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Abstract
Two studies carried out in Switzerland examined different explanations for
the “Queen Bee (QB)-phenomenon.” In Study 1 (N = 315), female managers
(vs. subordinates) identiﬁed with successful women and supported measures
that would beneﬁt these women—even though they are their direct
competitors. However, they were disinclined to identify with women who
put their family ﬁrst, viewed themselves as different (more masculine) than
junior women, and were reluctant to endorse measures to support them.
Study 2 (N = 277) compared QB-responses of women to Alpha Male (AM)
responses of men. We found evidence of QB and AM effects: both female
and male managers rated their own masculinity as higher than that of
same-gender junior colleagues. Compared to their male colleagues, women
in managerial positions were more inclined to identify with successful
same-gender colleagues. This counters explanations for the QB effect as being
due to increased competitiveness of successful women.

Although the beneﬁts of gender diversity in organizational management have been clearly documented,
women remain underrepresented in leadership
positions (see Barreto, Ryan, & Schmitt, 2009; Ellemers,
2014, for reviews). Researchers have tried to identify
the factors responsible for women’s underrepresentation in the workplace. Initial efforts addressed the role
of blatant and subtle gender bias, among men in particular (e.g., Barreto & Ellemers, 2013). More recently, a
growing body of research has documented that women
who have reached high positions sometimes do not
support the advancement of other women (Derks, Van
Laar, & Ellemers, in press; Ellemers, Rink, Derks, &
Ryan, 2012). This is generally referred to as the “Queen
Bee (QB)-phenomenon” and has been taken as indicating that women are to blame for their underrepresentation in leadership positions, arguing that senior women
are the ones who diminish the career opportunities for
other women (see Ellemers et al., 2012, for a discussion).
In this contribution, we argue that the mechanism is
more complex than that. In prior work, we established
that the emergence of QB-responses depends on
women’s own career experiences; it is triggered when
low gender-identiﬁed women are confronted with
gender-based treatment at work (Derks, Ellemers, Van
Laar, & De Groot, 2011; Derks, Van Laar, Ellemers, &
De Groot, 2011). The present work addresses ﬁrst
whether the QB-phenomenon implies that successful
career women are highly competitive toward all their
female colleagues or whether they differentiate
themselves only from junior women. Second, we aim

