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5 The Paradox of Being on the Glass Cliff: 
Why Do Women Accept Risky Leadership 
Positions?*

Abstract

Recent evidence from glass cliff research suggests that women are more 
willing than men to accept risky leadership positions. Accepting a risky 
leadership position might challenge women’s path towards a sustainable 
career because it decreases women’s chance of attaining leadership jobs in 
the future. The purpose of this paper (based on three studies) is to reveal 
and resolve the apparent paradox that women are more risk averse than 
men yet end up in risky leadership positions. In Study I, risk attitudes of 125 
participants were surveyed to understand gender differences in risk taking. 
In two experimental vignette studies, 119 university students (Study II) and 
109 working adults (Study III) were offered a leadership position in either 
a risky or successful company and asked to rate their willingness to accept 
the job. Together, the results showed that although women are generally 
more risk averse than men, women who scored low on career self-efficacy 
were more likely to perceive a risky job as a promotional opportunity and 
were therefore more willing to accept such a job. These findings confirm 
that women’s careers do not occur in a social vacuum but are rather shaped 
by external constraints. Moreover, these findings shed light on the role of 
personal career resources, such as career self-efficacy, in remaining persis-
tent in career goals. Glass cliff research has focused almost exclusively on 
organizational decision makers. Our paper contributes to glass cliff theory 
by incorporating the perspective of job seekers and thereby understanding 
their decision making processes.

* This chapter is based on “Darouei, M., & Pluut, H. (2018). The Paradox of Being on the 

Glass Cliff: Why do Women Accept Risky Leadership Positions?”, that has been pub-

lished in Career Development International, 23, 397-426. This publication has won the 

Outstanding Paper Award at Career Development International for the Emerald Literati 

Awards for Excellence 2019.
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86 Chapter 5

5.1 Introduction

Countless studies have been conducted over the past decades examining 
gender differences in leadership, including but not limited to differences 
regarding leadership style (Eagly & Johnson, 1990), perceptions of leader-
ship effectiveness (Paustian-Underdahl, Walker, & Woehr, 2014), leadership 
performance ratings (Hekman, Johnson, Foo, & Yang, 2017) and leadership 
ascendancy (Wille, Wiernik, Vergauwe, Vrijdags, & Trbovic, 2018). While 
these studies underline the pronounced barriers to career progression 
that women face (Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012) – often 
referred to as the glass ceiling or the labyrinth of leadership (Eagly & Carli, 
2007) -, society has witnessed a rise of women in leadership positions (Cata-
lyst, 2017; ILO, 2015). However, archival research has found that the leader-
ship positions occupied by women are often accompanied by a greater risk 
of failure (Cook & Glass, 2014; Glass & Cook, 2016; Mulcahy & Linehan, 
2014; Ryan & Haslam, 2005a), a phenomenon that Ryan and Haslam (2005a, 
2007) termed the glass cliff. The glass cliff phenomenon has been demon-
strated in both business and political contexts (Bruckmüller, Ryan, Rink, & 
Haslam, 2014).

The evidence that women are more likely to find themselves in a risky 
leadership position than men is particularly intriguing given that a myriad 
of studies has shown there are gender differences with regard to risk 
taking, with women tending to be more risk averse than men (Charness & 
Gneezy, 2012; Eckel & Grossman, 2002; Eckel & Grossman, 2008; Niederle 
& Vesterlund, 2007; Niessen & Ruenzi, 2007). It thus seems paradoxical that 
women are nonetheless more willing to accept risky leadership positions. 
We posit it is imperative to better understand the processes underlying 
women’s career decision-making and their motives for taking on risky jobs. 
To date, research has investigated the glass cliff phenomenon through the 
lens of decision-makers who want to fill a precarious leadership position 
(Ryan & Haslam, 2005a; Ryan, Haslam, & Kulich, 2010). Mechanisms that 
could explain why women take the helm of a glass cliff position are left 
unexplored because the job seeker’s perspective has not received adequate 
attention. We seek to help solve this puzzle.

The current paper reports on a multi-study investigation of gender 
differences in the willingness to accept a leadership position. Prior research 
suggests that when the job can be designated as precarious, women often 
feel they will be doomed and seen as the person who caused poor company 
performance. As Ryan and Haslam (2007) put it, “if and when that failure 
occurs, it is then women (rather than men) who must face the consequences 
and who are singled out for criticism and blame” (p. 550). Our studies aim 
to identify those factors that may explain when and why women are willing 
to accept precarious job positions. We relate riskiness of the job to willing-
ness to accept the job. We then propose and test gender differences in this 
relationship. Importantly, our work builds on the notion that women may 
be more limited in their options for senior leadership positions than men. 
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To elucidate this notion, we draw on social cognitive career theory (Lent, 
Brown, & Hackett, 1994) and the theory of circumscription and comprise 
(Gottfredson, 1981), which offer a basis for examining why women have to 
make compromises in career decision-making. We focus on perceptions of 
the job as a promotional opportunity and individuals’ career self-efficacy as 
key variables in the career decision-making process of men and women to 
better understand “the road to the glass cliff” (see Haslam & Ryan, 2008). 
Identifying the mechanisms underlying women’s career decision-making 
will assist companies in understanding why men and women respond 
differently to job opportunities presented to them, and our findings may 
assist practitioners in enhancing the probability of a successful woman-as-
leader appointment.

5.2 Literature Review and Theoretical Development

The glass cliff literature (e.g., Ryan & Haslam, 2005a; Ryan et al., 2016) 
suggests that leadership positions offered to women often come with a 
certain amount of risk and can be viewed as risky jobs. A risky job entails a 
combination of various problematic features, such as lack of acknowledg-
ment, lack of support, lack of information, inadequate resources, and short 
and insufficient time frames to complete the job (Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, 
Kulich, & Atkins, 2007). These problems are particularly salient in poor 
performing companies. In line with this notion, studies on the glass cliff 
have conceptualized precarious leadership positions as positions in organi-
zations that are struggling and in financial distress (Ryan & Haslam, 2007).

Over the past fourteen years, glass cliff scholars have examined a range 
of processes that are possibly related to the appointment of women to risky 
leadership positions (for an overview, see Ryan et al., 2016). A key factor 
that has received frequent attention and empirical support in the glass cliff 
literature is selection bias, which implies that decision-makers preferentially 
select women as leaders in times of crisis (Brown, Diekman, & Schneider, 
2011; Gartzia, Ryan, Balluerka, & Aritzeta, 2012; Haslam & Ryan, 2008; 
Hunt-Early, 2012; Rink, Ryan, & Stoker, 2013; Ryan et al., 2010). In trying to 
explain selection bias, scholars have drawn on implicit leadership theory 
as well as contingency theories of leadership (Ryan & Haslam, 2005b). In 
general, people’s implicit theories of what is managerial and what it means 
to be a man are aligned, and the think manager – think male effect (Agars, 
2004; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, Block, Martell, & Simon,1989, Schein, 
1973, 1975) is thus highly pronounced. That is, characteristics of a manager 
at a successful company are more strongly associated with stereotypically 
masculine traits (i.e., forceful, decisive, competitive) than with stereotypi-
cally feminine traits (Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, & Bongiorno, 2011). However, 
leader prototypes are often specific to a particular context, as suggested by 
contingency theories of leadership. What it means to be a good leader is 
context dependent and might therefore be inherently different during times 
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of crisis. Importantly, stereotypically feminine traits (e.g., sympathetic, 
tactful; see Ryan et al., 2011) are especially in demand when dealing with a 
crisis, leading to the think crisis – think female effect (Ryan & Haslam, 2007).

The potential role of selection bias has led scholars to approach the glass 
cliff phenomenon from the perspective of organizational decision-makers. 
Brown and colleagues (2011), for example, found evidence that the glass 
cliff occurs due to a strategic need for organizational change. In the same 
study, they also found that the appointment of women is conditional on 
decision-makers’ characteristics. Moreover, Ryan and colleagues (2011) 
found that the nature of the crisis affects selection bias. While these studies 
can explain why recruiters are more likely to select female candidates for 
a leadership position during times of organizational crisis, they do not 
explain why women choose to take on risky leadership positions.

If we want to develop a better understanding of why women end up 
in precarious positions despite their risk-averse behaviours, it is impera-
tive to shed light on the decisions of women themselves. However, the 
glass cliff literature has dedicated little attention to women’s perspective 
of precarious leadership positions. In one of the few studies adopting the 
job seeker’s perspective, Rink and colleagues (2012) offered all participants 
a hypothetical leadership position in a company in financial distress 
and manipulated the availability of social and financial resources across 
scenarios. Their findings showed that women were less inclined than men 
to accept a leadership position at a company in a financial crisis but only 
when social resources were unavailable. The authors concluded that women 
are reluctant to take on a leadership role when they know their appointment 
will not be supported by the employees of the company because women 
more so than men anticipate difficulties in gaining acceptance of employees. 
While this study identified factors that influence acceptance of jobs that are 
precarious, it did not shed light on how women evaluate positions during 
organizational crisis compared with positions in a successful company. In 
other words, mechanisms that could explain why women end up in glass 
cliff positions are still left unexplored.

