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Abstract

Observers often use identity as a proxy for the characteristics they associate with effec-

tive leadership. It remains unclear whether these expectations of effectiveness influence

how individuals behave when working under leaders of differing identities. This paper

examines the gap between evaluations and behavior using a laboratory experiment1

in a nonprofit, volunteer setting where motivation is non-pecuniary. Participants are

randomly assigned to leader vignettes whose gender and sexual orientation vary. They

are then asked to complete an effort-based data entry task and survey which aims to

evaluate the effectiveness of their assigned leader. I find that women are rated as more

effective and more representative of a typical leader, in the context of nonprofit volun-

teer coordination, than men. This advantage does not extend to gay women. Despite

these differences in evaluations, there are no detectable differences in effort or accuracy

across leader types. These findings provide suggestive evidence that stated evaluations

of leadership may be a poor signal of actual productivity gains.
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1 Introduction

The stereotypical leader is often described as ”ambitious, self-sufficient, and dominant” (Pow-

ell et al., 2002; Schein, 2001), and as possessing masculine traits or physical features (Gia-

comin et al., 2022; Koenig et al., 2011). These descriptions reflect widely held beliefs about

what makes an effective leader and reflect the image of a leader as consistently portrayed

in media from Machiavelli’s The Prince to The West Wing. However, it remains unclear

whether these stated and portrayed preferences correspond to how individuals truly respond

to leader identity.

Most people do not fit this prototypical image, whether due to personality, appearance,

or social identity. Prior research shows that women and members of sexual minority groups

are often perceived as less prototypical and less desired as leaders (Eagly & Chin, 2010;

Liberman & Golom, 2015; Pellegrini et al., 2020). These perceptions are typically measured

through stated evaluations, such as survey responses or hypothetical judgments. Yet, such

measures may not reflect how followers behave when asked to exert effort on behalf of their

leader.

This distinction between stated and revealed preferences is central to understanding

leadership effectiveness. If individuals report preferences for certain leader characteristics

but do not act on those preferences in real tasks, then commonly used measures of leadership

perception may provide a misleading guide to actual performance. This raises the possibility

that leadership positions are allocated based on beliefs that do not translate into differences

in productivity.

I propose a laboratory experiment to examine whether stated preferences over leader

characteristics, specifically social identity, align with revealed measures of follower effort.

The study focuses on leadership in the context of nonprofit organizations and volunteerism,

where financial incentives are limited and motivation must come from non-pecuniary sources.

In this setting, leadership plays a particularly important role in motivating participation.

To test the relationship between stated and revealed preferences, participants are ran-
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domly assigned to a fictitious leader whose identity varies along observable dimensions, in-

cluding gender and sexual orientation. These identity characteristics are used as a tractable

way to introduce variation in leader perceptions, as prior research suggests they are as-

sociated with systematic differences in stated evaluations. Participants then complete an

effort-based task and report their attitudes toward the assigned leader.2 This design allows

for a direct comparison between how individuals say they evaluate leaders and how they

behave when working under them.

I find that leader identity shapes how followers evaluate their leaders but has no detectable

effect on how hard they work. In the context of nonprofit volunteer coordination, women

leaders are rated as more effective and more representative of a typical leader than men.

This advantage does not extend to gay women, who are viewed as less prototypical despite

the generally favorable ratings received by women leaders overall. When it comes to actual

task performance, there are no meaningful differences across any of the four leader types.

Followers worked just as hard and just as carefully regardless of whether their assigned

leader was a straight man, a straight woman, a gay man, or a gay woman. This disconnect

between stated evaluations and observed behavior raises important questions about whether

the stated assessments organizations use to select and promote leaders are optimal.

2 Background

Leadership is not an innate trait but rather a process in which leaders and followers work

together toward a shared goal within a particular social and cultural context (McManus

& Perruci, 2020). Psychologists, sociologists, and leadership scholars have long studied

leadership as a “relational process” (Bass, 1985; Fischer et al., 2017; Gardner et al., 2011;

Hooper, 2016; Sheer, 2015), which means that leadership emerges through social interaction

and contextual dynamics, even when the “leader” is a title granted by fiat. In contrast,

2Simple effort-based tasks, such as data entry or counting tasks, are commonly used in experimental
economics to measure how incentives influence motivation (Charness et al., 2018).
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economists and management scholars often focus on how the behavior and strategies of

leaders influences task outcomes (Antonakis et al., 2022; Aunga & Masare, 2017; Grossman

& Hart, 1992; Kim, 2002; Lazear, 2012; Puni et al., 2014). Within this framework, leadership

is frequently conceptualized as a position that motivates subordinate effort through reward

and punishment mechanisms.

