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Abstract 

 

Women’s entry into the managerial role is hampered by the bias associated with the “think 

manager-think male” phenomenon. Although significant economic, social, and political 
changes have taken place worldwide over the past nearly five decades since Dr. Virginia 

E. Schein’s related research, the study of stereotypes about female leaders is still a topical 

issue. Prejudices about women's self-confidence and risk-taking can be said to be refuted 
in the light of research, but the so-called second shifts still place a disproportionate burden 

on women, which can affect their progression. If women do become leaders, even political 

leaders, they will be extremely effective in serious situations such as the current 

epidemiological crisis, COVID-19. 
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1 Introduction 

The research1 of Dr. Virginia E. Schein, conducted in 1973, drew attention to the phenomenon 

“think manager, think male”. She found that according to social prejudices, successful leadership 

rather requires male-specific qualities. For women, gender-based discrimination made it more 

difficult to fill manager positions. This phenomenon is widespread globally, both in Western and 

Asian cultures2 regardless of what economic, social, cultural, and political differences can 

otherwise be detected between the studied countries. 

Schein, getting her doctorate in Economic Psychology at New York Universiry, 1969, was the first 

woman to obtain this title3. She also put her research into practice by helping executive groups in 

multinational corporations to override these stereotypes and open up opportunities for women to 

enter leadership roles. 

For the past 50 years, much progress has been made to promote equality between women and men 

in the labour market, but there is still an ongoing discussion on solutions, so it is topical to bring 

the issue back in 2020. 

 
1 Schein 1973. 
2 Balgiu 2013. 
3 www.virginiaschein.com 
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The aim of my essay is to outline and link the results of gender-based prejudice in recent decades 

with the current COVID-19 epidemiological emergency in countries led by women. 

In my essay, in addition to a brief historical outlook and current events, I would like to examine 

how the ideas raised here can be put into practice. My prior knowledge and interest in the subject 

come primarily from my own consulting practice, as I deal with leadership development, and most 

of my clients come from the middle management level of the SME sector and multinational 

corporations. 

The topicality of women’s political leadership is the COVID-19 pandemic, which has brought 

global change at both economic and social levels. The previously seemingly unshakeable political 

and economic elite, which has largely used the “macho” leadership tools, is now finding itself 

facing the qualities that have so far kept them in leadership successfully. An article on the front 

page of a significant daily newspaper in the world (The New York Times) also draws attention to 

this: why are women-led states more successful in fighting the coronavirus? 

My essay can be useful for all those who are students of higher education institutions or recent 

graduates at the beginning of their careers. It can also provide guidance and information to leaders 

interested in the topic who want to take action against gender-based discrimination in the 

workplace. Also, I wholeheartedly recommend it to women who are looking for encouragement, 

support, and empowerment to take their own careers to a new level. 

 

2 Gender stereotypes 

Since the highly-cited Schein research in 1973, both society and the economy have come across 

significant changes. Overall, it can be said that the number of women leaders has increased in 

various industries4 and in the business sector as well, both nationally (in Hungary) and 

internationally.5 

Female workers are typically faced with three life-cycle challenges6: “getting in”, i.e. entering the 

labour market, “getting back”, i.e. returning after childbearing and “getting on”, i.e. advancing, 

entering the manager role. 

Each cycle is also accompanied by a widespread prejudice that women lack self-confidence. That 

is, they find it difficult to take up the obstacles in the initial stages of employment, in addition, 

women have to give up family and having children if they want to be successful in their work. 

Also, women avoid risk-taking, i.e. they do not dare to compete for a more challenging position 

over a more secure job of lower prestige. 

Beáta Nagy’s study “Ki áll a sikeres nő mögött?”7 (Who stands behind a successful woman? – the 

translation of the Hungarian title) deals in detail with work-life challenges affecting female top-

level managers and examines the spousal/cohabitational support of the group concerned. 

Work-life balance is a challenging task for both men and women due to the increasing workload 

and stress, but experiences have shown that the burden of the so-called second shift leaves much 

 
4 Czifra 2016. 
5 Szekeres 2014.. 
6 Czifra 2016. 
7 Nagy 2018. 
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less time for women to regenerate. While for men, having a child is a resource, for women, that 

second shift distracts resource. 

