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Introduction
Our sense of what is possible in our careers is influenced by what has gone before, how we interpret that history, and how we draw inspiration and learning from leaders past and present in our own identity development. In Western societies, authority and power are bound with notions of leadership that are shaped by the almost exclusively male incumbents of leadership roles. Hence leadership is inherently gendered in style, reflecting characteristics of heroic heterosexual and powerful males. Indeed, preparation for leadership is so gendered that even at middle levels of management, “think manager, think male” seems such a natural and normal process that we are unaware of it (Schein, 2007). Both men and women in general accept this, because it is the way things are in terms of sex roles in society and reinforced at work, and the way things have always been – unless they are females with ambition coming up against a “glass ceiling”. But it is not natural and normal – in other societies, different patterns are still to be found, and therefore it is clear that leadership is a social and cultural construction. Role models are an important part of the development of social identities, and we argue, the scarcity of female role models in leadership positions plays a major part in the persistence of the gender stereotypical construction of leadership (Sealy & Singh, 2006).

Role models consciously and unconsciously inform and are influenced by these leadership constructions. Gibson defines role models as a “cognitive construction based on the attributes of people in social roles that an individual perceives to be similar to… to some extent and desires to increase perceived similarity by emulating those attributes” (2004, p.136).  Drawing on recent research, in this chapter we will demonstrate the importance of role models for successful career progression, and the importance of the organization’s demographic context in providing appropriate role models. We will also suggest that leadership is usually taught in business schools, on MBA courses, with little reference to female or feminine role models, thus ignoring a substantial and increasingly important section of the demographic talent pool. A brief discussion of implications will follow, and we will argue that a better understanding is needed of the importance of role models in the formation of professional identity so that more of tomorrow’s diverse potential leaders can develop to their full potential.
Identity and Identification
Organizational research shows that the successful development of professional identity is important for career success. Despite a growing interest in the topic of work identity, there is a paucity of literature explaining how senior professional identities are formed (Pratt et al, 2006). Many of the issues concerning the careers of senior women or people from ethnic minorities in the workplace today are often associated with the lack of a sense of authentic professional identity due to traditional white masculine cultures and conventional transactional or “heroic” leadership styles. Increasingly this is also being recognised as an issue for younger male managers, the so-called ‘Generation Y’, who appear less inclined to identify with those above them. 

Previous research proposes that role models are important for the development of professional identity, personal growth and career success, as they provide a source of learning, motivation, self-definition and career guidance (Gibson, 2004). Role identification theories explain that people are attracted to and motivated by those similar to themselves (Kohlberg, 1963). Social learning theories highlight the importance of role models in learning new skills, norms and making sense of one’s environment (Bandura, 1977). Identification and the perceived availability and attractiveness of role models are key career challenges for today’s more diverse workforce and, we would argue, particularly for women approaching leadership positions.

In the emerging field of work identity, there are a number of competing literature areas: the social identity literature, which focuses on the cognitive psychological aspects of identity formation; the literature on human assets and social capital; and the more sociological investigation of structures, demographics and institutional behaviour. Work on role models is beginning to combine these literatures and show how micro-level cognitive processes feed into larger systems and the underlying mechanisms of organizational structures.
Role Models and “Possible Selves”
Traditional career theories suggest that as individuals get older, confidence in self-concept increases and the requirement for role models diminishes. However, recent studies by Gibson (2003, 2004) suggest that the tendency to observe and use role models does not diminish with age, but rather changes the importance placed on various dimensions used in the development of the individual’s professional identity. Gibson suggests that the effective use of role models represents a selection process from the people available to the individual, combined with an active cognitive interpretation of the role model attributes (Bandura, 1977). Hence three elements need to be considered: the issue of similarity; the desire to increase that similarity; and the social context which creates a social role. 

