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Abstract

This research examined whether female (vs. male) leaders are preferred during a pan-

demic when stereotypically feminine leadership is deemed useful. We hypothesized

that citizens prefer female (vs. male) politicians when the crisis is framed as a social

(vs. economic) crisis because they believe it requires feminine (vs. masculine) leader-

ship. In a pilot study and three online experimentswithUS residents (Ntotal = 1675), we

manipulated crisis type or a leadership candidate’s gender for a task force. While par-

ticipants indicated that a crisis framed as social (vs. economic) required more feminine

leadership, they did not appoint a woman more or rated her as more suitable for the

social crisis (vs. economic crisis or a no-crisis situation). Furthermore, the female (vs.

male) candidatewas not perceived to possessmore feminine leadership traits. Overall,

participants did not rely on gender stereotypes when explicitly evaluating politicians.

We discuss potential explanations for these unexpected results.

KEYWORDS

crisis Leadership, gender stereotypes, glass cliff, politicians, politics, social roles

1 INTRODUCTION

Prior research has demonstrated a gendered division of tasks in politi-

cal leadership in line with gender stereotypes and social roles (Eagly &

Steffen, 1984). For example, female leaders are perceived to be more

people-oriented than male leaders and are allocated tasks accordingly

(Alexander & Andersen, 1993). The COVID-19 pandemic provided a

recent example where researchers and practitioners commented on

and investigated the effectiveness of politicians’ leadership in relation

to politicians’ gender and gendered leadership styles (e.g., Funk, 2020;

Grebelsky-Lichtman & Katz, 2020; McGuire et al., 2020; Sergent &

Stajkovic, 2020). The present research seeks to understand whether

gender stereotypes also shaped citizens’ leadership preferences dur-

ing the COVID-19 crisis. In particular, we focused on the association
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between candidate gender and the types of crises that are perceived to

require skills congruent with gender stereotypes.

1.1 Evaluations of women (vs. men) in leadership

Research has repeatedly highlighted that political tasks are perceived

to be gendered.Whereasmale politicians dominate in units addressing

the economy, fiscal affairs, foreign affairs or crime, female politicians

are more likely found in so-called domestic units addressing health

and education (Herrnson et al., 2003). Moreover, much research illus-

trated that voters evaluate female and male politicians according to

gender stereotypes (Holman, 2023; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993a; Koch,

1999, 2000). As in the business andmanagement domains (Eagly et al.,
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1992; Koenig et al., 2011; Sczesny et al., 2004), female actors are per-

ceived to be more communal (e.g., people-oriented and honest) and

male actors are generally seen as more agentic (e.g., assertive and self-

confident, Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Rosenwasser & Dean, 1989).

These perceptionsmay reflect onwhat leadership style is perceived in,

or attributed to, female and male politicians. Thus, female politicians

may either generally lead in more stereotypically feminine (i.e., caring)

ways thanmen (e.g., Funk&Philips, 2019) orwomenmaybemore likely

than men to lead in areas where communal skills are relevant (Eagly &

Steffen, 1984).

In particular, in the COVID-19 crisis, a widespread belief suggested

that female leaders were managing the crisis better than male leaders

when it came to protecting vulnerable group members (Chamorro-

Premuzic & Gallop, 2020; Henley & Roy, 2020; Katz, 2021; Taub,

2020). Initial research reported that female-led countries controlled

the spreadof the virus faster thanmale-led countries or reported lower

COVID-19-related deaths (Coscieme et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2023).

Such findings have led to a call for more female leadership in the cri-

sis (e.g., PanAmericanHealthOrganization [PAHO], 2021;UNWomen,

2020).

1.2 A female advantage in crisis leadership?

The gender and leadership literature indeed gives accounts of crisis–

women associations. The glass cliff metaphor and supporting evidence

have emphasized that women are disproportionately appointed to

leadership positions in a crisis (Morgenroth et al., 2020; Ryan et al.,

2016). Several explanations for the glass cliff have been advanced,

with one influential factor being the goal envisioned for the leadership

appointment (Ryan et al., 2011). The COVID-19 crisis had a direct and

disruptive impact on many people’s lives. So, what did people expect

from leaders in this context?

Leadership qualities associated with solving a crisis are people-

orientation and communion (Mano-Negrin & Sheaffer, 2004). Because

female leaders, more than male leaders, are typically perceived to

possess these qualities, they are seen as more apt to handle crises

effectively (Ryan et al., 2011). This think crisis–think female association

has been experimentally tested in business scenarios, with results sug-

gesting that people believed that it was more important for managers

of struggling companies to have communal (i.e., stereotypically femi-

nine) traits than agentic traits (Study 2; Ryan et al., 2011) and that this

beliefwas linked to a preference for female overmale candidates in cri-

sis (Study 2; Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010). One may thus reason

that womenmight be seen asmore effective leaders in crisis because of

their ascribed communal leadership traits (see also Oliver et al., 2022).

However, other research demonstrated that agentic leaders were

preferred over communal leaders for poorly performing companies

compared to strongly performing companies independent of the

leader’s gender if leadership qualifications motivated the appointment

(Kulich et al., 2018). This finding suggests that stereotypically feminine

(i.e., communal) traits are not always deemed useful in a crisis. Follow-

ing up on these disparities, Kulich et al. (2021) proposed that different

types of crises may trigger demands for either agentic or communal

leadership – independent of the leader’s gender. They experimentally

illustrated that the preference for communal leaders was stronger in

a relational crisis, which implicitly demands stereotypically feminine

qualities, than in a financial crisis, which demandsmasculine traits. The

trait–crisis type association aligns with the mechanism suggested by

the think crisis–think femalemetaphor.

In the same study, the effect of candidate gender on the candi-

date choice was smaller, and participants preferred women in a crisis

(vs. no crisis), independent of its relational or financial nature. This

tendency suggests that (1) gendered leadership traits did not explain

candidate choice as regards their actual gender and (2) other mecha-

nisms explaining the preference for women in crisis contexts need to

be uncovered. Thus,more research is needed to understand the causal-

ities of gender and gendered traits in different types of crises (Bavik

et al., 2021; Hannah et al., 2009). The think crisis–think female asso-

ciation has not yet been experimentally investigated in the political

domain, with clear differentiation between the types of crises demand-

ing stereotypically feminine or masculine qualities (Morgenroth et al.,

2020), even though gender stereotypes have been reported to impact

politicians’ evaluations significantly (Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993a).

1.3 Leaders’ gender, gendered leadership and the
COVID-19 crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic provides an example where politicians’

gender and gendered leadership styles were focal discussion points for

determining effective leadership in both the press and research (Funk,

2020; Grebelsky-Lichtman&Katz, 2020;McGuire et al., 2020; Sergent

& Stajkovic, 2020). Many media posts contrasted female and male

politicians’ leadership styles and reported that female political leaders

handled the health crisis differently from theirmale counterparts (Bell,

2020; Park, 2022; Waylen, 2021). Researchers reported that female

leaders communicated with more empathy and cooperativeness than

male leaders and showed more engagement in protecting vulnerable

communities (Funk, 2020; Grebelsky-Lichtman &Katz, 2020;McGuire

et al., 2020; Sergent & Stajkovic, 2020). The present research seeks to

understand whether gender stereotypes about political leaders also

shaped citizens’ leadership perceptions and whether preferences for

female or male leaders depended on how the COVID-19 crisis was

framed: either as a social crisis, a domain often associated with women

and femininity or an economic crisis, a domain associated with men

andmasculinity.

The COVID-19 crisis provided an opportunity to test different

aspects of a crisis because the pandemic was not only described as

a health crisis but also encompassed economic (Béland et al., 2020;

Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020; Pak et al., 2020) and social consequences

(Fisher & Ryan, 2021; Profeta, 2020; Rimmer, 2020). To gain initial

insights into when and why female political leaders were preferred

in the COVID-19 crisis, Takizawa et al. (2022) collected observational

data with an online questionnaire in five countries during the first

year of the pandemic, exploring predictors of female political leader
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preferences. They were particularly interested in whether partici-

pants would prefer female political leaders if they perceived the social

aspects of the crisis to be severe and less so when the economic cri-

sis was perceived to be severe. However, the results were inconclusive.

