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Abstract 

 
This study aimed to find out how race and gender (Black, White, male, female) could affect perceptions of leadership 

favorability. Previous research shows that White male leaders are considered more favorable in leadership positions 

than White female and Black leaders. The stereotypical characteristics of White female and Black male leaders are 

perceived to be inconsistent with those of the prototypical leader (White male). Although Black female leaders do not 

fit into the prototype of being White or male, it is hypothesized that White male and Black female leaders would 

receive comparably higher evaluations in comparison to White female and Black male leaders in post evaluations. 

Past research also shows how negative stereotypes and perceptions may affect minorities’ ability to gain positions of 

leadership. In this study the influence of legitimate power is also considered through leader assignment. This study 

anticipated that the effect of a leader’s gender and race on ratings of leader performance and interpersonal ratings 

would be buffered when their position was legitimized. Participants completed the Lost at Sea Survival Task and 

Moon Survival Task. They also completed the Modern Sexism, Modern Racism/Social Dominance, and Leader 

Evaluations measures that inquired about participants’ thoughts of race, gender and the leadership ability of a leader. 

This study did not reveal any significant results that support the hypotheses; some possible explanations and 

limitations of the study are offered. 
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1. Introduction 

 
The leadership of an organization is one aspect that drives it towards success. How a leader interacts with the staff, 

sets goals and standards, and delegates tasks in the office can influence subordinates’ perceptions of a leader’s 

credibility. The tasks within a leader’s control, such as making decisions and negotiation, influence how the leader is 

perceived by others (Bergeron, Block, & Echtenkamp, 2006). But are there other factors that influence a leader’s 

favorability? 

   According to Carli (1999), race and gender may influence how people perceive a leader’s favorability. These 

characteristics are an important part of one’s identity, but may overshadow a minority leader’s ability to attain 

leadership positions. Even though the 1964 Civil Right Act prohibits formal discrimination based on race, sex, national 

origin, and religion, identity characteristics such as gender and race can influence perceptions of leadership 

favorability (Avery, 2011). The lack of leadership opportunities for minorities may be due to negative perceptions and 

subtle discrimination and or prejudice in the workplace (Laer & Janssen, 2011).  This study is aimed to discover 

whether the perceptions of race and gender affect a leader’s favorability. 
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1.1 Perceptions Of Black Leaders 

 
Racial identity does not influence perceptions of White male leaders in the same way as Black leaders. White males 

have played a major role in the history of the United States by holding major leadership positions and people are 

constantly exposed to them as leader figures (Rosette, Leonardelli, & Phillips, 2008). Minority leaders (e.g., White 

female, Black female, Black male), then, do not fit the leader prototype of being White and male (Foti, Fraiser, & 

Lord, 1982; Hains, Hogg, & Duck, 1997; Runkle & Ayman, 1997).  

   Black leaders especially face negative stereotypes that may lead to challenges in moving up in the organization as a 

leader (Knight, Hebl, Foster, & Mannix, 2003). Stereotypes and or perceptions, like not putting in effort or lack of 

ability, potentially hinder the success of Black employees gaining leadership positions. Knight and colleagues (2003) 

researched whether subtle forms of prejudice emerged when people justified negative attitudes toward Black leaders 

on something other than race, such as performance in the workplace. This study revealed that when the leader was 

Black and subordinates were White, Black leaders had negative leadership ratings. It also showed that when the leader 

was White and subordinates were Black, White leaders had positive leadership ratings. Overall, this study was 

consistent with previous research stating that when people violate their stereotypical societal role, they may be viewed 

negatively (Knight & Guiliano, 2001; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). Grounded in the findings of the previous studies 

Black leaders may not be viewed as favorable in leadership positions. Therefore, for the present study it is 

hypothesized that:  

 

   Hypothesis 1: Compared to White leaders, Black leaders will be rated as less favorable in post evaluations for the 

leader evaluation.  

 

1.2 Perceptions of Female Leaders   
 

Stereotypical gender characteristics can be influential to leadership style. Female gender characteristics are 

traditionally seen as unfavorable and are not qualities that male leaders typically display in their leadership. Female 

gender roles and the characteristics of a leader can be perceived as incongruent for female leaders because their gender 

norms are not reflected in the prototypical leader (male) (Rosette & Tost, 2010). Males are characterized as 

“aggressive, independent, competent, decisive, and forceful” and these agentic qualities are seen as characteristics that 

make a strong leader for an organization (Rosette & Tost, 2010, p. 222). Female leaders are expected to follow a 

communal style of leadership, which focuses on people rather than organizational outcomes. Some examples of 

communal characteristics are being “kind, helpful, concerned and sympathetic towards others’ feelings” (Eagly & 

Karau, 2003, p.574). These characteristics are more likely to be seen as stereotypical female leadership styles and 

gender roles (Abele, 2003; Fiske & Stevens, 1993). The communal style of leadership is under evaluated and 

unfavorable in leadership positions because it does not fit the characteristics of a leader (Heilman, 2001).  