to determine whether response patterns that characterize
the QB-phenomenon are speciﬁc to women in
managerial positions, or whether similar mechanisms
(Alpha Male (AM) responses) also occur among men
as they advance in their career.
The Origins of the QB-Phenomenon
The QB effect refers to the phenomenon that women
who have been successful in male-dominated organizations sometimes behave in ways that impede rather
than help the advancement of other women. Previous
research has identiﬁed three indicators of QB-responses.
First, QBs have been found to distance themselves
from their women colleagues, for instance, by rating
their own career commitment as higher than that of
other women. Second, QBs try to assimilate into the
higher-status group (i.e., men) by emphasizing their
stereotypically masculine characteristics and leadership qualities. Finally, QBs have been found to legitimize the current status quo in which men have
higher status than women by opposing policies that
would improve the standing of women (Derks et al.,
in press; Derks, Van Laar, et al., 2011; Derks, Van Laar,
Ellemers, & Raghoe, 2015; Faniko, 2015; Faniko,
Lorenzi-Cioldi, Buschini, & Chatard, 2008, 2012;
Faniko et al., 2015; Ng & Chiu, 2001).
Some have suggested that these reactions are inherent to women and a direct manifestation of female competition in the workplace. These approaches argue that
there is generally more competition between women
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than between men and that women prevent other
women from being successful (see Sheppard & Aquino,
2013, for a discussion). By contrast, our prior research
has demonstrated the context-dependence of the
QB-phenomenon. Rather than indicating the way
women generally respond to each other, it is a
consequence of negative discrimination-related career experiences women tend to encounter in male-dominated
organizations, which does not emerge when men and
women are treated equally in the workplace (Derks,
Ellemers, et al., 2011; Derks, Van Laar, et al., 2011).
In line with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1986), we argue that the QB-phenomenon should be
seen as an individual mobility response to the identity
threat that women may encounter at work. Women
sometimes—for instance, when they are not particularly identiﬁed with their gender group—try to improve
their own opportunities for career success, instead of
striving to improve outcomes for women more generally. They do this by distancing themselves from other
women and the negative work-related stereotypes that
are associated with them. Indeed, a study among
women managers (Derks, Ellemers, et al., 2011) revealed two ingredients that contribute to the QB effect:
Women were most likely to distance themselves from
other women (by describing themselves in stereotypically masculine terms and devaluing the career ambitions of other women) when they (i) experienced low
identiﬁcation with women at work and (ii) had experienced a relatively high degree of gender-based discrimination. Establishing the causal nature of the effect of
gender bias on QB-responses, an experimental study
showed that senior police women with low gender
identiﬁcation distanced themselves from other women,
denied gender discrimination in their professional ﬁeld,
and opposed programs aimed at improving junior
women’s professional opportunities only when they
had been asked to describe an experience in which they
were treated on the basis of gender stereotypes (Derks,
Van Laar, et al., 2011). Identical self-group distancing
responses were found among weakly identiﬁed ethnic
minority employees after they were reminded of the
discrimination they had encountered at work (Derks
et al., 2015). Thus, empirical evidence clearly indicates
that QB-responses are triggered by women’s discrimination experiences, rather than being a sign of increased
competitiveness among professional women more
generally.
Do Women Managers Show QB-Responses
Toward All Women?
Theory and research has tended to treat women as a
uniﬁed social category, contrasting the tendency to
distance the self from other women with the willingness
to identify with and support other women in general
(e.g., Derks, Ellemers, et al., 2011). In the present work,
we reﬁne this analysis by distinguishing between
responses displayed toward different subgroups of
women. We propose that women in managerial
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positions do not necessarily distance themselves from
all other women. Instead, they should be most inclined
to dissociate from women who are most likely to conﬁrm negative gender stereotypes—that is, junior
women—leading them to report low identiﬁcation with
this subgroup of women in particular. At the same time,
they may be quite willing to identify with and support
women in similar positions as themselves; such women
have already disconﬁrmed gender stereotypes, have undergone similar career experiences, and have made
similar non traditional life choices as themselves.
If our reasoning is valid, women displaying
QB-responses to junior women may be quite willing to
identify with and support other women who resemble
them in terms of career success and life priorities, even
if these are their most direct competitors. By contrast,
if the QB-phenomenon reﬂects increased competitiveness among female managers, we should ﬁnd a more
generic pattern of self-group distancing and a lack of
support of measures beneﬁting other women, regardless of which subgroup of women is addressed.
We examine evidence for these two explanations of
the QB-phenomenon in two studies, by comparing
responses to different subgroups of women. If the QBphenomenon reﬂects attempts to emphasize differences
between the self and gender stereotypical women,
women in managerial positions should mainly show
evidence of self-group distancing and reluctance to
support other women, when considering women who
are in a more junior position or have different life
priorities, but they should be quite willing to identify
with and support other women who have undergone
similar career experiences as they have. If the
QB-phenomenon results from increased competitiveness among successful women, we should ﬁnd evidence
of self-group distancing and reluctance to support other
women regardless of their professional position and
career experiences.
Do QBs Respond Differently Than Male
Managers?
Prior work has examined responses of women with
different career experiences, without validating
whether these are unique for female managers or
whether similar responses can be observed among male
managers (for an exception, see Ellemers, van den
Heuvel, de Gilder, Maass, & Bonvini, 2004). At
present, it is unclear whether QB-responses should be
seen as indicating increased competitiveness among
successful women in particular. We cannot exclude
the possibility that the tendency to see the self as more
masculine and career oriented than junior counterparts
is characteristic of successful individuals regardless of
gender. Indeed, it is quite possible that for men a similar
AM phenomenon can be observed, whereby men in
positions of power also emphasize their masculinity
and work commitment relative to more junior men
and are reluctant to identify with them. If, however,
QB-responses indicate an increased sense of
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competitiveness among successful women, self-group
distancing should only be observed among women,
but not men, who have climbed the organizational
ladder. The present work thus also extends prior
research by comparing the responses displayed by
women by those of men in managerial and subordinate
positions.

Study 1
The main goal of Study 1 is to examine whether
the QB-phenomenon implies an increased sense of
competitiveness among women managers toward other
women or if it should be seen as a way to distinguish the
self from the subgroup of junior women or those who
have made different life choices. To this end, we will
compare how women in managerial versus subordinate
positions differ in responses associated with the QBphenomenon. That is, we examine ratings of their
own career commitment and masculinity compared to
the way they rate different groups of other women
and assess their willingness to support gender quotas
targeting different subgroups of women. We compare
QB-responses to junior women at an early career stage
with those directed toward women at the same senior
level. We test whether QB level of identiﬁcation with
other women at work predicts their willingness to
identify with different subgroups of women.

Participants and Design
The study was conducted among 315 female employees
(age 19 to 63 years; M = 41.07, SD = 11.28) from different
sectors in the French part of Switzerland. Participants
were contacted at their workplace and were invited
to complete an online survey (10–20 minutes). In
terms of hierarchical position, 94 participants were in
managerial positions; 221 participants, in subordinate
positions; and on average, they reported 20 years of
work experience. First, participants reported on their
identiﬁcation with different subgroups of women,
their personal career commitment, and masculinity.
Then, we manipulated participants’ target of
reference. In the target junior women condition, the
participants were invited to think about young female
colleagues who had just started their career. In the
target same level women condition, participants were
invited to think about female colleagues who have
reached the same hierarchical level as themselves. Next,
participants were asked to estimate the career
commitment and masculinity of one of these
subgroups of colleagues, depending on experimental
condition. Finally, participants were asked to indicate
their support of gender quotas beneﬁting the speciﬁc
subgroup of women they had been asked to consider,
depending on experimental condition (i.e., either
more junior women or women at the same
hierarchical level).