Considering the correlational nature of survey data and the different

perceptions peoplemay have in theCOVID-19 crisis contexts, we need

more evidence from a controlled setting to better understand crisis

type–leader gender associations.

2 THE PRESENT RESEARCH

We experimentally tested whether the think crisis–think female asso-

ciation depended on the qualities that were perceived as relevant in

a crisis. More specifically, we investigated in the COVID-19 pandemic

whether a female political leader was preferred (over a male leader)

in a crisis when management required qualities that are stereotypi-

cally linked to women and feminine leadership. Hypothesis 1 predicted

that social consequences (compared to economic consequences) of

the COVID-19 crisis were perceived to require more stereotypically

feminine competencies, namely communal (H1a) and moral (H1b) lead-

ership, and fewer stereotypically masculine competencies (agentic

leadership, H1c). We added the dimension of morality, often charac-

terized as being ethical, trustworthy and honest (Leach et al., 2007),

to the two universal dimensions of social perception (communion and

agency; Fiske et al., 2007) because trust was an important factor for

predicting leadership preferences in the COVID-19 pandemic (Bollyky

et al., 2023; Everett et al., 2021). Although morality has been shown

to be conceptually different from communion (Leach et al., 2007), they

are both associated with women and femininity (e.g., Huddy & Terkild-

sen, 1993b). In politics, moral leadership is also associated with female

leaders (Barnes & Beaulieu, 2014; Pew Research Center, 2015). If

H1 is supported and if leaders are associated with gendered stereo-

types, then female leaders should be more strongly preferred than

male leaders in contexts of the COVID-19 crisis, which require stereo-

typically feminine qualities. Thus, in Hypothesis 2, we predicted that

a female (vs. male) candidate would be preferred to lead a unit deal-

ing with social consequences compared to one dealing with economic

consequences.

We conducted a pilot study and three online experiments by cre-

ating fictitious scenarios about COVID-19 task forces in the United

States, which were described as either social or economic units, and

participantswere asked tomatch these throughdifferent experimental

designswithmale or female political leaders. National task forces guid-

ing political decisions through theCOVID-19 crisiswere set up inmany

countries as one of the first steps in the public health emergency. In

the United States, the president established the first task force, which

overlooked all measures related to the crisis (WhiteHouse.gov, 2020).

The task force even had the power to overturn the Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention (e.g., Kaplan, 2020). Based on the recognized

importance of such COVID-19 task forces and their much-disputed

effectiveness (e.g., Santucci, 2020), a task force provided an excellent

framework with high external validity to use in our experiments.

2.1 Data transparency

Data and the pre-registration of Study 3 are available on the

open registries network at https://osf.io/myh9c/?view_only=

d0206dc7cfd44895a46e00562b519a71 . We report all measures,

manipulations and exclusions of all studies in the paper. Further

details on materials, additional measures and explorative analyses

are presented in the Supporting Information (SM 1.3 for Study

1, SM 2.2 for Study 2, SM 3.3 for Study 3). We performed data

analyses with the sample sizes provided herein. No additional data

were sought for any of the studies after the initial data analysis.

Participants in all studies were randomly assigned to experimental

conditions.

3 PILOT STUDY

To test whether communal leadership traits and female politicians

were associated more with a crisis framed as producing social con-

sequences than one framed as producing economic consequences, we

conducted an initial study in June 2021 with 407 Prolific participants

based in the United States. Details of the study are available in the

Supporting Information (SM Pilot Study). We manipulated the gender

of the political candidate (man vs. woman) who would lead a COVID-

19 task force unit, and participants had to appoint the candidate to

either the unit dealing with the economic crisis or the one dealing with

the social crisis. Additionally, we measured the perceived importance

of agentic and communal leadership traits for each position. Results

showed that communal leadership traits were rated asmore important

for the social unit than for the economic unit (H1a). Furthermore, agen-

tic leadership traitswere rated as less important for the social unit than

the economic unit (H1c). However, we foundno effect of candidate gen-

der on choice. Participants presentedwith a female candidatewere not

more likely to select the social unit than those with a male candidate.

Due to the lack of results in this pilot study, we decided to launch a

series of studies to test and exclude alternative explanations for the

lack of a link between female leaders and a stereotypically feminine

crisis.

4 STUDY 1

Study 1 tested H1 and H2 with improved candidate biographies (such

as highlighting expertise in both social and economic issues; see SM

for details) and a between-participant manipulation of the mission

of the task force (economic vs. social). Moreover, we measured how

suitable participants rated a female versus a male politician in the

position to lead a unit in economic or social crises (see also Morgen-

roth et al., 2020). With the suitability rating, we expected to measure

more nuanced and honest responses from participants. Hypothesis 2

was adapted such that we predicted that a female candidate is rated as

more suitable than amale candidate to lead a unit tackling a social crisis

rather than an economic crisis.
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4.1 Method

4.1.1 Participants

An a priori power analysis for a multiple regression for H2 (α = .05,

80% power) with one tested predictor (Candidate gender×Crisis unit)

determined a sample size of 407 for a small effect (ηp2 = .019, based

on Study 3 from Haslam & Ryan, 2008; between-participants effects

from Morgenroth et al., 2020; and the pilot study’s suitability ratings

formale and female candidates).We recruited560participants onPro-

lific in October 2021 and excluded participants who did not live in the

United States (n = 69), failed the attention check (n = 10), failed the

comprehension checks (n = 47) or did not specify their gender (n = 1).

A total of 433 participantswere included in the analysis (52.7%women

and 47.3%men).

Participants reported their age, M = 32.75, SD = 10.61, from 18

to 79 years, employment status (67.7% employed) and ethnic iden-

tity (74.1% Caucasian or White, 4.8% Asian or Asian-American, 6.2%

Hispanic or Latino, 15.7% African-American or Black, 1.2% Native

American, Alaska Native, Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 2.3% Other or

Multi-Cultural).

4.1.2 Study design and procedure

The study had a 2 Candidate gender × 2 Task force unit (social vs.

economic) between-participant design. Participants first read a ficti-

tious vignette about a US state where a COVID-19 task force was

established. They either learned about the economic unit, ‘addressing

the economic crisis, which includes the worsened economic situation

for many people at present and/or in the future’, or the social unit,

‘addressing the social crisis, which encompasses social inequalities or

social problems that are worse for many people at present and/or

in the future’ (see SM 1.1). The text explained that the presented

task force unit needed a new director to lead the unit’s tasks. Next,

participants wrote down what they associated with the economic or

social aspects of the crisis (matching the unit that they had seen),

rated how important they considered the presented unit’s responsi-

bilities and how difficult it was to lead. Participants then indicated

how important agentic, communal and moral traits were for lead-

ing that unit. In the next step, they saw a female or male political

candidate shortlisted for the task force director position (SM 1.2).

In these biographies, we reported candidates’ academic and work-

related economic backgrounds as well as their social backgrounds.

It was stressed that the candidates were already active government

members (‘Each unit is led by a director who is a political representa-

tive appointed by the state government’). Finally, participants rated

the candidate’s suitability for the position, answered some additional

questions about their perceptions and endedwith questions about par-

ticipants’ perceptions of the COVID-19 crisis and their demographic

information.

4.1.3 Measures

Comprehension check about the crisis. After the COVID-19 task force

information, we asked participants to select the type of crisis that

the new unit director in the task force would need to address (‘Social

inequalities’ or ‘Economic difficulties’).

Agentic, communal andmoral leadership traits.We searched perceived

ideal traits of politicians in the literature and categorized them into the

agentic and communal dimensions (Cwalina & Falkowski, 2005; Liber-

ska & Jankowiak, 2016). We compared them to the leadership traits

we used in the pilot study and adapted the list with items that seemed

more fitting in the political context. Importance ratings were assessed

(7-point Likert scales labelled 1 not at all important to 7 very important)

for four agentic leadership traits1 (assertive, confident, determined, pow-

erful; α = .63) and six communal leadership traits (friendly, considerate,

empathetic, socially oriented, cooperative, sensitive to the needs of others;

α = .82). Moreover, seven items assessed the perceived importance

of moral leadership traits (honest, sincere, trustworthy, reliable, genuine,

means what they say, principled; α= .92; Boukes & Boomgaarden, 2016;

Clarke et al., 2018; Leach et al., 2007).

