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Obstacles for marginalized group members in
obtaining leadership positions: Threats and

opportunities

Astrid C. Homan and Yasmin Abbaszadeh

Rising to higher hierarchical positions is a struggle for those
who do not fit the stereotypical leadership mold. Implicit
Leadership Theories (ILTs) associate leadership with dominant
groups (e.g., white, male), which limits opportunities of non-
prototypical individuals (e.g., women, ethnic minorities) to
claim or be granted leadership roles. We first review evidence
of the barriers members of non-prototypical groups encounter
in leadership advancement, and subsequently explore theo-
retical mechanisms explaining why these barriers persist.
Finally, we advocate for a shift from bias awareness and
affirmative action as potential solutions to an opportunity-threat
approach that speaks directly to the cognitive nature of lead-
ership categorization. We propose that by fostering an oppor-
tunity mindset—one that promotes open and flexible
thinking—rather than a threat mindset—defined by rigidity and
narrowmindedness—the traditional ‘leader’ profile can be
broadened and made more inclusive and as such will stimulate
leadership claiming by and granting to non-prototypical
individuals.
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Decades of research reveal persistent barriers that limit
members of certain demographic groups from advancing
within organizational hierarchies. This is unfortunate for
several reasons. First, the “business case” for diversity
illustrates that increasing diversity at all organizational
levels can enhance performance outcomes [1,2] and can
reduce cases of organizational diversity misconduct such
as discrimination [3]. Second, the “moral case” for di-
versity stresses that everyone eligible should have equal
opportunities to obtain high-ranking positions [4].
Third, having exemplary diversity role models is crucial
for retaining talent from a variety of backgrounds [5,6].
In this paper, we will first review research illustrating
that there are barriers for members of underrepresented
groups to reach leadership positions. Second, we use
insights from leader categorization theory [7] to explain
why members of underrepresented groups are non-
prototypical for leadership and how being non-
prototypical hinders both claiming and granting of
leadership. Third, we argue that the most commonly
mentioned solutions for this underrepresentation (i.e.,
bias awareness and affirmative action) are likely inef-
fective, especially at changing attitudes. We then
introduce our threat-opportunity approach as an alter-
native to stimulating leadership opportunities for
marginalized and  underrepresented  individuals
in organizations.

Evidence of barriers for non-prototypical
individuals’ leadership attainment

Research on non-prototypical leadership1 has mostly
focused on leadership emergence and, albeit less so,
leadership effectiveness. For leadership emergence,
research has illustrated the difficulties women face
when striving to obtain higher-ranking positions by
examining the so-called “glass ceiling” effect, which
denotes the invisible barriers that make it more difficult
for women to rise in organizational hierarchies [see 8 for
a review]. This work often builds on gender role con-
gruity theory [9], to explain how the mismatch between

! We acknowledge that the work reviewed in this manuscript is overwhelmingly
conducted among WEIRD (i.e., Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Demo-
cratic) samples, making specific research findings difficult to generalize to other set-
tings. However, we expect similar outcomes and processes for those who are non-
prototypical in non-WEIRD contexts.
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typical female gender roles and the ideal leader proto-
type—characterized by masculinity and
authority—makes women both less likely to claim, and
less likely to be granted, leadership roles [10,11].

Similarly, ethnic minorities experience barriers to
leadership [12—15] due to the fact that “whiteness” is
seen as prototypical for leadership. Though this
“White standard” of leadership has recently been
questioned [16,17], Petsko and Rosette [18] showed
that the association between Whiteness and leader-
ship in the USA is apparent when measured in more
implicit and indirect ways (though not when using
explicit, self-report measures). Moreover, a recent
resume study conducted in Australia [12] confirmed
that ethnic minority applicants were still significantly
less likely to receive a callback for their applications to
all types of hierarchical positions than ethnic major-
ity applicants.

Though there has been less research conducted
regarding the glass ceiling for other marginalized and
underrepresented groups, the general conclusion is that
individuals who do not fit the leader prototype, such as
those who are non-heterosexual [19], have a physical
disability, are neurodiverse [20,21], are younger [22], or
are of lower social class [23], are less likely to obtain
leadership positions.”