Identity development is not just an individualistic concept but a socially constructed one, and the organisations in which individuals progress their career are social contexts. Career transitions often involve changes in roles, requiring new skills both on the technical and interpersonal side. They are opportunities for renegotiating one’s professional identity through the mechanism of “possible selves”, defined as the person one would like to become. In a study of professionals making career transitions to more senior roles, Ibarra (1999, 2000) revealed that the adaptations required three basic tasks: observing role models to identify potential identities; experimenting with provisional selves; and evaluating experiments against internal standards and external feedback. Participants selected role models based on their attractiveness and the extent to which they admired or shared the traits underlying the role model’s behaviour. The process of acquiring behavioural skills, such as a professional style, is different from learning knowledge in that it must be refined experientially, not just vicariously (Bandura, 1977). The most prevalent form of experimentation was imitation. This was either done on a total or partial basis (mimicking global or individual traits and behaviours). Though not intended as a gendered study, Ibarra’s work showed sex differences. The men generally constructed composite models, using several facets from various individuals, whilst the women more often searched for a global (single) model. Selective cherry-picking type imitation, from a “mosaic of different people” was a more sophisticated form of mimicry, combining varied facets from multiple role models to create a more self-tailored persona.  Those using the cherry-picking tactic suffered less concern regarding authenticity -. the degree of congruence between what one feels and communicates in public. Those who used true-to-self strategies in making the transition made references to being aware of their own limitations, avoiding exaggerated displays of confidence, and being more concerned with client credibility in the long term rather than creating a good first impression, focusing on substance over form. However, as they clung to their old identities, they struggled to transfer some of the new styles and skills required, experiencing longer-term dissonance between their current and ideal selves. Their actions also limited the growth of their repertoires, providing a restricted store of material from which to select and grow. The true-to-self subgroup who used this limiting tactic was almost entirely women. 

Identification with role models infuses behaviours with meaning and purpose, providing more motivation to change. By identifying with role models, people move from compliance to assimilating role requirements, growing successfully into their new role (O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986). If successful identity construction is essential to career success, then the availability and successful use of role models become key antecedents to this process. For those who are not in the white male majority, the context of organizational demographics will affect the likelihood of successful role modelling.
Role Models and Minority Contexts
For minority populations, it can be difficult to find leaders perceived as sufficiently similar or desirable to emulate, and hence those individuals will lose out on the potential benefits of having a role model. There has been a recent spate of surveys in Europe and the US (Catalyst/Conference Board 2003; Catalyst 2007; DDI & CIPD, 2005; Catalyst and Opportunity Now, 2000) citing a lack of available female role models in corporate life as a major barrier to advancement. This suggests a lack of women perceived to be similar to the women seeking role models, or a lack of female role models to whom they would desire to be similar. Singh, Vinnicombe & James (2006) found that young women had difficulty in identifying with most of the senior females in their organizations; either they were too scary, superwomen or did not appear to have combined family and career.

Even when there are some senior women, the demographic context may affect how such women are perceived. Research has shown that what is valued in the boardroom is what is valued throughout the organization (Myatt, 2004). Therefore, with very few women as leaders and role models holding directorships, women (and men) do not see evidence that women’s managerial capital is sufficiently valued for boardroom and role model positions. The few senior women who do get to the top are often deemed (by women and men) to have become more like men. If women do not see themselves mirrored in leadership, the masculine stereotype is likely to remain as a significant barrier for women. 

Social role theory (Eagly 1987) and gender role theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002) explain how both sexes are expected to behave in ways consistent with societal gender roles. Because leadership is still construed in masculine agentic terms, women aspiring to such positions are required to violate such prescribed roles, and this presents additional challenges. Without similar role models as exemplars of how this role violation can be successfully negotiated, the psychological challenges can often subconsciously be too great. If women in male dominated organizations have access only to senior male role models, then they have to do more work to transfer that learning to a style more acceptable for women, or face penalties for out of role behaviour.

For women and ethnic minority groups, visible role models in authority positions could be associated with an increase in their ambitions (Gibson & Cordova, 1999). This was not because the exemplars prompted the individuals to increase their career aspirations, but because, by their presence, they started to change the old gender schematic vision of status and power held by both women and men (Ragins & Sundstrom, 1989). The importance of senior female role models to educate the men was demonstrated in a recent study by Sealy (2007) to allow both men and women of that organization to believe that women could have successful careers.
Unpacking the Value of Role Models
Sealy (2007) proposes the importance of both the behavioural and symbolic aspects of role models, in terms of messages conveyed to the employees on a number of different levels, enabling individuals to learn about and aspire to leadership positions within the organization. The behavioural importance of role models and the benefits of vicarious learning are well-documented (Bandura, 1977; Ibarra, 1999), and was also evident in Sealy’s research, both in terms of bigger-picture “visioning” and also on a specific “how to” level. However, what was new is the conceptual unpacking of the symbolic importance of role models on a variety of levels, which may hold more significance for those from minority groups (in this case women) aspiring to leadership positions. 

Sealy’s study was conducted with diversity directors across eleven global financial institutions. The quotes below, from the directors, are illustrative of findings consistent across the organizations. It emerged that role models provide symbolic value on four levels. First, for the individuals with role models, there was symbolic value illustrating concepts such as hope, possibility and similarity to the individual, that it was possible to succeed whilst remaining true to oneself, that the role models had integrity. 
“…it’s proof that those unique characteristics, unique strengths can get to the top of the tree… looking at a female means that hopefully those differences have been recognized, and that gives more hope for us to be true to our selves, rather than to try and emulate male characteristics, in order to climb the ladder.”
Work becomes meaningful when one’s preferred self can be expressed though one’s work and one’s membership in an organization (Kahn, 1998). Pratt et al (2006) argue that “achieving alignment between identity and work is a fundamental motivator in identity construction “(p.255). 

