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The glass cliff phenomenon refers to a tendency to appoint women to leadership positions when
organizational performance is declining, often resulting in lower levels of female leader success. This
phenomenon is well documented in management literature, however, the social and psychological
mechanisms that lead to these appointments are still poorly understood and have not been
investigated in the Information Technology (IT) field. Therefore, this study fills a gap in the
literature by developing a model of predicted I'T leadership success and predicted transformational
IT leadership. Results of a scenario-based experiment indicate that expectations tend to be higher
for female candidates. Additionally, when members of a leader hiring team score higher in terms of
sexism, they tend to rate transformational information technology (IT) leadership of female leaders
higher. This may explain the glass cliff phenomenon since transformational I'T leaders are believed
to be better suited to turning around poor-performing teams. Implications of gender for IT
researchers, hiring teams, and leader evaluation boards are discussed.

Keywords: Transformational IT leadership, leader gender, I'T leadership success, organizational
performance, women in I'T

Introduction

Individuals’ career advancement and leadership opportunities are visibly and significantly
influenced by their gender (for a comprehensive review, see Lindqvist et al., 2021). Management
literature suggests that among the individuals whose assigned gender at birth corresponds to their
self-defined gender identity (i.e., cisgender individuals), women were more disadvantaged than men,
even when their capabilities are similar (Khushk et al., 2023; Koburtay et al., 2019; Lindqvist et al.,
2021; Shen & Joseph, 2021). This article investigates the current situation that cisgender women face
as a minority group compared to cisgender men within the context of leadership in the Information
Technology (IT) field. Even though the glass ceiling is more permeable than in the past, female
leaders are still held to different standards and expectations than their male counterparts (Rudman et
al., 2012). Several years ago, psychologists identified a newer form of discrimination called glass cliff
(Ryan et al., 2007). Glass cliff suggests that females are preferred for leadership positions in high-
risk, precarious situations. Coincidentally, when companies are geared toward success, male leaders
are more likely to be chosen for leadership positions. While the glass ceiling has become more
permeable over the last few years, female leaders are still held to different standards and
expectations than male leaders. Glass cliff has adverse outcomes for both the women who are
Information Technology (IT) leaders, in general, and those who were put into high-risk positions.
Female IS leaders taking on risky leadership positions are more likely to fail due to the increased
riskiness of the endeavor. Consequently, their reputations and leadership careers may be impacted
negatively and irrevocably (Ryan et al., 2007). Furthermore, such leadership failures may be
generalized and impact the employment of women overall by creating a negative stereotype of
temale IT leaders. Therefore, it is crucial to understand and overcome the glass cliff phenomenon
within the IT profession. This phenomenon is particularly salient, since it may manifest due to the
perceivers' sexist attitudes (Acar & Sumer, 2018). For simplicity, hereafter, the discussion of the IT
profession includes the information systems field.

Sexist attitudes are likely to exist in the historically male-dominated I'T profession which also
tends to have a masculine organizational culture (Kirton & Robertson, 2018). Lawler and Molluzzo
(2016) conducted a study of Information Systems students at their university and found that female
students, in particular, were aware of sexism in their field, which also led to bullying. Their research
showed that Information Systems and Computer Science students are “essentially knowledgeable of

21



bullying as a concern in [the] industry” (Lawler & Molluzzo, 2016, p. 137). Not only can sexism
affect female leaders, but it can also affect work quality in that it can “constrain the morale and the
performance of professionals” (Lawler & Molluzzo, 2016, p. 137). The researchers concluded there
was enough concern to suggest that programs prepare students for this eventuality before entering
the profession. Other studies identified a need to understand and reduce the gender gap in the
profession through approaches like understanding barriers, i.c., the lack of access to technology
education in high school (Reid et al., 2010).

Empirical studies of the glass cliff phenomenon have demonstrated contradictory results
(Ryan et al., 2016). In responding to criticism regarding the glass cliff phenomenon, the authors who
coined the term suggest that the phenomenon is nuanced and context-dependent (Ryan et al., 2016,
p. 449). However, a literature review identified a gap in this research area and highlighted the need to
understand the different contexts in which it occurs (Ryan et al., 2016). In this study, we investigate
the psychological and social drivers of the glass cliff phenomenon and its impact on the I'T
profession. This study also employs a conceptualization of transformational leadership that was
developed for the IT field, which is characterized by a culture of innovation and constant change.
Specifically, this study investigates the influence of a leadet's gender on perceptions of the degree of
transformational I'T leadership associated with the leader, and how the sexism of the perceiver
influences this relationship. We also investigate whether a leadet's gender influences predicted
success of the organization that they lead. Therefore, we pose the following research question:

RQ. How does a leader’s gender influence perceptions of transformational I'T leadership and
predicted organizational success?