With males setting the standard of what is deemed acceptable behavior as a leader, it may be challenging for female 

leaders to be seen as credible or equal to their counterparts. Schein (1973) found that males were more likely to be 

linked with being successful managers than females because they displayed confidence, force and ambition. This 

implies that female leaders are not considered successful managers because they do not have the same leadership style 

as males. In a replicated study by Heilman, Block, Simon, and Martell (1989), they investigated whether females were 

unlikely to be considered successful managers in comparison to males. Similar to the finding by Schein, they found 

that females were less likely, sixteen years later, to be considered successful managers. I hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 2: Compared to male leaders, female leaders will be rated as less favorable in the post evaluation for the 

leader evaluation.  

 

1.3 Perceptions of Black Female Leaders 
 

The literature about Black females in leadership roles is limited in comparison to that of prototypical leaders. Black 

females are deemed non-prototypical leaders and doubly disadvantaged because of their subordinate race and or 

gender identity (Avery, 2011; Purdie-Vaughn & Eibach, 2008). This double disadvantage may lead to Black females 

being perceived as inadequate leaders due to negative stereotypes (Beale, 1979). But for Black females, the two 

identities are not mutually exclusive and both can potentially influence how they are viewed as leaders (Sesko & 

Biernat, 2010).  
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   Although Black females can be doubly disadvantaged because of their race and gender in positions of leadership, it 

can also work to be beneficial as well (Purdie-Vaughn & Eibach, 2008). Some examples are less likely being the target 

of discrimination, or the ability to display agentic characteristics in their leadership style because “neither their gender 

nor their race overlap with leader expectations” (Livingston, Rosette, & Washington, 2012; Rosette & Livingston, 

2012, p.1163; Sesko & Biernat, 2010). These advantages allow for Black female leaders to be more autonomous in 

their leadership style without worrying about harsh critic or discrimination.  

   Based on the previously stated research, Black females should have the most opposition in leadership positions in 

comparison to Black males and White females. However, Black females have the same leverage in leadership positions 

as White males (Livingston, Rosette & Washington, 2012). In Rosette and Livingston’s (2012) study, it was found 

that Black female leaders were as favorable as White male leaders when organizational outcomes were met or 

surpassed, sometimes being considered more favorable (Forchi, 2000). Similar to Rosette’s study, this current study 

intends to reveal whether Black female leaders are perceived as more favorable. Rosette and Livingston’s study is 

being furthered by focusing on perceptions of race and gender, and their effect on leadership favorability. Therefore, 

it is hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 3: White male and Black female leaders will receive higher ratings in the post evaluation for the leader 

evaluation when compared to White female and Black male leaders.  

 

1.4 Role of Perceived Legitimacy of Leaders 
 

Along with investigating whether race and gender can influence perceptions of leadership favorability, this study aims 

to disclose if being a legitimate leader lessens the effect of gender and racial biases in leadership favorability. In Carli’s 

(1999) paper, she discusses how males and females differ in their legitimate power. For this study, Carli’s ideas are 

being furthered by investigating if legitimate power can reduce race and gender perceptions. 

   French and Raven define legitimate power as someone being granted power because of their “age, intelligence, 

caste, physical appearance… and [even] designation” and other external factors (Carli, 1999; French & Raven, 1959, 

p.265). The way in which people perceive how leaders gain their power may influences how subordinates interact 

with them. When a leader gains power legitimately, subordinates are more likely to respect their decisions because it 

reflects competency and leadership ability (Raven, 2008). Legitimate power may reduce bias because the structure in 

which the power was given; subordinates may perceive the leader’s actions as “fair and deserved” (Haines & Jost, 

2000, p.222).  

   Legitimate power provides stability in organizations and trust within a leader (Spears, 2001). By providing reasons 

for legitimacy, (experience and expertise) people should feel better about being dependent upon another person 

(Haines & Jost, 2000). In this study the participants were assigned to an experimental group of power difference and 

legitimacy of power. Then they positively or negatively rated their affect. This study revealed that there was more 

positive affect when an explanation was given for power and legitimacy differences. In support of past literature, race 

and gender would be expected less likely to be a factor in leadership favorability when gained legitimately because 

subordinates would be more focused on the credibility of the leader. Thus it is hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 4: The leader’s legitimacy will moderate the ratings of race and gender in the post evaluation of the 

leader evaluation when the leader’s position is legitimatized.  