Measures
All items in the questionnaire were measured by using
7-point Likert scales ranging from 1 = strongly disagree
to 7 = strongly agree.
Identiﬁcation with different subgroups of
women. Five items assessed participants’ identiﬁcation with different subgroups of women. Identiﬁcation
with junior women was assessed with the following
two items: “I feel close to junior female colleagues at
the beginning of their career” and “I feel close to
female colleagues holding subordinate positions”
(r = .54, p < .001). Identiﬁcation with women in managerial positions was assessed with two items: “I feel
close to female colleagues holding positions of responsibility” and “I feel close to female colleagues who have
succeeded in their career” (r = .77, p < .001). Finally,
we assessed identiﬁcation with other women who
had made gender stereotypical life choices with the
following item: “I feel close to female colleagues who
prioritize their family life.”

QB-responses. As in previous studies (e.g., Derks,
Ellemers, et al., 2011; Ellemers et al., 2004), we assessed
three indicators of the QB-phenomenon. First, we examined whether women in managerial positions rated
their own career commitment as higher than that of
other junior women. Second, we tested whether they
rated themselves in more masculine terms than other
junior women. Third, we examined support of gender
quotas (beneﬁting either junior women or women at
the same organizational level, depending on experimental condition).
Career commitment. All participants were asked to
report their personal career commitment with three
items (α = .82): “My career is one of the most important
things in my life,” “The ambitions in my life mainly have
to do with my career,” and “My career plays a central
role in my life” (Ellemers, De Gilder, & Van den Heuvel,
1998).
Masculinity. To assess self-perceived masculinity,
we selected four items from Bem’s Sex Role Inventory
(Bem, 1974) and asked participants to indicate to what
degree stereotypically masculine traits (e.g., dominant,
assertive, having leadership abilities, willing to take
risks) described themselves (α = .87).
At this point of the study, half of the participants were
invited to think about junior women at an early career
stage (target junior women condition) and half of them
were invited to think about female colleagues at the
same hierarchical level as themselves (target same level
women condition) and report that subgroup’s perceived
career commitment (α = .91) and masculinity (α = .86;
the same items were adjusted to focus on one of these
groups of women).
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Table 1. Results of MANOVAs examining statistical differences for identiﬁcation with different subgroups of women as predicted by women’s hierarchical
position (managerial vs. subordinate), Study 1

Junior women at an early career stage
Successful women
Women who prioritize family life

Women in managerial positions

Women in subordinate positions

a

4.49 (1.49)
c
4.17 (1.52)
d
5.29 (1.62)

4.51 (1.45)
b
4.98 (1.45)
ab
4.62 (1.82)

a

Note: Means with different superscripts differ signiﬁcantly from one another (p > .05). For each dependent variable, between-participants comparisons are
made within rows, and within-participants comparisons are made within columns.

Support for gender quotas. Next, we assessed participants’ attitudes toward gender quotas targeting
different subgroups of women. In the target junior
women condition, participants read that gender quotas
would allow junior female colleagues to make progress
in their career. In the target same level women
condition, participants read that women at the same
hierarchical position as themselves would beneﬁt from
this policy. Participants were asked to report their
support of the policy for the subgroup they had
considered on three items (Kravitz & Platania, 1993;
i.e., “The goals of this policy are good,” “I am in favor
of applying this hiring policy,” and “I would be willing
to work at an organization that applies this hiring
policy,” α = .91).1
Demographic variables. Participants provided information about themselves including their age, profession, the organizational level they had reached
(subordinate vs. managerial positions), and the years
of work experience. The participants reported a variety
of different job types and professions in marketing, retail, banking, consulting, legal services, public services,
administration, education, health care, pharmaceuticals,
and commerce.

Results
Identiﬁcation with different subgroups of
women. We performed a repeated-measures MANOVA
to examine the extent to which women managers versus those subordinates identify with different subgroups of women. The identiﬁcation with different
subgroups of women (successful women in high positions, junior women at the beginning of their career,
and women who prioritize their family life) was
included as within-participants variable, and participant’s hierarchical position (managerial vs. subordinate) as between-participants variable. Results
revealed a signiﬁcant interaction between participant’s
hierarchical position and the target of identiﬁcation,
F(1, 315) = 22.91, p < .001, Wilks’s Λ = .97.
As can be seen in Table 1, between-participants
comparisons indicate that, compared with women in
subordinate positions (M = 4.17, SD = 1.52), those in
1

