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To achieve gender equality in companies, it is not enough for women to speak up. They 
must share their stories. When they do not, it is still common to discuss women’s corporate 
invisibility as if they themselves, out of modesty or shyness, prefer to stay out of the 
spotlight. However, this phenomenon is often the result of biases or company strategies 
(often unconscious, fortunately) which silence, hide and objectify women’s executive talent. 

Speaking up and sharing has many clear advantages: it promotes equality, breaks corporate 
stereotypes and encourages professionals to start thinking about their career free from 
preconceived cultural constructs. 

At LLYC, we firmly believe that bringing female talent and leadership to the forefront is an 
important and necessary step which should be echoed by every organization wishing to 
strengthen its commitment to equality and diversity. This paper studies the origins and 
consequences of female (in)visibility in executive positions, and proposes potential courses 
of action to promote the visibility of executive women. 
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“DO WE HAVE TO WAIT 
UNTIL 2220?”
Is there a connection between women’s 
visibility in high-responsibility positions and 
the gender gap in leadership? The following 
is an analysis of women senior managers, 
politicians and experts. 

Since the middle of the 20th century, women 
across the world have taken their place in 
the public sphere, an area which was, at the 
time, traditionally considered a man’s domain. 
Despite large differences and uneven progress 
among countries, women in most places 
have achieved the basic recognition of their 
rights. This change has been accompanied 
by an increase in female participation in the 
labor market, as well as in professional and 
vocational education and training. Although the 
gap is closing, gender equality is still far away. 
According to the World Economic Forum, full 
global gender equality will not occur until 
2120.1 

There remains glaring inequality in the 
percentage of men versus women holding 
executive positions. This is true in the political, 
economic and cultural spheres alike. Although 
there are several potential reasons for limited 
female representation in high-responsibility 
positions, one of the most important factors is 
women’s poor, often-stereotyped image. 

It has been proven that gender stereotypes 
arise in situations with power imbalances, 
forming the main obstacle women face to 
reaching their full potential.2 Today, we are 
engaged in a constant campaign against 
direct gender discrimination, but we often 
forget that indirect discrimination—such as 
invisibility—can also be very detrimental to 
fostering diversity in executive positions. 

Visibility is one of the key factors for 
leadership, as it is both a symbol of power and 
an element of representation or identification. 
Consequently, the historical invisibility 
of women has influenced the common 

1 World Economic Forum (2018), The Global Gender Gap Report 2018. 
2 Molero Alonso, F. et al. (2009) “Mujeres y liderazgo en el siglo XXI: una aproximación psicosocial a los factores que 
dificultan el acceso de las mujeres a los puestos de alta responsabilidad” (Women and leadership in the 21st century: a 
psychosocial approach to the factors that hinder women’s access to positions of high responsibility). Spanish Institute 
for Women’s Affairs. 

GENDER REPRESENTATION IN THE CORPORATE PIPELINE. 
WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE 2019. 

MEN

WOMEN

Entry Manager Sr. Manager / 
Director

VP SVP C-Suite

Source: Women in the Workplace 2019. https://leanin.org/women-in-the-workplace-2019
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perception of leadership as an exclusively 
masculine role, thus hindering women’s work 
and image in senior positions. 

As such, fostering the visibility of women in 
senior management roles is an important 
step toward gender equality. The positive 
repercussions will be felt not only by women, 
but also by the rest of the company, institution 
or country. This is why LLYC firmly believes 
bringing female talent and leadership to 
the forefront is an important and necessary 
step, one which should be echoed by every 
organization that wishes to strengthen its 
commitment to equality and diversity. 

The Current Situation by the Numbers

Gender inequality remains a global issue, 
affecting all aspects of life across all social 
groups. As of 2019, not one country in the 
world has achieved true gender equality. 
Progress varies between regions and states, 
influenced heavily by social and cultural 
context. 

If we focus on the global gender gap in Latin 
America, the United States, Spain and Portugal, 
we see strong disparities. Also, while Costa 
Rica and Spain are making significant progress 
toward gender equality, Brazil has seen a 
significant reversal.3 

Among the countries analyzed, the education 
gap has almost entirely closed. In fact, 
according to the World Economic Forum, three 
Latin American countries (Colombia, Brazil and 
Costa Rica) have become international leaders 
in terms of education quality. 

However, equal opportunities in the 
educational sphere do not imply equality in 
the political or economic spheres. These three 
same countries face difficulties in adequately 
representing women in executive positions, 
and they also suffer from a massive pay gap. 
Colombia’s gender disparity in executive 
positions is 23 pp, while Brazil’s is as high as 30 
pp. In addition, men still dominate Colombian 
and Brazilian politics. Both countries show 
very low female parliamentary representation, 

3 World Economic Forum (2018), The Global Gender Gap Report 2018.
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GLOBAL GENDER GAP INDEX

Source: World Economic Forum (2018), The Global Gender Gap Report 2018.
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sitting at 18.1 percent in Colombia and just 
10.7 percent in Brazil.

Economic empowerment remains the most 
important issue in almost all countries analyzed. 
Low female participation in labor markets, 
limited access to executive positions and a 
notable gender pay gap all come together 
to form horizontal work segregation, which 
reinforces the dichotomy in the labor market. 
This leads to the perceived existence of 
“feminine” sectors, such as nursing or education, 
and “masculine” ones, such as finance or 
architecture. This segregation is most evident in 
STEM fields, which often have the highest rated 
and best paid jobs. 

Political representation is the area with the 
greatest gender disparity. As of April 28, 2019, Spain 
was the world leader in terms of the percentage 
of women working in the executive branch of its 
government. The Pedro Sanchez administration is 
made up of 64.7 percent women, making Spain the 
country with the most female ministers worldwide. 
Additionally, in the legislative branch, women 
occupy 47.4 percent of the country’s parliamentary 
seats. This gives Spain at the highest percentage 
of women in Congress among European countries 
and fifth highest in the world. Meanwhile, Brazil, 
despite strong popular support for its equality 
efforts,4 has a Congress made up of only 15 percent 
women, and Jair Bolsonaro’s administration 
contains only one woman. 

6

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION AND 
OPPORTUNITY

Source: World Economic Forum (2018), The Global Gender Gap Report 2018.

4 https://nacoesunidas.org/mais-de-80-dos-brasileiros-e-brasileiras-querem-politicas-federais-de-promocao-a-
igualdade-revela-pesquisa-ibope-onu-mulheres/
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VISIBILITY MATTERS

Visibility is central to leadership; leadership 
cannot exist without visibility. 

One ubiquitous distinction in Western 
sociopolitical culture is the perception of the 
public realm as visible and the private realm 
as invisible. As Hannah Arendt explains in 
her book “The Human Condition,” the word 
“public” means everything done there can be 
seen and heard by everybody.5 The ability 
to make public appearances gives leaders a 
very important power, as they can influence 
people’s perceptions of various issues—and 
thus the social construction of reality. 

According to Marshall McLuhan, visibility is 
not a simple reflection of reality, but is, in 
fact, the social process behind its creation. 

Therefore, visibility represents both knowledge 
and power, though it does not simply describe 
power. Visibility is influential in that it gives 
meaning to power. 

This prescriptive force of visibility is especially 
important in politics due to its inextricability 
from the political process. Being visible means 
having a political voice and the power to create 
or influence public discourse. Given this, a 
lack of diversity implies a monopoly on 
perspectives regarding daily life.6 In order to 
maintain democratic integrity and a balanced 
distribution of power, visibility for diverse 
and marginalized groups is indispensable. 
In her first TED Talk, “The Danger of a Single 
Story,” which she later turned into an essay, 
Nigerian writer and author of several feminist 
manifestos Chimamanda Ngozi Adiche explains 
that when there is an imbalance of power 

PERCENTAGE OF FEMALE 
LEGISLATORS, SENIOR OFFICIALS 
AND MANAGERS

5 Arendt, H. (2016) “The Human Condition” Paidós Editorial
6 Brighenti, A. (2007) “Visibility: A Category for the Social Sciences”. Current Sociology. 55(3): 323-342.

