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Historical Context and Early Research

The study of attitudes towards women managers emerged primarily in the late 20th century,

coinciding with the substantial entry of women into professional and managerial roles previously

dominated by men. Early research, often conducted in the 1970s and 1980s, sought to identify

whether gender bias influenced hiring, evaluation, and promotion decisions. These foundational

studies consistently demonstrated that significant prejudice existed, rooted in the historical

assumption that management was an inherently masculine domain. This bias often manifested

implicitly, where evaluators, when faced with candidates of equal objective qualification, tended to

rate male candidates more favorably, particularly for roles requiring high levels of perceived

authority and assertiveness. The underlying issue was the perceived lack of congruence between

the traditional female role and the expected managerial role, setting the stage for decades of

investigation into gender-based attitudinal barriers.

A cornerstone concept arising from this early research was the realization that the prototypical

characteristics associated with effective management--such as decisiveness, independence, and

competitive drive--were strongly aligned with traditional male stereotypes. This alignment led to the

pervasive "Think Manager--Think Male" paradigm. This paradigm posits that when individuals

mentally picture a successful manager, they unconsciously default to a male image and associated

masculine traits. Consequently, women who displayed traditionally feminine, communal

characteristics (e.g., warmth, cooperation, nurturing) were perceived as fitting their gender role but

lacking the necessary competence for leadership. This incompatibility created systemic barriers

where women were judged not only on their performance but also on how closely their behavior

adhered to or deviated from established gender norms, leading to widespread attitudinal negativity

when women assumed positions of power.

While overt expressions of sexism and bias have decreased significantly in many organizational

contexts due to legal protections and increased awareness, modern research highlights that

negative attitudes have simply become more subtle and complex. Explicit prejudice has often been

replaced by ambivalent sexism, which encompasses both hostile (overtly negative) and

benevolent (seemingly positive but restrictive) attitudes, and by implicit bias. Implicit attitudes,

operating outside conscious awareness, continue to affect critical decisions regarding pay,

mentorship, and assignment allocation. The progression of research demonstrates a shift from

documenting simple, explicit bias to understanding the nuanced psychological mechanisms, such

as stereotype threat and microaggressions, that perpetuate negative attitudes towards women in

leadership roles today, underscoring the persistent nature of these challenges despite decades of

social change.
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Stereotypes and Prescriptive Bias

Attitudes towards women managers are profoundly shaped by deeply ingrained gender

stereotypes, which function as cognitive shortcuts that categorize individuals based on perceived

group characteristics rather than individual merit. These stereotypes are broadly divided into two

dimensions: agency (competence, assertiveness, goal-orientation) traditionally associated with

men, and communion (warmth, empathy, interpersonal focus) traditionally associated with

women. Effective management is strongly linked to agentic qualities, creating a fundamental

incompatibility for women leaders. When a woman assumes a managerial role, she enters a

domain where the very traits required for success violate the communal expectations placed upon

her gender. This clash results in immediate attitudinal scrutiny and often unwarranted negative

evaluations, regardless of objective performance metrics.

The core problem lies in the perceived lack of fit between the female gender role and the

managerial role. If a woman manager successfully demonstrates agentic traits--being highly

competitive, assertive, or strategically dominant--she is often deemed competent but incurs a

social penalty for violating the communal prescription. She may be labeled as "bossy,"

"aggressive," or "unlikable." This phenomenon is often referred to as backlash, where the

successful performance of a managerial role by a woman leads to social rejection or punitive

measures, such as poorer performance reviews on subjective measures like "team fit" or

"collaboration style." Conversely, if the woman adheres strictly to communal expectations,

emphasizing relationships and consensus-building, she is perceived as likable but potentially

lacking the necessary toughness or authority required for high-stakes leadership, thus inhibiting

her upward mobility.

This negative feedback loop, driven by prescriptive bias, ensures that women managers face a

constant, unwinnable trade-off. Research confirms that women must often walk a very narrow

tightrope, demonstrating competence in a way that is perceived as sufficiently agentic to be

effective, yet sufficiently communal to be palatable. This requirement for complex, finely tuned

behavior places a significant psychological burden on women leaders that is not typically shared by

their male counterparts. Furthermore, when women fail, the failure is often attributed to internal,

stable characteristics related to their gender (e.g., "women are too emotional"), whereas male

failure is often attributed to external, unstable factors (e.g., "bad luck," "poor market conditions"),

reinforcing negative attitudes about women's inherent leadership capabilities.