It has been noted that women might preferentially choose to take on 
precarious leadership positions (Ryan & Haslam, 2007), yet this would 
contradict findings in the risk taking literature that women are more risk 
averse than men. Our understanding of the glass cliff phenomenon would 
be incomplete without incorporating the job seeker’s perspective. The 
acceptance of a glass cliff appointment can be considered a risky career 
decision. Numerous studies on career decision-making and occupational 
choice (Baghai, Silva, Thell, & Vig, 2018; Brown & Matsa, 2016; Ye, 2014) 
have focused on riskiness of career options, risk preferences and risk 
behaviours, showing that risk status of the job influences occupational 
choice. From a risk taking perspective, the glass cliff phenomenon reveals 
an intriguing paradox; women are risk averse but choose risky leadership 
jobs. However, we concur with Ryan and colleagues (2016) that it may be 
“that cognitive dissonance leads risky leadership positions to become more 
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attractive once women discover that they are the main option that is open to 
them” (p. 451). That is, it stands to reason that women see the risk of the job 
they are offered, yet they are willing to accept it due to the limited number 
of promotional opportunities (i.e., leadership positions) they are offered 
throughout their career.

To understand why women are more likely to accept risky leadership 
positions compared to men, we draw on major theories in the field of career 
decision-making, namely the theory of circumscription and compromise 
(Gottfredson, 1981, 1996) and social cognitive career theory (SCCT) (Lent, 
Brown, & Hackett, 1994, 2000, 2002). These theories offer a comprehensive 
framework to understand differences in the career choice processes of both 
women and men. The theory of circumscription and compromise posits that 
compromises in personal interests might be required in response to external 
realities and constraints, such as unfair hiring practices, social barriers and 
lack of support, such that individuals have to accommodate their career 
preferences (Leung, 2008). We posit that men and women differ in their 
evaluation of a precarious leadership position as a promotional opportunity 
due to differences in their career progression, resulting in differences in 
their career decision-making processes. However, we also acknowledge the 
significant role of career self-efficacy in individuals’ career decision-making 
(Lent et al., 1994, 2000, 2002), and we examine its role in men and women’s 
evaluation and acceptance of a precarious leadership position. According 
to SCCT, self-efficacy influences the initiation and maintenance of career 
behaviours in response to barriers and difficulties. Those with high self-
efficacy are more likely to persist and sustain their career behaviours in the 
absence of tangible external rewards, such as promotion into a leadership 
position. Jointly, these theories provide a thorough basis for examining why 
and when women make career decisions that, at least at first sight, involve 
high risk and may set them up for failure.

5.3 Contributions of the Current Study

In what follows, we present a multi-study paper in which we examine the 
influence of risk status, gender, promotional opportunities and career self-
efficacy on occupational choice. In the first study, we explore whether gender 
differences in risk attitudes also apply to career decision-making. Here, we 
evaluate risk attitudes to test whether and how gender relates to risk taking 
and risk perception, with a special focus on the domain of careers. In the 
second study, we manipulate the riskiness of the job and test how risk status 
influences participants’ willingness to accept the job. Based on the theory of 
circumscription and compromise, we propose that women are more likely 
than men to accept risky leadership positions. In another experimental 
study, we test a comprehensive model that explains why, and under what 
conditions, women are more likely than men to accept risky job positions. 
This final study builds on the theoretical notion that occupational choice 
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is impacted by external barriers (i.e., lack of opportunity for promotion) as 
well as career self-efficacy, yet our examination is specifically focused on 
how these factors impact decision-making differently for men and women.

Our aim is to contribute to theory and research on the glass cliff and 
more generally to the career decision-making literature, in at least three 
ways. First, we test the glass cliff phenomenon through the lens of the job 
seeker who is an active participant in his or her own career. We compare 
female and male job seekers to better understand gender differences in the 
evaluation of precarious leadership positions. Second, we adopt a risk-
taking perspective on the glass cliff phenomenon. As risk is a central tenet 
of any glass cliff position, it is imperative to examine whether individuals’ 
risk taking tendencies relate to the career decisions they make. In doing so, 
we are among the first to offer an explanation for the apparent paradox that 
women are more risk averse than men but nonetheless are more willing to 
accept precarious leadership positions. We complement glass cliff theory 
by shedding light on the job seeker’s perspective and the role of risk. Third, 
we examine the role that gender, perceptions of promotional opportunities 
and career self-efficacy play in individuals’ career decision-making process. 
We integrate these key concepts and examine their interplay to elucidate 
the process by which individuals make important career decisions (i.e., 
regarding job acceptance).

5.4 Hypotheses Study I: Antecedents of Risk Attitudes

If we are to better understand women’s selection into glass cliff appoint-
ments, attention needs to be paid to why women apply for and accept posi-
tions in organizations that are in a deteriorating state. Such decisions can 
be considered risky behaviour, and it is therefore of essence to review the 
large body of research examining the relationship between gender and risk 
behaviour. Despite inconsistent results on this relationship (see e.g., Booth, 
Cardona-Sosa, & Nolen, 2014; Iqbal, Sewon, & Baek, 2006), most studies 
have shown that women are more risk averse and less overconfident than 
men (Beckmann & Menkhoff, 2008; Byrnes, Miller, & Schafer, 1999; Eckel 
& Grossman, 2002; Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007). However, situation-based 
theories of risk taking would predict that different situations promote risk 
taking to varying degrees (Byrnes et al., 1999). Indeed, Weber and colleagues 
(2002) observed that degree of risk taking is highly domain specific, and 
thus scholars should assess risk taking in different content domains (e.g., 
financial and social).

Building on situation-based theories of risk taking, another category 
of risk taking theories posits that only certain people take risks in certain 
situations, thereby suggesting that gender differences in risk taking would 
vary by context (Byrnes et al., 1999). Studies that have distinguished among 
different content domains (Harris, Jenkins, & Glaser, 2006; Johnson, Wilke, 
& Weber, 2004; Weber et al., 2002) found that, across domains, women are 
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less likely than men to take risks, yet women’s general tendency for risk 
aversion does not seem to apply to social decisions such as confronting 
coworkers or family members. Interestingly, the social domain also encom-
passes items on career-related risk taking (e.g., starting a new career in 
your mid-thirties) in revised versions of the domain-specific risk taking 
(DOSPERT) scale (Blais & Weber, 2006). Studies using this scale have 
confirmed that gender differences work out differently in the social domain 
compared to other domains (Zou & Scholer, 2016), with women often 
appearing less risk averse than men in this domain (Lozano et al., 2017). 
In line with these results, a study conducted by Maxfield and colleagues 
(2010) examined risk-taking among 661 female managers and found that 
women take risks in managerial settings rather than in the narrower finan-
cial arenas. Although it would be preliminary to draw conclusions about 
women’s risk taking in the domain of careers on the basis of these results, 
they point at the possibility that decisions of women in career-related situa-
tions are not in line with the common stereotype that women are generally 
risk averse in their behaviours. It is the aim of our first study to examine 
this possibility, as we posit that career-related risk taking is at the heart of 
the glass cliff phenomenon.

High levels of risk taking do not necessarily reflect a greater prefer-
ence for risk (i.e., a risk attitude) but instead can result from perceptions 
of the riskiness of a situation or choice (Weber et al., 2002). When trying to 
understand why risk taking is more or less common among women than 
men, it is therefore important to investigate risk perceptions. Prior work on 
risk behaviours suggests that variations in risk taking across domains can 
be accounted for by differences in perceptions of the benefits and risks of a 
particular situation (Blais & Weber, 2006; Weber et al., 2002). Differences in 
perceptual processes may thus explain any difference in men and women’s 
risk taking behaviours. Indeed, results suggest that women perceive more 
risk in situations across domains, except for the social domain (Blais & 
Weber, 2006; Weber et al., 2002). Although no definite conclusions can be 
drawn based on these studies about women’s risk perceptions and risk 
taking behaviours in the domain of career decision-making, the results seem 
to align with findings from glass cliff research, demonstrating it is women 
rather than men who hold risky leadership positions (Ryan & Haslam, 
2007). Hence, we expect gender differences in both risk perception and risk 
taking, with women perceiving more risk and thus being more risk averse 
across domains. Yet in the career domain, we propose that women perceive 
less risk and expect more benefits of risky behaviour than men.

Hypothesis 1a: Women are more risk averse than men across domains.

Hypothesis 1b: Women perceive more risk than men across domains.

Hypothesis 2a: Women take more risk than men in the career domain.

Hypothesis 2b: Women perceive less risk than men in the career domain.
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5.4.1 Participants and Procedure Study I

Participants were approached via online social media platforms such 
as LinkedIn and Facebook and asked to complete a survey containing 
demographic questions and several items evaluating risk attitudes. A total 
of 172 respondents in the Netherlands participated in this study, of which 
125 participants opted to complete the questionnaire. Of the 125 candidates 
who participated in this study, 54 were students, 63 were employees, four 
were recently graduated and looking for a job, one was unemployed and 
three belonged to the ‘other’ category. Half of the participants were female. 
The age of the candidates ranged from 20 to 60 years, with a mean of 23 
for students and a mean of 35 for employees. The vast majority (77%) of 
respondents was Dutch.