Second, Sealy’s study showed there was symbolic value from the role models for the individuals’ view of the organization, illustrating concepts such as meritocracy,  that minority groups could believe that as long as they were as good as those succeeding from the majority group, they too could succeed. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“It’s linked to the idea of meritocracy and it’s almost linked to an unconscious ideal.  If you don’t see people who are similar to you in some way, and gender’s a very powerful form of identity, if you don’t see people similar to you in positions of power …I’d be thinking why… this is the place for females at the lower end, why are there no females on the senior end? That would influence my thinking, my identity in terms of my role within this company. So, for me, the lack of role models, it’s a lack of meritocracy.”
Third, there was symbolic value at the organizational level in terms of messages given to external stakeholders, shareholders and future employees. 
“I think [role models] are important to our external community… Our clients are very diverse… but when you talk about dealing with CEOs, CFOs of companies who are our clients, their faces are changing, and I think we need to change our faces too.”
Finally, there was symbolic value internally in terms of communicating messages about making changes and signalling to both men and women in the organization that changes were being made. Individuals from minority groups such as women or those from ethnic minorities often have to do more than the majority members to establish their legitimacy (Murrel & Zagenczyk, 2006; Heilman & Okimoto, 2007), and therefore they may place more importance on the symbolic value of similar role models.
“I guess it’s the influence with the peer group at the role model level.  So…it’s the woman in the room of 40 [men], she’s breaking the mould… changing the mind set of the male peers…who are potentially managing other women coming up through…so, it’s a bit like in the early days of us trying to progress life balance and flexible working, we just said, “look we just need some great examples of flexible working where it works, then we’ll celebrate those and gradually it will break the mould”. It’s not dissimilar, to, in my time, I’ve worked in environments where everybody smoked…and you just can’t imagine that now.”
However, Sealy’s study only looked at the importance of senior female role models for women in the organization. Is the need for same-sex exemplars as strong for men? Lockwood (2006) examined whether or not women and men are more inspired by same-sex role models than by gender opposites. The study showed that women were inspired by outstanding women in their field, although not by outstanding men. Lockwood suggests that female role models are particularly inspiring in situations where they are in the minority and face typical barriers, as they provide evidence that the barriers can be overcome despite discrimination and may be an important means of undermining negative gender stereotypes. However, from previous literature, the efficacy of the role models would presumably depend on how “similar” the role models are perceived to be, and with some young male managers of “Generation Y” placing importance on different aspects of work from their more senior predecessors, the organizational context needs to be taken into account.

In this era of rapid organizational change and boundaryless careers, individuals need to establish their own portfolio of developmental relationships (Higgins & Kram, 2001), and role models are a very important aspect of this. The ideal is availability of a constellation of heterogeneous role models, providing a wide repertoire of possible leadership behaviours. Relationships at work anchor the individual and provide confidence, essential for psychological growth (Kahn, 1998) and development of potential leaders. If an organization does not have a mix of role models in their leadership, then more effort is needed to address this developmental need appropriately, or it runs the risk of losing or misdirecting talent.
Role Modelling and Organizational Demographics
Future leaders develop their identities in a variety of organizational demographic contexts, with different availability of senior female role models. The working environment therefore influences the processes of identity formation. In a ground-breaking study, Kanter (1977) observed how the majority group in an organization dominated and marginalised the minority, and how structures emerged to preserve this situation. The concepts of “homophily”, and “tokenism” were based on the idea that people prefer to work with similar others. Kanter showed how women were treated as “tokens” when in a numerical minority of less than 15%. Through processes including assimilation, where stereotypes are adopted, and polarisation and exaggeration, where stereotypes are used to create boundaries, the boundaries are heightened, leading to a strongly dominated male culture, where women are both highly visible and isolated. In Kanter’s view, only when the proportion of women (or other minority group) passes a threshold to become a “minority” rather than token, could they begin to overcome these pressures.

Gender and race are obvious external sources of social group identity and identification. Social identity theory holds that if an individual sees only one or two of their group in the leadership of their organization, who are not attractive role models to that individual, or who are perceived as targets for criticism within the organization, then there is a strong likelihood that the individual will try to disassociate themselves from the negative “out-group” in order to assume a more positive self-image. There is plenty of evidence, both scholarly and in the more popular literature, of women behaving like “one of the boys” as a coping strategy in the absence of a broader repertoire of role model candidates.

