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Despite the fact that women have acquired 
a greater presence in corporate America 
in recent years, our society continues to 

associate leadership with “masculinity” (Dennis & 
Kunkel, 2004; Kark, 2011; Yeagley, Subich, & Tokar, 
2010). People have tended to equate leadership with 
the completion of tasks such as decision making, 
assignment delegation, strategizing, and resource 
allocation, all of which are assumed to be men’s 
strengths. Consequently, women, whose values of 
inclusion and connection are often devalued in our 
society, frequently are perceived to be less quali-
fi ed for high-level leadership positions (Atwater, 
Brett, Waldman, DiMare, & Hayden, 2004). Th ese 
pervasive assumptions help explain why only 23% 
of women hold upper level executive positions 
(Catalyst, 2008; Eagly & Carli, 2007b; U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2009).

According to Senge (2006), progressive 
organizations—for example Southwest Airlines (Gittell, 
2003)—look favorably on relational employee–leader 
relationships and favor leaders who employ a combi-
nation of the stereotypical “masculine” task-oriented leadership behaviors 
and “feminine” relational leadership behaviors. Th is change is in response 
to employees’ ideal leadership behavior preferences (Boatwright &
Forrest, 2000) and to improve the work environment, enhance worker 
satisfaction, and solidify organizational loyalty (Chin, 2004; Eagly & Carli, 
2007b; Fletcher, 2003, 2007; Gittell, 2011; Gittell & Douglas, 2010; Powell, 
Butterfi eld, & Parent, 2002; Raelin, 2003; Senge, 2006). Th is organizational 
paradigm shift, which now recognizes the importance of both task-oriented 

In this study, researchers used a 
customized 360-degree method to 
examine the frequency with which 
1,546 men and 721 women leaders per-
ceived themselves and were perceived 
by colleagues as using 10 relational 
and 10 task-oriented leadership behav-
iors, as addressed in the Management-
Leadership Practices Inventory (MLPI). 
As hypothesized, men and women 
leaders, as well as their supervisors, 
employees, and peers, perceived women 
leaders to employ nine of the 10 rela-
tional leadership behaviors signifi cantly 
more frequently than men leaders. 
Additionally, the employees’ percep-
tions of their women leaders’ use of 
task-oriented behaviors were signifi -
cantly higher when compared to similar 
assessments from the employees of men 
leaders. However, the leaders as well as 
their supervisors and peers perceived 
men and women leaders’ use of task-
oriented behaviors as approximately 
equal. Broader implications of these fi nd-
ings are discussed.
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and relational behaviors, should provide increased opportunities for 
women to procure upper level leadership roles; however, women con-
tinue to encounter barriers when attempting to break through the “glass 
ceiling.” Might women’s lack of advancement into higher-level positions 
be due to the lingering perception that women may be exclusively rely-
ing on their relational behaviors and unable to employ the task-oriented 
behaviors that are also needed to succeed in higher-level positions? To 
what degree might this perception refl ect reality? Do women in middle-
management positions possess the task-oriented and relational leader-
ship skills necessary for the more elite positions? Our aim in this study 
is to determine whether there are diff erences in the degree to which 
females and males perceive themselves and are perceived by colleagues, 
employees, and peers as employing relational and task-oriented leader-
ship behaviors in the workplace.

Relational and Task-Oriented Behaviors

Relational and task-oriented behaviors, originally referred to as 
considerate and initiating structure, respectively (Halpin, 1957), are 
two widely used classifi cations for the observed behavior of leaders 
(Boatwright & Forrest, 2000; Chin, 2004; Northouse, 2004). Relational 
behaviors include promoting mutual trust and collaboration; facilitating 
change; demonstrating concern for workers’ needs; promoting teamwork; 
empowering employees to contribute to the workplace; demonstrating 
approachability; and encouraging healthy, respectful, and supportive 
working relationships. Th e leader’s use of these relational behaviors is 
aimed at helping workers “feel comfortable with themselves, the [work] 
situation and each other” (Northouse, 2004, p. 3). In contrast, task-ori-
ented behaviors include strategizing; organizing; assigning individual or 
group tasks; and demonstrating decisiveness, assertiveness, indepen-
dence, and risk-taking behavior. Leaders use task-oriented behaviors to 
build a more effi  cient and productive work environment (Boatwright & 
Forrest, 2000; Chin, 2004; Powell et al., 2002).

