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Abstract

We examined differences in trust for men and women leaders who adopt relational behaviors
during an organizational crisis. We addressed two important shortcomings of previous research.
First, we independently manipulated leader gender and leader relational behaviors (interpersonal
emotion management) to identify their separate and interacting influences on trust outcomes,
which may lead to a leadership advantage for women. Second, we examined how uncertainty
about crisis outcomes affects the strength of this advantage. We operationalized trust as both
evaluative and behavioral (investment in a company led by the leader). We found support from
two experiments (N =412 and N = 400) for the idea of a female leadership trust advantage in
times of crisis. And we showed that the advantage is uniquely attributable to female leaders’ use
of relational behaviors and is manifested only when crisis consequences are known. We observed
these effects both for evaluative trust (Studies 1 and 2) and behavioral trust (Study 2). We invite
more research on the conditions that contribute to the female leadership advantage, the gendered
nature of leadership behaviors during organizational crises, and the relational leadership qualities
that help restore trust in organizations during uncertain times.

Keywords: leadership, trust, gender gap, contextual cues, organizational crises, online

experiments
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A Female Leadership Trust Advantage in Times of Crisis: Under What Conditions?
Researchers have debated the potential advantage that women leaders bring to
organizations in an extensive body of work (Eagly, 2016; Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Carli, 2003).
Because women are—on average—more likely than men to adopt a relational approach to
leadership (Binns, 2008; Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & van Engen, 2003; Holmes & Marra,
2004; Vongas & Al Hajj, 2015), and because the relational requirements of work have increased
(Grant, 2007), some argue that women may be more effective leaders than men (Grant, 1988;
Rosener, 1990), an argument summarized as the “female leadership advantage” (Eagly & Carli,
2003). The female leadership advantage argument suggests a potential advantage to female
leaders during organizational crises. Relational skills can help build and restore trust and,
thereby, enhance the effectiveness of crisis responses (Kahn, Barton, & Fellows, 2013; Mishra,
1996). The relational approach to leadership originates in observations that some individuals
tend to think of themselves in relation to others (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011) and “leaders need to
be sensitive, attuned, and responsive to moments of differences, and feel responsible for working
with those differences” (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011, p. 1438). Because, on average women (more
so than men) conceive of themselves in interdependence with others and men (more than
women) conceive of themselves as independent from others (Cross & Madson, 1997; Howard,
Gardner, & Thompson, 2007), relational skills tend to be qualified as feminine rather than
masculine.
Although the idea of a female leadership advantage is appealing, it stands on mixed

empirical evidence (Eagly, 2016). Meta-analyzing 45 primary studies, Eagly and her colleagues
(2003) show that while women adopt effective leadership behaviors (e.g., transformational

leadership) somewhat more frequently than men, in practice men and women are almost equally
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likely to adopt a relational approach to leadership. Meta-analyzing 95 individual studies
Paustian-Underdahl and colleagues’ (2014) found that men and women enjoy similar ratings of
leadership effectiveness. Ample evidence indicates that people dislike and punish women in non-
conforming gender roles (Anderson, 2015; Rudman & Glick, 2012). Despite real changes in, and
favorable attitudes toward, women’s access to male-dominated jobs, Haines and colleagues
(Haines, Deaux & Lofaro, 2016) find surprising stability in gender stereotypes. This may explain
why, if a female leadership advantage exists, it has failed to help speed up the progress of
women into top leadership roles, where they are still greatly under-represented (Catalyst, 2019).

Two important research limitations may contribute to the mixed empirical findings
regarding a female leadership advantage. The first limitation is the use of leader gender as a
proxy for relational behaviors or skills, thus confounding the effects of gender and relational
skills in explaining the female leadership advantage. A second limitation is the inadequate
attention to contextual factors, given that benefits derived from leaders’ relational skills are
likely to depend on the relational requirements of a given situation (Post, 2015); crisis
characteristics shape expectations of leadership behavior (Cook & Glass, 2014; Kulich,
lacoviello, & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2018; Kulich, Lorenzi-Cioldi, lacoviello, Faniko, & Ryan, 2015;
Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, & Bongiorno, 2011; Ryan et al., 2016). We focused on crisis resolution
uncertainty in the current study to examine if crisis resolution requires relational skills.

In two studies, we evaluated the potential for a female leadership trust advantage, which
would manifest as higher trustworthiness evaluations and trusting behaviors in response to
women leaders compared with men leaders. We viewed trustworthiness as a perceived attribute,
implying that the leader is viewed as worthy of being trusted (Chen, Saparito, & Belkin, 2011;

Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). And trusting behavior is the behavioral manifestation of
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trust in a leader (Berg, Dickhaut, & McCabe, 1995; Huang & Murnighan, 2010), which may
manifest as investment in a company led by that leader (Flynn & Staw, 2004).

In the current study, we theorized that interpersonal emotion management (IEM)—i.e.,
relational behaviors that anticipate and manage the emotions of others (Little, Gooty, &
Williams, 2016; Thiel, Griffith, & Connelly, 2015; Williams, 2007)—would be a mechanism of
the female leadership trust advantage argument; we evaluated when and how such an advantage
emerges during an organizational crisis. By crisis, we mean a common, albeit often unexpected,
time-sensitive, high-impact event that may disrupt organizational functioning and pose relational
threats (Chopra & Sodhi, 2004; Hendricks & Singhal, 2008; Kahn et al., 2013; Pearson & Clair,
1998). Examples include a product safety concern, a consumer data breach, an oil spill, a
corruption allegation, or widespread harassment. Crises are fraught with relational issues, which,
unless handled properly, threaten not only organizational performance, but also the allocation of
organizational resources (Mishra, 1996) and even organizational survival (Weick, 1988, 1993;
Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). Organizational crises, therefore, require a great deal of relational and
emotional work to build or restore trust among those affected (Kahn et al., 2013) and may
influence such trusting behaviors as the provision of resources to the organization (Mishra,
1996).

A Female Leadership Advantage for Eliciting Trust in Organizational Crises?

Because women are socialized to behave relationally and to embrace relational leadership
(Buss, 1995; Eagly et al., 2003; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990; Trivers, 1972; Vongas & Al Hajj,
2015; Wood & Eagly, 2002) and because of the relational requirements that define crisis
resolution (Mishra, 1996), we evaluated, in the current studies, whether and when female leaders

may have an advantage (over male leaders) in eliciting trust during organizational crises. Here,
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we elaborate on two important qualifiers to the emergence of such a potential female leadership
trust advantage: (a) female leaders must exhibit relational behaviors and (b) the situation must
require relational skills.

A central premise of the so-called female leadership advantage argument is that relational
behaviors foster trust. Yet, relational leadership practices often are invisible (Dutton & Dukerich,
20006), seldom recognized, and quite difficult to measure (Fletcher, 1998; Williams, 2007).
Perhaps because of these limitations, researchers who study gender differences in relational
leadership rarely assess the influence of specific relational behaviors but instead, adopt
essentialist assumptions about women and men’s behaviors, which fail to accurately reflect how
men and women actually behave (Hyde, 2005; Hyde, Bigler, Joel, Tate, & van Anders, 2018.
Drawing on recent developments in this area, namely in the area of interpersonal emotion
management (IEM; Little et al., 2016; Thiel et al., 2015; Williams, 2007), we investigated the
importance of situationally appropriate relational behaviors.