In the rare instances that members of non-prototypical
groups do obtain leadership positions, their perfor-
mance and effectiveness is rated more negatively than
that of their majority counterparts [24—26]. These
more negative evaluations might also stem from the
types of leadership positions minority members are
more likely to attain. Research [27] has illustrated
that members of underrepresented groups (such as
women [28] or Asian Americans [29]) are likely to
encounter a ‘glass cliff,” which entails that they are
more likely to be selected for precarious leadership
positions (i.e., typically in organizations facing crises
or poor financial outcomes). Being in precarious lead-
ership positions is highly risky and difficult, and often
results in relative quick turnover, making it less likely
for non-prototypical individuals to remain in these
leadership roles. Moreover, as the organization’s situ-
ation begins to improve, companies often replace mi-
nority CEOs with majority group members, leading
people to erroneously attribute the crisis to the mi-
nority leaders and view the return to stability as a
result of ‘going back to normal,” thereby crediting
majority members for the organization’s recovery [28].
As a result, the glass cliff effect reinforces itself, sus-
taining the scarcity of non-prototypical leaders in
higher echelons of organizations.

% For more insights into these topics, please see Choe and Coté, Johnson and Joshi,
Kunze and De Meulenaere, Morgenroth et al. in this special issue [94—97].

Given the complexities of overlapping intersectional
identities that many individuals navigate simultancously
[30],” understanding their impact on leadership attain-
ment and effectiveness is important. This complexity
has led to (1) a lack of structure in the possible com-
bination of intersectional identities, (2) a need for
deeper insights into underlying mechanisms, and (3)
ambiguous findings (see 31—35 for examples of research
on intersectionality in leadership emergence and
effectiveness). Due to these ambiguous findings, it is
difficult to draw strong conclusions with regards to
which intersectional identities will be less likely to rise
to leadership positions and be effective whilst there
[e.g., 31], and which might experience a potential boost
to their leadership potential and effectiveness [e.g., 35].
Thus, more, theory-driven, research is needed to inform
our understanding of how intersectionality influences
non-prototypical leadership.

The research reviewed above clearly illustrates that
those with underrepresented, marginalized identities
are more likely to experience difficulties in reaching
higher hierarchical positions in organizations due to
being non-prototypical (i.e. not fitting into peoples’
idea of what a leader looks like). Below, we will use
leadership categorization theory [7] to explain
these findings.

Leadership categorization theory: implicit
leadership theories

Leadership is not merely an objective reality, but also a
subjective schematic conception that resides in people’s
minds [36]. According to leadership categorization
theory, these cognitive schemas, or implicit leadership
theories (i.e., ILIs), represent abstract information
regarding leadership [36—38]. ILTs are relatively stable
and developed over time through personal experience,
historical accounts, cultural expressions, and media
[37,39]. The information contained in ILTs is used to
compare characteristics of individuals to the prototype
of the leader category. Based on the overlap between the
individual and the leader category, the individual can be
categorized as a leader in someone’s mind (“if it looks
like a leader, behaves like a leader, and talks like a leader,
then it probably is a leader”), or not. This recognition-
based categorization process occurs relatively automat-
ically, and the closer a person matches the “standard
leader” prototype, the more likely they will be catego-
rized as a leader, and when in a leadership role, liked,
respected, and perceived as effective [e.g., 37,40—42].
Unfortunately, members from underrepresented groups
are less likely to fit the leadership prototype, making
them less likely to be categorized as a (potential) leader
[36]. Importantly, even though many ILTs seem to be
widespread and cross-culturally endorsed [43], there are

3 For more insights on intersectionality, please see Rosette et al. [98] in this special
issue.
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some interpersonal, intergroup, and cultural differences
in IL’Ts, which could influence leadership categorization
[44]. For instance, the “think manager-think male”
belief was found to be endorsed by both men and
women [45], whereas the bias against younger leaders
was found to be especially prevalent in middle-aged and
older, but not younger, individuals [22].

ILTs are important, because leadership (and follower-
ship) identities are largely dynamic and socially
constructed by a constant process of “claiming” and
“granting” [36,46,47]. According to De Rue and
Ashford’s formative theory [47], leadership claiming (by
potential leaders) and granting (by potential followers)
requires (1) potential leaders to incorporate the identity
of leader or follower in their self-concept [47], and (2)
others to accept and support an individual as leader or
follower [47,48]. Individuals are more likely to claim
leadership when they think their claim will be suc-
cessful [47], whereas others are more likely to grant a
leadership claim when they believe that the claim is
legitimate and credible [37,38].

