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Powell (1990) contended that the differences between women and men leadership style is mostly based on perception and
stereotype and concluded that there are “no differences” between men and women managers. This article evaluated causal
linkages between employees’ perception of both managerial and functional competencies and stereotype of male and female
managers using a conglomerate in South Africa. The study adopted survey strategy using quantitative research design.
Respondents comprised of 383 conveniently sampled lower and middle level managers using the non-probability sampling
technique. Using structural equation modelling (SEM) (AMOS) and inferential statistics, our analysis showed a positive
association to establish that male managers are more competent than female managers (t = 21.01, p<01), while the SEM
path between perceptions and managerial competence was found to be significant (t = 001<.05). We found a non-significant
path between perceptions and functional competence (t = .10, p>.05). Similarly, the path between perceptions and
stereotyping was found to be non-significant (t = .07>.05). This findings further extend contemporary literature on gender
and leadership roles and perhaps provided some insights regarding the continued underrepresentation of women in
executive and top management positions in various organisations.
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Introduction

“Are female leaders better than their male counterparts in the
management of organisations?” This has become a prevalent
overarching debate in contemporary leadership literature. The
debate, in itself stems from the stereotyping perception that
has pervaded both organisational leadership literature and
practice which suggests that males are more suitable and
competent in managerial roles than their female counterparts
(Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Dobbins & Platz,
1986). Gender-role stereotypes, i.e. the characterisation of
certain jobs as predominantly masculine (e.g. engineering,
construction) or feminine (e.g. catering/hospitality, nursing)
is quite prevalent in society (Miller & Budd, 1999) and more
pronounced and firmly established in high-power distance
culture as an acceptable normality (Jo Hatch & Cunliffe,
2013). Managers, in the organisational context, are
considered by their subordinates as leaders and managerial
roles are characteristically masculine, rather than feminine
(Schein, 2001). Other scholars (e.g. Eagly & Karau, 2002)
suggested that prejudice toward female leaders generally
follows from the perceived incongruity between the
characteristics of women and the requirements of leader roles.
The authors further stated that such prejudices also varies,
depending on the leadership context and more important, the
characteristics of those who evaluates the leader. However,
the relevance and indeed significance of the debate has been
de-emphasised as there is no correlation between gender and
managerial competence (Fierman, 1990). Nonetheless, the
need still exist for researchers to further interrogate the
phenomenon in order to arrive at scientifically established

conclusions given the continued marginalisation and
underrepresentation of women in top managerial positions
(McGregor, 2010).

At this juncture, it is important to clarify two points upfront.
The focus of this article is not predicated on men and women
in biological terms, but on leadership roles within the context
of social and contemporary organisational settings. Second,
there is an overlap in the way that the terms leader and
manager are used in many literature. Although there are some
commonly accepted differences between leaders and
managers (see, for example, Zaleznik, 2004), the terms are
however used synonymously for the purpose of this article.

There is an avalanche of extant literature worldwide to
establish the growing disparity in the advancement and
representation of females occupying senior management
positions in the work places relative to their male counterparts
(Barreto, Ryan & Schmitt, 2009; Burke, 2009; Burke &
Mattis, 2007; Helfat, Harris & Wolfson, 2006; Tarr-Whelan,
2009). The experience is not different in South Africa.
Women’s managerial competence and ability are often
underestimated, discounted and consistently evaluated
against perceived standard achieved by their male
counterparts (Hern, 2013). This seemingly superficial
comparative managerial capability assumption has ultimately
created a career progression difficulty for females who aspire
to occupy executive and top managerial positions in different
organisations (Wood, 2008). Empirical studies showed that
only a little percentage of senior and executive management
positions are occupied by women (Thornton, 2013) and this
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situation has remained static over a relatively long period of
time. More concerning, according to Thornton’s study is the
regression in the percentage of females occupying
management positions in South Africa which declined from
an estimated 28% in 2009 to about 21% in 2013. Thornton’s
finding is consistent with evidence from the United States of
America (USA) where males have traditionally occupied
management positions in comparison to their female
counterparts (Stelter, 2002). Further, the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics (2011) reported that women occupy a mere
3.8% of Fortune 500 chief executive officer seats (Catalyst,
2012b) and represent only 3.2% of the heads of boards in the
largest companies of the European Union (European
Commission, 2012 cited in Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014).