Interpersonal emotion management (IEM) refers to threat-reducing behaviors that
anticipate and manage the emotions of others. [IEM are relational behaviors, because they refer to
“the process of influencing the internal feeling state(s) of another person” (Niven, Totterdell, &
Holman, 2009, p. 498), are undertaken for the benefit of others, and require sensitivity to and
care for others. IEM behaviors include situation modification (“removing or altering a problem
to reduce emotional impact”), attentional deployment (“directing the target’s attention to
something more pleasant”), cognitive change (“reappraising a situation as more positive”), and
modulating one’s emotional response (“suppressing emotional responses”; Little, Kluemper,
Nelson, & Gooty, 2012, p. 408), all in anticipation of, and with the intent to manage, the

emotions of others. We selected IEM as the focal relational leadership behavior because IEM is:
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(1) central to trust establishment or repair, which crises often erode (Chopra & Sodhi, 2004;
Hendricks & Singhal, 2008; Kahn et al., 2013; Pearson & Clair, 1998) and (2) is intersubjective
and behavioral (Williams, 2007).

Moreover, empirical evidence suggests that IEM is distinct from other related concepts,
such as emotional intelligence (Little et al., 2012) or psychometric intelligence (Mayer, Caruso,
& Salovey, 2000; Salovey & Mayer, 1989), as the IEM construct captures specific behaviors,
rather than traits and abilities. IEM is also distinct from intrapersonal emotion regulation (Coté &
Hideg, 2011), since IEM is concerned with the interpersonal emotion management and differs
from perspective taking, empathic concern, emotion regulation of the self, and emotional
intelligence (Little et al., 2012; Niven, Holman, & Totterdell, 2012). IEM is specifically
concerned with the anticipation and management of others’ threat perceptions.

Consider the following business case example: IBM’s 2004 announcement of the
purchase of its PC business by the Chinese firm Lenovo was a time-sensitive, high-impact event,
with the potential to disrupt IBMs’ functioning and relationships within the company. For Janet
Ang, then vice-president for IBM’s PC business in China, and her team, it was completely
unexpected. She described managing the high uncertainty that came with this announcement by
refocusing her team towards aspects of the situation that they may find more appealing. As Janet
Ang recalled it, in communicating the shocking news to her team, she “painted a vision of us
creating history. Taking a Chinese company truly global and being part of that history in the
making such that years down the road we can all be telling our grandchildren we made it.” In
addition, by sharing “with them that it is okay to feel mad, to feel betrayed. We’ll just have to
work through it. We have the weeks ahead to work through it” she put the problem into

perspective for her team. Ang credited this IEM approach for the success of the acquisition
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(Feland, 2008).

The relational requirements of the situation (crisis) should alter the extent to which
female leaders, if they are more relational, accrue a trust advantage through their relational
behavior (Post, 2015). The think crisis-think female stereotype (Ryan et al., 2011) applies when
evaluators believe the crisis requires managing people, taking responsibility for the crisis, or
enduring it; and perceive women as better at managing people, taking the blame for crises, and
soldiering through them (Ryan et al., 2011); but not when evaluators perceive the crisis to
require a task-orientation or a corporate turnaround strategy (Kulich et al., 2018). We examined
how uncertainty surrounding a crisis further qualifies the female leadership trust advantage.
Specifically, in two experimental studies, we investigated how the use of IEM shapes the
emergence of a female leadership advantage for incumbent leaders during an organizational
crisis. We distinguished between crises that have predictable versus unpredictable outcomes. In
doing so, we attempt to refine the conditions under which a female leadership trust advantage
occurs.

Leaders’ Interpersonal Emotional Management Behaviors Foster Trust in Crises

We theorized that leaders who use IEM strategies (i.e., high-IEM leaders) when
addressing organizational crises, compared to leaders who do not (i.e., low-IEM leaders), will:
(a) receive higher evaluations of relationally trustworthy (relational resources) and (b) elicit more
investments (economic resources), for two main reasons. First, a leader’s threat-reducing
behavior (i.e., [IEM) leads others, whether they are subordinates or colleagues, to experience
more affective attachment to the threat regulator (i.e., the leader) and, therefore, to evaluate them
as being more trustworthy (Williams, 2007). Affect theory of social exchange (Lawler, 2001)

explains that dyadic social exchanges that induce positive feelings (e.g., threat reduction, relief)
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in a social exchange partner (e.g., follower) enhance the partner’s positive feelings (e.g., trust)
toward the other social exchange partner (e.g., leader), because the positive feeling is attributed
to the other exchange partner. Second, IEM is a social process that conveys information to the
recipient about the sender’s intentions and abilities. [EM is likely to signal a leader’s
benevolence—one of the key aspects of trustworthiness (Belkin & Rothman, 2017) and a central
precursor of trust (Mayer et al., 1995)—because IEM helps reduce the recipient’s “fears
associated with the potential for opportunism, neglect, and identity damage and [...] may be
perceived as [a] benevolent, emotionally supportive” action (Williams, 2007, p. 611).

A leader’s use of [EM strategies also provides information about the leader’s ability to
manage and resolve the crisis at hand and, thus, may elicit trust (Mayer et al., 1995). Because
crises are negative affective events fraught with relational disturbances (Kahn et al., 2013), high
IEM should signal a strong potential for positive crisis resolution and, therefore, mitigate a loss
of confidence by stakeholders. High IEM, relative to low IEM, is likely to increase a leader’s
trustworthiness by regulating the perceived threat that a negative affective event, such as a
production or a consumer safety crisis, may pose to others. In the absence of other information
about a leader’s intentions and behaviors, [EM may diminish concerns related to the potentially
opportunistic behaviors of people in positions of authority (Lind, 2001).

We expected that leaders with high IEM garner more relational resources (e.g., employee
trust and cooperation), as well as economic resources (e.g., investments into their firms) relative
to low-IEM leaders. Leaders who demonstrate empathy and affective concern for others help
teams with high relational requirements to function more effectively (Kirkman, Li, & Porter,
2014; Post, 2015). Leaders who employ perspective taking, one aspect of IEM, foster more

cooperation and collaboration (Williams, Parker, & Turner, 2007). And, because leaders are
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generally expected to be competent in managing their and others’ emotions (Humphrey, 2002),
leaders who display superior emotion management abilities may not only establish better
interpersonal relationships (Gross & John, 2003; Salovey & Mayer, 1989), but also strengthen
others’ beliefs in the leader’s ability to manage crises. We hypothesized that, in crises, leaders
who used IEM strategies (as compared to leaders who do not) would be evaluated as more
trustworthy and would elicit more economic resources (e.g., investments).

We also hypothesized that female leaders who use high IEM would be likely to elicit
even more trust (compared to male leaders using similarly high IEM); high IEM is more gender-
congruent with stereotypes about women than it is with stereotypes about men, and role
congruity elicits more favorable evaluations (Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani, 1995). The congruity
of leaders’ behaviors with leader role expectations and gender role expectations may influence
evaluations of those leaders, rendering those who violate gender norms less likeable (Rudman &
Glick, 1999, 2001). Gloor and her colleagues showed that when team members reported that
their “leader is a typical leader, exhibits the behavior of a leader, and fits one’s image of a
leader” they also elicit more trustworthiness (Gloor, Morf, Paustian-Underdahl, & Backes-
Gellner, in press, p. 14). In crises, we expected the emergence of a female leadership trust
advantage to be contingent on leaders’ performance of IEM behaviors, because of crises’
relational requirements (Kahn et al., 2013; Mishra, 1996), That is, we hypothesized that female
leaders elicit more trust than male leaders when they use high-IEM behaviors.