Source: World Economic Forum (2018), The Global Gender Gap Report 2018.
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and visibility is limited to a single group, the 
narrator has immense power. This is because 
they control not only their own image, but also 
those of the other, invisible groups. With this 
power, they can bolster their already significant 
social influence. As such, it is necessary to give 
visibility to all social groups, humanizing society 
and maintaining dignity for all demographics.  

LEADERSHIP HAS A MAN’S 
FACE
Despite progress toward gender equality in 
many fields, visibility is a glaring example 
of today’s persistent disparities. Gender 
stereotypes tend to nudge men toward the 
public sector and relegate women to the 
private, resulting in the former group having a 

monopoly on visibility. As a result, women face 
difficulties in obtaining appropriate recognition 
of their leadership and abilities. Furthermore, 
it is important to note that this situation 
not only negatively affects women, but also 
compromises a country’s democratic system 
and economic performance.

Women are seen in executive positions more 
and more often as time goes on, but it is 
nonetheless common to assume men are, as 
a whole, more suited to leadership. Women, 
in turn, are perceived as less qualified to hold 
senior positions, largely because they are 
seen as more emotional—a trait considered a 
barrier to leadership. Any women who attempt 
to challenge this stereotype will face rejection 
and may be punished for not following people’s 
preconceived notions. 

llorenteycuenca.com
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Men’s visibility reinforces perceptions of 
leadership as man’s domain.

According to sociological theory, there is a 
correlation between characteristics considered 
important for success in a given field and the 
frequency of exposure to characteristics of 
that field’s leaders.7 Gender stereotypes based 
on a perceived dichotomy between the “male” 
public sector and “female” private sector have 
also contributed to the establishment of the 
idea that leadership is a uniquely masculine 
attribute. 

 
In the ‘70s, the first scientific studies on 
leadership confirmed that, in the public 
consciousness, traits associated with 
men (independence, aggressiveness and 
assertiveness) were subconsciously also 
associated with effective management and 
leadership. Furthermore, the study also 
showed that these stereotypes created double 
standards for behavior. Women who failed 
to match these stereotypes and expectations 
were penalized when being assessed for 
leadership qualities, but if they do display 
these traits, they are then penalized for not 
acting in line with people’s expectations of 
femininity. 

Think Manager, Think Male 
 
In 1973, Virginia Schein developed a 
Descriptive Index consisting of 92 adjectives 
and descriptive terms (e.g., intelligent, 
emotionally stable) and presented it 
to male participants who held senior 
positions. She asked them to indicate 
whether each term was characteristic of 
women in general, men in general, or a 
successful team leader. The results of her 
research showed that men associated 
success in business management with 
characteristics traditionally associated with 
men. Respondents categorized 60 terms 
as characteristic of both men and leaders, 
while only describing 8 terms as applying 
to both women and leaders. Two years 
later, Schein conducted the same study on 
a group of women in middle management 
positions. These results reinforced the first 
survey’s findings. This forms the basis of 
her theory: “Think Manager, Think Male.”  
 

Since Schein’s study, not much has changed. During 
the 2000’s, new studies confirmed that gender 
stereotypes still factored heavily into leadership 
ability assessment. The gender-biased nature of 
leadership assessment remains a consistent 
global phenomenon.

A study carried out by the University of California 
also showed that there is a strong preference for 
male bosses among people and groups who have 
never participated in a woman-led team. Groups 
with little exposure to female leadership are much 
more susceptible to preconceived notions.8

This predilection toward male bosses was based 
less on a particular preference for male leadership, 
but much more so on very critical ideas of female 
leadership. Female managers were thought to be 
too “emotional,” “moody,” “dramatic” and “petty.” 
None of these negative descriptors were used to 
describe male leaders. 

“Visibility is a 
glaring example 
of today’s 
persistent 
disparities” 

7 Eagly, A., Steffen, V. (1984) “Gender stereotypes stem from the distribution of women and men into social roles”. 
Journal of Personality & Social Psychology. 46(4): 735-754.
8 Elsesser, K., Lever, J. (2011). “Does gender bias against women still persist? Quantitative and qualitative data from a 
large-scale survey”. Human Relations. 64(12) 1555–1578
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As powerful as visibility is for building an image 
of leadership, invisibility is equally effective at 
marginalizing and excluding individuals or groups 
from the decision-making process. There is a direct 
correlation between lack of visibility, perpetuation 
of biased practices and women’s difficulties in 
achieving leadership positions. Several well-known 
theories regarding leadership and psychology have 
demonstrated how gender stereotypes are a key 
factor in the lack of women in executive roles.

Women are traditionally thought of as 
emotional, forming the main argument 
against female leaders’ efficacy.

One of the strongest gender stereotypes in the 
western world is that “women are emotional.”9 This 
perception affects how women are treated and 
what is expected from them on all levels of society. 

9 Brescol, V. (2016) “Leading with their hearts? How gender stereotypes of emotion lead to biased evaluations of female 
leaders,” The Leadership Quarterly, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2016.02.005

The perception that women are more 
emotional than men is the primary tool used 
to deny women’s leadership capabilities. It is 
widely believed that emotions detract from 
sound reasoning and effective decision-
making. Relatedly, there is a contradictory 
societal perception of empathy to contend 
with. On one hand, empathy is a very popular 
characteristic for modern organizations’ 
images, but on the other, an effective leader 
is supposed to have the ability to make tough 
decisions for the sake of the organization as a 
whole.

Women are additionally stereotyped as being 
overly sensitive, compounding the issue and 
strengthening the belief that female leaders 
are more likely to take criticisms and failures 
personally. 

Findings reported in the article “Does gender bias against women still persist? Quantitative and qualitative data from a large-scale survey”)

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 %

No preference

Prefer male boss

Prefer female boss
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Emotions and Gender

In a 2017 international study, a group of 
American researchers from Yale University, 
Cambridge University, Microsoft Research 
and Affective Inc. confirmed that women 
are more expressive than men, and that 
they favor expression of positive emotions. 
In contrast, men are more likely to express 
negative emotions, such as anger or pride. 
Several studies showed that men and 
women felt the same emotions with the 
same intensity and frequency given the 
same circumstances. This is very likely 
related to social pressure on women to 
modulate their emotions. 
(Source: McDuff, D. et al. (2017), “A large-scale analysis 
of sex differences in facial expressions.” PLoS ONE. 12(4): 
e0173942)

 
The Difficulty of Escaping Gender 
Stereotypes

Women are considered unprepared for 
leadership. However, when women display 
behavior not in line with feminine stereotypes, 
they are still punished for not behaving as 
society expects. 

The traditional belief that public sectors 
belong to men and private sectors to women 
also influences which roles and behaviors 
are “designated” for which gender: Men 
have to be strong and decisive to lead, and 
women must be affectionate, generous and 
compassionate to perform housework. When a 
woman gains a position of power, she faces a 
twofold challenge: If she adopts an attitude of 
authority, she is often respected but considered 
unpleasant. If she instead behaves in a more 
traditionally feminine way, she is thought of 
as more agreeable but loses respect. Women 
are always considered either too emotional to 
make potentially tough decisions, or too cold to 
motivate their employees. 

This contradiction is known as a “double-
standard,” and it is considered as one of 
women’s most tenacious hindrances in the 
business world. Due to this double-standard, 
women must spend more time and effort 
than men do to obtain the same recognition, 
because it is more difficult for them to gain 
credibility as leaders while avoiding gender 
stereotypes. To make matters worse, women 
who take on this challenge can find themselves 
working in difficult fields, where women have a 
very low presence and require high amount of 
self-control. Operating in these circumstances 
for a sustained period can have a negative 
impact on executive women’s professional 
performance, or even on their mental health. 

