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Abstract
The cultural construal of leadership as masculine impedes women’s attainment of leader roles. This research examined 
whether adding feminine demands to a leader role relieved the greater stress experienced by women than men in a job inter-
view for a leadership position and considered the processes that mediated women’s less favourable interview outcomes. In 
a hiring simulation, management students (N = 209; 112 women, 97 men) interviewed for a leader role framed by either 
stereotypically feminine or masculine role requirements. As shown by the stress biomarker salivary cortisol, the feminine 
role framing alleviated women’s, but not men’s, physiological stress response during the interview. However, under both 
masculine and feminine role framing, women, compared with men, reported lesser fit, expected poorer interview perfor-
mance, appraised greater threat relative to challenge, and evaluated their performance less favourably, as did external raters. 
An additional vignette study (N = 305; 189 women, 111 men, 5 diverse) found that the feminine role framing increased the 
leader role’s communal demands but still conveyed strong agentic demands not different from those of the masculine role. 
In conclusion, although a feminine role framing alleviated women’s physiological stress response, it did not change their 
less favourable outcomes, as indicated by participants’ self-reports and others’ reports.
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Far more men than women hold the most influential and 
high-status leadership positions within organizational 
hierarchies (World Economic Forum, 2024), consistent 
with the cultural construal of leadership as masculine 
(Koenig et al., 2011). This underrepresentation of women 
in leadership is likely determined by multiple factors (see 
review by Lyness & Grotto, 2018). Explanations range 
from women’s lesser interest and aspirations (Netchaeva 
et al., 2022) to role incongruity arising from the mis-
match between leadership stereotypes and the female gen-
der stereotype (role incongruity theory; Eagly & Karau, 

2002; lack of fit model; Heilman, 1983; Heilman et al., 
2024). It is this incongruity approach that we pursue in 
this research.

Role incongruity for female leaders arises because 
the stereotypical belief that women have predominantly 
communal qualities (e.g., affectionate, caring) is incon-
gruent with the primarily agentic qualities that people 
believe are essential for leaders and managers (e.g., 
taking charge and directing others; Eagly et al., 2020; 
Koenig et al., 2011). For men, however, the demands of 
such leader roles coincide with the agentic qualities that 
are commonly ascribed to them (e.g., assertive, domi-
nant). The resulting perception of incongruity induces 
negatively biased evaluations of women as potential and 
actual leaders (e.g., Carli, 2018; Heilman, 2012). In fact, 
both controlled experiments and audit studies have docu-
mented that people evaluate women less favourably for 
male-dominated (but not female-dominated) positions, 
even when the female candidates were described as iden-
tical to the male candidates in all aspects other than their 
gender (see meta-analyses by Eagly et al., 1992; Koch 
et al., 2015).
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Do Gender‑Incongruent Leader Roles Affect 
Women’s Experiences in Job Interviews?

As illustrated by these findings, role incongruity and lack-
of-fit research has predominantly focused on the observer 
perspective and has documented that observers judge 
women’s performances of leader positions as inferior to 
those of men. Role incongruity and lack-of-fit theories 
further indicate that women themselves can experience 
more difficulty as candidates for leader roles (Eagly & 
Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983, 2012). With the goal to bet-
ter understand women’s (and men’s) experiences in job 
interviews for leader roles, our research shifts the focus 
to self-perception.

Relevant to individuals’ lack-of-fit experiences for lead-
ership, women on average accord themselves less agency 
and more communion than men (Hsu et al., 2021). As 
a result of their lower levels of self-ascribed agency on 
average, women experience greater lack of fit for lead-
ership roles. In fact, vignette studies have shown that 
among management students, women compared to men 
reported lower self-ascribed fit for a leader role because 
they viewed themselves as less agentic (Bosak & Scz-
esny, 2008; Nater & Sczesny, 2016). Greater lack of fit 
for leadership roles has been theorized to lower women’s 
expectations for success and their evaluation of their own 
performance in these roles (see Heilman, 1983, 2012). 
Specifically, experiences of inferior or superior fit for 
leader roles “create a predisposition, or a cognitive set, 
toward negativity or positivity that colors judgment of 
self” (Heilman, 1983, p. 279). The present research pro-
vides an empirical test of this proposed link in the context 
of job interviews, as job interviews are a crucial moment 
in people’s striving for leadership. We examined whether 
women’s compared to men’s own lack-of-fit perceptions 
fostered more negative expectations for their performance 
in interviews, which in turn yield less favourable self-eval-
uations of one’s performance.

This study used simulated job interviews for a leader 
role with live interaction to investigate the consequences 
of lack-of-fit perceptions that affect women more than 
men who interview for leadership. With its in-person 
methodology, our study advances existing role incongru-
ity research beyond the more typical vignette studies. In 
fact, the present research advances incongruity theories 
by assessing both physiological stress responses as well 
as self-reported threat versus challenge appraisal after 
the job interview in an ecologically valid in-person set-
ting. Our work thus meets the criticism that research on 
gender and leadership has relied too exclusively on self-
report measures (Peterson & Bartels, 2017).

Gender‑Incongruent Leader Roles May 
Stress Women in Job Interviews

Women’s perceived lack of fit for leadership and the resulting 
negative performance expectations likely elicit physiological 
stress because they set up conditions for being worried (i.e., 
threat) rather than eager (i.e., challenge). Specifically, as posited 
by the biopsychosocial model of challenge and threat (Blas-
covich & Tomaka, 1996; Seery, 2013), physiological stress 
responses reflect the ratio between a person’s appraisal of the 
task demands and perceived resources to cope with them, with 
threat following from demands exceeding resources and chal-
lenge from sufficient coping resources. In a job interview for a 
leader role, women compared to men likely experience greater 
threat relative to challenge because of the role incongruity 
that follows from the stereotype of women’s lesser leadership 
attributes. This pattern is hypothesized to evoke a physiological 
stress response that includes an activation of the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenocortical (HPA) axis (see Method for details).

Research supports the idea that culturally masculine, gen-
der-incongruent settings induce more threat than challenge for 
women and elicit physiological stress responses. For example, 
women experienced more threat relative to challenge when 
working in male- rather than female-dominated teams in sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and mathematic (STEM) fields 
(Dasgupta et al., 2015). Women also showed greater activation 
of the physiological stress response system when watching a 
video of a science conference that was male-dominated, com-
pared to one that was gender-balanced (Murphy et al., 2007).

