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ABSTRACT | Women face challenges and constraints in 
reaching leadership positions in organizations. This research 
aims to describe the process of transition of women to a 
leadership position in an organizational context and the 
representations of young women regarding that process. In 
order to achieve this, two studies were conducted. Study 1 
used semi-structured interviews with women who recently 
experienced the transition process. In study 2, a questionnaire 
with open questions was applied to 30 young university 
women. Data were subjected to categorical content analysis. 
The results allowed us to identify three phases in the process 
of transition to a leadership position - Learning, Empowerment 
and Consolidation. It was also identified that throughout the 
transition process women experience difficulties assuming the 
new role, gaining recognition of the leading role and changes 
in relationships. Representations of young women meet these 
women's experiences and we see they are aware of the role of 
gender stereotypes in female leadership.
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RESUMO | Parecem ser vários os desafios, emoções e cons-
trangimentos com os quais as mulheres se deparam para 
alcançarem posições de liderança nas organizações. Nesse 
seguimento, este estudo tem como objetivos descrever o pro-
cesso de transição de mulheres para uma posição de lideran-
ça em contexto organizacional e as representações de jovens 
mulheres sobre o mesmo. De forma a concretizar os objetivos 
definidos foram realizados dois estudos. O estudo 1 recorreu 
a entrevistas semiestruturadas a mulheres que viveram re-
centemente o processo de transição. No estudo 2 aplicou-se 
um questionário com perguntas abertas a 30 jovens mulheres 
universitárias. Os dados foram sujeitos a análise de conteú-
do categorial. Os resultados permitiram identificar três fases 
no processo de transição para uma posição de liderança -  
Aprendizagem, Autonomização e Consolidação. Permitiu ain-
da identificar que ao longo do processo de transição as mulhe-
res experienciam dificuldades a nível do assumir as novas fun-
ções, obter reconhecimento do papel de líder e mudanças nas 
relações. As representações das jovens mulheres vão ao en-
contro das vivências das mulheres, revelando-se conscientes 
do papel dos estereótipos de gênero na liderança feminina.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Mulheres. Liderança. Processo de transição. 
Estereótipos de gênero.
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Introduction

Gender inequality remains a major factor in the path 
of women to leadership positions (Grant Thornton's 
International Business Report, 2019). Stereotypes 
make women feel that they must constantly prove 
they deserve their leadership positions, which 
creates pressure, anxiety and stress (Santos, Peres, 
& Brandão, 2018). This study aims to contribute to 
the comprehensive exploration of the experience of 
women in organizational contexts (Dória & Brandão, 
2016), specifically when these women occupy or may 
come to occupy formal leadership positions. Without 
adopting the traditional view of gender research that 
focuses on the differences between men and women, 
we seek to identify representations that may translate 
implicit and explicit causes of gender differences, 
as well as the mechanisms through which they are 
perpetuated (Costa, Breda, Pinho, Bakas, & Durão, 
2016). Within the scope of this study, we consider 
the dynamic leadership processes that are required 
of those in hierarchical positions of supervision, with 
which formal authority is associated.

Women in organizations and leadership 
processes

The presence of women in the labour market is 
increasing. In Portugal, the percentage of women 
in the employed population has grown to over 
48.5% since 2015 (PORDATA, 2020)1, with women 
representing more than 60% of the active population 
with higher education since 2013. Still in Portugal, 
and according to the Commission for Citizenship 
and Gender Equality (2017), in 2016 women were the 
majority among administrative staff (65.7%), personal 
service workers, protection, security and salespeople 
(64.4%), and among specialists in intellectual and 
scientific activities (59.2%). However, they accounted 
for only about a third (35.9%) of the representatives 
of legislative power and executive bodies, and top and 
executive managers. In fact, with regard to leadership 
in organizations, and despite the growing presence 
of women in these positions, their percentage 

worldwide is still quite low, at only 29% in 2018 (Grant 
Thornton's International Business Report, 2019).

Some literature points to gender differences in the 
exercise of leadership, associating women with a 
transformational leadership style (Bass & Avolio, 1994), 
which emphasizes the importance of shared values 
and vision (Martin, 2015). At the same time, Eagly and 
colleagues (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Eagly, 
Johannesen-Schmidt, & Engen, 2003) call attention to 
the influence of gender roles in leadership, that is, 
the influence of the rules on how someone should 
behave as a man or woman in exercising leadership 
in an organizational context. These authors report 
that women adopt a transformational leadership 
style because they are pressured to do so and due 
to their own efforts to accommodate gender roles in 
leadership. Consistently, in the light of contemporary 
perspectives, the disparities observed in the exercise 
of leadership are mainly due to contextual and 
situational factors (Daniel & Moudic, 2010). The 
literature has abandoned a categorical approach to 
the exercise of leadership, which identifies typical 
characteristics of female and male leadership, and 
instead focuses on contextual or situational factors 
that may be at the centre of disparities in the exercise 
of leadership, namely the role of education and the 
perpetuation of stereotypes that reinforce a male 
organizational culture (Daniel & Moudic, 2010).