5.4.2 Measures

Risk taking. Risk taking was measured using the 30-item DOSPERT 
(Domain Specific Risk-Taking) scale (Blais & Weber, 2006). The DOSPERT 
scale assesses one’s risk taking behaviour within five different domains: 
ethical, financial, health/safety, recreational, and social. Participants were 
presented with different scenarios and asked to indicate the likelihood of 
engaging in a certain activity and to indicate how risky each activity was 
to them. Responses were recorded on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 = extremely unlikely to 7 = extremely likely for risk taking and 1 = not at all 
risky to 7 = extremely risky for perception of risk. Example items for each 
domain include: “Having an affair with a married man/woman” (ethical), 
“Betting a day’s income at a high-stake poker game” (financial), “Driving a 
car without wearing a seat belt” (health/safety), “Bungee jumping off a tall 
bridge” (recreational), and “Admitting your tastes are different from those 
of a friend” (social). We adapted some of the items to improve applicability 
to a wider and international context. In addition, in line with the purpose 
of our study, we added a sixth domain, which focuses on career risk taking. 
We developed seven items for this domain: (1) “Accepting a leadership 
job at a company in distress,” (2) “Accepting a high position job (director) 
at a company which has to downsize; you will be responsible for firing 
employees,” (3) “Declining a job transfer to another department in the same 
firm,” (4) “Accepting a job at a company in an industry which is unfamiliar 
to you,” (5) “Accepting a leadership job at a very popular and successful 
firm,” (6) “Accepting a big promotion at a company in distress in your 
twenties,” and (7) “Accepting a big promotion at a company in distress in 
your forties”.

To test the validity of the scale that includes the newly proposed 
domain, we performed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with three 
different measurement models. The first model distinguished between risk 
taking and risk perception on the one hand and the six content domains on 
the other hand, resulting in 12 latent factors. We compared this 12-factor 
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model with a model that compressed risk taking and risk perception into 
one factor and solely distinguished between financial, health, social, ethical, 
recreational and career as six latent factors. We also compared the 12-factor 
model to a two-factor model that distinguished between risk taking and risk 
perception as general factors. As the six-factor and two-factor models are 
nested in the 12-factor model, we compared the global model fit statistic (χ²) 
of the nested models. The results of the chi-square difference test revealed 
that the 12-factor model provided a better fit to the data than the six-factor 
model (Δχ²(51) = 527.97, p < .001) as well as the two-factor model (Δχ²(65) 
= 1267.05, p < .001). Moreover, the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) of 
the 12-factor model was lower than that of the six-factor model (5221.43 vs. 
5647.40, respectively) and that of the two-factor model (5221.43 vs. 6358.48), 
which is in line with the chi-square difference tests. We conclude that the 
12-factor model is the best-fitting and most parsimonious model. Further-
more, the CFA indicated that most items loaded significantly on their 
respective factor in the 12-factor model, with factor loadings above .30, and 
no cross-loadings were found (for an overview of the factor loadings of our 
items, see Table 5.1). Items that had a factor loading below .30 in both the 
two-factor model and 12-factor model were compared with the reliability of 
that item from a Cronbach’s alpha analysis and were excluded if necessary. 
To remain consistent across all analyses, these items were also excluded 
from the general risk taking and risk perception scales. The excluded items 
are marked with an asterisk in Table 5.1
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Table 5.1 | Overview of items and results of the factor analysis

Study I
Item Wording

   

Career risk 
taking

Career risk 
perception

Accepting a leadership job at a company in distress 0.74a 0.58a

Accepting a high position job (director) at a company which has to downsize; 
you will be responsible for firing employees

0.76*** 0.53***

Declining a job transfer to another department in the same firm (R)* 0.003 0.38***

Accepting a job at a company in an industry which is unfamiliar to you 0.52*** 0.44***

Accepting a leadership job at a very popular and successful firm 0.58*** 0.44***

Accepting a big promotion at a company in distress in your twenties 0.82*** 0.56***

Accepting a big promotion at a company in distress in your forties 0.78*** 0.51***

Social risk 
taking 

Social risk 
perception 

Admitting that your tastes are different from those of a friend 0.49a 0.49a

Disagreeing with an authority figure on a major issue 0.66*** 0.69***

Choosing a career that you truly enjoy over a more secure one 0.45*** 0.68***

Not speaking your mind about an unpopular issue in a meeting at work (R)* −0.24* 0.71***

Moving to a city far away from your extended family 0.49*** 0.69***

Starting a new career in your mid-thirties 0.48*** 0.64***

Recreational 
risk taking 

Recreational 
risk perception 

Going camping in the wilderness 0.62a 0.40a

Going down a ski run that is beyond your ability 0.59*** 0.49***

Going rafting at high water in the spring 0.74*** 0.60***

Taking a skydiving class 0.81*** 0.75***

Bungee jumping off a tall bridge 0.75*** 0.77***

Piloting a small plane 0.68*** 0.52***

Health risk 
taking 

Health risk 
perception 

Drinking heavily at a social function 0.56a 0.58a

Engaging in unprotected sex 0.65 0.75

Driving a car without wearing a seat belt 0.46 0.46

Riding a bicycle with a helmet (R)* 0.06 0.14

Walking home alone at night in an unsafe area of town 0.52 0.42

Sunbathing with sunscreen (R)* 0.03 0.11

Financial risk 
taking 

Financial risk 
perception 

Betting a day’s income at a soccer match 0.93a 0.90a

Investing 10% of your annual income in a moderate growth diversified fund 0.36*** 0.16

Betting a day’s income at a high-stake poker game 0.74*** 0.81***

Investing 5% of your annual income in a very speculative stock 0.30*** 0.25**

Betting a day’s income on the outcome of a sporting event 0.94*** 0.89***

Investing 10% of your annual income in a new business venture 0.43*** 0.24**

Ethical risk 
taking 

Ethical risk 
perception 

Taking some questionable deductions on your income tax return 0.41a 0.29a

Having an affair with a married man/woman 0.48*** 0.50*

Passing off somebody else’s work as your own 0.58*** 0.53*

Revealing a friend’s secret to someone else 0.59*** 0.68*

Leaving your young children alone at home while running an errand 0.49*** 0.69*

Not returning a wallet you found that contains $200 0.49*** 0.56*

Note. aTo scale the factors, the unstandardized loading of the fi rst item of each domain on its respective fac-
tor was fi xed to 1.0. It is not tested for statistical signifi cance. *Items with an asterisk were excluded from 
the analyses.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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The final subscales for general risk taking and risk perception as dimen-
sions of the DOSPERT scale had high Cronbach’s alphas of .87 and .86, 
respectively. The Cronbach’s alphas of the career risk taking and career 
risk perception subscales were .85 and .70, respectively. The Cronbach’s 
alphas of some of our other risk taking and risk perception subscales were 
somewhat lower than the cut-off value of .70 as suggested by some scholars 
(e.g., .62 and .60 for health risk taking and risk perception, respectively). 
However, Lance and colleagues (2006) argued there is no theoretical 
support for this cut-off value and “what constitutes adequate reliability will 
always be a judgment call” (p. 213). Importantly, we only used the overall 
risk taking and risk perception scales to test Hypothesis 1 and the subscales 
for the career domain to test Hypothesis 2, which showed adequate internal 
consistency.

5.4.3 Results Study I

An overview of the means and standard deviations of our study variables 
and the correlations can be found in Table 5.2 In order to simultaneously 
test for the effect of gender on both risk taking and risk perception, control-
ling for age, occupational status and nationality, a one-way MANCOVA was 
performed. The results of the analysis can be found in Table 5.3. Using Wilk’s 
lambda, we found a significant effect of gender on risk perception and risk 
taking, Λ = 0.92, F(4, 117) = 2.65, p = .037. Separate ANOVA’s revealed, in 
support of Hypothesis 1a, that women generally took less risk than men 
F(1, 120) = 9.351, p = .003, but they did not show significantly higher risk 
taking than men in the career domain (p = .223). Thus, Hypothesis 2a 
was not supported. Men and women did not differ in the level of risk 
they perceived in scenarios (p = .217 across domains; p = .380 for careers), 
resulting in the rejection of Hypothesis 1b and 2b.
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Table 5.3 | Gender differences in risk taking and risk perception

    Dependent Variables 

Study I   General Risk 
Taking

General Risk 
Perception

Career Risk 
Taking

Career Risk 
Perception

Independent Variables M SD M SD M SD M SD
Gender Men (N = 62) 3.93 0.77 3.98 0.59 4.88 1.34 3.51 0.99

Women (N = 63) 3.61 0.79 4.09 0.70 4.70 1.33 3.65 0.84

F η2p F η2p F η2p F η2p

    9.35** 0.07 1.90 0.02 1.50 0.01 1.51 0.01

Note. ** p < .01.

5.4.4 Discussion Study I

Given the inconclusive findings on the relation between gender and risk 
attitudes, this first study was conducted to better understand the anteced-
ents of risk taking and risk perception, especially in relation to scenarios 
that apply to career situations. We found support for the notion that women 
are more risk averse than men in general. When we asked participants to 
rate their likelihood to engage in certain career-risky behaviours, we found 
that women were not different from men in how much risk they perceived 
or how willing they were to take risk in the career domain.