Because a balance of relational and task-oriented leadership behav-
iors is preferred by most employees (Boatwright & Forrest, 2000) and is 
now more highly valued in the workplace, it is important to explore how 
potential leaders may develop these behaviors. For women, the process 
of gender role socialization may foster the development of both sets of 
leadership behaviors (Fletcher, 2007; McAlpine, 2009). More specifi cally, 
many women are encouraged to build their self-concepts on interdepen-
dent connectedness with others, leading to the development of “femi-
nine” relational skills (Fletcher, 2007). Additionally, to prepare for career 
success that includes acquiring a leadership role, many young, relationally 
oriented females are implicitly encouraged by parents, teachers, peers, and 
the media to develop “masculine” task-oriented behaviors (e.g., Eagly &
Chin, 2010). Conversely, young males are typically encouraged to develop 
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gender-congruent, “masculine,” task-oriented behaviors, but are less fre-
quently encouraged to refi ne their gender-incongruent, “feminine” rela-
tional behaviors (Eagly & Carli, 2007a). Due to these diff erences in the 
socialization processes, women, more so than men, may possess both sets 
of skills deemed critical for higher-level leadership positions.

Diff erences in the leadership styles, personality traits, and work out-
comes of women and men in leadership roles have received a signifi cant 
amount of scholarly and empirical attention in the past few decades (e.g., 
Eagly & Chin, 2010; Fletcher, 2007; Kark, 2011). As previously discussed, 
attention has been also devoted to the study of relational and task-oriented 
leadership and the ways in which these behaviors aff ect the work environ-
ment (Eagly & Carli, 2007a; Powell et al., 2002). However, Eagly (2005) 
points out that, “although there is general agreement that women face 
more barriers to becoming leaders than men do, especially for leader roles 
that are male-dominated, there is much less agreement about the behavior 
of women and men once they attain such roles” (p. 279). Few research-
ers have examined the extent to which men and women leaders perceive 
themselves and are perceived by colleagues as employing relational and 
task-oriented leadership behaviors in the workplace. Because perceptions 
of women’s leadership behaviors “may aff ect people’s views about whether 
women should become leaders and advance to higher positions in organi-
zational hierarchies” (Eagly, 2005, p. 279) and have not received adequate 
attention, this study attempts to determine whether women leaders are 
perceived to demonstrate this critical set of leadership behaviors by them-
selves, employees, peers, and supervisors to demonstrate this critical set 
of leadership behaviors as frequently as their men counterparts.

To address this critical gap in the gender research, the current study 
employed the 360-degree method to assess the gender diff erences in self-
perceptions as well as the perceptions of the direct supervisors, imme-
diate employees, and peers of 2,267 men and women leaders from 204 
organizations scattered throughout the United States. Because women 
are more encouraged than men to develop their relational skills, the pres-
ent authors hypothesized that women leaders will perceive themselves 
and be perceived by others as employing relational leadership behav-
iors signifi cantly more than men leaders. Additionally, because both 
women and men who aspire for leadership positions are encouraged to 
develop task-oriented skills, the authors also hypothesized that men and 
women leaders’ use of task-oriented behaviors will be perceived as equal. 
Specifi cally, the researchers hypothesize that an analysis of the data will 
reveal the following:

1. Women leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors will be 
greater than men leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors as 
evaluated by self-reports.

2. Women leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors will be 
equal to men leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors as 
evaluated by self-reports.
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3. Women leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors will be 
greater than men leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors as 
evaluated by their respective supervisors.

4. Women leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors will be 
equal to men leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors as 
evaluated by their respective supervisors.

5.  Women leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors will be 
greater than men leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors as 
evaluated by their respective direct employees.

6. Women leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors will be 
equal to men leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors as 
evaluated by their respective direct employees.

7. Women leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors will be 
greater than men leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors as 
evaluated by their respective peers.

8. Women leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors will be 
equal to men leaders’ use of task-oriented behaviors as evaluated 
by their respective peers.

Method

Participants
Usable surveys were obtained from 15,244 participants who were 

employed in 204 retail, production, business, and banking organizations 
across the United States. Th e leader sample included 2,267 lower-level, 
midlevel, and higher-level managers and supervisors who were between 
24 and 75 years old (M = 38 years). Consistent with national trends (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009), 1,546 (68%) of the leaders were men and 
721 (32%) were women. Ninety-three percent of leaders were European-
American, 3% were Asian American, 2% were African American, and 
2% opted not to disclose their ethnic background. Surveys were also 
obtained from 1,674 of the leaders’ immediate supervisors (80% men; 
20% women), 8,708 employees (55% men), and 2,595 peers (68% men). 
To ensure that the participants felt suffi  ciently secure in completing these 
evaluations, the fi rst author did not ask participants to include additional 
demographic data. Th erefore, data related to the ethnicity and age of the 
participants were not obtained from the nonleader participants.