The evidence presented in the preceding literature has been
largely attributed to the negative perceptions surrounding
women’s ineffectiveness and inability to function effectively
in leadership roles like their male counterparts (e.g. Carroll,
2006; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Deal &
Stevenson, 1998; Schein & Davidson, 1993). Theoretical
support for this perception have been provided in literature
and they include lack of fit theory (Heilman, 2001), role
congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), expectation states
theory (Berger et al., 1977; Ridgeway 2001, 2011), and the
think manager-think male paradigm (Schein, 1973, 2007).
Regardless of this theoretical support, there has been a
growing debate and supporting arguments, particularly in the
USA, suggesting that women are better advantaged and suited
to lead and manage modern organisations than men
(Paustian-Underdahl, Walker & Woehr, 2014). According to
Paustian-Underdahl and colleagues, this school of thought
predicated their arguments on the likelihood that women are
disposed to the adoption of collaborative and empowering
leadership styles as opposed to men who are known for
authoritative style of leadership.

The “women advantaged to lead” school of thought has
received scholarly support from researchers such as Helgesen
(1990) and Rosener (1995) who proposed that female leaders
are more inclined to fulfil leadership need than men. The
authors based their proposition on the inherent feminine
characteristics of women, which, among others, emphasise
interpersonal cooperation rather than competition on the one
hand, and equality rather than a superior—subordinate
authoritative relationship on the other hand. However, the
basis of the position adopted by this school of thought has
been criticised by some academic researchers as too
“simplistic and offers a stereotype view that largely ignores
the importance of contextual contingencies” (Eagly & Carli,
2003a; Vecchio, 2002).

The primary objective of this paper therefore was to
empirically test a conceptual model that depicted causal
linkages between employees’ perception of both managerial
and functional competencies and stereotype of male and
female managers using a large-sized conglomerate. In order
to achieve this broad objective, we hypothesised as follows:
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H1: male managers are more competent than female
managers at the organisation

H2: there is a linear relationship between employee
perceptions and managerial competence at the
organisation.

H3: there is a linear relationship between employee
perceptions and functional competence at the
organisation.

H4: there is a linear relationship between employee
perceptions and stereotyping at the organisation.

The outcome of this study provided an empirical and
methodological explanation to the recommendation by Eagly
and Carli (2003a) and Vecchio (2002) that gender-role
leadership studies should be contextualised using scientific
methodology. This outcome thus represents an incremental
contribution to the existing body of literature in
organisational leadership and gender study, particularly
within the context of South Africa.

After an in-depth study of the literature, a conceptual model
was derived. Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model that
depicts the specific hypothesised causal linkages between
perceptions, managerial competence, functional competence
and stereotyping.

Managerial Competence

\ Functional competence

Stereotyping

Perceptions

Figure 1: The conceptual model of the study
Methods
Participants

The study participants comprised 223 lower and 160 middle-
level management employees randomly sampled from a
conglomerate operating in Johannesburg, South Africa.
These categories of line managers are believed to have a good
understanding of leadership concepts and are more familiar
with the phenomenon under investigation. It is also believed
that they are more exposed to the abilities and effectiveness
demonstrated by their leaders in the course of exercising
managerial functions (Sikdar & Mitra, 2008). The
conglomerate’s diverse business operations include freight
rail, port operations, pipelines and engineering. The gender
profile of the respondents (n = 383) comprised 69.3% males
and 30.7% females. All the respondents possessed varied
levels of tertiary education and have cumulative average
work tenure of 3 years with the corporation.
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Measurement instrument
Managerial competency scale

The managerial competency component of the measuring
instrument was measured using an adapted competency scale
developed by Heilman and Okimoto (2007) and used in Patil
(2009). The scale measured participants’ evaluation of their
female managers in comparison to their male counterparts.
The competency Scale was divided into the following
subscales: managerial ability, interpersonal skills,
communality assessment, agenticism and personality.

The managerial ability of the scale consisted of three-item 5-
point Likert Scales: competent (ranging from 1 = not very
competent to 5 = very competent), effective (1 = not very
effective to 5 = very effective), and productive (1 = not very
productive to 5 = very productive).

The interpersonal skills scale consisted of five-item 5-point
Likert Scales with the following adjectives: abrasive (1 = not
very abrasive to 5 = very abrasive), pushy (1 = not very pushy
to 5 = very pushy), untrustworthy (1 = not very untrustworthy
to 5 = very untrustworthy), manipulative (1 = not very
manipulative to 5 = very manipulative), and selfish (1 = not
very selfish to 5 = very selfish).

The communality scale consisted of four-item 5-point Likert
Scales with the following adjectives: supportive (1 = not very
supportive to 5 = very supportive), understanding (1 = not
very understanding to 5 = very understanding), sensitive (1 =
not very sensitive to 5 = very sensitive), and caring (1 = not
very caring to 5 = very caring). The measure of agenticism
consisted of six-item 5-point Likert Scales with the
adjectives: courageous (1 = not very courageous to 5 = very
courageous), assertive (1 = not very assertive to 5 = very
assertive), considerate (1 = not very considerate to 5 = very
considerate), bold (1 = not very bold to = very bold), active
(1 = not very active to = very active), and dominant (1 = not
very dominant to = very dominant). The last component of
the scale measured personality with a one-item 5-point Likert
Scale with the adjective, likeable (1 = not very likeable to 5 =
very likeable).