Comprehension check about the candidate. Following the candidate’s

biography, participants selected the academic backgrounds of the can-

didate (‘social science’ and ‘economics’). Participants were excluded

from analysis if they selected the wrong backgrounds (‘biological

science’ or ‘law’).

Leader suitability. Six items, based on Haslam and Ryan (2008), mea-

sured participant’s evaluation of the presented candidate regarding

their leadership abilities (e.g., ‘This candidate has the required com-

petencies for this job’) and their suitability (e.g., ‘This candidate fits

with this position’) for the position on a 7-point Likert scale from 1

Completely disagree to 7 Completely agree (α= .82,M= 5.49, SD= 0.95).

Comprehension check of candidate gender. Before the demographic

questions, participants were asked the name of the candidate they

were shown (‘RobertWilson’, ‘LauraWilson’, ‘Neither’).

Participant political leaning. Political leaning was measured by an 11-

point scale from 0 left to 11 right (M= 6.22, SD= 3.54).

4.2 Results

4.2.1 Perceptions of economic and social crisis
units (H1)

First, we conducted a repeated-measures analysis of variance

(ANOVA) on importance ratings of the leadership traits (agentic,

communal, moral) with the unit (social vs. economic) as a between-

participant variable. As generally predicted by H1, we found a Traits

1 Due to an error in the questionnaire, different agentic itemswere partially shown depending

on the condition. Therefore, we only included the four agentic items thatwere assessed in both

conditions. Moreover, the item honest was accidentally used twice as a communal and moral

dimension and used for themoral dimension.
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F IGURE 1 Importance ratings of agentic, communal andmoral
traits for the economic and social units. Error bars indicate standard
errors.

× Unit interaction, F(1431) = 96.28, p < .001, ηp2 = .18. Post hoc

tests revealed that H1a and H1b were supported as communal, 95%

CI [−1.08, −0.75], p < .001 and moral traits, 95% CI [−1.60, −1.29],

p < .001, were both perceived to be more important for participants

in the social than in the economic unit. Against expectations, agen-

tic traits were also rated as more important by participants in the

social (vs. economic) unit, 95% CI [−0.83, −0.51], p < .001. Thus,

H1c was not supported. It should, however, be noted that the effect

size of the difference in unit ratings was smallest for the agentic

traits (MD = 0.67, SE = 0.08, F(1431) = 65.32, p < .001, ηp2 = .13;

communal traits: MD = 0.92, SE = 0.08, F(1431) = 119.07, p < .001,

ηp2 = .22; moral traits, MD = 1.44, SE = 0.08, F(1431) = 331.47,

p< .001, ηp2 = .44; see Figure 1). Following this, we testedwhether the

size of between-unit discrepancies significantly varied between the

trait dimensions. We conducted three separate repeated-measures

ANOVAs comparing each dimension pair. The analyses revealed that

all between-unit discrepancies were different (agentic vs. communal:

F(1431)= 8.66, p= .003, ηp2 = .02, agentic vs. moral: F(1431)= 96.28,

p < .001, ηp2 = .18, communal vs. moral: F(1431) = 54.26, p < .001,

ηp2 = .11). The largest effect size was found for the agentic-moral trait

comparison.

4.2.2 Suitability rating depending on candidate
gender (H2)

In all regression analyses in which we tested H2, we added participant

gender and political leaning as covariates (including all interactions).

Previous findings showed that they influenced how both economic and

social aspects of the COVID-19 crisis were perceived and whether

female political leadership was preferred (Takizawa et al., 2022).

To test whether the female (vs. male) candidate was rated as more

suitable for a leadership position if the crisis was social in nature rather

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Economic Social

S
u

it
ab

il
it

y
 R

at
in

g

Crisis Unit

Female candidate

Male candidate

F IGURE 2 Suitability ratings of the candidates depending on their
gender and the presented crisis unit. Error bars indicate standard
errors.

than economic, we conducted a regression analysis on suitability with

candidate gender (−1 = man, 1 = woman) and crisis unit (−1 = eco-

nomic, 1 = social) as predictors (see Appendix A for complete results

with full statistics). Participants’ gender (−1 = man, 1 = woman) and

political leaning (centralized), including all interactions, were added as

covariates. Regardingourhypothesis,we foundno interactionbetween

candidate gender and crisis unit, B = −0.08, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.17,

0.01],p= .084,ηp2= .01 (seeFigure2). All other effects, including those

of covariates and interactions, were non-significant, ps> .051.

4.3 Discussion

We found partial support for H1, showing that communal and moral

leadership traitswere ratedmore important for the social than the eco-

nomic unit, replicating the results of the pilot study. Although smaller,

the same pattern occurred for agentic traits, which was at odds with

our prediction and with findings from the pilot study. Regarding H2,

suitability ratings were not affected by candidate gender and crisis

type, which is consistent with the absence of results for candidate

choice in the pilot study.

Several reasons could underline the deviating results for agency.

First, a programming error led to participants in the economic and

social conditions seeing three different agency items (strong-minded,

forceful, dedicated in the economic condition and skillful, task-oriented,

confident in the social condition), next to four items that were com-

mon to both conditions. Even though we only used the items that

were present in both conditions for the analyses, the other items could

have involuntarily influenced the ratings of the remaining agency items

(Asch, 1946; Yzerbyt & Klein, 2019). This inconsistency might have

led to different baseline ratings of the remaining items between the

conditions.

Second,we compared the ratings of the units betweenparticipants in

Study 1 (every participant only read about one unit) and within partici-

pants in the pilot study (every participant saw both units). The absence
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of the expected effect of higher importance of agency in the economic

(vs. social) unit in Study1, but its presence in the pilot study,maybedue

to the direct comparison in the latter. The social unitmight be generally

perceived to require agentic leadership traits, but in direct compari-

son to the economic unit, stereotypes linking agency to the economy

might become more influential (see Biernat & Manis, 1994). However,

complementary analyses illustrated that leading the economic unit is

perceived to be more difficult than leading the social unit, which may

contradict this potential explanation (see SM1.3).

So far, both studies suggest that a social (vs. economic) crisis con-

text is perceived to require more stereotypically feminine traits, but

this does not result in a preference for female candidates.

5 STUDY 2

Study 1 left two major questions open, which concern (1) our negli-

gence of testing whether female candidates are actually perceived to

possess more communal and less agentic traits than male candidates

and (2) we did not consider alternative mechanisms that could explain

the choice of women.

5.1 Gendered stereotypes and candidate gender

Our implicit premise was that participants would perceive the female

candidate as endorsing stereotypically feminine (communal) charac-

teristics, therefore choosing her more in a unit requiring such char-

acteristics (i.e., the social unit). However, so far, we have investigated

whether perceptions of ideal gendered leadership styles in a given

situationwould influence candidatepreferences (appointmentsor suit-

ability ratings) regarding their gender. Thus,while our studies informed

us about participants’ importance ratings of the units of social and eco-

nomic affairs along the communion-agency trait dimensions, we do not

knowhow the female versusmale candidatewas perceived along these

same dimensions. Study 3 thus sought to investigate gender effects on

leadership trait ascriptions, advancing Hypothesis 3 that participants

would perceive the female candidate to possess more communal and

moral traits and less agentic traits than the male candidate. Extending

this interest, we also exploredwhether choices are affected by percep-

tions thatwomen endorse communal valuesmore thanmen (Block et al.,

2018; Diekman et al., 2010; Konrad et al., 2000).

5.2 Gender differences concerning change
potential

The presented results did not reveal candidate gender effects when

comparing crisis types. One reason may be that the effect may have

been too weak, as previous findings suggest a stronger crisis-type

effect for candidates’ gendered traits than for their gender (Kulich

et al., 2021). Another theoretically interesting reason could be that

alternative mechanisms explain glass cliff choices. A crisis implies that

change is required (Pearson&Clair, 1998), and appointing a leaderwho

is different from previous leaders in a crisis signals a change by shift-

ing away from the common, default choice of male leadership (Brown

et al., 2011; Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010; Reinwald et al., 2023).