Measures 
Th e Management-Leadership Practices Inventory (MLPI; Pfaff , 1989, 

1995) is a 360-degree instrument, available in a hard copy or an online ver-
sion, designed to assess a leader’s relational and task-oriented behaviors 
(see Appendix of this article). Each of the 85 items on the four versions 
of the MLPI is tailored to apply to leaders, immediate supervisors, direct 
employees, or peers. For example, a leader rates how frequently he or she 
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displays particular leadership behaviors (e.g., “I give frequent praise for 
an employee’s good work”) and supervisors, employees, and peers rate 
how frequently they believe the identifi ed leader displays these same 
behaviors (e.g., “Th is leader gives frequent praise to his or her employees 
for good work”). Participants rate items on a 7-point Likert scale: A score 
of 1 indicates that the statement is “never true” and a score of 7 indicates 
that the statement is “always true.”

Th rough a factorial analysis, these 20 relational and task-oriented lead-
ership behaviors were extracted from a larger set of factors originally drawn 
from an extensive review of the leadership measurement literature. Each 
of the 20 factors is measured by a participant’s average response to several 
items associated with that particular factor (Pfaff , 1989). Th e 10 relational 
leadership behaviors assessed in the MLPI include: communicating verbally 
with employees, promoting teamwork, empowering employees, building 
trust, coaching, facilitating change, delegating responsibilities, encouraging 
participation of employees in decisions, recognizing the achievement of 
employees, and demonstrating approachability. Examples of items measur-
ing these behaviors include: “Th is leader helps employees understand how 
their work relates to the organization’s goals,” “Th is leader helps people 
learn new skills,” and “Th is leader gives frequent praise for good work.” Th e 
10 task-oriented behaviors include: goal setting, planning, demonstrating 
technical expertise, setting performance standards, delegation of specifi c 
tasks, strategizing, evaluating workers’ performance, resourcefulness, self-
confi dence, and decisiveness. Examples of items measuring these behaviors 
include: “[Th is leader] Lets people know when results are not up to expec-
tations” and “[Th is leader] Makes timely decisions.”

Initial validation data were collected from 445 managers or leaders 
and 924 of their direct employees (N = 2,369). Th e internal reliability of 
the 20 factors ranged between .76 and .92 (Pfaff , 1995). Content validity, 
face validity, and independence of the two factors have been verifi ed via 
a thorough review of the management literature. In the current study, 
internal reliability coeffi  cients for the relational and task-oriented lead-
ership items were .95 and .94, respectively, which were consistent with 
previous studies (e.g., Schullery, Schullery, Knudstrup, & Pfaff , 2009).

Procedure
Within each of the 204 organizations, the fi rst author distributed 

MLPI questionnaires (Appendix A) to participants as part of his pro-
fessional consulting services. Th e leaders and their supervisors, direct 
employees, and peers were strongly encouraged to complete the instru-
ment as part of their professional obligations and were asked to sign sepa-
rate consent forms. At the beginning of the questionnaire, the participants 
were informed that, “Th is inventory contains a series of statements that 
describe what managers do. Answer each item about the person whose 
name appears on the front page. Circle the number (1 to 7) to the right 
of each item which best describes the way he/she behaves as a manager.”
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Participants were granted anonymity. Following the analysis of the 
surveys within each organization, the fi rst author provided feedback and 
strategic interventions to leaders as part of a leadership workshop to 
improve the overall quality of the workplace.

Results

A series of independent sample t-tests was used to determine whether 
ratings of men and women leaders diff ered signifi cantly on each of
the 20 dimensions of leadership behavior. To reduce the probability 
of Type I error for the current study, a conservative signifi cance level of 
p < .005 was used. For means, standard deviations, t-scores, and level 
of signifi cance for analyses testing leaders’ behaviors by leaders them-
selves, supervisors, employees, and peers, see Table 1.