According to a report by Catalyst in 2002, with 
data from 500 women and 132 men (in senior role 
positions) from 20 European countries (including 
Portugal), European women considered stereotypes 
and prejudices regarding roles and women's skills 
as the main barrier to their progress. This was 
closely followed by the lack of role models, lack of 
management experience, commitment to family and 
personal responsibilities and lack of guidance (i.e., 
mentoring). The impact of gender stereotypes in the 
process of reaching a leadership position emerged 
again in the study that the same organization 
produced in 2006.

1 From 2015 to 2017, it was at 48.7%, in 2018 at 48.9% and in 2019 at 49.02%.
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Despite gender stereotypes being one of the main 
difficulties that women face in the work context (as 
well as outside of it) (Piterman, 2008), namely in 
moving to positions of leadership, there are other 
challenges and constraints. Consider, in particular, 
the difficulty felt by women in managing their work-life 
balance (Brandão & Lopes, 2017) and the social and 
cultural norms imposed on women (Haile, Emmanuel, 
& Dzathor, 2016), which can lead to inhibition about 
investing in areas associated with careers in positions 
of leadership. Many organizations remain, in general, 
more inflexible about accommodating women in 
positions of leadership if they have children or special 
needs (Aparna, 2014). It should be noted, however, 
that many of the women who participated in the 
study carried out by Catalyst (2002) advanced in their 
careers while managing personal responsibilities: 
75% were married and of these, 73% had a partner 
with a full-time job, and 63% had children.

More than 30 years ago, Kanter (1989) drew attention 
to the transformative potential of the presence of 
women in leadership positions, showing that it could 
positively change the relationships between women 
in organizations, leading them to appraise women 
subordinate’s characteristics more positively in relation 
to organizational requirements. In this sense, the 
diversification (and inclusion) of gender in organizations 
has the potential to change the status quo.

Transition to positions of leadership 

When focusing transition processes, whether at 
the level of career, country, romantic relationships, 
or others, it is important to consider the variety 
of significant changes that occur in the life of the 
person who experiences the transition (Sargent & 
Schlossberg, 1988). Transition processes always cause 
changes in the lives of individuals and it is important 
to consider these changes in order to understand 
future behaviours, attitudes and performance.

Individuals in organizational positions of leadership 
are required to manage everyday situations that are 
entirely linked to the people under their supervision 
and that often involve transition processes (e.g., 
maternity or paternity leave, marriages, divorces, 
assistance to sick family members). However, the 
transition to a position that requires leadership 
processes has not been considered, although the 
difficulty associated with this challenge is recognized 
by those who experience it and by organizations 
(Keller & Meaney, 2018). It is important for individuals 
in this situation to consider their own process of 
transition to a new organizational role, with specific 
responsibilities, namely in terms of coordinating 
people. This change may lead to the perception of 
changes in their lives, namely, new rules, new roles, 
new relationships and distance from colleagues who 
now become subordinates. This can change the way 
they lead their lives and achieve their own goals.

Insofar as the literature is silent regarding the 
nature of the transition process to an organizational 
leadership position (although there are several 
works focusing on how to prepare someone to be a 
leader), we refer to a seminal work on the integration 
of a worker into an organization (which remains 
a main reference about this process), to better 
understand the nature of this transition. According 
to this model, proposed by Porter, Lawler and 
Hackman (1975), the integration of a new member 
into an organization comprises three stages: “enter”, 
“adapt” and “stabilize”. The model states that in a 
first phase of the process – entering – the person 
receives information about the organization, despite 
not being an organizational member. In the second 
stage – adaptation – the person becomes a member 
of the organization, starting a period of experimental 
work, which is promoted with the aim of adapting 
the new worker to the organization. In a final stage –  
stabilizing – the new member has adapted to the 
organization and changes their values, relationships 
and behaviours.

http://dx.doi.org/10.17267/2317-3394rpds.v9i1.2559
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Transitions, even when desired, can lead to feelings of 
concern and confusion on the part of those who face 
them and may require coping strategies. Schlossberg 
(2011) advances with a transition model based on 
four ‘S’s (situation, self, support and strategies for 
coping), which seeks to help the individual to manage 
a transition process. With regard to the first S – 
situation, the author points out that it is necessary 
to understand what type of situation is being faced 
and the way the person sees it, that is, if there are 
other simultaneous stress situations and whether the 
person considers the moment of transition positive or 
negative. The second S – self, refers to the individual's 
ability to manage the transition – if he is optimistic, 
resilient and agile in dealing with the existence of 
ambiguity. The third S – support, maintains that the 
existing support on the part of others during the 
transition process is fundamental for the individual's 
well-being. Finally, the fourth S – strategies for coping, 
states that there is no miraculous coping strategy 
to manage the situation, and that each individual 
must identify the strategies that allow management 
of the transition in the way that best respects their 
well-being.