These results are intriguing given findings related to the glass cliff 
(Ryan & Haslam, 2005a), which have shown that women are more likely 
than men to end up in risky leadership positions. In order to gain a better 
understanding of this paradox (i.e., females end up in risky leadership posi-
tions while being more risk averse than men in general and not different 
from men in career risk taking), we designed a second study. Here, the aim 
is to go beyond people’s self-reports on their risk attitudes and instead 
put participants in a situation in which they are presented with a job 
opportunity within a company. We examine how the situation in which 
the company finds itself (successful times or in decline) influences partici-
pants’ willingness to accept a job in the respective company. The goal of 
our follow-up study is to find support for the notion that men and women 
react differently to jobs that can be considered precarious and risky, as such 
differences in career decision-making could eventually account for why 
women often find themselves on a glass cliff.
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5.5 Hypotheses Study II: Gender and Risky Job Positions

Risky jobs are jobs in which resources such as support, information, 
acknowledgement, and time are lacking due to the company’s poor 
performance (Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, et al., 2007). When a company is not 
performing well, the image of the company will be negatively impacted and 
in turn, people will consider the company as a less attractive workplace. 
As the organization’s image is a particularly strong predictor of job pursuit 
intention (Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005), people 
will be hesitant to pursue job positions in poorly performing companies. 
Thus, it can be expected that riskiness of the job position negatively influ-
ences job seekers’ willingness to accept the job.

However, this association may be subject to gender differences as 
women face many career barriers (Betz & Hackett, 1981; Cardoso & 
Marques, 2008; McWhirter, 1997) and the pace of advancement continues 
to be slow and uneven for women (Barreto, Ryan, & Schmitt, 2009; Burke, 
2009; EIGE, 2017; Greig, 2008; Vinnicombe, Doldor, & Turner, 2014). Accord-
ingly, women have less access to leadership positions and may feel they 
“have to accommodate their occupational preferences so that their eventual 
choices are achievable in the real world” (Leung, 2008, p. 124). Gottfredson’s 
(1981,1996) theory of circumscription and compromise would predict that 
women feel forced to settle for less preferred and less attractive positions, 
such as a leadership position in a risky company. Indeed, as previously 
mentioned and as Bruckmüller and Branscombe (2010) have shown, we 
have mounting evidence that the majority of women (more than men) still 
find themselves in precarious job appointments. Thus, we expect that riski-
ness of job positions negatively influences one’s willingness to accept the 
job but that women are more likely than men to accept risky job positions.

Hypothesis 5: Riskiness of the job is negatively related to willingness to 
accept the job.

Hypothesis 6: Gender moderates the relationship between riskiness of the job 
and willingness to accept the job, in such way that women are more willing 
to accept risky job positions than men.

5.5.1 Participants and Procedure

We recruited participants in the Netherlands via Facebook. A total of 119 
respondents participated in this study, but we had to exclude 10 partici-
pants from our final sample due to a variety of reasons (e.g., finished the 
survey within one minute or perceived the disastrous scenario as successful 
and vice versa). The vast majority (57.1%) were Master’s students, 32 were 
Bachelor’s students (26.9%), four were recently graduated and looking for a 
job (3.4%), 13 were employed (10.9%), and two participants belonged to the 
‘other’ category. The sample was gender balanced, with 60 women and 59 
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men. The age of the candidates ranged from 21 to 27 years, with a mean of 
23 years. Descriptive statistics also revealed that participants came from 21 
different countries; again, the majority was Dutch (63%).

We designed our study based on a previous experimental study 
conducted by Haslam and Ryan (2008). However, this study examines 
the perception of the job seeker instead of the decision-maker. Our study 
is an experimental vignette study that aims to discover how riskiness of 
the job relates to the willingness to accept the job and whether women are 
more likely than men to accept a risky job position. We operationalized 
riskiness of the job by manipulating the performance of the company. 
Although we agree with Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, and colleagues (2007) that 
“precariousness is not limited to leadership positions in poorly performing 
companies” (p. 272), we believe that risky jobs are strongly associated with 
poor performing companies. Moreover, by manipulating the performance 
of the company, we align with Haslam and Ryan’s (2008) design. Informed 
by a pilot test, we developed two vignettes, which are short stories about 
hypothetical companies, allowing for the controlled manipulation of the 
riskiness of the job. All participants were presented with the same baseline 
vignette, in which a description was given of a vacancy for a consultancy 
job for a musical festival. Then, participants were given one of two versions 
of a scenario; the job opening was either in a successful company or in a 
company in decline. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two 
conditions. Accordingly, the study had a 2 (festival performance: successful 
or crisis) × 2 (gender: man or woman) design. After reading the vignette, 
participants were asked to complete a questionnaire, which assessed their 
perception of the festival’s performance (as a manipulation check) and their 
willingness to accept the job (as dependent variable). In the last section of 
the questionnaire, participants were asked about their demographics (i.e., 
age, gender, occupational status, and nationality).

5.5.2 Measures

Risk status of the job. The manipulation of our independent variable (i.e., 
risk status of the job) consisted of vignettes indicating either a successful 
company or a company in crisis. We presented participants with a review 
in a newspaper article about the festival’s performance. The caption of the 
review in one of the vignettes stood out as evidently positive: “Bigger and 
better: Amsterdam rainbow festival’s exceptional dynamic team makes attendance 
a must.” The review also presented a table that showed rising numbers of 
young visitors, higher profits and the need for new staff. The other vignette 
clearly presented a different situation. Here, the review had a shocking 
headline: “Smaller and disastrous: Amsterdam rainbow festival’s downsizing 
leads to attendance deterioration.” Moreover, the review presented a table 
showing a remarkable drop in young visitors that resulted in declining 
profits and the need for downsizing.
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Manipulation check. In order to test whether the manipulation was 
effective such that participants perceived the two performance conditions 
differently, we asked participants to evaluate how successful was the 
company. We used five items derived from Morgenroth (2012); an example 
item is “The company is successful.” Answers were recorded on a seven-
point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree), and we found 
a Cronbach’s alpha of .96 for this scale. A one-way ANOVA was conducted 
and revealed that the two conditions were rated significantly different from 
each other in terms of successfulness (M = 4.78 versus M = 2.95, F(1, 107) = 
170.43, p < .001).

Willingness to accept the job. The dependent variable (i.e., willing-
ness to accept the job) was measured by asking participants to evaluate 
the attractiveness of the company as well as their intentions toward the 
company. We used five items (e.g., “A job at this company is very appealing 
to me” and “I would accept a job offer from this company”) derived from 
a previous study conducted by Highhouse et al. (2003). Answers were 
recorded on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 
5 = strongly agree. With a Cronbach’s alpha of .93 the scale demonstrated 
high reliability.

Control variable. As we have a diverse sample, and risk taking may 
have different meaning across cultures (Blais & Weber, 2006), we controlled 
for nationality in the analyses described below.

5.5.3 Results Study II

An overview of the means and standard deviations for each study variable 
as well as the correlations can be found in Table 5.4. As can be seen, we 
found a significant correlation between the riskiness of the job and one’s 
willingness to accept the job (r = −.41, p < .001). Moreover, we found a 
significant negative correlation between nationality and willingness to 
accept the job (r = −.21, p < .05). This finding indicates that foreign students 
are more willing to accept a job than Dutch students.

Table 5.4 | Descriptive statistics and correlations between Study II variables

Study II            

Study Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Gendera 0.48 0.50  

2. Nationalityb 0.38 0.49 –0.02  

3. Risk status of the jobc 0.48 0.50 –0.10  0.06 (.96)

4. Willingness to accept the job 3.06 0.92  0.15 –0.21* –0.41** (.93)

Note. aGender: 0 = male, 1 = female. bNationality: 0 = non-Dutch, 1 = Dutch. cRisk status of the job: 0 = suc-

cess, 1 = risky. The reliability coeffi cients are presented on the diagonal between parentheses.

* p < .05. ** p < .01.
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The purpose of Study II was to assess the extent to which risk status of the 
job has an effect on willingness to accept the job and whether the size of this 
effect depends on gender. Given our 2x2 design, we tested Hypotheses 5 
and 6 using a two-way ANOVA. Results indicated a non-significant main 
effect of gender, F(1, 104) = 1.29, p = .259. There was, however, a signifi-
cant main effect of riskiness of the job, F(1, 104) = 20.85, p < .001. Those in 
the success condition were more willing to accept the job (M = 3.39) than 
those in the risky job condition (M = 2.67), which supports Hypothesis 5.
The influence of riskiness of the job on willingness to accept the job was 
conditional on gender, indicated by a significant interaction between the 
two factors, F(1, 104) = 4.06, p = .047. Among those who read the successful 
company scenario, willingness to accept the job was significantly higher for 
women (M = 3.65) than for men (M = 3.14), p = .023. There was no effect of 
gender, however, when the scenario described a precarious company (M = 
2.60 for women, M = 2.75 for men, p = .533). That is, higher riskiness of the 
job was associated with reduced willingness to accept the job for both men 
and women, which is in contrast to what we proposed in Hypothesis 6. 
A visual presentation of our results is shown in Figure 5.1.

.

.

.

.