Therefore, it is not necessarily believed that the female appointee

will implement actual changes (Kulich et al., 2015). In the corporate

world, the term window dressing is used when a woman is appointed

to a high-power position to signal to shareholders that the company

is doing something to address a crisis (Helland & Sykuta, 2004). So, the

type of crisis may be unimportant and female candidates could be pre-

ferred in anycrisis context. If thismechanismalsoapplies in thepolitical

domain, the results from our previous studies come with little surprise

because we only compared crisis situations.

In political democracies, politicians gain power through the support

and votes of the citizens (e.g., Zingher & Farrer, 2016). Therefore, the

appointed candidateswill need tohaveapositive impactonpublic opin-

ion. So, their perceived potential to signal change might be important

for being appointed (an effect found for ethnic minority candidates,

see Study 2, Aelenei et al., 2020). Regarding gender, the observational

COVID-19 crisis study demonstrated that the preference for female

leadership increased for those who did not usually endorse female

leadership if people were dissatisfied with current political actions,

implying that those people might be hoping for some sort of change

(Takizawa et al., 2022).

Complementing the gender stereotype hypotheses about leader-

ship styles and the encouraging results from the observational study,

we thus aimed to test whether female and male political candidates

for high-power positions were perceived to differ in their potential to

signal change. In Hypothesis 4, we predicted that participants would

perceive the female candidate to possess greater potential to signal

change but not greater potential to implement actual change than the

male candidate.

Moreover, we wanted to confront the signalling change hypothesis

with the gender stereotypes hypothesis by adding a no-crisis compari-

son condition and analysing candidate appointments across the three

conditions. According to the signalling change hypothesis, we predicted

in Hypothesis 5a that the female (vs. male) candidate should more

likely be appointed to a crisis context compared to a no-crisis context

regardless of crisis type. However, if the gender stereotypes hypoth-

esis holds, the alternative Hypothesis 5b predicts that the female

candidate would be more likely appointed to the social crisis than

the economic crisis and no-crisis context, and the male candidate

more likely to the economic crisis than the social crisis and no-crisis

context.

5.3 Method

5.3.1 Participants

As in the pilot study, we ran an a priori power analysis based on Study

3 from Kulich et al. (2021), which conducted a similar analysis. The

required sample size (80% power, α= .05, odds ratio= 1.80) was 375.
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564 TAKIZAWA ET AL.

In November 2021, 457 US participants completed our question-

naire via Prolific. We excluded participants who failed the attention

check (n= 5), the comprehension checks (n= 26) or those who did not

specify their gender or identified as non-binary because therewere too

few of them to create an independent group (n = 6). Thus, 420 partici-

pants were included in the analysis (49.5% women and 50.5% men). A

sensitivity analysis for logistic regression revealed that with our sam-

ple, α = .05, and 80% power, the minimum effect size that we could

detect was an odds ratio= 1.74.

Participants reported their age, M = 42.40, SD = 13.85, from

19 to 79 years, employment status (65.5% employed) and ethnic

identity (86.7% Caucasian or White, 4.8% Asian or Asian-American,

4% Hispanic or Latino, 6% African-American or Black, 1.4% Native

American, Alaska Native, Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 1.7% Other or

Multi-Cultural).

5.3.2 Procedure

Because we added a no-crisis context, the scenarios were changed

to a COVID-19 crisis task force that sent one political representa-

tive to three different city councils (randomized presentation; see

SM 2.1) that either increasingly struggled ‘with the consequences

of the social crisis’ or ‘with the consequences of the economic cri-

sis’ and needed to ‘improve the situation and the public opinion’.

In the no-crisis city, difficulties resulting from the COVID-19 crisis

were presented as having been efficiently dealt with and the focus

was set on ‘regular affairs’ and on ‘maintaining the positive pub-

lic opinion’. Next, participants responded to a comprehension check

and continued to rate the political representative’s task in each

city in terms of importance and difficulty. Participants then saw a

female or male political candidate (same materials used in Study

1). They rated the presented candidate regarding agentic, communal

and moral leadership traits, perceived values of the candidate and

their change potential. Finally, they appointed the candidate to one

of the cities (with its situation described again). The questionnaire

ended with demographic questions after answering some additional

questions.

5.3.3 Measures

Comprehension check of the task force unit. Following information about

the COVID-19 task force and the cities, participants were assigned the

correct tasks (‘tackle economic difficulties’, ‘keep things going as they

are’ or ‘tackle social problems’) that task force representatives would

address in each city (randomized presentation).

Perceived candidate’s traits. Four items eachmeasured towhat extent

the presented candidate was perceived to be agentic (dominant, bold,

assertive, competitive; α = .85), communal (understanding, kind, compas-

sionate, sympathetic; α = .92) and moral (sincere, honest, trustworthy,

ethical; α = .93) using a 7-point Likert scale labelled 1 strongly disagree

to 7 strongly agree. The agency and communion items were derived

from Hentschel et al. (2019), and the morality items were taken from

Bongiorno et al. (2021) and Leach et al. (2007).

Perceived candidate’s values. Participants indicated to what extent

theybelievedcommunal andagentic valueswere important for thepre-

sented candidate on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 not at all important to

7 extremely important. Agentic values (α = .90) comprised power, recog-

nition, achievement, self-promotion, independence, status and competition,

while communal values (α = .93) consisted of the items helping others,

serving humanity, working with people, connection with others, attending to

others, caring for others and intimacy (Block et al., 2018; Diekman et al.,

2010).

Perceived candidate’s change potential. Several items measured to

what extent participants believed that the presented candidate pos-

sessed change potential using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1

strongly disagree to 7 strongly agree. Four items addressed the candi-

date’s potential to signal change (e.g., ‘the assignment of this candidate

symbolizes a visible change for the citizens of the city’, α = .87) and

six items were about the candidate’s potential to implement actual

changes (e.g., the candidate is capable of adequately tackling the con-

sequences that the city has to address, α = .89). All items were taken

fromprior glass cliff studieswith somewording adapted to the political

context (Kulich et al., 2015, 2018, 2021).

Comprehension check about the candidate, comprehension check

of candidate’s gender and participant political leaning (M = 5.79,

SD= 3.27) weremeasured as in Study 1.

5.4 Results

5.4.1 Perceived traits of the presented candidate
(H3)

We conducted a repeated-measures ANOVA on the traits (agentic,

communal, moral) with candidate gender (woman vs. man) as between-

participant variable. Amain effect of traitswas found, F(1,418)=14.22,

p< .001, ηp2 = .03, such that the attributions of moral traits,M= 5.23,

SD= 1.03, were generally higher than attributions of agentic,M= 5.03,

SD = 0.98 and communal traits, M = 5.15, SD = 0.97. Other pairwise

comparisons of the trait attributions were not significant, ps > .060.

No Trait ×Candidate gender interaction was found, indicating that the

attribution of the traits did not differ between the female and male

candidate, F(1,418)= 0.12, p= .725, ηp2 < .001, not supporting H3.

5.4.2 Perceived values of the presented candidate

We ran a repeated-measures ANOVA on the value ratings (agen-

tic, communal) with candidate gender (woman, man) as between-

participant variable. The main effect of value, F(1,418) = 27.08,

p < .001, ηp2 = .06, showed that communal values were generally

attributed more than agentic values to the candidates. However, no

Values × Candidate gender interaction was found, F(1,418) = 0.13,

p= .717, ηp2 < .001.
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F IGURE 3 The proportion of participants’ choices of crisis types
depending on candidate gender.

5.4.3 Perceived change potential of presented
candidate (H4)

Weconducted independent samples t-tests to compare theevaluations

of the female candidate and the male candidate. The female candi-

date,M= 4.94, SD= 1.12, was not perceived to possessmore potential

to signal change to the citizens than the male candidate, M = 4.94,

SD= 1.14, t(418)= 0.02, p= .984, 95%CI [−0.21, 0.21], not supporting

our hypothesis (H4).