This study seeks to contribute to the glass-cliff paradigm by (1) testing this phenomenon
within the Information Systems field and (2) examining the impact of the glass-cliff phenomenon on
perceptions of transformational I'T leadership. The findings augment the understanding of the
mechanisms that drive the glass cliff phenomenon and should carry implications for leader selection
teams seeking to avoid bias in their hiring decisions. This study also contributes to the Information
Systems literature by introducing the impact of the glass-cliff phenomenon. It also enhances studies
on gender-related issues in IS research that promote women's participation both in the IS field and
especially in IS leadership. The practical contribution of this study includes eliciting factors that
increase bias in I'T-related hiring decisions. This would allow executives and hiring staff to increase
their awareness and take action to eliminate such bias.

Findings that performance expectations tend to be higher for female candidates are
consistent with the glass cliff paradigm. Further, the finding that when members of a leader hiring
team score higher in terms of sexism, they tend to rate female candidates higher in terms of
transformational I'T leadership represents a potential explanation of the glass cliff phenomenon,
since transformational I'T leaders are expected to be more effective at turning around poor-
performing teams, and members of the hiring committee who score higher in sexism (and thus have
stereotypical expectations regarding characteristics of female leaders) may assume that women will
exhibit a transformational style of leadership (characterized by nurturing, open communication, and
team building rather than inter-team competition). In addition to the implications for the glass cliff
phenomenon and female leadership in the IT field, these findings have implications for hiring teams,
related to the identification of implicit biases and gender-based expectations of leadership
candidates. These implications may have a substantial influence on leadership candidate selection,
team performance, and the career prospects for female leader candidates.
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In the following section, we review relevant research on the glass cliff phenomenon,
transformational leadership, organizational performance, organizational culture, and gender in the IT
tield, including the gender gap, masculine organizational culture, and sexism. A model of predicted
transformational I'T leadership and organizational performance is developed and tested using a
simulation-based experiment. Results are discussed, highlighting one unexpected finding,
implications, and areas for further exploration. The paper concludes by summarizing remarks.

Literature Review
To answer our research question, the relevant literature on transformational leadership, the
glass cliff phenomenon, and gender in the information systems field are reviewed.

The Glass Cliff Phenomenon

Borrowing the glass metaphor from the ‘glass ceiling’ term, Ryan and Haslam (2005) coined
the term glass cliff to describe an observed tendency for women to be chosen for leadership
positions during times of low performance, turbulence, crisis, or impending failure. Farlier scenario-
based experiments confirmed this tendency (e.g. Mulcahy & Linehan, 2014).

Many factors are at play in the glass-cliff phenomenon. Some key drivers are selection bias
based on stereotypes about women and a faulty understanding of the characteristics associated with
successful emergence from crisis (Ryan et al., 2016). For instance, women tend to be perceived as
communal, while men tend to be viewed as agentic (Ryan et al., 2016). Further, the common and
biased beliefs about "good leadership" tend to track with stereotypes associated with masculinity
(i.e., competence, independence, competitiveness), yet when performance is declining, this
association no longer applies, and preference is for stereotypically feminine characteristics of
nurturing, empathy, and compassion (Ryan et al., 2016), and tactfulness and a desire to avoid
controversy (Morgenroth et al., 2020).

Evolving Leadership Theories in the IT Field

The information systems discipline is characterized by multiple unique factors that make
traditional leadership theories less effective at explaining outcomes than in other fields (Eseryel,
2014). In addition, the dynamic nature of this field suggests that the leadership factors that influence
organizational outcomes are changing, and thus require frequent attention from researchers. For
example, researchers found different ways of decision-making, knowledge creation and
management, politeness behaviors among members, and unique participation behaviors in certain
IT-enabled organizations.

Further, many theories do not explore the characteristics of leaders that influence
transformation in the technology industry, which is characterized by several distinct traits (Pittenger
et al., 2022). These characteristics include a focus on innovation, a dynamic business environment,
and unique supply chain characteristics (i.e., short distribution channels, and high production costs
but negligible distribution costs) (Altinkemer & Guan, 2003). Several I'T-based theories are
developed such as the IT self-leadership (Eseryel, 2020), action-based transformational leadership
theory (Eseryel & Eseryel, 2013), e-leadership (Avolio et al., 2000), functional & visionary leadership
theory (Eseryel et al., 2021), and transformational I'T leadership theory.

In this study, we use transformational IT leadership (Eseryel, 2020; Eseryel & Biernath,
2024) theory because it fits very well for organizations with a specific leader who tries to make an
outstanding impact in the organization to transform it in a major way. Transformational I'T
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leadership refers to the ability of a leader to foster a culture of innovative thinking where the
followers use I'T to improve their work processes and outcomes.

