title. It has been hailed, somewhat unfairly, 
by some people as another behavioural theory of leadership. 
Transformational leadership is part of what Alan Bryman (1992) has 
called the ‘new leadership’. Apart from the fact that new leadership is 
no longer strictly new, it has generated a great deal of excellent as well 
as mediocre research and acts as a powerful touchstone for many 
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