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Orientation: The study reported here explores the preconceived notion of women’s missing
agency – characterised by a lack of confidence – as an explanation for their continued
underrepresentation at senior leadership levels in higher education institutions (HEIs) in
South Africa.
Research purpose: The study investigated gender differences in self-perception accuracy,
defined as self-other agreement. The concept of confidence in this article refers to a high degree
of self-perception accuracy defined as self-other rating agreement.
Motivation for the study: One of the reasons for the underrepresentation of women in senior
leadership levels frequently cited in the literature is the relationship between self-confidence
and effective leadership. This phenomenon has however not yet been researched in the context
of South African HEIs.
Research approach/design and method: A quantitative, cross-sectional study of gender
differences in self-perception accuracy using data collected from a 360-degree assessment
intervention amongst the total population (N = 112) of academic managers in a HEI in South
Africa was conducted. The realised sample consisted of 74 managers with an average of
9.5 raters per participant.
Main findings: The results revealed that significant gender differences with regard to
self-perception accuracy emerged. This was in spite of the fact that male and female leaders
were perceived to be equally effective by their raters.
Practical/managerial implications: The implications of women leaders’ inaccurate
self-perceptions on their career progression and the design of leadership development
programmes aimed at improving gender disparity are discussed.
Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to scientific knowledge regarding the factors
that contribute to the slow advancement of women to senior leadership positions in HEIs.
Keywords: self-confidence; gender; higher education; leadership; 360-degree feedback;
self-perception accuracy

Introduction

Read online:
Scan this QR
code with your
smart phone or
mobile device
to read online.

Progress towards gender equity has been rapid in South African universities. However,
disaggregated data reveal that, in general, women are clustered mainly within the lower ranks of
higher education institutions (HEIs). Research by Moodly and Toni (2017) confirmed that in spite
of progressive policies regarding gender equity in the South African higher education (HE) system,
women are still not breaking the glass ceiling when it comes to accessing senior leadership
positions. Bawa1 concurs by stating that ‘it would be fair to say that the upper echelons of HE
leadership are still very male-centred’ (Naidu, 2018). Furthermore, it is concerning that in spite of
the 2017 and 2018 appointments of women at two South African institutions (Nelson Mandela
University and the University of Cape Town) in vice chancellor positions, women still constitute
only about 19% of vice chancellors in South Africa (Toni & Moodly, 2019). In addition, only 27.5%
of the professors (from a total of 2218) are women (Naidu, 2018). Thus, women’s underrepresentation
at the higher academic ranks is in contrast to their visibility in larger numbers in the lower ranks
of the academy (Toni & Moodly, 2019). It is thus clear that universities continue to be gendered
institutions (Acker, 2010; Kele & Pieterson, 2015; Moodly & Toni, 2017; Morley, 2013; Shepherd,
2017; Toni & Moodly, 2019) and as stated by Kele and Pieterson (2015, p. 14) still ‘unconsciously
1.Professor Ahmed Bawa is the chief executive officer of Universities South Africa (USAf), whose members comprise the heads of
the country’s 26 tertiary education institutions.