Leaders’ Self-Evaluations
Th e fi rst hypothesis that women leaders’ assessments of their own 

use of the 10 relational leadership behaviors would be signifi cantly higher 
than men leaders’ assessments was partially supported. In support of 
Hypothesis 1, women leaders’ self-assessments were signifi cantly higher 
in seven of the 10 relational leadership skills: (1) encouraging teamwork 
(t(2265) = 4.27, p < .001), (2) empowering employees (t(2265) = 3.53, 
p < .001), (3) coaching employees (t(2265) = 4.48, p < .001), (4) facilitat-
ing change (t(2265) = 5.25, p < .001), (5) encouraging employee partici-
pation (t(2265) = 3.94, p < .001), (6) showing recognition to employees 
(t(2265) = 6.12, p < .001), and (7) demonstrating approachability (t(2265) 
= 4.34, p < .001). In contrast to Hypothesis 1, there were no signifi cant 
diff erences between self-assessments for (1) communicating verbally with 
employees, (2) promoting trust, and (3) delegating specifi c tasks.

Th e second hypothesis, that women leaders’ self-assessments of the 
10 task-oriented leadership behaviors would be equal to the men lead-
ers’ assessments, was also partially supported. Women and men leaders’ 
self-assessments were similar in fi ve of the 10 dimensions: (1) techni-
cal expertise, (2) directiveness, (3) strategizing, (4) self-confi dence, and 
(5) decisiveness. Contrary to expectations, women’s self-ratings were sig-
nifi cantly higher than men’s self-ratings on the remaining fi ve dimensions: 
(1) goal setting (t(2265) = 2.92, p < .005), (2) planning and organizing 
(t(2265) = 3.58, p < .001), (3) setting performance standards (t(2265) = 
5.34, p < .001), (4) evaluating employees (t(2265) = 5.52, p < .001), and 
(5) resourcefulness (t(2265) = 2.84, p < .005).

Supervisors’ Evaluations
For Hypothesis 3, we predicted that direct supervisors would rate women 

leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors as signifi cantly higher than the 
direct supervisors of men leaders. Hypothesis 3 was partially supported, as 
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the direct supervisors rated women leaders higher on the following three 
behaviors: (1) communicating verbally with employees (t(1672) = 3.84, 
p < .001), (2) coaching employees (t(1672) = 3.11, p < .005), and (3) being 
approachable (t(1672) = 2.90, p < .005). Contrary to expectations, there were 
no signifi cant diff erences for the following seven dimensions: (1) teamwork, 
(2) empowering employees, (3) trust, (4) facilitating change, (5) delegation, 
(6) participation, and (7) recognition.

Th e fourth hypothesis, that the direct supervisors of women lead-
ers would assess women leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behav-
iors as similar to their men counterparts, was mostly supported. Th ere 
were non-signifi cant fi ndings for supervisors’ assessments on task-
oriented behaviors for seven dimensions: (1) goal setting, (2) planning and 
organizing, (3) technical expertise, (4) setting performance standards, 
(5) resourcefulness, (6) self-confi dence, and (7) decisiveness. In contrast 
to Hypothesis 4, supervisors rated females signifi cantly higher for strat-
egizing (t(1672) = 16.37, p < .001) and evaluating employees (t(1672) = 
2.89, p < .005), whereas they rated males signifi cantly higher for direc-
tiveness (t(1672) = 5.32, p < .001).

Employees’ Evaluations
Th e fi fth hypothesis concerning women leaders’ direct employees 

rating their leaders’ use of relational leadership behaviors as signifi cantly 
higher than those of men leaders was mostly supported. Consistent 
with Hypothesis 5, direct employees rated women leaders as engaging 
in relational leadership behavior more frequently on nine dimensions: 
(1) communicating with employees (t(8706) = 605.67, p < .001), (2) pro-
moting teamwork (t(8706) = 315.69, p < .001), (3) empowering employ-
ees (t(8706) = 441.04, p < .001), (4) fostering trust (t(8706) = 185.70,
p < .001), (5) coaching employees (t(8706) = 428.86, p < .001), (6) facili-
tating change (t(8706) = 696.37, p < .001), (7) participating (t(8706) = 
363.40, p < .001), (8) showing recognition (t(8706) = 464.24, p < .001), 
and (9) demonstrating approachability (t(8706) = 255.34, p < .001). In 
contrast to what was unexpected, there was no diff erence for employees’ 
ratings on delegating specifi c tasks.