Moreover, no difference in actual change potential was observed

(female candidate: M = 5.24, SD = 1.00; male candidate: M = 5.31,

SD= 0.97), t(418)=−0.69, p= .490, 95%CI [−0.25, 0.12].

5.4.4 Crisis choice depending on candidate gender
(H5a and H5b)

In a preliminary analysis, we checked which city (i.e., crisis type) par-

ticipants chose for the female candidate and for the male candidate

(see Figure 3). According to a chi-square analysis, the general distri-

bution differed significantly from chance, χ2 (2, N = 420) = 49.64,

p < .001. Overall, the most chosen city was the city with an economic

crisis (45.2%), followed by the city with a social crisis (36.9%). The city

without any crises was chosen the least (17.9%). A chi-square test of

independence revealed that the appointments to different cities did

not differ by candidate gender, χ2 (2,N= 420)= 1.7, p= .709.

To perform an accurate test for H5a and H5b, we conducted two

multinomial logistic regressionson crisis type (1= citywith social crisis,

2 = city with economic crisis, 3 = city without a crisis) with candidate

gender (−1 = man, 1 = woman) as predictor and participants’ gender

(−1 = man, 1 = woman), political leaning (centralized) and all inter-

actions as covariates (see Appendix B for complete results with full

statistics).

In the first regression model, the reference category was the city

without crisis. This way, we investigated the likelihood of participants

choosing the citywith a social crisis and the citywith an economic crisis

compared to the citywithout a crisis as a function of the predictors.We

found that neither the probability of choosing the city with social crisis

(vs. no crisis), B = 0.06, Wald X2(420) = 0.19, p = .665, eB = 1.06, 95%

CI [0.80, 1.41], nor the probability of choosing the city with economic

crisis (vs. no crisis),B=−0.03,WaldX2(420)= 0.05, p= .828, eB = 0.97,

95% CI [0.74, 1.27], were higher for the female candidate compared to

themale candidate. Therefore, H5b was not supported.

In the second regressionmodel, the reference category was the city

with an economic crisis. In addition to the firstmodel, the secondmodel

revealed that the female candidate was not more likely than the male

candidate to be chosen for the city with social crisis (vs. economic cri-

sis, B = 0.09, Wald X2(420) = 0.72, p = .398, eB = 1.10, 95% CI [0.89,

1.36]). Thus, H5a was not supported. Overall, the results indicate that

the appointment of candidates to different contexts (economic crisis

vs. social crisis vs. no crisis) did not differ depending on their gender.

5.5 Discussion

In Study 2, we incorporated a no-crisis context for our dependent vari-

able andmeasured how the female candidatewas evaluated compared

to the male candidate. We tested two sets of hypotheses: One was

based on our initial prediction that people’s preferences for female and

male leaders would be dependent on gendered leadership demands of

crisis types (H3 and H5b). The alternative hypotheses predicted that

the type of crisis did not matter in leadership appointments because

womenwould bemore likely thanmen to be chosen to lead a crisis (H4

andH5a).

Overall, we found no differences in rating between the female and

male candidates regarding agentic, communal and moral traits and

their potential to signal or lead changes. This finding could explain

why our hypotheses on leadership appointment/suitability were not

supported in the present and previous studies. If the female candi-

date is not perceived to be more communal than the male candidate,

there is no reason to prefer her over the male candidate to deal with

a task that requires more communal skills (i.e., to handle a social cri-

sis). The alternative hypothesis was also not supported because the

woman was not appointed to lead a crisis more than a no-crisis situa-

tion compared to the man. Hence, we found no glass cliff effect in the

context of a COVID-19 crisis task force. Our finding adds to the glass

cliffmeta-analysis that demonstrated that various factorsmoderate its

emergence (Morgenroth et al., 2020).

6 STUDY 3

Study 3 was pre-registered and aimed to exclude four potential

methodological shortcomings that could have been responsible for

failing to observe the expected link between candidate gender and cri-

sis types in the previous studies. Thus, we made four methodological

adjustments but retained our initial hypotheses, focusing specifically

on H1 andH2, which were as follows:

H1. Social consequences (compared to economic consequences) of

the COVID-19 crisis are perceived to require (H1a, b) more
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566 TAKIZAWA ET AL.

stereotypically feminine competencies (i.e., communal andmoral

leadership traits) and (H1c) fewer stereotypically masculine

competencies (agentic leadership traits).

H2 . A female (vs. male) candidate is more likely appointed to lead a

unit dealing with social consequences compared to one dealing

with economic consequences.

Regarding the methodological alterations, first, the two different

crisis types focusing on either social or economic inequalitiesmay have

been perceived by participants to be inherently linked. Even thoughwe

found that a task force unit dealing with social issues was perceived

to require more stereotypically feminine leadership qualities than a

unit working on economic issues (Pilot and Study 1), it remains unclear

whether participants thought of the social crisis as economic inequali-

ties between social groups, which would also make the economic crisis

implicitly present in the context of a social crisis. To address this issue,

Study 3 listed concrete tasks in each condition, informing that the task

force’s mission would be to solve these specific tasks.We also incorpo-

rated amanipulation check on top of a comprehension check to ensure

that the two types of crisis are distinctly perceived.

Second, the perception of a relatively high level of leader respon-

sibility may have prevented the perception of gender differences in

leader suitability. Recent studies suggest that in top management

positions, men and women leaders are perceived as equally agentic,

indicating that the gender gap in perceived traits may decrease as

seniority increases (Gartzia, 2022). We cannot exclude that the level

of seniority may also play a role for political leaders, who are gener-

ally perceived as more masculine than feminine (Gaffney & Blaylock,

2010). Unlike Ryan et al. (2010), who asked to select candidates for a

lower level election, we presented candidates as already active repre-

sentatives in state government in our studies. This may have triggered

stereotypes about politicians overriding gender stereotypes (Eagly &

Steffen, 1984). To address this issue, Study 3 utilized an entry-level

political role with a lower level of responsibility in the task force.

Third, it is unclear whether the consequences of the COVID-19 cri-

sis were attributed to a controllable or uncontrollable cause. Kulich

et al. (2015, Study 1) demonstrated that the perception that manage-

ment could control the company’s performance was a prerequisite for

finding a preference for a female manager over a man in a corporate

crisis. Indeed, such a tendency was not found in an uncontrollable cri-

sis (i.e., global financial crisis). The causes of the crises might have been

ambiguous in our scenario: The pandemic and the health crisis were

global and may have been perceived as external. While our vignettes

pointed to internal management problems as causes of the current

problem in the task force, the real-life presence of the COVID-19 crisis

might still have led to interpretations of the situation as uncontrollable.

Citizens have experiencedmuch uncertainty during the pandemic (e.g.,

Maragakis, 2021). Thus, we measured perceptions of controllability to

control for it in the analyses in Study 3.

Finally, because we had not pretested our candidate profile, we

could not rule out the possibility that the lack of effects was due

to their particularities. Therefore, we ran a pretest of new candidate

profiles (SM 3.0) that contained more generic information than the

previously usedprofiles anddidnot differ in perceivedagentic, commu-

nal and moral leadership traits. In addition, we presented participants

with multiple candidates to choose from instead of just one profile per

gender to make gender less salient and avoid demand characteristics

(Gloor et al., 2020).

6.1 Method

6.1.1 Participants

An a priori power analysis for the logistic regression used for H2 with

G*Power (Faul et al., 2009), 80% power to capture a minimum effect

size of an odds ratio=1.80 (α= .05) recommended a sample size of 375

participants. From the 448 US participants on Prolific who completed

the questionnaire in February 2023, we excluded those who asked us

to delete their data after debriefing (n = 4), failed the attention check

(n = 4), the comprehension check (n = 4) or those who did not specify

their gender or identified as non-binary (n = 4). Our final sample con-

sisted of 432 participants (49.8%women, 49.3%men, 18–80 years old,

M = 44.16, SD = 14.37). A sensitivity analysis for logistic regression

revealed that, with our sample, α = .05 and 80% power, the minimum

effect size we could detect was an odds ratio= 1.73.

