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“So much for smashing 
the glass ceiling and using 
their unique skills to 
enhance the performance 
of Britain’s biggest 
companies. The 
triumphant march of 
women into the country’s 
boardrooms has instead 
wreaked havoc on 
companies’ performance”

Judge, 2003, 
The Times, p.21

The glass cliff



The glass cliff

FTSE 100 Cranfield Index
• 3 of the top 5 companies on 

Cranfield Index are under-
performing

• All of the bottom 5 are over-
performing

Conclusion:
“Corporate Britain would be 
better off without women on 
the board.”



The glass cliff

• Ryan & Haslam (2005a)
• There is a relationship 

between performance and 
number of women.

• But is the analysis correct?

• Could the causal sequence 
be reversed?

Perhaps women only get 
given senior positions 
when companies are 
doing poorly.

Female Appointment
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The glass cliff

• Ryan & Haslam (2005a)
• There is a relationship 

between performance and 
number of women.

• But is the analysis correct?

• Could the causal sequence 
be reversed?

Perhaps women only get 
given senior positions 
when companies are 
doing poorly.

Male Appointment

Stock Market Down
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The glass cliff

• Contrary to the Times, the appointment of a woman was not
associated with a subsequent drop in company performance.

• Companies that appointed a woman had experienced 
consistently poor performance in the months preceding the 
appointment.

• Extending the metaphor of the ‘glass ceiling’, we argue women 
are more likely than men to confront a ‘glass cliff’, such that 
their leadership appointments are more likely to be made in 
problematic organizational circumstances and are thus more 
risky and precarious.



• Is there any evidence that women are preferentially selected for
challenging leadership positions?

• To answer this question we conducted experimental research
Ryan & Haslam (2005b; 2005c; Ashby, Ryan, & Haslam, 2005)

Experimental Research

• Participants asked to select a candidate for a leadership position 
under circumstances that were going well or going badly 

• Given a choice between multiple candidates — but best candidates 
are a man and a woman whose applications are matched on key 
dimensions.

• Which do they prefer and when?



Choice of Candidate
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• A female candidate is more likely to be appointed to a leadership 
position when the position is risky and there is an increased risk 
of failure.    

Experimental Research

• Demonstrated with:
• Lead lawyer of a risky and highly criticised case
• Financial director of a poorly performing company
• Youth representative for a festival experiencing declining 

popularity
• Political candidate for an unwinnable seat



• Implicit leadership theories
• Schein (1973): Traits shared by managers and (a) men and (b) women

Stereotypes

men

65% in common
aggressive,

emotionally stable, ambitious,  
self-reliant,   (has) leadership          
ability,  competitive, objective,

well informed, forceful,                      
self-confident

women

9% in common 
understanding, helpful, 
sophisticated, aware of 

feelings of others, intuitive,  
neat, not vulgar, humanitarian   

values

managers

think manager 
– think male



• Implicit leadership theories

• This may hold for ‘normal’ contexts but what about abnormal ones?
• For example, what happens in a crisis?

Stereotypes

men

65% in common
aggressive,

emotionally stable, ambitious,  
self-reliant,   (has) leadership          
ability,  competitive, objective,

well informed, forceful,                      
self-confident

women

9% in common 
understanding, helpful, 
sophisticated, aware of 

feelings of others, intuitive,  
neat, not vulgar, humanitarian   

values

managers

think manager 
– think male



• Implicit leadership theories
• Could there be a different pattern for managers in a crisis?

men

65% in common
aggressive,

emotionally stable, ambitious,  
self-reliant,   (has) leadership          
ability,  competitive, objective,

well informed, forceful,                      
self-confident

women

9% in common
understanding, helpful, 
sophisticated, aware of 

feelings of others, intuitive,  
neat, not vulgar, humanitarian   

values

crisis

think crisis
– think female

Stereotypes



Stereotypes
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• Gave Ps list of 92 traits and asked them to identify those that were 
stereotypic of men, women, managers of successful and 
unsuccessful companies



What patterns do we see in reactions to glass cliffs?

Understanding reactions

Internet Research (Ryan, Haslam, & Postmes, 2004)
• Through a link from a BBC on-line story people were asked to 

(a) explain why they think the glass cliff occurs
(b) tell us about their glass cliff experiences

• This attracted 80,000 readers from around the world.  
• Provides insight into 

(a) the sorts of explanations people self-generate and prefer 
(b) the nature of leadership experience (from a sample of people 

that social scientists can’t routinely access)



Understanding reactions



The explanations people generate for the glass cliff
%

women
% 

men

Sexism Women are singled out for inferior positions 20% 4%
Bias Men prefer to hire other men for ‘cushy’ jobs 18% 0%

Women are seen as better potential 
scapegoats 

17% 0%

Women leaders lack peer and institutional 
support

9% 4%

Women have fewer opportunities 31% 8%

Appointment of a woman as a signal of 
change

14% 8%

Social
Factors

Understanding reactions
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The explanations people generate for the glass cliff
%

women
% 

men

Sexism Women are singled out for inferior positions 20% 4%
Bias Men prefer to hire other men for ‘cushy’ jobs 18% 0%

Women are seen as better potential 
scapegoats 

17% 0%

Women leaders lack peer and institutional 
support

9% 4%

Women have fewer opportunities 31% 8%

Appointment of a woman as a signal of 
change

14% 8%

Stereotype Women are more suited to dealing with a crisis 17% 17%
Denial Women are NOT placed in more risky 

positions
3% 50%

Social
Factors

“Speaking as a research scientist, I am disgusted …. 
Your approach is entirely unscientific.”

Male professional, 21 .

Understanding reactions



• Our advice?

Conclusion

• 1.  Be aware. Wanting to take on a challenging position is a good 
thing, but ensure that this is not a poisoned chalice and that you 
are not being ‘set up’ to fail.  

• 2.  Make your colleagues aware. If you are the only person who 
recognizes the dangers of glass cliffs, it is unlikely that others will 
be attuned to the issues that you confront: you may be unfairly 
evaluated. 

• 3. Work collectively. It is unlikely that you will be able to change 
things for the better on your own — indeed, the strategy of ‘going 
it alone’ may be more likely to reinforce the status quo than to 
challenge it. 



Thank You!
M.Ryan@exeter.ac.uk


	The glass cliff
	The glass cliff
	The glass cliff
	The glass cliff
	The glass cliff
	Experimental Research
	Choice of Candidate
	Experimental Research
	Understanding reactions
	Understanding reactions
	Understanding reactions
	Understanding reactions
	Understanding reactions
	Conclusion

