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Abstract

Women still face social barriers when confronted with managerial positions,
typically associated with the male domain. These barriers may be thought to be even
more pronounced for lesbian women who are often discriminated against due to
their sexual orientation. Perceptions of femininity and masculinity have recently
caught the attention of scholars interested in leadership effectiveness perception
associated with sexual minorities. If on the one hand being perceived as masculine
may represent an advantage within the work context, some research suggests that
conforming to gender roles by holding feminine traits is also important for female
candidates. In the present study, we aimed at investigating the relationship between
sexual orientation and leadership effectiveness perception. We specifically examined
female leaders’ perceived masculinity and femininity as potential mediators of this
relationship. 290 heterosexual participants rated a lesbian vs. heterosexual woman
by rating her leadership effectiveness as well as masculinity and femininity. Results
showed that being lesbian was associated with higher levels of masculinity and lower
levels of femininity. Yet, only femininity was positively associated with leadership
effectiveness, thus suggesting the importance of conforming to gender roles within
the work environment. This study contributes to the literature on sexual minorities
and leadership perception, by specifically focusing on how lesbian women may
be perceived in work-related contexts and shed light on the role played by gender
role-conforming perceptions when evaluating both heterosexual as well as lesbian
individual’s leadership effectiveness perceptions.
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Introduction

Even though there are many women in leadership positions
trying to make a significant impact in their fields, it is a well-
known fact that most women still find it difficult to reach
those positions. For instance, Ellie Schlein, the first female
leader of the Democratic party in Italy, said “We did i, together
we made a small big revolution, even this time they didn’t see us
coming.” (Giuffrida, 2023). Unfortunately, women leaders
are still exposed to gender bias (Stephenson et al., 2023),
lack representation (Abendroth et al,, 2016), experience
discrimination and harassment (James et al., 2023), and
many still question women’s capabilities (Crowe & Slocum,
2022), and even have lower pay and rewards compared to their
men counterparts (Joshi et al., 2015) throughout the world.
Furthermore, Badura et al. (2018), in their meta-analysis,
argued women were perceived as less effective leaders than men
in general, but scholars also emphasized that this perception
has changed over time even if the gender gap is still evident.
In a similar vein, there have been studies that underline the
importance of involving women leaders in top positions,
yet the number of women in leadership positions is not still
satisfying (Flores & Banuelos, 2021; Marx, 2018).

Several studies address the difficulties faced by women
leaders because of their gender identity (Braun et al., 2017;
De Ciristofaro et al., 2021; Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Glass
& Cook, 2016) which may add to the existing discrimination
based on sexual orientation (Wang et al., 2017). In line with
this reasoning, Wong etal. (2022) emphasized the intersectional
invisibility of Black, Latina, and Asian women due to their
gender identity and race. According to their findings, these
women are less likely to hold leadership positions compared
to White women. Similarly, lesbian women might suffer from
intersectional invisibility concerning their gender identity and
sexual orientation. Also, previous studies showed that lesbian
leaders are perceived as less effective than their heterosexual
female counterparts by their followers (Wang et al., 2017;
2021). In addition, these followers’ performance resulted to
be low because they have less trust in their lesbian leaders and
believe their leaders are not competent. This is in line with the
assumption of the Leadership Categorization Theory (Lord &
Mabher, 2002) which testifies to the presence of a prototypical
leader mismatch when the leader’s sexual orientation is lesbian.
Fasoli and Hegarty (2020) investigated how vocal cues regarding
sexual orientation affect heterosexual people’s evaluations of
recruitment and the job suitability of potential candidates. The
results showed that lesbian-sounding women were perceived
as less effective potential leaders compared to heterosexual-
sounding women. Even though it is not very likely to detect
an individual’s actual sexual orientation concerning vocal cues,
these results suggest that some potential leader candidates are
discriminated against during the hiring process.