http://www.sajip.co.za

Open Access

Page 2 of 8

gender biased’. Research by Burkinshaw and White (2017)
confirmed that one of the main reasons for women’s
underrepresentation is the gendered power relations
dynamics in universities that persistently preserve these
entrenched inequalities. As a result, women find themselves
in a gendered institutional culture with few senior women as
role models (Howe-Walsh & Sarah Turnbull, 2016). These
patterns of greater gender disparity at senior levels are
reflective of those in other parts of the world, including
universities in developed countries (Burkinshaw & White,
2017; Howe-Walsh & Turnbull, 2016; Manfredi, 2017;
Shepherd, 2017; Winchester & Browning, 2015) as well as the
corporate sector (World Economic Forum [WEF], 2017). From
both an organisational and social justice perspective, the
current state of affairs is problematic.
From the above discussion, it is clear that there may be genderspecific barriers to achieve equity in universities, which needs
to be understood (Devar, 2017; Kele & Pieterson, 2015; Moodly
& Toni, 2015; Moodly & Toni, 2017; Morley, 2013). Various
reasons for women’s continued underrepresentation at senior
leadership levels in HE are mentioned in the literature
(Moodly & Toni, 2017). One of the most significant reasons
cited is the lack of fit between stereotype-based characteristics
deemed necessary for effective leadership and women’s
distinctive characteristics and qualities (Hoyt & Murphy,
2016). As a result, the entrenched masculine practices of
universities are alienating women academics, as they favour
masculine behaviours and values (Burkinshaw & White, 2017;
Moodly & Toni, 2017). Research by Kele and Pieterson (2015)
provided evidence that gender stereotypes and misconceptions
about women’s leadership ability act as barriers to the
performance of senior women in HEIs. These biases towards
women’s abilities to lead are confirmed by Ragins, Townsend
and Mattis (1998), who describe organisational cultures as
inhospitable and exclusionary. This culture of exclusion
manifests as male dominance, silencing of women’s voices
and male patterns of networking (Toni & Moodly, 2019). These
perceptual errors also result in women having less access to
high-status colleagues with whom to network, which serves
as an additional barrier for women’s advancement (Stainback,
Kleiner, & Skaggs, 2016; Toni & Moodly, 2019). These hostile
cultures even cause some women to opt out of senior
management as a self-preservation strategy – an attempt to
avoid the ‘cruel optimism’ of aspiring for something, which
they believe is a statistical improbability (Morley, 2014, p. 120).
This belief that their senior leadership aspirations will most
likely not realise has some empirical foundation (Business
Women Association of South Africa, 2017; Kele & Pieterson,
2015; Manfredi, Grisoni, Handley, Nestor, & Cooke, 2014;
Moodly & Toni, 2017; Shepherd, 2017). Therefore, as stated by
Burkinshaw and White (2017), a ‘fixing the women’ approach
is unlikely to be efficient in redressing the current gender
imbalance within university executive management teams.
Another reason for the under\representation of women in
senior levels frequently cited in the literature is the relationship
between self-confidence and effective leadership (Bear,
http://www.sajip.co.za
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Cushenbery, London, & Sherman, 2017; Kay & Shipman, 2014;
McCormick, 2001). The author acknowledges the multiplicity
of factors that contribute to the slow advancement of women
to senior leadership positions in HEIs. However, institutional
cultures that are biased against women contribute to the
perceived lack of confidence and the phenomenon of
leadership deficit that the article attempts to address. As stated
by Martin and Philips (2017), confidence drives the attainment
of power and status, and signals competence. A lack of
confidence therefore has definite implications for goal
achievement and career success (Anderson & Brion, 2010; Kay
& Shipman, 2014). As stated by Acker (2010), strategic agency
is required if individuals are to prosper in the academia.
Therefore, as mentioned by Kay and Shipman (2014), the
reduction of the confidence gap is a prerequisite to eliminate
the current gender inequality in senior levels. This article
investigates the preconceived notion of women’s missing
agency – characterised by a lack of confidence – as an
explanation for their continued underrepresentation. The
article presents the findings of a 360-degree assessment
intervention amongst 88 academic managers in a HEI in South
Africa. These managers were rated by a total of 699 raters,
which included their line managers, peers and subordinates.