We also hypothesized that the leadership trust advantage women enjoy when they use
high IEM would be larger when firms face a less uncertain, more controllable crisis. When there
is more certainty about the crisis resolution path and the fallout from the crisis is more

controllable, crisis management may benefit from leadership that focuses primarily on relational
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aspects within the organization (e.g., Slatter, Lovett, & Barlow, 2011; Wooten & James, 2008).
Researchers have shown that leaders’ relational abilities (e.g., the ability to manage people and
personnel issues) are perceived as more useful in performance crises over which leaders have
more control (Ryan et al., 2011). In contrast, crises that are difficult to control may require
agentic leadership, because dealing with such uncertainty and uncontrollability requires not just
managing people’s emotions, but also taking decisive action to change the course of unfolding
events. In a study evaluating leadership expectations, for example, participants confronted with a
high-uncertainty crisis reported wanting leaders to be both agentic (e.g., making decisions and
acting quickly) and relational (e.g., maintaining very high levels of communication; Haddon,
Loughlin, & McNally, 2015). Thus, we expected the female leadership trust advantage to be
larger for female leaders who exhibit high IEM in more controllable crises, when the need for
agentic skills is not salient.
The Current Study

We designed two experimental studies that manipulated leader gender, IEM behaviors,
and types of crisis uncertainty and trust both through self-reports of evaluative trust (e.g., the
assessment of the leader’s likelihood of taking advantage of the assessor) and through a
behavioral (investment) measure. The overall hypothesis for the current studies was that the
female leadership trust advantage would depend on the use of relational behaviors and the
situational characteristics of the crisis. We tested if (Hypothesis 1) hypothetical leaders with
high-IEM behaviors would elicit more evaluative and behavioral trust compared to those with
low-IEM behaviors. We predicted that (Hypothesis 2) female leaders (more than male leaders)
would elicit more evaluative and behavioral trust when they use high-IEM behavior. And we

examined (Hypothesis 3) whether or not the leadership trust advantage for women who use high
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IEM would emerge when a firm faces a less (as opposed to more) uncertain crisis.
Study 1
Method

Participants. We recruited 476 participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk).
Participants completed our experiment online in exchange for a payment of $1.01 (Berinsky,
Huber, & Lenz, 2012). Mturk samples have been used successfully across multiple studies in
organizational, psychological, and economics research, among others (Gosling, Vazire,
Srivastava, & John, 2004; Horton, Rand, & Zeckhauser, 2011; Landers & Behrend, 2015). Often,
MTurk samples are more diverse than other samples such as face-to-face or social media and
produce data of adequate quality (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Casler, Bickel, Hackett,
2013). To control for MTurk response quality, we excluded 64 responses with non-unique
MTurk ID or computer IP address, or that failed to pass our attention check questions; the final
sample consisted of 412 participants. Ages ranged from 21 to 29 years (34.4%; n = 142) to over
60 years old (3.9%; n = 16), with the most common categories being 30-39 (38.3%; n = 158).
Forty-eight percent identified themselves as male (n = 200), 34.4% (n = 142) had some college
education, 39.2% (n = 162) graduated from college, 12.3% (n = 51) completed graduate school,
97.3% (n = 402) were native English speakers.

Design and procedure. We randomly assigned participants to a 2 (Situational
Uncertainty: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader IEM: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader Gender: male vs. female)
between-subjects design. In order to manipulate the variables, we used short written vignettes
about an aeronautics company during a time of crisis. We adapted our scenario from a vignette
(E. Fragniere, personal communication, December 12, 2011) that dramatizes typical crises

arising between the production and R&D functions, as documented in a study of human risks in
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Swiss watch manufacturing and British aerospace manufacturing (Jolivet, 2013). The scenario
describes a firm’s significant investment of time and energy in R&D and knowledge
development that led to the design of a new product that the firm intends to produce for large-
scale commercialization. The firm’s production team has prepared and fine-tuned the production
lines according to specifications from the design team. The firm received government
certification for the product, thus enabling production to begin. However, shortly after
production begins, a technician discovers a major product flaw and immediately alerts his
supervisor, the production team leader. The unforeseen production problem constitutes the
organizational crisis in our experiment.

After participants read and agreed to the informed consent, we randomly assigned them
to read one of the eight vignettes (see Supplementary File Section A at http...). After reading the
scenario, to ensure the quality of the sample, participants answered three attention check
questions (i.e., “What is the name of the Production Team manager in the description above?”
“What is the name of the Design Team manager in the description above?”” and “What is the
problem in the case described above?”), followed by the manipulation check questions and
dependent measures, after which we thanked the participants and provided the code that they can
submit for the study payment.

Manipulations. We manipulated the IEM behaviors of the production team leader with
different descriptions of their interactions with another leader. To construct the manipulations,
we used Little and colleagues’ (2012) four categories from the IEM Scale. In the high-IEM
condition, participants read that the production leader (i) takes a deep breath to calm down before
contacting the target/subordinate (emotional response suppression); (ii) diffuses some of the

emotional weight of the situation by requesting a meeting with the target/subordinate in 30
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minutes in a location removed from the factory floor (situation modification); (iii) starts the
meeting by putting the target/subordinate at ease and putting the problem into perspective
(cognitive change); and (iv) does not assign blame to the target/subordinate, but rather calls
attention to the task ahead (attentional deployment).

In the low-IEM condition, participants read that the production leader (i) makes no
attempt to calm down before contacting the target (no emotional response suppression); (ii)
requests an immediate meeting with the target in the location where the problem occurred (no
situation modification); (iii) starts the meeting without letting the target say a word, heatedly
describes in details how the problem was discovered, and provides a negative interpretation of
the situation (no cognitive change); and (iv) focuses on the negative aspects of the situation (no
attentional deployment). We distinguished men and women by manipulating the production
leader’s name: David in the male leader scenario and Heather in the female leader scenario.

We differentiated high and low uncertainty crises by manipulating the level of
uncertainty in the causes and potential resolution paths of the crisis. We devised the uncertainty
manipulations using Szulanski, Capetta, and Jensen’s (2004) causal ambiguity scale. In the high-
uncertainty condition, participants read that (i) there is no available information to identify the
precise reason for the production problem, (ii) the leader evaluated that it was nearly impossible
to determine the precise reason for the problem, and (iii) no manuals and operation procedures
were available for resolving the problem. In the low-uncertainty condition, participants read that
(1) the leader quickly determined the origin of the problem, (ii) the leader determined that “they”
could explain the precise reason for the problem, and (iii) manuals and operation procedures
were available for resolving the problem.

Measures. To check the effectiveness of the [IEM manipulations, we adapted six items
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from Little and colleagues’ (2012) scale, with items such as “changes aspects of the situation to

99 ¢¢

alter the crisis’ emotional impact,” “avoids negative emotions by putting the problem into
perspective,” and “refocuses the conversation towards aspects of the situation that the other
manager may find more appealing.” Response options ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 =
strongly agree. A factor analysis indicated that all six items loaded onto one factor (Eigenvalue =
4.70, explaining 78.26% of the variance in the model, individual factor loadings available in
Table 1, Supplementary File Section B at http...) and we thus averaged them into one measure of
IEM (Cronbach’s a = .94), where higher scores indicate high I[EM.