The Gender Gap and the Transformational I'T Leadership

Women remain underrepresented in tech leadership positions (Atomico, 2021). The
percentage of women studying I'T has steadily dropped since reaching 37% in 1984
(ComputerScience.org, 2022) and is now only 18.7% (NSF, 2019). McCain (2022) reported that
women comprise only 19% of senior vice president positions and 15% of CEO positions in the tech
industry.

Many factors that influence the low representation of women in tech have not changed over
the years - the education pipeline, recruitment, hiring, pay equity, promotion, and retention of
women are still prevalent concerns in the tech industry today (Deloitte, 2021). Lamar and Shaikh
(2020) note that the top three barriers reported by women that prevent them from moving into
leadership positions in the tech industry are gender bias (21%), followed by work/life integration
(16%), and lack of sponsorship (14%). Extant research identifies the need to understand and reduce
the gender gap in the Information Systems field through approaches such as understanding barriers
(Reid et al., 2010).

One well-documented result of the I'T gender gap is a culture of sexism (Harmon & Walden,
2020). As male IT professionals work with other males, they can develop experience-based norms
and expectations of what constitutes a good coworker, as these norms develop socially. The social
construction of these norms is driven by interactions among mostly males. These norms may reflect
masculine characteristics, and over time, a masculine, or in some cases, even sexist organizational
culture may emerge.

Business literature commonly views culture as "a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned
by a group and to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive and think as it solved its
problems of external adaptation and internal integration well enough to be considered valid"
(Schein, 2010, p. 18). Occupational culture is defined as a unique culture related to a field, which is
formed as a corollary of specific tasks and expertise (Jacks, 2012). For instance, I'T professionals
support technology services, including hardware and software, and bring expertise in system analysis
and design, programming, database administration, project management, and technical support
(Jacks & Palvia, 2014). The IT occupational culture includes technical jargon, ideation, and unique
values (Jacks & Palvia, 2014). As such, the IT field has an occupational culture that is different from
other business aspects (Annabi & Lebovitz, 2018), which may lead to some adverse organizational
outcomes (Jacks et al., 2018).

In addition to sexism, male-dominated fields tend to be characterized by a culture of
masculinity (Blondé et al., 2022). While a culture of masculinity can imply gender-differentiated
roles, masculinity refers to a sense of competitiveness, individual accomplishment, and propensity to
succeed in risky endeavors. Individuals who score highly in masculinity tend to seek opportunities to
set themselves apart from others (Furner & George, 2012), often by taking on challenging tasks and
highlighting their accomplishments relative to their peers. Individuals who report lower masculinity,
on the other hand, tend to be more nurturing, supportive, and communal (Hofstede, 2011).

While a majority of gender in transformational leadership studies find that female leaders are
perceived as being more transformational, Hypothesis 1 predicts that in a technologically intensive
environment, a culture of masculinity will dominate, where leaders value individual achievement and
measurable performance over relationship building and collaboration, and this will lead subordinates
to strive to outperform each other, resulting in a competitive race to stand out. In this setting, it is
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predicted that subjects will view male leaders as more masculine, fostering a sense of competition
that will push employees to go beyond transactional expectations, and as such, male I'T leader
candidates will be perceived as more transformational.

H1: Within the IT field, male leader candidates will be perceived as higher in terms of
transformational I'T leadership.

Sexism and Perceptions of Transformational IT Leadership

The IT field, similar to some other male-dominated fields, is characterized by a culture of
sexism (Matwyshyn, 2003). Occupational terminology is rampant with sexist terms such as
motherboard, grandfather, father backups, and Alexis — a female servant. I'T occupational culture-
related barriers that obstruct women include male-dominated environments, gender discrimination,
and companies not supporting women for leadership positions (Kirton & Robertson, 2018). While
women are less likely to be promoted, when they are promoted, it is at a minor step up the career
ladder and often in a career path that moves them further from the core business functions (Alegria,
2019). Women continue to be underrepresented in tech leadership positions (Atomico, 2021).
Similarly, benevolent sexism leads to a lack of promotion of women to jobs in which they are
underrepresented (Hideg & Ferris, 20106). Therefore, we posit that sexism moderates the relationship
between the leader's gender and the transformation of I'T leadership perception as such:

Sexism may affect female leaders and their work quality because it can "constrain the morale
and the performance of professionals" (Lawler & Molluzzo, 2016, p. 137). Sexist attitudes may be
why the glass cliff phenomenon exists (Acar & Sumer, 2018). Glass Cliff refers to female executives
being more likely to be appointed in high-risk situations when a firm's performance is declining
(Ryan & Haslam, 2007). The already downward trajectory increases the likelihood of failure, which,
in return, may negatively and permanently impact women's reputations and leadership careers (Ryan
et al., 2007).