Literature review
Defining confidence
Carducci (2009, p. 516) defined self-confidence as ‘an
individual’s self-assessment of his or her ability to be
successful at a particular task’. The fact that women have
lower expectations of success than men in many areas of
achievement – which might be indicative of their tendency to
underestimate themselves – is well established in the literature
(Betsworth, 1999; Beyer, 1999; Kay & Shipman, 2014;
Meyerson, Sternbach, Zwischenberger, & Bender, 2017). Selfconfidence refers to an individual’s self-judgement of his or
her capabilities and skills, or their perceived competence to
deal successfully with the demands of a variety of situations
(Shrauger & Schohn, 1995). Bandura (1997) stated that
perceived self-efficacy is concerned with people’s beliefs in
their capabilities to produce given attainments. Both theory as
well as empirical findings indicate that general, trait selfefficacy (or self-confidence) influences an individual’s
estimate of his or her situation-specific self-efficacy
(McCormick, 2001). In this article, the concept of confidence is
grounded in Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1997), which
defined self-efficacy as one’s task-specific self-confidence,
that is, as in the case of this study, exercising leadership. Thus,
the concept of confidence in this article refers to a high degree
of self-perception accuracy defined as self-other rating
agreement (SOA) (Yammarino & Atwater, 1993) as assessed
by a 360-degree questionnaire. As such, self-perception
accuracy in this study is defined in line with the definition by
Fleenor, Smither, Atwater, Braddy and Sturm (2010, p. 1005),
as the ‘degree of agreement between or congruence between a
leader’s self-ratings and the ratings of others, usually
colleagues such as superiors, peers, and subordinates’.
Open Access
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The gender gap in leadership
Kinnear and Ortlepp (2016, p. 2) stated that ‘gender
stereotyping remains at the heart of the challenge women
experience in asserting alternative models of power’. Much of
the literature on leadership often use ‘masculine’ leadership as
the prototype (Booysen & Nkomo, 2010; Burkinshaw & White,
2017), and this belief is confirmed by numerous research
studies that demonstrate that people link men with more of
the traits that connote leadership (Eagly & Carli, 2003). In a
meta-analysis of 69 studies by Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell and
Ristikari (2011), the overall ‘masculinity’ of leader stereotypes
was confirmed. Characteristics associated with ‘feminine’
stereotype qualities, such as warmth and caring, were deemed
irrelevant or even antithetical to managerial success. As a
result, women must outperform men significantly to
counteract gender stereotypes and biases and to be perceived
as equally competent (Bear et al., 2017; Burkinshaw & White,
2017; Lyness & Heilman, 2006). This was confirmed in a study
by Ragins et al. (1998, p. 29), which revealed that the most
common strategy used by successful women executives was
‘consistently exceeding performance expectations’.
Not complying with gender stereotypes will lead to punitive
measures for women by means of a less favourable
performance rating compared to men who withhold
interpersonal warmth or altruistic behaviour (for a review,
see Cuddy, Glick, & Beniger, 2011; Heilman & Okimoto, 2007;
Williams & Tiedens, 2015). Although women are held to a
higher standard for prosocial behaviour, the opposite is true
for assertive behaviour. Powerful, assertive behaviour
displayed by women is more likely to be judged as overly
aggressive in contrast to how similar behaviour in a man is
perceived (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Fox, 2013; Rudman, MossRacucin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012). Research by Williams and
Tiedens (2015) provided irrefutable evidence that women are
penalised more than men for dominant, assertive or selfpromoting behaviour and for expressing disagreement.
Snyder (2014) echoed this view and stated that women are
more likely than men to receive negative comments about
their personality and are often told to tone down interpersonal
behaviour. This also impacts on the way women network
causing them to hold back for fear of appearing power
hungry and self-promoting (Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011;
Heilman & Parks-Stamm, 2007).
Furthermore, Bear et al. (2017) were of the opinion that
women also receive less constructive objective feedback,
which can assist them in improving their performance. In
addition, women also receive less positive encouraging
feedback than men which compounds women’s disadvantage.
This feedback deficiency has important implications for the
development of women’s identity as leaders and the
advancement to a senior leadership position. As theory would
suggest (Ely et al., 2011), constructing and internalising a
leadership identity is central to the process of becoming a
leader. These biases and stereotypical questions around
women’s confidence accumulate and interfere with their
ability to accurately assess themselves, obstructing the
http://www.sajip.co.za
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identity work necessary to take up leadership roles. This
inaccurate perception leads to their internalisation of
inadequacy and lack of self-efficacy (Damaske, 2011; Stead,
2014). Thus, unlike men, women are expected to display
communal behaviour, and not too much agentic behaviour,
forcing them to adopt an androgynous, professional
management style (i.e. not masculine or feminine) with which
male managers and subordinates are comfortable. Should
they not adopt an androgynous style, they pay a higher
penalty than men (Kark, Waismel-Manor, & Shamir, 2012;
Rudman et al., 2012). This is a daunting challenge for women
to not only exceed performance expectations as mentioned
previously but also to find the appropriate non-threatening
way to perform – a challenge their male counterparts are not
faced with. Thus, there are serious constraints placed on
women, as opposed to men, with regard to displaying
assertive and confident behaviour.