In her study8 “The Feminist Standpoint,” Nancy M. Hartsock cites the already clearly outdated 

Marxist view that “If a mother works for a wage, who will take care of the household? Who takes 

care of young children? Who prepares the food? Who will wash and keep the house tidy? ” 

However, the assumption that household chores are sole responsibilities of women does not really 

hold its place in the modern society of the 21st century, the issue is legitimate in itself and arises in 

hundreds of thousands of households every day, explicitly or implicitly. 

There are a number of cultural-historical imprints of this outdated approach, such as the Anglo-

Saxon phrase “barefoot and pregnant,” according to which a woman should not work outside the 

home (barefoot) and give birth to as many offspring as possible during her reproductive period. 

Among the totalitarian regimes of the 20th century, the Third Reich elevated the “Kinder, Küche, 

Kirche” (Children, Kitchen, Church – translation of the German slogan) triad to the level of the 

slogan of the propaganda, with which it sought to designate the place of women in society. This 

ideology was followed so rigidly by the German leadership that it was only after the unfavorable 

turn of the war, that is, after 1943, that women were employed in factories as part of the transition 

to total war management advocated by Imperial Minister Albert Speer. 

It is clear from the above cited study of Beáta Nagy containing interviews with 20 female senior 

executives that the example of a female worker and her managerial status is still atypical. 

Interviewees by their own admissions also were struggling or are struggling with the expectations 

of their environment, this struggle culminates most in parenting and returning to work after 

childbearing. This finding supports the previously mentioned stereotype that afflicts women who 

work and require alternative day care for their children. Many of the respondents may appear as 

role-models, yet struggle with remorse as to whether they are appropriate for their households. 

The interviewees considered the support regarding childbearing “extraordinary” 9, even if the 

fathers of the children helped them. 

 

3 Female leaders in the economy and administration 

In their study10, 2018, Beáta Nagy and Anna Sebők look for the answer to what industries female 

executives typically hold leadership positions in. It is clear from the figures that women are much 

more likely to hold top-level management positions in the public sector than in the private sector. 

In my opinion, one of the reasons for this may be that the predictability and regulated promotion 

system of the public sector create more favorable conditions for a female employee, for whom 

regulated working hours and summer leave may be beneficial, if she has family plans in addition 

to her career. Knowing the burden of privacy, including the burden of parenting, these factors can 

play a significant role in career planning. 

In addition to the public sector, being an entrepreneur is also an alternative for women workers, 

who can have more autonomy and more room to pursue their career plans if they become 

entrepreneurs. In her study “Női vállalkozók a XXI. században”11 (Female Entrepreneurs in the 

 
8 Hartsock 1997. 
9 Nagy 2018. 
10 Nagy-Sebők 2018. 
11 Dr. Szekeres 2014. 
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21st Century – translation of the Hungarian title), Dr. Valéria Szekeres sees becoming an 

entrepreneur as an opportunity, as well as a potential evasion of gender discrimination and the glass 

ceiling phenomenon. It is also an income-generating activity that has value-creating significance 

on the one hand for the individual, and on the other hand for the society as well. However, during 

the analysis of the topic, the author draws attention to the fact that social inequalities cannot be 

eliminated or left behind in the process of becoming an entrepreneur. 

In her study, Dr. Szekeres examines women-led businesses in terms of size and sectoral affiliation, 

funding background, education and motivation, risk-taking and leadership style, and arising 

obstacles and support. 

There is a worldwide trend that women businesses tend to be small or micro-enterprises. These – 

in some cases, one-person – companies were born in response to the female owner seeking an 

alternative to the vulnerable employee or even managerial role. In the vast majority of cases, these 

companies were born after childbearing. The number and/or quality of unsatisfactory childcare 

facilities and social expectations all make life difficult for women entrepreneurs, which can be a 

barrier to development. 

We must also not forget that not only does raising children take resources away from women 

entrepreneurs, but also in many cases caring for the elderly. 

The problem of access to credit, the lack of entrepreneurial knowledge and relevant network of 

contacts also negatively affect female entrepreneurs and their potential growth prospects are less 

favorable than those of male entrepreneurs. However, despite all these unfavorable circumstances, 

entrepreneurship can still be an attractive career model for women, in which work-life balance can 

be better achieved through flexibility, even if they have to deal with temporary loss of income due 

to childcare and care for the elderly. 