From a claimer’s perspective, not fitting the leadership
prototype can be a barrier to claiming leadership. A lack
of leader prototypicality negatively affects (the devel-
opment of) leadership self-efficacy (LLSE). LSE is the
belief that one can lead others effectively based on one’s
knowledge, ability, and skills [49]. LSE starts to develop
early in childhood and young adulthood [49], and has
been linked to attainment of leadership positions later
in life [50,51]. Individuals who do not believe that they
can be effective leaders are unlikely to internalize a
leadership identity, which can hinder their confidence in
claiming leadership [52]. Numerous studies showed
that being a member of a marginalized group curbs the
development of leadership self-efficacy and aspirations
[51,53—57], partially because those individuals do not
perceive themselves as “leader-like”.

From a granter’s perspective, a perceived mismatch
between characteristics of an individual who claims
leadership and the granter’s ILTs hinders the granting of
leadership to that individual [47]. This mismatch
negatively influences perceptions of future success and
effectiveness of the claimer as a leader [10,22,26], which
in turn lower the likelihood that the claim is granted
[37,38]. Thus, leadership claims of those who are non-
prototypical for leadership are seen as less legitimate
and credible [47], and are subsequently less likely to
be accepted.

Additionally, granters may instigate a vicious circle by
not only granting less leadership to non-prototypical
individuals, but also stifling the claiming of leadership
by hindering chances to develop LSE. LSE is developed
through access to leadership opportunities, socialization
processes that stimulate leadership aspirations, and
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vicarious learning from representative role models
[58,59]. Those who do not fit the leader prototype
might not be offered the same opportunities for on-the-
job training, skill development, and encouragement
required for obtaining a leadership position [60,61]. As
an illustration, research has shown that women are
assigned tasks characterized by lower levels of re-
sponsibility and influence, making women less attractive
for top-level functions which require experience in such
areas [62]. Without exemplary role models, effective
mentoring, and opportunities to display and practice
leadership, it is difficult to develop LSE, which in turn is
likely to reduce leadership claiming.

In sum, due to a lower overlap between characteristics of
members of underrepresented groups and existing [LTs
[36], members of such groups are less likely to internalize
leadership as part of their identity [63,64], and are less
recognized and accepted as leaders [53,65]. As such,
both claiming and granting of leadership are stifled.

Stimulating non-prototypical leadership: an
opportunity-threat approach

In examining ways to stimulate the presence of non-
prototypical individuals in leadership, previous work
has roughly argued for two approaches. First, the bias-
awareness approach proposes that by making people aware
of their biases towards certain groups, these implicit and
explicit biases can be eliminated, which supposedly
empowers members of these groups to attain higher
positions. Unfortunately, awareness training is often
ineffective [66—68]. Second, the structural approach
mostly focuses on affirmative action, which can increase
numerical representation of underrepresented groups in
higher positions in the short-run, but can have negative
consequences for the individuals in question (e.g.,
stigma and lowered self-confidence) [68,69] and evoke
resistance from those not included in the initiative [70].
Importantly, as bias-awareness training focuses on gezneric
biases towards members of underrepresented groups, it
is not intended to change one’s leadership prototype,
and therefore leadership internationalization and
enhanced recognition of someone’s leadership might not
occur. Similarly, the structural approach ignores the
social dynamics of leadership development by assuming
that simply granting leadership will result in (effec-
tiveness and acceptance of) a person’s leadership. That
is, granting someone a leadership position does not
mean that they will internalize that role, or that others
will recognize and accept it [47].

We propose that a more effective approach might be to
examine how to change the leadership prototype. In
other words, we argue that in order to stimulate non-
prototypical leadership, we should understand how to
broaden ILTs to encompass not only the prototypical
middle-aged, white, heterosexual, abled, high SES, cis-
man, but also include a variety of non-prototypical

www.sciencedirect.com
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leadership characteristics (e.g., different genders, races,
and sexual orientations). Previous work has illustrated
that ILTs can change over time, depending on circum-
stances, socialization, and context [71—74]. We propose
that because 1L:Ts are cognirive representations of what is
prototypical of leadership, stimulating cognitive flexi-
bility and openness of the mind should be helpful in
broadening 1L Ts.