Gender and self-confidence or self-efficacy
The gender gap in self-esteem is well documented in the
literature (for a review see Gosling et al., 2016), with males
reporting higher levels of self-esteem than women. While
men in general tend to be over-confident (Barber & Odean,
2001; Reuben, Rey-Biel, Sapienza, & Zingales, 2012), women
tend to be either accurate in their self-assessment or
underestimate themselves (Beyer, 1999; Kay & Shipman,
2014; Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007). However, the evidence
for gender differences in self-confidence is mixed (Croson &
Gneezy, 2009), with some studies finding that men are more
confident in their performance than women (Beyer, 1999;
Moshavi, Brown, & Dodd, 2003; Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007;
Pulford & Colman, 1997; Visser, Ashton, & Vernon, 2008) and
others finding no significant differences (Moore & Healy,
2008). Research by Manfredi et al. (2014) revealed that women
were more likely than men to cite a lack of confidence as an
inhibiting factor on their career progression. Research by
McGlone and Pfeister (2015) confirmed that stereotype-based
concerns make women less fluent and cause them to use
more tentative language. In contrast, research by Shephard
(2017) found that men and women do not differ significantly
in their aspirations to secure a more senior position. However,
in an environment where women are still underrepresented
in senior and executive positions – similar to the university
where the study was conducted – gender differences in selfconfidence may emerge (Brutus, Fleenor, & McCauley, 1999;
Fleenor et al., 2010). More specifically, men might emerge as
more confident than women when it comes to their own
rating of their effectiveness regarding leadership behaviours
(Bear et al., 2017).

Research design
Research approach
A descriptive, cross-sectional and quantitative approach was
used to gather data through the utilisation of a 360-degree
survey questionnaire. The general approach of the study
was, in the terminology of Mouton and Marais (1989), mainly
Open Access
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descriptive (focussing on the classification of and interaction
between variables) rather than explorative (investigating an
entirely new phenomenon) or explanatory (focussing on
cause and effect).

Research method
The design of the 360-degree instrument
As stated by Damian and Pitts (2015), context is a critical
component of successful leadership. Kets de Vries and
Korotov (2010) stated that highly successful organisations
have created contextualised leadership competency models
to ensure that leaders are developed based on required skills
and competencies to execute the strategy of the organisation.
Therefore, the 360-degree survey questionnaire used in this
study was aligned with a contextualised leadership
competency model for the university. Structured interviews
(with members of the executive management and executive
deans) and focus groups (with nominated heads of
departments [HODs] and academic section heads) were
conducted to develop the contextualised leadership
competence model for the university using the Saville card
sort process2 (Saville Consulting, 2015). Furthermore, a
review of the literature as well as all documentation
pertaining to the formulation of the new vision and strategy
for the university was done. The competence model was
validated and signed-off by the executive management
committee of the university.
The survey questionnaire included the following four
leadership competency clusters related to the contextualised
leadership competence model: Cluster one: Collaborative
change leadership; Cluster two: Strategy translation and
innovation; Cluster three: Impactful relationship management;
and Cluster four: Disciplined results orientation. In the
questionnaire, each of the four competency clusters is
explained in terms of a definition and between seven and 15
behavioural descriptors. The behavioural descriptors
corresponding to each of the four leadership competence
clusters resulted in a survey questionnaire comprising 44
statements. The 360-degree instrument was completely
automated by means of an online system administered by an
external service provider. Each leadership competence
cluster was measured by between seven and 15 behavioural
descriptors, rated on a 7-point Likert scale anchored by
‘Seldom effective’ (1) up to ‘Always a strength’ (7). Cronbach’s
alpha reliability coefficient test conducted on the survey
instrument has confirmed the reliability of the instrument.
All four leadership competence clusters are reliably testing
their respective latent constructs as their respective
Cronbach’s alpha values are greater than 0.7. The Cronbach’s
alpha values for each of the four competence clusters were as
follows: Cluster one (0.7892), Cluster two (0.7406), Cluster
three (0.8226) and Cluster four (0.8020).
2.Card sorting sessions enable an engaging and interactive experience for managers to
share and compare views across a range of applications in a structured format. The Card
Deck presents the behaviours, abilities and global measures that Saville Consulting’s
research has identified as key to drive workplace performance and potential.
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Participants
The target group included all academic managers within the
university (executive deans, assistant deans, HODs and
academic section heads). This includes all academic managers
in the seven faculties as well as within the Higher Education
Development and Support (HEDS) unit. A total of 112 staff
members (N = 112) fell within these categories. A total of 88
managers participated in the 360-degree feedback process.
Of these, only 74 (29 women and 45 males) participants
complied with the requirement of a minimum of three raters
(excluding themselves). Of these participants, 9.6 % (7) held
an executive management position (six executive deans and
one senior director), 15% (11) were assistant deans, 60.3% (45)
were HODs and 15.1% (11) were section heads. A total of 694
raters participated providing ratings by managers, peers,
subordinates and the person him or herself. This gave an
average of 9.4 raters per participant.