Feminine Role Requirements for Leadership 
May Benefit Women in Job Interviews

One important question is whether lack-of-fit perceptions 
for leader roles and the adversities that follow are inevitable 
for women in job interviews. According to role incongruity 
theories, the portrayal of leader roles as less masculine or 
more feminine should reduce women’s lack-of-fit percep-
tions (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983, 2012). Empiri-
cal evidence that focused on the observer perspective has 
indeed shown that women suffer disadvantage primarily in 
the context of masculine role requirements and male-dom-
inated roles. In fact, people evaluated women less favour-
ably in jobs and fields that are male-dominated compared to 
female-dominated or integrated (e.g., Heilman et al., 2019; 
Koch et al., 2015). Relevant to the present research, a refram-
ing of masculine roles can benefit women’s self-reported 
interest and belonging. For example, experimental research 
has found that reducing masculine and increasing feminine 
job requirements in descriptions of male-dominated roles 
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increased women’s interest in them without harming men’s 
interest (Born & Taris, 2010; Gaucher et al., 2011; He & 
Kang, 2022). Also in STEM contexts, a rebranding of tra-
ditionally masculine roles to also afford communal values 
enhanced women’s anticipated belonging and interest (Bel-
anger et al., 2020; Diekman et al., 2017).

Consistent with these empirical findings and based on the 
predictions from role incongruity theory, we hypothesized that 
emphasizing communal demands of a leader role (which are 
consistent with the female gender role) would attenuate women’s 
perceived lack of fit and its subsequent consequences without 
negatively affecting men. Men should not be deterred from lead-
ership when there is an increased emphasis on feminine role 
requirements, given both the long history of leadership as mas-
culine (Heilman & Manzi, 2022) and the large overlap between 
the stereotypical attributes of their gender role and leader roles 
in masculine contexts (Koenig et al., 2011). That is, we did not 
expect that adding feminine-typed communal role requirements 
to a leadership role would substantially undermine men’s expe-
rienced fit to leadership in masculine contexts as it is unlikely 
to seriously undermine the masculine construal of leadership.

Finally, our hiring simulation study is different from 
stereotype threat research in two key aspects. First, our 
manipulation of the gender-typing of leader role require-
ments targeted perceived fit to the role specifically, which is 
distinct from the general activation of a negative stereotype 
such that women would be bad leaders generally. Second, in 
contrast to stereotype threat research that typically featured 
objectively assessed performance (e.g., on complex cogni-
tive tasks on which one’s gender stereotypically performs 
poorly; see reviews by Schmader et al., 2008; Spencer et al., 
2016), the interviewee’s task in our hiring simulation study 
was self-description, which is cognitively undemanding and 
subjective. In fact, performance evaluations in job interviews 
exist in the eye of the beholder, given the absence of truly 
objective measures of success when self-presenting. The key 
outcome of our research was self- and observer-evaluated 
performance in an interview for a leadership position, which 
is different from outcomes in stereotype threat research.

Overview and Hypotheses

This hiring simulation study featured mock interviews for 
a leadership role to examine if lack-of-fit perceptions affect 
female more than male role candidates. Overall, we hypoth-
esized that a feminine (vs. masculine) leader role emphasis 
would attenuate lack-of-fit perceptions and its negative con-
sequences for women without harming men’s experiences. 
The first two hypotheses thus tested the effects of participant 
gender on lack-of-fit processes and their consequences. The 
third hypothesis tested the moderating effect of the leader 
role framing by examining whether a feminine emphasis 

reduces difficulties for women candidates, without harm-
ing men candidates. The final hypothesis tested the chain of 
events emanating from lack-of-fit perceptions.

Hypothesis 1: Women, compared to men, experience 
poorer fit for the leader role (H1a), have lower perfor-
mance expectations for the interview (H1b), experience 
greater threat relative to challenge appraisal (H1c), show 
greater physiological stress responses (H1d), and evalu-
ate their own success less favourably in an interview for 
a leader role (H1e).

Hypothesis 2: Women, compared to men, receive less 
favourable evaluations from others of their success in an 
interview for a leader role.

Hypothesis 3: A feminine, compared to a masculine, role 
framing attenuates the tendency of women, more than 
men, to experience poorer fit for the leader role (H3a), 
have lower performance expectations for the inter-
view (H3b), experience greater threat relative to chal-
lenge appraisal (H3c), show greater physiological stress 
responses (H3d), evaluate their own success less favour-
ably (H3e), and receive less favourable evaluations from 
others (H3f).

Hypothesis 4: The poorer fit of women than men, par-
ticularly with the masculine (vs. feminine) role empha-
sis, elicits lower performance expectations that, in turn, 
elicit both greater experienced threat relative to challenge 
appraisal and greater physiological stress responses, and 
these responses, in turn, foster women’s less favourable 
evaluations of their performance.

Method

Participants and Design

The experiment had a 2 (Participant Gender: woman vs. 
man) × 2 (Role Framing: feminine vs. masculine) between-
subjects design. Participants were management students, 
both undergraduate and graduate, who represent a pipe-
line into leadership positions. An a priori power analysis 
indicated that at least 199 participants would be adequate 
(1-β = 0.80) to detect a small effect (f = 0.20 or η2 = 0.039). 
In total, 217 students participated, with subsequent exclu-
sions because of insufficient German skills (n = 4), a request 
for data deletion after participation (n = 1), or technical prob-
lems that compromised data collection (n = 3).

The 209 remaining participants (112 women, 97 men) 
ranged in age from 19 to 36 years (M = 24.12, SD = 3.15). 
These women and men did not differ in their number of 
past job interviews (p = .798, η2 < 0.001). Yet, the women, 



	 Sex Roles

compared with the men, reported self-concepts that were 
more communal (p = .003, η2 = 0.043) but not less agentic 
(p = .060, η2 = 0.017; see the online Supplement A for details 
about the sample).

Procedure and Materials

Email messages and flyers invited management students to 
participate in a study investigating students’ experience with 
selection procedures and including noninvasive physiologi-
cal stress measurements. Following best practices, all ses-
sions took place between 4 and 8 PM to produce consistent 
conditions for the physiological stress measurements (see 
Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004). A female and a male experi-
menter in business attire welcomed each participant. After 
giving informed consent, each participant received a com-
pensation of CHF 50 (= USD 50). During the habituation 
phase of 15 minutes, the participants completed demo-
graphic and personality questionnaires. Subsequently, they 
provided a first saliva sample and then learned they would 
interview for a leadership role (see Figure S1 in the online 
supplement for details of the study procedure).