Th e sixth hypothesis, that women leaders’ direct employees would 
rate women leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors as equal to 
men leaders’ behaviors, was supported for one dimension: demonstrat-
ing self-confi dence. In contrast to what we predicted, employees rated 
women leaders’ use of nine of these task-oriented skills as more frequent: 
(1) goal setting (t(8706) = 441.04, p < .001), (2) planning and organizing 
(t(8706) = 557.10, p < .001), (3) technical expertise (t(8706) = 232.12, 
p < .001), (4) setting performance standards (t(8706) = 371.40, p < 
.001), (5) providing direct communication (t(8706) = 324.97, p < .001), 
(6) ability to strategize (t(8706) = 259.98, p < .001), (7) evaluating employ-
ees (t(8706) = 612.80, p < .001), (8) resourcefulness (t(8706) = 417.82,
p < .001), and (9) decisiveness (t(8706) = 348.19, p < .001). Th ere was not 
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a diff erence, however, for employees’ perspectives of leaders’ use of self-
confi dence building behaviors. Employees perceived female’s leadership 
behavior as higher than males on more dimensions than the other three 
evaluators (i.e., self, supervisor, and peer).

Peers’ Evaluations
Th e seventh hypothesis, that peers would rate women leaders’ use 

of relational leadership behaviors as signifi cantly more frequent than 
the men leaders’ behaviors, was partially supported. Specifi cally, peers 
rated women leaders as using the following nine skills more frequently 
than males’ leadership dimensions: (1) communicating with employees 
(t(2593) = 102.96, p < .001), (2) promoting teamwork (t(2593) = 21.87, 
p < .001), (3) empowering employees (t(2593) = 16.41, p < .001), (4) 
fostering trust (t(2593) = 53.46, p < .001), (5) coaching employees 
(t(2593) = 49.22, p < .001), (6) facilitating change (t(2593) = 43.79, 
p < .001), (7) participating (t(2593) = 47.52, p < .001), (8) showing recog-
nition (t(2593) = 80.09, p < .001), and (9) demonstrating approachability 
(t(2593) = 99.23, p < .001). Contrary to expectations, peers rated male 
leaders as delegating specifi c tasks more frequently than females (t(2593) 
= 65.62, p < .001).

Th e eighth hypothesis, that women leaders’ peers would rate women 
leaders’ use of task-oriented leadership behaviors as equal to men lead-
ers’ behaviors, was supported on one dimension: goal setting. Based on 
peers’ ratings, males in leadership positions more frequently use fi ve 
task-oriented leadership skills: (1) demonstrating technical expertise 
(t(2593) = 14.18, p < .001), (2) being directive (t(2593) = 42.53, p < .001), 
(3) using strategic techniques (t(2593) = 21.87, p < .001), (4) demonstrating 
self-confi dence (t(2593) = 15.84, p < .001), and (5) being decisive (t(2593) 
= 77.96, p < .001). In contrast, peers perceive women leaders as using 
the following skills more often: (1) planning and organizing (t(2593) = 
16.41, p < .001), (2) setting performance standards (t(2593) = 109.37, 
p < .001), (3) evaluating (t(2593) = 8.90, p < .001), and (4) being resource-
ful (t(2593) = 85.05, p < .001).

Discussion

Although women have made impressive progress in acquiring an 
increasing percentage of middle-management leadership positions within 
North American organizations, they still only hold 23% of upper level 
executive positions in the United States (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2009) and 8% of Fortune 500 chief executive positions (Helfat, Harris, & 
Wolfson, 2006). Th ese low statistics suggest that many women middle 
managers who aspire to break the proverbial “glass ceiling” either face 
sociocultural barriers or simply do not possess the necessary leader-
ship behaviors to warrant advancement into the elite positions. Because 
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progressive organizations consistently report an interest in hiring lead-
ers capable of employing both relational and task-oriented leadership 
behaviors, might the small percentage of women at the top be due to a 
shortage of promotable women middle managers who possess both sets 
of behaviors?

Our research aimed to answer this question by comparing the fre-
quency with which 2,267 men and women lower level and middle man-
agers self-reported or were perceived to have employed the 10 relational 
and 10 task-oriented behaviors deemed critical for eff ective leadership. 
Although prior research has also examined gender and leadership behav-
iors (e.g., Bartol, Martin, & Kromkowski, 2003), the present study extends 
previous fi ndings by including the perceptions of the leaders themselves, 

their direct supervisors, peers, and employees. Our 
analysis of the data showed that women managers 
evaluated themselves and were evaluated by their 
immediate supervisors, direct employees, and peers 
as employing nine of the 10 relational leadership 
behaviors more frequently than men leaders.