 

 

2. Methods  

 

2.1 Participants 
 

The participants were college students from a large public university in the Mid-Atlantic. After running the 

manipulation checks on race and gender there were 72 eligible subjects who participated in this study, 22 men and 50 

women. There were six participants who had incomplete surveys that were not used for this study and two participants 

were omitted for failing the race manipulation check. To be eligible for this study, participants had to be enrolled in 

an introductory psychology course, 18 years of age, and fluent in the English language. The participants had to pass 

the race and gender manipulation check in order to be included in the study. Participants in the final sample had a 

mean age of 19.58 years, and the ethnic composition was 45.8% Caucasian, 19.4% Asian, 16.7% African American, 

12.5% mixed, 4.2% Latino/Hispanic, 1.4% Native American, and 6.9% other.  
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2.2 Procedure 
 

This study was a 2 (leader gender: male, female) x 2 (leader race: White, Black) x 2 (appointment: legitimate, not 

legitimate) between subject design. There were eight confederates (2 Black men, 2 Black women, 2 White men, 2 

White women) used to portray the leaders. The confederates were trained to interact with the participants in the same 

manor by being friendly and asking the participants’ name. In confederate training, they also learned some of the 

answers to guide the participant as the leader. The confederates were also instructed to help with the task by giving 

some leading answers but without taking control of the task; participant and confederate had to work together through 

discussing each answer choice. All confederates sat to the right of the participant so that the recording could clearly 

see the participant’s reactions.  

   A research assistant guided the participant through the study by reading a script and informing them of their rights 

as a study participant. Prior to being introduced to the confederate, the participant completed the leader evaluation 

about expectations he/she had of a leader during a task or in a group setting. Next, the participant completed the Lost 

at Sea Survival Task independently. The participant had to rank a list of items in order of importance. The items that 

were ranked were items that would be most important if someone were lost at sea. 

   The legitimacy condition was manipulated by informing participants that the confederate was assigned to the leader 

role because (a) he/she scored higher (legitimate) or (b) through a coin toss (illegitimate) because they scored about 

the same.  

   Once the participant and confederate introduced themselves, they had 15 minutes to work together to complete the 

Moon Survival Task. During the completion of this task the participant and confederate were unobtrusively recorded 

to provide an opportunity to assess subtle interpersonal dynamics. Next, the participant completed the leader 

evaluation again to gather responses specifically about their leader’s behavior during the task. The participants also 

completed measures asking about perceptions specific to gender and race. After the study was complete the participant 

was debriefed about the study, its purpose and how to gain more information upon request. 

 

2.3 Materials  
 

Prior to meeting the confederate, the participant filled out information about what expectations he/she had of a leader 

during completing a task or in a group setting. Next, the participant completed the Lost at Sea Survival Task 

independently. In the Lost at Sea Survival Task, the participant had to rank a list of item in order of importance. The 

items that were ranked were items that would be most important if someone were lost at sea. 

  The legitimacy condition was manipulated by informing participants that the confederate was assigned to the leader 

role either because (a) his/her score on the task was higher or (b) through a random coin toss.  

   Once the participant and confederate introduced themselves, they had 15 minutes to work together to complete the 

Moon Survival Task. During the completion of the Moon Survival Task the participant and confederate were 

unobtrusively recorded to provide an opportunity to assess subtle interpersonal dynamics. After completion of the task 

the participant answered questions about their perceptions of the leader and their thoughts and feelings towards gender 

and race. 

 

2.4 Measures 
 

2.4.1 lost at sea survival task and moon survival task  
 

(Griffith, 1998). In these tasks the subject must list 15 items that one would need to survive from most to least 

important. During this study the Lost at Sea Survival Task and the Moon Survival Task were used to carry out the 

study. The participant became familiar with the task by practicing with the Lost at Sea Survival Task. Then the 

participant and confederate worked together to complete the Moon Survival Task. The accuracy of the order of these 

tasks did not play a role in this study, but rather facilitated the interpersonal communication between the participant 

and confederate. 

 

2.4.2 leader evaluations  
 

(Rosette & Tost, 2010). This measure was used to identify what behaviors he/she expected in a leader. It was also 

modified to be used pre and post task completion by the participants. This measure had 16 items and was measured 
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on a scale anchored, 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The participants completed these items again, post 

task, to assess post-interaction perceptions. The pre-evaluation leader evaluation had a Cronbach alpha of .914 and 

the post evaluation leader evaluation had a stronger Cronbach’s alpha of .940.  

 

2.4.3 modern sexism 
 

 (Ekehammar, B. et Al. 2000; Swim, J. et Al. 1995). This measure was used to understand participants’ attitude 

towards gender roles in the workplace. The Modern Sexism scale had 12 items measured on a Likert Scale of 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .802.  

 

2.4.4 modern racism scale/social views  
 

(McConahay, 1986; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994). This measured the participants’ attitude towards 

different social issues. The 14 items on this scale was measured on a Likert Scale of 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly 

disagree). The two scales had better reliability when analyzed separately; Modern racism had a Cronbach’s alpha of 

.773 and Social Dominance Orientation had a Cronbach alpha of .771. The two scales combined had a reliability of 

.741. 