Considering the challenging nature of transition 
processes and the absence of literature on the 
process of women transitioning to organizational 
roles formally associated with the exercise of 
leadership, this study aims to (1) describe the process 
of transition of women to an organizational leadership 
position, identifying (i) the stages of this process and 
(ii) the difficulties associated with it. At the same time, 
considering the constraints experienced by women 
regarding organizational leadership positions, we 
intend to (2) describe the representations of young 
women about this process.

Method

This research adopts a qualitative approach, 
considering the absence of literature on the process 
of transition to leadership positions, particularly with 
regard to women. Given our research objectives, two 
studies were conducted, adopting procedures that 
aimed to ensure the quality of the inferences made2.  
The data were collected in Portugal.

Study 1

In order to achieve the first research objective, 
information was collected from two female 
participants belonging to the millennial generation 
(since it is the most representative of the labour market 
today and in the near future) who had experienced 
the transition process to a position of leadership in 
the last six to twelve months. We chose this period so 
that the participants had a more detailed perception 
of the process. The participants were intentionally 
selected through the authors' network of contacts.

Participant 1 (P1) works in a computer organization. 
She is 37 years old, has a degree in computer science, 
took on the leadership position about seven months 
before data collection, and reports to the head of 
department. In her previous role in the organization, 
she had responsibilities related to the development, 
appraisal and monitoring of team members. 
Participant 2 (P2) works in a construction organization. 
She is 29 years old, has a master's degree in civil 
engineering, and took on the leadership position 
about six months ago, with the head of department 
as her direct supervisor.

Data was collected using semi-structured interviews, 
allowing participants to give detailed reports 
on experiences associated with their process of 
transition to the current leadership position. The 
interview script presented five open-ended questions 
(e.g., “Tell me about the transition to this new role”) 
and was developed in order to understand how the 
participants perceived their work before the transition 
and their experiences during the transition process. 
A pilot study was conducted with a woman who had 
been in an organizational leadership position for 
about 10 years in order to validate the script.

Both interviews took place at the participants' homes, 
after work hours, in order to avoid work constraints. 
There were no interruptions or distractions during 
the course of the interviews. The participants signed 
an informed consent form which ensured their 
anonymity, explained the study’s objectives and asked 
for authorization to audio-record the interview. The 
interviews took on average 20 minutes, and they were 
transcribed and then validated by the interviewees.

2 See Santos, Peres and Brandão (2018) for a discussion on the challenges associated with the study of female leadership.
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Study 2

In order to achieve the second research objective, 
information was collected from 30 university students, 
aged between 20 and 33 years old (M = 23.00, SD 
= 2.59). Among the participants, 22 had a degree, 
seven a master's degree and one was attending 
higher education. The participants had never 
been involved in a transition to an organizational 
leadership position; 80.0% knew a woman who was 
in a leadership position and 20.0% did not.

A questionnaire with open-ended questions was 
used, so that the participants could elaborate 
their perceptions about the object of study. The 
questionnaire had three open-ended questions with 
the intention of eliciting descriptions of perceptions 
regarding the phenomenon under study (e.g., "How 
do you think the transition to a leadership position 
is experienced by a woman?"); and a debriefing, in 
which participants were given feedback on the study. 
The questionnaire was also subject to a pilot study.

The questionnaires were applied online, using the 
Google Docs platform, and they were available for 
three days, being disseminated through the social 
network Facebook. They also included an informed 
consent form.

Data Analysis Procedures

The data collected were subjected to categorical 
content analysis, according to the principles defined by 
Bardin (2011). The corpus of analysis was constituted 
by the totality of the collected qualitative data, the 
coding unit was the theme, and the context unit 
was the document where it was inserted. Deductive 
categories were identified based on the literature 
review, and inductive categories resulted from the 
data. The final categorization system has four first-
level categories and 13 second-level categories. The 
process of data management, organization and 
analysis was supported by NVivo11 and 12 (QSR), a 
useful software in the process of developing deep 
thinking about qualitative data (Brandão, 2015).

Findings and Discussion

The process of transition to a position of 
leadership for women

As the participants were women who had recently 
moved to a leadership position, it is important 
to describe their previous role, so that we can 
understand their process of transition to the current 
position.

Before being promoted, P1 already held a leadership 
position in the organization, albeit at a lower level 
and less structured. Her main functions included 
managing a team of programme analysts. Since her 
responsibilities were closely linked to the development, 
appraisal and monitoring of team members, the main 
difficulty she felt was keeping them motivated, due to 
the particularities of the work. When occupying the 
new leadership position, P1 replaced a worker who 
was leaving the organization. Her direct supervisor is 
the department head and she leads a group of team 
leaders, which means that P1's subordinates are also 
leaders themselves.