Ethical consideration
Permission to conduct the 360-degree assessment
intervention was obtained from the Senate Committee for
Teaching and Learning. The intervention formed part a
leadership capacity building project within the university.
The test administrator assured the participants that their
responses would be dealt with extreme confidentiality and
that their anonymity would be safeguarded at all times. For
purposes of confidentiality, all recognisable data have been
carefully disguised or omitted. Permission to publish the
data was obtained from the deputy vice chancellor,
Teaching, Learning and Technology, Tshwane University of
Technology, on 25 March 2019, who is the owner of the data
within the university.

Results
Self-perception accuracy
In this study, self-perception accuracy was operationalised as
congruence between self and direct reports’ ratings of the
participant’s leadership behaviours. The Mann–Whitney test
was performed to compare the self-rating and the rating
given by observers for each of the four competence clusters.
The test was performed for both genders. The Wilcoxon rank
sum test or the Mann–Whitney U test is the non-parametric
equivalent of the independent t-test used to compare two
independent conditions using ranks (Field, 2009, p. 540).
According to Corder and Foreman (2009), the rank-based test
also referred to as the Wilcoxon–Mann–Whitney test can be
used to determine whether there are differences between two
groups on a continuous or ordinal dependent variable.
Managerial self-awareness was calculated using Pearson’s
Chi-square test of association, to discover if there is a
relationship between two of the categorical variables, namely,
Self and Other scores. As indicated in Table 1, males
marginally overrated themselves on competence Cluster two
and significantly overrated themselves on the competence
Open Access
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TABLE 1: Wilcoxon–Mann–Whitney test – comparison of self-perception accuracy per gender for each of the four leadership clusters.
Leadership cluster

p

Rank mean

z-score

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Observers

310.37

483.64

0.014 *

0.021*

-2.458

2.299

Self

276.16

525.52

Observers

193.84

335.68

0.289

0.070

-1.060

1.812

Self

182.06

309.31

Observers

436.39

660.51

0.000**

0.012*

-4.328

2.503

Self

365.91

713.75

Observers

308.24

478.67

0.0462 *

0.013*

-1.993

2.486

Self

280.47

523.83

Cluster one: collaborative change leadership

Cluster two: strategy translation and innovation

Cluster three: impactful relationships

Cluster four: disciplined results orientation

Source: Saville Consulting (2015). Culture framework. Johannesburg: Saville Consulting (SA) Holdings. Retrieved from http://www.savilleconsulting.co.za/products/culture-framework
*, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.01.

clusters one, three and four. Women, on the other hand,
marginally underrated themselves on competence Cluster
two and significantly underrated themselves in the remaining
three competence clusters.

Comparison between men and women with
regard to self-perception accuracy
In this study, confidence was operationalised as selfperception accuracy, which implies congruence between self
and direct reports’ behavioural ratings of leadership
behaviours. Self-perception accuracy was calculated using
Pearson’s Chi-square test of association, to discover if there is
a relationship between the two categorical variables, namely,
Self and Other scores.
From Table 1, it can be seen that there is a marginal difference
between the self-rating and the rating given by observers in
Cluster two and a significant difference in Cluster one
(z = 2.458, p < 0.05), Cluster three (z = -4.328, p < 0.01) and
Cluster four (z = -1.993, p < 0.05). For women, the rank means
indicate that the rating given by colleagues is significantly
higher than the self-rating, which means that women
significantly underrated themselves in three of the four
clusters and marginally underrated themselves in Cluster
two. The opposite is true for men who significantly overrated
themselves in Cluster one (z = 2.299, p < 0.05), Cluster three
(z = 2.503, p < 0.05) and Cluster four (z = 2.486, p < 0.05). Thus,
apart from Cluster two, in which men only marginally
overrated themselves, for all the other clusters, men’s own
ratings are significantly higher than the ratings by their
observers.

• Effective:
ßß 4 = effective
ßß 5 = very effective
• Unusual strength:
ßß 6 = often a strength
ßß 7 = always a strength
The Chi-square test of independence was used to test the
association between gender and the perceived effectiveness
by others (the self-rating score was excluded) in the four
leadership clusters. The proportions of men to the proportions
of women in the different categories of effectiveness did not
differ significantly in any of the 44 questions grouped into
the four leadership competence clusters. Therefore, men and
women did not differ with respect to their perceived
leadership effectiveness.