Since sexism refers to prejudice based on stereotypes, we anticipate that subjects who score
higher in terms of sexism will harbor more stereotypical expectations regarding female leaders,
specifically that they are nurturing, collaborative, supportive, and collegial rather than competitive.
We expect that this biased view of females will lead those who score highly on the sexism scale to
view female I'T leader candidates as more transformative and that this will supersede the effects of
masculinity described in hypothesis 1. In summary, we predict that a culture of masculinity will lead
IT professionals to view male candidates as more transformative because they can foster a
competitive work environment (H1). However, if the IT professional scores highly in terms of
sexism, their expectations of female leaders will supersede their beliefs regarding the relationship
between a competitive environment and transformational I'T leadership, and they will rate female
candidates as more transformational (H2).

H2: Sexist responders will rate female candidates higher in terms of transformational IT
leadership.

Organizational Performance & Predicted IT Leadership Success

A variety of individual organizational and environmental factors influence leadership success,
and definitions of success vary depending on situational factors. For many leaders, success is
determined by the financial performance of the organization.
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For example, Chen et al. (2019) explored CEO transformational leadership on firm
performance and examined a potential difference in the moderating role of environmental
uncertainty on the relationship between transformational leadership and firm performance. They
contend that high technology uncertainty and sophisticated information technology information are
considered different types of environmental uncertainty, which may explain a negative influence on
the relationship between transformational leadership and firm performance. They hypothesized that
"technology uncertainty negatively moderates the positive effect of CTL on exploratory innovation"
(Chen et al., 2019, p. 88). Although the impact of technology innovation and uncertainty were
evident, this hypothesis was not supported. However, demand and technology uncertainty had a
partial mediating role in the relationship between CTL and firm performance.

The relationship between leadership style and organizational performance has been studied
extensively. Relevant to this study, glass cliff researchers suggest that leadership success is
determined in part by organizational performance trajectory, which refers to the relative change in
the entity's performance at a given point in time. Corporate performance trajectory is higher when
growth has been improving until the time of measurement and lower when growth has been
declining. For example, Yang et al. (2021) examined a sample of U.S. college football coaches. They
found that when leaders take over high-performing organizations, if there is a decline, then the rate
of performance decline is lower, suggesting a positive relationship between performance trajectory
and leader success.

D'Aventi (1989) notes that managing declining firms is challenging because organizations are
systems that tend to get caught in positive or negative reinforcing cycles. Hence, identifying the cycle
drivers and correcting the negative drivers is complicated by social, cultural, and political factors and
by the fact that the drivers are only sometimes visible to leadership. Moreover, according to
D'Aventi (1989), the mechanism that drives these negative cycles also applies to positive ones.
Chaganti et al. (2005, p. 133) echo this sentiment and add that an incumbent CEO must not only
manage the performance trajectory of the firm but must also "address repeated transitions between
performance cycles of decline, stagnation, and growth."

Consistent with the findings of several studies within the glass cliff literature and the findings
of Yang et al. (2021), D'Aventi (1989), and Chaganti et al. (2005), we anticipate that when a firm is in
a state of growth, expectations of leadership success for incumbent leaders will be higher than it
would if the firm was in a state of decline.

H3: A positive organizational performance trajectory will increase predicted IT leadership
success.

According to Jas and Skelcher (2005, p. 195), "[the] improvement of organizational
performance is a major theme in contemporary debates about the governance and management of
public organizations." The turnaround paradigm represents a substantial body of literature that
examines the factors that influence the efforts to improve performance when organizational
performance is declining. For example, Jas and Skelcher (2005) argue that in the absence of
leadership capability and cognition, organizations fail to self-initiate turnaround and are at higher
risk of failure. As a result, organizations in a state of performance decline will often replace
leadership (Bodolica & Spraggon, 2021) to instigate substantial change that results in turnaround.

While research on leadership during periods of declining organizational performance is
extensive, research on the influence of gender on leadership success is relatively limited, particularly
within the context of the I'T workforce. Within the glass cliff paradigm, the role of gender
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expectations of leaders is well studied. However, few glass cliff studies measure performance
expectations, and fewer are still conducted in an I'T-intensive setting.

According to Morgenroth et al. (2020), a common approach to the design of glass cliff
studies is to develop a quasi-experiment in which subjects are presented with two leader candidates,
one male, and one female, and are presented with two firms, one that is described as doing well, and
another that is depicted as being in crisis. Findings generally indicate that female candidates are
preferred when the organization is in crisis (Morgenroth et al., 2020), with many researchers
explaining this finding by suggesting that stereotypically feminine personality characteristics of
compassion, collaboration, and communication are desirable when a substantial degree of
organizational change associated with turnaround is needed.