 

2.5 Manipulation Check 
 

The manipulation checks were used in this study to assure that each participant understood the condition in which 

they were placed. The manipulation checks identified the gender and race of the confederate by asking the participants 

to check the race of the confederate (Black or White) and the gender of the confederate (Male or Female). It made 

sure that the participants’ response reflected the condition of the legitimacy.  

 

 

3. Results 
 

This study strives to understand if there were differences in how people perceived one as a favorable leader, and if 

their gender or race played a role in these perceptions. ANOVAs were used to evaluate perceptions, and race and 

gender served as the predictors; they were used to assess differences in outcomes based on condition. 
   This study did not present any significant findings. Hypothesis 1 was not supported. As seen in Figure 1 there were 

no significant differences between evaluations for Black and White leaders, F(1,72)=.229, p=.634. Hypothesis 2 was 

also not supported. Figure 2 shows there were no significant differences between male and female leader ratings in 

post evaluations, F(1,72)=.248, p=.620. Hypothesis 3 was also not supported. In Figure 3 it demonstrates that there 

were no significant differences in White male and Black female leaders’ leader evaluation ratings when compared to 

White female and Black male leaders in post evaluations, F(3, 72) =.229, p=.876. Hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

Figure 4 shows that there were no significant differences in that the leader’s gender and race buffered their 

legitimatized leadership position, F(3, 72)=.234, p=.873.  

 

 

4. Discussion 
 

In this case race and gender do not influence how people perceive leadership favorability. There could be a few 

immediate reasons for this result, one being the demographic location of the university. The study sample came from 

one of the most diverse institutions of higher learning which included international students. With the sample being 

more exposed to people of different backgrounds, participants were less likely to make judgements based on 

characteristics such as race and gender. Zajonc (1968) states that the mere exposure to stimuli can affect one’s 

preference through unconscious thinking. By having a descriptive norm, what is practiced, known and valued in a 

specific situation, of a diverse campus and daily exposure to people of different backgrounds, participants were able 

to take those interpersonal implications and make more sound judgements of others when completing the Moon 

Survival Task (Galdini, 2007; Kwan, Yap & Chiu, 2015).  

   Another reason there may have not been significant results, could be the influence of President Obama. In the past 

seven years of his presidency the nation has been exposed to President Barack Obama and his family, which counters 

the negative stereotypes of Black Americans and challenges the notion of White male leader protypicality (Runkle & 
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Ayman, 1997). Plant and colleagues (2009) found that racial prejudices against Blacks were lowered after Obama’s 

campaign because it defied the schema of Black Americans in leadership positions and stereotypes about the race. 

According to Meirick and Dunn (2015), Obama has provided Americans with a prime exemplar that defies “pre-

existing attitudes about [the Black] race” such as being “lazy, ignorant, and incompetent” or not being considered 

qualified for leadership positions (Rosette et al., 2008 p.760; Rosko-Ewoldsen & Fazio, 1992).  

   Even though there is not a great deal of literature that looks at race, gender and leadership favorability, some of the 

results reflected what previous research has stated: minorities are not as favorable as White male leaders. And although 

the results were not significant to make claims about the influence of race and gender, it can be a reflection of the 

millennial generation displaying that progress is being made to achieve a society where race and gender do not play 

an influential role in perceived leadership favorability (Plant, Devine, Cox, Columbia, Miller, Goplen, Petruche, 

2009). 

 

 

5. Limitations  
 

Possible limitations could have also influenced the outcome of this research, like ensuring that confederates strictly 

perform the same within each condition by interacting with the participant and setting expectations as the leader. The 

variability in the confederates’ behavior may have influenced how participants reacted to the confederates’ leadership 

behavior. 

   Another possible limitation was the coin toss. It was not the most effective way to make the distinction between 

legitimate and illegitimate leader because it may have appeared that the confederate earned the leadership position 

after the coin toss. For future study replications, it is suggested to assign the leadership position to the confederate 

after revealing the results of the Survival Task in the illegitimate leader condition. This would ensure that the 

confederate did not do anything to deserve the position. 

   Additionally, the number of participants in each condition (N=10) may have played a role in the study results. After 

completing a power analysis at a .05 significance level on the current study (d=.078), an n of 40 would be needed to 

reach a significant statistical power of .200. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

While there were no significant results to support the hypotheses, it appears hopeful for people’s ideologies of gender 

and race, and the capacity to effect leadership favorability. As a follow up to this study, the next topic of interest would 

be to try to understand the relationship between social dominance, racism, and sexism and how the concluding age of 

Obama will affect future stereotypes against race, gender and one’s perceived leadership favorability. 
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