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INTRODUCTION 
 

As of 2002, there were 10.1 million privately held businesses in the United States that are 
majority- or 50% women-owned, an increase of 11% nationwide between 1997 and 2002 (Center 
for Women’s Business Research).  Yet, women comprise only 10% of senior managers in 
Fortune 500 companies; less than 4% of the uppermost ranks of CEO, president, executive vice 
president, and COO; and less than 3% of top corporate earners (Meyerson and Fletcher, 2002).  
When women leave the corporate world to become entrepreneurs, as they are doing in increasing 
numbers, they take with them the skills and abilities they have learned.  The purpose of this 
paper will be to examine, in particular, women’s leadership styles in both corporate and 
entrepreneurial contexts to determine whether there are similarities or differences among women 
so that we may further the academic discourse on the topic of women’s entrepreneurial 
education. 
 
Leadership is not easily defined.  Rost (1991) analyzed 221 definitions of leadership found in 
books, book chapters and journal entries between 1900 and 1990, and concluded that the 
leadership definitions assumed that leadership is rational, management-oriented, male, 
technocratic, quantitative, cost-driven, hierarchical, pragmatic, and materialistic.   This would 
appear to be at odds with our current understanding of leadership as influential, charismatic, 
visionary, innovative, and so on. 

 
WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP IN A CORPORATE CONTEXT 

 
The topic of women and leadership has only been the subject of empirical research since the 
1980s.  Most research before that time was carried out by men, dealt almost exclusively with 
male leaders, and emphasized differences between male and female leaders.  Since many of the 
studies were framed through the eyes of men, and leadership theories developed by them, this 
may have resulted in biased portrayals of women leaders (Klenke, 1996).   
  
Traditionally, leaders were thought to exhibit certain traits that predisposed them to act 
effectively in leadership positions.  Women, it was believed, lacked these traits and prerequisites:  
aggression, competitiveness, dominance, Machiavellianism, ambition, decisiveness, high levels 
of energy, tallness, a commanding voice, persistence, and assertiveness (Klenke, 1996).  Female 
executives adhered to many of these “rules of conduct” because they were breaking new ground 
(Rosener, 1990).   
 
Now, women are in a state of transition as they try to overcome their minority status and 
marginality.  They find themselves caught in an ambivalent situation wherein they are 
stereotyped as “women leaders,” while the prevailing social norms project social representations 
of leadership that are predominantly male (Powell, Butterfield, & Parent, 2002; Moscovici, 
1986).  
 
Although the general characteristics of a “woman leader” are being touted today as the ideal 
characteristics for leading an organization, there is still a disparity between the phrases “woman 



as leader” and “woman leader.”  This is exemplified by the reality that the top ranks of 
management are still male-dominated, and a “glass ceiling” that is keeping women as a group 
from reaching these ranks still seems to prevail (Catalyst, 2000; Davidson & Cooper, 1992; 
Morrison & Von Glinow, 1990).  
 
Gender is always an issue when female leaders are evaluated and acts as a filter for assessing 
women’s leadership skills and effectiveness.  Women leaders do not lack confidence in their 
leadership abilities nor the competence to function effectively as leaders, but they experience a 
sense of tokenism, vulnerability, and precariousness (Apfelbaum and Hadley, 1986).   
 
Dividing human characteristics along gender lines is likely to increase the attention we pay to 
particular behaviors displayed by men and women, as well as the possibility of exaggerated 
selective judgments (Hare-Mustin & Maracek, 1990).  In fact, current research indicates that men 
and women tend to stereotype their own behavior according to cultural views of gender-
appropriate behavior, as much as they stereotype the behavior of other groups.    Social controls, 
more than socialization, account for people’s interests and behavior (Epstein, 1991). 
 
Nevertheless, there are dichotomous variables used when we examine the themes found in the 
literature reviewed here.  The leadership styles that follow are not really “styles” at all, but ways 
of looking at these variables.  They overlap considerably, but represent a perceptual variation on 
the issue of those “either-or” leadership orientations that manifest themselves in behavior. 
 
The literature that focuses on leadership styles as masculine or feminine notes that men utilize a 
command-and-control style of leadership, which emphasizes hierarchy, dominance, and 
competition, and characterize women’s leadership style as cooperative, nurturant, empowering, 
and team-oriented (Klenke, 1996).   
 