Descriptive vs. Prescriptive Stereotypes

The attitudes that organizational members hold towards women managers can be further dissected

using the distinction between descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes. Descriptive stereotypes

refer to beliefs about how women *are*--the perceived factual characteristics of the group (e.g.,
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women are collaborative, risk-averse, highly attentive to detail). These descriptive beliefs can lead

to predictive biases, where women are assumed to lack certain necessary managerial skills, such

as technical expertise, strategic vision, or the ability to handle high-pressure negotiations, simply

because those traits are descriptively associated with the male stereotype. This type of bias

impacts initial assessments, often leading to women being overlooked for challenging assignments

or high-profile projects that are deemed "too risky" or "too technical."

In contrast, prescriptive stereotypes dictate how women *should* behave in order to be

considered appropriate or acceptable. These are moral mandates rooted in social norms (e.g.,

women should be nurturing, prioritize family over career advancement, and defer gracefully).

Prescriptive stereotypes are particularly damaging because violating them results in active

punishment or hostility, even if the violation leads to objective organizational success. For instance,

a woman manager who aggressively advocates for her team's resources or demands a higher

salary for herself is violating the prescriptive stereotype of female modesty and selflessness. This

violation triggers negative affective reactions--dislike, anger, or resentment--which are then

rationalized as reasons for negative performance evaluations or social exclusion, regardless of her

actual effectiveness in the role.

The interplay between descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes creates a powerful, self-reinforcing

system of negative attitudes. Descriptive biases limit the kinds of roles women are considered for,

often channeling them into "supportive" or "relational" managerial positions (e.g., Human

Resources, Internal Communications) rather than high-power, high-stakes operational or profit-

and-loss roles. Simultaneously, prescriptive biases punish women who manage to break through

these descriptive barriers and succeed in agentic roles by engaging in behavior deemed

unfeminine. Therefore, even when women overcome the initial hurdle of competence perception,

they encounter the secondary hurdle of likability perception, ensuring that negative attitudes persist

across the career trajectory, inhibiting the normalization of female leadership and maintaining the

status quo of male dominance in senior executive roles.

The Double Bind Phenomenon

The most salient manifestation of negative attitudes towards women managers is the Double

Bind, a complex psychological and social dilemma where women must navigate two mutually

exclusive sets of expectations. To be perceived as competent and effective managers, they must

exhibit agentic traits (masculine qualities), but in doing so, they violate prescriptive gender norms

and are penalized for being "unfeminine" or abrasive. Conversely, if they adhere to communal

traits (feminine qualities) to maintain social acceptance, they are perceived as lacking the

necessary authority and ambition for high-level leadership. This Catch-22 ensures that whatever

behavioral choice a woman manager makes, she risks incurring a penalty, either professionally

(lack of promotion) or socially (lack of acceptance).

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=27404
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Women in Management: Attitudes & Challenges 5

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Specific organizational scenarios vividly illustrate this double bind. Consider negotiation: research

consistently shows that when women negotiate assertively for resources or compensation, they are

viewed significantly more negatively than men who employ the identical strategy, often resulting in

lower offers or damaged relationships. If the woman manager attempts to mitigate this backlash by

adopting a softer, more communal approach to negotiation, she risks being perceived as weak or

easily exploited. Similarly, in decision-making, if a woman makes a quick, decisive call, she is often

criticized for being autocratic or failing to consult the team; yet, if she engages in consensus-

building and collaborative input, she risks being labeled indecisive or lacking confidence,

showcasing the inherent unfairness built into attitudinal assessments of female leadership.

The psychological impact of constantly managing this double bind is substantial, requiring

significant emotional labor and cognitive resources. Women managers must perpetually monitor

and adjust their behavior to avoid activating negative stereotypes, a task that distracts from core

managerial duties and contributes to higher levels of occupational stress and burnout.