 

4 Differences between male and female risk-taking tendencies during the COVID-19 

pandemic crisis 

The fight against COVID-19 has provided a research basis for examining the different responses 

of states led by women and men through responses of different countries to the pandemic challenge. 

The study12 of Supriya Garikipati and Uma Kambhampati, analyzing completely up-to-date data, 

seeks to point out whether there is a correlation between responses to a pandemic situation in 

countries led by women and men, and thus the impact of the epidemic on human lives. 

The main questions of the research were the following: 

1. whether there is a significant and patterned difference in the number of COVID-19-related 

illnesses and deaths between countries led by women and men, 

2. whether there is a difference between the measures introduced by women-led and male-led 

countries, especially in the area of restrictive measures (lockdowns).13 

The results of the research provide a useful basis for examining the differences between female 

and male leadership styles, decision-making preferences, especially in case of risk-taking, through 

responses to crisis situations. 

 
12 Garikipati-Kambhampati 2020. 
13 Garikipati–Kambhampati 2020 
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In this field, it is a stereotypical view that women, even in leadership roles, are more prone to risk 

aversion than men. 

Looking at the recent events of the pandemic emergency, it is clear that the vast majority of risk-

taking reactions to the epidemic – which can be described as almost irresponsible – can be 

attributed to male managers, e.g. Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro’s trivializing manifestation 

(“nothing more than cold”) or a statement by British Prime Minister Boris Johnson that he shook 

hands with infected people without fear during a hospital visit. 

Observing current world events, in addition to knowing the above manifestations of male leaders, 

would easily lead to compendious findings when judging differences in risk-taking tendencies. 

However, the real situation is more nuanced than that. 

There is little research available to determine the results of dealing with a country’s national crisis 

situation under female or male leaders. The simple numerical reason for this is that there are 

relatively few women-led countries – 19 of the 194 states surveyed in the cited study are women-

led. In addition, it also narrowed the scope of the research to the fact that the pandemic situation is 

probably still in its initial stage, so only the first, initial measures and their short-term impact could 

be examined. 

The comparison was based on the number of cases registered in the countries and the number of 

deaths attributable to COVID-19. 

In addition to the small number of countries surveyed, the fact that women-led states may have 

other common characteristics should be taken into account: they are generally richer, have a smaller 

population, and have a higher value for gender equality. For this reason, the research used the 

“nearest neighbour” method, i.e. it compared women-led countries along the four socio-economic 

variables with the countries closest to them according to the following indicators: GDP/capita, 

population, urban population and population over 65. It was found that there were much fewer 

COVID-19-related deaths in women-led countries than in male-led countries. 

If the comparison with the nearest neighbour examined three other factors, i.e. the level of annual 

health expenditure, the number of tourists visiting the country and the level of gender equality, in 

addition to the four abovementioned variables, there was a significant difference, not only in deaths 

but also in terms of registered cases, in favor of the women-led country. 

The study also shows that women-led countries introduced curfews much earlier –after fewer 

deaths – than male-led states, thereby naturally limiting both the number of diseases and the number 

of deaths. At the same time, it could be also observed that when the restrictions were introduced, 

it was not the number of cases but specifically the number of deaths that was the basis for the 

decision. 

It is important to take into account the fact that countries in a favorable position in terms of the 

economic and socio-cultural indicators listed above are more likely to choose a female leader – 

which is linked to stronger public confidence and thus to a higher level of compliance; which is the 

basis of the effectiveness of the measures introduced. 

In my view, the essential difference in female-male risk-taking can be grasped here: the data show 

that female leaders have clearly put the economic risk of early restrictions into the shade compared 

to the risk of life-threatening illness. So it can be said that along certain values, women take more 

risk than men. 
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Differences in the tolerance of economic loss due to epidemiological lockdowns between men and 

women are also supported by research examining the propensity to tolerate future financial loss. It 

has been found that the drive for men to avoid future financial losses is stronger. Based on this, it 

is conceivable that the subsequent introduction of economic restrictions in the case of male leaders 

manifested a stronger drive to avoid future financial losses. 14 

Similarly, there are differences in risk-taking tendencies between the leader and the group they 

lead: women who are willing to take on leadership roles are no different than women they lead, 

while male leaders are more likely to take greater risks than group members on behalf of the group. 