While the focus of glass cliff literature is on the tendency to appoint female leaders to
organizations in crisis, no literature was found during the conduct of this study that explores leader
gender preferences when the organization is in a state of high and improving performance. Previous
literature on the effect of leadership characteristics on firm performance, which were not conducted
in I'T work contexts, suggests that critical leadership characteristics include charisma (Awamleh &
Gardner, 1999), conscientiousness (Colbert et al., 2014), strategic vision (Zaccaro & Banks, 2001),
experience, emotional intelligence, and intelligence (Cavazotte et al., 2012).

Revisiting the literature on the gender gap in the IT field, which was outlined while
describing hypothesis 1, it was argued that the IT field was characterized by a masculine culture
driven by achievement and a focus on individual accomplishment. Suppose this masculine culture
also characterizes those firms that are experiencing improving performance. In that case, it stands to
reason that evaluators will expect that a leader who embodies these masculine characteristics would
be best suited to continue the trajectory of performance improvement and would thus prefer a male
leader candidate. In addition, the positive effect of prior leader experience on organizational
performance has been demonstrated in multiple studies (Desai et al., 2016). Since the I'T industry is
male-dominant, likely, the number of available experienced male leaders is simply higher, leading to
a tendency to select male leader candidates.

H4: Male information technology leaders will be perceived to have higher levels of I'T
leadership success when organizational performance is increasing.

Figure 1 - Research Model

H1 Transformational IT Leadership
Leader Gender .
Perception
H2
H4
Perceiver’s Sexism
Organizational Performance Predicted IT Leadership Success
H3
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Method
To evaluate the research model, a scenario-based experiment was conducted in which
subjects were asked to assume the role of a hiring professional tasked with considering applicants
for a leadership position. The experiment is described in the following subsection.

Research Design

First, a scenario-based experiment with a 2x2 factorial design (candidate sex and
organizational performance trajectory) was developed. Scenario-based experiments allow researchers
to examine the effects of specific manipulated factors on individual judgment and cognition while
controlling for factors that are not modeled (Rungtusanatham et al., 2011). Next, a hiring scenario
was developed in which subjects are asked to assume the role of a hiring professional considering
applicants for a Director of Information Technology (IT) role. The subjects are provided with a job
description, a one-paragraph Financial Times article about the company that indicates either
declining performance or growth, and a short, half-page resume for one candidate. After reading this
material, subjects were asked to predict the candidate's performance impact and to indicate their
potential for transformational IT leadership. Each subject evaluated one candidate, consistent with
the protocol employed by (Furner & Grubb, 2020). Subjects were also asked a series of questions
related to sexism and demographic questions.

Measures
Both organizational performance trajectory and candidate sex were manipulated during the
experiment. Specifically, organizational performance trajectory (TRAJECTORY) was manipulated
using a 1-paragraph Financial Times article along with a line graph, which indicated either declining
(coded as 1) or increasing (coded as 2) stock performance. Candidate sex (C_GENDER) was
manipulated using resumes that included a small photo of the candidate (male is coded as 1; female
is coded as 2) along with culturally traditional names that matched the sex of the candidate's photo.
Manipulation checks for TRAJECTORY and C_GENDER were also conducted. Sexism (SEXISM)
was assessed using Glick and Fiske's (1997) 22-item Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, where both
dimensions, hostile sexism and benevolent sexism, were included. Predicted success (SUCCESS) was
measured using three questions developed for this study. More precisely, a 5-point Likert-type scale
was used where 1 was "very poor," and 5 was "very good" to measure participants' responses. The
questions asked were:
(1) What do you think will be the success of this company after [candidate's name] works in
this position for five years?
(2) To what extent will [candidate's name] be able to influence the company to change in
positive ways within five years?
(3) To what extent is the success or failure of this company dependent on [candidate's
name]|?
Transformational I'T leadership (TRANSFORM_LEAD) was measured using Eseryel and Biernath’s
(2024) 22-item scale.

Subjects

Data were collected from undergraduate student subjects at two universities, one in Turkey
and one in the Netherlands. These students had an average of 5.8 months of professional work
experience. Students from these two countries were chosen because they differ on Hofstede's (2011)
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masculinity dimension and, as such, are expected to provide sufficient variance on the sexism
variable. Participation was voluntary. Each survey was presented to the participants in their native
language and included candidate profiles that provided typical names and experiences from their
country. Five hundred sixty-two responses were collected, with 281 from Turkey and 281 from the
Netherlands. Cases were excluded if subjects did not answer any of the analyzed questions, yielding
a final usable sample of 441 subjects.