The managerial competencies scale demonstrated strong
internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha values of (o=
.73) (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

Functional competency scale

Functional competence dimension was assessed with a self-
developed measuring scale using the guidelines provided by
Harvard University’s Faculty of Arts and Sciences,
Department of Human Resources
(http://hr.fas.harvard.edu/university-wide-competencies-

and-rating-scales). The following aspects were assessed with
a total of 35 questionnaire items measured on a 5-ponit Likert
Aspects measured included: Knowledge of the job: ranging
from 1 = not knowledgeable to 5 = very knowledgeable:
knowledge of the job, policies, processes, practices, and tools
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required to complete the work efficiently and effectively.
Achievement of results: 1 = very low understanding to 5 =
very high understanding of: how to leverage key resources to
achieve organisational objectives, achieving goals and
consistently meets deadlines timeously, monitors results and
makes adjustments as needed and accepts responsibility for
outcomes. Teamwork and collaboration: 1 = actively
participates to 5 = not actively participates: asateam member
to move the team toward the completion of goals, maintains
strong, personal connections with key team members and
stakeholders, aligns personal work and performance with the
broader team to achieve mutual outcomes. Embraces change:
1 = not very active to 5 = very active: actively identifies
problems and opportunities for change and implements
solutions where appropriate, maintains effectiveness when
experiencing major changes in work tasks or the work
environment, adjusts effectively to work within new
structures, processes, requirements or cultures. Resource
allocation: 1 = not efficient to 5 = very efficient in:
management of finances and organisational resources to
enhance department/organisational goals, deployment of
funds, human resources economically and effectively.
Building a high performing team: 1 = very effective to 5 =
not very effective in: developing a capable, diverse, and
cohesive team to maximize their collective skills and talents;
motivating subordinates to achieve the organisation’s goals,
recognition and rewarding individual and team contributions.
Communication skills: 1 = not very effective to 5 = very
effective in: listening skills and checks for understanding,
demonstrating strong verbal and written communication,
actively listening to subordinates’ ideas and suggestions,
informing subordinates of what is needed in a clear and
concise manner, and consistently sharing appropriate
information with those who need to know.

The functional competency scale equally demonstrated
strong internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha value of
(o= .82) (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

Perception scale

The employees’ perception of the managerial ability and
effectiveness of their male and female managers was
measured using 1) a modified and rephrased competency
scale developed by Heilman and Okimoto (2007) and used in
a study by Patil (2009); and 2) some dimensions of the
functional competency scale used in this study. The 10-items
used in the perception scale were derived from the subscales
of managerial ability, interpersonal skills, personality,
resource allocation, team building and communication skills.
Some of the statements were rephrased to read as: “I
perceived my male manager to be more competent than his
female counterpart”; “I perceive that my male manager
relates better with subordinates than his female counterpart™;
“l perceive that my male manager is more efficient in
allocating company’s resources than his female counterpart”;
“I perceive that my male manager communicate more
effectively with subordinates than his female counterpart”.
Participants were asked to indicate their levels of agreement
or disagreement with the questionnaire statement. The
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questions were phrased in a manner that required respondents
to make a comparison between their male and female
managers. Responses were measured on a Likert-type scale
ranging from (5) strongly agree to (1) strongly disagree. The
perception scale recorded a strong internal consistency with a
Cronbach’s alpha values of (a=.70) (Nunnally & Bernstein,
1994).

Stereotyping scale

The six-item Beliefs of Women Managers scale (SBWMS)
(Moore, Grundberg & Greenberg, 2004) was used to measure
stereotypes. We considered this Scale to be more appropriate
for our study because the content focused specifically on the
perceived evaluation-related differences between managerial
men and women. Participants were asked to consider their
beliefs and feelings toward women managers at the
corporation that was surveyed and indicate their levels of
agreement or disagreement with the questionnaire statement.
The questions were phrased in a manner that required
respondents to make a comparison between managerial men
and women in the organisation. Responses were recorded on
a Likert-type scale ranging from (1) strongly agree to (5)
strongly disagree and were reverse scored so that a higher
total score reflected greater levels of stereotyped belief
(Moore et al. 2004). Internal consistency reliability for the
revised 6-item scale is .91.