Regarding P2, she was previously the subdirector 
of construction projects in the organization. 
Hence, the director of the projects was her direct 
supervisor. She was responsible for technical tasks 
and others required by her supervisor. She did not 
feel that her work was challenging, since, although 
it was considered important, if she made a mistake 
her supervisor would manage it and address the 
problem. Unlike P1, P2 did not replace a former 
leader, and the change in her role implied that she 
became responsible for new projects. Her present 
direct supervisor is the head of the department, and 
she has construction workers as subordinates, often 
subcontracted.

http://dx.doi.org/10.17267/2317-3394rpds.v9i1.2559
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The stages of the transition process 

Analysis of the data of these two participants 
allows us to differentiate three sequential stages 
in the transition to their leadership position: the 
learning phase, the autonomization phase and the 
consolidation phase. 

The learning phase represents the beginning of the 
process in which the participants learns to perform the 
role associated with the new position of leadership. In 
the case of P1, this phase occurred with the support 
of the person who had previously held the position 
and who was now leaving the organization:

“[a] phase where we are both still present, so the person 
has not left yet and is teaching me. He is passing on to 

me everything he has”

In this case, the learning stage coincided with a 
passing of tasks (from the previous leader to P1), as 
the experienced worker, in the process of leaving the 
organization, trained the worker who was to replace 
him. Despite being a frequently used strategy by 
organizations to manage members’ substitutions, 
we see that for P1 this initial moment is of some 
confusion, since there were two people present in 
the organization, without her knowing exactly which 
of the two was actually taking on the role:

“the two are still there; it seems a little confusing who is 
taking on the role”

Therefore, although having the support of someone 
more experienced during this stage is perceived as 
positive, it also represents some noise, inasmuch as 
P1 did not know exactly how to act. She felt she had 
to get involved so she could learn and be prepared to 
take on the role, but at the same time, there was still 
another person officially responsible for the position:

“for me it’s the most complicated, because it’s the 
feeling that I don’t want to get into it all because the 

other person is still there, but at the same time I have to 
start taking control now, because from one day to the 

next the responsibility is all mine and you need to know 
things”

This experience highlights the challenges associated 
with roles that are simultaneously assumed by 
different people, when the boundaries of each are 
changing. In this case, one of the actors fulfils a role 
that he will soon leave (the supervisor who ensures 
the training of the person who will replace him), and 
the other actor is learning the content and boundaries 
of the new role.

In the case of P2, this first stage took place differently. 
She did not replace someone, and becoming a leader 
meant she became responsible for new projects. 
Thus, despite having colleagues holding the same 
position level, there was no one responsible for 
guiding her in the process of becoming a leader and 
she had to assure the performance of her new role 
autonomously, which also presented challenges:

“a lot of difficulty in assimilating everything there was 
to do or that there could be, in that case, and a little bit 

"putting the cart before the horse" because I was already 
trying to foresee all the problems that could exist”

For P2 this stage was difficult, and it seems she felt lost 
in the immensity of her new tasks and responsibilities:

“at the beginning there was a very bad phase because 
when I learned that I was going to be in charge of two 

projects on my own I thought it would be too much 
responsibility for me and that I didn't have enough time 

to be sufficiently prepared to deal with this situation”

So, as perceived, the learning stage may happen with 
or without support. As support in transition processes 
is certainly relevant, as mentioned by Schlossberg 
(2011), the experience of this phase without a support 
network, namely in the form of a tutor, may imply 
greater pressure due to not knowing what has to be 
done, and the need to learn the demands of the new 
role alone or autonomously. Our participants tried to 
understand what they would have to do and how to 
position themselves in the new role. This initial stage 
is even described as being the most difficult of the 
entire transitioning process, due to the fact that the 
person is not yet comfortable in the new role and 
does not yet know how to perform it:

http://dx.doi.org/10.17267/2317-3394rpds.v9i1.2559
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“it is not frustration, but it is a very strange feeling. For 
me it was always the worst phase” (P1)

“This phase was very bad, a lot of stress” (P2)

The second stage of the process is autonomization, 
which reflects the period of adaptation of the 
participants to the organizational role. In this phase, 
the participants effectively take on the leadership 
position and start carrying out tasks independently:

“there is another phase (…) ‘yes, this is serious’; I am 
alone, I don't have the support anymore” (P1)

“when I actually started to execute the function of being 
responsible for both projects” (P2)

At this stage, the participants seem to have a clearer 
notion of their role and of what the job implies 
and are trying to adapt to it. This phase involved 
understanding how to perform and plan tasks and, 
at the same time, understanding the changes that 
took place at the relational level with colleagues, 
subordinates and supervisor:

“this phase, a bit to conquer people again, to 
understand my space, to understand their space, 
to understand that more informal space that we 

sometimes have, that we notice ceases to exist.” (P1)