Previous work has linked the experience of threats
versus opportunities to rigidity versus flexibility of the
mind [75]. More specifically, experiences of threat and
opportunity shape information processing strategies,
such that threat narrows information processing and
creates a focus on well-learned responses and existing
schemas [76], whereas opportunity broadens informa-
tion processing, and creates a focus on novelty and un-
tried responses [77]. Given that non-prototypical
leadership requires a novel and more inclusive link be-
tween ILTs and characteristics of non-prototypical in-
dividuals, it makes sense that factors that are associated
with opportunity perceptions make non-prototypical
leadership more likely (see Figure 1). Below, we
explain how opportunity mindsets can stimulate both
claiming and granting of non-prototypical leadership and
provide examples of traits and contexts that cue op-
portunity versus threat.

As previously noted, one of the core ingredients for
claimingleadership and developinga leadership identity is
high perceived similarity between ILTs and beliefs about
oneself [78]. We propose that perceiving opportunities
(rather than threats) should, by broadening ILTs due to
flexible thinking, stimulate LSE and encourage (suc-
cessful) claims to leadership. Conversely, because threat-
related perceptions reinforce rigid cognitive schemas, in-
dividuals’ thinking patterns are likely to revert to previ-
ously established ideas and tendencies [76]. Threat
perceptions can thus exacerbate the perceived mismatch
between one’s self-concept and ILT5, leading to uncer-
tainty and perceptions of being unqualified [79], which in
turn may reduce leadership claiming behavior.

Figure 1

Similar to leadership claiming, granting leadership re-
quires high perceived similarity between I'TLs and be-
liefs about individuals. Perceiving opportunities is
related to seeing connections between seemingly un-
related schemas [79,80], which should render people
more likely to incorporate diverse individuals into their
leadership schema. Conversely, observers with a threat
mindset are likely to have more exclusive ILTs due to
narrower attention to information, more conservatism,
and rigidity [76], making them less likely to grant
leadership to non-prototypical individuals.

Opportunity mindsets are associated with individual
traits and situational and contextual factors. Regarding
traits, research has illuminated various concepts related
to the degree in which individuals, in general, see op-
portunities rather than threats in their environment. In
this respect, previous work has shown that those who are
more (rather than less) resilient, have a higher level of
openness to experience, experience awe, and focus on
growth and learning, are more likely to see opportunities
for themselves as leaders [81—83] and are more likely to
exhibit inclusive and novel thinking and behaviors
[84—87]. As such, we propose that individuals who score
higher on these traits are more likely to see overlap
between ILTs and characteristics of non-prototypical
individuals, resulting in more claiming and granting of
non-prototypical leadership.

With regards to organizational contexts, situations that
provide opportunities for non-prototypical leadership,
such as a more positive diversity climate [63], mentoring
programs aimed at stimulating diversity in leadership
[88], or the presence of counter-stereotypical examples
[89], such as (non-elitist) role models [90], have been
found to stimulate LLSE in members of marginalized
groups. Moreover, we argue that organizational envi-
ronments that embrace change [91,92] or diversity [73],
and those characterized by more egalitarian beliefs and
norms [93], stimulate broader and more flexible ILTs
that include non-prototypical individuals. We thus argue
that situations that cue opportunities (rather than

Claiming of leadership

by non-prototypical
individual

[ Threat-related cues

Flexibility and
openness of the
mind

Overlap between ILTs
and attributes of non-
prototypical individuals

[ Opportunity-related cues

Granting of leadership
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threats) stimulate the development of more inclusive
ILTs, which in turn leads to more LLSE, development of a
leadership identity, and leadership claiming as well as to
greater granting and support for non-
prototypical leadership.

We call for future research to study the role of
opportunity-threat mindsets in stimulating non-
prototypical leadership attainment and outcomes, for
instance by measuring or manipulating traits or (situa-
tional) states that stimulate seeing opportunities rather
than threats in both minority members who aspire
leadership (i.e., claimers) as well as those who select and
follow future leaders (i.e., granters).