Analysis and Results

The data were analyzed with IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version
26. Before testing the main effects, a manipulation check was run to ensure that subjects correctly
identified the firm's performance trajectory (TRAJECTORY) and the candidate's sex
(C_GENDER). The bivariate correlation between TRAJECTORY and the corresponding
manipulation check is 0.96 and was significant. Additionally, the bivariate correlation between
C_GENDER and the corresponding manipulation check was 1.00 and significant. Finally, we
conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) using principal components analysis with varimax
rotation on the items for SEXISM, SUCCESS, AND TRANSFORM_LEAD. Factor loadings
ranged from 0.69 to 0.91 for SEXISM, from 0.48 to 0.79 for SUCCESS, and from 0.49 to 0.88 for
TRANSFORM_LEAD, indicating discriminant validity. Cronbach alphas were 0.926 for SEXISM,
0.805 for SUCCESS, and 0.943 for TRANSFORM_LEAD. Means, standard deviations (Std. Dev.),
and bivariate correlations (r) are presented in Table 1.

Hypotheses 1 and 2 can be tested using regression analysis. Hypotheses 3 and 4 can be
tested using a second regression analysis. A regression analysis was conducted to test hypotheses 1
and 2, with predicted success as the dependent variable and organizational performance trajectory
and an interaction term of candidate sex multiplied by organizational performance trajectory as
independent variables. The regression equation was significant (F(2,441) = 6.07 p=-0.003; adj. R*> =
0.027).

Table 1 - Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations

Variables Mean Std. Dev. | r(1) |[r(2) | r(3)
TRAJECTORY (1) 1.52 0.50 1.00 |0.05 [-0.01
C_GENDER (2) 1.52 0.50 0.05 |1.00 |[0.03
SEXISM (3) 4.05 1.20 -0.01 [ 0.03 [1.00
SUCCESS 5.45 0.94
TRANSFORM_LEAD 5.30 0.75

**%* = p<0.001; ** =p <0.050; and * = p < 0.100

TRAJECTORY is an indicator variable; it is equal to 1 when a participant received a declining
performance scenario and 2 if given an increasing performance scenario.

C_GENDER is an indicator variable; it is equal to 1 for male participants and equal to 2 for
female participants.

SEXISM - is a factored variable based on Glick and Fiske's (1997) 22-item Ambivalent Sexism
Inventory.

SUCCESS - is a factored variable using three items created for this study.

TRANSFORM_LEAD - is a factored variable adapted from Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and
Bommer's (1996) 22-item Transformational Leadership Behavioral Scale for use in an IT context.
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A regression analysis was conducted to test hypothesis 3, with perceived transformational IT
leadership as the dependent variable and sexism and an interaction term of Candidate Sex X sexism
as independent variables. The regression equation was significant (F(2,439)= 10.11, p < 0.001; adj.
R* = 0.040). Regression results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2 - Results of Regression Analysis

. Independent
Dependent Var Hypothesis \F}ar Beta | SE T Supported
= - *
TRANSFORM_ H1 (SBEE)TIEE/IRX 021 |0.10 |-2.03 Yes
LEAD *x
H2 C GENDER 008 |002 |423 Yes
H3 TRAJECTORY 0.29 |0.09 |3.21** | Yes
SUCCESS TRAJECTORY X x
H4 C GENDER 013 | 040 |3.21 No

** = < 0.001; * = p < 0.050

TRAJECTORY is an indicator variable; it is equal to 1 when a participant received a declining
performance scenario and 2 if given an increasing performance scenario.

C_GENDER is an indicator variable; it is equal to 1 for male participants and equal to 2 for
female participants.

SEXISM - is a factored variable based on Glick and Fiske's (1997) 22-item Ambivalent Sexism
Inventory.

SUCCESS - is a factored variable using three items created for this study.

TRANSFORM_LEAD - is a factored variable adapted from Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and
Bommer's (1996) 22-item Transformational Leadership Behavioral Scale for use in an IT context.

Hypothesis 1 predicted that within the IT field, male leader candidates would be rated higher
in transformational IT leadership. This hypothesis was supported. Hypothesis 2 predicted that the
influence of candidate sex on perceived transformational I'T leadership would be different for
respondents who score higher on sexism and that they would rate female candidates as higher in
transformational I'T leadership. This hypothesis was supported. Findings indicate that when the
respondent scores higher in terms of sexism, they tend to rate female candidates higher in terms of
transformational I'T leadership. Hypothesis 3 predicted that when organizational performance
trajectory was positive, predictions of leadership success would increase. This hypothesis was
supported. Finally, Hypothesis 4 predicted that when organizational performance trajectory was
positive, male leader candidates would be rated higher in terms of leadership success. This
hypothesis was not supported. While a positive relationship was identified, female leader candidates
were rated higher in terms of leadership success.