Doubts emerge regarding how to perform the job, 
who to turn to and how to behave in the leadership 
position. These doubts may stem from the perception 
of having to do everything correctly, which they seem 
to consider as inherent to the leadership role and 
having subordinates dependent on their work:

“How am I going to do it? Am I going to be able to do 
it? (…) What time do I have? Who should I go to in the 

organization when I have doubts?” (P1)

“I felt a lot of responsibility; I didn't want to let anything 
fail” (P2)

The last stage of the process is consolidation. In this 
stage, both participants felt they had adapted to their 
new role and revealed a new way of functioning and 
greater stability:

“after some time, we have already adapted; we all 
adapt to the new situation we are in (...) and things are 

going normally” (P1)

“now I think I’ve got used to things being like this” (P2)

Nevertheless, at this stage, both participants still feel 
they are not able to fully predict and plan work, as 
well as all the difficulties that may arise, which may be 
justified by the fact that they have not yet completed 
a year in this new role:

“I'm not at the pace where I can already say that I can 
have everything very well planned and everything very 

well defined” (P1)

“I'm not yet at the stage where I can predict the 
difficulties to come” (P2)

Difficulties in the transition process

The participants identified three main difficulties in 
their transition process: fully taking on new functions; 
gaining recognition for their role as a leader; and 
dealing with changes in relationships. With regard to 
fully assuming the new functions, there is reference 
to the diversity of tasks to be performed and the 
responsibility associated with them, as well as the 
performance pressure resulting from the new role, 
which seems to be associated with the need to 
demonstrate value and professionalism:

“it’s hard to integrate everything there is to do or that 
could be” (P2)

“I felt a lot of responsibility, I didn't want anything to let 
anything fail”” (P2)

Another difficulty mentioned was getting recognition for 
their role as a leader from those around them:

“this recognition was very difficult, for people to change 
their person of reference in the workplace” (P1)

“sometimes it gets a little complicated to impose 
respect, to enforce the rules” (P2)

http://dx.doi.org/10.17267/2317-3394rpds.v9i1.2559
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It should be noted that for P1, the transition to this 
leadership role implied replacing the previous team 
leader, which may possibly have made it difficult for 
the members of the team to change their leadership 
reference. 

The difficulty in having her leadership role recognized 
seems to be influenced by gender and age issues, as 
can be seen in P2's discourse:

“in addition to being a woman, I'm young, and I'm not 
always taken seriously” (P2)

This excerpt calls attention to the importance of 
considering the characteristics of the leader in the 
transition process. But also the contextual dimensions, 
represented here by the nature of the occupational 
activity of both participants, who perform functions 
in environments still typically dominated by the 
male gender, which intensifies gender differences 
(Piterman, 2008). This is also consistent with the 
literature that points out some difficulty in women 
having leadership positions recognized by colleagues, 
especially men (Brescoll, 2011).

Another difficulty identified is related to the 
relationships established with subordinates, 
colleagues and managers, which change formally and 
informally:

“the most complicated thing was having to report the 
events to my direct supervisor, the head of production” 

(P2)

“that more informal space that we sometimes have, 
that we notice ceases to exist.” (P1)

Consider also the difficulty of P1 as a leader requesting 
support from her supervisor, which is now felt as 
problematic and a source of stress:

“now it is no longer expected to happen [asking for 
support]; therefore, it is such a stress to understand if 
I am doing this well and if I am not, nobody will see it, 

nobody will review it.” (P1)

The participants reported feeling discrimination 
based on their gender, which can be an extra pressure 
(Santos et al., 2018). This was visible, for example, 
in the fact that people asked for their support for 
behavioural problems, but not technical issues:

“I never felt any kind of discrimination for being a 
woman directly, but indirectly I notice it. For example, 
the person I substituted, who I succeeded, was a man, 
and clearly there were questions that they asked him, 
particularly technical ones (…). I notice that there are 

things that they could ask me, they could consult, 
and that they don’t, in the more technical part (…) on 

behavioural issues they clearly look for me, but not 
because of my role, but because I am a woman and I 

will understand better” (P1)

According to P1, it is usual to observe a social 
distancing from those who take a position of 
leadership. However, she considers that this distance 
tends to fade more quickly for men than for women:

“Even my colleagues, men, who recently took on 
leadership roles, in this case at a hierarchical level 

below me, but who also took on these roles, I saw that 
others distanced themselves from them (...) [But] they 
were able to get closer to people more quickly than I 

did. I am getting there, but it takes longer and I think I 
still haven't made it with everyone in the office.” (P1)

This suggest that the process of transitioning to a 
leadership position seems to be characterized by 
an impoverishment of the support network in the 
organization, to the extent that when moving up the 
hierarchy the person experiences social distance 
from co-workers and, to some degree, remains 
isolated (even temporarily). This can be experienced 
with particular intensity given the inexperience in the 
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Figure 1. Difficulties and influences in the transition process

new position, coupled with the fact that they assume 
full responsibility for the position, without having 
the opportunity to dialogue or request support from 
supervisors – either because they are not physically 
available, or because it is socially expected not to:

“the more we move up, the more lonely we feel, right? 
That’s another thing that I’m trying to adapt to and I’m 

trying to understand why. We are a group small here in 
the [organization]; this is not easy, because, really, I am 

no longer the person to whom they go ask for advice 
[...] it seems that I am the reference for when there are 

problems, but not the person of reference for when they 
need help, which is annoying for me, because I think it 

doesn't make sense” (P1)

Note that the social isolation of women leaders 
at work may be a stressor, resulting in a lack of 
formal and informal support (Santos et al., 2018). 
About twenty years ago, Bellamy and Ramsay (1994) 
indicated that one of the factors underlying the 
women leaving the organizations where they worked 
was the exclusion they felt from their colleagues, 
mostly men. More recently, Nelson and Burke (2000) 
stressed that isolation at work is one of the main 
factors that leads women in positions of leadership 
to exit the organization, also resulting from the lack 
of support at a formal and informal level.

Figure 1 represents the different difficulties identified 
by the participants in the transition process and the 
variables with which they associated these difficulties.
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Note, however, that gender stereotypes were 
simultaneously considered by both participants as 
enhancing their performance, as they felt compelled 
to show that being a woman does not hamper their 
performance:

“it gives me more strength to be able to show that 
nothing has to be different and that, come on, it is the 

same. Being a man, a woman, whatever – it is the same 
and things work” (P1)

“(…) But I think I can overcome this and that it has 
been a good experience, at this moment, to have that 

leadership role. It has given me the baggage I need. (…) 
It gives me some pleasure in knowing that I am capable 

of doing it” (P2)

While there is satisfaction when they feel that 
they are capable of taking on the leadership role 
and overcoming the obstacles associated with it, 
discrimination and gender differences create sadness 
and hurt:

“The thing is, really, it hurts me. I will not lie, it hurts me 
(...) it makes me sad, but it does not make me frustrated 

or stressed, no. I am just sorry. We are in the 21st 
century, right?” (P1)

The transition to the leadership position is seen 
by the participants as a vote of confidence from 
the organization and the recognition of their 
competence, factors which they mobilize to manage 
their experience of discrimination:

“if someone chose me to take this leadership role, 
it is because I have the skills to do it and that's it. 

Frequently, I see that if this trust has been placed in me 
it is because I can be like them, at least, if not better” 

(P2)

In other words, the external validation of leaders of 
a higher hierarchical level, in the form of assigning 
a leadership role, seems to bring security to this 
participant, allowing her to recognize herself as 
competent in her performance.

Representations about the transition to a leadership 
position

The majority of young women who answered the 
questionnaire (86.7%) believe that the transition to a 
leadership position is different for men and women, 
with only 13.3% considering that there are no gender 
differences in this process. This result is in line 
with the literature (Grant Thornton's International 
Business Report, 2018).

Regarding the difficulties which they consider 
that a woman has to face during this process, 
they mentioned recognition of the role of leader; 
responsibilities of the role; and work-life balance. 
The difficulty in recognizing the role of leader refers 
to the lack of recognition of the formal authority of 
the leader and the legitimacy of their promotion. This 
first aspect is then associated with questioning the 
credibility of women as a leader:

“discrediting your authority” (PQ4)3 

“questioning your credibility as a leader” (PQ8)

“Disrespect, lack of authority” (PQ19)

“Lack of acceptance” (PQ21)

The participants also mentioned that women feel that 
those around them believe that the promotion to the 
leadership position was not due to their competence:

“need to prove yourself and show that the job is 
deserved” (PQ6)

“Attribute your transition to factors not associated with 
your performance and skills” (PQ10)

“they never consider that a woman has reached a 
prominent position on merit, with effort, dedication, 

commitment and professionalism.” (PQ19)

“wanting to do the best and thus prove that you deserve 
the job” (PQ3)

3 Identifies the questionnaire respondent.
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Thus, there is a belief in the difficulty in recognizing 
the woman's merit for promotion, which is something 
that the literature demonstrates (Sanders, Hrdlicka, 
Hellicar, Cottrell, & Knox, 2011). For young women 
who participated in this study, gender stereotypes 
are very present in the phenomenon of female 
leadership, in the process of transition to that position 
and in a more global way:

“The issue of gender is, in itself, a difficulty. Even in the 
21st century, there is a stigma of the role of women in 

leadership, specifically the influence of hormones that, 
according to the existing stereotype, influences the 

decision-making process” (PQ7)

“prejudice due to being a woman and having an idea 
that leadership is for men” (PQ3)

“there are still a lot of stereotypes associated with 
female leadership skills.” (PQ10)

Since the characteristics attributed to a leader are 
seen as typically masculine, men also end up being 
seen as natural leaders, which reinforces gender 
differences, as perceived by the participants:

“men are seen as natural leaders so their transition to 
a leadership position is not seen as unusual or wrong” 

(PQ2)

“There is an assumption that men are better leaders.” 
(PQ11)

“Due to the cultural and social norm, women are 
typically seen as less capable than men” (PQ25)

“There is a greater stigma regarding women’s ability to 
lead, since it is almost assumed that men are innate 

leaders.” (PQ30)

The stereotype that men are natural leaders leads to 
women's skills being questioned (Grant Thornton's 
International Business Report, 2018), creating gender 
differences. Stereotypes and gender discrimination 
result in negative perceptions of women's leadership 
skills (Grant Thornton's International Business 
Report, 2019) – see the testimony of PQ22 below –  

and women tend to compare their performance 
with male members and often try to overcome them 
(Davidson & Cooper, 1983). This is clearly present in 
the speech of PQ16:

“Having to show more competences (personal and 
professional) since for a woman to be considered for 

a leadership position she often has to show more 
evidence than the man” (PQ16)

“comments like 'she's a woman, that's why it didn't go 
well' are common” (PQ22)

The participants also consider that the transition 
process will be experienced more intensely by 
women and with more obstacles, given that it is more 
common for a man to reach a position of leadership:

“As it is more usual for men to reach leadership, it is 
normal that they no longer live the process as intensely” 

(PQ3)

“full of barriers and constraints that might not have 
been posed if it were a male” (PQ19)

With regard to the difficulties associated with the 
responsibilities of the function, there is reference to 
the tasks inherent in a leadership position, as well as 
the pressure of performance that is exercised and felt 
by women:

“pressure to do your best” (PQ5) 

“required perfectionism and very short deadlines” 
(PQ26) 

“difficulty of reconciliation derived from organizing your 
own work and the work of others that you will have to 

guide” (PQ27)

The participants also referred to work-life balance, 
considering that women will have less time and 
availability to dedicate to their professional life:

“in our culture women have a markedly more important 
family role” (PQ19)

http://dx.doi.org/10.17267/2317-3394rpds.v9i1.2559


20

Rev. Psicol. Divers. Saúde, Salvador, 2020 March;9(1):9-23
Doi: 10.17267/2317-3394rpds.v9i1.2559 | ISSN: 2317-3394 

Women in transition to leadership

Although there are currently some policies adopted 
by companies to reduce gender disparities – payment 
of maternity leave (59%), flexible hours (57%) and 
part-time work (54%) (Grant Thornton's International 
Business Report, 2018) – women continue to play 
an important family role, making it more difficult 
for them to manage the work-family relationship, as 
shown by the literature (Brandão & Lopes, 2017).

A woman's transition to a leadership position is 
considered to involve a mixture of positive and 
negative emotions. The participants associate 
frustration, doubt and fear with the process, given 
the barriers that are posed and that women must 
overcome, the fact that this is an unknown territory 
for women and the increased responsibility and work 
associated with the role:

“Full of frustrations” (PQ2)

“I think it is a complicated time, in which she goes 
through several emotions – like doubt” (PQ11)

At the same time, they refer to satisfaction and pride, 
considering that the process will be understood by 
women as an acknowledgment of their work and 
a way of asserting themselves, which seems to be 
consistent with the fact that one third of European 
women interviewed in the study undertaken by 
Catalyst (2002) aspire to top leadership:

“Happiness?” (PQ1)

“the transition is always seen as a recognition of your 
effort” (PQ3)

“lived with positivity” (PQ11) 

“With a lot of pride” (PQ28)

Young university students consider that in this 
process women also find aspects that motivate them 
to take action, namely the desire to achieve the goals 
previously defined by women:

“Willingness to do well, wanting to excel” (PQ1)

“The goals that the person wants to achieve” (PQ2)

“willingness to give everything” (PQ6)

“Will to change, personal affirmation, will to achieve 
individual and collective success” (PQ9)

“personal and professional growth” (PQ13)

“Goal reward awards; definition of work objectives” 
(PQ14)

“anger” (PQ15)

“great motivation to make a difference” (PQ28)

Consider anger in particular, which, having been 
mentioned by a participant, we highlight for its 
difference, and for revealing how difficulties can 
be differently interpreted and promote individual 
overcoming. However, it is important to understand 
at what cost to the well-being of women.

Conclusions

This study allows us to present a preliminary proposal 
for a model of the transition process to a position 
of leadership, understanding that it is structured 
in different phases, in a rationale of progressive 
autonomy. It was not possible in this study to identify 
whether these phases have a time limit, which is 
something that future studies should seek to explore. 
It therefore seems to us that it will be important to 
collect data from leaders who initiated the transition 
process between two to three years earlier, with the 
two-year time limit often being considered to assess 
the success of the transition (e.g., Keller & Meaney, 
2018). This period may allow us to assess the extent 
to which the leader is completely autonomous, as well 
as the way in which the difficulties we identified here 
are being managed, whether they remain in time or if 
other constraints emerge.