 
Backlash Effects

According to Rudman and Phelan, the 
concept referred to as “Backlash Effects” 
affects women who behave counter-
stereotypically, then suffer a societal 
punishment (both psychologically and 
economically) as a result. This can often stop 
women’s professional advancement at any 
stage of their career. 
(Rudman, Laurie & Phelan, Julie (2008), “Backlash effects 
for disconfirming gender stereotypes in organizations.” 
Research in Organizational Behaviour. 28: 61-79)

“There is a direct 
correlation between 
lack of visibility, 
perpetuation of 
biased practices and 
women’s difficulties 
in achieving 
leadership positions” 
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Howard vs. Heidi Study

The paradox of Heidi and Howard was 
a case study carried out by Professor 
Frank Flynn with his students at Columbia 
Business School. The students were 
divided into groups, each of which received 
an identical case description from a risk 
investor. However, in one case the investor 
was called Heidi, and in the other, Howard. 
Although the students rated Howard and 
Heidi as equally competent, the students 
tended to like Howard, while disliking 
Heidi. Students felt Heidi was less likable 
and hirable because they perceived her as 
being more “selfish” than Howard.

Deborah Gruenfeld, of Stanford’s Graduate 
School of Business, cited the same study, 
adding that “the more assertive a student 
found the female venture capitalist to 
be, the more they rejected her. Research 
has demonstrated a negative correlation 
for women between power and success; 
for men, the relationship is positive. 
Consequently, a fundamental challenge 
to women’s leadership arises from 
the mismatch between the qualities 
traditionally associated with leaders and 
those traditionally associated with women. 
The assertive, authoritative and dominant 
behaviors that people link with leadership 
tend not to be seen as attractive in 
women.”

“WHAT PREVENTS 
WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 
FROM BEING 
RECOGNIZED?”

Although today’s gender discrimination is often 
not as apparent as it was in the past, there 
remain many hidden forms of discrimination, 
sometimes referred to as “second generation 
biases.” This term refers to practices which seem 

neutral in a vacuum, but preferentially benefit 
men’s social standing in practice. 
 
These sorts of biases are less explicit and 
often unintended, meaning they frequently go 
unnoticed. This is a key reason so many people 
still deny the existence of gender inequality in 
modern society.  

A Study by Harvard Business Review Shows 
Gendered Perception Differences in the 
Workplace

In 2017, Harvard Business Review carried 
out a study on differences in the workplace 
behavior of men versus women. The company 
in question was a multinational where women 
were underrepresented in leadership positions. 
HBR collected emails and information about 
employee behavior in varying departments and 
levels of seniority, and employees were asked 
to carry devices which monitored the volume 
and tone of their voice during workplace 
conversations at work, as well as keeping track 
of proximity to others’ devices. 
 
Analysis of the results showed that female 
and male employees’ behavior did not 
significantly differ, and that both genders 
interacted with leadership an equal amount. 
Thus, the study suggests that the gender gap 
in executive positions is not born of women’s 
behavior, but by the perception of their 
actions.  

Gender discrimination is strictly prohibited by law 
in many countries, including the U.S. However, 
in Spain for example, women are 30 percent less 
likely to be called to a job interview than men. 
This gap only widens when specifically looking at 
mothers.10 

Regarding career advancement, women must 
wait longer than men for promotions at all stages 
of their professional careers, a trend which 
worsens when dealing with leadership positions. 
The existence of a gender gap has been clearly 

10 Gonzalez, M.J. et al. (2019). Do women have fewer opportunities of being hired? Social Observatory of “la Caixa.” 
CaixaBank › es › prensa › obrasocial › show_annex¿Tienen las mujeres menos oportunidades de ser contratadas? 

mailto:https://prensa.lacaixa.es/obrasocial/show_annex.html%3Fid%3D75444?subject=
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demonstrated by various experimental studies 
focused on professional hiring. 

This imbalance has several root causes. One 
explanation, as several researchers have 
pointed out, is that leadership positions are 
mostly occupied by men who impose selection 
criteria privileging candidates with profiles 
similar to their own. Although women generally 
outperform men in professional duties, men 
consistently receive higher employability 
ratings.11

On the other hand, women’s professional 
development also stalls in organizations where 
promotion only occurs by request, because 
women will often stunt their advancement 
by not applying. According to a Hewlett-
Packard internal report, men will apply 
for jobs when meeting only 60 percent 
of the qualifications, while women apply 
only when meeting 100 percent. According 
to experts, this point has often been used 
to assert that women should have more 
confidence in themselves. 

 

11 Roth P., Purvis K., Bobko P. (2012). “A Meta-Analysis of Gender Group Differences for Measures of Job Performance in 
Field Studies.” Journal of Management. 38(2): 717-739.

However, in 2014, Tara Morh presented a 
different perspective. In accordance with the 
Harvard Business Review study, when women 
do not apply for jobs or promotions, it is not 
due to lack of confidence in their ability to 
do the work, but rather because they do not 
meet listed qualifications. These women did 
not want to waste their time and energy on 
the selection process if they believed they 
were unlikely to be hired. It was not a problem 
of self-perception, but a view of the hiring 
process, which these women perceived as rigid 
and strict. Morh believed the problem was 
not women’s lack of confidence, but the fact 
that, beginning in childhood, women are 
strongly socialized to closely follow rules. 
 

Promotion Bias and Artificial Intelligence

In order to avoid unconscious bias, 
some companies have opted to rely on 
AI programs. However, algorithms do 
not prevent human bias, and can even 
worsen discriminatory situations. Amazon 
engineers created a tool to automate the 
talent search, but in October 2018, Amazon 
stopped using its computer algorithm for 
hiring because the company found that the 
algorithm discriminated against women. 

By observing patterns in resumes 
submitted to the company over a 
10-year period, Amazon’s system had 
taught itself that male candidates were 
preferable across the tech industry, thus 
discriminating against women. By 2015, the 
company had realized its new system was 
not rating candidates in a gender-neutral 
manner and tried to fix the issue. However, 
the company was unable to eliminate 
the problem and lost confidence in the 
program, abandoning the project three 
years later. 

For every 

only 

100

72

 
MEN PROMOTED/
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WOMEN ARE 
PROMOTED/ 
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Source: LeanIn.Org (2019) “Women in the workplace study”
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Limited Access to Professional Networks

Networking is critical to professional 
advancement, especially for those in 
management positions. Women, however—
even those in executive positions—face several 
obstacles preventing them from fully accessing 
professional networks, thus weakening 
their professional performance. In biased 
organizations such as these, the invisible 
groups have reduced access to the exchange of 
knowledge.12

The first obstacle is bias in the selection 
process for access to professional networks. 
The human tendency to favor people similar to 
oneself means that, in work environments, men 
tend to support other men. As analyzed in the 
Harvard Business Review magazine,13 female 
leadership is less conventional. Often, women 
tend to pay more attention to customer needs 

12 Lord, M., Warren-Smith, G. (2018), “Unseen and unheard? Women managers and organizational learning.” The 
Learning Organization. 25(1): 40-50.
13 Harvard Business Review. September 2013. “Women Rising: The Unseen Barriers.”
14 Ryan, Michelle & Haslam, Alexander (2004). “The Glass Cliff: Evidence that Women are over-represented in precarious 
leadership positions.” British Journal of Management, 16(2): 81-90.

and be less domineering. This leadership style 
may be easily accepted by other women, but 
the problem remains that there are still only 
a few women in leadership positions to act as 
forerunners.

Consequently, as Eagly and Carli show in 
their well-known book on female leadership, 
“Through the Labyrinth: The Truth About How 
Women Become Leaders,” gender segregation 
favors men, who are thus able to preferentially 
access networks with greater impacts, offering 
them better professional prospects.

The second obstacle lies in the difficulty 
of finding additional time to create and 
strengthen networks. Networking requires 
many hours, mostly outside the traditional 
work schedule. In this, women are at a clear 
disadvantage, due to the societal expectation 
that they also be responsible for housework, 
allowing less time for their careers. 