Conclusion

Decades of research on non-prototypical leadership have
highlighted many of the challenges faced by individuals
who do not fit the traditional leader prototype, not only
in advancing to higher positions, but also in being
perceived as effective once there. However, effective
solutions for this problem are still lacking. Existing ap-
proaches, such as bias-awareness and affirmative-action
programs, have not provided lasting solutions for non-
prototypical individuals striving for leadership roles.
Using an opportunity-threat approach, we argued that a
focus on factors and situations that stimulate percep-
tions of opportunity rather than threat may better
enable non-prototypical individuals to effectively claim
and be granted leadership roles.
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This study investigates the impact of female CEO presence on the
incidence of corporate discrimination lawsuits by analyzing panel
data from S&P 500 companies in the U.S. between 2010 and
2015. Findings demonstrate that female CEO presence
decreased the frequency of discrimination lawsuits, especially in
companies with a history of misconduct. Additionally, the study
reveals that female-led firms characterized by strong diversity
ratings were generally less prone to facing large-scale discrimi-
nation lawsuits.

Analyzing 12,000 job applications across 4,000 job ads, this
study reveals a significant and persisting disadvantage for ap-
plicants with non-English sounding names, especially for lead-
ership positions (11.3% positive responses compared to 26.8%
for applications with English sounding names). The findings
highlight persistent ethnic discrimination in leadership role
recruitment despite equivalent qualifications.

Recent experimental evidence challenged the idea that the
leader prototype is “white by default,” prompting the authors to
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49.
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investigate why these findings diverged from most of the existing
literature. Via three preregistered experiments, their findings
show that indirect assessment measures—but not direct mea-
sures such as self-report—still confirmed that the 'white leader’
prototype persists in leadership perceptions. This work highlights
the need to account for research method and socially desirable
responding in future studies.

In this review, the authors speak to the importance of neuro-
diversity in leadership contexts, highlighting out how cognitive
traits associated with neurodiversity may facilitate leadership
behaviors that positively impact leader and follower outcomes.
Additionally, their model identifies specific factors and conditions
that can help recognize and harness the strengths of neuro-
diverse individuals, enabling their emergence as leaders.

Three meta-analyses assess the existence and conditionality of
the glass cliff phenomenon for women and other marginalized
groups. The first meta-analysis of archival data identifies a small
glass cliff effect contingent on organizational domain. Meta-
analytical evidence for a glass cliff effect is also found in
experimental data (focusing on leadership suitability and selec-
tion), but its presence is found to be dependent on important
moderators.

Using archival data and experimental studies, the authors show
that the “glass cliff” effect is also present for Asian-Americans,
illustrating that Asian-Americans face disadvantages similar to
other marginalized groups when it comes to leadership attain-
ment despite their high qualifications and “model minority”
status.

Taking an intersectional approach, this paper illustrates that Gay
Black men are viewed more favorably as leaders than individuals
who are either just gay or just Black. Participants rated gay in-
dividuals as warmer and less dominant than their straight
counterparts, with warmth (versus dominance for White men)
enhancing leadership perceptions of Black men.

This extensive review explores the interplay between implicit
leadership and followership theories, emphasizing the mecha-
nisms by which leaders’ and followers’ expectations and in-
teractions evolve over time. It offers a detailed overview of the
historical development of leadership theory from a social-
cognitive perspective.

This influential theory paper posits that leadership identity is
formed through dynamic transactional processes whereby in-
dividuals claim and grant leader or follower roles within organi-
zational social interactions. The process starts with individuals
internalizing an identity as either a leader or follower, which is
then either claimed, relationally recognized, and collectively
endorsed, or not.

This review integrates social cognitive and intersectionality the-
ories to examine how gendered and racialized experiences
across development and adulthood interact to differentially influ-
ence White, Black, Asian American, and Latin women’s leader-
ship self-efficacy.

This study illustrates the importance of congruence in individuals’
implicit leadership theories and individuals’ self-views in shaping
leadership self-efficacy and motivation to lead.

This review speaks to the importance of role congruity theory in
explaining responses to non-prototypical individuals in (future)
leadership roles. The paper presents an extensive overview of
role congruity theory’s core components and predictions, and
highlights how discrepancies between expected and actual roles
at work influence organizational evaluations, outcomes, and
adaptation.

This paper illustrates that a focus on awareness in anti-bias
training is sub-optimal, and stresses the need for developing
efficient and research-driven anti-bias training programs that
optimize time and resources for organizations.
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