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At the very heart of a healthy work environment lies the quality of social interactions among 
colleagues and between leaders and subordinates. This column investigates the role of gender in 
transforming the relational atmosphere in the workplace. The results show that a fairer 
representation of female leadership may have benefits beyond efficiency and social justice 
concerns by creating a more inclusive and less segregated workplace, one in which employees and 
leaders form stronger inter-gender ties and female employees exhibit less voluntary quits. 

 

Creating and sustaining a healthy and supportive workplace environment is of crucial importance for 
both the wellbeing of employees and the productivity and reputation of firms. At the very heart of such 
a healthy work environment lies the quality of social interactions among colleagues and between leaders 
and subordinates (Dutton and Ragins 2017, Kahn et al. 2018, Alan et al. 2023a). The interactions 
between leaders and their subordinates are particularly important as the leaders typically set the tone for 
the relational culture in the workplace. Accordingly, there has been a growing interest in understanding 
what makes a good leader in terms of skills and qualities (Lazear et al. 2015, Deming 2017, Heinz et al. 
2020, Englmaier et al. 2021). 

In a recent project (Alan et al. 2023b), we investigate the role of gender – and in particular, of female 
leadership – in transforming the relational atmosphere in the workplace (Matsa and Miller 2013, 
Chakraborty and Serra 2022). More specifically, we first explore how male and female team leaders 
differ in their cognitive and socio-cognitive skills as well as their economic and social preferences. We 
then explore the impact of female leadership on the structure of social relationships within firms, job 
separations, and promotions, and the perceived workplace climate by employees. 

We answer these questions empirically using data from over 2,000 white-collar professionals in 24 large 
corporations in Turkey. These data – collected via lab-in-the-field experiments and complemented with 
administrative data on promotions and separations – include information on the characteristics, social 
networks, and perceived climate of these white-collar professionals, elicited using cognitive tests, 
incentivised behavioural tasks, and surveys. 

Based on our data from actual leaders and their subordinates, we focus on three sets of outcomes. Our 
first set of outcomes characterise the relational culture in the workplace. We specifically focus on 
whether female leaders differ from male leaders in providing support to their employees in both 
professional and personal matters, and whether this support varies by the gender of the subordinate. 
Additionally, we also measure gender segregation, in particular, male and female homophily in social 
networks at the department level. Second, we explore the layoffs, quits, and promotion. Finally, our third 
set of outcomes provides a detailed picture of perceived workplace climate in terms of perception of 
meritocratic values in the firm, collegiality, job satisfaction, behavioural norms, and leader 
professionalism. 

In ensuring that the assignment of leaders to subordinates is not influenced by factors that can also affect 
the outcomes we focus on, we only included firms in our study that have established fair and transparent 
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recruitment and team formation processes. This allowed us to credibly claim that leader gender is, in 
effect, randomly assigned, controlling for department characteristics and the nature of employees' work. 

To begin with, our analyses reveal a novel insight about leaders. As reported in Figure 1, we find that 
progression into leadership positions does not require females to possess attributes that are typically 
associated with males, such as high competitiveness and risk tolerance. Interestingly, female leaders are 
significantly less competitive and more risk averse than male leaders. Yet, female leaders have higher 
cognitive empathy and hold more modern gender roles than male leaders. The two groups, however, do 
not differ from each other in terms of altruism, verbal creativity, and fluid IQ; the latter being the 
strongest predictor of holding a leadership position.  

 

Figure 1 Gender differences in cognitive skills and economic preferences of leaders and non-leaders 

 

When it comes to relational structure in the workplace, we show that female employees are 20% and 
46% more likely to receive professional and personal support, respectively, from female leaders than 
male leaders. Such a gender gap does not exist for male employees. Female leadership also leads both 
male and female employees to establish more ties with their female colleagues. Consistent with Cullen 
and Perez-Truglia (2023), we also show that males tend to interact more with male employees, 
referred to as ‘male homophily’. As Figure 2 shows, female leadership breaks this pattern and creates 
a less gender-segregated workplace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

 

Figure 2 Proportion of female leaders and homophily  

 

The positive repercussions of female leadership is evident in the quit rates. Our findings indicate that 
female employees working under female leaders are 7 percentage points less likely to quit their jobs, 
implying a staggering 56% reduction in quit rates relative to females working under male leadership. 
We however do not find any effect of female leadership on promotions and layoffs. 

What is at odds with the aforementioned positive impact, though, is that employees working under 
female leaders report significantly lower workplace satisfaction and worse meritocratic values for their 
firms, and that this is mostly driven by female employees working under female leaders. We posit that 
this could be due to higher expectations placed on female leaders by female subordinates. More 
specifically, when employees – both male and female – receive professional support from their leaders, 
the gender of the leader does not make a difference in perceived workplace climate perceptions. 
However, when female employees do not receive support from their female leaders, they paint a much 
darker perceived workplace climate. This nuanced finding is consistent with what Abel (2022) 
documents: negative feedback by especially female leaders decreases job satisfaction. Along similar 
lines, Grossman et al. (2019) and Chakraborty and Serra (2022) also show that female leaders receive 
more backlash and are evaluated more harshly than male leaders. 

The implications of our findings are manifold. Our evidence suggests that female leaders significantly 
influence the structure of workplace networks, facilitating more inter-gender support links. This has 
important implications for policies aimed at reducing gender gaps in earnings and promotions, which 
are often exacerbated by gender homophily in professional networks and discussed in another Vox 
column (Dahl et al. 2021; see also Mengel 2020, Zeltzer 2020, and Cullen and Perez-Truglia 2023). Our 
research also contributes to the debate on leadership selection by highlighting that actual female leaders 
in competitive corporate environments do not necessarily exhibit the same attributes as their male 
leaders. Rather, they manifest a different leadership style that emphasises emotional intelligence over 
competitiveness or risk-taking. Moreover, we contribute to the debate on how female leadership impacts 
gender-related personnel decisions. Our study finds that female leadership can reduce job separations 
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among female employees without impacting promotion probabilities, pointing towards the importance 
of female representation in leadership positions for creating a more inclusive workplace environment. 

In sum, our results show that a fairer representation of female leadership may have benefits beyond 
efficiency and social justice concerns by creating a more inclusive and less segregated workplace, one 
in which employees and leaders form stronger inter-gender ties and female employees exhibit less 
voluntary quits. Given that cultural transformations may be painfully slow, promoting female leadership 
and improving support by leaders might be a faster and an easier approach to establishing a healthy 
workplace environment.   
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