Participants were randomly assigned to read one of the two 
leader role framings and had five minutes to prepare a five-
minute speech to convey that he or she was the best candidate 
for the job. As part of the preparation, participants wrote in 
their own words a description of the advertised position and 
the qualities expected in ideal candidates. Two research assis-
tants independently coded whether participants (a) correctly 
indicated that the position was a leader role and (b) noted 
at least one of the role requirements or a synonym thereof. 
With 100% agreement between the two coders, all participants 
(N = 209) passed this manipulation check by clearly describ-
ing the role as leadership and by correctly indicating at least 
some of the either feminine or masculine specifics of the role.

For the job interview, which was videotaped, each partici-
pant sat in the adjacent room opposite a male experimenter, 
who instructed her or him to present for the role. If par-
ticipants did not use the entire 5 minutes, the experimenter 
asked predefined questions typical of job interviews (e.g., 
“Why should you be chosen for this position?”), but other-
wise refrained from giving verbal or nonverbal feedback.

After the interview, participants provided their second 
saliva sample (+ 0 min post-stress), followed by relevant 
questionnaires about their interview success and the threat 
or challenge experienced during the interview. To bridge 
the time until the subsequent two saliva samples and control 
participants’ activity, they responded to further question-
naires that asked participants about the thoughts they had 
during the interview (open-ended) and the attractiveness of 
the company (rating scales); these questionnaires were not 
the main focus of this research. The subsequent questions 
pertained to health and yielded control variables for the 

cortisol analyses (i.e., hormonal contraceptives, body mass 
index). While answering, participants were interrupted twice 
to provide the third saliva sample (+ 20 min post-stress) and 
the fourth sample (+ 40 min post-stress). Finally, the experi-
menter thanked and debriefed the participant.

Manipulation of the Framing of the Leader Role

Components of the Role Framing Manipulation  The con-
strual of a leader role as more masculine or feminine is 
conveyed by various cues at multiple levels within an 
organization (see review by Schmader et al., 2020). Recent 
theory on masculine defaults proposed that organizational 
interventions are often not “fully successful because they 
leave in place a hidden but powerful foundation of mas-
culine ideas and values, policies, interaction styles, norms, 
artifacts, practices, and individual beliefs that prevent the 
full participation of women” (Cheryan & Markus, 2020, p. 
1022). Given that multiple cues fit together and influence 
each other, a powerful manipulation must tackle the framing 
of a leader role from multiple angles such as the gendered 
interaction style of ideal candidates and the representation 
of current leaders.

Our manipulation thus encompassed the following organ-
izational cues to emphasize a masculine versus feminine role 
framing: (a) the job advertisement stated that the organi-
zation preferred candidates who were either, for example, 
“assertive when working with others and able to make your 
own decisions” (masculine) or “considerate when working 
with others and supportive of your team in various tasks” 
(feminine); (b) the header of the job advertisement depicted 
either a man’s or a woman’s arm holding a pen in an office 
space; and (c) an information sheet stated that the selection 
committee consisted of either two men or two women who 
currently occupied leader roles in the company (see Supple-
ment B in the online supplement for transcript).

Check on Role Framing Manipulation  An online vignette 
study examined the agentic and communal requirements 
of the leader role with a masculine versus feminine fram-
ing. Given that organizational leadership is almost always 
culturally masculine and has typically been associated with 
agency (Koenig et al., 2011), we expected agentic require-
ments to prevail regardless of the role framing, whereas the 
communal requirements would be stronger with the feminine 
than the masculine framing. Supplement C in the online sup-
plement displays the study materials and detailed methods.

In short, 305 participants (189 women, 111 men, 5 
diverse) read about the leader role with either a masculine 
or feminine framing. Participants were enrolled in the same 
university as those in the hiring simulation study but had 
not taken part in it. On 10 items with 7-point scales that 
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ranged from (1) not at all to (7) very much, participants rated 
the extent to which good role performance required agen-
tic and communal qualities (αAgency = .76, αCommunion = .93). 
As expected, a one-way ANOVA revealed that the feminine 
framing conveyed more communal demands than the mascu-
line framing (M = 5.92, SD = 1.10 vs. M = 3.94, SD = 1.39), 
F(1, 303) = 129.51, p < .001, ηp

2 = .39. Agency was high for 
both role framings, yet the masculine framing conveyed more 
agency than the feminine framing (M = 6.17, SD = 0.72 vs. 
M = 5.49, SD = 0.85), F(1, 303) = 50.35, p < .001, ηp

2 = .16, 
but with a smaller effect size than the communion difference. 

Further tests examined whether the mean levels for 
required agency and required communion in the two roles 
were significantly above the scale midpoint. One sample 
t-tests showed that agentic requirements were significantly 
above the midpoint in both conditions, whereas communal 
requirements were above the midpoint in the feminine but 
not the masculine condition (see Supplement C in the online 
supplement for details). In sum, agentic leadership require-
ments were salient with both role framings, whereas the 
feminine emphasis added communal demands to the role.

Measures

Perceived Fit for the Leader Role  Immediately before the 
interview, participants assessed their perceived fit for the 
role on four 7-point rating scales (e.g., “I think that I am 
very well qualified for the advertised position;” adapted 
from Nater & Sczesny, 2016) that ranged from (1) strongly 
disagree to (7) strongly agree. The resulting scale had high 
internal consistency (α = .93).

Expected Performance  Also before the interview, partici-
pants indicated their agreement with the item “I expect to 
perform well in this job interview” on a 7-point scale rang-
ing from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree (Heil-
man, 1983).

Appraisal of Threat and Challenge  After the interview, 
participants responded on scales ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) to eight items that assessed 
appraisals of threat and challenge, using the Primary 
Appraisal Secondary Appraisal measure (PASA; Gaab, 
2009). Four items assessed threat appraisal (e.g., “I felt 
threatened by the situation”; “I was worried because the 
situation was threatening to me”; α = .76), and four items 
assessed challenge appraisal (e.g., “The situation was rel-
evant for me,” “The situation challenged me”; α = .65). 
The dependent variable was the ratio of threat to challenge, 
whereby a ratio greater than 1 indicated greater threat than 
challenge and a ratio less than 1 indicated greater challenge 
than threat (following Dasgupta et al., 2015).

Physiological Stress Response  Experiences of threat—but 
not of challenge—evoke cardiovascular responses that 
include an activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adren-
ocortical (HPA) axis, which then induces the release of the 
catabolic adrenal hormone cortisol (Dickerson & Kemeny, 
2004). Salivary cortisol provides a valid measure of physi-
ological stress responses in laboratory situations that elicit 
motivation to perform well in evaluative situations.