To check the effectiveness of the uncertainty manipulations, we adapted four items from
Szulanski and colleagues’ (2004) scale. These items measured the extent to which participants
perceived the problem to have a clear cause (“The people involved know what caused the
problem”) and also the extent to which there were available procedures to resolve the problem
(“Manuals and operating procedures are available for resolving the problem”). Respondents rated
the items on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). We averaged the
items into an overall uncertainty score (Cronbach’s a = .94, Eigenvalue = 3.03, explaining
75.77% of the variance in the model, individual factor loadings available in Table 2,
Supplementary File Section B at http...), with higher numbers denoting less uncertainty
regarding the cause and resolution of the problem.

We measured evaluative trust along the dimensions of benevolence and integrity (Mayer
et al., 1995), as they best capture the relational aspect of trustworthiness. We used the items from
Mayer and Davis’ (1999) benevolence-integrity scale and elicited responses, example items
including: “the production manager will be very concerned about my welfare,” and “the

production manager seems to try hard to be fair in dealings with others.” Response options
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ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The 11 items loaded onto a single factor
(Eigenvalue = 8.60, explaining 78.20% of the variance in the model, individual factor loadings
available in Table 3 in Supplementary File Section B at http...), so we combined them into one
scale (Cronbach’s a = .97). The scale was also validated in previous research (Mayer & Davis,
1999), in a sample of employees at a US manufacturing firm over a period of 14 months in a
three wave design (Wave 1: N =155, Wave 2: N= 170, and Wave 3: N = 193), with a
coefficients ranging from .82 to .89.

Results

Manipulation checks. We first investigated the success of our IEM manipulation by
conducting a 2 (Situational Uncertainty: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader IEM: low vs. high) x 2
(Leader Gender: male vs. female) between-subjects ANOVA on the average [IEM manipulation
check score. We found support for the predicted main effect of IEM condition, F(1, 407) =
1183.27, p <.001, partial n2 = .74, such that respondents in the high-IEM condition reported
that the leader exhibited higher IEM (M = 5.72, SD = .90) as compared to respondents in the
low-IEM condition (M = 2.54, SD = 0.97). This finding indicates that we successfully
manipulated IEM.

We next investigated whether we were successful in manipulating uncertainty by
conducting a 2 (Situational Uncertainty: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader IEM: low vs. high) x 2
(Leader Gender: male vs. female) between-subjects ANOVA on the average uncertainty
manipulation check score. We found support for the predicted main effect of uncertainty
condition, F(1,407)=164.39, p <.001, partial n2 = .29, indicating that respondents in the
“high-uncertainty” condition reported that the problem had less certain causes and resolution

paths (M =4.65, SD = 1.90) than respondents in the “low-uncertainty” condition reported (M =
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5.89, SD = 0.86). This finding suggests that we successfully manipulated uncertainty.

Main analyses. We investigated the overall hypothesis that the female leadership
advantage depends concomitantly on the use of relational behaviors and situational
characteristics of the crisis by conducting a 2 (Situational Uncertainty: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader
IEM: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader Gender: male vs. female) between-subjects ANOVA on the
average Trust score. As predicted by our Hypothesis 1, results showed a main effect of Leader
IEM, F(1, 405) =950.08, p <.001, partial n2 = .70, such that participants trusted more the leader
who displayed high-IEM behaviors (M = 5.73, SD = 0.88) compared to low-IEM behaviors (M =
2.79, SD = 1.05) in response to a crisis.

Supporting Hypothesis 2, an interaction between IEM and leader gender F(1, 405) =
5.05, p = .02, partial n2 = .012 qualified these main effects. Figure 1 displays this interaction.
Planned contrasts showed that participants trusted female leaders high in [EM (M = 5.94, SD =
0.77) more than female leaders low in IEM (M =2.78, SD = 1.00), ¢t =23.63, p <.0001, Cohen’s
d =3.54. Moreover, respondents trusted female leaders high in [EM (M = 5.94, SD = 0.77) more
than male leaders high in IEM (M = 5.52, SD = 0.95), t = 3.05, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 0.49, thus
showing a female leadership advantage for women who use relational behaviors when facing a
crisis. However, this advantage was not present for women who do not use relational behaviors.
There was no difference in trust levels for female leaders low in IEM (M = 2.78, SD = 1.00)
compared to male leaders low in [EM (M =2.81,SD =1.11), t=0.20, p = .84, Cohen’s d = 0.03.
We note that an ANOV A with participant gender included as a fourth factor showed that
participant gender did not further moderate this interaction , F(1, 396) =0.72, p =.79.

The uncertainty condition had no main effect on trust, F(1, 405) =0.95, p = .33, partial

n2 =.002, and did not interact with any of the other variables (Fs < 1). The predicted three-way
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interaction between all factors was not significant, ' (1, 405) = 0.67, p = .41, partial n2 = .002.
Thus, our Study 1 data do not support Hypothesis 3.
Discussion

Our first goal with Study 1 was to test the conditions under which a female leadership
trust advantage occurs in times of organizational crisis for incumbent leaders. We showed that
high-IEM leaders elicited more trust than low-IEM leaders. We also showed that female leaders
enjoy a trust advantage (compared to males) only when they displayed highly relational (high-
IEM) behaviors. The results did not support the hypothesis that the leadership trust advantage for
high-IEM women only occurs under situations of low uncertainty. One explanation for the lack
of effect may be in the way that we conceptualized uncertainty, which referred to ambiguity
regarding the cause and resolution of the crisis, rather than uncertainty pertaining to its
consequences. Whether the cause of the crisis is known or not (causal ambiguity) may not
influence trust evaluations, regardless of how the leader is approaching the crisis. Crisis
uncertainty may be more influential to the extent that it refers to whether the consequences of the
crisis are perceived to be more or less certain (controllable). A defining characteristic of
uncertainty is “the sense of doubt about future events or about cause and effect relationships in
the environment” (Bordia, Hobman, Jones, Gallois, & Callan, 2004, p. 508). Thus, we conducted
a second study to test this hypothesis and replicate the findings of Study 1, while extending the
trust advantage to include a behavioral measure of trust.

Study 2

In Study 1 we found support for the hypothesis that a female leadership trust advantage

only occurs for women high in IEM. We conducted a second study to replicate and extend this

effect in three critical ways. First, as mentioned above, we modified the uncertainty manipulation
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to convey lack of certainty about the consequences rather than cause of the crisis. In doing so, we
followed Milliken’s (1987) conception of effect uncertainty and defined it in Study 2 as crisis
characteristics that elicit a generalized perception of unpredictability or doubt regarding how the
crisis may affect the organization’s future. The modified uncertainty manipulation suggested that
even if managed properly, the crisis has either unknown effects (high uncertainty) or no negative
effects (low uncertainty) on the sales of the company long-term. All Study 2 vignettes described
the cause of the crisis as equally uncertain to avoid respondents’ attribution of the crisis to the
leader’s competence.

Second, we wanted to replicate findings from Study 1 in a gender-neutral domain. In
Study 1, the crisis vignette occurred in the production team of an aeronautics company, a
typically masculine industry. This male gender typicality may bias participants’ perception of
female leaders and may also skew perceptions regarding the importance of relational behaviors
(Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Zafra, 2006). In Study 2 we used a more gender-neutral domain, the
fast food industry, in which a crisis occurred when one of the company’s products led to an
outbreak of food intoxication (See Supplementary File Section A at http.....).