For exploratory purposes, we also included additional measures that
are not reported here. Outcomes on these measures are consistent with
and do not alter the main results reported in the paper.
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managerial positions (M = 4.98, SD = 1.45) reported
higher identiﬁcation with other successful women in
managerial positions, (p < .001). Also, as predicted,
compared to women in subordinate positions
(M = 5.29, SD = 1.62), those in managerial positions
(M = 4.62, SD = 1.82) showed lower identiﬁcation with
women who prioritize their family life over their work,
(p < .005). The results revealed no difference between
managers (M = 4.51, SD = 1.45) and subordinates
(M = 4.49, SD = 1.49) with regard to identiﬁcation with
junior female colleagues at the beginning of their career
(p = .91).
Additional within-participants comparisons showed that
women in managerial positions identiﬁed more
strongly with other successful women (M = 4.98,
SD = 1.45) than with junior women at an early career
stage (M = 4.51, SD = 1.45), (p < .005). Further, women
managers identiﬁed have the tendency to identify more
strongly with other successful women (M = 4.98,
SD = 1.45) than those women who prioritize their
family life (M = 4.62, SD = 1.82, p = .06).
Evidence for the QB-phenomenon. Two repeatedmeasures MANOVAs were performed to examine the
extent to which women in managerial versus subordinate positions considered themselves as different from
the two subgroups of other women in terms of career
commitment and masculinity. In both analyses, self
versus other ratings were included as withinparticipants variable, and participant’s hierarchical
position (managerial vs. subordinate) and the target
of reference (junior vs. same level women) as
between-participants variable.
Career commitment. We observed only a signiﬁcant
main effect of participant’s hierarchical position (F(1,
315) = 8.94, p < .005, Wilks’s Λ = .97), but no signiﬁcant
interactions. In line with the QB-phenomenon,
between-participants comparisons showed that women
in managerial positions (M = 4.36, SD = 1.41) rated
themselves as more career committed than women in
subordinate positions (M = 3.34, SD = 1.45) rated
themselves (regardless of the experimental condition;
p < .001).
In addition, and this was not anticipated, withinparticipants comparisons showed that compared to
respondents in subordinate positions (M = 3.89, SD = 1.53),
women in managerial positions (M = 4.31, SD = 1.37)
also gave higher ratings of the career commitment of
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Perceived masculinity other women

a

5.00
(1.09)
b
4.47
(1.15)
Self-reported masculinity

Perceived career commitment other women

4.46
(1.48)
a
4.34
(1.35)
Self-reported career commitment

a

Managerial women

Note. Means with different superscripts differ signiﬁcantly from one another (p > .05). For each dependent variable, between participants comparisons are made within rows, and within participants comparisons are made within columns.

d

3.32
1.37
c
3.87
(1.34)

a

4.55
(1.41)
ab
4.68
(1.30)

d

3.40
(1.33)
b
4.46
(1.20)

b

3.28
1.47
b
3.56
(1.54)
4.27
(1.35)
a
4.29
(1.39)
3.39
(1.43)
a
4.29
(1.43)

Subordinate women
Managerial women

a
b

Subordinate women

Target: Women at the same level

Queen Bees and Alpha Males

Target: Junior women

Table 2. Results of MANOVAs examining statistical differences of QB-responses as predicted by women’s hierarchical position (managerial vs. subordinate) and target of their responses (junior vs. same level women), Study 1

K. Faniko et al.

other women (regardless of whether they were at the
same level or at an early career stage; p = .03).
Masculinity. Results revealed a signiﬁcant effect of
participant’s hierarchical position, F(1, 315) = 23.54,
p < .001, Wilks’s Λ = .93, which as anticipated was
qualiﬁed by a signiﬁcant interaction between participant’s hierarchical position and their target of reference,
F(1, 315) = 7.76, p < .01, Wilks’s Λ = .98.
Consistent with the QB-phenomenon, betweenparticipants comparisons indicated that women in managerial positions (M = 4.76, SD = 1.28) presented
themselves as more masculine than women in subordinate positions did (M = 3.36, SD = 1.35) (regardless of
the experimental condition; p < .001).
Furthermore,
within-participants
comparisons
showed that women in managerial positions (M = 5.00,
SD = 1.09) rated themselves as more masculine than
they rated junior women (M = 4.47, SD = 1.15), (p = .03;
Table 2). However, when women managers rated other
female colleagues at the same organizational level, there
was no signiﬁcant difference between how they perceived themselves (M = 4.55, SD = 1.41) and these other
women (M = 4.68, SD = 1.30; p = .59). Among women in
subordinate positions, we found the opposite effect:
They rated other women in the organization—junior
women (M = 4.46, SD = 1.20) as well as those at the same
level (M = 3.87, SD = 1.34)—as more masculine than
themselves (M = 3.40, SD = 1.33; M = 3.32, SD = 1.37,
junior women, same level women condition, respectively (p < .001, for both conditions)). We elaborate on
this unanticipated effect in the General Discussion.
Support for gender quotas. We examined support
for gender quotas targeting different subgroups of
women, by conducting a 2 × 2 ANOVA with participant’s hierarchical position (managerial vs. subordinate
positions) and the target of reference (junior vs. same
level women2) as between-participants variables. We
observed no signiﬁcant main effects, but the predicted interaction between participant’s hierarchical
position and the target of the policy was signiﬁcant,