Historically, these two approaches have remained largely separate. Garretsen, Stoker,

and Weber (2020) argue that integrating these perspectives could benefit leadership research.

They propose developing a unified theory of leadership that reduces conceptual ambiguity,

more frequently identifies causal relationships, and investigates leadership beyond purely

individual or group-level analysis. In this paper, I take this approach –combining elements

of identity economics, task-motivation, and social perceptions of leadership– to consider the

experience of gay and lesbian leaders.

In their foundational work on identity economics, Akerlof and Kranton, 2000 argue that

individuals’ preferences are influenced by social, cultural, and personal norms. These norms

shape individual identity and affect how individuals interact with economic institutions.

Akerlof and Kranton later apply this framework to firms, suggesting that organizations

operate more efficiently when employees feel that they share a common identity within the

organization (Akerlof & Kranton, 2005). This implies that firms may benefit from investing

resources that foster a sense of belonging among employees.

How do leaders do this? There is extensive work that considers the taxonomy and

effectiveness of leadership styles. Numerous leadership styles have been theorized, including

charismatic leadership and servant leadership (Antonakis et al., 2022; Greenleaf & Spears,

1998). One concept particularly relevant to this study is G Quotient Leadership, a theory

developed through research on successful gay executives (Snyder, 2006). This theory suggests

that there may be systematic differences in leadership styles between straight and gay leaders.

While leadership styles are not inherently restricted to particular groups, some scholars argue

that certain groups may be more likely to adopt particular styles. Researchers have examined
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how different leadership styles affect performance both within and outside of firms (Aunga

& Masare, 2017; Meslec et al., 2020; Puni et al., 2014). In contrast, the present study

holds leadership style constant while varying leader identity. This design allows for a clearer

examination of the relationship between leader identity and follower behavior in a controlled

setting. To the degree successful leaders create a sense of common identity which affects

subordinate performance and leadership perceptions, I examine the role of leader identity,

independent of style, directly linking the two threads of Akerlof and Kranton work.

2.1 Leader identity

Research on leadership perception has increasingly focused on how identity-based biases

shape who is recognized as a legitimate leader and who ultimately gains access to leadership

roles. Much of this work has centered on gender, offering substantial insight into how men

and women are evaluated differently. In contrast, the role of sexual orientation in shaping

leadership perceptions remains comparatively underexplored.

Two of the most common terms one reads about women and leadership are the “glass

ceiling” and the “glass cliff”. The glass ceiling is the term used to describe the persistent

difficulty women face in reaching top leadership roles despite comparable qualifications. Sim-

ilarly, the glass cliff highlights the common occurrence of when women are promoted, they

are disproportionately placed into leadership positions during periods of crisis or heightened

risk (Cotter et al., 2001; Ryan & Haslam, 2005; Ryan et al., 2016). Evidence suggests that

women are less likely to be selected for stable, high-reward leadership roles but more likely

to be appointed when the probability of failure is high, exposing them to greater scrutiny

and a higher likelihood of negative evaluations (Ryan & Haslam, 2005; Ryan et al., 2016).

These dynamics complicate standard interpretations of leadership outcomes, as observed

differences in performance may reflect differences in the environments in which leaders are

placed rather than differences in underlying ability.

Work on the perceptions of women leaders shows that they are shaped by a mismatch

4



between gender norms and leadership expectations. Role congruity theory in psychology

predicts that women are evaluated less favorably in leadership roles because these roles em-

phasize traits such as dominance and assertiveness that con
ict with traditional expectations

of femininity (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001; Ridgeway, 2001). As a result, women

may be perceived as less e�ective leaders even when their behavior is identical to that of

men (Eagly & Chin, 2010). These perceptions are reinforced by widely held beliefs about

what leaders \look like." Across multiple research paradigms, leadership traits are consis-

tently associated with masculinity, suggesting that the prototypical leader is implicitly male

(Koenig et al., 2011; Powell et al., 2002; Schein, 2001). This pattern persists across contexts

and contributes to systematic di�erences in how men and women are evaluated as potential

leaders (Giacomin et al., 2022).