Third, we used a behavioral measure of trust to mitigate the social desirability concerns
and to mitigate the weaknesses of self-report trust measures. We modeled the behavioral measure
of trust after investment games that behavioral economists often use to measure individuals’ trust
in their interaction partner (Berg et al., 1995; Glaeser, Laibson, Scheinkman, & Soutter, 2000).
In the original version of these games, trust is assessed by measuring the amount of money
Partner A sends to a Partner B, knowing that Partner B may or may not return part of the sum
sent by Partner A. We adapted this game to measure trust in a leader, by giving participants a

sum of money that they have the opportunity to invest either in the company in crisis, or in a
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similar company that is not in crisis. If participants trusted the leader’s ability to successfully
manage the company out of a crisis, we expected higher amounts would be invested in the target
company relative to other similar companies.

Method

Participants and design. We collected data from 400 participants, in exchange for a
payment of $1.01 (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012), online through Mechanical Turk (MTurk).
We restricted participation to U.S. residents and master workers, who have demonstrated
accuracy on specific types of HITs on the Mechanical Turk marketplace, resulting in a sample of
398 usable participants. Our sample was balanced in terms of gender, with 189 men (47.3%) and
209 women (52.3%). In terms of education, 3 participants had some high school education, 41
participants (10.3%) had a high school diploma, 78 had some college education (19.5%), 59 an
Associate Degree (14.8%), 171 a Bachelor’s degree (42.8%), and 45 had a graduate degree
(11.3%). In terms of employment status, although we specified that only individuals employed
full or part time should participate, we had 26 participants (6.6%) who did not describe
themselves as being employed. Otherwise, 308 (77%) of participants were employed full-time
and 64 (16%) were employed part-time.

Materials. The manipulations and materials (provided in the Supplementary File) were
identical with those we used in Study 1, with the three following exceptions. We modified the
experimental scenarios to describe a crisis that took place in the fast-food industry. The vignette
described a crisis involving twelve people becoming ill after eating a popular item on the menu
of QuickMEX, a Mexican fast food company. The company had to deal with customer calls,
media interview requests, and calls from the Food and Drug Administration officials. In this

crisis, the IEM measures (high and low) remained the same as those described in Study 1 with
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one exception: for the vignette to reflect only externally visible leader behaviors, we removed the
emotion suppression item, which describes an internal state of the leader.

We adapted the manipulation of uncertainty to suggest high or low uncertainty and
potential for control of the long-term consequences of the crisis. In the low uncertainty condition
the leader stated “At least if we act fast now, these crises are not likely to affect the long-term
sales of the company. According to industry experts, customers are usually loyal and appreciate a
company’s efforts to find solutions.” In the high uncertainty condition, the leader stated:
“Unfortunately, even if we act fast now, we don’t know how this crisis will affect the long term
sales of the company. According to industry experts, one cannot anticipate whether customers
are loyal and appreciate a company’s efforts to find solutions to such a crisis.” We used five
items to check the success of our uncertainty manipulation: respondents rated the items: “It is
unclear how the crisis will affect QUICK MEX Inc’s sales in the future,” “Currently, QUICK
MEX Inc is facing an uncertain future,” and “It is difficult to know how QUICK MEX Inc will
fare after the current crisis” on a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree and rated
the items “How predictable are future sales at QUICK MEX?,” and “How predictable is
customer loyalty at QUICK MEX?” on a scale from 1 = always predictable to 7 = never
predictable. We averaged them into one overall perceived uncertainty score (o = .89,
(Eigenvalue = 3.45, explaining 68.97% of the variance in the model, individual factor loadings
available in Table 4 in Supplementary File Section B at http...), with higher numbers denoting
more perceived uncertainty of the crisis.

Behavioral trust (investment). Besides the self-reported trust measure used in Study 1
(Cronbach’s a. = .96 for Study 2 participants), we introduced a behavioral measure of trust (Berg

et al., 1995; Glaeser et al., 2000). We asked participants to imagine that they are given the sum
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of $500 and are required to invest the entire sum by buying shares of fast food companies. We
told them that two companies currently accept investments: the target company, QuickMEX, and
a similar fast food company (we gave relevant data about history and sales of the companies,
while still ensuring they were similar overall). We informed participants that they could invest
the entire sum in one of the two companies, or divide their $500 investment between the two
companies. To obtain the measure of trust, we computed the difference score between
investment in QuickMEX and in the other company. The difference score can range from -500 to
500, with higher positive numbers suggesting more likelihood of investing (i.e., behavioral trust)
in QuickMEX and a score of zero would suggest equal investment in both companies (i.e., equal
trust).

Results

Manipulation check. We first conducted our manipulation checks for the revised
uncertainty manipulation using a univariate ANOVA, comparing mean uncertainty scores
between the low and high situational uncertainty conditions. Results showed a significant effect
of uncertainty condition, F(1, 397) =26.59, p = .0001, partial n2 = .06; participants perceived
that the effects of the crisis on the future of the company were more uncertain in the high-
uncertainty condition (M = 5.38, SD = 1.08) compared to the low-uncertainty condition (M =
4.83, SD = 1.11). Thus, our manipulation of uncertainty was successful.

Effects on behavioral trust (investment). We next investigated our overall hypothesis,
according to which people’s willingness to invest in a company in crisis depends on leader
gender, leader behavior, and situational uncertainty. We conducted a 2 (Situational Uncertainty:
low vs. high) x 2 (Leader IEM: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader Gender: male vs. female) between-

subjects ANOVA on the investment difference score. We note that we also conducted an
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alternative mixed 2 (Investment: QuickMEX vs. other company) x 2 (Situational Uncertainty:
low vs. high) x 2 (Leader IEM: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader Gender: male vs. female) ANOVA
with repeated measures on the first factor. This analysis showed a similar pattern, with the
predicted 4-way interaction, F(1, 392) =7.72, p = .006. However, for ease of graphing and
interpretation, we present the analysis on the investment difference score below.

Supporting Hypothesis 1, results showed a main effect of Leader IEM, F(1, 392) = 6.49,
p = .01, partial n2 = .016, such that participants were more likely to invest in QuickMEX relative
to another company when the leader displayed high-IEM behaviors (M =-11.81, SD = 300.37)
compared to low-IEM behaviors (M = -88.60, SD =290.00) in response to a crisis. Lending
support to Hypothesis 3, the predicted 3-way interaction, F(1, 392) =7.72, p = .006, partial n2 =
.019°, qualified the main effect of IEM. We note that an ANOVA with participant gender
included as a fourth factor showed that participant gender did not further moderated this key
interaction, F(1, 382) = 0.03, p = .86. Figure 2 visually represents the 3-way interaction.

We also conducted planned contrasts to probe this interaction. We first analyzed
differences in investment by gender and leader IEM when the crisis was characterized by low
uncertainty. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, participants tended to invest in the company led by a
woman high in IEM (M = 55.00, SD = 288.14) more than in the company led by a man high in
IEM (M =-40.42, SD =310.27), t = 1.65, p = .09, Cohen’s d = 0.32. However, this female
leadership advantage was not present for leaders low in IEM, ¢ = 0.94, p = .35, Cohen’s d = 0.20,
with participants being as unlikely to invest in a company led by a woman low in IEM (M = -
110.16, SD =301.57) as in a company led by a man low in [EM (M =-54.17, SD = 260.90).