Importantly, according to the Social Role Theory, societal
norms and expectations dictate traditional gender roles on
women by asserting how they should act (Eagly & Wood,
2012). In their study, Kachel et al. (2016) declared that
lesbians hold more masculine traits and less feminine traits
when compared to heterosexual women. Furthermore, while
several studies stress the core requirement for women to be

seen as effective leaders is “having masculine traits” (Koenig
et al., 2011; Liberman & Golom, 2015), other studies argue
that women are perceived as more effective leaders when they
hold feminine traits (Chen & Shao, 2022; Gartzia & van
Knippenberg, 2016). Finally, several studies argue that women
are also expected to hold both traits not only to be congruent
with their femininity but also masculinity to be perceived as
effective leaders (Niedlich & Steffens, 2015; Shamloo et al.,
2022; Sumra, 2019).

As regards measures of masculinity and femininity, the
current literature has used many different approaches (Kachel
etal., 2016). While several studies have used adjectives or traits
stereotypically associated with masculinity and femininity
(Liberman & Golom, 2015; Shamloo et al., 2022), other
studies have investigated perceptions of masculinity and
femininity with single adjectives (see De Cristofaro et al., 2020)
or with scales such as Kachel’s (2016) Traditional Masculinity
and Femininity (see Salvati et al., 2023) which does not refer to
specific gender characteristics, but to the general construct of
traditional masculinity-femininity. Therefore, when studying
masculinity and femininity, these different operationalizations
should be taken into consideration since they may be
responsible for such discordance in the literature.

Not only do people suffer gender stereotypes but also
occupations might be categorized as female-typed or male-
typed (Hancock et al., 2020). For instance, Heilman and
Wallen (2010) found that both heterosexual men and women
are perceived as more ineffective and get less respect from
others when they work as leaders in gender-inconsistent
jobs. In another study, Pellegrini et al. (2020) showed that
heterosexual people perceived heterosexual leaders as more
effective than gay leaders in male-typed jobs and gay leaders as
more effective in female-type jobs compared to male-type jobs.
However, the current literature lacks a comparison between
the perceived effectiveness of heterosexual women and lesbian
leaders. According to Eagly (1987), lesbians are more likely to
be taught to work in masculine-type jobs whereas heterosexual
women work in female-type jobs, but recent studies suggest that
lesbians are now seen as androgynous (both having masculine
and feminine traits) in workplaces (Clarke & Arnold, 2018;
Hancock et al., 2020). Thus, further studies are necessary to
better understand whether and how heterosexual and lesbian
women differ in the stereotypical female-typed or male-typed
jobs. This research might contribute to the literature by filling
this gap.

Current Research and Hypotheses

In the current study, we aimed to investigate the mediational
role of perceived masculinity and femininity of a female leader
by heterosexual individuals in the relationship between her
sexual orientation (Heterosexual leader vs. Lesbian leader) and
the perception of her effectiveness as a leader. Considering the
discordant results in the literature, our research hypotheses
aimed at verifying which of the various alternative hypotheses
presented in the literature was mostly corroborated by our
data. On the one hand, based on previous literature (Eagly
& Wood, 2012; Kachel et al., 2016), we expected that
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participants would perceive a lesbian leader as more masculine
and less feminine compared to a heterosexual female leader.
As regards the expectations about the associations of perceived
masculinity and femininity with leadership effectiveness, the
hypothesis might be an alternative. Indeed, based on the
Leadership Categorization Theory (Lord & Maher, 2002) and
some results of previous studies (Koenig et al., 2011; Liberman
& Golom, 2015; Shamloo et al., 2022) we might expect that a
female leader would be perceived as more effective when she has
high masculinity and low femininity. However, other studies
showed that female leaders are perceived as more effective
when they are congruent with their gender identity, that is
when they have high femininity and low masculinity (Chen
& Shao, 2022; Gartzia & Knippenberg, 2016), or when they
hold both traits not only to be congruent with their femininity
but also masculinity (Niedlich & Steffens, 2015; Shamloo et
al., 2022; Sumra, 2019). Our study contributes to the previous
literature, by exploring these relationships and by using a
separate single item for masculinity and femininity, without
stereotypical traits traditionally and culturally associated with
masculinity and femininity, which might have played a role in
the different results that emerged in previous literature.