Furthermore, this structural dilemma forces women to expend energy managing external

perceptions of their identity rather than focusing solely on maximizing organizational outcomes.

This perpetual need to balance competence and likability ultimately reinforces the negative

attitudes held by others, as the woman manager's attempts to navigate the bias are often

misinterpreted as inconsistency or emotional volatility, solidifying the initial prejudice.

Consequences of Negative Attitudes on Career Progression

Negative attitudes towards women managers have tangible, measurable consequences for career

progression, contributing directly to the structural barriers known as the Glass Ceiling and the

Labyrinth. The Glass Ceiling represents the invisible barrier preventing women from reaching the

highest levels of management, while the Labyrinth metaphor more accurately describes the

complex, winding, and often punitive path women must take, involving constant detours, dead

ends, and hurdles that men do not typically encounter. These barriers are sustained primarily

through biased attitudes that influence critical organizational decisions throughout a woman's

career lifecycle, including hiring, performance review, and access to developmental opportunities.

Evaluation bias is a primary mechanism through which negative attitudes impede advancement.

Subjective performance criteria are particularly vulnerable to gendered stereotypes. When women

succeed, their achievements are often discounted by attributing them to external factors such as

luck, hard work, or the support of their team, thus minimizing the perception of their inherent

skill or strategic ability. Conversely, when women experience failure, it is often attributed to stable,

internal factors consistent with negative gender stereotypes (e.g., lack of emotional control, poor

judgment). This pattern of attribution bias means that women must consistently outperform their

male peers simply to be perceived as equally competent, leading to slower promotion rates and

reduced access to high-stakes, career-defining assignments that signal readiness for senior
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leadership.

Furthermore, subtle negative attitudes lead to the persistent exclusion of women from crucial

informal networks and sponsorship relationships. High-level promotions frequently rely less on

formal metrics and more on visibility, advocacy, and social capital gained through informal

interactions (e.g., golf outings, after-hours socializing, exclusive clubs). Because women managers

are often perceived as "different" or less compatible with the existing (male-dominated) leadership

structure, they are often unintentionally excluded from these critical networking opportunities. This

lack of access to powerful sponsors--individuals who actively advocate for their proteges'

advancement--significantly dampens career velocity, regardless of the woman's objective

qualifications or ambition, thereby maintaining the homogeneity of the executive suite.

Theoretical Frameworks Explaining Bias

Understanding the persistence of negative attitudes requires an examination of established

psychological theories that explain the formation and maintenance of gender-based prejudice in

organizational settings. Social Role Theory, pioneered by Alice Eagly, is one such foundational

framework. This theory posits that gender roles emerge from the historical distribution of men and

women into different social roles. Historically, men occupied high-status, agentic roles outside the

home, while women occupied communal, domestic roles. Over time, the traits associated with

these roles (agency for men, communion for women) became fused with the gender itself. When

women enter agentic roles like management, the inherent incongruity between their expected

gender role and their actual professional role triggers negative attitudes and resistance from others

who rely on these established social categories for cognitive stability.

Building upon this foundation, Role Congruity Theory provides a direct explanation for the

prejudice experienced by women managers. This theory argues that prejudice against female

leaders stems from two primary forms of incongruity: first, the incongruity between the attributes

believed necessary for success in the role of manager and the attributes believed characteristic of

women; and second, the incongruity between women's typical behavior and the prescribed

behaviors of a manager. This dual incongruity leads to two specific negative outcomes: women are

evaluated less favorably than men for managerial roles (descriptive bias), and women leaders are

evaluated negatively when they successfully perform manager-like behaviors (prescriptive

bias/backlash). Role Congruity Theory thus captures the essence of the Double Bind, explaining

why women are penalized whether they conform to gender stereotypes or violate them.

Another relevant framework is System Justification Theory, which suggests that individuals

possess a psychological motivation to defend and maintain the existing social, economic, and

political status quo, even if the status quo is disadvantageous to their own group. In the context of

women managers, system justification explains why negative attitudes and stereotypes persist
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even among some women. Internalizing the belief that men are inherently better suited for high-

status leadership roles helps reduce psychological uncertainty and conflict, making the unequal

gender hierarchy seem legitimate and fair. This internalization can manifest as subtle self-limiting

behaviors or the acceptance of biased organizational norms, further reinforcing the societal

attitudes that women are less suited for powerful leadership roles and making change efforts more

difficult to implement effectively.