However, when evaluating the performance of leaders rather than leadership perceptions,

the evidence is more mixed. A large body of work �nds that women are rated as equally

or slightly more e�ective leaders than men across a wide range of settings (Eagly et al.,

2003; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014). This divergence between perceived leadership and

leader e�ectiveness highlights a gap between beliefs about leadership and beliefs about mea-

surable outcomes. Gender may operates as a di�use \status characteristic", shaping both

selection into leadership and perceptions of those in those roles (Correll, 2004; Ridgeway,

2001) without needing reinforcement of di�erential e�ectiveness. These dynamics can lead

to ine�cient allocation of leadership positions if evaluators rely on biased priors rather than

observed performance.

In the case of gay and lesbian leaders, discrimination based on sexual orientation provides

one possible explanation for why such biased perceptions could exist. Research suggests

that some of the perceived ine�ectiveness of queer leaders is explained by evaluators' levels

of prejudice, yet research suggests that something more than discrimination{either implicit

or explicit{is at play (Morton, 2017). These perception also appear to manifest in the real

world in the hiring of leadership positions: queer leaders receive fewer formal leadership roles
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than their straight counterparts, even when they are perceived as equally competent (Aksoy

et al., 2019; Fasoli et al., 2017; Frank, 2006; Niedlich & Ste�ens, 2015). Often referred

to as the \lavender ceiling," the scale of this disparity in leadership may be caused by a

combination of in-group e�ects, stereotypes, and discrimination. According to the Williams

Institute, in 2021 approximately 50.4% of LGBT employees reported not being out to their

current supervisor and 25.8% were not out to any coworkers (Mallory et al., 2024). This

likely re
ects a strategic response to the lavendar ceiling and the continuing presence of

discrimination and anti-gay bias in the workplace.

Beyond the motivation of equitable access to leadership roles, discrimination is costly.

When societies become more welcoming of queer individuals, higher GDP growth tends to

follow, likely due to reduced transaction costs and reduced information loss associated with

the avoidance of queer workers at the �rm level (Badgett et al., 2019). There may therefore

be additional gains from increased inclusivity in leadership if discrimination has led to an

ine�cient allocation of leadership positions.

3 Methods

The experiment addresses three main questions. First, I investigate whether leader identity,

speci�cally gender and sexual orientation, in
uences the e�ort their followers exert when

completing tasks. Second, I examine whether leader identity in
uences follower attitudes

toward leaders in terms of leader typicality, and perceived success in other roles. Finally,

I explore the link between followers' beliefs about gender and sexuality and their stated

preferences toward leaders.

3.1 Procedure

Participants completed the survey through the online platform Qualtrics. They began by

reading and completing an informed consent form.
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After consenting, participants were given instructions describing the study procedure and

were randomly assigned to one of four �ctitious leaders: (1) Gay Woman, (2) Gay Man, (3)

Straight Woman, or (4) Straight Man. In all conditions, participants learned that the leader

worked for a �ctitious nonpro�t organization whose mission was to improve adult literacy

within the United States. The organization was identical across conditions.

Figure 1: Examples of the Leader Vignette

Participants then read a short vignette (see Figure 1) describing the assigned leader.

The vignette resembled a short biography containing both professional and personal details

about the leader. Participants then received a message from their leader describing the

upcoming task. This message was designed to encourage e�ort based on previous literature

on motivating workers (Antonakis et al., 2011, 2022; Fest et al., 2021; Meslec et al., 2020).

The task was introduced as a volunteer opportunity in which participants would enter

publication information from books into a database to help the nonpro�t catalog books. The

task consists of two stages. The �rst stage involves training. Participants receive instruc-

tions describing how to identify information from a book's publication page (see Figure 2).

Participants may spend as much or as little time on the training materials as they wish. The
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