Also, we explored the moderating role of gender-typed
organizations (Automotive Manager at ABC Auto Garage
vs. Spa Manager at ABC Spa and Salon) on the relationship
between the sexual orientation of a female leader and her
leadership effectiveness perception. However, considering
the lack of previous literature on this topic, we moved to
an exploratory perspective even though according to the
Leadership Categorization Theory (Lord & Maher, 2002)
and previous studies on gay men (Clarke & Arnold, 2018;
Pellegrini et al., 2020), we might expect that lesbian leaders
would be perceived as more effective in a male-type rather than
a female-type job, compared to a heterosexual leader.

Method
Procedure and Participants

Originally, 312 heterosexual and cisgender male and female
participants from the UK were recruited through Prolific.
Inclusion criteria were the following: a) being heterosexual
and cisgender; b) being 18 years old at least; ¢) UK nationality
(this was done only to have uniformity among the sample on
a national basis and because of the relative majority of British
people on Prolific). The participants received compensation for
participating in the experiment.

Participants responded to an online questionnaire
presented as a survey about the recruitment process for
leadership positions. After reading and signing the informed
consent, participants responded to the demographic questions.
Participants were then asked to imagine working in a
recruitment agency for highly qualified positions and having
to examine the application of one applicant. Thus, they were
presented with one of four possible scenarios presenting a
woman (heterosexual vs. lesbian) who applied for a leadership
position (male-typed job vs. female-typed job). Participants

read the job description for the position to be filled and the
background summary for the applicant, and finally, they were
asked to respond to the questions about manipulation and
attentional checks, perceived masculinity and femininity, and
leadership effectiveness of the applicant.
After removing participants who failed the attentional (V
= 13), and the manipulation checks (V = 9), the final sample
=92, 31.7%;
N, .. =198; 68.3%), ranging between 18 and 73 years old
(M = 34.27, SD = 11.37). 2.8% of the sample had at most
a middle school diploma, 37.2% had a high school diploma,
40.7% had a Bachelor’s degree, 16.2% had a Master’s degree,
and 3.1% had a higher level of education.
All procedures performed in this study were in accordance

consisted of 290 heterosexual participants (N, |

with the ethical standards of the institutional and national
research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration
and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.
The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
Department of Human Sciences, University of Verona.

Materials and Measures

Demographic Information: Participants were asked to indicate
their gender, age, nationality, level of education, sexual
orientation (1 = Heterosexual; 2 = Gay or Lesbian; 3 = Other),
and political orientation through a single item from 1 =
extremely liberal to 7 = extremely conservative (M = 3.54, SD
=1.23).

Leader Application: Participants were randomly assigned to
one of four conditions. They had to evaluate the application of
Mary, who could have been: a) a heterosexual woman applying
for the position of Automotive Manager at ABC Auto Garage
(N = 73); b) a heterosexual woman applying for the position
of Spa Manager at ABC Spa and Salon (IV = 75); ¢) a lesbian
woman applying for the position of Automotive Manager at
ABC Auto Garage (N = 72); d) a lesbian woman applying
for the position of Spa Manager at ABC Spa and Salon (V
= 70). Participants read the primary job responsibilities and
the candidate’s background summary. For the female-typed
condition, the job responsibilities were to supervise and assist
estheticians with a full range of services including facial, nail
art, and design, aromatherapy, pedicures, make-up application,
hair removal, and body wraps and treatments; provide staff
development and training with the latest makeup trends and
esthetic techniques; organize all advertisement for the esthetic
services, ensuring that promotions are optimized. For the male-
typed condition, the job responsibilities were to supervise and
assist auto mechanics with a full range of services including
work on engine system, drive lines, electrical, steering, braking
systems, and body components; provide staff development and
training with the latest automotive technology and advances;
organize all advertisement for the maintenance and repair
services, ensuring that promotions are optimized.