The Glass Cliff, or the Exception that 
Proves the Rule 

There is a very particular case in which women 
are popularly thought to be more suited than 
men to lead a company or even a country. 
According to “glass cliff” theory, women tend 
to reach positions of maximum responsibility 
most often during crisis situations with high 
chances of failure. Michelle Ryan and Alexander 
Haslam, both from the UK’s University of 
Exeter, examined the performance of FTSE 
100 companies. Their study revealed that 
companies that appointed women to their 
boards were more likely to have experienced 
consistently bad performance over the 
preceding five months. In their analysis, Ryan 
and Haslam discovered women were asked to 
manage companies in crisis situations, while 
not being given sufficient resources to carry 
out their duties or develop professionally. The 
authors coined the term “glass cliff” to refer 
to an executive woman’s situation of apparent 
success concealing a significant danger of 
impending failure. 14

“A fundamental 
challenge to women’s 
leadership arises 
from the mismatch 
between the 
qualities traditionally 
associated with 
leaders and those 
traditionally 
associated with 
women” 
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This preference for women in crisis situations 
has multiple explanations. Ryan and Haslam 
infer that stereotyping women as caregivers 
gives rise to a belief that women are more 
effective at managing complicated situations. In 
crisis situations, the motto “think manager, think 
male” would therefore become “think crisis, 
think female.” Others believe transformational 
leadership—a style more common among 
women—is more effective in managing 
profound changes. However, it was also shown 
that men avoid these precarious positions due 
to their more extensive access to professional 
networks. Due to their increased access to 

15 Fitzsimmons, T., Callan, V., Paulsen, N. (2014) “Gender disparity in the C-suite: Do male and female CEOs differ in how 
they reached the top?” The Leadership Quarterly. 25(2): 245-266.

information, they can make informed decisions 
to avoid the risk.15

As a consequence, the glass cliff often has a 
lasting effect on the reputations of women 
executives, having a strong negative impact 
on their potential future career development. 
These women experience shorter terms in 
office and are sometimes forced to resign, 
then are replaced by white men. According 
to a 2013 PwC report, over a 10-year period, 
38 percent of female general directors were 
dismissed, as opposed to just 27 percent of 
male directors. 

THE GLASS CLIFF IN THE BUSINESS WORLD:

THE GLASS CLIFF IN POLITICS:

MARISSA MAYER
was appointed CEO of 
Yahoo in 2012 shortly 
after ceding a significant 
part of the market to 
Google.

ERIN CALLAN 
joined Lehman Brothers as CFO (the first woman 
on their Board of Directors), but a short time 
afterwards. Three months later, the company 
filed for bankruptcy.  

TERESA MAY
was appointed Britain’s prime minister shortly 
after the referendum for the UK’s withdrawal 
from the European Union.

MARY BARRA 
was appointed general director of General Motors 
(the first woman to hold the position) a week before 
the company released a statement recalling 1.6 
million electric cars in connection with the deaths of 
13 people.

MARGARET THATCHER 
was elected after a series of political and economic 
difficulties in her country.

ANNE MULCAHY 
took over as CEO at Xerox 
in 2001 when the company 
was on the verge of 
bankruptcy.

CARLY FIORINA 
was appointed CEO of 
Hewlett Packard in 1999 
after the dot-com bubble 
burst. 

llorenteycuenca.com
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SELF-DESTRUCTIVE STRATEGIES 

In an environment that constantly undermines women’s abilities to lead, many 
women adopt strategies which are ultimately harmful to their careers—and 
even to other women. The most commonly observed phenomena in this vein 
are “impostor syndrome,” “queen bee syndrome” and a desire for workplace 
invisibility. These are all a result of and encouraged by public sector gender 
inequality.

IMPOSTOR SYNDROME:  
WOMAN FEELING LIKE FRAUDS

This phenomenon is common enough that even Michelle Obama acknowledged suffering from 
it. In the context of workplace gender inequality, “impostor syndrome” is used to describe a 
situation in which women underestimate their abilities and attribute their successes to luck.16 
It was confirmed in the ‘70s that men can also be affected, but the phenomenon is much more 
common in women.17

According to NatWest Business Hub, which launched the #OwnYourImposter campaign, 60 
percent of would-be female entrepreneurs in Great Britain decide not to start a business due to a 
perceived lack of skills, or even the idea that they do not deserve to succeed.18

Impostor syndrome can very negatively affect a woman’s professional career, as it causes her 
to limit herself or even refuse recognition. However, this phenomenon should not be seen as 
a simple lack of confidence. The reality is that imposter syndrome is the result of strong social 
pressures that question any woman’s ability to succeed. 

16 Clance, P., Imes, S. (1978). “The impostor phenomenon in high achieving women: Dynamics and therapeutic 
intervention.” Psychotherapy: Theory, Research & Practice. 15(3): 241-247.
17 https://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/two-thirds-of-women-experience-imposter-syndrome
18 https://www.natwestbusinesshub.com/content/own-your-imposter
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QUEEN BEE SYNDROME:  
WOMEN ADOPTING MALE BEHAVIORSS 

A large portion of female leadership research assumes feelings of solidarity among women. 
Women are thought to be natural allies to other women, but this is not always the case. The 
so-called “queen bees” are women who distance themselves from other women in organizations 
dominated by men. In order to adapt to an environment built around masculine structures, these 
women not only adopt masculine behaviors, but also distance themselves from other women 
to avoid association with femininity. The most famous case of queen bee syndrome was that of 
Margaret Thatcher, who was heavily criticized for not appointing more women to her cabinet.

This behavior was widely believed to be a significant impediment to other women’s careers, but 
recently the theory has evolved.19 First, it was confirmed that queen bee syndrome is rare, and 
women still have fewer promotion opportunities when leadership positions are held by men in 
both the private sector20 and in politics.21 Second, it has been proven that this behavior is not a 
cause of, but instead a response to existing gender inequality. Women who have experienced 
gender discrimination and adopt masculine characteristics, then enforce a separation of 
themselves from other women, are subconsciously trying to effectively minimize the presence of 
gender inequality. Queen bee syndrome may be seen less and less often, but wherever it crops up, 
it only aggravates the issue.22 

INVISIBILITY AS AN ADVANCEMENT STRATEGY

Many female managers recognize the need to handle the paradox of their visibility as women 
versus their professional invisibility. Some women opt to stay in the shadows to divert attention 
from their gender and integrate more smoothly into their group as a minority. 

On an individual level, this strategy can have positive results, as it allows women to avoid various 
biases, circumvent conflicts and keep their authentic personalities without pretense. However, 
given the importance of visibility in accessing and maintaining high-responsibility positions, this 
decision can be counterproductive for long-term professional development. In a broader sense, the 
effects of this behavior are primarily negative, as it reinforces gender stereotypes and perpetuates 
male domination in the workplace.23

19 https://leanin.org/article/sheryl-sandberg-on-the-myth-of-the-catty-woman. Primera versión publicada en The New 
York Times.
20 Matsa, D., Miller, A. (2011). “Chipping Away at the Glass Ceiling: Gender Spillovers in Corporate Leadership.” RAND 
Working Papers. Nr WR-842.
21 Reyes-Housholder, C. (2013) “Presidential Gender and Women’s Representation in Cabinets: Do Female Presidents 
Appoint More Women Than Male Presidents?” APSA 2013 Annual Meeting Paper; American Political Science Association 
2013 Annual Meeting.
22 Faniko, K., Ellemers, N., & Derks, B. (2016). “Queen bees and alpha males: Are successful women more competitive 
than successful men?” European Journal of Social Psychology. 46(7), 903–913.
23 Ballakrishnen, S., Priya Fielding-Singh, P., Magliozzi, D. (2019) “Intentional Invisibility: Professional Women and the 
Navigation of Workplace Constraints,” Sociological Perspectives, 62(1):23-41
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WOMEN’S PUBLIC IMAGE

The global media has a massive impact on 
the perpetuation of gender stereotypes, so 
much so that the subject has been broached in 
several national and international legal texts, 
such as the European Parliament Resolution on 
Gender Equality in the Media of April 17, 2017: 

“(...) whereas the media have a significant impact 
on cultural gender norms and on how social 
representations associated with both women and 
men are formed and evolve, and influence the 
audience with stereotyped body images and ideas 
of masculinity and femininity, for example, the 
representation of women in advertising and the 
way products target potential consumers tend to 
perpetuate traditional gender norms; whereas 
in cases where the media continue to present 
stereotyped representations of women and men, 
including those of LGBTI individuals, people very 
often view these depictions as legitimate, thus 
making it difficult or impossible to call them into 
question.”