Th e socialization processes that infl uence women 
and men throughout their lives provide one explana-
tion for the observed fi ndings. Relational theorists 
(e.g., Fletcher, 2007), for example, contend that young 
girls receive explicit and implicit encouragement 
from parents, teachers, and peers to build their iden-
tities within the relational context of interpersonal 
connections. Th ese constant messages foster the 

development of relational behaviors, which women subsequently infuse 
into their leadership styles (Fletcher, 2007). Conversely, because these 
traits are culturally conceptualized as “feminine” and deemed “weak-
nesses . . . that need to be overcome in order to make it in the ‘real’ world,” 
many men are “socialized to devalue and deny in themselves the relational 
skills needed to survive psychologically . . . (and instead) rely on women 
to provide these attributes” (Fletcher, 1999, p. 9). As a result, a signifi cant 
portion of men leaders who have received less-explicit encouragement to 
hone these relational skills may be less prepared to utilize these behav-
iors in the workplace, despite receiving encouragement to do so by their 
employees or supervisors. Although not empirically supported through 
recent research, many contemporary organizations now purport to want 
leaders with a balanced leadership style (Senge, 2006), that is, leaders who 
can supplement their traditional task-oriented behaviors with relational 
skills. If organizational rhetoric matches organizational practices, men 
and women may be more apt to climb the proverbial leadership ladder 
if they are encouraged to develop both their task-oriented and relation-
ally oriented leadership behaviors. Furthermore, educators interested in 
developing their students’ leadership potential must emphasize the devel-
opment of historically devalued relational skills.

Our analysis of the data 
showed that women 
managers evaluated 

themselves and were 
evaluated by their 

immediate supervisors, 
direct employees, and 

peers as employing 
nine of the 10 relational 

leadership behaviors 
more frequently than men 

leaders.



 Volume 26, Number 1 / 2013 DOI: 10.1002/piq 47

Another viable explanation for our results may be the biased percep-
tions of the participants. Specifi cally, some studies suggest that people are 
more likely to expect men and women to act in ways that conform to gen-
der-specifi c stereotypes (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002). Th erefore, one could 
argue that the cultural expectations that women do and should possess 
stronger relational traits predisposed participants to notice women’s rela-
tional behaviors more than men’s. Th is same argument, however, would 
also cause one to expect participants to report that men leaders employed 
the “masculine” task-oriented behaviors signifi cantly more than women 
leaders. As hypothesized, however, women and men leaders were perceived 
as fairly equal in utilizing these more traditional behaviors in the workplace.

Traditional leadership models have included an assortment of task-
oriented behaviors such as goal setting, planning, strategizing, evaluat-
ing, and making critical decisions (Atwater et al., 2004; Dennis & Kunkel, 
2004). Historically, these task-oriented behaviors have been associated 
with “masculinity,” which suggests that men are expected to employ these 
leadership behaviors with greater frequency than women. Interestingly, 
however, employees’ perceptions of their women managers’ use of nine of 
the 10 task-oriented behaviors were signifi cantly higher than employees’ 
perceptions of men managers’ use of these skills. Th ough unexpected, our 
fi ndings are consistent with studies showing that employees of women 
lower level supervisors, middle managers, and executives rate their lead-
ers higher in the degree to which they employ task-oriented behaviors 
than the employees of men leaders (Bartol et al., 2003). Furthermore, our 
results revealed that the degree to which women midlevel leaders per-
ceive themselves as demonstrating task-oriented behaviors is higher than 
self-reports from men leaders. Finally, women and men middle managers 
are perceived by their supervisors and peers as employing task-oriented 
leadership behaviors with similar frequencies.

If task-oriented behaviors are deemed “masculine,” why did employ-
ees and a substantial portion of women leaders rate themselves or their 
women middle managers higher in nine and fi ve of the 10 task-oriented 
leadership behaviors, respectively? A sociocultural explanation for these 
fi ndings is that parents, coaches, mentors, and teachers of young girls 
may have emphasized the importance of developing the “masculine” task-
oriented behaviors for obtaining success in their future careers. Richie 
and colleagues’ (1997) fi ndings that high-achieving African American 
women reported they had intentionally developed gender-incongruent 
behaviors. Clearly, the demanding process of developing “feminine” rela-
tional skills as well as traditional “masculine” traits deemed critically 
important for success could have predisposed the women leaders in our 
study to develop a more balanced leadership style.