To allow examination of the stress responses over the course 
of the job interview, participants provided four salivary cortisol 
samples. The first sample was taken after participants’ arrival 
in the lab and before they learned about the leadership con-
text (t1, baseline). Given that physiological stress responses 
commonly occur between 0 and 20 min after the onset of the 
stressor (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004), the two subsequent 
samples assessed salivary cortisol levels directly after the job 
interview (t2) and 20 min after the interview (t3). Together 
with the baseline, these two samples that assessed participants’ 
physiological stress response were the focus of our hypotheses.

In line with the typical return to prestressor levels 
40–60 min after stressor onset, the fourth sample (t4) fol-
lowed 40 min after the interview and served to explore 
participants’ cortisol recovery (with no specific hypothesis 
offered). Collection of the samples used the passive drool 
method with IBL SaliCap tubes were stored frozen at -20 °C. 
Analyses of cortisol levels used time-resolved fluorimmu-
noassay (intraassay coefficients of variability < 5%, interas-
say coefficients < 8%).

Self‑Evaluated Interview Success  First, on 7-point scales, 
participants rated themselves on 6 evaluative adjective pairs 
(e.g., ineffective–effective, incompetent–competent; adapted 
from Heilman et al., 1998). Second, on scales ranging from 
worst (0) to best (100) performance, participants rated them-
selves relative to other candidates on 5 items (e.g., “How 
convincingly did you present yourself as the ideal person 
for the position?”). Third, on a 7-point scale, participants 
rated their likelihood of making it to the shortlist for the 
position. The resulting scale of 12 standardized items had 
high internal consistency (α = .96).

Observer‑Evaluated Interview Success  Four external raters 
(two men, two women) evaluated participants’ interview suc-
cess on the same 12 items on which participants evaluated their 
interview success, reworded to fit the observer perspective 
(e.g., “How convincingly did the candidate present themselves 
as the ideal person for the position?”; see Supplement B in the 
online supplement for all items). Raters were unaware of the 
hypotheses and trained with practice videos. Each of the raters 
was randomly assigned to evaluate half of the interviewees for 
each leader role and participant gender. Interrater reliability 
was good, ICC = .82; 95% CI [.76, .86], based on a mean-rating 
(k = 4), consistency-agreement, 2-way random effects model.
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Data Analytic Strategy

Testing for Group Differences

A series of 2 (Participant Gender) × 2 (Role Framing) ANOVAs 
tested Hypotheses 1 and 2 for the predicted gender difference as 
well as Hypothesis 3 for the predicted attenuation of these dif-
ferences with the feminine, compared to the masculine, framing.

Testing the Mediation Model

Testing Hypothesis 4, structural equation modeling using 
maximum-likelihood estimation with the lavaan R package 
(Rosseel, 2012) included participant gender as an observed 
variable and expected performance in the job interview and the 
ratio of threat versus challenge appraisal as a single indicator 
latent variable. The residual covariance of the two outcome 
latent variables was included. The tests of the specific indirect 
effects used 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals 
based on 1,000 bootstrap samples, with unstandardized indi-
rect effects reported. Fit was assessed by the comparative fit 
index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the root-mean-
square error of approximation (RMSEA; see Hu & Bentler, 
1999). As shown in Supplement E in the online supplement, 
CFA showed a good fit to the data for all measurement models.

Testing Physiological Stress Responses

Testing Hypotheses 1d and 3d, multilevel modeling 
accounted for the nested nature of the data (i.e., change 
in cortisol over time [Level 1] as nested within partici-
pants [Level 2]) and modeled both within-person change 

and between-person differences in cortisol responses (e.g., 
Hruschka et al., 2005). Piecewise growth modeling allowed 
for examining cortisol trajectories that are discontinuous 
(Chou et al., 2004). This study focused on participants’ 
stress responses evoked by the interview for the leader role, 
which in the piecewise growth model was modeled by the 
trajectory from the t1 to the t2 and t3 cortisol measures (i.e., 
Phase 1). Because we did not focus on gender differences 
in stress recovery after the job interview (modeled by the 
trajectory from the t3 to the t4 measure, i.e., Phase 2), these 
results are reported in Supplement D in the online supple-
ment (but also displayed in Fig. 1).

A random-intercept random-slope model specified an over-
all intercept, two slopes (i.e., Phase 1 for physiological stress 
response and Phase 2 for recovery), fixed main effects of gen-
der and framing, and the interaction of these two factors. The 
three-way interactions between gender, framing, and the phase 
variable tested the effect of the interaction between gender and 
framing on the slope of cortisol over the measurements. Sup-
plement D in the online supplement displays the model equa-
tions. Implementing the R package lme4 (Bates et al., 2015), 
the models were estimated by the restricted maximum-like-
lihood method (REML), and t-tests evaluated statistical sig-
nificance only for fixed effects, using Satterthwaite’s method.

Transparency and Openness

All data and analysis code are available on OSF (https://​osf.​
io/​pefc9), and the verbatim research materials in Supple-
ment B in the online supplement. The hypotheses were not 
formally preregistered but were preconceived in the grant 
proposal that supported this research (see author note). The 

Fig. 1   Salivary Cortisol Among Women and Men as a Function of the Framing of the Leader Role and Time of Measurement. Note. Salivary 
cortisol (nmol/l) for women (on the left) and men (on the right). The gray line indicates the cortisol change for participants presenting for the 
leader role with a masculine framing, and the dark red line for those presenting for the leader role with a feminine framing. Physiological stress 
response (Phase 1) was modeled by the t1, t2, and t3 measures, and recovery (Phase 2) by the t3 and t4 measures. The figure shows untrans-
formed change values, whereas the analysis in the article used log-transformed data. Error bars indicate standard errors

https://osf.io/pefc9
https://osf.io/pefc9
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Ethics Commission of the University of Bern approved the 
study prior to data collection.

Results

Effects of Participant Gender and Role Framing

ANOVAs tested for gender differences and their attenuation 
by a feminine, compared to a masculine, framing. Table 1 
shows the means and standard deviations, Table  2 the 
ANOVA results, and Table 3 the intercorrelations between 
the measures (see Table S1 in the online supplement for 
correlations among all study variables separated by gender).

As shown in Table 2, and consistent with our predic-
tion, women, compared to men, experienced less fit for the 
leader role (Hypothesis 1a), expected they would perform 
more poorly in the interview (Hypothesis 1b), experienced 
greater threat relative to challenge appraisal (Hypothesis 1c), 
and evaluated their own interview success less favourably 
(Hypothesis 1e). Results on the physiological stress response 
(Hypothesis 1d) did not support the prediction that women, 
compared to men, would experience greater physiological 
stress overall (see next section). Additionally consistent with 
our predictions, a significant main effect of participant gen-
der indicated that women, compared to men, received less 
favorable interview success evaluations according to others’ 
judgments (Hypothesis 2).