Mary’s sexual orientation was manipulated through
her background summary. Participants read the following
description: Mary was born in a town about an hour away from
ABC Auto Garagel ABC Spa and Salon. She graduated from the
Automotive Service Technician Program at ABC Community
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College/Esthetics Program at ABC Community College. She then
returned to her hometown with her boyfriend, Garylgirlfriend,
Sarah, to work as an auto mechaniclesthetician. Five years ago,
Mary and Gary/Sarah relocated to this area and Mary took a
job at a local garage/spa. Since then, she has been working full-
time as @ mechanic/an esthetician and is now seeking a manager
position. Mary is an experienced mechaniclesthetician and
regularly attends training to stay current in her field.
Manipulation Check: One item asked to indicate Mary’s sexual
orientation: 1 = Heterosexual; 2 = Lesbian/Bisexual; 3 = Other.
One item on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = only men to 7 =
only women, asked: “The job is a job most commonly held by...”
Attentional Check: Three items were disseminated through the
survey which asked participants to select a specific number on
a Likert scale. Example: “Ifyou are reading with attention, please
select 3’ for this question”.

Leadership Effectiveness: Participants responded to the 10-item
scale developed by Hais et al. (1997), adapted and already used
in previous studies on gay and lesbian leaders (De Cristofaro
et al., 2020; Pellegrini et al., 2020; Salvati et al., 2021; 2023;
Shamloo et al., 2022). Participants were asked to rate the
perceived effectiveness of Mary as a leader on a 7-point scale
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 =strongly agree, and
higher scores corresponded to higher leadership effectiveness.
An example of items is: “Mary would be an effective leader’.
McDonald’s @ for the current study was .96.

Homophobia: In order to test our hypotheses, net of potential
influences of the participants’ differentlevels of homophobia, we
added a homophobia measure to the questionnaire, specifically
the 12-item Modern Homophobia Scale (Lesbian-Version) by
Morrison and Morrison (2003). Participants responded on a
7-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly
agree, and higher scores corresponded to higher homophobia.
An example item is: “Many lesbians use their sexual orvientation
so that they can obtain special privileges”. McDonald’s o for the
current study was .91.

Data Analysis

After removing the participants who failed one or more
attentional check items (N = 13), we verified that the
manipulation of the leader’s sexual orientation resulted
effective considering that only 3.01% of the sample (V= 9)
failed to indicate the correct sexual orientation of Mary. We
removed these participants from the sample and then we
tested the effectiveness of the manipulation related to the
gender-type job. We ran a 2 (Leader’s Sexual Orientation) x 2
(Gender-typed Job) ANOVA on the manipulation check item,
expecting only a significant main effect of the gender-type job.

To test our hypotheses, we first run a moderated multiple
mediational model where X was Mary’s sexual orientation,
the two mediators were the two single items of perceived
masculinity (M1) and femininity (M2), Y was the leadership
effectiveness, and the moderator was the gender-typed job
(W). We tested the model 15 by PROCESS which allows us to
test the moderating effect of the gender-typed job on the direct
effect of Mary’s sexual orientation on leadership effectiveness,
as well as on the relationships between the mediators and

the dependent variable. All the demographic information
(participants’ gender, age, education, political orientation)
and homophobia were added as covariates. However, because
the results showed that none of the three interactions were
statistically significant, we removed the moderator variable and
added it as a covariate. Thus, the model tested through Process
was a multiple mediational model (Model 4).

Results

The results of 2 x 2 ANOVA about the manipulation check
confirmed our expectations, showing that participants
retained the Automotive Manager position as a job less
commonly held by women (M = 2.22, SD = 0.85), compared
to the Spa Manager Position (M = 5.61, SD = 0.89), F(1,286)
=1093.25, p < .001, 02 = .79, independent of Mary’s sexual
orientation (Fig. 1). Indeed, neither the main effect of Mary’s
sexual orientation nor the interaction resulted statistically
significant.

Fig. 1. ANOVA on the manipulation check item.

Gender-Typed
! Job

[ Esthetics
[ Autemotive

Manipulation Check

8

-

Heterosexual Lesbian

Leader's Sexual Orientation

Note. The item asked: “The job is a job most commonly held by...” and the
7-point Likert scale ranged from 1 = only men to 7 = only women. Heterosexual/
Esthetics group: M = 6.69, SD = 0.92; HeterosexuallAutomotive group: M =
2.27, SD = 0.93; Lesbian/Esthetics group: M = 5.53, SD = 0.86; Lesbian/
Automotive group: M = 2.17, SD = 0.77.