15 

In addition, it is very likely that there are regular differences between female and male leadership 

styles outside the area of risk-taking: the literature on early leadership science described leadership 

qualities as stereotypical male qualities: rational, leadership-centered, technocratic, budget-

oriented, hierarchical, pragmatic, materialist. Of course, these qualities can also be exhibited by 

women, but vice versa: male leaders can also typically exhibit the behaviours associated with 

female personality. Jacinda Ardern and Justin Trudeau both emerge as environmentally conscious, 

socially sensitive people, and people to sympathetically communicate with minorities. 16 

 

5 Different leadership styles within different environments 

Eagly and Johnson’s research has compared leadership styles that are more characteristic of men 

and women and found that the presence and absence of stylistic differences can be found as 

examples. According to research on organizations, there is little difference between male and 

female leadership styles, while studies in laboratory settings show a more significant difference: 

male leadership style is more task-oriented and female one places more emphasis on interpersonal 

relationships. As a result, women use more democratic-participatory methods, while men use more 

of controlling, autocratic methods. 17 

The research18 of Gerry Larsson and Aida Alvinius examined manifestations of different leadership 

styles in the context of the organizational environment, which distinguished male-dominated, 

female-dominated, and mixed organizational environments from an environmental perspective. 

The study points out what male and female leaders, in their own view, experience in themselves in 

the organizational environment dominated by the different genders mentioned above. Examples of 

male-dominated environments include the armed forces, the industrial and agricultural sectors, and 

female-dominated environments include healthcare and education. 

The figure below shows three different leadership styles: developmental, conventional, and 

destructive. Styles can be placed on the graph, where the vertical axis represents individual 

development and the horizontal axis represents organizational results. Leadership styles and 

behaviours can take on different values in terms of both individual and organizational effectiveness. 

The study asked people of different genders and working in differently dominated environments 

about what leadership behaviours they considered to be characteristic of them. 

 
14 Schubert, Renate, Martin Brown, Matthias Gysler, and Hans Wolfgang Brachinger. 1999 
15 Seda-Gurdal 2012. 
16 Garikipati-Kambhampat 2020. 
17 Eagly-Blair 1990. 
18 Larsson-Alvinius 2019. 
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1. Figure Based on Larsson-Alvinius 2019 

Based on the results, it could be concluded that in the female-dominated environment, female 

leaders preferred development-oriented or positive-conventional leadership styles, while male 

leaders placed their leadership tools in the more negative-conventional, possibly destructive range. 

In the male-dominated environment, the only difference was that men placed themselves along 

slightly greater values in the conventional-negative range. In the case of same-gender respondents 

operating in different environments, it was found that female leaders in female-dominated 

environments are more likely to use development-focused or positive-conventional leadership 

methods – a finding consistent with the results described above. 

The responses given by men showed a less clear picture: male leaders considered both positive and 

negative leadership styles to be characteristic of them in a male-dominated environment. 

In a female-dominated and mixed environment, female leaders show more transformational and 

less transactional/controlling behaviour. In addition, the findings suggest that the stereotype that 

women are not confident enough in leadership roles and tend to underestimate their own abilities 

is inaccurate, and that women are more sensitive to the interpersonal environment of the workplace 

and adapt their leadership tools more easily regarding the environment. 19 

 

6 Conclusions 

To conclude my essay, I drew the following conclusions from the research results described above: 

1. Female leaders are no less confident than men in their leadership roles, which contradicts 

the common stereotype. 

2. Although their risk-taking tendency differs from that of men, they have stronger tools in 

certain areas to deal with crisis situations. 

3. Regarding family planning, the processed literature suggests that childbearing is an 

increased challenge for female leaders, at least periodically, which can be compensated by 

creating an appropriate, supportive environment. 

 
19 Larsson-Alvinius 2019. 
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Out of the three stereotypes related to female managers cited in the essay, the first two were 

completely refuted (lack of self-confidence, risk-taking) and the third (childbearing) was partially 

refuted. 

Positive examples are the most effective way to overcome the entry of women into managerial 

roles, so mentoring programs and individual and group coaching opportunities for female 

employees at both the corporate and social levels should be considered. The development of a high-

quality, responsive childcare system will also make a major contribution to women's 

empowerment. 

Continuous review of legal regulations and ensuring equal opportunities are social and economic 

interests. 
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