Procedure

Questionnaire was administered to conveniently sampled
lower and middle level managers at the surveyed organisation
using the non-probability sampling strategy (Bryman & Bell,
2011). The purpose of the study was explained in the cover
letter to the substantive questionnaire. A total of 600
questionnaires were administered; while 406 were returned
(68% return rate), only 383 of the returned questionnaires
were usable. The problem of missing values was addressed
through multiple imputations (Jéreskog & Sérbom, 2006).
The advantage of the multiple imputation procedures in
structural equation modeling is that estimates of missing
values are derived for all cases in the initial sample (i.e., no
cases with missing values are deleted) and the data set is
available for subsequent item and dimensionality analyses,
and the formation of item parcels (Du Toit & Du Toit, 2001,
Mels, 2003). Data was collected from respondents over a
period of 90 days by the authors with the assistance of two
additional research assistants.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained from University of the
Witwatersrand Ethics Committee. The respondents were duly
informed of the purpose of the study through a cover letter
which provided the rationale for the study (Malhotra, 2010).
The cover letter also specified the participants’ right to
confidentiality, voluntary participation, and informed
consent.
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Data analysis

In order to validate the measurement model, the Cronbach’s
alpha reliability coefficient, average variance extracted
(AVE) and cross loadings were calculated. Item and
dimensional analyses were conducted to determine the
reliability and validity of the instruments as well as identify
poor items.

Results
Uni-dimensionality

Both item and exploratory factor analyses were performed on
the items of the scales used in the study. Based on the SPSS
output on the item analysis, items 2, 4, and 7 of the functional
competencies subscale were identified as poor items with an
item total correlation below 0.3 (Pallant, 2010), and the
deletion of the items increased the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient from o = .553 to a = .821. The items were
therefore excluded from further analyses. Generally, the
results indicated that all the scores were above the .70
thresholds and therefore acceptable (Nunnally & Bernstein,
1994; Pallant, 2010) (see Table 1).

Table 1: Reliability of constructs

Construct Cronbach’s
Alpha
Functional Competencies 0.821
Managerial Competencies 0.733
Perceptions 0.701
Stereotyping 0.908

Validity analysis

The test for validity in the study was conducted through
analysis of convergent and discriminant validity. The result
indicated that all the constructs do have average variance
extracted values of 0.6 and above, indicating that the
constructs are adequately represented by their observed
variables as they all have an average variance extracted
(AVE) of at least 0.5 recommended by Henseler et al. (2009)
(see Table 2). Discriminant validity was checked by using
cross loadings after performing factor analysis. If an indicator
has a higher correlation with another latent variable than with
its respective latent variable, the appropriateness of the model
should be reconsidered (Henseler et al., 2009). That was not
the case in the study as all the latent variables correlates well
with each other.

Table 2: Convergent and discriminant validity of
constructs

Construct Average Variance
Extracted
Functional Competencies 0.680
Managerial Competencies 0.598
Perceptions 0.647
Stereotyping 0.702

AVE (average variance extracted) for all three constructs
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Factor analysis

Factor analysis using the orthogonal varimax rotation method
was performed indicating the retention of four factors using
the mineigen criterion. The total variance explained by the
four factors was 72.02% as depicted in Table 3. The factor
loadings showed that each question loads higher on its own
latent construct than on the others. The analysis of
discriminant validity showed that each indicator is well
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correlated with the related construct. As a result, some of the
questions relating to the construct had to be dropped as they
did not load or match the significant component; thus only the
driving forces were retained. From the results of Cronbach's
alpha reliability coefficients, average variance extracted
values and calculation of the cross loadings in the study, it is
evident that the measurement model is valid.

Table 3: Factor loadings (in bold) and cross loadings for each construct and its indicators

Functional Managerial Stereotyping Perceptions

Competences Competences
FC1 0.73983 0.09299 -0.25127 0.02581
FC2 0.86711 -0.01614 -0.05616 0.07899
FC3 0.85803 -0.08539 -0.04406 0.03358
FC4 0.86972 -0.01144 -0.00387 -0.06566
FC5 0.78107 -0.00569 0.03059 -0.01569
P1 0.03186 -0.00907 -0.07045 0.83389
P3 0.00019 0.21101 0.08834 0.77345
MC1 -0.05735 0.89629 0.09069 0.02401
MC2 -0.01918 0.89493 0.11132 0.07166
MC3 0.01129 0.81341 0.10471 0.16346
MC4 0.04251 0.81562 0.28133 0.01544
S2 -0.04873 0.22357 0.82688 -0.04486
S3 -0.13660 0.19776 0.79425 0.05842

Measurement model factor loadings

The completely standardised factor loading for the items
contained in the overall measurement model exceeded the
>50 level (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010). This
implies that the item parcels reflect the dimension they were
designed to represent.