Discussion
The objective of this study was to evaluate the effect of leadership candidate characteristics,
including sex, on predictions of transformational I'T leadership and candidate success within the
context of the glass cliff paradigm. This study carries implications for researchers as well as I'T
professionals, particularly those involved in decisions affecting the appointment of leaders. Findings
are discussed along with research implications, followed by practical implications, limitations, and
opportunities for future research.
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Theoretical Contributions

Findings supported a relationship between candidate gender and perceptions of
transformational leadership, in which male candidates are rated higher in terms of IT
transformational leadership (H1). This finding differs from the consensus within the glass cliff
paradigm, in which female leaders tend to be viewed as more capable of inspiring subordinates to go
beyond their transactional obligations. This finding is attributed to differences in the culture in the
IT field, which is male-dominated and tends to be masculine, thus favoring male candidates. Further
findings supported an interaction between decision-maker sexism and the relationship between
candidate gender and organizational performance trajectory on predicted success, in which female
candidates were rated as more transformational when the respondent scored higher in terms of
sexism (H2). This finding is consistent with the cultural literature on masculinity, in which
individuals characterized by higher levels of masculinity not only espouse gender-based roles but
also view women as more nurturing and social. In contrast, they view men as more focused on
individual accomplishment Hofstede, 2011). For the glass cliff paradigm, this implies the
phenomenon in which female leaders tend to be appointed to leadership opportunities in which the
odds of success are lower. It occurs partly because the people making the assignment may believe
that a transformational leader would be better suited to turn around the poor-performing team. If
they are sexist, they may believe that female leaders will be more successful at facilitating the
transformation. While the r-squared for this regression was relatively low, the dependent variable,
perceptions of transformational I'T leadership are complex and nuanced, and as such a vast number
of factors, including subject-level psychological factors, organizational cultural derived perceptions
of leadership expectations, and many others influence this outcome. As our understanding of the
factors that drive perceptions of transformational I'T leadership evolves, our ability to develop
models that explain the factor should improve as well. In the meantime, our findings that gender
and the interaction between gender and sexism are important to our understanding of leadership in
IT, given the traditional male-dominated nature of the field. While low, these r-squared values are
not inconsistent with those found in other studies that have had a substantial impact on emerging
paradigms (e.g., De Bondt & Thaler, 1985; Fan & Wong, 2002).

This study predicted that organizational performance trajectory would be positively
associated with predicted success (H3), and evidence supports this relationship. Consequently, the
findings are consistent with the premise of the glass cliff paradigm that the underlying factors that
influence organizational outcomes tend to persist, which is also consistent with Yang et al. (2021),
and D'Aventi (1989).

Findings did not support a moderated relationship between candidate gender and the
relationship between organizational performance and perceived leadership success in which male
candidates are rated higher in terms of perceived leadership success when organizational
performance was higher. Rather, an interaction effect was observed in which female candidates were
rated higher on perceived leadership success when organizational performance was higher. This
unexpected finding might be explained by nuance in organizational leadership theory. When
organizational performance is strong, transformational leadership may not be as effective as
transactional leadership since maintaining the rate of performance growth is preferable to
transforming or changing performance growth. This may not be the case in every industry. As
Loderer et al. (2016) point out, maintaining performance growth in the I'T industry is difficult
because of frequent disruptions in the business environment, resulting in a situation where
transformational leaders tend to outperform transactional leaders over the long term. Within the IT
industry, female candidates may be rated as more apt to be successful leaders when the organization
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is experiencing success because they are viewed as less assertive and thus less likely to support
substantial change to operations, which may alter the organization's performance trajectory. This
unexpected finding suggests that this relationship is quite nuanced and that exploration of this
relationship could augment the leadership paradigm. While the r-squared for this model was
relatively low, the outcome and predictions of leadership success are complex and dependent on a
variety of both psychological and organizational factors. Consistent with the research objectives, the
model is relatively simple and focused, and as a result, one would only expect to explain a limited
proportion of the variance in this outcome. The variance explained in this model is not inconsistent
with that reported by other studies that examined a relatively small factor that influenced a
substantially complex outcome (Malmendier & Tate, 2005).

Practical Implications

From a theoretical perspective, hypothesis 4 represents a potential explanation for the
phenomenon underlying the tendency to appoint female candidates to leadership positions when the
organization is in a state of performance decline. This finding also carries significant implications for
hiring and appointment teams tasked with selecting leaders. Members of these teams should reflect
on their personal biases regarding both men and women. This includes what they may believe are
positive biases, such as women being more transformational leaders than men, before considering
candidates. The implications of continuing the trend of appointing women to leadership positions of
low-performing organizations have already been articulated and include substance reputation and
career roadblocks, as well as a perpetuation of gender stereotypes regarding leadership.