Although not hypothesized, the ANOVA further revealed 
significant role framing main effects, indicating that the fem-
inine role framing produced significantly more favourable fit 
perceptions and expected performance for both women and 
men. However, the role framing did not affect the appraisal 
of threat relative to challenge or evaluations of interview 
success. Moreover, exploratory analyses revealed that when 

threat and challenge were disaggregated as separate depend-
ent variables, the main effect of gender was significant for 
threat but not for challenge, indicating that women felt 

Table 1   Means and Standard 
Deviations for the Dependent 
Variables, by Participant 
Gender (Woman vs. Man) and 
Role Framing (Feminine vs. 
Masculine)

Note. The scales for perceived fit for the leader role and expected performance ranged from (1) strongly 
disagree to (7) strongly agree. On appraisal of threat and challenge, a ratio greater than 1 indicates partici-
pants felt more threatened than challenged, and a ratio less than 1 indicates more challenge than threat. The 
measures of participants’ self-evaluated and observer-evaluated interview success were standardized with 
higher values representing more favorable evaluations
a The sample for the masculine framing was reduced for self-evaluated interview success to 54 men and for 
observer-evaluated interview success to 47 women, due to technical problems

Perceived 
fit for leader 
role

Expected 
perfor-
mance

Appraisal of 
threat and 
challenge

Self-
evaluated 
interview 
success

Observer-
evaluated 
interview 
success

Experimental design Na M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Women Feminine framing 64 4.20 1.42 4.53 1.25 0.67 0.24 -0.20 0.77 -0.16 0.83
Masculine framing 48 3.48 1.48 4.04 1.54 0.70 0.25 -0.33 0.78 -0.15 0.96

Men Feminine framing 42 4.37 1.11 5.17 1.10 0.59 0.25 0.31 0.78 0.25 0.68
Masculine framing 55 4.45 1.46 4.85 1.30 0.61 0.23 0.28 0.86 0.30 0.88

Table 2   2 × 2 ANOVAs for the Dependent Variables as a Function of 
Participant Gender (Woman vs. Man) and Role Framing (Feminine 
vs. Masculine)

Source df F p ηp
2

Perceived fit for leader role
  Gender 1 14.73  < .001 .067
  Framing 1 6.60 .011 .031
  Framing × Gender 1 1.26 .264 .006
  Error 205

Expected performance
  Gender 1 15.64  < .001 .071
  Framing 1 4.79 .030 .023
  Framing × Gender 1 0.24 .629 .001
  Error 205

Appraisal of threat versus challenge
  Gender 1 6.32 .013 .030
  Framing 1 0.64 .426 .003
  Framing × Gender 1 0.06 .810  < .001
  Error 205

Self-evaluated interview success
  Gender 1 25.34  < .001 .110
  Framing 1 0.54 .462 .003
  Framing × Gender 1 0.22 .641 .001
  Error 205

Observer-evaluated interview success
  Gender 1 12.86  < .001 .059
  Framing 1 0.08 .784  < .001
  Framing × Gender 1 0.02 .882  < .001
  Error 204
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more threatened but not more challenged than men in the 
job interview (see Hypothesis 1c; see Tables S2 and S3 in 
the online supplement).

Contrary to predictions that the gender differences would 
be attenuated in the presence of a feminine, compared to 
a masculine, role framing (Hypothesis 3), the Participant 
Gender × Role Framing interactions were nonsignificant 
for self-reported fit perceptions, performance expectations, 
threat relative to challenge appraisals, as well as for self-
evaluations and others’ evaluations of performance. These 
results thus failed to support predictions that the femi-
nine framing would attenuate women’s difficulties relative 
to those of men as reported by participants themselves. 
Importantly, however, the physiological stress responses 
(Hypothesis 3d) yielded a significant three-way Role Fram-
ing × Gender × Phase 1 interaction that provided support for 
our prediction (see next section).

Physiological Stress Responses

Multilevel analyses modeled estimates for the effects of 
gender and role framing on cortisol trajectories. Initial anal-
yses showed that across participants and conditions, average 
cortisol levels were highest at the onset of the experiment 

(t1 baseline; M = 4.96, SD = 4.25), indicating high anticipa-
tory stress levels before the job interview. However, only 
for the women in the masculine framing condition were the 
average cortisol levels highest at the peak stress measure 
(t3, taken 20 min after the interview; M = 5.22, SD = 5.01). 
A random intercept-only model revealed an intraclass cor-
relation coefficient (ICC) of 80.46%, indicating that a large 
part of the variance in cortisol levels is attributable to dif-
ferences between participants (i.e., level 2).

As outlined in the Method, hypothesis tests focused on 
physiological stress responses elicited by the job interview sit-
uation (i.e., Phase 1 in the piecewise growth model, assessed 
by the t1, t2, t3 measures). Supplement D in the online sup-
plement displays the results for stress recovery (i.e., Phase 
2), indicating that the framing did not differentially affect 
women’s and men’s recovery. Table 4 shows mean values and 
standard deviations for the cortisol levels at the four measure-
ment points. Table 5 shows the piecewise growth modeling 
estimates for the effects of gender and leader role framing. 
Figure 1 displays the trajectories of salivary cortisol for 
women and men in the two role framing conditions.

As shown in Table 5, supporting Hypothesis 3d, results 
indicated a significant three-way Role Framing × Gen-
der × Phase 1 interaction. Decomposition of this interaction 

Table 3   Pearson Correlations

Note. Participant gender was coded man = 0, woman = 1; Framing of leader role was coded feminine = 0, 
masculine = 1. For the correlational analyses, physiological stress responses (i.e., Phase 1; assessed by t1, 
t2, and t3 cortisol measures) was mapped onto one variable by calculating the area-under-the-curve with 
regard to the increase (AUC​i; Pruessner et al., 2003)
*  for p < .05; ** for p < .01; *** for p < .001

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Participant gender –
2. Framing of leader role -.14* –
3. Perceived qualifications -.23*** -.14* –
4. Expected performance -.25*** -.11 .64*** –
5. Appraisal of threat vs. challenge .17* .03 -.26*** -.33*** –
6. Physiological stress response (AUCi) .14 .16* .02 .06 .06 –
7. Self-evaluated interview success -.33*** -.01 .51*** .57*** -.48*** -.10 –
8. Observer-evaluated interview success -.25*** .05 .17* .18** -.26*** -.08 .39***