Figure 5.1 | Study II: Interaction of gender with riskiness of the job in predicting 
willingness to accept the job

5.5.4 Discussion Study II

The aim of this second study was to examine whether risk status of a 
job influences the willingness to accept the job differently depending on 
gender. We found support for our hypothesis that riskiness of the job lowers 
people’s willingness to accept the job. Gender significantly moderated this 
relationship yet in such a way that riskiness of the job was more strongly 
associated with reduced willingness to accept the job for women than for 
men, which was contrary to what we hypothesized. We did not find support 
for our notion that women are more willing than men to accept a risky job. 
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This finding is not in line with Ryan and Haslam’s (2005a) conclusion based 
on archival data that women are more likely than men to end up in risky 
job positions. In our first study, we found that women consider themselves 
more risk averse than men do, even when it concerns career decisions, 
which is supported by our second study. However, women often find 
themselves on a glass cliff, and a common explanation put forward for this 
phenomenon is that they are more accepting of risky jobs than men. Our 
results so far challenge this assumption, and it remains unknown when and 
why women are more willing than men to accept precarious jobs positions. 
Hence, what can explain the apparent relationship between gender and the 
acceptance of precarious job positions? In order to answer this question, we 
have designed another experimental vignette study. This third study also 
aims to address some of the limitations of our second study.

The sample of the second study consisted of relatively young partici-
pants, with an average age of 23, who had very little working experience. 
Even though the company choice in the vignettes was specifically targeted 
at young adults, this group may have little personal experience with a 
competitive job market. Nevertheless, female graduates are shown to have 
a significantly slower transition to their first job compared to men due to 
unequal labor market opportunities (see Mills & Präg, 2014 for a study 
conducted across 29 European countries). As this gender inequality with 
regard to career progress is vivid from an early life stage, we believe young 
adults are a worthy sample to include in studies on the glass cliff and career 
decision-making in general. That being said, we acknowledge that the 
sample’s (lack of) familiarity with the glass cliff phenomenon is a limitation 
of our second study. The nature of our sample might have created an overly 
conservative test of our gender hypothesis. We therefore aim to conduct a 
third study using a sample of working adults.

Another limitation of our second study that we aim to address is that 
our manipulation check measured participants’ perception of the compa-
ny’s performance (poor or successful) and did not focus on the risk status of 
the job. Even though jobs are perceived as risky due to a company’s insta-
bility in times of crisis, precarious jobs are not exclusively associated with 
poorly performing companies (Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, et al., 2007). In the 
third study, we will therefore incorporate a measure of perceived leadership 
risk associated with the job as an additional manipulation check.

The procedures and methods used in Study III are similar to those 
used in the previously described study. However, the third study builds 
on the second study by incorporating variables that may help explain why 
women are more or less accepting of risky jobs. Specifically, we examine 
beliefs about the job being a promotional opportunity as a mediator in the 
relationship between risk status of the job and willingness to accept the 
job. Moreover, we propose that gender moderates the relationship between 
risk status of the job and promotional opportunity beliefs in such a way 
that women are more likely than men to consider a risky job a promotional 
opportunity. Finally, we also examine to what extent men’s and women’s 
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career self-efficacy plays a role in shaping these beliefs. We elaborate on 
these propositions in the sections below.

5.6 Hypotheses Study III: Why and When Women Accept Risky 
Leadership Positions

As in Study II, we will examine whether riskiness of the job has a negative 
relationship with willingness to accept the job. However, in this study we 
will go one step further and look at promotional opportunity belief as a 
mediator in this relationship. An opportunity for a higher rank position 
in an organization is normally perceived as a positive turn in one’s career. 
However, if career advancement is available at a precarious organization, 
it may result in a conflicting state of mind (i.e., there is an opportunity for 
advancement, however, at a precarious company). Therefore, we believe 
that the risk status of the job influences the perception of the job as a promo-
tional opportunity. If the job position is perceived as a risky career strategy 
rather than an opportunity for advancement, the job is less likely to be seen 
as a promotional opportunity. In turn, a risky job is less likely to be accepted 
by a job seeker. Indeed, Ferris and colleagues (2003) argue that taking on a 
position within a precarious organization is a risky career strategy. Thus, we 
argue that people’s evaluation of whether the job is a promotional opportu-
nity for them explains their willingness to accept the job.

Hypothesis 7: Perception of the leadership position as a promotional oppor-
tunity mediates between riskiness of the job and willingness to accept the 
job.

Barriers to advancement are recognized as prominent factors influencing 
career opportunities (Arbona, 1990; Astin, 1984; Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; 
Farmer, 1976; Lent et al., 1994). According to Swanson and colleagues 
(1996), barriers to career progression are defined as “external conditions or 
internal states that make career progress difficult” (p. 236). Mulcahy and 
Linehan (2014) posited that women are faced with structural career barriers, 
such as “a lack of opportunity for women, a lack of knowledge about 
those opportunities that do exist (as a result of exclusion from networks to 
which males belong) and the board of directors systematically biasing their 
appointment practices against women” (p. 10). Indeed, numerous studies 
demonstrated that men are more likely than women to be selected for lead-
ership positions as they receive promotions at quicker rates than women, 
also referred to as the ‘glass escalator’ effect (Maume, 1999; Williams, 1992). 
Gender stereotypes often prevent the acceptance of women for leadership 
positions. The majority of individuals prefer male supervisors over female 
leaders (Ng & Pine, 2003; Powell & Butterfield, 2015a [only when they 
showed a preference]; Simon & Landis, 1989) and male executives tend to 
question the effectiveness of women as leaders (Sczesny, 2003). Thus, the 
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think manager – think male phenomenon, where women are believed to lack 
the skills necessary for successful leadership, has led to men having more 
promotional opportunities than women do.

Because women are more likely than men to encounter career barriers 
(Betz & Hackett, 1981; Cardoso & Marques, 2008; Luzzo & Hutcheson, 1996; 
McWhirter, 1997), it stands to reason that they feel forced to step outside a 
“safe” career zone and enter precarious job positions. In fact, recent research 
has indicated a relation between career barriers and accepting precarious 
job positions (Mulcahy & Linehan, 2014). Women’s lack of career oppor-
tunities, especially when it comes to obtaining leadership positions, may 
lead them to being more willing to accept risky jobs compared to men, as 
it allows them to show their management and leadership skills and effec-
tiveness in a leadership position. As Ryan, Haslam, and Postmes (2007) 
noted, a myriad of women believe that they are “more likely to accept risky 
and precarious leadership positions because they had less opportunity 
than their male counterparts” (p. 190). Thus, even though the job position 
entails a high degree of risk, at the same time it offers an opportunity that 
women may perceive as advantageous and beneficial to their careers. In 
contrast, men can expect to be presented with numerous leadership posi-
tions throughout their career, and they can therefore decide to be risk averse 
and pass on precarious leadership positions when they are offered to them. 
Accordingly, we hypothesize that women are more likely than men to view 
a risky leadership position as a promotional opportunity.

Hypothesis 8: Gender moderates the relationship between riskiness of the 
job and promotional opportunity perception in such a way that women are 
more likely than men to view a risky leadership position as a promotional 
opportunity.

If the perception of the job as a promotional opportunity is indeed 
explaining the effect of risk status of the job on willingness to accept the job, 
as we proposed, then the prior hypothesis implies that gender should also 
influence the strength of the indirect effect of risk status of the job onto will-
ingness to accept the job. We therefore propose that the process by which 
riskiness of the job reduces willingness to accept the job is conditional on 
gender, in such a way that women are more likely than men to view a risky 
leadership position as a promotional opportunity and are therefore more 
willing than men to accept the job.

Hypothesis 9: Gender moderates the indirect effect of riskiness of the job on 
willingness to accept the job through promotional opportunity.

As previously hypothesized, we expect men and women to differ in their 
perception of a leadership position as a promotional opportunity, and 
thus in their eventual career decision (i.e., willingness to accept the job). 
However, career decisions are greatly influenced by one’s self-efficacy for 
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career decision-making (Bandura, 1986). Career self-efficacy can be defined 
as the perception of one’s ability to perform career behaviours with regard 
to career development (Anderson and Betz, 2001). Numerous studies 
have shown that career self-efficacy influences one’s career projection and 
development (Gushue & Whitson, 2006; Lease, 2006; Lent et al., 2005). These 
studies are anchored in SCCT, which is a theory based on Bandura’s notion 
of self-efficacy. SCCT puts a premium on self-efficacy as an influential factor 
that determines whether individuals pursue certain career behaviours in the 
face of obstacles and difficulties. Those with a high level of self-efficacy are 
more likely to be persistent in the pursuit of their career goals despite a lack 
of tangible external rewards, such as promotion into a leadership position. 
If we apply these theoretical propositions to the situation of women, we 
can expect to find that women with different levels of self-efficacy make 
different decisions with regard to their careers.