As mentioned in the introduction, no models were 
identified in the literature about the transition 
process to a position of leadership, and, therefore, 
the model of organizational integration proposed 
by Porter and colleagues (1975) was used. It should 
be noted, however, that this model describes the 
process of someone who enters an organization. 
In this study we focused on two participants who 
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became leaders in the organization where they 
were already integrated. While it is true that in the 
learning phase, participants already knew the norms 
and the culture of the organization, they accessed 
new information on how to perform the job, being 
introduced to a new role. In the second phase of 
the integration model, the worker starts a period of 
experimental work, which aims to adapt them to the 
organization, resembling the phase of autonomy in 
our model of the transition to a leadership position. 
In this second phase, which is characterized by the 
beginning of the performance of a new function in its 
entirety, the person tries to adapt to the new role, but 
also to the whole reality underlying it (e.g., changes 
in work relations, indecision regarding decision-
making). Finally, there is the phase when the new 
member has already adapted to the organization, 
changing their values, relationships and behaviours. 
Likewise, in the consolidation phase of the proposed 
model, the person feels they have adapted to the new 
role, and we see that the participants associate this 
phase with a way of doing and being that represents 
a new normal, albeit with uncertainties.

This research suggests that the approach to the 
transition process focused on here should follow 
the ecological model, in the sense of considering 
the process, the person, the context and the time 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Moreover, the 
importance of planning the transition processes to 
leadership positions should be recognized, contrary 
to the tendency of many organizations to leave 
this process to be managed entirely by the leader 
in transition. It seems important to us to design 
transition programmes tailored to the new leader, 
which, moreover, meets a more ecological approach, 
as advocated. Note, for this purpose, that although 
P1 previously held a leadership position in the 
organization (although at a lower level), she associated 
difficulties with the transition, which supports the 
idea that the transition to a leadership position always 
requires planning and support. These considerations 
may be particularly relevant when dealing with 
women who are experiencing the process. Since this 
process is influenced by stereotypes based on gender 
(according to the experience of the participants in 
study 1 and the perceptions of those in study 2), it 
is important to consider that these are potential 
stress factors for women in positions of leadership 
(Gardiner & Tiggemann, 1999).

Further studies are needed to make the proposed 
transition model more robust, identifying in particular 
whether it adequately describes the transition process 
of leaders at different levels of the organization (e.g., 
top leaders as opposed to first-level leaders, such as 
the participants in study 1), as well as from different 
genders. These studies will allow the definition of 
strategies that organizations can mobilize to better 
support the experience of the transition process to 
leadership roles.

The three phases of the transition process for 
women to a position of leadership are characterized 
by difficulties and constraints. These difficulties are 
simultaneously seen as driving forces, as they allow 
women to demonstrate their value as a professional. 
It should also be noted that although participants of 
study 2 did not experience a process of transition to a 
leadership position, they associated it with difficulties 
that jibe with the experiences of participants on study 
1, who did experience the transition process. This 
suggests that the representations of young women 
about this organizational process is close to the 
transition experience itself.

This research has some limitations that must be 
considered. First, study 1 focuses on the experience 
of only two participants. In view of the difficulty in 
accessing participants who met the defined inclusion 
criteria in a timely manner, an attempt was made to 
reach participant saturation; however, we believe that 
this was not fully achieved. It would be important, 
therefore, to access more leaders, in order to reach the 
theoretical saturation point. For the future, it will also 
be pertinent to develop studies with men and women, 
in order to understand if the proposed model applies 
regardless of gender and what the role of this and 
other dimensions is in the way the transition process 
is experienced. Another aspect to be considered 
in future studies is whether the transition process 
presents particularities for leaders who already are 
members of the organization compared to those who 
move from other organizations. Note that in study 
1, the two participants were already workers at the 
organization where their transition process took place. 
It should also be noted that the participants in study 
2 responded the questionnaires thinking of women 
leaders without being asked to consider a particular 
level of leadership (e.g., top or first line).
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This work contributes to a better definition of the 
concept of transition process to a position of formal 
leadership in an organizational context, advancing with 
a first proposal of the internal structure of this process 
and the difficulties that women who experience this 
process have to manage. It also suggests that women 
who have not yet experienced this process and who 
belong to the millennial generation are aware of 
the gender stereotypes present in the work context 
with regard to female leadership. Being certain that 
this awareness can make them more competent in 
identifying the manifestations of these stereotypes, 
enabling them to better deal with them, it is important 
to reflect on (and study) whether these beliefs will 
have negative effects on women’s self-esteem and 
sense of competence, discouraging their investment 
in leadership positions. It is important to intervene in 
society, namely in terms of education and training, so 
that the competence and potential of each person to 
perform leadership (and other) functions is valued, 
without gender stereotypes limiting women or men. 
Note that, contrary to common sense, women also 
want to reach the top.
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