2

We have checked whether there is an overlap between these two target groups (target junior women condition and target same level
women condition) in the case of female subordinates. We did this by
examining the years of work experience reported by female subordinates. This revealed that they had on average over 22 years of work experience. Only four participants reported to have 3 years of work
experience or less. This implies that as a group these women hold jobs
at subordinate positions in the organization, after many years in their
professional career. For them, junior women at the beginning of their
career represent a different group than women working at the same
level—who like themselves may be many years into their professional
career. Thus, both the way we instructed research participants in describing the different target groups and the observation that most of
the women in subordinate positions that we examined are quite advanced in their professional career in terms of years of experience attest
to the fact that junior women (at the beginning of their career) and
women at the same level represent two distinct target groups, also for
women working in subordinate positions.
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F(1, 315) = 10.76, p < .001, η2p = 0.03. The relevant
means and between-participants comparisons indicated
a QB effect, with women in managerial positions
(M = 3.56, SD = 1.48) being less supportive of a policy
supporting junior women at an early career stage than
were women in subordinate positions (M = 4.14,
SD = 1.65; p = .04). However, women in managerial
positions (M = 4.21, SD = 1.59) responded more positively than women in subordinate positions (M = 3.52,
SD = 1.53) toward policies targeting women at the same
organizational level (p = .01).
Discussion
Results of this study reveal that QB-responses should
not be seen as indicating a generic competitiveness
among women managers, nor do these responses
indicate a tendency to devalue or fail to support other
women in general. By contrast, this study is the ﬁrst to
show that QBs distinguish between different subgroups
of women and do not distance themselves from all
women alike. That is, they did not distance themselves
from women at the same hierarchical rank and rated
them as equally masculine as themselves. Similarly,
whereas women in managerial positions were reluctant
to endorse gender quotas targeting junior female
colleagues, they were happy to support gender quotas
targeting female colleagues at the same level—even if
those are likely to be their direct competitors. These
results suggest that QB-responses emerge exclusively
when considering women at lower ranks in the organization. Consistent with prior research, we found that
compared to women in subordinate positions, those in
managerial positions were more inclined to distance
themselves from junior women by rating their own
masculinity as higher compared to this subgroup of
women (see also Derks, Ellemers, et al., 2011; Derks,
Van Laar, et al., 2011).
The present results also nuance prior work suggesting
that QBs are women who do not identify with other
women at work. That is, this study more speciﬁcally
established that women in managerial positions
distance themselves from more junior women but
may still identify with women who resemble them in
terms of their professional position and priorities in life.
Speciﬁcally, the present results revealed that women in
managerial positions were inclined to identify more
strongly with other women who have been successful
in their career than with junior women or those who
prioritize their family over their career. These ﬁndings
suggest that women in managerial positions are more
likely to deﬁne the self as belonging to a particular
subgroup of women (i.e., successful women) rather
than thinking of themselves as exceptional individuals
who are different from all other women.
Study 2
Study 1 provides evidence that women in managerial
positions only distance themselves from junior female
908

colleagues but they identify with and support women
at their own hierarchical level. Yet, it remains unclear
whether self-group distancing responses characterize
successful women in particular or can be observed
among female and male managers alike. Most research
on the QB-phenomenon has focused on women exclusively without examining whether these responses are
indeed speciﬁc to women at work or whether men
distance themselves from other junior men in a similar
way as they advance on the organizational ladder. The
main goal of Study 2 therefore is to compare responses
of women and men in managerial positions to those of
their counterparts in subordinate positions and test for
the existence of an AM phenomenon that mirrors the
QB-effect.
Participants and Design
Participants were 277 employees (163 women; 114
men, age 20 to 63; M = 40.01, SD = 11.36) from different
sectors in the French part of Switzerland. They were
contacted at their workplace and were asked to
complete an online survey (20–30 minutes). In terms
of hierarchical position, 103 participants were in managerial positions; 174 participants, in subordinate positions; and on average they reported 18 years of work
experience. The study consisted of a 2 (gender: women
vs. men) × 2 (participants’ hierarchical position: subordinate vs. managerial positions) between-participants
design. Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, this set up
resulted in unequal cell sizes, χ 2(1, N = 277) = 32.63,
p < .001. Of the 103 participants in managerial positions, only 38 were female (vs. 65 men). Moreover, of
the 174 participants in subordinate positions, 125 were
female (vs. 49 men). These cell sizes potentially pose a
problem when performing a factorial ANOVA because
gender and hierarchical positions are confounded
(as they are in reality). When analyzing the data,
we took appropriate measures to guard against this
(see Discussion for more details).
Measures
Identiﬁcation with different subgroups of
same-gender colleagues. As in Study 1, we assessed
identiﬁcation with junior same-gender colleagues in
subordinate positions with two items (r = .54,
p < .001), identiﬁcation with successful same-gender
colleagues in managerial positions with two items
(r = .80, p < .001), and identiﬁcation with samegender colleagues who prioritize their family over
their career.
QB/AM responses. With measures identical to those
in Study 1, participants were ﬁrst asked to report their
personal career commitment and masculinity (α = .81
and α = .84, respectively) as well as the career commitment and masculinity of their same-gender junior
colleagues at an early career stage (α = .89 and α = .88,
respectively).
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Demographic variables. Participants reported background variables such as gender, age, profession, the
organizational level they have reached (subordinate
vs. managerial positions), and the years of work experience. As in Study 1, they indicated a broad range
of different job types and professions, for instance, in
marketing, banking, legal services, public services
and administration, education, health care, pharmaceuticals, information technology, journalism, and
sales.