Perhaps more importantly, career self-efficacy may influence career 
decisions differently for men and women. When individuals have low or 
weak expectations of themselves in the career domain, this can be classified 
as an internal barrier that is manifested in career-related behaviours (Hacket 
& Betz, 1981). However, the influence of one’s self-efficacy on career-
related behaviours is likely to depend on external barriers because it is the 
combination of internal barriers and external barriers that influences career 
progress (Harmon, 1977). As women face discrimination when seeking to 
obtain leadership positions (Mulcahy & Linehan, 2014) and men are often 
‘escalated’ into leadership positions (Williams, 1992), the external barriers 
are higher for women than for men. Due to differing levels of external 
barriers, we expect that the influence of self-efficacy plays out differently 
for men and women. Thus, we posit that career self-efficacy interacts with 
gender in ultimately influencing one’s career decisions.

Specifically, we propose that it is in particular low self-efficacious 
women who will perceive a risky leadership position as a promotional 
opportunity. Those women face both high internal barriers (due to their 
low self-efficacy) and high external barriers because they are more heavily 
confronted with career advancement barriers. This combination of high 
internal and external barriers may influence their perception of a leader-
ship position as a promotional opportunity in such a way that they will 
perceive almost any leadership position as a promotional opportunity, 
even if this position is accompanied by high risk. In contrast, men with low 
career self-efficacy may still anticipate numerous leadership opportunities 
(because they face lower external barriers), which prompts them to perceive 
risky leadership positions as an unwise career move and step away, instead 
aiming for leadership positions in successful organizations. In contrast to 
low self-efficacious women, women with a high level of career self-efficacy 
do not struggle with a lack of career confidence and tend to view them-
selves as suited for leadership positions. Even though they may have to 
overcome external barriers, their belief that they will be successful in the 
business world may help them to be persistent in their goals and urges 
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them to obtain leadership positions in successful organizations. Thus, we 
hypothesize that career self-efficacy influences one’s perception of a risky 
leadership position as a promotional opportunity differently for women 
and men.

Hypothesis 10: The moderating effect of gender on the relationship between 
riskiness of the job and perception of the job as a promotional opportunity 
is dependent on the level of career self-efficacy.

In sum, we propose that women are more likely than men to view a risky 
job as a promotional opportunity. Thus, we expect that risk status of the 
job influences willingness to accept the job differently for men and women. 
Moreover, we propose that the tendency to view jobs in precarious orga-
nizations as promotional opportunities, despite their risky nature, is most 
pronounced among women with low career self-efficacy. Figure 5.2 presents 
our moderated mediation model.

Risk status of the 
job 

Willingness to 
accept the job 

Promotional 
opportunity  

Career self-
efficacy 

Gender 

Figure 5.2 | Study III: Visual representation of the moderated mediation model.

5.6.1 Participants and Procedure

We recruited participants in the Netherlands through e-mail, alumni 
addresses and via LinkedIn. We had to exclude six participants from our 
initial sample because they were students. Our final sample consisted of 103 
employees, of which 43 were women and 60 were men. The vast majority 
(97.1%) were employed and three participants belonged to the ‘other ’ 
category. Age of the candidates ranged from 30 to 60 years, with a mean 
of 42 years. Participants had 17 different nationalities, with the majority 
being Dutch (69%). Similar to study II, an attractive vacancy was presented 
to participants in a baseline vignette. This time, the job opening concerned 
a leadership position in a young consultancy firm. Our experimental 



543607-L-bw-Darouei543607-L-bw-Darouei543607-L-bw-Darouei543607-L-bw-Darouei
Processed on: 6-5-2020Processed on: 6-5-2020Processed on: 6-5-2020Processed on: 6-5-2020

The Paradox of Being on the Glass Cliff 107

vignettes, which were again pilot tested, manipulated the riskiness of the job 
by describing the performance of the consultancy firm over the past years 
as either successful or deteriorating. Participants were randomly assigned 
to one of the two versions of the vignette. To ensure an equal sample of men 
and women, a gender quota was set to each vignette. Thus, this study has a 
2 (company performance: successful or crisis) × 2 (gender: man or woman) 
design. After reading the vignette, participants were asked to fill out a 
survey, which incorporated two manipulation checks and assessed their will-
ingness to accept the job. Moreover, we measured perceptions of promotional 
opportunity and career self-efficacy in the survey. Finally, we also asked 
participants about their demographics (i.e., age, gender, and nationality).

5.6.2 Measures

Risk status of the job. As in our second study, we manipulated the risk 
status of the job by presenting participants with a vacancy in either a 
successful company or a company in a state of crisis. One of the vignettes 
read that a young consultancy firm, called New Generation Consultancy, 
was recognized as a high performance organization in the newspaper, 
substantiated with a graph illustrating the company’s high profits in 
comparison with those of its competitors in the market. The other vignette 
depicted a radically different scenario, in which New Generation Consul-
tancy suffered from a shocking decline in performance after downsizing. 
The newspaper article also presented a graph depicting the company’s low 
profits, especially in comparison to other companies in the consultancy 
industry.

Manipulation check. We used the scale by Morgenroth (2012) (α = .95) 
to conduct a first manipulation check on our independent variable (i.e., 
riskiness of the job). A one-way ANOVA revealed that the two conditions 
were perceived significantly different from each other in terms of success-
fulness of the company (M = 5.38 versus M = 2.36, F(1, 101) = 184.36, p < 
.001). For a second manipulation check, we developed a six-item measure of 
perceptions of leadership challenges (α = .77), which focused more directly 
on the actual riskiness of the leadership position. An example item is “The 
leadership position involves high risk.” The items were measured on a 
seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree. A one-way ANOVA revealed that the leadership challenges of the job 
were perceived significantly different from each other across the two condi-
tions (M = 4.97 versus M = 5.51, F(1, 87) = 8.55, p = .004).

Willingness to accept the job. Our dependent variable (i.e., willingness 
to accept the job) was measured in a similar way as in the second study, 
using items from Highhouse and colleagues (2003) (α = .91). To measure 
perceptions of promotional opportunity, a number of items were created 
based on the studies conducted by Curry and colleagues (1986) as well as 
DeConick and Bachman (1994). An example item is “I consider a leader-
ship position at this company to be a great promotional opportunity for 
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me.” Answers were recorded on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = 
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, and we found a Cronbach’s alpha of .86 
for this scale.

Self-efficacy. We measured participants’ self-efficacy beliefs regarding 
career decisions using the WAMS (Women As Managers Scale), developed 
by Peters and colleagues (1974). We selected five items (α = .83) and slightly 
modified the items to refer to one’s own perception of self-efficacy. For 
instance, the item “Women are not ambitious enough to be successful in the 
business world” was changed to “I am ambitious enough to be successful in 
the business world”. Answers were recorded on a seven-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

Control variable. To remain consistent across our multiple studies, we 
controlled for nationality in subsequent analyses.

5.6.3 Results Study III

Table 5.5 presents the descriptive statistics and the correlational matrix for 
the variables in Study III. Replicating our result from Study II, willingness 
to accept the job was negatively correlated with risk status of the job (r = 
−.35, p < .001). Promotional opportunity beliefs were correlated with will-
ingness to accept the job (r = .79, p < .001) and risk status of the job (r = 
−.30, p = .002), offering preliminary support for our notion that promotional 
opportunity mediates between risk status of the job and willingness to 
accept the job.

Table 5.5 | Descriptive statistics and correlations between Study III variables

Study III                

Study Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gendera 0.42 0.50  

2. Nationalityb 0.69 0.47 –0.16  

3. Risk status of the jobc 0.50 0.50 –0.07  0.01 (.95)

4. Willingness to accept the job 3.19 0.87  0.10 –0.08 –0.35** (.91)

5. Career self-efficacy 5.44 0.95 –0.19  0.25*  0.11 –0.05 (.86)

6. Promotional opportunity 3.36 0.83  0.08 –0.05 –0.30**  0.79** –0.08 (.83)

Note. aGender: 0 = male, 1 = female. bNationality: 0 = non-Dutch, 1 = Dutch. cRisk status of the job: 0 = suc-

cess, 1 = risky. The reliability coeffi cients are presented on the diagonal between parentheses.

* p < .05. ** p < .01.

In order to understand why women find themselves on a glass cliff despite 
their risk-averse nature, this study examines factors that may explain 
women’s willingness to consider and accept risky job positions. We used a 
stepwise approach by starting with two two-way ANOVAs that test for the 
effects of our manipulation on willingness to accept the job and promotional 
opportunity beliefs. This was followed by two regression analyses to test 
our mediation and moderated mediation hypotheses, using Andrew Hayes’ 
(2013) PROCESS macro. We end with our full hypothesized model, which is 
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essentially a moderated mediation model with a three-way interaction. This 
model was tested holistically, again using Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS.

Replicating Study II as a first step, we used a two-way ANOVA to assess 
the extent to which risk status of the job has an effect on willingness to 
accept the job and whether the size of this effect depends on gender. Similar 
to Study II, the results indicated a non-significant main effect of gender, F(1, 
98) = 0.51, p = .475. There was, however, a significant main effect of risk 
status of the job on willingness to accept the job, F(1, 98) = 12.84, p =.001. 
Those in the success condition were more willing to accept the job (M = 
3.49) than those in the risky condition (M = 2.89). The interaction between 
the two factors was not significant, F(1, 98) = 0.01, p = .929, indicating that 
the relation between risk status of the job and willingness to accept the job 
was not dependent on gender.

