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• A glass cliff describes the preferential selection of a female leader in a crisis.
• We manipulate company performance and its (economy vs leadership).
• A glass cliff only occurs if company's performance is attributed to bad leadership.
• The glass cliff is explained by the woman's perceived potential to signal change.
• Nontraditional leaders are strategic choices to signal change to the outside world.
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Research into the glass cliff indicates that adverse company circumstances, compared to favorable ones, increase
the likelihood of women to be appointed in leadership positions. Study 1 refined the conditions under which a
glass cliff occurs by demonstrating a preference for a female leader when a company's performance was attrib-
uted to past leadership (an internal, controllable cause) but not when it was attributed to global economic cir-
cumstances (an external, uncontrollable cause). Study 2 replicated the glass cliff for a controllable context and
revealed that the female candidate's potential to signal change, rather than her quality and suitability as a leader,
accounted for the preference of the female candidate. We conclude that women, as non-traditional leaders, are
strategic choices of companieswith the aim to signal change to the outsideworld (e.g., investors)whenpast lead-
ership is held responsible for a crisis. However, they are not expected to actually impact on the company's per-
formance through their leadership quality.

© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

After the 2008 financial crisis, Icelandic banks appointed female
leaders “to clean up the ‘young men's mess’” (O'Connor, 2008a) that
was seen to be caused by “buccaneering, reckless – and overwhelmingly
male” directors (Sunderland, 2009). As a government minister
contended, the appointment of two women as chief executives to two
newly founded Icelandic banks “is an attempt to signal a new culture
within the banking system” (O'Connor, 2008b). In parallel, the gover-
nance of the country was trusted to a woman, Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir,
who in 2009 became thefirst woman to be the PrimeMinister of Iceland.

The preference forwomen in these rolesmay be surprising given the
evidence that women's chances of being appointed to leadership posi-
tions are typically lower than are men's (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002).
This is the case, at least in part, because stereotypes convey amasculine

image of leaders (the think manager–think male association, Schein,
2001; see also Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011). However, the
Icelandic case suggests that in troubled times, a female presence may
be advantageous. This is supported by a program of research that
illustrates through experimental and archival studies that women may
occupy leadership positions more readily under precarious than favor-
able conditions, a phenomenon that has been labeled the glass cliff
(e.g., Haslam & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Haslam, 2005, 2007). Research has
documented the glass-cliff phenomenon in different organizational
(e.g., Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010) and political (Ryan, Haslam, &
Kulich, 2010) contexts, and for different minority groups (see Cook &
Glass (2013); Kulich, Ryan, & Haslam (2014), for ethnic minorities). De-
spite the amount of evidence documenting glass-cliff tendencies, and a
growing literature investigating some of the processes underlying the
glass cliff (see Bruckmüller, Ryan, Rink, & Haslam (2014), for an over-
view), it is not clear whether glass cliffs occur in any type of crisis or
whether the nature of the crisis is important.
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1. Refining the notion of “crisis”

In view of the financial crisis being a highly topical issue in current
world economics, it is highly relevant to ask whether the appointment
of women to glass-cliff positions occurs as a consequence of any type
of crisis, or whether the perceived cause of the crisis plays a role. The
present research fills this gap in the literature by disentangling the im-
pact of a crisis that derives from faultymanagement of the company and
a crisis that stems from global economic trends that are not under the
control of the company's management.

Past experimental studies exploring the glass cliff have not al-
ways been explicit about the type of crisis faced by a company, nor
about the role of past leadership in the development of the crisis
(e.g., Haslam & Ryan, 2008). One exception comes from
Bruckmüller and Branscombe (2010). Here, the authors gave infor-
mation about the history of a company's past leadership by
informing participants about the gender of the previous leader.
This had an impact on participants' choice of the incoming leader,
such that they were more likely to appoint a woman when the for-
mer leader had been male rather than female. This finding suggests
that participants inferred that the crisis had something to do with
the type of past leadership, and it is likely that in many other glass
cliff studies participants thought by default that previous manage-
ment was male. However, typical glass cliff studies do not distin-
guish between internal and external causes of a company's crisis.
To illustrate, Gartzia, Ryan, Balluerka, and Aritzeta (2012, p. 10)
told participants that the company in question had “experienced de-
creasing performance during the preceding months as a conse-
quence of both the current negative global financial situation and
the lack of management abilities of the existing management
team.” In this scenario, we find a similar situation as in the
Icelandic banks, where causes for the crisis combine both controlla-
ble reasons (i.e., banks' risky management) and uncontrollable rea-
sons (i.e., the general financial crisis). The aim of the present
research is to disentangle these two types of reasons.