GFl indices for the structural model

The GFI indices for the structural model indicated a
reasonable model fit. The RMSEA value of .038 and p-value
of .05 show good and close model fit to the data (see Table
2). The standardised RMR value of .050 is within the .06 cut-
off level. The structural model GFI reached the .90 level
required to indicate good fit (Diamantopoulos & Siguaw,
2000) (see Table 5). The baseline comparison showed a NFI
value = 0.948. Also, RFI = 0.921, IFlI = 0.988, TLI = 0.981
and CF1 =0.987 are all close to 1, thus, indicating a very good
fit of the model to the data (Diamantopoulos & Siguaw, 2000)
(see Table 6).

Table 6: Baseline comparison

Model RMR GFI AGFI PGFI
Default model .050 .954 919 .545
Saturated model .000 1.000

Independence model 441 446 .354 .382

SRMR: standardised root mean residual; GFI: goodness-of-fit; AGFI:
adjusted goodness-of-fit index; PGFI:

The structural model

The four factor model was derived using AMOS (Analysis of
Moment Structures) version 22 (see Figure 2).

Functional competence (FC), Managerial competence (MC), Stereotyping
(S), Perceptions (P).

Figure 2: The structural model of the study
Significance tests of individual parameters

The AMOS output shows the unstandardized regression
coefficients. Each unstandardized regression coefficient
represents the amount of change in the dependent variable for
each unit change in the variable predicting it. The output also
shows the unstandardized estimate, its standard error (S.E.)
and the estimate divided by the standard error (Critical Ratio
— C.R). The critical ratio is > 1.96 demonstrating a significant
path at the 0.05 level of significance. Also, under the p-value
column, three asterisks (***) indicated that an item is
significant at p < 0.001. It is evident from the results that all
the paths (shown in colour) are not significant since their
critical ratios are less than 1.96 and their p-values are greater
than 0.05 level of significance. Then the remaining paths (not
shown in colour) are all significant since their critical ratios
are greater than 1.96 and their p-values are lesser than 0.05
level of significance (see Table 7).



60

Table 7: Regression weights: (Group number 1 - Default model)
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Estimate S.E. C.R. P Label

Functional Competences <---  Perceptions -131 195 -.672 .502
Stereotyping <---  Perceptions 1.298 453 2.864 .004
Managerial Competences <---  Perceptions 2.427 1.362 1.782 .075
Stereotyping <---  Functional Competences -.310 109 -2.841 .004
P3 <---  Perceptions 1.000

P1 <--- Perceptions .205 .256 .798 425
S2 <---  Stereotyping 1.000

S3 <---  Stereotyping .780 .166 4.684 il
FC1 <---  Functional Competences 1.000

FC2 <---  Functional Competences 1.271 117 10.890 il
FC3 <---  Functional Competences 1.185 .109 10.836 HEE
FC4 <---  Functional Competences 1.225 113 10.880 il
FC5 <---  Functional Competences 1.111 121 9.191 HAx
MC1 <---  Managerial Competences 1.000

MC2 <---  Managerial Competences 1.125 .064 17.547 Fkx
MC3 <---  Managerial Competences 745 .063 11.882 il
MC4 <---  Managerial Competences 914 .070 12.965 Fkx

Other key findings

A positive association was found to establish that male
managers are more competent than female managers (t =
21.01, p<01), while the SEM path between perceptions and
managerial competence was found to be significant (t =
001<.05). We found a non-significant path between
perceptions and functional competence (t = .10, p>.05).
Similarly, the path between perceptions and stereotyping was
found to be non-significant (t = .07>.05).

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to empirically investigate a
linkage between leadership and gender-role and the influence
of perceptions, competencies and stereotyping. The
secondary objective was to test a conceptual model that
depicted the structural relationships between the latent
variables in the South African context. Regarding the fit of
the model, the GFI indices indicated that both the
measurement and the structural models produced good fit
(see Table 5). The results indicated that the items measured
the dimensions (latent variables) as postulated, as well as
supported the theoretical model underlying the postulated
relationships between the latent variables, i.e. perceptions,
managerial competence, functional competence and
stereotyping.