no signiﬁcant difference was found between the levels
of identiﬁcation with different subgroups of men.
Evidence for the QB and AM phenomena. Two
MANOVAs with repeated measures were performed to
examine the extent to which women and men in managerial and subordinate positions considered themselves
as different from same-gender junior colleagues at an
early career stage in terms of career commitment and
masculinity.
Career commitment. A MANOVA on the degree to
which participants reported to be more strongly committed to their career than their same-gender juniors
revealed a signiﬁcant main effect of position, F(1, 273)
= 18.94, p < .001, Wilks’s Λ = .94, which was qualiﬁed
by a (marginally) signiﬁcant interaction between position and gender, F(1, 273) = 2.82, p = .06, Wilks’s
Λ = .98 (see Table 4 for means and between- and
within-participants’ comparisons).
Focusing on own career commitment ﬁrst, consistent
with results of Study 1, between-participants comparisons indicated that women in managerial positions
(M = 4.61, SD = 1.67) presented themselves as more
committed to their career than did women in subordinate positions (M = 3.52, SD = 1.48; p < .001). For
men, self-rated levels of career commitment did not
depend on their position in the organization. Male
participants reported relatively high career commitment across the board, regardless of whether they
worked in a managerial (M = 4.43, SD = 1.41) or subordinate position (M = 4.07, SD = 1.39; p = .20). Importantly, the self-perceived career commitment of
female managers was equally high as among male
managers (p = .55).
Addressing the difference in perceived career commitment of the self compared to others, within-participants
comparisons showed evidence for the QB effect: Women
in managerial positions (M = 4.61, SD = 1.67) rated their
own career commitment as higher than that of samegender junior colleagues (M = 3.87, SD = 1.32; p = .03).
Among men, we observed no effect of position in selfother ratings of career commitment (p = .20).

Results
Identiﬁcation with different subgroups of
same-gender colleagues. As in Study 1, we performed
a repeated-measures MANOVA with the different
targets of identiﬁcation (successful same-gender colleagues, same-gender junior colleagues at the beginning of their career, and same-gender colleagues who
prioritize their family life) as a within-participants variable and participant’s hierarchical position (managerial vs. subordinate) and participant’s gender (women
vs. men) as between-participants variables (see
Table 3 for means and between- and withinparticipants’ comparisons). Results revealed a signiﬁcant interaction between participant’s hierarchical
position and the within-participants variable, F(1,
273) = 3.63, p = .03, Wilks’s Λ = .97.
Examining identiﬁcation with speciﬁc gender subgroups, between-participants comparisons showed no
signiﬁcant differences between women or men in
managerial and subordinate positions in terms of
identiﬁcation with same-gender juniors or same-gender
coworkers who prioritize their family (all ps < ns). Consistent with Study 1, however, we did ﬁnd signiﬁcant effects on identiﬁcation with same-gender colleagues who
have been successful: Here female managers (M = 5.37,
SD = 1.19) reported stronger identiﬁcation with successful women compared to women in subordinate positions (M = 4.38, SD = 1.66; p < .001). The identiﬁcation
of female managers (M = 5.37, SD = 1.19) with successful
same-gender colleagues was also higher than in the case
of male managers (M = 4.51, SD = 1.51; p < .01).
Additional within-participants comparisons showed
that women in managerial positions identiﬁed more
strongly with other women like themselves in terms of
career success (M = 5.37, SD = 1.19) than with junior
women at the beginning of their career (M = 4.83,
SD = 1.47; p = .02). Among men in managerial positions,

Masculinity. The MANOVA on reported masculinity
of the self and of same-gender junior colleagues revealed signiﬁcant main effects of gender, F(1, 273)
= 17.56, p < .001, Wilks’s Λ = .94, and position, F(1,
273) = 15.94, p < .001, Wilks’s Λ = .95, which was

Table 3. Results of MANOVAs examining statistical differences for identiﬁcation with different subgroups of same-gender colleagues as a function of participant’s gender (women vs. men) and participant’s hierarchical position (managerial vs. subordinate), Study 2
Women
Managerial position
Junior same-gender colleagues
Successful same-gender colleagues
Same-gender colleagues who prioritize family life

a

4.83 (1.47)
b
5.37 (1.19)
abd
4.95 (1.63)

Men

Subordinate position
a

4.67 (1.58)
c
4.38 (1.66)
d
5.30 (1.77)
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Managerial position

Subordinate position

a

4.50 (1.49)
ac
4.34 (1.34)
d
4.90 (1.50)