Hypothesis 3 found that when sexism is not considered, leader gender does not significantly
influence perceptions of transformational leadership. This implies that hiring/appointment teams
can make decisions without gender bias if the members are not sexist. Although controversial, it may
be prudent for organizations to consider asking hiting/appointment teams to screen for signs of
sexism, perhaps employing a questionnaire to help identify and address biases before making
decisions. However, there are challenges to this recommendation, including socially desirable
reporting bias and time issues, as well as a potential loss of trust among the hiring team members.

Hypothesis 2 found that expectations of success were higher when the candidate was female.
Expectation confirmation theory suggests that when expectations are higher, leaders may be
evaluated using higher standards than when expectations are low. Therefore, boards of trustees and
others who assess leaders should be aware of expectation/confirmation bias when evaluating
leaders, particularly female leaders.

Limitations and Future Research

The findings of this study advance the glass cliff paradigm; however, they are limited by the
study design and sample characteristics. The most substantial determination is that the role of
sexism in perceptions of transformational leadership depends on the conceptualization of sexism,
which is limited by the study design in two ways. First, data were collected in Turkey and the
Netherlands. These two countries were selected specifically because they are on opposite ends of the
masculinity spectrum (see Hofstede, 2011). By choosing these two countries, we expected an
acceptable variance on the sexism scale to facilitate analysis. However, this sample is limited, and
other cultural or country-specific factors could come into play. For this reason, future studies could
consider the same relationships but employ a sample from other countries, perhaps from countries
that score in the middle on the masculinity dimension. This study measured sexism at the individual
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level, mitigating this concern. However, more reflective samples tend to yield more generalizable
results, and therefore, replication studies would be recommended as future research.

Second, the sample consisted of students. While students are prone to sexism, and our
results indicated variation on the sexism scale, there is reason to believe that students are more
progressive than the population at large, which may have affected our results. Further, even if the
subjects were sexist, the topic of this study does lend itself to socially desirable reporting, potentially
conflating the measurement of the sexism variable. Finally, beyond the measure of sexism, students
are unlikely to have been involved in appointing leaders and may not fully understand organizational
performance trajectory, although we did get adequate variation on this variable. As a result, future
studies could seek to confirm or disprove these findings by sampling different populations, ideally
those involved in leader appointment decisions.

Despite the limitations of the sample, common to many studies, our findings raise several
new questions regarding the glass cliff phenomenon. First, if perceptions of transformational I'T
leadership combined with attitudes about women as being more transformational influence
appointment decisions when performance is declining, what other leadership style perceptions might
be tied to gender and come into play during leadership appointment decisions? The literature on
leadership styles is vast. Researchers may consider which leadership style topologies may be
influenced by gender bias and model these relationships.

From the human resources point of view, the social and psychological characteristics of
hiring/appointment team members are complex. Hiring decisions ate also likely influenced by
various organization-specific, industry-specific, and environmental factors. By studying these factors,
researchers may be able to augment our understanding of this phenomenon and hopefully mitigate
its harmful effects on the careers of female I'T professionals.

Finally, future research in the IT field should test our findings for cisgender women for
other genders that constitute a minority. We suggest operationalizing gender as consisting of various
aspects including (a) physiological/bodily aspects; (b) gender identity or self-defined gender; (c) legal
gender; and (d) social gender in terms of norm-related behaviors and gender expressions following
(Lindqvist et al., 2021, p. 333). Future research that enhances our understanding of the biases faced
by all genders is needed to create gender equality for all. Understanding biases against various
genders and creating means to eliminate gender gaps are likely to improve organizational
performance and increase employee satisfaction.

Conclusion

CEO replacement is common during periods of changes in organizational performance
trajectory (Downes, 2019). The glass cliff phenomenon, in which female candidates tend to be
appointed to teams in which performance is declining, is well documented. However, the
psychological mechanisms of the members of the hiring/appointment teams that lead to this
phenomenon are not. It stands to reason that these mechanisms are complex and entail many
factors, and our findings suggest that those mechanisms may be industry-dependent. They likely vary
substantially from team to team and depend on other organizational industry-level factors. In this
study, we provide evidence to support one potential explanation: Hiring/Appointment team
members believe that transformational I'T leaders will be more effective at turning around pootly
performing teams or organizations and that if members are sexist, they may perceive female leaders
as more transformational than male leaders. While there is still much to learn about the drivers of
this phenomenon, this study should constitute an essential step in understanding this phenomenon

33



and, through understanding, empower the mitigation of the damage that the glass cliff phenomenon
has on the careers of female I'T professionals.
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