Furthermore, participants were more likely to invest in a company led by a woman

showing high IEM compared to a company led by a woman showing low IEM, ¢ =2.90, p =
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.004, d = 0.56. For men, there was no difference between investment for high- and low-IEM
leaders (M =-54.17, SD =260.90), t = 0.23, p = .82, Cohen’s d = 0.05. However, these within-
gender comparisons were not critical to demonstrating a female leadership advantage.
Nevertheless, we these overall findings show that the only positive difference score—that
participants are more likely to invest in QuickMEX during crisis compared to another
company—occurred when a woman displaying high-IEM behaviors led the company, during a
low-uncertainty crisis.

We then analyzed differences in investment by gender and leader IEM under conditions
of high uncertainty. When a company’s future was highly uncertain and the leader was a woman,
there was no difference in investment between a company led by a low-IEM leader (M = -41.25,
SD =281.84) compared to a high-IEM leader (M =-68.54, SD =315.57),t=0.47,p=.64,d =
0.09). However, participants were significantly less likely to invest in a company led by a male
leader displaying low-IEM behaviors (M = -156.25, SD = 308.09) compared to a male leader
displaying high-IEM behaviors (M = -7.61, SD = 281.65), t = 2.44, p = .014, Cohen’s d = 0.50.
However, in terms of the female leadership trust advantage, there was no difference between
high-IEM female leaders and high-IEM male leaders, = 1.00, p = .31, d = 0.20, suggesting no
advantage for female leaders under conditions of high uncertainty.

Effects on evaluative trust. We investigated whether individuals’ evaluative trust in
leaders depended on leader gender, leader behavior, and situational uncertainty. We conducted a
2 (Situational Uncertainty: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader IEM: low vs. high) x 2 (Leader Gender:
male vs. female) between-subjects ANOVA on the mean evaluative trust score. Results showed a
main effect of Leader IEM, F(1, 391) =33.94, p = .0001, partial n2 = .08; participants trusted the

leader more when the leader displayed high-IEM behaviors (M = 5.34, SD = 0.92) compared to
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low-IEM behaviors (M = 4.72, SD = 1.14) in response to a crisis. This finding supports
Hypothesis 1.

When testing Hypothesis 3, the 3-way interaction for evaluative trust, F(1,391)=2.91, p
=.089, partial n2 = .007 was not significant, however the pattern of findings was in the predicted
direction (see Figure 3). When the future of the company during the crisis was characterized by
low uncertainty, participants trusted the female leader high in IEM more (M = 5.52, SD =0.78)
than the male leader high in IEM (M = 5.06, SD = 1.10), t = 2.31, p = .02, Cohen’s d = 0.49.
However, similarly low levels of evaluative trust were observed for female leaders low in [EM
(M =4.73,SD = 1.16) compared to male leaders low in IEM (M =4.76, SD =1.20),t=0.14,p =
.89, Cohen’s d = 0.02. In terms of the within-gender comparisons, participants trusted female
leaders high in IEM more than female leader low in IEM, ¢ =3.95, p = .0001, Cohen’s d = 0.79.
However, the analyses indicate no difference in trust for the male leader high (vs. low) in IEM, ¢
=1.47, p = .14, Cohen’s d = 0.25.

We also analyzed whether trust depended on gender and leader IEM under conditions of
high uncertainty. In this case, IEM seemed to play a significant role for both male and female
leaders. Participants trusted the female leader high in IEM more (M = 5.28, SD = 0.96) than the
female leader low in [EM (M =4.72, SD = 1.30), t =2.74, p = .006, d = 0.49. Similarly,
participants trusted male leaders high in [EM (M = 5.45, SD = 0.81) more than male leaders low
in [EM (M =4.67,SD =0.85), t =3.64, p <.001, d = 0.94. However, in terms of the female
leadership trust advantage, there was no difference between high-IEM women and high-IEM
men, ¢ =0.78, p = .43, d = 0.19, suggesting no leadership trust advantage for women under
conditions of high uncertainty. Finally, an ANOVA with participant gender included as a fourth

factor showed that participant gender did not further moderate this pattern of results, F(1, 382) =
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0.26, p = .61.

Mediation analyses. We also tested whether evaluative trust mediated the relation
between our predictor variables and behavioral trust (investment), using the PROCESS macro
(Hayes, 2013) for testing mediation and moderated mediation. We found that evaluative trust
mediated the relationship between IEM and behavioral trust (investment). Moderated mediation
analyses revealed that neither leader gender nor crisis uncertainty moderated this mediation, so
we report simple mediation findings. Based on these findings, we suggest that higher IEM led to
higher evaluative trust, b = 0.62, p <.0001, which elicited higher investment in the target
company, b =57.43, p =.0001. Moreover, the indirect effect from IEM to behavioral trust via
evaluative trust was significant b = 35.37, SE = 10.09, 95% CI[18.00, 57.92]. Higher evaluative
trust accounted for the higher behavioral trust observed in the investment task.

Discussion

Using a similar paradigm but with a gender-neutral domain, in Study 2 we replicated and
extended the finding of Study 1 that female leaders high in IEM benefit from a trust advantage
by taking into consideration the nature of the crisis. Our results demonstrated that this advantage
occurs only when the crisis is characterized by low uncertainty regarding the long-term
consequences of the crisis; thus, highlighting the importance of relational skills in managing
these types of crises. Extending our results from Study 1, we found these effects for both
evaluative and behavioral measures of trust —the likelihood to invest in the company. We note
that overall, as one would expect, the willingness to invest in a company in crisis was very low—
most scores were below 0. The only condition under which there was more likelihood, on
average, to invest in the company in crisis was when the leader was a woman high in IEM and

the company was facing a low-uncertainty crisis.
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Finally, we note that although the overall interaction for evaluative trust is nonsignificant
at .089, the pattern of results is in the right direction. Not only are results consistent with the
pattern of findings on evaluative trust in Study 1 and on behavioral trust in Study 2, but they are
further strengthened by the results of a mediation test, showing that higher evaluative trust
accounts for the higher behavioral trust observed in the investment task, suggesting the two
outcomes are closely interrelated. Future research may explore alternative samples (larger or in-
person) or adaptations of behavioral trust measures that may yield stronger overall effects.
Additional Data and Analyses of Manipulations

We collected additional data from 102 new Amazon Mechanical Turk participants to test
possible alternative explanations for how participants may have perceived the IEM and
uncertainty manipulations. Full sample, methods, and results descriptions are available in
Supplementary File Section C at http... . To summarize, findings revealed that compared to
low-1EM leaders, high-IEM leaders were perceived to be more relational and communal.
Importantly, this pattern did not differ by leader gender, suggesting that participants did not
interpret our [IEM manipulation differently for female (vs. male) leaders. Ruling out alternative
explanations, participants did not perceive high-IEM leaders to be more cautious than low-IEM
leaders and also did not perceive high-uncertainty crises to be more severe than low-uncertainty
crises, suggesting that our crisis severity does not confound our manipulation of crisis
uncertainty.

General Discussion

We had several goals: to evaluate (1) whether or not leaders with high-IEM behaviors

would elicit more evaluative and behavioral trust compared to those with low-IEM behaviors; (2)

whether or not women (more than men) would elicit more evaluative and behavioral trust when
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they led with high-IEM behavior; and (3) whether or not the female leadership trust advantage
for women who use high IEM would emerge when a firm faces a less (as opposed to more)
uncertain crisis. We believe our findings yielded a number of important implications for the
leadership and gender research.