Loden’s book, Feminine Leadership:  Or How to Succeed in Business Without Being One of the 
Boys (1985), was one of the earliest books that claimed women’s superior leadership potential.  
The author maintained there is a masculine mode of leadership based on high control for the 
leader, hierarchical authority, and analytic problem-solving.  Women, on the other hand, prefer a 
feminine leadership model built on cooperation, collaboration, low control for the leader, and 
intuitive problem-solving.  The core characteristic of the “feminine” leadership style is the 
reliance on emotional as well as rational data.  Loden asserted that feminine leaders see the 
world through two different but concurrent lenses and, as a result, respond to situations on both 
thinking and feeling levels.  Women embracing this type of leadership create a climate of 
cooperation, participation, and shared accountability. 
 
Helgensen (1990) describes the differences between male and female leaders by using two 
images:  the hierarchy and the web.  She asserts that women form flat organizations rather than 
hierarchical ones, and their leadership style is characterized by frequent contacts with staff 
members and sharing of information.  The integration of female values into the leadership 
situation creates a web of inclusion, a circular system interconnected by an exchange of power 
and information.  At the center of the web, is the woman leader, who stresses the importance of 
accessibility and maintains an open-door policy. 
  
Further, Yammarino, Dubinski, Comer, and Jolson (1997) report that differing dyadic 
interpersonal relationships among female leaders and their female and male subordinates appear 
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to be a critical factor their leadership style.  They found that female leaders form unique one-to-
one interpersonal relationships and these relationships are independent of one another and group 
membership. 
  
Finally, the differences between male and female managers may be due to the notion that men 
and women generally perceive the world differently and therefore communicate differently 
(Gilligan, 1982, cited in Bass & Avolio, 1994).  For women, the world is a network of 
connections where support and consensus are sought and confirmed.  For men, the world is made 
up of individuals in a hierarchical social order in which life is a competitive struggle for success, 
the gaining of independence and advantage over others, and avoiding the loss of power (Tannen, 
1990).  Male leaders are more inclined to focusing on failings of their followers, rather than 
caring about them as individuals as women leaders appear to be more likely to do (Bass & 
Avolio, 1994; Brockner & Adsit, 1986).   These differences do not represent “right” or “wrong” 
– that’s just the differences as they exist. 
  
A more recent method of viewing differing styles is that of transactional or transformational 
leadership.  Rosener (1990) notes that men are more likely than women to describe themselves in 
ways that represent transactional leadership.  They view performance as a series of transactions 
with subordinates – exchanging rewards for services rendered or punishment for inadequate 
performance.  Men are also more likely to use power that comes from their organizational 
position and formal authority.  Women are characterized in ways that represent transformational 
leadership – getting subordinates to transform their own self-interest into the interests of the 
group through concern for a broader goal.  Moreover, they are likely to use power that comes 
from personal characteristics like charisma, interpersonal skills, hard work or personal contacts 
rather than to organizational stature. 
  
Rosener proposes a third leadership style which she calls “interactive leadership” because the 
women in her qualitative study actively worked to make their interactions with subordinates 
positive for everyone involved.  The women encourage participation, share power and 
information, enhance other people’s self-worth, and get others excited about their work.  They 
try to instill this group identity in a variety of ways, including encouraging others to have a say 
in almost every aspect of work, from setting performance goals to determining strategy (Ibid.). 
  
Stanford, Oates, and Flores (1995), in their qualitative study, reported a recurring theme 
concerning power bases.  None of the women in the study referred to her own position in the 
organization as a platform for influence nor indicated that she used coercive power.  These 
women operated from personal bases of influence.  Thus, it could be feasibly be surmised on the 
basis of French & Raven’s model of power (1959, cited in Stanford, et. al., 1995), that referent or 
expert power bases were operative among the women leaders.  Further, they found that the 
women leaders encouraged the participation of employee involvement as a basis for team-based 
management.  A majority of the women in the study said they seldom or never gave orders, 
preferring instead to foster their employees’ participation in decision-making.  In Rosener’s 
study (1990), the women said they willingly share power and information rather than guard it 
and they make apparent their reasoning behind decisions.   
  
In the last decade, we have seen a shift in the results of research from a paradigm of male/female 
leadership differences to a paradigm of male/female leadership similarities.  Yet it seems from 
much of the literature, that both males and females, who are successful leaders, use one 
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leadership style or the another as is appropriate for the situation (Korac-Kakabadse, Korac-
Kakabadse, & Myers, 1998; Yammarino, et. al., 1997; Bass, Avolio, & Atwater, 1996; Eagly, 
Karau & Makhijani, 1995; Ragins, et al., 1994). The evidence is less clear whether females in 
leadership roles have had to conform to the “male leadership role” in order to succeed – that is, 
their perception of what a male leadership role should be.   
 