Documented evidence suggests that male managers are more
effective/competent than their female counterparts (see
Carroll, 2006; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992).
Consistent with this body of literature, we found a positive
relationship establishing that male managers are more
competent than their female counterparts. This finding is
further supported by several theoretical perspectives
including lack of fit theory (Heilman, 2001), role congruity
theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), expectation states theory
(Berger et al., 1977; Ridgeway 1997, 2001), and the think
manager-think male paradigm (Schein, 1973, 2007).
Amongst others, Eagly and Karau’s (2002) role congruity
theory postulated that the prejudice toward female leaders

emanate generally from the perceived incongruity between
the characteristics of women (kind, caring, humble,
communal, relations-oriented, and nurturing) and the agentic
requirements of leader roles (decisive, risk-taking,
autonomous, assertive) which are generally attributable to
men. The role congruity theory was in part derived from the
postulations of the social role theory, which argues that
individuals develop descriptive and prescriptive gender role
expectations of others’ behaviour based on an evolutionary
sex-based division of labour (Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Wood,
2012). In its traditional characterisation of labour, men are
expected to provide for the family’s needs (breadwinners)
while women are required to keep the home (homemakers)
(Eagly & Wood, 2012). Based on this gender role
differentiation by the society, it has become an acknowledged
and generally acceptable norms and values by individual
members of the society to conform and act within the
predetermined roles (Eagly, 1987).

The expectation theory (Ridgeway, 2001) provides a
complementary support for the social theory. The theory
(expectation) is underpinned by the social orientation that
apportions greater power and status to males as compared to
females, and expecting that male’s performance in
management and leadership roles should outweigh those of
their female counterparts. This proposition is anchored on the
belief that men are naturally embedded with superior power
and status to influence and lead an organisation (Carli &
Eagly, 2001; Karakowsky & Siegel, 1999; Ridgeway, 2001).
The consequence of the social construct defining gender role
within the society is such that women who occupy leadership
positions are perceived to commit gender role violation
(Eagly & Karau, 2002).

Eagly et al. (1995) and Eagly and Karau (2002) posited that
prejudice toward female leaders is also dependent on features
of the leadership context as well as characteristics of leaders’
evaluators. These authors’ argument in itself was developed
against the backdrop of the concept of tokenism (Kanter,
1977a) which postulated that sex ratios within the work group
could moderate the outcome in the evaluation of gender —



S.Afr.J.Bus.Manage.2017,48(2)

leadership role effectiveness. For instance, men may be seen
as more effective leaders in a male-dominated
environment/profession (Eagly et al., 1995; Eagly & Karau,
2002) whereas the reverse perception may be the outcome
where female raters are predominant. This leadership context
and raters/evaluators’ characteristics could have, perhaps
combined in explaining the finding of this paper in this
regard. The operational activities of the conglomerate that
was surveyed for this study include engineering, rail freight,
logistics and port operations. These are job terrains that are
characteristically, socially and traditionally associated with
men, and expectedly dominated by them (69.3% males and
30.7% females). Our finding is therefore consistent with the
argument of Eagly and Karau (2002) and further extends the
negative perceptions of incongruity as it affects women
leaders in certain work environments. However, a result of a
meta-analysis conducted by Paustian-Underdahl et al. (2014)
in male-dominated rater groups showed that women leaders
were significantly more effective than their male
counterparts, particularly in business and education related
organisations. More pertinent in Paustian-Underdahl and
colleagues finding was that women in senior-management
positions were considered as more effective. The authors’
finding was supported by a laboratory study by Rosette and
Tost (2010) and Foschi’s (2000) double standards of
competence model which postulated the possibility that
women occupying leadership positions are more effective
than their male counterparts due to perceptions of their ‘extra
competence’. The deductions in Paustian-Underdahl et al.
(2014), Rosette and Tost (2010) and Foschi (2000) reflect a
seeming reversal of gender-role stereotypes to the effect that
women are considered to be more effective leaders than men
(see Koenig et al., 2011). The establishment of this perceived
shift in historical stereotyping may however require further
research across a wide spectrum of organisations and cultural
context.

Extant literature suggests that application of leadership and
managerial competencies is universal across industry and
function (Boyatzis, 2011; Spencer & Spencer, 1994;
Lombardo & Eichinger, 2005). Competencies generally
entail the ability to apply acquired knowledge and other
capabilities that are necessary for the efficient performance
and achievement of predetermined organisational goals
(Gruban, 2003). Thus, the type of managerial competency
required in a male dominated industries, for example, mining,
manufacturing and construction is not different from the one
demonstrated in a seemingly female dominated industries, for
example, nursing, healthcare, catering and hospitality
(Dainty, Cheng & Moore, 2004; Arditi, Gluch & Holmdahl,
2013; Dreyfus, 2008; Barber & Tietje, 2004). This argument
is indeed consistent with the definition of managerial
competency which is a set of knowledge, skills, abilities and
behaviours that enables effective performance and
achievement of set organisational outcomes (Hellriegel,
Jackson, Slocum, Staude, Amos, Klopper, Louw &
Oosthuizen, 2004; Campion, et. al., 2011; Vakola, Soderquist
& Prastacos, 2007; Levenson, Van der Stede & Cohen, 2006;
Laguna, Wiechetek & Talik, 2012; Wickramasinghe & De
Zoyza, 2009; Singh & Khamba, 2014; Barber & Tietje, 2004;
Boyatzis, 2011). These managerial competencies are
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transferable from one organisation to another due to its
universal nature (Hellriegel et al., 2004).