Intersectionality and Diverse Experiences

While much of the seminal research on attitudes towards women managers focused on gender as

a singular variable, modern scholarship emphasizes the crucial role of intersectionality in shaping

managerial experiences and the attitudes directed toward them. Intersectionality, a framework

developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw, recognizes that individuals hold multiple social identities (e.g.,

race, gender, sexual orientation, class) which interact to create unique experiences of advantage

and disadvantage. Focusing only on gender provides an incomplete picture, as the attitudes

directed toward a woman manager are often compounded or modified by simultaneous racial or

ethnic stereotypes.

For women of color, negative attitudes are often multiplicative, involving not only the gendered

prescriptive biases but also specific racial stereotypes that interact with managerial expectations.

For instance, Black women managers frequently encounter the "angry Black woman" stereotype,

which intensifies the penalty for displaying agentic traits like assertiveness or dominance far

beyond the backlash experienced by white women. Displaying communal traits may also be

misinterpreted through a racial lens, leading to accusations of being weak or incompetent.

Similarly, Asian women managers may face the "model minority" stereotype, which often includes

assumptions of high technical competence but low leadership potential or lack of vocal

assertiveness, channeling them away from strategic executive roles and into technical specialist

tracks.

The recognition of intersectionality highlights that the severity and manifestation of negative

attitudes are highly variable. For example, LGBTQ+ women managers may face additional biases

related to sexual orientation stereotypes, impacting perceptions of professionalism and

organizational fit. Therefore, effective strategies aimed at mitigating negative attitudes must move

beyond a monolithic focus on gender and adopt an intersectional approach that acknowledges and

addresses the complex layers of prejudice experienced by diverse women managers. Failure to do

so risks creating solutions that only benefit the most privileged subset of women while leaving

systemic, compounding biases firmly in place.

Strategies for Mitigating Negative Attitudes
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Addressing negative attitudes towards women managers requires comprehensive, multi-level

interventions focusing on both organizational systems and individual cognitive biases. At the

organizational level, key strategies involve restructuring evaluation processes to minimize

subjectivity and increase transparency. This includes implementing structured interviews with

standardized criteria, utilizing blind reviews where possible, and relying on objective performance

metrics rather than subjective assessments of "fit" or "style." Furthermore, mandatory, high-quality

implicit bias training for all employees, particularly those involved in hiring and promotion

decisions, is crucial for raising awareness of unconscious attitudes that perpetuate the "Think

Manager--Think Male" association and the double bind penalties.

Individual and group interventions focus on shifting perceptions and challenging existing

stereotypes. One effective approach is increasing exposure to successful women leaders,

particularly those who embody diverse leadership styles, thereby decoupling the cognitive link

between management and masculinity. Furthermore, promoting awareness of the double bind itself

can equip women managers with strategies to navigate conflicting expectations, often by

strategically reframing agentic behavior in communal terms (e.g., asserting a position as

"advocating for the team's long-term success"). Organizations must also actively promote and

value leadership styles that are traditionally associated with communal traits, such as

transformational leadership, which emphasizes collaboration, coaching, and inspiration,

ensuring that success is recognized beyond the narrow definition of transactional, hierarchical

authority.

Finally, sustained change depends on institutional accountability and robust policy implementation.

Organizations must move beyond simple mentorship programs to establish mandatory

sponsorship programs, where senior leaders are explicitly tasked with advocating for and

promoting high-potential women. Policies supporting work-life integration--such as equitable

parental leave, flexible scheduling, and clear anti-harassment policies--are essential, as they

challenge the traditional organizational assumption that a dedicated manager must have an

uninterrupted, 24/7 career path, an assumption that disproportionately penalizes women. By

embedding these structural and cultural changes, organizations can systematically dismantle the

attitudinal barriers that have historically limited women's ascent to senior leadership roles.ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
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