WOMEN LEADERS IN AN ENTREPRENEURIAL CONTEXT 
 
“Female Entrepreneur” is defined as:  a woman who has initiated a business, is actively involved 
in managing it, owns at least 50 percent of the firm, and that the business has been in operation 
one year or longer (Buttner & Moore, 1997). 
  
Like the research into women’s leadership, female entrepreneurs did not attract academic interest 
until the 1980s.  From a review of literature, Moore (1999) found five definitive clusters of 
research on female entrepreneurs:  (1) Behaviors, stereotypes and roles; (2) Performance, 
transitions, ownership span and loan status; (3) Networks, the interactive approach, and 
affiliations; (4) Global findings on gender differences; and (5) Career typing of entrepreneurs. 
 
In a recent review of an academic library database, using the keywords “female/women  
entrepreneurs,” asking for peer-reviewed articles only, we found only 82 articles dating from the 
present back to 1978.  Of these, very few were concerned with Moore’s first and third clusters; 
many discussed such topics as work/family conflict, discrimination in credit markets and 
antecedent issues.  Green, Hart, Gatewood, Brush, and Carter (2003) reviewed 173 articles on 
women’s entrepreneurship, and of these, only 11 appeared to address women’s leadership or 
management style. 
 
As in women’s leadership literature, males are used as the standard when examining issues in 
entrepreneurship.  For example, Stevenson (1990) reports that the literature provides many 
examples of how male experience defines entrepreneurship and how these definitions are used to 
predict who in a culture has the propensity to become an entrepreneur.  Indeed, an almost 
obsessive interest in “what makes an entrepreneur” seems to dominate the literature – a 
throwback to early trait leadership theories.   
 
Brush (1992) notes that studies of psychological traits have found more differences than 
similarities between female and male entrepreneurs.  Findings suggest that instead of the 
traditional top-down organizational chart, an image of the businesses of female entrepreneurs 
would be a wheel, with the owner at the center, connected directly to each subordinate by a 
spoke, and the employees linked to each other along the rim (Buttner & Moore, 1997).   The 
image conveys that a centrally located woman will not only have greater control over relevant 
resources and enjoy benefits and opportunities not always available to those on the periphery of 
the network, but also will be directly linked to individuals in her firm (Moore, 1999). 
Brush (1992) also proposed that women use an integrative perspective, rooted in psychological 
and sociological theories that suggest that women’s social orientations are focused more on 
relationships and this carries over to the way they run businesses.  Further, Brush and Bird 
(1996, cited in Moore, 1999) explained a high amount of gender variance in leadership.  Women 
practice innovative realism, defined as flexible, innovative, action oriented, integrated, changing, 
and inspirational rather than placing emphasis on long-range formalized and strategic planning.   
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Buttner (2001) offers a possible additional explanation to the above findings.  She proposes that 
women may use a different conceptual model than has traditionally been employed in large 
organizations in mediating between social benefits and traditional economic gains, that are 
sometimes conflicting goals.  In particular, women may adopt a more relational approach 
(Miller, 1976, cited in Buttner, 2001) in interactions with employees and clients.  In their own 
companies, women are unencumbered by the cultural influences and behavioral expectations 
regarding appropriate management and interpersonal styles that exist in large organizations.  
According to relational theory, one’s sense of self and worth is grounded in the ability to make 
and maintain connections with others.  Surry (1991, cited in Buttner, 2001) notes that mutual 
empathy is experienced as self-enhancing for women.  
 
Relational theory would partially explain female entrepreneurs’ reliance on networks to help 
them manage their business and home life demands.  Moore (1999) reports that networks of 
trusted advisers serve women entrepreneurs as confidential sounding boards for voicing concerns 
and sharing solutions.  Entrepreneurs consider personal and emotional support, which mostly 
comes from spouses or significant others, far more important than financial, operational, or other 
types of assistance in running their businesses.  Buttner and Moore (1997) found over 60% of 
their entrepreneurs viewed their work and life as a central point connected to an overlapping 
series of network relationships that included family, business and society.  The establishment of 
cooperative networks is clearly related as one of the most important factors in gaining success 
(Moore, 1999).   

DISCUSSION 
 

The purpose of this paper was to explore the topic of women’s leadership in both corporate and 
entrepreneurial contexts to determine if there were important implications for the education of 
future female entrepreneurs.   There is scant research on both of these topics and research is often 
riddled with methodological biases or other problems.  Nevertheless, there do seem to be several 
themes that run across the literature. 
 