Participants reported their employment status (65.5% employed)

and ethnic identity (87.0% Caucasian or White, 4.4% Asian or Asian-

American, 4.2% Hispanic or Latino, 6.0% African-American or Black,

0.7%Native American, Alaska Native, Hawaiian or Pacific Islander).

6.1.2 Study design and procedure

We manipulated the type of crisis (economic, social) between partici-

pants and measured the perceived importance of gendered leadership

skills for the crisis (agentic, communal and moral leadership qualities).

Participants chose a candidate for a local task force leadership role.

The questionnaire began with a fictitious vignette describing a US

city grapplingwith the long-termconsequencesof theCOVID-19crisis.

These consequences were manipulated: half of the participants read

about increased economic instability (‘the COVID-19 crisis has accel-

erated the city’s disastrous economic conditions: Since 2020, the city

has dealt with increased economic instability’), while the other half

read about social inequalities (‘theCOVID-19 crisis has accelerated the

city’s disastrous conditions concerning social inequalities: Since 2020,

the city has dealtwith increased social inequalities’). The text explained

that the City Council had established a local task force to tackle those

‘local economic difficulties’ or ‘local social inequalities’ in the districts.

The tasks of these local task force leaders were specified as working

with the City Council to ‘oversee financial resources, and implement

plans to support at-risk businesses’ (economic) or to ‘oversee com-

munity efforts, and support vulnerable and disadvantaged people to

become part of the community’ (social).

The text further explained that the council was looking for a new

local task force leader for a district where attempts to address the
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TABLE 1 Rating of imminence (means and standard deviations) of
different types of crises (economic, social and climate) in the
experimental conditions (economic vs. social).

Crisis types

Economic crisis

condition Social crisis condition

M SD M SD

Economic difficulties 6.57 0.94 4.44 2.11

Social inequalities 3.63 2.10 6.41 1.27

Climate crisis 2.60 1.77 2.34 1.74

Abbreviations:M, mean; SD, standard deviation.

economic difficulties/social problems have been met ‘with dissatis-

faction from the population’. The text said, ‘anyone engaged in the

community and motivated to help the city is encouraged to apply. This

is a good opportunity for anyone interested in a political career’.

Participants answered some comprehension questions about the

text and rated the importance of agentic, communal and moral lead-

ership traits for the local task force leader in the scenario. Finally,

they saw the pretested descriptions of four pre-selected candidates

(two men and two women) in a randomized order. The combination of

candidate gender and description was also randomized. These biogra-

phies included candidates’ names (Robert Miller, Lisa Clark, William

Baker, Patricia Smith), birthdates (all candidates born between 1967

and1971), almamaters (allU.S.-based), relevant experiences (e.g., serv-

ing in theOffice ofNeighborhood Services), three domains of expertise

(e.g., financial law, social reform) and hobbies (e.g., swimming; see SM

3.2 for complete profiles).

Participants were asked to select their preferred candidate for the

local task force leader role in the presented district, with the ques-

tion, ‘In your opinion, which candidate should the City Council choose

as the local task force leader tackling economic difficulties/social

inequalities?’.

The study endedwith demographic questions.

6.1.3 Measures

Manipulation check of the crises. After reading the vignette, participants

indicated to which degree (from 1 Not at all to 7 A lot) economic diffi-

culties, social inequalities and the climate crisis (presented in randomized

order) needed to be tackled by the new local task force leader (see

Table 1 for means).

Comprehension check. They selected the topic of the vignette

between finding a new ‘local task force leader to tackle the long-term

consequences of the COVID-19 crisis’ (correct response), ‘chef for a

local restaurant [. . . ]’ and ‘head of a local hospital [. . . ]’.

Perceived controllability. Participants indicated the degree to which

they thought social inequalities or economic difficulties in the described

district could be controlled by a new local task force leader,M = 4.22,

SD= 1.34 (from 1Not at all to 7 Completely).

Agentic, communal and moral leadership traits. Participants rated how

important agentic, α= .80,M= 4.95, SD= 1.01, and communal, α= .85,

M = 5.73, SD = 0.83, leadership traits were for the new local task

force leader in the shown situation from 1Not at all important to 7 Very

important. The seven communal (friendly, caring, considerate, under-

standing, supportive, helpful, emotional) and seven agentic (assertive,

competitive, dominant, self-confident, independent, ambitious, aggres-

sive) traits were the same as those used in the pilot study (Abele, 2003;

Eagly et al., 2003; Hentschel et al., 2019; Keck, 2019; Scott & Brown,

2006). Moreover, like in Study 1, seven items assessed the perceived

importance of moral leadership traits, α = .90,M = 6.41, SD = 0.73. All

traits were presented in a randomized order.

Participant political leaning. Political leaning was assessed as in prior

studies,M= 5.95, SD= 3.58.

6.2 Results

6.2.1 Preliminary analyses

Manipulation check of the crises. We tested whether participants

perceived the type of crisis that they had read about as more

imminent than other types of crisis (Table 1). A repeated-measures

ANOVA on the perceived crisis type (economic difficulties, social

inequalities, climate crisis) with the experimental condition (economic,

social) as between-participant variable found a main effect of crisis,

F(2,860)= 461.71, p< .001, ηp2 = .52, and a Crisis×Condition interac-

tion, F(2,860)= 266.47, p< .001, ηp2 = .38. As expected, participants in

the economic condition rated economic difficulties to be more impor-

tant than social inequalities, 95% CI [2.60, 3.28], p < .001, and the

climate crisis, 95% CI [3.69, 4.26], p < .001. Participants in the social

condition rated social inequalities as more important to tackle than

economic difficulties, 95% CI [1.63, 2.30], p< .001, and the climate cri-

sis, 95% CI [3.79, 4.33], p < .001. Finally, economic difficulties in the

economic condition (M = 6.57, SD = 0.94) and social inequalities in

the social condition (M = 6.41, SD = 1.27) were not perceived as sig-

nificantly different in imminence according to an independent samples

t-test, t(430)=−1.54, p= .123, 95%CI [−0.38, 0.04].

Perceived controllability. We tested whether participants in the eco-

nomic and social crisis conditions differed in their perception of the

controllability of the presented crisis. An independent samples t-test,

t(430)=3.83, p< .001, 95%CI [0.24, 0.74], indicated that the economic

crisis,M=4.47, SD=1.20,wasperceived tobemore controllableby the

new local task force leader than the social crisis,M= 3.98, SD= 1.43.

6.2.2 Perceptions of economic and social crises
(H1)

To testwhether the social crisiswas perceived to requiremore commu-

nal andmoral leadership traits (H1a,b) and less agentic leadership traits

(H1c) than the economic crisis, we conducted a repeated-measures

ANOVA to compare the importance ratings (agentic, communal, moral)

for the crisis (economic, social; see Figure 4). We found a main effect

of traits, F(1,430) = 429.94, p < .001, ηp2 = .54, and a Trait × Crisis
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F IGURE 4 Importance ratings of communal, agentic andmoral
leadership traits for the economic and social units. Error bars indicate
standard errors.

interaction, F(1,430) = 14.59, p < .001, ηp2 = .03, indicating that the

importance of the traits was dependent on the crisis. As hypothesized

(H1a, b), communal, p < .001, 95% CI [0.17, 0.47], and moral, p = .010,

95% CI [0.04, 0.31], leadership traits were rated as more important in

the social thaneconomic crisis.However, agentic leadership traitswere

not perceived to be more important in the economic crisis than the

social crisis, p= .167, 95%CI [−0.33, 0.06], thus, not supporting H1c .

6.2.3 Candidate choice depending on crisis (H2)

To examine whether a female candidate (vs. man) was more likely

appointed to lead a local task force dealing with a social crisis (vs. eco-

nomic; H2), we conducted a logistic regression on candidate gender

(0 = man, 1 = woman) with crisis (−1 = economic, 1 = social) as the

predictor and participant gender (−1 =man, 1 = woman) and political

leaning (centred continuous variable) as covariates, including all inter-

actions (see Appendix C for complete results). H2 was not supported

because the type of crisis did not predict candidate choice, B = −0.01,

Wald X2(431) = 0.01, p = .906, eB = 0.99, 95% CI [0.81, 1.20]. Polit-

ically left-leaning participants were more likely to appoint a woman,

B = −0.10, Wald X2(431) = 0.01, p = .001, eB = 0.91, 95% CI [0.86,

0.96], but participant gender was not predictive of choice, B = −0.05,

Wald X2(431) = 0.21, p = .649, eB = 0.96, 95% CI [0.79, 1.16]. None of

the interactions were significant, ps > .327. Participants were gener-

ally more likely to select the female candidate (56.7%), B = 0.27, Wald

X2(431)= 7.58, p= .006, eB = 1.31.