Even though researchers have built up an impressive body of work on the likelihood of
the preference for appointing women into top leadership positions following organizational
crises (e.g., Ryan et al., 2016; Vongas & Al Hajj, 2015), research on evaluations of incumbent
leaders as crises unfold is rarer. This distinction is important because, while appointments reflect
expectations of leadership potential, evaluations of incumbent leaders reflect reactions to their
actual behaviors. Identifying what crisis management behaviors enhance trust in female leaders,
and under what conditions such trust is enhanced, may, for example, help to mitigate the
documented higher risk for women (compared to men) of being replaced during drawn-out crises
(Cook & Glass, 2013). Across our two organizational crisis studies, participants’ relative trust in
female (vs. male) leaders depended on perceptions of female leaders’ relational behaviors and on
the level of uncertainty about the consequences of the crisis. Our findings reinforce the
importance of adopting a more nuanced attitude in theorizing potential organizational advantages
(and disadvantages) to female leadership (e.g., Eagly, 2007; Eagly, 2016; Paustian-Underdahl et
al., 2014; Post, 2015; Powell, Butterfield, & Bartol, 2008; Vecchio, 2003).

We introduced a crisis-relevant relational behavior (IEM), arguing that, in an
organizational crisis, it would contribute independently and in combination with leader gender to
trustworthiness evaluations of, and trusting behaviors towards, leaders. As expected, participants
in our organizational crisis studies exhibited more trust towards female leaders than towards

male leaders, evaluating them as more trustworthy and behaving with more trust toward their
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organization, but only when these female leaders used high (vs. low) IEM and when the crisis
consequences were more (vs. less) predictable. Our results provide a more precise picture of the
presumed female leadership advantage during organizational crises. We suggest that to realize
their leadership advantage potential, women may need to embrace relational leadership behaviors
(Eagly et al., 2003), such as those conveyed by high IEM, at least under some circumstances.
This finding may seem inconsistent with role congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Garcia-
Retamero & Lopez-Zafra, 2006), which predicts that women in male-typed roles (e.g., senior
leadership) will elicit negative evaluations for behaving in feminine ways. Perhaps the relational
(female-typed) requirements that accompany organizational crises allow for more positive
dispositions towards women who lead relationally. It is also possible that high-IEM behaviors
may be preferred in non-crisis situations. Our results are consistent with research that finds
women in senior executive roles have an advantage over men when they demonstrate relational
capabilities (Rosette & Tost, 2010). We corroborate prior evidence that relational behaviors elicit
trust in a time of crisis (Jones & George, 1998; Williams, 2007) and show that gender and IEM,
combined with crisis characteristics, moderate the effect of [IEM on participants’ responses.
Because of the important role of context in perceptions and evaluations of leaders (e.g.,
Eagly, 2007; Eagly, 2016; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014; Post, 2015; Powell et al., 2008;
Vecchio, 2003), we sought to establish boundary conditions for the emergence of a female
leadership advantage among high-IEM leaders. We found that the female leadership advantage
conferred on high-IEM women during organizational crises is conditioned upon the level of
uncertainty about the crisis’ consequences. Participants exhibited more trust towards female (vs.
male) high-IEM leaders when the consequences of the crisis were foreseeable, but this advantage

disappeared when the crisis consequences were unpredictable. This suggests that demonstrating
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superior relational skills (i.e., high IEM) may help women gain a leadership trust advantage in
crises that primarily require relational skills (e.g., when the crisis consequences are predictable),
but may not be as valuable in crises that require both agentic and relational leadership (e.g.,
when crisis outcomes are uncertain). In an organizational crisis, female (relative to male) leaders
may generate more goodwill and resources for their organizations by using relational behaviors
when the crisis fallout is predictable, but may not benefit from the same advantage in crises with
uncertain consequences. Our finding that female leaders’ high IEM brings trust advantages only
in crises with more certain consequences, is consistent with the gender-in-context perspective of
the female leadership advantage argument (Post, 2015; Rosette & Tost, 2010). It is also
consistent with a documented boundary condition to the “glass cliff” phenomenon: women are
preferred over men for leading an under-performing firm when the low firm performance is
attributed to a controllable cause, such as past leadership, but not when it is attributed to an
uncontrollable cause, such as global economic circumstances (Kulich et al., 2015). However,
Kulich and colleagues failed to include measures of leaders’ behaviors or mechanisms through
which leaders’ behaviors might influence followers. We used relational behaviors (IEM) and a
mechanism (trust) that, together, we suggest explain why female leaders may have an advantage
in situations requiring relational skills.

In our effort to examine trust in the female leadership advantage argument, we evaluated
not only others’ evaluations of leaders’ trustworthiness, but also behaviors that capture trust in
the leader. We showed that participants’ behavioral and evaluative reactions to female leaders
under varying conditions of IEM and uncertainty were consistent. Participants’ evaluations of
leaders’ trustworthiness and participants’ investment behaviors towards leaders’ firms showed

similar patterns in responses to women and their [EM in two different crisis-uncertainty
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conditions. This suggests that leaders’ relational leadership behaviors (i.e., IEM) affect not only
people’s feelings of trust and also their concrete actions, such as increased willingness to invest
in the firm. Our findings are consistent with and reinforce research on trust in organizational
crises, which shows how efforts to build or restore trust can influence such trusting behaviors as
the provision of resources to the organization (Mishra, 1996).

Theoretical Implications and Future Research Directions

We extended the extant research on the female leadership advantage argument in five
important ways. First, we theorized and empirically differentiated leader gender from gendered
behaviors (IEM). Researchers who rely on leader gender as a proxy for relational skills confound
gender and relational skills. We distinguished between the gender of the leader and behavioral
manifestations of relationality (IEM). Some glass cliff studies have identified the separate effects
of leader gender from those of leader gendered traits such as agency. For example, Kulich and
her colleagues (2018) find that, when tasked with selecting a new CEO for a firm whose
performance has been steadily declining, people chose leaders with an agentic personality profile
over leaders with a communal personality profile independently of the leader’s gender, because
they perceived agentic leaders as being more task-oriented and, thus, more capable of
implementing change. Ryan and colleagues’ (2011) found that crises that were perceived as
requiring people-management skills elicited more appointments of women; this suggests that
relational skills expectations are an important factor in evaluations of female leaders in crises.
Our finding, that gendered behaviors (IEM) explain significant variance in leadership trust
(evaluations and behaviors), reinforces Fletcher’s recommendation to identify, name, and reward
“relational practices” (Fletcher, 1999) of leadership, which are otherwise often invisible in

organizations. Given the importance of IEM in eliciting trusting attitudes and behaviors,
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researchers should identify additional relational practices in future research. For example,
researchers may want to determine whether, and to what extent, the appointment of women to
lead failing firms may also depend on their agentic versus (or in combination with) relational
leadership behaviors.

Second, we extended the boundaries or context of leadership beyond the prototypical
masculine contexts (Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Carli, 2003; Eagly & Karau, 2002). We examined
uncertainty as a new boundary condition relevant to the female leadership advantage. The
concept of uncertainty has a long tradition in organizational behavior (Duncan, 1972; Tversky &
Kahneman, 1974), yet researchers have not theorized its role in female leadership. Glass cliff
studies, for example, focus on appointments to “risky and precarious” (Ryan et al., 2016, p. 446)
leadership positions. However, risk is distinct from uncertainty, as very risky and precarious
situations may entail a low level of uncertainty about possible outcomes. From a theoretical
perspective, uncertainty introduces a new situational cue to the study of female leadership
advantage, in that—at least in times of crisis—it may heighten perceptions of and expectations
for relational skill requirements for leaders. Future studies may further develop understanding of
how uncertainty affects evaluations of female and male leaders, and of relational leadership
behaviors, for example by considering additional sources of uncertainty.