Table 4   Means and Standard 
Deviations for Cortisol 
Measures, by Participant 
Gender and Role Framing

Note. Physiological stress responses are expressed as cortisol units nmol/l
a The sample for the masculine framing was reduced for self-evaluated interview success to 54 men and for 
observer-evaluated interview success to 47 women, due to technical problems

Physiological stress response

t1 t2 t3 t4

Experimental design Na M SD M SD M SD M SD

Women Feminine Frame 64 4.52 2.90 4.09 2.49 3.76 3.18 3.38 2.22
Masculine Frame 48 4.35 3.81 4.52 4.11 5.22 5.01 3.96 3.44

Men Feminine Frame 42 5.98 5.99 4.87 4.88 5.03 4.89 4.52 6.37
Masculine Frame 55 5.23 4.32 4.73 3.79 4.79 4.93 3.60 3.31
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within levels of gender found a significant Role Fram-
ing × Phase 1 simple interaction for women, B = 0.14, 
SE = 0.06, df = 205.90, t = 2.53, p = .012, but not for men, 
B = -0.06, SE = 0.06, df = 205.90, t = 0.96, p = .339, indicat-
ing that only the women showed stronger physiological stress 
responses in the masculine than feminine condition, whereas 
no such difference emerged for the men (see Fig. 1).

Decomposing this Role Framing × Phase 1 simple interac-
tion for women within levels of framing found a nonsignifi-
cant positive slope over time for the masculine condition, 
B = 0.002, SE = 0.04, df = 205.90, t = 0.05, p = .961, and a 
significant negative slope over time for the feminine con-
dition, B = -0.14, SE = 0.04, df = 205.90, t = -3.82, p < .001, 
documenting reduced stress responses among women only 
in the role with a feminine, but not a masculine, framing. 

As robustness checks, two repetitions of the model that 
controlled cortisol levels for the potentially relevant con-
founds of BMI or women’s hormonal contraceptives (i.e., 
65.2% used versus 34.8% did not use). By adding one vari-
able each to the between-subjects level of the MLM model, 

the covariates were controlled as level-2 fixed effects in sep-
arate models. These models produced similar results as the 
uncontrolled model, and the Role Framing × Gender × Phase 
1 interaction remained significant.1

Finally, testing Hypothesis 1d that women compared to 
men showed greater physiological stress responses (Phase 
1) regardless of the role framing, contrast analyses found 
no significant overall gender difference, B = 0.02 SE = 0.04, 
df = 207.00, t = 0.42, p = .676.

Underlying Mechanism Explaining Gender 
Differences in Interview Self‑Evaluation

Finally, structural equation modeling examined whether 
gender differences in evaluated interview success—par-
ticularly for the leader role with a masculine frame—were 
fuelled by women’s relatively lower perceived fit (see 
Hypothesis 4). These perceptions then should relate to 
women’s lower expected performance for the interview, 
which in turn should relate to both greater threat relative 
to challenge appraisal and greater physiological stress 
response, and subsequently to women’s less favourable 
self-evaluated interview success.

Although our hypothesis originally included physiolog-
ical stress as a mediator and role framing as a moderator, 
we present a more parsimonious model (see Fig. 2). How-
ever, Supplement E in the online supplement displays the 
originally proposed moderated mediation model, which 
showed that the physiological stress responses did not 
mediate any effect, (b) the inclusion did not substantially 
change the model fit, and (c) the leader role framing did 
not moderate any structural paths. The decision to change 
the model was thus informed by the results so far show-
ing that (a) physiological stress responses were unrelated 
to any of the self-report measures2 (see Table 3), and 
(b) leader role framing did not moderate any of the self-
reported or the other-evaluated outcomes (see Hypotheses 
3a-3c and 3e-3f).

Results showed a good model fit, χ2(145) = 317.21, 
p < .001; CFI = .950; TLI = .942; RMSEA = .075, 90% CI 

Table 5   Model Estimates for the Prediction of Cortisol Levels as a 
Function of Participant Gender and Role Framing

Note.  Participant gender was coded man = 0, woman = 1; Framing 
of leader role was coded feminine = 0, masculine = 1. Based on 209 
participants with 836 longitudinal records. Phase 1 = Physiological 
stress responses modeled by the t1, t2, t3 measure; Phase 2 = Recov-
ery modeled by the t3 and t4 cortisol measures; SE = standard errors; 
Estimate (SD) = Estimated variance of the random effect with the 
square root of that variance (i.e., sigma) in brackets. Unstandardized 
regression coefficients are reported

Variables Coefficients (SE) df t p

Fixed effects
  Intercept 1.24 (0.13) 205.11 9.39  < .001
  Phase 1 (Stress) -0.03 (0.05) 205.90 -0.70 .484
  Phase 2 (Recovery) -0.20 (0.06) 384.75 -3.58  < .001
  Gender -0.20 (0.17) 205.11 -1.16 .247
 Framing -0.10 (0.18) 205.11 -0.58 .560
  Gender × Framing 0.27 (0.24) 205.11 1.11 .268
  Gender × Phase 1 -0.11 (0.06) 205.90 -1.86 .065
  Gender × Phase 2 0.16 (0.07) 384.75 2.20 .028
  Framing × Phase 1 -0.06 (0.06) 205.90 -0.96 .339
  Framing × Phase 2 -0.02 (0.08) 384.75 -0.22 .825
  Gender × Fram-

ing × Phase 1
0.20 (0.08) 205.90 2.43 .016

  Gender × Fram-
ing × Phase 2

-0.12 (0.10) 384.75 -1.14 .257

Random effects Estimate (SD)
  Random intercept 0.68 (0.82)
  Random slope Phase 1 0.05 (0.23)
  Random slope Phase 2 0.003 (0.06)
  Residual variance 0.07 (0.27)

1  The Framing × Phase 1 interaction for the women remained signifi-
cant when controlling for BMI and became a near-significant trend 
when controlling for contraceptive usage.
2  Given the absence of a linear relationship between cortisol 
responses and performance, we explored whether a curvilinear rela-
tionship exists with moderate levels of cortisol response, but not 
extreme levels, relating to peak performance (drawing upon the 
inverted-U-shape relation between arousal and performance in basic 
cognitive task, e.g., Beerendonk et  al., 2024). Results found that 
the nonlinear model did not explain a significantly larger amount of 
variance than the linear model, for the relationship between cortisol 
response (i.e., AUC​i, see Table  3 note for details) and both perfor-
mance self-evaluation, F(206) = 143.85, p = .054, and performance 
other-evaluation, F(205) = 154.85, p = .995.
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[0.064, 0.087], accounting for 49.1% of the variance in self-
evaluated interview success. Supporting Hypothesis 4, an 
indirect effect of gender on self-evaluation (-.03, 95% CI 
[-0.08, -0.01]) showed that women’s compared to men’s 
lower perceived fit, b = -0.24, p < .001, related to lower 
expected performance for the interview, b = 0.64, p < .001, 
which in turn related to greater threat versus challenge 
appraisal, b = -0.27, p = .002, and subsequently to women’s 
poorer self-evaluated success, b = -0.32, p < .001 (see Fig. 2).