Expert Women are Absent from the 
Media 

In its 2017 Gender Equality Report, the 
European Commission showed that while 
gender inequality affects almost all aspects of 
society, only a minority believe that the lack of 
women in media and advertising is a problem. 
In Europe, 91 percent of citizens recognized 
gender equality as a human right intrinsic 
to a just and democratic society, 87 percent 
believed equality to be important for business 
and the economy and 84 percent stated 
gender equality is a personally important issue 
for them. Even so, only 39 percent believed a 
key part of the problem to be lack of female 
representation in the media and in advertising. 

The Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP), 
which monitors the presence of women in the 
media across 100 countries every five years, 
demonstrated that women’s presence remains 
very scarce in its 2015 survey. According to 
GMMP: 

• Women comprise only 28 percent of 
subjects of and news sources for traditional 
media, falling to just 3.3 percent in digital 
media.

• Women are involved in 51 percent of news 
pieces regarding violence or crime. 

• Only 9 percent of sources consulted by 
journalists are women.

Another study, carried out by the City 
University of London and Broadcast Magazine, 
shows that on television sets, male experts 
not only started more conversations, but 
talked more in general. Despite 82 percent 
of journalists claiming to actively seek out 
expert women, there are generally ten times 
as many men as women at political gatherings. 
“Impostor syndrome” is also very common 
among female experts, with 71 percent saying 
they have little confidence in themselves and 
fear criticism. 

In addition, the objectification of women 
has been reported by several women experts, 
who recount receiving unwanted compliments 
from strangers after appearing in the media. 
July 26, 2019, Berkeley University astrophysicist 
Sarafina Nance denounced these ostensibly 
complimentary comments, saying “I do not 
exist for your pleasure. I’m a scientist taking 
time to communicate what excites me about 
space.” 

It is also apparent that after a certain age, 
women all but disappear from the media. As 
outlined in the GMMP report for Spain, 100 

“Women tend to 
reach positions 
of maximum 
responsibility most 
often during crisis 
situations with high 
chances of failure” 
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percent of female newscasters are between 
35 and 49 years old, while 97 percent of 
male newscasters are between 50 and 64 
years old. 

Women are missing not only from television 
sets but also behind the scenes. In the 80s, 
three prestigious scientists, Rush, Buck and 
Organ, studied their “Ratio of Current and 
Reinforced Residuum” hypothesis. Their idea 
was that women journalists’ positions in media, 
usually in companies’ lowest echelons, meant 
they earned less money and were allowed 
very little opportunity to impact the media 
environment. The researchers’ predictions were 
confirmed across several studies, including one 
carried out 30 years later, confirming the issue 
is both ongoing and systemic. 

A European Journalism Observatory study 
published in 201824 confirmed that journalism 
remains a male-dominated field. Globally 
speaking, women represent more than half 
of the media workforce, but are prevented 
from holding leadership positions due to the 
glass ceiling. 

Regarding authorship, 41 percent of men 
signed their articles, but only 23 percent 
of women did the same. Additionally, in 
articles they author, 43 percent of men had 
a photo next to their name, while only 15 
percent of women did the same. Although 
there is significant inequality in traditional 
media, digital media privileges men even more 
dramatically. 

A similar situation has been occurring in the 
field of public relations. Although the number 
of women in this field exceeds that of men 
globally, management positions remain 
occupied primarily by men.25 

Lack of Gendered Perspectives 

Women’s media visibility refers not only to 
their presence in the industry, but also in news 
content itself. The masculine has traditionally 
been considered to be the neutral. Since the 
1995 Fourth World Conference on Women 
in Beijing, gendered perspective has been 
discussed as a strategic element in the fight 
against inequality. Representing perspectives 
from multiple genders aids diversity across all 
aspects of society. 

When applied to journalism, the concept 
of gendered perspectives refers not only 
to giving visibility to women, but also to 
understanding how a story might have 
different interpretations depending on the 
viewer’s gender. There have been laws made 
based on this idea, such as the Spanish Organic 
Law 1/2004 on Integral Protection Measures 
Against Gender Violence. This law establishes 
the media’s social role in disseminating 
ideas and information, stating that “the 
media will promote and maintain equality 

24 The study was conducted in 11 European countries. In order to ensure uniformity, the first 15 pages of the most 
important newspapers in each country were analyzed.
25 Pompper, D., Jung, T. (2013) “Outnumbered yet still on top, but for how long?” Theorizing about men working in the 
feminized field of public relations. Public Relations Review. 39(5): 497-506.
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between men and women, avoiding all gender 
discrimination.” 

Gendered perspectives were one of the main 
focuses of the Spanish feminist journalist 
strikes that began in 2018. Outside such 
demonstrations, however, the women’s image 
in the media remains constrained to the 
domestic area, whereas professional women 
remain invisible. This directly strengthens the 
already overpowering male voices that place 
men in power and keep women invisible. 

In Juana Gallego’s book “From Queens to 
Citizens: Communications Media, Engine or 
Hindrance for Equality?” she discusses her 
three decades spent investigating the Spanish 
media and the gender issue. She reports that, 
despite Spain’s gender equality advances, 
today’s media does not appropriately portray 
women’s perspectives, perpetuating the 
stereotypes that reinforce the idea of women 
as subordinate to men. 

Invisibility Reinforces the Ambition Gap

Invisibility influences women’s perceptions of 
their own capabilities. An investigation into 
publicity showed that advertisements that 
utilized and reinforced stereotypes had the 
effect of decreasing ambition in the women 
who participated.26 Another study proved 
that women exposed to products typically 

26 Davies, P., Spencer, S., Steele, C. (2005). “Clearing the Air: Identity Safety Moderates the Effects of Stereotype Threat 
on Women’s Leadership Aspirations.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 88(2): 276-287.
27 Zenger, J., Folkman, J. (2019). “Research: Women Score Higher Than Men in Most Leadership Skills,” Harvard Business 
Review. https://hbr.org/2019/06/research-women-score-higher-than-men-in-most-leadership-skills

associated with male demographics, such 
as Star Trek paraphernalia or video games, 
show fewer aspirations of pursuing careers 
in technological fields than women in more 
neutral settings. 

Lack of Visibility Leads to Perception Bias 

Women’s invisibility not only slows their 
collective professional progress, but 
also negatively affects their professional 
recognition. Perception bias regarding women 
leadership leads to a paradox in which 
although women show the same, if not higher, 
effectiveness as leaders than men do, their 
work is less recognized.27

This conclusion is supported, for example, 
by MERCO’s most recently published ranking 
of Spain’s top leaders. In a quantitative 
sense, women make up 31.41 percent of the 
country’s managers, but only 23 of the top 
100 most well-liked leaders are women. In 
general, the women present in this ranking 
have exceptionally high visibility, with the vast 
majority of them (16 in total) holding the top 
executive position within their company. 

When ranking leaders in qualitative 
terms, men are credited with having the 
strategic capabilities necessary for business 
development, such as strategic vision, 
competitive success and a focus on goals. 