The next step was to examine whether risk status of the job has an effect 
on perception of the leadership position as a promotional opportunity, and 
whether the size of this effect is dependent on gender. A two-way ANOVA 
indicated a non-significant main effect of gender, F(1, 98) = 0.27, p = .607, 
whereas risk status of the job was found to have a significant main effect on 
perception of the job as a promotional opportunity, F(1, 98) = 8.43, p = .005. 
Participants in the success condition were more likely to see the position 
as a promotional opportunity (M = 3.61) than those in the risky condition 
(M = 3.11). The relation between risk status of the job and perception of the 
job as a promotional opportunity was not dependent on gender, F(1, 98) = 
0.62, p = .434. The non-significance of this interaction led to the rejection of 
Hypothesis 8.

The third step was to test our mediation hypothesis, using Andrew 
Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS model 4. We found that riskiness of the job was 
negatively related to the perception of promotional opportunity (B = −0.49, 
p = .002) and the perception of promotional opportunity was positively 
related to willingness to accept the job (B = 0.79, p < .001). The bias-corrected 
bootstrap confidence interval for the indirect effect (ab = −0.39) did not 
include zero, 95% CI [−0.651, −0.147], indicating a significant indirect effect 
of risk status of the job on willingness to accept the job through percep-
tions of promotional opportunity, in support of Hypothesis 7. As a fourth 
step, we tested our moderated mediation hypothesis using Andrew Hayes’ 
(2013) PROCESS model 7. The bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval 
for the index of moderated mediation (a1b3 = 0.20) included zero, 95% CI 
[−0.286, 0.681], illustrating that the indirect effect of risk status of the job 
on willingness to accept the job through promotional opportunity was not 
moderated by gender. This result does not lend support to Hypothesis 9.

The last step involved testing our moderated mediation model 
including a three-way interaction between self-efficacy, gender and risk 
status of the job. This model was tested holistically using model 11 of 
Andrew Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS. Table 5.6 depicts our results from condi-
tional process modeling. In this moderated mediation model, we found that 
gender significantly moderated the effect of risk status of the job on percep-
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tion of the job as a promotional opportunity (B = 5.20, p = .012). Moreover, 
the three-way interaction between risk status of the job and gender and 
career self-efficacy was significant in predicting perceptions of promotional 
opportunity (B = −0.91, p = .017). In other words, women were less likely 
than men to lower their expectations of the job (in terms of promotional 
opportunity) as riskiness of the job increased, and this tendency was stron-
gest among those women who scored low on self-efficacy.

Table 5.6 | Results of conditional process modeling

Study III 
Promotional opportunity (M) Willingness to accept the job (Y)

Study Variables B SE B SE

Risk status of the joba (X) –3.64** 1.37 –0.21 0.11

Promotional opportunity (M)  0.79*** 0.07

Career self-efficacy (Z) –0.21 0.14

Genderb (W) –1.25 1.12

XxZ interaction  0.54* 0.24

XxW interaction  5.20* 2.04

WxZ interaction  0.22 0.21

XxZxW –0.91* 0.38

Constant  4.83*** 0.82  0.70* 0.27

Nationalityc (control) –0.15 0.18 –0.08 0.11

Note. aRisk status of the job: 0 = success, 1 = risky. bGender: 0 = male, 1 = female. cNationality: 0 = non-Dutch, 

1 = Dutch.

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

Furthermore, results indicated that self-efficacy interacted with gender in 
influencing one’s willingness to accept a leadership position. That is, we 
found that the indirect effect of risk status of the job on willingness to accept 
the job was different for men and women at different values of self-efficacy. 
The bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval for the conditional indirect 
effect did not include zero for men with low (−1 SD) self-efficacy (90% 
CI [−1.345, −0.552]) and for women with high (+1 SD) self-efficacy (90% 
CI [−1.131, −0.085]), indicating that the negative effect of riskiness of the 
job on willingness to accept the job was significant for this subgroup. In 
other words, men with low self-efficacy and self-efficacious women are 
risk averse toward precarious leadership positions. In contrast, for women 
with low (−1 SD) self-efficacy the indirect effect was estimated at −0.069 
with a 90% CI of [−0.442, 0.364] and for men with high (+1 SD) self-efficacy 
the indirect effect was estimated at −0.134 with a 90% CI of [−0.558, 0.296]. 
As these bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals included zero, it 
suggests that both women with low self-efficacy and self-efficacious men 
are as willing to accept a precarious job position as they are willing to accept 
a successful job position. This pattern of findings is largely in line with 
Hypothesis 10. The results of our conditional indirect effects are shown in 
Table 5.7.
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Table 5.7 | Results of conditional indirect effects

Study III 

Independent 
variable

Dependent 
variable Mediator

First moderator 
(gender)

Second moderator 
(career self-efficacy) Indirect effect 90% CI 

Risk status of 
the joba

Willingness to 
accept the job

Promotional 
opportunity

Male Low –0.95** [–1.345; –0.552]

Female Low –0.07 [–0.442;  0.364]

Male High –0.62 [–0.558;  0.296]

      Female High –0.62* [–1.131; –0.085]

Note. aRisk status of the job: 0 = success, 1 = risky.

* p < .05. ** p < .01

5.6.4 Discussion Study III

In this third study, we wanted to examine the extent to which risk status of 
the job has an effect on willingness to accept the job and whether the size of 
this effect depends on gender. More importantly, we wanted to test whether 
promotional opportunity belief would mediate the relationship between 
risk status of the job and willingness to accept to job. Additionally, we 
wanted to examine whether the moderating effect of gender was dependent 
on career self-efficacy.

Looking into the underlying mechanism, we have found that perceived 
promotional opportunity explains the effect of risk status of the job on 
willingness to accept the job. This indirect effect was impacted by the 
interaction between gender and career self-efficacy. When it comes to 
understanding why and when women accept risky leadership positions, 
our results from the third study show that only women with a low level of 
self-efficacy are as willing to accept a precarious position as they are willing 
to accept a job position in a successful company, which is explained by 
our finding that these women view both the high and low risk leadership 
positions as equally attractive, in terms of promotional opportunities. Self-
efficacious women, however, perceive the leadership positions at the two 
different companies as unequal when it comes to promotional opportuni-
ties. That is, they believe that a precarious leadership position offers fewer 
promotional opportunities than a successful leadership position and are 
therefore unwilling to accept this position.

These results support the argument of Betz and Hackett (1981) that “if 
individuals lack expectations of personal efficacy in one or more career-
related behavioural domains, behaviours critical to effective and satisfying 
choices, plans, and achievements are less likely to be initiated and even if 
initiated less likely to be sustained when obstacles or negative experiences 
are encountered” (p. 329), which is also in line with propositions from social 
cognitive career theory. Indeed, women with low self-efficacy viewed both 
the high and low risk leadership positions as equally attractive, meaning 
that they were less likely to pass on a risky leadership position and aim for 
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a leadership position in a successful company instead. We have argued that 
taking on a leadership position in a company in crisis is a decision that may 
negatively affect one’s career progression. It follows from our final study 
that low self-efficacy in women prevents them from making smart choices 
when they are confronted with obstacles in trying to climb the corporate 
ladder; they tend to accept any available leadership position, even if it is 
accompanied by high risk.

5.7 General Discussion and Conclusion

Taken together, the results from the above studies enrich us with new 
insights with regard to Ryan and Haslam’s (2005a) studies concerning the 
glass cliff. With few exceptions (Rink et al., 2012), previous glass cliff studies 
have looked exclusively into decision-makers’ preferences for leadership 
appointments (at either a successful or precarious company). In contrast, 
our paper examines the glass cliff phenomenon from a job seeker point of 
view in order to better understand why women, who are often typified as 
more risk averse compared to men, are more likely to end up in risky lead-
ership positions. In doing so, we have drawn on two major career theories, 
namely Gottfredson’s (1981, 1996) theory of circumscription and compro-
mise and Lent and colleagues’ (1994, 2000, 2002) social cognitive career 
theory. Building on the large body of research that has documented the 
career obstacles and constraints faced by women in the workplace (Betz & 
Hackett, 1981; Cardoso & Marques, 2008; Kanter, 1977; Luzzo & Hutcheson, 
1996; McWhirter, 1997), these theories offer a basis for investigating how 
and why women have to make compromises and need to accommodate 
their preferences in career decision-making in response to such external 
realities.

In this paper we focused on women’s reasoning underlying the glass 
cliff phenomenon and the type of women who are willing to accept precar-
ious leadership positions. Our first study confirms prior research, which 
found that in general women are more risk averse than men. Going beyond 
prior research, we also investigated risk taking in the career domain, to 
gain a better understanding of career risk attitudes as it relates to gender. 
Despite finding no statistically significant differences in career risk attitudes 
between men and women, results from our experimental vignette studies 
suggested otherwise. In the second study, we found that both men and 
women were more willing to accept a low risk job than a high risk job, but 
women were more risk averse in their decisions than men. The third study 
indicated that perception of the job as a promotional opportunity accounts 
for why higher riskiness of the job is associated with reduced willingness 
to accept the job. In this third study, differences between men and women 
were only found when taking into account their levels of self-efficacy. We 
found that the tendency to consider a leadership position in an organization 
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in crisis as a promotional opportunity, despite its risky nature, was most 
pronounced among women with low career self-efficacy.