The multiple mediational model that tested our hypotheses
explained a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .14,
F(9,280) = 4.98, p < .001, (Fig. 2). Table 1 shows results
concerning direct and indirect effects. The results showed
that when Mary was presented as lesbian, compared to when
she was presented as heterosexual, she was perceived as more
masculine, B = .37, p < .001, and less feminine B = -.43, p
< .001. Leadership effectiveness resulted related to lower
perceived masculinity, B = -.16, p = .029, and higher perceived
femininity, p = .26, p = .001. Neither the total effect of Mary’s
sexual orientation (before adding mediators to the model) on
leadership effectiveness, nor the direct effect resulted statistically
significant. However, both the indirect effect via perceived
masculinity, B = -.06, CI[-.144,-.005], and femininity, § =
-.11, CI[-.211,-.028], resulted statistically significant as well as
the total mediating effect, = -.17, CI[-.276,-.086].
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Fig. 2. Mediational Model (N = 290)

MASCULINITY
37w -16*
LEADER’S c=-08
SEXUAL EFFECTIVENESS
ORIENTATION < =.09
_43%k 267
FEMININITY

Note. * p < .05 ** p < .01; Covariates: Gender-typed Job, Gender, Age,
Education, Political Orientation, Homophobia
Tab. 1. Direct and Indirect effects of the mediational model

Cl. LLCI CI  ULCI

95% 95%

B se t P

X>M! 37 .13 354 <001 209 732
X>M? -43 .12 -4.48 <.001 -759 -.296
XY (Total effect) -08 .11 1.19 .237 -.093 376
XY (Direct effect) .09 .11 -2.18 .029 -.225 -.012
Indirect Effects

X>M'>Y -06 .04 - - -.144 -.005
X>M?2DY -11 .05 - - =212 -.028
Total Indirect Effect -17 .05 - - -.276 -.086

Note. X = Leader’s Sexual Orientation (Heterosexual = 1; Lesbian = 2); Y =
Leadership Effectiveness; M1 = Masculinity; M2 = Femininity;

Discussion

The findings of this study aimed to relate the sexual
orientation of female leaders to leadership effectiveness
perception. Specifically, the mediating role of female leaders
perceived masculinity and femininity on the relationship
between their sexual orientation (heterosexual vs. lesbian)
and perceived effectiveness was examined. Our model showed
that heterosexual individuals perceived lesbian leaders as more
masculine and less feminine compared to heterosexual leaders.
This result is in line with the Gender Inversion Theory (Kite
& Deaux, 1987), which states that lesbians are more likely to
exhibit similar characteristics to heterosexual men in society.
This result is also consistent with previous empirical findings
(Kachel et al., 2016; Lehavot & Lambert, 2007).

Our participants considered lesbians to be more masculine
than their heterosexual counterparts, which in turn was
associated with reduced leadership effectiveness. By contrast,
our participants rated lesbian leaders as less feminine which
in turn was associated with enhanced leadership effectiveness.
In other words, women are perceived as more effective when
they are congruent with gender-conforming roles. Unlike our
findings, much of the current leadership literature assumes
that masculine traits are a prerequisite for being perceived as
a successful leader, consistent with the Social Role Theory and
the Leadership Categorization Theory (Castafio et al., 2019;

Salvati et al., 2023). Some studies even suggest that it is not
enough for women to have only masculine characteristics, but
that they should not lose the connection to their feminine side
to be perceived as effective leaders (Niedlich & Steffens, 2015;
Shamloo et al., 2022).