4.62 (1.29)
a
4.51 (1.51)
ad
4.89 (1.60)

a
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Table 4. Results of MANOVAs examining statistical differences of QB/AM responses as predicted by participant’s gender (women vs. men) and participant’s
hierarchical position (managerial vs. subordinate), Study 2
Women

Managerial position

Men
Subordinate
position

a

3.52 (1.48)
b
4.39 (1.46)

a

3.49 (1.43)
a
4.53 (1.37)

Self-reported career commitment
Perceived career commitment of same-gender colleagues

4.61 (1.67)
c
3.87 (1.32)

Self-reported masculinity
Perceived masculinity of same-gender colleagues

4.81 (1.18)
a
4.53 (1.36)

Managerial position

Subordinate
position

c

4.43 (1.41)
b
4.13 (1.32)

ab

4.07 (1.39)
b
4.26 (1.33)

b

b

4.82 (1.09)
b
3.97 (1.06)

a

4.43 (1.41)
ab
4.09 (0.84)

a

Note: Means with different superscripts differ signiﬁcantly from one another (p > .05). For each dependent variable, between-participants comparisons are
made within rows, and within-participants comparisons are made within columns.

qualiﬁed by a (marginally) signiﬁcant interaction between position and gender, F(1, 273) = 3.20, p = .08,
Wilks’s Λ = .99 (see Table 4 for means and betweenand within-participants’ comparisons).
Between-participants comparisons indicated that
women in managerial positions (M = 4.81, SD = 1.18)
described themselves as more masculine than did
women in subordinate positions (M = 3.49, SD = 1.43;
p < .001). Again, the self-rated levels of masculinity of
men in managerial positions (M = 4.82, SD = 1.09) did
not differ from that of men in subordinate positions
(M = 4.43, SD = 1.41; p = .12). Additionally, the selfperceived masculinity of female managers did not statistically differ from that of male managers (p = .98).
Within-participants comparisons showed that men in
managerial positions rated their own masculinity
(M = 4.82, SD = 1.09) as higher than they rated the
masculinity of junior men (M = 3.97, SD = 1.06;
p < .001). The self-perceived masculinity of women in
managerial positions did not statistically differ from
that of junior women (p = .29). More interesting,
evidencing a QB effect as well as an AM effect, the participants in managerial positions, regardless of their
gender, rated their own masculinity (M = 4.81,
SD = 1.12) as higher than that of their same-gender
junior colleagues (M = 4.17, SD = 1.20; p < .005). Interestingly, an effect of position was observed for junior
women, but not for men. More concretely, female participants in subordinate positions (M = 3.49, SD = 1.43)
rated themselves as less masculine compared to their
junior colleagues (M = 4.53, SD = 1.37; p < .001). No
signiﬁcant difference was found among male subordinates (p = .17).
Discussion
Study 2 conﬁrmed that QB-reactions should not be seen
as indicating a particularly competitive attitude of
women managers toward other women, as similar
AM-behaviors are also observed among male managers.
We again found evidence of the QB-phenomenon, in
that the self-ratings of women in managerial positions
are more career committed and more masculine than
the self-ratings of women in subordinate positions. In
addition, female managers consider their own career
commitment as higher than the career commitment of
910

junior women at an early career stage. However, the
comparison we made with the responses of male
managers toward their same-gender colleagues reveals
that these QB-responses do not necessarily reveal
something about the competitive nature of women at
work. Instead, successful women seem to respond in
just the same way as successful men do.
Indeed, we ﬁnd no evidence that women who have
been successful at work are or have become especially
competitive toward other women. Instead, competitiveness toward others emerges as a characteristic of career
advancement more generally, as the way women
managers view same-gender junior colleagues does
not differ from the way men at work respond to each
other. These results demonstrate that the group that
actually stands out in this comparison is the women at
subordinate positions in the organization; female managers respond just like all men do at work. The real reason that responses of female managers are considered so
remarkable may thus be that competitiveness is less expected from women, even in the workplace where this
is a norm for career advancement (see also Rudman &
Glick, 1999).
Further, the observations of this study help explain
the underlying process of the QB-phenomenon by
differentiating between levels of identiﬁcation with
different subgroups of same-gender colleagues. The
results provide insight into the ways successful women
negotiate between gender and professional identity.
Compared to their male colleagues, women in managerial positions were more inclined to identify with other
successful women. As members of a low-status gender
group, women in managerial positions thus convey
the solidarity between the self and other similar
successful women, while distancing themselves from
women who most resemble the gender stereotype. By
contrast, men are not confronted with gender-speciﬁc
expectations concerning their leadership attributes as
male traits can be considered as default and desirable
traits for all men at work.