Women and ethnic minorities have a smaller pool of candidates similar to them from which to construct their role models, and role modelling therefore for them requires greater cognitive processing. Whereas white men can take the attributes that the organisation has recognised and rewarded in the successful white male role models and add those behaviours to their own repertoire, minority groups have to make such images out of role models that come from more diverse and fragmented sources (Gibson & Cordova, 1999). This suggests a structuralist rather than developmental standpoint – that patterns of modelling are more dependent on the gender or ethnic context that individuals find themselves in, rather than on inherent differences in modelling tendencies between men and women, white and non-white individuals. This structuralist position contends that white males and other groups have equivalent abilities and similar desires for role models and organisational achievement. It suggests that a failure of equality of achievement is due to contextual factors and the differences of availability of role models for the various demographic groups. Those who take a “critical mass” approach to demographics will emphasise the importance of tipping points, assuming that by hiring more minorities, the organisational environment will improve. But identity groups need to be equal in their access to power resources (Kanter, 1983) for an improvement of attitudes. This suggests organisations may need demographic earthquakes to take them to the tipping point of 35% (Kanter, 1977) to prevent the perpetuation of stereotypical negative dynamics. 

Ely (1994) found that in firms with few senior women, women were “less likely to experience gender as a positive basis for identification… less likely to perceive senior women as role models with legitimate authority, more likely to perceive competition in relationships with women peers” (pp. 203). Ely’s work develops that of Kanter (1977), who suggested that balanced representation at peer level would reduce sex-role stereotyping. But Ely (1995) disagrees: unless there are women in positions of authority in that firm, “sex may persist as a salient category with negative consequences for women lower down in the organisation”. Ely shows how women’s presence in positions of power positively affects the social construction of gender definition and the processes that create gender identity at work. In more diverse work environments, minority groups are less likely to place importance on same-sex role models (Gibson & Cordova, 1999). For example, in Ely’s study, sex-integrated firms had greater latitude in gender roles, with the women consciously enacting masculine and feminine roles as they saw fit. Women had a greater sense of acceptance, higher satisfaction with firms and optimism about their careers. Theirs was a non-sexualised gender role. 

Without a full range of possible leadership behaviours, due to lack of female role models, women often worry about projecting the right level of authority, constraining their more feminine repertoires to enhance their gravitas (Eagly, 2005). There are negative consequences of such behaviours. Firstly, women drawing on masculine ways of leading are censured for behaving out of their traditional gender role expectations (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Secondly, women often feel inauthentic as leaders, as if they have to wear a mask that might slip and give their true feelings away. Men do not have to deal with the first issue, and as there are many male leaders with a wide range of behaviours and styles to emulate, men have a wider choice to suit their own need for authenticity.
Influence of Management Education on Role Model Availability and Identity Development
Not only is there a very limited supply of female business leaders, but leadership today tends to be taught with little reference to female or feminine leaders who can provide a source of good leadership role models. As male and female students on today’s MBA programmes are a potential source of tomorrow’s leaders, this provides a good context in which to examine role models. As leadership goes against the social role prescribed for women, perhaps the need to be shown “how to do leadership” on such programmes is more keenly felt by aspiring female managers. However, drawing on the extensive work of Sinclair (1995, 1997, 1998) and Simpson (2006), it would seem that the contexts of many MBA courses are themselves gendered in terms of course content, course delivery, course experience and demography of students and staff, with women on many courses forming less than a third or even less than a quarter of the students. 
MBA Course Content
Recognition is needed that female leaders - in all their diversity - can be role models just as male leaders currently are, but this needs to be endorsed in class discussions, in leadership course materials, case studies and speakers. Where women leaders are discussed in class, they are often dismissed on sexist grounds, just as they are so often treated by the business press. If both men and women leaders were dismissed in this way, it would not matter, but given that there are so few examples of women business leaders, it does reinforce the “strangers in a man’s world” position of such women, especially where their decisions and actions did not result in successful outcomes. Because of their high visibility/token status, their failure is extended to all women, satisfying the prejudiced males’ need for evidence that women cannot be successful leaders. Sinclair suggests that more case studies could be written about successful women and draw on situations in industries where more women are employed, where women are a significant part of the management and leadership team. Getting more successful female speakers to mainstream sessions would build and reinforce the legitimacy of women leaders in business.