Consistent with the process predicted by incongruity theory, 
two additional indirect effects emerged. First, as stated in the 
lack of fit model (see Heilman, 1983, p. 279), women’s com-
pared to men’s lower fit perceptions and subsequent lower 
expected performance for the interview related to women’s 
less favourable self-evaluated success (b = -.10, 95% CI [-0.22, 
-0.04]). In addition, women’s compared to men’s lower fit per-
ceptions related directly to their less favourable self-evaluation 
(b = -.08, 95% CI [-0.19, -0.03]). Finally, the direct effect of gen-
der on self-evaluation remained significant, b = -0.16, p = .003.

Discussion

This hiring simulation study examined how lack-of-fit per-
ceptions for a leader role caused women to have different 
experiences than men in a job interview for such a role. 
The results showed that a framing intervention that added 
feminine qualities to a leader role’s typical emphasis on mas-
culine qualities reduced the physiological stress responses 
of the women, but not the men, job candidates. However, 
regardless of the role framing, women self-reported lesser 
fit than men and expected to perform less successfully, 
and these effects related to greater threat versus challenge 
appraisal and subsequently less favourable performance 
evaluations by others and the candidates themselves. These 
less favorable self-evaluations are posited by incongruity 
theories (e.g., Heilman, 1983) but have, to our knowledge, 

not been previously tested. Also, additional exploratory 
mediational findings supported incongruity theories by 
showing that women’s lower level of self-ascribed agency, 
assessed before participants learned about the goal of the 
study, was a precursor of their lower fit perceptions (see 
Supplement E in the online supplement).

Lack-of-fit perceptions and the subsequent difficulties 
women can face in interviews for leader roles are consequential 
because interviews function as a gateway to occupational posi-
tions. Given that a job interview for leadership, with its typical 
demand for assertive self-promotion, can emphasise the mas-
culine demands of a leader role (Cheryan & Markus, 2020), 
interventions aiming to lessen the disadvantage of women 
should consider limiting masculine cues and highlighting femi-
nine cues in descriptions of leader roles and job interviews. 
Reducing cues for assertion, ambition, and risk-taking while 
increasing cues for of consideration, social responsibility, and 
cooperation could alleviate women’s otherwise greater physi-
ological stress responses. However, given our findings, such 
interventions may not be sufficient to stave off unfavourable 
evaluations of women’s interview performance.

By using live social interactions and multiple outcome 
measures, this hiring simulation study uncovered novel 
effects of role incongruity. Specifically, the objective stress 
biomarker salivary cortisol revealed that the leader role with 
a feminine (vs. masculine) framing reduced women’s physi-
ological stress responses during self-presentation, without 
increasing men’s. This effect, which differs from the self-
report results, coheres with research typically showing non-
correspondence between physiological and self-reported 
measures of stress. In fact, Campbell and Ehlert (2012) doc-
umented noncorrespondence in 75% of the examined stud-
ies, perhaps due to differences in the measures’ reliance on 
conscious attention and the measures' dependence on the 
motivation to give accurate self-reports.

Supporting these possibilities, research on explicit versus 
implicit attitudes found that implicit measures of prejudice 

gender
Self-evaluated 

interview success 

Perceived fit 
for leader role

-0.06

-0.24***

-0.16**

0.27***

0.64*** -0.27**

0.09

R2 = 9.2%

Expected 
performance challenge appraisal

0.23**

-0.09
-0.32***

Fig. 2   Structural Equation Model of the Effect of Participant Gen-
der on Self-Evaluated Interview Success Through Perceived Fit for 
Leader Role, Expected Performance in Job Interview, and Threat Ver-
sus Challenge Appraisal. Note. Standardized results are depicted. Sig-

nificant paths are indicated by a solid line, and nonsignificant paths 
by a dashed line. Participant gender was coded man = 0, woman = 1. 
Ellipses represent latent variables, and rectangles represent observed 
variables. * for p < .05; ** for p < .01; *** for p < .001



Sex Roles	

better predicted spontaneous and automatic behaviour 
(e.g., non verbal friendliness), whereas self-reported 
explicit measures better predicted conscious, deliberative, 
and controlled behaviour (e.g., verbal behaviour; Dovidio 
et al., 2002). Relatedly, in our study, the role framing with 
an emphasis on feminine requirements mitigated women’s 
spontaneous physiological stress responses, whereas no 
such beneficial effect occurred on responses requiring con-
scious attention and contemplation. Thus, a reframing of 
leader role requirements may benefit women (without harm-
ing men) on a more unconscious physiological level, but not 
on responses requiring conscious reflection and deliberative 
responding, with the latter potentially being open to influ-
ences of ingrained beliefs about women and their incongru-
ity with leadership.

Consistent with our physiological stress findings, research 
has found that female managers experienced higher physi-
ological stress in general than male managers (Lundberg 
& Frankenhaeuser, 1999). Against this background, it is 
important that the repeated activation of the HPA system and 
subsequent cortisol release related to various negative health 
outcomes such as impaired immune functions and depressive 
symptomatology (Derks & Scheepers, 2018; Dickerson & 
Kemeny, 2004). Therefore, if the benefits of feminine role 
emphasis for stress responses found in this simulation study 
generalize to organizational settings, increasing the salience 
of feminine role requirements of leadership could lessen 
some of female managers’ health challenges.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Limitations of the present research and its findings raise 
questions for further inquiry. First, to fully examine stress 
responses and performance evaluations in job interviews, it 
is important to replicate this work in real-life interviews to 
determine whether the effects in our controlled experimental 
study prevail in natural settings in which (nonverbal) feed-
back from the interviewer is available on a continuous basis. 
Future research should further focus on whether women’s 
responses depend on their actual interest in securing a lead-
ership position during a job interview, given that past work 
has shown that personal motivation matters. Relevant studies 
by Hoyt and Blascovich (2007, 2010) examined women with 
either particularly high or low leadership self-efficacy and 
found that women with high levels, for whom the leadership 
task was self-relevant, experienced threat during the task, 
yet performed better and reacted against the leader-gender 
stereotype when they had been primed (vs. not primed) with 
it. Applying this knowledge to the job interview situation, 
future research should test whether women highly invested 
in becoming a leader would show greater threat responses 
and possibly also perform better, especially when interview-
ing for a masculine-framed leader role.