TOP FEMALE LEADERS

3º ANA PATRICIA BOTÍN
10º MARÍA DOLORES DANCAUSA
11º FUENCISLA CREMARES
12º BELÉN FRAU
16º KORO CASTELLANO
19º SOL DAURELLA
20º PILAR LÓPEZ ÁLVAREZ
23º MARÍA GARAÑA

29º PETRA AXDORFF
34º MARTA MARTINEZ ALONSO
40º MARÍA FANJUL
41º ALMUDENA ROMÁN
42º ÁNGELES SANTAMARÍA
48º ESTHER KOPLOWITZ
52º HELENA REVOREDO
53º SARAH HARMON

55º HELENA HERRERO
63º IRENE CANO
73º PATRICIA ABRIL SÁNCHEZ
91º JUDITH VIADER
93º CARLOTA PU AMORÓS
94º EUGENIA BIETO
95º MARÍA DEL MAR RAVENTÓS

Source: Merco
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Women’s recognized skills, meanwhile, are 
mostly constrained to interpersonal skills, 
such as the ability to attract talent, garner 
international reputation and recognition or 
communicate effectively.  

This lack of acknowledgement of women’s skills 
is also reflected in a global lack of awards given 
to women for their achievements. Women 
remain largely absent from many cultural, 
scientific and sports fields. 

• In 2019, three of Spain’s five annual Research 
Awards were received by women for the first 
time in history. Previously, a total of only five 
women had received any of these awards 
between 2001 and 2018.

28 Bruguera, M., Arrizabalaga, P., Londoño, M.C.; Padrós, J. (2014). “Professional recognition of female and male 
doctors.” “Revista Clínica Española” (Spanish Medical Journal). 214(2): 69-73.
29 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/oct/05/nobel-prize-for-literature-2019-diversity 

• With the exception of the 2005 awards, the 
vast majority of Princess of Asturias awards 
have been awarded to men.

• National Culture Awards have been awarded 
almost exclusively to men.

This state of affairs seems to be a result of lack 
of diversity among judges. An Official College 
of Physicians of Barcelona investigation into 
a doctor’s excellence award showed that the 
more male judges were on the panel, the 
more often men received the award.28 Lack 
of diversity in judging has a direct impact on 
women’s reduced professional recognition. 

Nobel Prize for Literature Sets Sights on 
Diversity

After a 2018 scandal involving allegations of 
sexual abuse, the Nobel Prize for Literature 
had the biggest crisis in its history, resulting 
in the award being postponed.  

The award committee was heavily 
criticized for its slow reactions and lack of 
transparency in nominee selection, which 
ostensibly privileged male candidates. 
As a result, Anders Olsson, chair of the 
committee, stated that he sought to 
“widen our perspective.” Olsson continued: 
“Previously, [literature] was much more 
male-oriented. Now we have so many 
female writers who are really great, so we 
hope the prize and the whole process of 
the prize has been intensified and is much 
broader in its scope.”29 To increase diversity 
among award recipients, the committee 
vowed to include more female judges, 
including three external female experts. 

Since 1901, only 15 women have won the 
Nobel Prize for Literature.  

This lack of symbolic recognition goes hand-in-

“When applied 
to journalism, the 
concept of gendered 
perspectives 
refers not only to 
giving visibility to 
women, but also 
to understanding 
how a story might 
have different 
interpretations 
depending on the 
viewer’s gender” 
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hand with a material lack that harms women 
across all professional fields. In 2016, Spain 
largest art museum, the Prado, presented an 
exhibition dedicated to a woman, Clara Peetas. 
This was the first woman-centric exhibit in the 
museum’s history.  
 
Meanwhile, although women’s sports are now 
attracting unprecedented public attention, the 
field’s gender pay gap has grown even more 
dramatic. This is especially notable among soccer 
players. During the 2014 World Cup, the gender 
gap in terms of monetary prizes was $343 million, 
and in 2018, that figure rose to $380 million. In 
the scientific world, woman-led projects are less 
likely to get research grants due to their research 
being given less attention and value.30  

The Matilda Effect, or the Invisibility of 
Female Scientists.

In 1993, researcher Matilda Joslyn Gage 
described a phenomenon very common 
in the world of science, manifesting in a 
lack of recognition of women scientists’ 
contributions to research. 

This phenomenon emphasizes not only the 
invisibility of female researchers, but also 
the rejection of their contributions, usually 
taking the form of their research being 
attributed to the male scientists they have 
worked with.

Rosalind Franklin: The Most Well-known 
Example of the Matilda Effect

Rosalind Franklin was a chemist who 
discovered the structure of DNA, laying 
the groundwork for genetic research for 
decades to come, but Franklin was not 
recognized her discoveries in lifetime. Her 
work was used without her permission by 
her coworkers James Watson and Francis 
Crick, who became the official authors 
of the report on her findings. The two 
men went on to with the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology and Medicine in 1962. 

30 Witteman, H. et al. (2019). “Are gender gaps due to evaluations of the applicant or the science? A natural experiment 
at a national funding agency.” The Lancet. 393(10171): 531 - 540.

MORE VISIBILITY, MORE 
EQUALITY
Although the consequences of invisibility are 
chiefly felt by women, the lack of recognized 
female leadership and the absence of an equal 
gendered perspective have a political and 
economic cost for all of society.

To begin with, invisibility undermines 
democracy. The basis of a democratic system 
is the full participation of all citizens. This does 
not refer simply to the right to vote, but also 
to people’s abilities to express political ideas. 
When half a country’s citizens lack a strong 
voice, this principle is in danger. This situation 
arises from a lack of woman-held positions in 
government, and when political parties and 
the media underestimate women’s roles in the 
political environment, they exacerbate it. 

The invisibility of women in politics runs 
contrary to several core democratic values, 
including inclusiveness, transparency and 
public responsibility. Consequently, women 
often become second-class citizens, unable 
to exercise all their rights or realize their full 
potentials. 

Today, there is no doubt that greater diversity 
in leadership has positive effects for the 
whole of society. Several studies found a 

“If a woman goes 
into politics, the 
woman changes; 
if many women go 
into politics, politics 
change” 
Michelle Bachelet.
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direct correlation between the percentage 
of executive positions held by women, 
infrastructure quality and the prevalence 
of gender equality promotion policies. An 
investigation of U.S. congressional legislation 
showed that women put forth more legislative 
proposals and allocated more federal money to 
districts, especially to finance social projects.31

In the business sector, the invisibility of 
executive women and the perpetuation of 
gender stereotypes have a generalized impact 
on companies themselves, stunting their 
transformative potential.

Firstly, when a woman in a senior position has 
poor visibility, her ability to act is restricted. 
Little-known female executive directors 
often have less contact with their company’s 
boards, and their leadership abilities are more 
often called into question. Their reduced 
influence thus hinders their abilities to 
implement effective development strategies 

for the companies they lead.32 In addition, 
when a woman’s ability to lead is called into 
question, her leadership style can change 
in response, often for the worse. Several 
studies have shown that the more resistance 
women encounter from their teams, the more 
authoritative their leadership becomes.33 

Furthermore, organizations will often 
take preliminary steps in favor of female 
representation, but then resist or shy away 
from a consistent commitment to the 
conversation surrounding gender equality. This 
behavior wastes a perfect opportunity to start 
conversations about female leadership and 
give visibility to executive women. 

The IDEAS LLYC April 2019 article “Do Brands 
Talk to Their Customers About Women and 
Equality on Social Media?” demonstrated the 
wealth of reasons to generate continuous 
conversation focused on raising the visibility of 
women and their leadership. 