Discussion

To determine effectiveness, the 7-point Likert rating scale
was divided into the following three categories:

Although both men and women demonstrated low selfawareness (therefore exhibited low self-perception accuracy),
the direction of the discrepancy in self-other ratings differed.
The findings of this study confirm findings from previous
studies (Moshavi et al., 2003; Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007;
Pulford & Colman, 1997; Visser et al., 2008) that men in general
tend to overestimate themselves as opposed to women who
tend to either accurately estimate or underestimate their
abilities (Betswood, 1999; Beyer, 1999). This is in line with
earlier research studies (Taylor & Hood, 2011; Wohlers &
London, 1989) that showed that women have a greater
tendency to underrate their skills or performance in not taking
credit for success and by attributing their success more to
external sources than to ability. The finding by Taylor and
Hood (2011, p. 640) that ‘women were clearly not undervaluing
themselves when they self-rated any more than men’, a finding
confirmed by other studies (Sturm, Taylor, Atwater, & Braddy,
2014; Van Velsor et al., 1993), is therefore contradicted by the
findings of this study.

• Development area:
ßß 1 = seldom effective
ßß 2 = sometimes effective
ßß 3 = adequately effective

The finding that women significantly underestimated
themselves in three of the four clusters confirms the view by
Chen and Moons (2015) that the perception that women lack

Comparison between men and women
regarding perceived leadership effectiveness
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interpersonal power in senior leadership roles might be one of
the reasons why women are underrepresented in the senior
management level. A possible explanation for their underrating
in these clusters might be as a result of women often being told
to tone down interpersonal behaviour. In addition, fear of
receiving negative comments about their personality, if they
behave assertively or come across as too powerful, might be a
contributing factor (Rudman et al., 2012; Snyder, 2014). This
tendency of women to underrate and underestimate
themselves may perpetuate the current cycle of men being
favoured for leadership positions and maintain the status quo
regarding gender disparity in senior management levels.
Another possible explanation for women deflating their selfratings is that it might be a function of social-desirability or
political factors (Braton, Dodd, & Brown, 2011). That is, in an
institution with a culture that discourages self-promotion
amongst women (as women are still the minority in
management positions in this university), it would be
reasonable to expect that women managers would be more
likely to distort their self-ratings in a downward direction.
However, as emphasised by Atwater and Yammarino (1997),
further research is needed to explore the reasons for gender
differences in self-awareness.

Original Research

in senior and executive positions in HEIs (Burkinshaw &
White, 2017). Instead, as stated by Shepherd (2017), capable
and ambitious women may be disadvantaged by a number
of structural or social factors, for example, the recruitment
and selection process for senior posts, paternalism, hostile
cultures, stereotypes and homo-sociability or what Gallant
(2014, p. 204) referred to as ‘similarity attraction’, leading to
the appointment of ‘more of the same’ (Shephard, 2017, p.
86). This implies that efforts to ‘fix’ women, for example,
women-only development programmes, such as the Higher
Education Resource Services-South Africa (HERS-SA),3
Academy are unlikely to be sufficient to achieve gender
equality. As stated by Fox (2013), this deficit or remedial
approach to women’s behaviour has helped to entrench
rather than address the barriers women face and leaves
many women perplexed, angry and demotivated. In this
line, Ely et al. (2011) concurred and stated that this
perspective on gender and leadership necessitates a new
developmental approach to women in and aspiring to senior
leadership positions.

Given the social sanctions that women experience for being
assertive at work, training and development programmes to
improve their self-confidence in this regard would not be
sufficient. This confirms the view by Eagly (2005) that relying
on training to address the gender gap defies simple
prescriptions inherent in programmes such as assertiveness
training. Leadership development interventions for women
should rather focus on exploring the legitimacy deficit that
women face when taking up a leadership role that are nontraditional for members of their group. Furthermore, the
issue of effectively projecting the authority that comes with
one’s role should be addressed in development. This will
enable women to ‘lean in’, take more risks and have more
confidence in their own abilities to ultimately take action
(Kay & Shipman, 2014; Sandberg, 2013). For women, this
might require unlearning some feminine behaviours
moderating the women-stereotypical repertoire. This
unlearning should be tempered with a clear understanding
of the likely resistance to prominent displays of typical
masculine behaviours. In this regard, Eagly (2005, p. 470)
stated that ‘adopting an identifiable masculine behavioural
style may yield dislike’. The challenge therefore for women is
to not only tone down their feminine style but also not to
emulate male leaders. Furthermore, Beyer (1999) made an
intriguing practical recommendation that women should
be taught to be inaccurate – in essence, to overestimate
themselves. She bases this view on various research
studies (cited in Beyer 1999) that provide evidence for the
link between self-enhancing biases (overestimation) and
psychological health. This may result in improved motivation,
task persistence and confidence in their future success.