Sinclair (1997, p.325) highlights the lack of attention paid in business courses to women’s ways of knowing and learning, and women’s ignored preferences for experiential and connected learning, resulting in a sense of “learning in the margins, rather than the mainstream”. This is particularly important in the study of leadership, where it can be difficult for women and some men to feel connected through their experiences to the leadership issues under debate. As dwellers in the marginal zone of the MBA course, the women’s confidence is reportedly frequently undermined by the masculine learning experience, and that compounds the sense of lack of fit arising from the relative absence of women leaders, professors, speakers and role models. 
Gendered Behaviour on the MBA Course 
MBA programmes take place in a very ‘macho’ course climate. Simpson (2006) describes how tomorrow’s leaders on MBA courses are socialised into skills based on modernist values of rationality, the assumption of superiority of managerialism, individualistic and competitive instrumentality. Women on such courses are encouraged to mould themselves to more masculine ways of working in order to succeed on the course and progress their careers within traditional organizational environments. 

Women students complain that sexist language is used in class by professors as well as in case material, with “he” typically used about leaders. Even after textual materials have been gender-proofed, professors often slip into using the masculine pronouns, particularly where the case studies have only men as leaders and high-ranking managers. The typical business school has few female professors, and authority and power belong therefore to the male academics, who reward and reinforce traditional masculine behaviours such as competitiveness, extroversion and aggressiveness in classroom debate. The scarcity of female professors means that there is little opportunity for direct role modelling by senior and successful women for female business students. Sinclair suggests that male and female professors working in pairs for work on gender (including masculinities as well as feminine issues) and leadership can provide positive role model behaviours as well as facilitate discussion of alternative perspectives from both men and women. Sexist behaviour by male students in group work compounds the feelings of discomfort for women students.
Women only Leadership Courses
Where women are in extreme minorities in leadership positions, there is an argument for women-only leadership courses (Vinnicombe & Singh, 2003) so that women have an opportunity to reflect on their own skills, styles, goals and experiences and share understanding with other women that gender issues are common across institutional and national boundaries, and not to be internalised as a personal lack of leadership qualities. On such programmes, women can openly express their femininity and authenticity in a learning environment designed for women’s ways of learning. But such courses should never replace the general leadership development for both sexes.
Implications for Practice
The research above may imply that by increasing the diversity of those in senior positions, the organisation will provide more varied role models for the whole of its population. However, it may not be sufficient simply to appoint more women leaders. What is additionally required is the acceptance of more feminine leadership styles (which can be enacted by either men or women). If role models are an important part of messages given to women about their career possibilities and symbolic messages of what success can look like, then the organization needs to take responsibility for, and be cognisant of the messages and signals given, for example, celebrating the success of diverse individuals on intranet sites. “A firm’s socialization and career development practices, which are the mechanism by which they inculcate display rules, may be expected to exacerbate or attenuate the dynamics described” (Ibarra, 2007).

Whilst many organizations today have diversity committees or departments charged with addressing these issues, it is important for them to be aware of the limited value of just taking a liberalist “fix the individual” approach. Whilst initially this may appear to promote the individual’s development, it also places the burden of responsibility on their shoulders. In addition to individual development, organizations must recognise the need to “fix the culture”, addressing the underlying mechanisms and practices that are hindering potential leaders of all types from reaching the levels appropriate to their talent and commitment.

Those responsible for management education need to recognise their role in providing a gendered and limited range of role models for those preparing for leadership. As Simpson (2006) recommends, MBA course material needs updating to include diversity of leaders, followers and contexts, so that women’s position in the business world is given legitimacy and voice. Otherwise such education will simply reproduce the existing leadership talent pool that is no longer sufficiently qualified to lead in a rapidly globalising world of mergers, acquisitions and alliances where relationships and connectedness are so important. Much deeper levels of cultural, emotional and relational awareness are needed, and role models can play an important part in that process, helping women and men to develop behaviours and characteristics to build a variety of authentic leadership identities.  
Conclusions
Present research shows the importance for minority groups to have role models and role modelling opportunities, for the successful development of an authentic professional identity. For the white male majority, these processes occur unconsciously, and the availability of similar and attractive role models is taken for granted, often reinforcing the stereotypes and the status quo. For those minorities that have made it to leadership positions, the social and emotional costs are often substantial and now act as a deterrent for similar others below. Organizations need to show their employees that there is another way and that they are willing to change their cultures to value more diverse styles of management and leadership, reflecting the authentic work identities of a more diverse population. Leadership education and executive development should take a more contextual approach to the understanding of successful leadership in today’s organizations. Organizations and those involved in preparing future leaders need to recognise the importance of role modelling as an integral process in the identity construction and development of both women and men leaders, and in the women and men who follow after them.
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