We repeated the analysis described above while controlling for

perceived controllability of the presented crisis (centred, continuous)

instead of political leaning. Again, we found no effect of crisis type,

B = −0.02, Wald X2(431) = 0.03, p = .861, eB = 0.98, 95% CI [0.81,

1.20], nor an interaction between crisis type and perceived controlla-

bility, B= 0.12,Wald X2(431)= 2.38, p= .123, eB = 1.13, 95% CI [0.97,

1.31]. No main effect or interactions with participant gender was sig-

nificant, ps > .307. Thus, H2 was also not supported when controlling

for perceived controllability of the presented crisis.

6.3 Discussion

Study 3 aimed to test our two main hypotheses again by ruling out

the methodological shortcomings of our prior studies. We refined

the descriptions of the economic and social crises with distinct tasks.

The manipulation check confirmed that participants perceived the pri-

orities of each crisis condition to be different. They perceived the

crises in the conditions to be imminent to a similar degree. Like

in Study 1, our findings partially supported our first hypothesis as

communal and moral leadership traits were perceived to be more

important in the social than economic crisis (H1a,b). However, partici-

pants in the economic condition did not rate agentic leadership traits as

more important than participants rating the social crisis (H1c). Despite

describing the leadership position as an entry-level role, taking into

account the perceived controllability of the presented crisis by the task

force leader, and presenting multiple pretested candidate profiles to

choose from, the candidate choice was not influenced by the candi-

date’s gender and the type of crisis. Like in our prior studies, H2 was

not supported as a woman candidate (vs. a man) was not more likely to

be appointed to lead a task force unit dealingwith a social crisis than an

economic crisis.

7 GENERAL DISCUSSION

A pilot study and three online experiments were conducted to test

whether people in the United States preferred a woman over a man

as a political leader during a pandemic, where management required

skills that are stereotypically linked to women. Our first hypothesis

was partially supported: While the COVID-19 crisis task force dealing

with social issues was perceived to require more stereotypically fem-

inine (communal and moral) leadership qualities than the task force

workingoneconomic issues, itwasnotperceived to require less stereo-

typically masculine (agentic) leadership (Studies 1 and 3). Our second

hypothesis was not supported: A female candidate was not more likely

to be chosen or rated as more suitable than a male candidate to lead a

COVID-19 task force unit dealingwith social consequences (Studies 1–

3). Study 2 provided a potential explanation for these results: Female

and male political candidates were not perceived to differ in their

possession of agentic, communal and moral traits and were equally

preferred in a crisis compared to a no-crisis context. Overall, our find-

ings suggest that in the context of the COVID-19 crisis, participants

did not solely rely on gender and gender stereotypes for rating and

appointing political leaders. While we cannot conclude that gender

stereotypes did not influence a preference for female leaders in crisis

because we did not find a higher preference for female thanmale lead-

ers, we found that participants adapted preferred gendered leadership

traits depending on crisis type. In the following sections, wewill discuss

the results.
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First, we should consider the particularity of the COVID-19 crisis.

The multifaceted consequences of the pandemic impacted many peo-

ple’s lives. Thus, participants likely cared more about this crisis and its

related political decisions than when experiments addressed fictitious

companies or hypothetical elections on a regional level. This difference

matters as people are more likely to rely on heuristics and stereotypes

when not motivated to think deeply (Bodenhausen, 1993). The con-

text of our studymade clear that actual improvements in the situations

wereexpected fromthe task force leaders in the crisis conditions. Stud-

ies from the corporate context demonstrated that agentic leaderswere

generally preferred in struggling companies regardless of their gender

(Kulich et al., 2018). Overall, it is possible that participants in our stud-

ies have actively dismissed heuristics and gender stereotypes when

given a chance to decide on leadership that is supposed to improve a

precarious situation that impacts people’s lives.

Second, Studies 1 and 2 left the question open of whether we did

not find the expected gender and crisis link because of the candidate’s

seniority. Successful politicians might be primarily perceived as proto-

typical politicians rather than stereotypical exemplars of their gender

category (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). However, in Study 3, we still found no

female preference for the social crisis despite lowering the candidates’

seniority level and describing the tasks as entry level. We can deduct

several possibilities fromthis finding.One is that femalepoliticians con-

stitute a subtype with their own qualities within the group of women.

Some evidence suggests that female politicians do not share the quali-

ties ascribed towomen in general while also not being ascribed tomale

stereotypes (Schneider & Bos, 2014). Thus, traditional gender stereo-

types might not be activated when rating women in politics (see also

Hargrave & Blumenau, 2022).

It is also possible that with more female representation in politics

(Blazina & Desilver, 2021), gender stereotypes are generally becoming

less salient. Prior research in politics suggested that candidate gender

is a low-information heuristic if other information is present (Crowder-

Meyer et al., 2020;Dolan&Lynch, 2014;McDermott, 1997).Moreover,

it has been suggested that female stereotypes about politicians are

only activated if they are communicated and highlighted in political

campaigns (Bauer, 2014). Alternatively, gender stereotypes in politics

mightbe changing.According to social role theory (Eagly, 1987), gender

stereotypes decrease if social roles are equally distributed between

menandwomen. Thus, our finding that female politicians are perceived

to be more stereotypically masculine could support the notion that

gender stereotypes are dynamic andmalleable (Bosak et al., 2018).

While the exact reasons for the lack of effect are not evident based

on our studies, it is likely that other variables than gender are more

important for participants when appointing political leaders to deal

with different tasks efficiently (see also Gartzia, 2022; Kulich et al.,

2021). For instance, while we controlled for participants’ political lean-

ing, we did not manipulate the party affiliation of the task force units

or the candidate. In the United States, the Democratic and Republican

parties demonstrated distinct attitudes and approaches to theCOVID-

19 crisis (Kerr et al., 2021). In our studies, participantsmight havemade

no distinction between male and female candidates because the con-

text of the crisis and the desired outcomes were perceived to be more

important (see also Devroe, 2020).

7.1 Implications

During the pandemic, gendered leadership was prevalent in the

news (Chamorro-Premuzic & Gallop, 2020; Henley & Roy, 2020) and

research (Chen et al., 2023; Coscieme et al., 2020). Female leaders

seemed to display a more communal leadership style than male lead-

ers (Grebelsky-Lichtman & Katz, 2020; McGuire et al., 2020; Sergent

& Stajkovic, 2020). This impression led to an increased call for more

female leadershipduring thehealth crisis (Katz, 2021;PAHO,2021;UN

Women, 2020). Past research illustrated that media reports are often

biasedwhendepicting female andmalepoliticians (Larson, 2001), often

endorsing traditional gender stereotypes (see also Atkeson & Krebs,

2008; Kittilson & Fridkin, 2008; Hayek & Russmann, 2020).

However, our findings suggest that these COVID-19-related media

postsmight not have necessarily reflected or changed laypeople’s opin-

ions (see also Joseph et al., 2021). Our participants did not seem to

perceive a significant difference in leadership style and change poten-

tial based on candidate gender nor did they generally prefer female

over male leaders for high-status political positions in the COVID-19

crisis. Thus, we suggest that the evaluation or selection of political can-

didates canbemadewithout genderbias under certain conditions if the

goal is to find an effective leader.

Our findings in the COVID-19 crisis show that people can choose

political leaders without being influenced by gender stereotypes, and

they raise the question of why women leaders are sometimes pre-

ferred over men leaders in today’s political arena, especially in a

crisis (Morgenroth et al., 2020). Even though prior literature helps

us understand why our hypothesis regarding gender and gendered

tasks was not supported, our findings raise new questions. Because we

can only speculate about why the female and male candidates were

perceived similarly, more research is needed to investigate the link

between gender stereotypes, perceptions of political tasks and voter

preferences.

