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food for thought

Many of us – whether we’ll admit it or not – believe 
that women in leadership roles should be like 
men. Certainly, this view has gained support in 
research of successful leaders: Females with traits 

traditionally attributed to males (competitive, ambitious, 
assertive, task versus interpersonally oriented, secure in 
holding power and authority over others) are perceived as 
more effective than women who don’t have these traits. In 
fact, some studies suggest that professional women who 
are nurturing and cooperative (what are called “stereotypic 
feminine traits”) are perceived as incompetent.
When looking to hire women for leadership positions, the 
conclusion (whether driven by our own gut instincts or 
by research) is that to be perceived as competent, women 
in authority have to be aggressive in their decisions and 
autocratic in their style. Otherwise no one will listen. We 
call this type of woman Machiavellian Mary. She plays well 
in the “male” game of pyramidal hierarchies. She knows 
how to be pleasing to those on top and how to control and 
step on those below.
As women professionals, we’ve been the recipients of this 
style ourselves. Our female colleagues agree that our worst 
bosses have been Machiavellian Marys. Many tales are 
told of how Machiavellian Mary created friction, pitted 
co-workers against each other, promoted dissension, and 
stirred up an atmosphere of suspicion and distrust. These 
stories reveal how Machiavellian Mary lowered morale, 
caused employee strife, damaged productivity, contributed 
to lawsuits, and jeopardized solvency.
Yet, Machiavellian Marys continue to be prominent in 
leadership positions. Why?
It’s because both men and women believe – consciously or 
unconsciously – in the myth that “Iron Lady” characteristics 
are admirable. We appreciate nurturant styles in 
subordinates but not in leaders. Archetypes of strength 
as masculine and weakness as feminine remain potent. 
Power impacts our view of others; we respect those with 
status and assign lower esteem to those without. Men have 
had more power than women; consequently, we women 
may unconsciously assign more respect to women who 
lead like men.
Also, men may be more comfortable with Machiavellian 
Mary, at least initially. She gets the job done undistracted 
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by interpersonal issues, such as being concerned about the 
needs of others. As she doesn’t have feminine frills like a 
democratic style (for example, acknowledging team work), 
tasks such as downsizing and issuing demotions come easily.  
Is a nurturing leadership style just a nice theory that sounds 
good in conferences about transformational leaders? Is it 
more aspirational than pragmatic? Studies have found that 
research centers with a nurturing leadership style yield the 
most major discoveries. One can find many examples of 
cooperation enhancing creativity in the workplace. Hiring 
Machiavellian Mary will, in the end, torpedo true growth 
and potential.
Machiavellian Mary kills potential. The key to new ideas 
and growth comes from planting the seed of entrepreneurial 
altruism. A cooperative spirit of promoting the success of 
others will stimulate an explosion of phenomenal innovation 
and productivity. 
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