In furthering the debate around differences in managerial
competencies between genders, Donnell and Hall (1980)
found that there is no difference in the way women practice
management compared to men. Powell (1990) concurred with
Donnell and Hall and concluded that whatever differences
that are reported between women and men managers are
based on perception and stereotype. In their own study,
Aurditi, Gluch and Holmdahl (2013) found differences in the
competencies of men and women, but also reported many
similarities. These differences reflect the historical
perceptions about men and women leaders and managers
(Tomal & Jones, 2015; Dobbins & Platz, 2006). Given the
near convergence of literature establishing that there is no
difference in managerial competencies between men and
women managers, our instant study could not have produced
a different outcome. This consistency with extant literature
thus explains the significant SEM path (t = 001<.05) between
perceptions and managerial competence as proposed in this
study (Hypothesis 2). Respondents in this study agreed that
both male and female managers in the organisation
demonstrated the same level of core competencies (i.e.
managerial ability, interpersonal skills, communality
assessment, agenticism & personality) that were required in
achieving predetermined organisational goals.

Although functional competencies are generally attributed to
middle-level or operational-level managers, it is nevertheless
required for a successful performance at top-level
management positions. This category of competence
represents job-specific competencies that drive proven high-
performance and quality results in organisations (Sturgess,
2012). Functional competencies could be acquired through
formal qualifications and skills acquired during targeted
training. This competency is required for problem solving and
notably include language and communication skills,
multicultural skill, technological and globalisation skills
(Manning, 2003; May, 1997; Jokinen, 2005; Suutari, 2002;
Harris, 2001). While it is important for line or operational
managers to possess technical expertise in order to achieve
results, middle-level and top level managers require greater
people management, conceptual and strategic competencies
respectively (Robbins, Bradley & Spicer, 2001; Wallick &
Stager, 2001). A survey of Chief Executive Officers
conducted by Karami (2011) identified human resources
management capability as a core competency in order to
achieve competitive advantage and attain overall
organisational success. Karami’s finding is consistent with
previous studies by Dyer and Reeves (1995) and Analoui
(1999a). This body of knowledge thus establishes HR
capability as a functional competency that is required by top
level managers for the effective execution of strategic
functions.

As suggested in the foregoing literature (see Robbins et al.,
2001; Wallick & Stager, 2001), top level managers require
greater dimension of people management, conceptual and
strategic competencies than functional competence. This
indication perhaps explain the non-significant path between
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perceptions and functional competence (t = .10, p>.05) found
in the present study thus rejecting Hypothesis 3 (as stated).
Unlike in the outcome between perception and managerial
competencies where respondents indicated their preferences
for a male manager (see Hypothesis 2), no particular
importance was attached to functional competence of
managers at the organisation. Similarly, the outcome in
perception on functional competence did not enjoy significant
literature support as most existing studies were concentrated
on operational or line managers, rather than top level
managers. For example, Mbokazi and Visser (2004) found
significant differences between the perceptions of male and
female managers with regard to the interpersonal, analytical
and operational competencies. Previous studies also indicated
that while male managers perceived themselves as strong in
the task-management competencies (Mbigi, 1994; Segal,
1991), and their female colleagues in interpersonal
competencies (Adler, 1994; Van der Merwe, 1994), both
parties do not necessarily perceive these competencies to be
especially important for the effectiveness of both middle and
top-level managers.

The outcome of several early seminal studies directed at the
differences in perceived stereotypical leadership role between
men and women generally indicated that men are perceived
as better suited than women (Nieva & Gutek, 1981). This
stereotypical perceptions have pervaded classical studies
such as Bowman, Worthy and Greyser (1965, p. 28) which
indicated that women are “temperamentally unfit” for
managerial positions. Such studies mostly derived theoretical
support from the role congruity theory which explained
gender stereotyping of leadership positions by positing that
perceived gender roles may conflict with expectations
regarding leadership roles, especially when an occupation is
held predominantly by one sex (Eagly et al., 1995). Gender
stereotyping has been defined as “the belief that a set of traits
and abilities is more likely to be found among one sex than
the other” (Schein, 1978, p. 259) and are considered one of
the direct antecedents of discrimination at work (Dovidio &
Hebl, 2005). This stereotyping tendency has been extended
to occupations that are perceived to be traditionally exclusive
to men or women (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Norris & Wylie,
1995) as explained in the section above. This characterisation
could potentially strengthen stereotypes that women are less
qualified than men for leadership roles in these perceived
‘classified’” occupations (e.g. engineering, mining, military,
construction, etc.) and this can have far-reaching implications
for recruitment, selection, placement, performance
evaluations and promotions (Norris &Wylie, 1995;
Youngman, 2001).