In our study, there could be several explanations for why
femininity was associated with being an effective leader. First,
advances in leadership stereotypes have begun to change the
position of women leaders (Eagly et al., 2020). For instance,
educational interventions aimed at gender equality have been
found to both improve female leaders’ self-efficacy and change
others’ attitudes toward them (Isaac et al., 2017). Increased
awareness of the gender identity and competencies of female
leaders could therefore lead to the assumption that the
presence and display of female characteristics incline greater
leadership effectiveness. In their qualitative study with female
leaders, Lewis and Benschop (2022) asserted that “being true
to self’-as they put it-is very pivotal to some female leaders. In
their study, one female leader said “7 try to be open and honest
and not have a persona for work and a persona for home. I try
to humanize everything I do, I try to be caring, approachable,
and understanding” (p. 176). Based on this quote, we can
see how a female leader is consistent with her true self by
exhibiting feminine characteristics (i.e., humanizing, caring,
approachable, and understanding).

The second possible explanation could be that we used
single adjectives to measure perceptions of femininity and
masculinity to exclude preconceived attributions about
femininity and masculinity. The single item does not capture
a detailed account of female or male description (i.e., traits)
and thus, in this case, it is up to the person to decide what
is meant by masculine and feminine which does not happen
when we specifically ask to rate some stereotypically masculine
and feminine traits. In other words, the fact that these results
do not replicate the results found in previous studies (e.g.,
Shamloo etal., 2022) may suggest that single items may include
characteristics associated with women that stereotypical traits
do not include. Thus, the word “feminine” may nowadays
also include traits that recall more stereotypically masculine
traits (i.e., not only caring and sensitive, but also strong and
determined). For this reason, it may be possible that femininity
was associated with higher leadership efficacy.

Finally, a possible explanation could be that the majority
of our sample includes female participants. According to the
Similarity-Attraction Effect Hypothesis (Byrne, 1971), people
are more likely to be attracted to others who have characteristics
similar to their own. For this reason, women might perceive
female leaders with stronger feminine characteristics as more
efficient compared to those with masculine characteristics.
Stoker et al. (2012) results also support this finding by showing
that female employees tend to prefer more female leadership
characteristics compared to their male colleagues.

Limitations and Further Directions

The present study has several limitations to consider. The first
limitation concerns the generalizability of our results, as our
participants were entirely from the United Kingdom. Future
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studies could reach more generalizable results by conducting
cross-cultural studies. Similarly, our participants were also
exclusively heterosexual. In their study, Salvati et al. (2023)
investigated gay, lesbian, and bisexual (LGB) individuals’
self-effectiveness perception in leadership. The scholars
found that if LGB individuals have a positive LGB identity
perception and lower internalized sexual stigma based on
their sexual orientation, they will perceive themselves as more
effective leaders.

Moreover, Fassinger etal. (2010), in their LGBT Leadership
Model, stressed that LGBT people, regardless of whether
they are leaders or followers, should be aware of the multiple
identities they have. In other words, lesbian employees may
arise as role models by embracing their multiple identities:
women, lesbians, and employees. Thus, future studies could
include all sexual orientations to also look at their perceptions
from a broader perspective (Salvati & Koc, 2022). Moreover,
we preferred to use a quantitative method to understand
participants’ perceptions in our study. Future studies could use
the qualitative method or combine quantitative and qualitative
methods to go deeper into this topic. Another limitation
could be that most of our participants were women, thus
future studies might better balance the sample with respect to
participants’ gender.

Conclusion

The current study has brought a different discourse to the
literature by showing that female leaders should be perceived
as more feminine than masculine in order to be considered
more effective leaders. For this reason, organizations need to
understand that there may be female leaders who feel that they
need to hold onto their femininity in order to be effective.
Even though attitudes and behaviors toward female leaders are
more optimistic today than in the past, it is a well-known fact
that women still face glass ceilings in their career advancement.
Lesbians, in particular, can be considered doubly invisible, as
they are stigmatized for both their gender identity and sexual
orientation, the latter contributing to reduced well-being as
testified by several studies also conducted in Italy so far (e.g.,
Baiocco et al., 2023; Salvati et al., 2018).

Therefore, organizations should create a safe organizational
environment where all women with their intersectional
identities might feel adequate, efficient, and present. In
addition, organizations could develop educational interventions
and diversity training based on gender equality and mentoring
programs to help female employees discover their self-worth
and capabilities. In such a context, women could be heard,
seen, and cared for however and whomever they want to be.
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