Limitations in this study must be noted. First, the primary goal was to 
assess gender diff erences in objective leadership behaviors observed in the 
workplace. Th us, our data did not evaluate the eff ectiveness of these leader-
ship behaviors but only the extent to which they were perceived by the lead-
ers themselves and by their supervisors, peers, and direct employees. Second, 
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our sample was limited due to its homogenous makeup of predominantly 
European-American managers. Th is lack of diversity restricts the generaliz-
ability of our fi ndings to leaders from diff erent ethnic backgrounds. A similar 
360-degree study using a more diverse ethnic sample may yield diff erent 
results. And last, one of our strengths, a large number of participants across 
204 organizations, could also be a limitation in that small diff erences more 
frequently are found to be statistically signifi cant. More studies are needed 
to assess the practical implications of the gender diff erences.

When asked to describe their “ideal” leader, many employees express 
a preference for individuals who employ both relational and task-
oriented behaviors (Boatwright & Forrest, 2000). Additionally, organiza-
tions increasingly believe that these multidimensional leaders may help to 
improve the work environment, worker satisfaction, and organizational 
loyalty. Th us, the present fi ndings are noteworthy because they highlight 
that middle-management women employ both sets of leadership behav-
iors and should be strongly considered for upper-level positions.

In sum, organizations have made extraordinary progress toward 
increased gender equality in leadership positions. Still, the advancement 
of women into elite positions of authority has been disappointingly less 
than expected and does not seem to be improving signifi cantly (Eagly & 
Carli, 2007b). One sociocultural threat to equality within the higher-level 
leadership roles may be the lingering conscious or subconscious assump-
tion that organizations should hire or promote men and women who 
predominantly display “masculine” or task-oriented behaviors (Atwater 
et al., 2004; Powell et al., 2002). In the past two decades, however, orga-
nizations have been “encouraged—even warned—to reinvent themselves, 
push decision making to lower levels, encourage teamwork and collabo-
ration, fl atten the hierarchy, and think systemically. . . . Organizations 
are being exhorted in increasingly stronger terms to adopt new mod-
els of success and develop new skills in their workers” (Fletcher, 1999, 
p. 113). In other words, organizations now feel pressured to hire leaders 
who can supplement their traditional task-oriented behaviors with rela-
tional behaviors. Our analysis demonstrated that the small percentage of 
women executive leaders is not due to limited human resources. In fact, 
our fi ndings strongly reveal that a signifi cant number of women middle 
managers are perceived as being behaviorally prepared for advancement 
into the elite leadership positions. Not only do they possess an equal 
or greater number of traditional task-oriented behaviors but they also 
employ the relational skills deemed necessary by organizations to con-
struct these “new models of success.”
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Appendix: The Management Leadership Practices 
Inventory (MLPI)

Th is inventory is being completed about ________________________
My relationship to person named above is: (check one)
____ I report to the person named
____ I supervise the person named
____ I am a peer/colleague of the person named
____ I am the person named

Instructions
Th is inventory contains a series of statements that describe what manag-
ers do. Answer each item about the person whose name appears on the 
front page. Circle the number (1 to 7) to the right of each item that best 
describes the way he/she behaves as a manager.

To guide you: 
“1” means that the statement is true virtually never, or not at all. 
“4” means that the statement is true about half of the time, or 
sometimes. 
“7” means that the statement is true virtually always, or without 
fail. 

Of course, you may use the other numbers: 
“3” and “2” to represent varying degrees between sometimes and 
never. 
“5” and “6” to represent varying degrees between sometimes and 
always. 

Copyright  1989, 1991, 2006  Lawrence A. Pfaff 
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Circle only one number for each statement. Do not circle between 
numbers.

Try to complete all statements. Th ere is no time limit. Th ere are no 
right or wrong answers. Answer as accurately and honestly as you can. If 
you cannot answer an item, leave it blank.

If you report to the person named on the front page, or are his/
her peer, your responses will remain anonymous.

Remember:  Mark each statement “1” (never) to “7” (always) based 
on how accurately you feel it describes the person named on the front 
page.