31 Anzia, S., Berry, C. (2011) “The Jackie (and Jill) Robinson Effect: Why Do Congresswomen Outperform Congressmen?” 
American Journal of Political Science. 55(3): 478-493.
32 Evans, P. (2014) “Aspiring to leadership… A woman’s world?” Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences.148: 543-550.
33 Eagly, A., Johannesen‐Schmidt, M. (2001) “The Leadership Styles of Men and Women.” Journal of Social Issues. 
57(4):781 – 797.
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34 Accenture (2019). “Getting to Equal 2019: creating a culture that drives innovation.”
35 Philips-Wren, G. (2018) “Assessing the impact of corporate board independence and diversity on team decision-
making.” Journal of Decision Systems. 27: 6-17.
36 Catalyst (2007) “The Bottom line: corporate performance and women’s representation on boards.”
37 Ferrary, M. (2019) “Observatoire Skema de la féminisation des entreprises. Les évadés sociaux du CAC40 qui 
s’expatrient pour éviter les quotas des femmes dans les conseils d’administration.”

According to our analysis of Latin America 
and Spain, brands develop content on gender 
equality in countries in which women are 
more socially active. In these environments, 
community involvement in such conversations 
is normalized and formalized. This 
phenomenon was observed in the Dominican 
Republic, Panama, Peru and Spain. However, 
when women are a minority in the national 
discourse, brands do not present their own 
gender equality content, as was observed in 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador and Mexico. 
Colombia was the only exception to this trend.

We also identified brands that influence the 
gender equality discourse in Spain (Iberdrola, 
ONCE and Fundación Repsol) and the 
Dominican Republic (Microsoft, Banco BHD 
León and the Professional Baseball League).

Diversity and Innovation

In the era of digital disruption, innovation is 
vital for survival. Since 2001, 52 percent of 
Fortune 500 companies have disappeared or 
been bought out because they failed to adapt 
to the new digital environment to remain 
competitive. According to a 2019 Accenture 
study carried out in 40 countries,34 in general, 

first quartile companies showed six times more 
gender equality and motivation to innovate 
among employees than fourth quartile 
companies did. 

Diversity fosters innovation because it 
introduces different ideas and creates a more 
inclusive environment, allowing employees to 
feel respected and as though their opinions 
are valued. This positive effect can even apply 
to entire countries. According to Accenture’s 
calculations, if all companies managed to increase 
their capacity for innovation by 10 percent, global 
GDP would rise to $8 trillion before 2028. 

Better Financial Results

Diversity in boards of directors is a key factor 
in company growth because it encourages the 
evaluation of more alternatives before making 
a decision.35

A report by Catalyst shows that companies with 
more female board members have a 42 percent 
higher ROS, 66 percent higher ROIC and 53 
percent higher ROE than their competitors.36

Other examples come from elsewhere in 
Europe. In France, the companies with the 
most female board members saw a significant 
increase in their stock market values. According 
to Femina Index,37 the share price of the 15 
companies with the highest percentage of 
female executives increased by 240 percent 
between 2009 and 2019, compared to 43 
percent of the CAC 40.

A key cause of these data points is a change 
in the general understanding of the market. 
In Bloomberg 2011, women were listed 
as the world’s most powerful consumers, 
because they decide 70 percent of household 
expenditures. With this is mind, it is little 
wonder some companies have created 
“female market manager” positions to better 
understand and cater to this demographic, 
which has historically been massively 
undervalued. 

“There is no 
doubt that 
greater diversity 
in leadership has 
positive effects 
for the whole of 
society” 
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As much as public sector women’s 
invisibility increases gender inequalities, 
greater visibility increases equality. Greater 
visibility of executive women counteracts 
gender stereotypes and normalizes 
women’s role as active and powerful actors 
in various fields. This then empowers other 
women and girls, encouraging their own 
participation in the public sector. 

Constant exposure to female leadership 
allows society to normalize the image 
of women as leaders and minimize the 
harmful effects of gender stereotypes. 

Constant exposure to a group, even an 
underrepresented one, enables society to 
challenge stereotypes regarding that group. 

38 Vial, A., Napier, J., Brescoll, V. (2013)” A bed of thorns: Female leaders and the self-reinforcing cycle of illegitimacy.” 
The Leadership Quarterly. 27(3):400-414

Therefore, when women enjoy high visibility in 
their organizations or receive proper credit for 
their work, they are then more often judged 
based on their abilities rather than their gender.38 

It is therefore important, in addition to 
implementing company measures promoting 
gender equality, for executive women to 
maximize their active participation and 
potential influence, using their leadership 
styles to become role models. To achieve this, 
these women must manage and develop their 
own digital identities to turn that potential into 
reality. In this way, with a flexible, multifaceted 
image, women can offer their achievements, 
knowledge and opinions to a multitude of 
fields and demographics. And female reference 
points already exist at the local level: 

llorenteycuenca.com
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This creates a positive effect not only for now-
successful executive woman, but also causes a 
ripple effect benefitting other women as well. 
Increased visibility of positive role models shows 
all women that they can hold positions traditionally 
thought of as belonging to men and participate in 
society at its highest levels.  

Women Inspiring Women

The Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 
published the results of a 2013 study carried 
out in Switzerland showing that exposure 
to female role models significantly reduced 
stereotyped beliefs among those examined.

The study explored the effects of priming 
women through subconscious exposure to 
images of successful female leaders. Female 
participants were asked to give a public speech, 
during which they were subtly exposed to a 
picture of either Hillary Clinton, Angela Merkel 
or Bill Clinton, with the rest being shown no 
picture. The speeches were recorded in terms 
of length and quality. Findings revealed that 
priming with Hillary Clinton or Angela Merkel 
increased speaking time by 24 and 49 percent 
respectively, compared to the average. In 
addition, their speeches were perceived more 
positively, and they themselves evaluated their 
own performance more positively. 
 
Latua, I., et al. (2013) “Successful female 
leaders empower women’s behavior in 
leadership tasks.” Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology. 49: 444-448. 

The scientific world has seen slow progress in 
this regard. Although research is still dominated 
by men, a five-decade study of American 
children showed a positive correlation between 
women in scientific careers and the frequency 
with which women scientists appeared in 
manuals and on television programs. As a result, 
the stereotype of researchers as male has 
weakened slightly.

How One Country Normalized Women’s 
Political Presence: Effect of Gender Quotas 
on Spanish Politics

Spanish Law 03/2007 for the Effective Equality of 
Women and Men required political parties to put 
forth female candidates in elections, maintaining a 
40:60 ratio of men to women for five consecutive 
elected positions. This law enforcing positive 
discrimination met with disapproval from certain 
sectors, culminating in a Popular Party appeal for 
the law’s unconstitutionality. Meritxell Batet recalls 
that “when the law was passed, women in Congress 
were called tokens. But today, our presence has 
been normalized, and nobody refers to us like that. 
That signifies great progress.”39 This legal mandate 
turned Spain into a “benchmark country” for 
gender equality in government. In 2019, Spain’s 
government had the most women of any European 
Union member country and the fifth most in the 
world. 

Closing the Ambition Gap: Empowering 
Women and Girls

Many differences in adult behavior and skill 
acquisition have their roots in childhood, where 
boys and girls are often raised differently, with 
certain behaviors and activities encouraged for 
each.

When KPMG asked women between 18 and 
64 what messages they had received in their 
childhood, 86 percent answered “be nice to others” 
and “be a good student.” 85 percent answered “be 
respectful to authorities and elders.” By contrast, 
only 44 percent responded with “be a good leader,” 
39 percent with “master a skill” and 34 percent with 
“share your point of view.”40

Visibility of women in leadership roles counteracts 
this stereotyped thinking by sending a strong, 
empowering message. In 2015, Adams and 
Kirchmaier studied the possible correlation 
between financial companies’ female board 
representation and the mathematics gap in 
teenagers.41 Their results confirmed that in 
countries with more women in the financial sector, 

39 The quote comes from the speech of Maritxell Batet given on July 3, 2019 at the Congress of Deputies during the 
program “The new political cycle is female,” organized by ACOP.
40 KPMG. (2015) KPMG Women’s Leadership Study. Moving women forward into leadership roles.
41 In their research (published as a working paper with the reference ISSN 0956-8549-757), the authors used the results 
of the 2009 PISA test (OECD 2010) to calculate the gap in mathematics. 
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the gender gap in mathematics is smaller than 
average. The perception of girls’ ability to excel 
at mathematics can influence women’s future 
professional progress.  
 