A third contribution we made to the female leadership advantage debate, is our inclusion
of a new domain—trust—in which it may manifest. The majority of studies on the female
leadership advantage have focused on evaluations of leaders’ suitability for and effectiveness in
leadership roles. Our research suggests that during organizational crises, a gendered leadership
advantage manifests in evaluations of trustworthiness, and trusting behaviors towards leaders.

We propose that trust may explain the documented link between female leadership and higher
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performance of organizations (Hoobler et al., 2018; Jeong & Harrison, 2017; Post & Byron,
2015). Examining the role of trust in explaining the poorly understood linkage between female
leadership and organizational performance presents an avenue for future research. And future
glass cliff studies may benefit from considering trust as a mediating mechanism for the relation
between crisis characteristics and leader behaviors to explain the appointment of female (over
male) leaders in failing organizations.

Fourth, by examining the gender leadership advantage argument in an unfolding
organizational crisis context, we complement the literature on the glass cliff phenomenon— that
is, “the tendency for women to be more likely than men to be appointed to leadership positions
that are risky and precarious” (Ryan et al., 2016, p. 446). Evaluations of incumbent leaders
reflect reactions to the performance of leaders during organizational crises, and our findings may
help advance research on women’s post-promotion leadership trajectories. For example, because
successfully overcoming organizational crises requires financial and social support, the extent to
which female leaders use relational behaviors (such as IEM) in managing crises may condition—
via trust —what resources and goodwill they may extract from their constituents. Our findings
may also help to enhance our understanding of the “savior effect” phenomenon, which refers to
female and minority leaders’ higher rates of dismissal and of replacement by White male leaders
when short-term firm performance declines (Cook & Glass, 2013). Building on our findings
about the importance, for female leaders, of behaving relationally in order to garner trust during
controllable crises, researchers may want to account for the role of trust in understanding how
leaders’ display of relational behaviors, at times of declining firm performance, precipitate or
temper their replacement by White male leaders.

Finally, we note that in the majority of studies about leadership and crises, researchers
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examine deteriorating financial performance as the focal crisis (Ryan et al., 2016). In our studies,
we used a production crisis and a food product safety crisis as settings, which helps us to
generalize the think-crisis, think-female phenomenon beyond the realm of crises in financial
performance. Researchers, in the future, may find it enlightening to consider how various crisis
characteristics moderate the relation between leadership and firm outcomes.
Practice Implications

The findings from our studies hold some important practical implications for human
resource professionals and organizational leaders. Given the importance of IEM in eliciting trust,
firms should consider hiring for, training, and rewarding IEM abilities in their leaders, especially
in jobs with high potential for crises. IEM is an especially useful framework, as it points to
specific categories of behaviors which can be learned, such as emotional response suppression,
situation modification, cognitive change, and attentional deployment to the task. Further, based
on our finding that expectations of IEM vary with uncertainty, female leaders may find it helpful
to know that, when uncertainty around a crisis is low, using relational leadership behaviors may
help them elicit more trust from others. The present study offers a useful conceptualization and
test of the nature of this uncertainty. Leaders can use this framework to understand and address
potential reactions from followers and the public when facing an organizational crisis.
Limitations

As any study, ours also has limitations. First, high- and low-IEM behaviors may be
confounded with valence, such that high- (low-) IEM behaviors are primarily positive (negative).
Yet, if our manipulation only captured valence, we would expect to find its effect independent of
other variables—participants would trust more leaders with positive (vs. negative) behaviors.

Instead, across all studies, we find interactions between IEM and other variables, in the direction



FEMALE LEADERSHIP TRUST ADVANTAGE 35

predicted by our theorizing of relational behaviors and gender. Similarly, our high- (vs. low-)
uncertainty conditions could be confounded by gendered interpretations. That is, in the high-
uncertainty condition a technical problem may refer to a masculine stereotype, while a human
problem in the low-uncertainty condition could be potentially stereotyped as feminine. Although
the results of both studies do not support this interpretation (i.e., male leaders were not
consistently advantaged in high-uncertainty conditions), future studies need to address this issue
by examining and manipulating contextual uncertainty using different study designs.

Second, although the majority of respondents had some work experience and were
employed at the time of the study, the samples and setting we used present some limitations. Due
to the nature of our experimental design, participants had limited information regarding the
leader, organization, and industry they evaluated. However, maintaining tight experimental
control necessitated this research design and allowed us to test the proposed interactions. Our
setting mimics the general public’s knowledge and evaluation of visible leaders and
organizations. Nevertheless, future studies testing our hypotheses within real organizations and
during actual organizational crises can provide further validity and reliability to our findings.

Third, in our study, men served as the comparison group, and we did not propose
hypotheses regarding the conditions under which male leaders would accrue a trust advantage.
However, consistent with our idea that low-uncertainty crises chiefly require relational skills,
whereas high-uncertainty crises also require agentic skills, we predict that male leaders may
benefit from a trust advantage when facing a high-uncertainty crisis and using high IEM (thus,
showing both relational and agentic skills). This prediction warrants empirical assessment.

Finally, since in our Studies 1 and 2 we varied not only the uncertainty measure, but also

the crisis setting (i.e., male-dominated versus gender-neutral domain; extent of public knowledge
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about the crisis), it could be possible that the statistically significant effect of uncertainty in
Study 2 (compared to the non-statistically significant findings from Study 1) stemmed from
crisis characteristics (rather than from the tightened uncertainty measure). Our post-hoc tests
ruled out any concern that uncertainty may be measuring severity. Yet, we cannot fully exclude
the possibility that the setting may amplify (or mute) the extent to which IEM confers more
trustworthiness to high-IEM female (vs. male) leaders. Examining this possibility could be an
interesting avenue for future research.
Conclusions

We explored how IEM and gender combine to influence trustworthiness evaluations of,
and trust behaviors towards, incumbent female and male leaders and to what extent uncertainty
exacerbates these gender-patterned relations. Our studies are some of the first to explore those
factors together and we believe this research is relevant, given that organizations face crises and
uncertainties on a regular basis. We call for more research on the presumed female leadership
advantage and its nuanced manifestations, on the gendered nature of leadership behaviors during
organizational crises, and on relational leadership qualities that help restore trust in organizations
during uncertain times. We hope our research will encourage gender scholars, leadership
scholars, and crisis management scholars to study the role of leaders’ relational skills, such as

emotion management.
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Figure 1. The interactive effects of interpersonal emotion management (IEM) and leader gender

on evaluative trust in Study 1. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Figure 2. The interactive effects of interpersonal emotion management (IEM) and leader gender
on behavioral trust in Study 2. Higher panel displays the interaction for low-uncertainty crises,
lower panel for high-uncertainty crises. The behavioral trust outcome is a difference score
between investment in QuickMex (target company) and another company. Higher positive
numbers suggest more likelihood of investing in QuickMEX and a score of zero suggests equal

investment in both companies. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Figure 3. The interactive effects of interpersonal emotion management (IEM) and leader gender

on evaluative trust in Study 2. Higher panel displays the interaction for low-uncertainty crises,

lower panel for high-uncertainty crises. Higher scores suggest more trust in leader. Error bars

represent standard errors.