An explanation for this finding lies in the external career barriers 
that women still face. Women do not get the chance to climb the ladder 
of authority in an organization as much or as often as the opposite sex 
(Maume, 1999; Ryan & Haslam, 2007). According to Gottfredson’s (1996) 
theory, this external reality forces women to make decisions that compro-
mises compatibility with their interests. We showed that women with low 
self-efficacy were more likely than men with low self-efficacy to accept a 
risky leadership position because they considered this position a promo-
tional opportunity. Moreover, our results suggest that self-efficacious 
women are less prone to accommodate their career preferences and goals 
when confronted with external barriers. In SCCT terms, self-efficacy beliefs 
might shape goal setting and hereby influence women’s persistence in 
career building, even when the external reality does not offer many prom-
ising prospects.

5.7.1 Limitations and Future Research

A limitation of our studies is that we have relied exclusively on self-reports. 
Future research could rely on other-ratings, for instance to evaluate people’s 
risk-taking behaviours in several domains. The small sample sizes of our 
studies are also a limitation. Future research should include larger sample 
sizes to advance tests of our comprehensive model. We also recommend 
scholars to extend our conceptual model of the third study with other 
factors that could underlie women’s acceptance of risky jobs, such as 
curiosity and exploration (Kashdan, Bose, & Fincham, 2004), the need to 
belong (Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & Schreindorfer, 2013) or need for achieve-
ment (Heckert et al., 1999). Another limitation of our study is that recently 
published work has critiqued the DOSPERT scale for being skewed toward 
measuring masculine risk (see Morgenroth, Fine, Ryan, & Genat, 2017). We 
recommend further studies looking into gender differences in risk taking to 
adopt a more gender-neutral risk taking scale.

We found a somewhat surprising result regarding the career decision-
making of self-efficacious men, who were as likely to accept a job in the 
risky condition as in the success condition. Literature on self-efficacy has 
shown that self-efficacious individuals set goals that are more challenging 
for themselves (Bandura, 1993). As our results show that self-efficacious 
women step away from risky leadership positions, it might be that high 
levels of self-efficacy promote engagement in a risky leadership position 
only for men. Thus, career self-efficacy seems to influence occupational 
choices differently for men and women. Prior research has demonstrated 
that men are more confident than women about their leadership capabili-
ties (McCormick, Tanguma, & López-Forment, 2002), hence an explanation 
for our finding might be that men with a high level of career self-efficacy 
accept risky leadership positions because of their optimism about becoming 
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successful leaders (Gibson & Lawrence, 2010). While our study aimed to 
uncover the decision-making processes of women in particular, we recom-
mend future researchers to also focus on the mechanisms (e.g., confidence, 
need for challenges) underlying men’s career decision-making to better 
understand why self-efficacious men are willing to accept risky job posi-
tions. This is especially interesting as they are less likely to end up in glass 
cliff positions due to the think crisis – think female paradigm in organizational 
decision-makers.

Interestingly, we did not find significant differences in the level of career 
self-efficacy of men and women. Our study cannot shed light on predic-
tors of career self-efficacy, yet we encourage future scholars to examine 
individual differences regarding this concept. Our study indicates that it 
is in particular women who score low on career self-efficacy who end up 
in precarious leadership positions. It would be a fruitful endeavour for 
research on the glass cliff to identify factors that explain why some women 
are less self-efficacious than men. Women’s experiences throughout their 
career may be an influential factor in that women who are not satisfied with 
their career progression and have experienced many setbacks become less 
efficacious such that they are more willing to accept any kind of promo-
tional opportunity, even when high risks are involved.

Another limitation of our study is that we made the assumption that the 
acceptance of a precarious leadership position is an unwise career choice, 
yet we do not know whether women are perhaps satisfied being put in a 
precarious job position. Evidently, the glass cliff phenomenon is highly 
complex and our research is only a first step in uncovering the mecha-
nisms that account for why women accept risky leadership positions. We 
recommend future scholars to conduct qualitative research to gain a better 
understanding of why women opt for a risky leadership position, how they 
experience this job and how they reflect on it afterwards. As women may 
initiate a successful turnaround of the organization, future research may 
benefit strongly from a longitudinal approach to the study of the glass cliff 
phenomenon.

Finally, we acknowledge that the experimental design of our studies 
may lack realism. More specifically, we cannot be certain that the evalua-
tion of the job as risky influences occupational choice in the real world in 
a similar way as in our studies. Thus, the external validity of our findings 
may be limited. However, it should be noted that our sample for study 
III consisted of workers who are familiar with soliciting jobs and career 
challenges. Moreover, the design of our studies allowed us to investigate 
psychological mechanisms underlying individuals’ career decision-making 
that may not be easily examined in real-life situations due to confounding 
variables that cannot be controlled (Evans et al., 2015).
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5.7.2 Theoretical and Practical Implications

We believe glass cliff theory is incomplete without the perspective of the 
job seeker and consideration of risk attitudes and behaviours. Our paper 
contributes to glass cliff theory by taking the perspective of the (female) 
job seeker into consideration rather than focusing on the organizational 
decision-maker. Moreover, this paper adopts a risk-taking perspective on 
the glass cliff phenomenon and is among the first to offer an explanation for 
the apparent paradox that women are more risk averse than men but none-
theless are more willing to accept risky leadership positions. We shed new 
light on the glass cliff phenomenon by investigating psychological factors 
that explain women’s tendency to accept precarious leadership positions. 
In doing so, we have drawn on theoretical notions from Gottfredson’ theory 
of circumscription and compromise (1981, 1996) and from social cognitive 
career theory (Lent et al., 2002), to explicate on the one hand that women are 
active participants in their own careers but on the other hand that women’s 
career choices do not occur in a social vacuum but rather are shaped by 
external constraints related to hiring processes, promotional decisions 
and performance evaluations. Thus, our paper builds on and goes beyond 
previous statements that women accept risky leadership positions because 
those are the only career advancement options that are open to them (see 
Mano-Negrin & Sheaffer, 2004; Ryan, Haslam, & Postmes, 2007).

By gaining an understanding of women’s career decision-making 
processes, practitioners may enhance the probability of a successful 
woman-as-leader appointment. In our paper, we argue that one’s willing-
ness to accept a risky leadership position is influenced by one’s perception 
of the leadership position as a promotional opportunity, which in turn is 
affected by one’s gender and level of career self-efficacy. We have shown 
support for the notion that women with a low level of self-efficacy perceive 
a risky leadership position as a promotional opportunity, in turn accepting 
the position, more so than men with a low level of self-efficacy. Perhaps 
more importantly, our findings imply that organizations in crisis looking for 
female candidates for their leadership positions are likely to end up hiring 
low self-efficacious women rather than confident women who believe 
they can be successful in the business world. According to Ryan, Haslam, 
Hersby, and colleagues (2007), often once women are appointed, they lack 
official support, leaving them feeling isolated in the organization. When 
newly appointed women have a low level of self-efficacy, it becomes all the 
more important to provide them with adequate organizational support, 
which will not only be key to their success but also to the organization’s 
well-being. Ellemers (2014) also emphasized that organizations need to be 
mindful that relying on the stereotypically superior ‘people skills’ of female 
leaders, without offering them social resources, makes it more challenging 
for women than for men to succeed (Ellemers, 2014). On the basis of Rink 
and colleagues’ (2012) study, we recommend to ensure that employees 
approve and appreciate the appointment of the new leader. Moreover, it is 
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imperative that other senior members of the organization acknowledge the 
power and authority of the new leader and support her in the challenges 
inherent to an organizational crisis. Formal mentoring programs can insti-
tutionalize the provision of such guidance and assistance by senior leaders.

Furthermore, we have shown that attractiveness of an organization, 
which is positively related to job acceptance (Chapman et al., 2005; High-
house, Lievens, & Sinar, 2003) depends on whether its job positions are 
perceived as promotional opportunities by job seekers. Our results suggest 
that organizations in decline are less attractive to job seekers. To attract 
and retain talented and experienced leaders, these organizations need to 
improve the attractiveness of their leadership positions and ensure that job 
seekers do not perceive positions in these organizations as inferior to other 
available positions. Organizations in crisis should market their leadership 
positions in such a way that any job seeker is encouraged to view these 
positions as promotional opportunities. For instance, organizations can 
emphasize the possibilities that the job entails for developing leadership 
and management skills as well as in terms of offering prospects for future 
promotions.

Finally, we believe it is critical that organizations facing a crisis strive 
to recruit the best person for the job, irrespective of gender. In line with the 
recommendation of Powell and Butterfield (2015b), we advise organizations 
and decision-makers to adopt practices that foster “debiasing” of decisions 
regarding promotions to top management. For example, human resource 
departments can provide trainings regarding decision-making that raise 
awareness about the possibility of biased judgments related to gender and 
leadership. Such trainings could be held in the form of a lecture, seminar, 
or perhaps more engaging, such as a game. In fact, findings from an experi-
mental field study, conducted by Sellier and colleagues (2019), suggest that 
game-based training interventions can reduce biased decision-making by 
approximately one-third. Organizations are recommended to use such 
interventions as an attempt to alter the think crisis – think female mindset of 
decision-makers.