Multiple Origins of Women’s Stress Experience 
and Performance Outcomes

In a job interview situation with live social interaction, 
women’s experiences of stress may have origins other than 
the difficulties arising from role incongruity and the mascu-
line construal of leadership (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 
1983, 2012). Specifically, women more than men may have 
been concerned about gender bias in leadership hiring (e.g., 
Hardy et al., 2022) or feared backlash from others for engag-
ing in self-promotion (Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 2010). In 
fact, any research with live social interactions and job inter-
views might provide a conservative test of a manipulation 
of leader role requirements, given that the interview itself 
required self-promotion. Doing well in an interview entails 
promoting oneself assertively, behavior that is inconsist-
ent with feminine norms of modesty and concern for oth-
ers (Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Women may therefore feel 
poorly equipped for success in an interview regardless of 
the framing of the leader role for which they are applying.

Moreover, another process that could have contributed to 
women’s greater stress and impaired performance evaluations 
is stereotype threat, which occurs when individuals show 
decreased task performance in a domain in which their group 
is negatively stereotyped (Schmader et al., 2008). Yet, women 
may not be stereotyped as bad leaders per se, as illustrated by 
the public discourse that often claims that women would be 
better leaders than men (e.g., Chamorro-Premuzic, 2021). By 
manipulating whether the evaluator holds or refutes beliefs 
that women are bad leaders, future research could test how 
participants' fear of the negative stereotype about their group 
affects them. Furthermore, future work should test whether 
the underlying mechanism found to impair subjective evalu-
ations of performance carried out by our participants and the 
external observers would also impair women’s performance 
on tasks that allow for fully objective evaluations.

In sum, future research is necessary to distinguish 
between these likely intertwined processes (i.e., role incon-
gruity, concern about gender bias, fear of backlash, stereo-
type threat)—to the extent this is possible. Such research 
would help to determine if there are conditions under which 
feminine framing can have the predicted beneficial effects 
on self- and other-reported performance evaluation due to 
relaxation of lack-of-fit perceptions. To accomplish this, it 
would be helpful to investigate (objective) performance out-
comes in settings other than interviews.

The Omnipresence of Agency in Leadership

Contrary to our predictions, results indicated that the 
feminine role intervention did not diminish women’s self-
reported lack of fit, greater threat than challenge appraisal, 
or lower success expectation for the interview. As shown 
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by the role framing manipulation check (see Method), the 
emphasis on feminine role requirements increased the role’s 
communal demands, yet agentic demands remained preva-
lent. In fact, our manipulation made the leader role more 
androgynous (i.e., fairly equally masculine and feminine) 
but did not relax the masculine construal of leadership. This 
finding aligns with the idea that leadership is ordinaily mas-
culine and that agentic demands are inherent in virtually all 
organizational leader roles (e.g., Koenig et al., 2011).

The specific contours of role incongruity for female lead-
ers also are worthy of consideration. For example, future 
research should examine the effects of different types of 
agency (e.g., ambitious agency, dominant agency; see Ma 
et al., 2022), which may differ in their propensity to pro-
duce lack-of-fit perceptions. Relatedly, future work may 
test whether a lowering of agentic demands rather than an 
enhancement of communal demands would better alleviate 
difficulties that women face in job interviews.

Practice Implications

Understanding women’s experiences during job interviews 
for leader roles is important, given that self-evaluations of 
performance can influence subsequent motivation and work 
aspirations (Kim et al., 2010), thereby subtly influencing 
the course of one’s career trajectory. Such knowledge is fur-
thermore crucial to enabling women’s success in this piv-
otal moment on the way to a leadership career because early 
derailment in interviews is no doubt one cause of women’s 
persistent underrepresentation in masculine-typed leadership.

Women’s lack-of-fit perceptions derive from both beliefs 
about the leadership role and the female gender role. Either 
of these factors can provide leverage for change. Promising 
interventions may alter the requirements of leader roles to 
achieve a better fit with culturally feminine attributes. How-
ever, as our research makes clear, successfully mitigating 
the prevailing masculine characterization of leadership is 
no easy task, given its deep roots in society (e.g., Eagly & 
Koenig, 2021). Given this phenomenon, increasing women’s 
sense of agency might seem to be a straightforward solu-
tion—as illustrated by calls for women to “lean in” and be 
assertive to tackle their underrepresentation (e.g., Sandberg, 
2013). Yet, although our results suggest that an agentic self-
concept can potentially deter the sequence of events dem-
onstrated here, this possibility ignores the individual and 
structural barriers that complicate women’s attainment of 
leadership positions (also see review by Eagly, 2018).

Nevertheless, many women do attain leadership positions 
and achieve success as leaders. This fact refutes the claim 
that women are simply less fit for leadership. However, it 
is notable that although women now occupy an impres-
sive share of leader roles, including, for example, 28% of 

computer and information systems managers, most women 
leaders are in domains considered to be feminine in gender 
type (e.g., 72% of social and community service managers; 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023)—domains that are 
unlikely to elicit lack-of-fit perceptions. These data indicate 
that women are capable of being strong and effective lead-
ers but also imply that their acceptance into leadership roles 
may be best in industries and occupations for which they 
appear to be a ‘good fit.’

Lastly, our results revealed an unanticipated benefit for 
women and men of a leader role not explicitly defined in 
masculine terms. In fact, the leader role with a feminine 
framing improved both women’s and men’s assessment of 
their fit and performance expectations for the interview. This 
finding aligns with research showing that, even among chil-
dren, both girls and boys showed greater interest when a 
leader role was feminine-framed in terms of helping others 
rather than masculine-framed without this expectation (Vial 
& Cimpian, 2024). Thus, increasing the feminine framing 
of leader roles may benefit confidence to do the task better 
among both genders.

Conclusion

This simulation of a job interview for a leadership position 
showed that women’s physiological stress responses were 
alleviated by a framing intervention that added feminine 
qualities to a leadership role’s typical emphasis on mascu-
line qualities. Yet, in terms of self-reported fit perceptions, 
expected performance, threat versus challenge appraisal, and 
self-evaluations of interview success, the role framing with 
a feminine emphasis did not erase women’s less favourable 
outcomes in the interview. Our findings thus provide com-
pelling evidence of the difficulties of dislodging masculine 
defaults in leadership, as in other aspects of society.
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