Notwithstanding the various initiatives and measures by
government and society aimed at increasing women
participation in leadership roles (e.g. affirmative action,
employment equity legislation, gender equality policy), the
traditional stereotypes remain. These stereotypes could
potentially account for the disparity in the number of men and
women occupying leadership position in contemporary South
African organisations. In 2001, South Africa introduced a
framework that promotes equality amongst both genders with
the aim of increasing the number of women in the decision
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making structure (Chiloane-Tsoka, 2012). This initiative has
however not achieved the desired result as a report by The
Commission of Employment Equity (2012) shows that males
continue to dominate top management positions in various
organisations. While a number of studies (e.g. (Dodge,
Gilroy & Fenzel, 1995; Norris & Wylie, 1995; Schein,
Mueller, & Jacobson, 1989) have demonstrated stereotypical
masculine traits (by men) in the characterisation of successful
managers, others (e.g. Schein, 1975) has depicted female
managers accepting stereotypical masculine characteristics as
a model for success in management. This characterisation by
female managers thus imply their acceptance of the
traditional male-dominance culture and could influence their
selection, promotion and placement decisions in favour of
men. This evidence could therefore lead to the conclusion that
women are at least partially to blame both for their own
difficulty in attaining leadership positions and for society’s
lukewarm attitude to accept them. As a consequence of the
stereotypical perception that women do not characteristically
fit into leadership model, women who want to be leaders are
usually required to be extremely well qualified, have proven
records of accomplishments, and work harder than their male
counterparts in order to be accepted as leaders (Moran, 1992).

Although the above literature clearly demonstrates that
gender stereotypes are prevalent in organisations as a
potential barrier to advancement, the degree of its persistence
in the 21st century remain unclear (Duehr & Bono, 2006).
Literature suggest a gradual change in the social environment
as the distribution of men and women into social roles is
shifting thus influencing the perceptions of stereotypes
(Lueptow et al.,, 2001). This environmental change,
particularly for female managers, could be attributed to two
possibilities: first, the changing social roles (e.g. increasing
education and participation of women at work and in
managerial and executive positions); and second, compelling
legal requirements on organisations to embrace diversity and
achieve gender equality (Duehr & Bono, 2006).

Notably also is the emergence of studies that provided
empirical support for the ‘women advantage to lead” school
of thought (Helgesen, 1990; Rosener, 1995) articulated in an
earlier section of this paper. Such support could be found in a
meta-analytical study conducted by Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell
and Ristikari (2011). The study examined the extent to which
stereotypes of leadership are culturally masculine and
concluded that contemporary leadership seemingly
“incorporate more feminine relational qualities, such as
sensitivity, warmth, and understanding” (p. 634). To this
extent, Koenig and colleagues contended that organisations
should shift emphasis away from the traditional masculine
view of leadership towards a more feminine and
transformational outlook. The successful emergence of
women leaders in traditionally dominated fields such as
politics and business has lent some credibility to Koenig et al.
study. Contemporary female political leaders include Angelo
Merkel, Hillary Clinton, Dilma Rousseff, while the field of
business consists of personalities such as VVera Songwe, Bola
Shagaya, Maria Ramos and Sibongile Sambo. This evidence
aptly demonstrates that leadership quality is not an exclusive
function of masculinity. The changing socio-legal
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environment coupled with the emerging shift in perceptions
and stereotypes regarding gender characterisation of
leadership roles in contemporary organisations also provides
explanation for the non-significant path that was found
between perceptions and stereotyping (t = .07>.05) in the
current study.

Conclusion

The current study contributes empirically to the gender-
leadership roles literature by evaluating the causal linkages
among managerial and functional competencies, perceptions
and stereotyping. Although the statistical analysis of the study
supports the age long assertion that male managers are more
competent than their female managers in exercising
managerial competence, this finding was explained within the
context provided by Eagly et al. (1995) and Eagly and Karau
(2002) to the extent that prejudice toward female leaders is
dependent on features of the leadership context as well as
characteristics and biases of the evaluators. Although this
study provides support in terms of gender characterisation
and a changing debate and literature suggesting that when all
leadership contexts are considered together, there is a non-
significant gender difference in leadership effectiveness.
More important, the conceptual model that was developed
and validated in this this study provides a framework for
future studies in the areas of leadership and gender roles,
organisational competency, perception and stereotyping.
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