General Discussion
This work complements and extends prior research on
the QB-phenomenon. First, we provided new evidence
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that helps understand the origins and nature of the
QB-phenomenon by assessing how women and men
identify with different subgroups of same-gender
colleagues as a function of their hierarchical position
and their life choices. Study 1 revealed that, rather than
being disidentiﬁed with all women at work, female
managers showed a more speciﬁc pattern of low identiﬁcation with women who prioritized family over work.
At the same time, they maintained high identiﬁcation
with other successful women like themselves. Further,
women managers showed self-group distancing, as they
presented themselves as more committed (Study 1) and
more masculine (Studies 1 and 2) compared to other
women and were reluctant to support gender equality
policies. However, they only displayed these QBresponses toward junior women at the beginning of
their career. By contrast, they did not consider
themselves as different from female colleagues at the
same organizational level as themselves and supported
gender quotas targeting this subgroup of women. These
results suggest that displays of QB-responses among
successful women should not be seen as an indicator
of their competitive character or general reluctance to
support other women at work. Instead, the present
work has revealed that, while showing QB-responses
toward some subgroups of women, female managers
will and do support other women who they think are
worthy of such support.
Second, we extended prior work on the QBphenomenon by directly comparing QB-responses
among women managers to AM responses of men in
similar positions. The ﬁndings thus obtained reveal that
self-views as being different from same-gender junior
colleagues are not related to gender, but to organizational position. That is, female and male managers
showed similar levels of career commitment and
masculinity. This suggests that women managers do
not respond in an exceptional way when compared to
men in the same position at work. Responses displayed
by women only seem exceptional when compared to
women at subordinate positions—or the gender
stereotype. In fact, male managers described themselves
as distinct from other men in terms of masculinity.
These ﬁndings are important because they put the
QB-phenomenon in perspective: Women in high places
are not the exception, but women in subordinate
positions act differently from their male colleagues, as
they show more modesty in terms of their commitment
and masculinity compared to their same-gender
colleagues. This is also what we observed in Study 1,
where women in subordinate positions described all
other women in the organization as more masculine
than the self.
These results reveal that whereas men generally
emphasize their personal qualities relative to those of
other men at work and tend not to identify strongly
with their same-gender coworkers regardless of their
position, women managers have the tendency to
identify more strongly with other successful women.
The present results also suggest that one reason for
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why QBs are judged so negatively is that their behavior
does not conform to what is expected of women,
enhanced gender-identifying behavior and selfmodesty that characterizes women at lower organizational levels.
Practical Implications for Diversity
Together, these ﬁndings shed light on the challenges of
improving gender diversity in the workplace. First, it
has to be acknowledged that female managers are
particularly strict when evaluating junior women, but
they tend to acknowledge the efforts made by other
women having reached the same stage in their career.
This implies that having women in managerial positions
will not necessarily be helpful to other women at an
early career stage. However, for women in senior
positions, the presence of other successful women may
be a source of support and solidarity as reﬂected in their
high levels of identiﬁcation with them. Moreover,
whereas senior women often tend to be judged quite
negatively because they violate gender role expectations (see also Rudman & Glick, 1999), our results
suggest that these senior women will support each
other, creating a climate in which senior women are
more likely to be able to cope with rejection and
negative evaluations they may encounter in their
interactions with men or with junior women (see also
Schmitt, Branscombe, Kobrynowicz, & Owen, 2002).
Second, diversity policies may beneﬁt from the
observations made in Study 1—that junior women
overestimate the career commitment of other junior
women relative to the self—and Study 2—that junior
women but not men consider themselves as less career
committed and less masculine than their same-gender
colleagues. These ﬁndings suggest that junior women
tend to devalue their own professional ambitions,
agency, and commitment relative to others in the
workplace. This suggests that the biggest challenge for
diversity management may be to address the reluctance
of women at the early stage of their career to value or
express their own career commitment. Hence, efforts
to enhance the representation of women in managerial
positions should take into account the ambitiondepressing effects for women of perpetuating a masculine organizational culture, especially at early career
stages (Derks, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2006). Such efforts
may beneﬁt from prior research revealing strategies that
help buffer against the threat and motivation and
performance loss of gender-stereotypical expectations
(Derks, Scheepers, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2011; Derks,
Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007a, 2007b, 2009).
We do note that the data reported here remain
subject to a limitation because of the unbalanced cellsizes in our design. It turned out to be much harder to
ﬁnd women managers than women subordinates to
respond to our questionnaire—even if this reﬂects the
actual representation of these groups of women in work
organizations. To guard against the possibility that the
conclusions we draw from these data are ﬂawed as a
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result of this, we conducted additional analyses on a
more balanced sample, created by randomly reducing
the number of women in subordinate positions.
Importantly, this additional analysis produced the same
pattern of results, enhancing conﬁdence in the validity
of our conclusions.

Conclusion
Previous research has focused on negative aspects of the
QB-phenomenon, showing how women in high
positions distance themselves from junior women and
legitimize the current status quo of gender inequality
at work. These prior studies have been interpreted as
suggesting that QBs are solitary and are unwilling to
support other women. However, our current ﬁndings
demonstrate that this interpretation is incorrect: QBs
do not distance themselves from or compete with all
other women. The present data reveal that they do
identify with and support women who have also
succeeded in their career. Importantly, comparing
responses of male and female managers further
revealed that self-distancing QB-responses are not at
all unique for women in managerial positions: male
managers also distance themselves from other junior
men, and all men show AM tendencies at work.
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