Conversely, in line with the recommendation by Burkinshaw
and White (2017), a mix of change interventions may be
required that also seek to ‘fix’ universities, that is, in terms of
systemic and procedural changes. More importantly, perhaps,
the micro-politics, stereotypes, mindsets and cultural
assumptions that underpin these practices and procedures
(e.g. selection processes) also need to be acknowledged and
addressed. In this regard, Martin and Phillips (2017) found
that ‘gender blindness’ is a more adaptive strategy for
increasing women’s workplace confidence than genderawareness and highlights the potential for downplaying
differences, instead of emphasising them, to combat the
confidence gap. However, Manfredi (2017) disagrees and
recommends that claims of ‘gender blindness’ universities
use to demonstrate their commitment to equality should be
replaced with ‘gender consciousness’. The shift from
‘blindness’ to ‘consciousness’ will take candidates’ identity
into account in selection and development processes. This
would imply that instead of appointing candidates who look
like the ‘familiar type’ of leader in a male-dominated culture,
the appointment of more women in executive positions
would establish a ‘virtuous circle’ by creating a critical mass
of women leaders for change. As eluded to by Howe-Walsh
and Turnbull (2016), these women role models would
encourage other women to aspire to senior-level positions.
Appelbaum, Audet and Joanne (2003) echoed the opinion
that the current evaluative norms that reward masculinity
will only change once a significant number of women move
into senior and executive management. As stated by White et
al. (2011), it takes courage and resilience for a woman to
apply for a senior management position in a masculine
organisational culture. The women that formed part of this
study were already in middle and senior academic
management positions and may thus not be typical of the
wider women in the academia cohort.

However, women’s missing agency is not in itself an
adequate explanation for their continued underrepresentation

3.Higher Education Resource Services-South Africa (HERS-SA) is a non-profit organisation
dedicated to the advancement and leadership development of women in the HE sector.
Their annual academy is week-long interactive professional development opportunity
aimed at empowering women to take up leadership positions in HEIs in SA.
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Limitations and future research

Funding information

The results of the study need to be considered within the
context of possible limitations. The relatively small sample
size precludes generalisability of the ﬁndings, and the author
suggests that future research incorporates a larger scale
and more diverse samples inclusive of other universities
nationally and internationally to confirm the ﬁndings of the
current study. In addition, further investigation is required
to explore the most effective strategy to enhance the selfconfidence of women.

The project was funded by the Department of Higher
Education and Training (DHET) Teaching Development
Grant (TDG).

Conclusion

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of
the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or
position of any affiliated agency of the author.

This article set out to extend understanding of the barriers
that challenge women in reaching senior positions within
HEIs. Previous sources (Bear et al., 2017; Kay & Shipman,
2014; Manfredi et al., 2014) have cited lack of selfconfidenceas an explanation for women’s continued
underrepresentation in senior leadership positions. Solving
the gender gap is a complex multi-faceted issue requiring
an equally multi-faceted approach. However, the study has
added empirical evidence that women, in comparison to
men, still underestimate themselves in spite of being
perceived as equally effective leaders. This reveals the
importance of emboldening women to back themselves
more and doubt themselves less. There is no quick fix for
building self-confidence or permanently eradicating selfdoubt in women. The author agrees with Martin and
Phillips (2017) who cautioned against adopting universal
strategies for approaching diversity and advocated for
more tailored solutions to address the context and needs of
each social group. However, as mentioned by various
authors (Burkinshaw & White, 2017; Kayi, 2013; Ragins et
al., 1998; Toni & Moodly, 2019), the key underlying factor
behind the effective implementation of all other
interventions (e.g. diversity training, cross-gender
mentoring, inclusion of gender and diversity issues in
executive education, flexible work place policies) is top
management commitment. In this regard, they state that
raising the consciousness of the chief executive officer (in
the case of universities the vice chancellor) and senior
management to be an active voice for institutional change
at the highest level is the need of the hour.
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