There seems to be a large disconnect between earlier studies that found differences between male 
and female leadership styles, and more recent studies that find fewer differences.  Gender 
stereotyping, no doubt, accounts for a large part of the differences found in earlier studies, but it 
appears to also account for the differences noted by researchers who report on the leadership 
styles today (e.g., transactional/transformational leadership).  We seem to be averse to the idea 
that successful leaders use both forms of leadership styles depending on the situation, yet there is 
the distinct flavor of transactional leadership = bad, transformational leadership = good, found in 
research, and these do tend to be associated (in the literature) with gender.  It appears, then, that 
great leadership, whether male or female, is truly situational in nature. 
 
One theme found in the literature on difference does stand out:  that of women leaders being 
team-oriented.  Underscoring this are the notions that women prefer web-structured 
organizations, share power, and exhibit concern for their followers.  Perhaps the confusion 
regarding research results may be that there are not dichotomous leadership styles at all – that is, 
that there is a considerable overlap between styles in practice and that both females and males 
may be using them in equal amounts if they are successful.  What may be the confounding 
variable is that communication patterns are indeed different between males and females – for 
whatever reason – and this has added an additional variable to that of gender stereotyping that 
produces the widely varying results.   
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With regard to women’s entrepreneurship, it is interesting to note that references to an 
organizational style specific to female entrepreneurial businesses – that of Moore’s “wheel” - are 
very similar to earlier, or concurrent, studies with women in corporations.  If this indeed a 
preferred “style,” it gives credence to the idea that women leaders tend to be relationship 
oriented, with connections and sharing of power being important variables.  It also may take 
“gender stereotyping” out of the equation when it comes to current research.   
 
“Social networks” is a theme that runs through both topic areas.  Again, we see that 
communication patterns play a key role.  Although informal networks in organizations may not 
be specific to gender – after all, men use them to get things done as well – they may be 
particularly important for female entrepreneurs.  Since they are generally “swimming upstream” 
when it comes to starting their own businesses, the informal networks may serve as support 
systems, information resources, and sources for introductions into credit circles.  The social 
networks may, indeed, provide the “ammunition” or “immunization” against stereotyping for 
female leaders, whether in corporations or on their own. 
 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

It should be apparent from the dearth of literature in the above areas that there are fertile areas 
for future research.  For example, it would seem important to further address the area of 
women’s leadership within corporate versus entrepreneurial contexts.  We should also see much 
more research in the area of female networks and communication patterns.  Finally, an increase 
in the rigor of research methods would provide increased credibility within the field of 
entrepreneurship.  
 
The results of this review have also provided us with some early implications for practice in the 
education of female entrepreneurs.  At present, there are very few academic entrepreneurship 
courses or programs focused specifically towards women; nevertheless, if these findings are 
accurate, women entrepreneurs have different goals than males in the leadership of their 
organizations.  The profit motive is obviously strong for both genders; however, how they deal 
with the dynamics of interpersonal and support relationships, environment scanning, and 
information gathering does appear to be at least qualitatively different. 
 
At present, most entrepreneurship courses fail to adequately address the “softer side” of 
leadership; it is most likely expected that students receive at least a modicum of exposure in 
organizational behavior courses, if required.  Both male and female students come into an 
academic atmosphere woefully short of skills in social behaviors (e.g., business etiquette, 
networking, communication, and presentation) and little knowledge in the practical nuances of 
these behaviors.  If female entrepreneurs find these social behaviors especially important in 
establishing and growing their businesses, educators would do well to provide practical 
experience for their female students before they embark on their ventures.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Despite the lack of research interest in the past on female entrepreneurial leadership styles and 
patterns, what does come out of this exploration, is that there is definitely something about the 
“community” aspect of the female gender – whether it is learned, forced, or an opportunity – that 
helps women find success in their work lives and in their leadership methods.  We have come up 
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with no definitive answers as to why this is so, nor how best to promote it.  As female 
entrepreneurs find their way across the boundaries they have encountered in the past that kept 
them from successful growth and financing, it will be interesting to see if they find less use for 
their particular “brand” of organizational leadership.  We think not. 
 
This exploratory review of women’s leadership literature in both contexts has shown there is 
dearth of research in this area and this was just a first step in recognizing there is a need for 
continued interest.   The results of this continuing research may guide us to specific practices we 
can institute for young women that will enhance their skills as they seek entrepreneurial 
lifestyles. 
 
Acknowledgements:  The author gratefully acknowledges Erik Winslow, Theodore Rosen and 
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