We argue that a different, new leadership may be viewed as a
proactive way to deal with a crisis following faulty leadership. In
this way, that the appointment of a non-traditional leader (i.e., a
woman) should be most likely in a context where the company can
actually intervene and change things, that is, when the company
possesses some control over the causes for poor performance. Tradi-
tional leadership positions are typically seen as masculine and are
thus most likely to be occupied by male leaders (Schein, 2001).
Hence, signaling a significant change in leadership can be achieved
by the replacement of a man by an atypical leader. Indeed, research
demonstrates that adverse situations produce a desire for change,
and that under such circumstances outsiders are likely to be chosen
as leaders (Kaplan &Minton, 1994). It further shows that stereotypes
associate stability with male leaders, and change with female leaders
(Brown, Diekman, & Schneider, 2011). Thus, in a controllable crisis
context a female leader may be seen as a good fit. In contrast, if a
company's crisis stems from a global economic crisis, which is un-
controllable by leaders, changing the leadership of the company
may not be the ideal solution.

In summary, the choice of a woman for a leadership positionmay be
judged to be advantageous when poor performance results from a
company's previous (actual or supposedly) male management prac-
tices. Conversely, the replacement of a man by a woman may not be
judged helpful in a company that struggles because everyone around
it struggles as well. When previous leadership is not identified as re-
sponsible for poor performance, it may be neither necessary nor enough
to replace it to change the situation.

Now the issue is what kind of change is expected from the appoint-
ment of a woman instead of a man in precarious times following faulty
management. The next sectionwill discuss twomechanisms that poten-
tially cause glass cliff appointments.

2. Organizational change as an explanation of the glass cliff

Oneof themost explored explanations of the glass cliff is that stereo-
types of women are associatedwith a communal leadership style that is
deemed useful in difficult times (Bruckmüller et al., 2014). If past
agentic and typically masculine leadership is seen as unsuccessful, suit-
able leadership may be newly defined in a crisis context. As seen in the
Icelandic example, an alternative leadership style would be communal
and more risk-averse. Social roles associated with women fit such ex-
pectations. In line with social role congruency theory (Eagly & Karau,
2002), women should then become more likely to be selected as
leaders. Indeed, Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, and Bongiorno (2011) provided
empirical evidence that communal traits, such as being understanding,
tactful, and empathic, are valued in times of crisis. However, instead of
actively improving the company's performance, these stereotypical
feminine traits are only ratedmore useful thanmasculine traits for “pas-
sive” leadershipmissions such as enduring and taking the blame of a cri-
sis, and for managing people (see also Gartzia et al. (2012); Rink, Ryan,
& Stoker (2013)). Importantly, when the leader's mission is to directly
impact on the company's economic situation, masculine traits are val-
ued to the same extent as feminine traits (Ryan et al., 2011, Study 3).
Translating these findings on gendered traits to themale and female so-
cial categories, the choice of an atypical leader (i.e., awoman instead of a
man) may not indicate the valorization of feminine leadership compe-
tence as a means for improving performance, but it may rather signal
to the evaluators of the company (i.e., investors, clients, and other com-
panies) that the company is taking action in order to cope with the cri-
sis. The aim is to influence investors' evaluations towards a positive
trend, a strategy called “window dressing” in the finance world
(Helland & Sykuta, 2004).

In sum, changing the leadership of a company through the appoint-
ment of a woman may be confined to a visible signal of change, that is a
strategy to influence the evaluations of an under-performing company
and thereby potentially impact, for example, the company'smarket per-
formance (Haslam&Ryan, 2008; Ryan&Haslam, 2007; Ryan, Haslam, &
Postmes, 2007; see also Bruckmüller et al. (2014)). However, it might
not actually aim at an actual change as regards a differentway of leading
the company that would directly impact the company's (accounting)
performance (see Kulich, Iacoviello, & Lorenzi-Cioldi (2015), for a
discussion).

3. The present research

In this paper, we argue that when a company is facing a crisis, the
company board may seek solutions to reverse the current negative
trend. As was suggested by the Icelandic government minister cited in
the Introduction, one strategy is to appoint a non-traditional leader
that will visibly break with the previous type of leadership. As a conse-
quence, appointing a woman in a struggling company would be a stra-
tegic way to implement change. Such a strategy is only likely used
when a company's performance is deemed controllable, that is, when
it is not contingent on external, uncontrollable factors.

In accordance with previous research into the glass cliff, we expect
that a woman will be preferred as an incoming leader in a poorly-
performing company compared to a successful company. However, in
line with our signal of change argument, we argue that the preference
for a woman should emerge only in controllable types of crises and
not in external crises (Hypothesis 1). Study 1 will test this hypothesis
by examining gendered leadership choices in two experimentally-
created attributional contexts: a company's performance that is primar-
ily influenced by its past leadership (internal and controllable), and a
company's performance that is primarily influenced by economic cir-
cumstances (external and uncontrollable).

In addition, we reason that when faulty past leadership is the cause
of the company's failure, replacing male leadership with female leader-
ship is likely to indicate that this change is strategic. Thus, Study 2 will
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