7.2 Methodological limitations

All studies were conducted online in the United States, which may

have influenced the conditions under which participants completed

the questionnaires and the particular COVID-19-related contexts they

were situated in. Consequently, it is essential to acknowledge that the

generalizability of our findings to different contexts might be limited

(Henrich et al., 2010).

Furthermore, although our experimental studies were designed

to complement a previous correlational study (Takizawa et al., 2022),

we recognize that scenario experiments have their own limitations

(Aguinis & Bradley, 2014; Gloor et al., 2020). A more comprehensive

approach could be adopted in future research, combining various
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quantitative methods, including experimental, correlational and

archival, to address these research questions.

8 CONCLUSION

Prior research on the glass cliff phenomenon has shown the complexity

underlying perceived female leadership advantage and the appoint-

ment of female leaders in crises. Our results provide an insight into

citizens’ perceptions and attitudes towards women and political lead-

ership tasks in the context of a real-life crisis. Citizens did not choose

crisis leaders based on their gender. These results might indicate a

step towards less gendered perceptions of political leaders and under-

line that media might exaggerate gender-based leadership valuations.

Future research should address which cues are more salient in choos-

ing crisis leaders to deepen our understanding of citizens’ needs during

precarious times.
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APPENDIX A: STUDY 1

Complete regressionmodel testing H2

Suitability Ratings of the Candidate as a Function of Candidate Gender (−1=man, 1=woman), Crisis Unit (−1= economic, 1= social), Participant

Gender (−1=man, 1=woman), Participant Political Leaning (from left to right) and all Interactions

B SE 95%CI p ηp2

(Intercept) 5.47 .05 [5.37, 5.56] .000 .970

Candidate Gender 0.05 .05 [−0.05, 0.14] .336 .002

Crisis Unit 0.06 .05 [−0.03, 0.16] .186 .004

Participant Political Leaning 0.01 .01 [−0.01, 0.04 .363 .002

Participant Gender −0.02 .05 [−0.11, 0.07] .685 .000

Candidate Gender×Crisis Unit −0.08 .05 [−0.17, 0.01] .084 .007

Crisis Unit× Political Leaning 0.01 .01 [−0.02, 0.03] .590 .001

Candidate Gender× Political Leaning −0.03 .01 [−0.05, 0.00] .051 .009

Political Leaning× Participant Gender −0.02 .01 [−0.05, 0.01] .165 .005

Crisis Unit× Participant Gender −0.04 .05 [−0.14, 0.05] .369 .002

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender −0.02 .05 [−0.11, 0.08] .741 .000

Candidate Gender×Crisis Unit× Political

Leaning

0.01 .01 [−0.02, 0.03] .716 .000

Candidate Gender×Crisis Unit×

Participant Gender

0.01 .05 [−0.09, 0.10] .881 .000

Crisis Unit× Political Leaning× Participant

Gender

0.02 .01 [−0.01, 0.05] .157 .005

Candidate Gender× Political Leaning×

Participant Gender

0.01 .01 [−0.02, 0.04] .472 .001

Candidate Gender×Crisis Unit× Political

Leaning× Participant Gender

−0.00 .01 [−0.03, 0.02] .761 .000

Note: Values in boldface are statistically significant.
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APPENDIX B: STUDY 2

Complete regressionmodels testing H5a andH5b

Multinomial Logistic Regression on Choice (1 = city with social crisis, 2 = city with economic crisis, 3 = city without a crisis) as a Function of

Candidate Gender (−1=man, 1=woman), Participant Gender (−1=man, 1=woman), Political Leaning (centred) and Their Interactions

Crisis Predictors B SE Wald X2 p eB 95%CI

1= Social (Intercept) 0.74 .14 26.44 <.000

Candidate Gender 0.06 .14 0.19 .665 1.10 [0.80, 1.41]

Participant Gender −0.10 .14 0.48 .488 0.91 [0.68, 1.20]

Political Leaning 0.05 .04 1.36 .244 1.05 [0.97, 1.15]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender −0.07 .14 0.24 .625 0.93 [0.70, 1.24]

Candidate Gender× Political Leaning −0.02 .04 0.31 .579 0.98 [0.90, 1.06]

Participant Gender× Political Leaning −0.05 .04 1.08 .298 0.96 [0.88, 1.04]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender×

Political Leaning

−0.05 .04 1.34 .248 0.95 [0.87, 1.04]

2= Economic (Intercept) 0.95 .14 46.60 <.001

Candidate Gender −0.03 .14 0.05 .828 0.74 [0.74, 1.27]

Participant Gender −0.04 .14 0.07 .792 0.73 [0.73, 1.27]

Political Leaning 0.02 .04 0.12 .725 0.93 [0.93, 1.10]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender −0.08 .14 0.31 .579 0.71 [0.71, 1.22]

Candidate Gender× Political Leaning −0.01 .04 0.10 .758 0.91 [0.91, 1.07]

Participant Gender× Political Leaning −0.02 .04 0.15 .704 0.91 [0.91, 1.07]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender×

Political Leaning

−0.05 .04 1.50 .220 0.87 [0.87, 1.03]

Note: The reference category is 3=No crisis. Values in boldface are statistically significant.

Crisis Predictors B SE Wald X2 p eB 95%CI

1= Social (Intercept) −0.21 .11 3.59 .058

Candidate Gender 0.09 .11 0.72 .398 1.10 [0.89, 1.36]

Participant Gender −0.06 .11 0.33 .565 0.94 [0.76, 1.16]

Political Leaning 0.04 .03 1.16 .281 1.01 [0.97, 1.11]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender 0.01 .11 0.00 .948 1.01 [0.81, 1.25]

Candidate Gender× Political Leaning −0.01 .03 0.11 .736 0.99 [0.93, 1.06]

Participant Gender× Political Leaning −0.03 .03 0.78 .378 0.97 [0.91, 1.04]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender×

Political Leaning

−0.00 .03 0.00 .968 1.00 [0.94, 1.07]

3=NoCrisis (Intercept) −0.95 .14 46.60 <.001

Candidate Gender 0.03 .14 0.05 .828 1.03 [0.79, 1.35]

Participant Gender 0.04 .14 0.07 .792 1.04 [0.79, 1.36]

Political Leaning −0.02 .04 0.12 .725 0.99 [0.91, 1.07]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender 0.08 .14 0.31 .579 1.08 [0.82, 1.42]

Candidate Gender×

Political Leaning

0.01 .04 0.10 .758 1.01 [0.93, 1.10]

Participant Gender× Political Leaning 0.02 .04 0.15 .704 1.02 [0.94, 1.11]

Candidate Gender× Participant Gender×

Political Leaning

0.05 .04 1.50 .220 1.05 [0.97, 1.15]

Note: The reference category is 2= Economic crisis. Values in boldface are statistically significant.
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APPENDIX C: STUDY 3

Complete regressionmodels testing H2

Logistic Regression on Candidate gender (0 = man, 1 = woman) with crisis (−1 = economic, 1 = social) as the predictor and participant gender

(−1=man, 1=woman) and political leaning (centred continuous variable) as covariates, including all interactions.

Predictors B SE Wald X2 p eB 95%CI

(Intercept) 0.27 .10 7.58 .006 1.31

Crisis −0.01 .10 0.01 .906 0.99 [0.81, 1.20]

Participant Gender −0.05 .10 0.21 .649 0.96 [0.79, 1.16]

Political Leaning −0.10 .03 11.51 .001 0.91 [0.86, 0.96]

Crisis× Participant Gender −0.10 .10 0.96 .327 0.91 [0.75, 1.10]

Crisis× Political Leaning −0.01 .03 0.10 .758 0.99 [0.94, 1.05]

Participant Gender× Political Leaning 0.02 .03 0.36 .546 1.02 [0.96, 1.07]

Crisis× Participant Gender× Political Leaning −0.00 .03 0.00 .985 1.00 [0.95, 1.06]
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