Leading by Example

In 2007, a group of researchers carried 
out a study in India on the country’s 
political gender quotas, introduced in 
1993. Analysis of the results revealed 
that in populations with more women on 
municipal councils, aspirations among girls 
were higher and the education gap was 
narrower.  

(Beauman, L., Duflo, E., Pande, R., Topalova, P. (2012) 
“Female Leadership Raises Aspirations and Educational 
Attainment for Girls: A Policy Experiment in India.” 
Science. 335(6068): 582-586) 

Girls can also be empowered by fictional 
characters. Pop culture has a strong influence 
on younger generations’ perceptions of the 
world. Today’s pop culture often lacks female 
role models to foster girls’ confidence and 
ambition. According to a study carried out by 
the Women’s Media Center and BBC, there is 
a strong desire among girls and their parents 
to see more female superhero characters in 
science fiction movies. For 90 percent of girls 
interviewed, female superhero characters help 
girls gain confidence, making them feel strong, 
brave, inspired, encouraged and motivated.42 

Visibility Normalizes Women’s 
Leadership, Promoting Inclusivity and 
Participation

Men and women tend to have differing 
leadership styles due to societal expectations 

of each gender. Women, traditionally 
assigned the role of caregivers, often build a 
transformational leadership model founded on 
close collaboration. Company objectives aside, 
transformational leadership consistently has 
a positive impact on organizations, fostering 
motivation and inspiration. Men, on the 
other hand, usually adopt more traditional 
transactional leadership models, focused on 
hierarchy. 

Given the transformation of modern 
organizations toward a more people-first 
model, transformational leadership is 
considered more suitable than transactional 
leadership for fostering innovation and 
maintaining company relevance.43

Better Attraction and Utilization of 
Female Talent 

In the ‘50s, Nobel Prize for Literature recipient 
Gary Becker asked companies to consider 
diversity in employment, asserting that this 
could be an opportunity to attract more talent 
and improve competitive standing. 

In 2013, Matsa and Miller studied the impact of 
gender quotas on Norwegian companies. They 
discovered that the most diverse companies 
had less employee turnover, resulting in lower 
labor costs. This phenomenon had previously 
been observed in 2008 by the Australian 
Human Resources Management Association, 
which calculated that costs incurred due to 
high turnover in managerial positions ranged 
from 90 to 200 percent of annual salary.44

Talent retention is much more natural if 
the workplace acts as an amiable social 
environment and if companies develop 
comprehensive reconciliation policies to allow 
for a healthy work-life balance.

42 Women’s Media Center/BBC (2018). “Superpowering girls. Female Representation in the Sci-Fi/Superhero genre.” 
http://www.womensmediacenter.com/assets/site/reports/bbca-wmc-superpowering-girls-infographic/Superpowering_
Gilrs_BBCA_Womens_Media_Center.pdf
43 Garcia-Morales, V., Llorens-Montes, F., Verdú‐Jover, A. (2008) “The Effects of Transformational Leadership on 
Organizational Performance through Knowledge and Innovation.” British Journal of Management. 19(4): 299-319.
44 Society for Human Resource Management (2008). “Retaining talents. A guide to analysing employee turnover.”
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BEST PRACTICES 

As the benefits of gender equality (both 
for society at large and for individual 
organizations) have increasingly become a 
matter of common consensus among the 
public and researchers, we have seen the 
development best practices in this field.

Some measures, such as gender quotas for 
boards of directors, remain subjects of debate, 
while others, such as “blind” recruitment 
and promotion policies, have become a 
recommended standard. 

At 

LLYC, we aim to combat stereotypes and 
contribute to awareness of the importance of 
women’s visibility, but in addition, we intend to 
make specific commitments with the express 
goal of giving appropriate opportunities and 
credit to our female talent. Here are some 
of the best practices we have found in our 
journey thus far.

Our Company Policies 

There are many policies we have adopted and 
that we recommend our clients do so as well, but 
some particularly notable ones include: 

• Enhancing the visibility of female managers, 
providing them with sufficient resources and 
support to boost their participation in media, 
events, professional networks and the digital 
realm.

• Ensuring this activity is included in the work 
schedule and job description, not tacked on 
as an additional task or an “extra work day,” 
which penalizes those with more household 
obligations.

• Continuing to support events that promote 
gender-equality and intentionally not 
participating in events lacking female panel 
representation.

• Acknowledging that unconscious biases may 
be affecting our professional activity, then 
giving trainings on this effect to the greatest 
possible number of collaborators, especially 
those in senior positions.

• Exposing our teams to examples of female 
leadership in different fields and professions 
close to ours, regularly sharing and 
considering inspiring stories regarding our role 
in promoting equality. 

• Fostering collaboration with women 
correspondents in the media.

• Allowing our talent teams to adopt these best 
practices in team recruitment, promotion and 
development.

Some additional initiatives we intend to 
implement soon include: 

• As communicators, increasing our awareness 
of the importance and nuances of truly 
inclusive language.

• Allowing LLYC to support other organizations 
willing to contribute to women’s visibility.

“Constant 
exposure to 
female leadership 
allows society 
to normalize the 
image of women 
as leaders and 
minimize the 
harmful effects 
of gender 
stereotypes” 

28
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Client Communications

When developing of our client’s communication 
strategies, we recommend: 

• Fostering true gender equality through 
action, not simply applying a facade 
of visibility (which is still unfortunately 
common).

• Facilitating access to women influencers and 
experts in various fields, increasing source 
diversity.

• Establishing concrete and quantitative 
KPIs regarding improved visibility of the 
organization’s female talent.

• Sharing not only successful initiatives, but 
also those that were less successful to 
demonstrate a commitment to being an 
agent of change through both the good and 
the bad.

• Training women managers in communication 
skills to help prevent their own biases 
from diminishing their effectiveness at 
transmitting key messages.

• Designing both internal and external positioning 
programs for both women in management 
positions and those who have the potential to 
lead. Positively reinforce those women who 
succeed at these initiatives, incorporating them 
into the company’s highly valued talent, with the 
accompanying expectations.

• Offering women opportunities to lead high-
visibility projects and fully recognizing their 
roles. Take advantage of associations’ and 
unions’ desire to project a more diverse 
image to allow high-potential women 
directors to hold important positions, giving 
them more visibility and access to high-
quality networking opportunities

• Encouraging women from all areas (directors, 
professionals, scientists, artists, etc.) to apply 
for awards and recognitions, and urging 
award committees to include women on 
juries and judging panels.

• Auditing the company’s brand and 
communications with respect to all 
stakeholders to ensure the organization is 
truly inclusive and does not encourage or 
reinforce existing stereotypes.

29
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Luisa García. Partner and Managing Director.
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of setting up our business in Panama, which, in only 
four years, became the leading communications 
consultancy firm in the entire Central American 
region. Between 2007 and 2013, she ran LLYC Peru’s 
office, a leader in the sector in the country and 
the only communication consultancy firm to have 
received five ANDA and one Gold SABRE Awards. 
She was responsible for the Andean Region and she 
has been Chief Operating Officer for Latin America. 
In 2013 and 2014, Ms. García was named one of the 
50 most influential women in Latin America by the 
publication Latin Business Chronicle. Between March 
2014 and March 2016, she chaired the Spanish 
Official Chamber of Commerce in Peru and, to this 
day, still sits on its Board of Directors. Furthermore, 
she is a member of the Advisory Committee of Ayuda 
en Acción, as well as the advisory committees of 
Enseña Peru and the Association for the Progress of 
Management (Spanish acronym: APD), also in Peru.

Ewa Widlak. PhD in Social Communication (Pompeu 
Fabra). Consultant in equality strategies and plans, in 
companies and institutions, and in communication 
and public opinion studies. She lectures on female 
leadership in politics and the business world in 
various countries.
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