Th is person:              Never Sometimes Always
 1. Makes sure people know what they    1   2   3     4   5     6   7

are expected to do before they begin 
 2. Allows individuals to direct their    1   2   3     4   5     6   7

own activities 
 3. Understands the technical aspects    1   2   3     4   5     6   7

of the work 
 4. Asks for employee input    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
 5. Clearly communicates the strategy    1   2   3     4   5     6   7

and direction of the unit   
 6. Makes sure people are properly trained 

for their job    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
 7. Supervises workers closely    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
 8. Organizes and coordinates the work of 

the unit    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
 9. Tells people when plans change to meet 

changing demands    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
10. Encourages people to perform at high 

levels    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
11. Permits others to take responsibility into 

their own hands    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
12. Sets challenging goals for the group   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
13 Rewards those who deserve it    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
14. Knows how to get things done    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
15. Gives frequent feedback on performance  1   2   3     4   5     6   7
16. Informs people immediately when goals 

and expectations change    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
17. Promotes cooperation among employees  1   2   3     4   5     6   7
18. Makes sure people have suffi  cient 

authority to accomplish objectives   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
19. Promotes a climate of trust    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
20. Acts decisively when necessary    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
21. Makes plans that help get the work done 

the best way possible    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
22. Makes changes as a result of employee 

input    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
23. Is easy to talk to about work problems   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
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Remember:  Mark each statement “1” (never) to “7” (always) based 
on how accurately you feel it describes the person named on the front 
page.

Th is person:              Never Sometimes Always
24. Coaches people to help them improve 

their performance    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
25. Communicates regularly with staff    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
26. Gives recognition for achieving goals   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
27. Communicates goals eff ectively to the 

entire unit    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
28. Gets tasks accomplished, no matter 

how diffi  cult    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
29. Exercises tight control over the 

work group    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
30. Delegates responsibility for getting 

the work done    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
31. Inspires people to do their best    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
32. Has confi dence in people    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
33. Has a positive attitude    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
34. Listens to people    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
35. Informs key people of necessary 

changes    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
36. Lets people know when results are not up 

to expectations    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
37. Knows what is necessary for the long-term 

success of the unit    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
38. Discusses goals with individuals to be sure 

they are clear    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
39. Is able to answer almost any question 

about the work    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
40. Can fi nd the resources to get things done  1   2   3     4   5     6   7
41. Applies pressure to get results    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
42. Immediately gives individuals credit 

for doing good work    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
43. Makes decisions based on the facts   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
44. Accepts constructive criticism    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
45. Involves workers in setting their own goals  1   2   3     4   5     6   7
46. Helps employees understand how their 

work relates to the organization’s goals   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
47. Is approachable    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
48. Gets people to work as a team    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
49. Knows when to coach employees and 

when to leave them on their own    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
50. Is trusted by people in his/her unit   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
51. Makes plans that are clear    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
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Remember:  Mark each statement “1” (never) to “7” (always) based 
on how accurately you feel it describes the person named on the front 
page.

Th is person:              Never Sometimes Always
52. Makes sure people know how their 

performance is being evaluated    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
53. Helps people learn new skills    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
54. Has a clear idea of the future direction 

of the unit    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
55. Sets high standards of performance   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
56. Gives frequent praise for good work   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
57. Supports teamwork in the group    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
58. Speaks eff ectively in front of a group   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
59. Is open to new ideas about getting 

the work done    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
60. Makes timely decisions    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
61. Instills people with the confi dence to 

do their work    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
62. Is directive    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
63. Is resourceful    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
64. Eff ectively organizes and directs the work 

of employees    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
65. Works to improve the competence of the 

people in his/her unit    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
66. Allows people to do work the way they 

want as long as it is done correctly   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
67. Is self-confi dent    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
68. Makes sure people know the deadlines 

for accomplishing goals    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
69. Encourages people to help each other   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
70. Is friendly    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
71. Informs people of the reasons for making 

changes in plans or goals    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
72. Makes eff ective decisions    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
73. Is dependable in dealing with people   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
74. Gets his/her point across when talking   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
75. Has the necessary technical skills to 

lead the unit    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
76. Shows interest in suggestions from members 

of the work group    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
77. Evaluates performance against agreed-

upon goals    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
78. Makes sure people have the resources to 

do their jobs    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
79. Sets clear standards against which 

performance is measured    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
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Remember:  Mark each statement “1” (never) to “7” (always) based 
on how accurately you feel it describes the person named on the front 
page.

Th is person:              Never Sometimes Always
80. Displays confi dence under pressure   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
81. Communicates eff ectively in writing   1   2   3     4   5     6   7
82. Sets realistic goals    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
83. Uses plans to manage    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
84. Keeps up-to-date on technical 

developments in his/her fi eld    1   2   3     4   5     6   7
85. Listens well to others in a group situation  1   2   3     4   5     6   7
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