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Abstract Leadership can guarantee dominant positions for organisations pursuing their goals in entrepreneurship, 

business, politics, science as well as social and outreach activities and education programmes. Female leadership 

is most pronounced in this area. In spite of a significant number of studies in the given sphere, we come to a 

conclusion that the concept of female leadership remains undeveloped to a large extent. Whereas there is no 

universal model of leadership qualities, there is also a point of view that these can be formed and developed. 

Competency approach is used in the higher school educational process for forming leadership qualities in students. 

Leadership qualities are formed during the entire process of training within different disciplines in the curricula. 

There exist training programmes and other special courses allowing the students to reveal their leadership potential. 

Within this applied social study, we make an attempt to describe a competency-based model of a female leader as 

seen by female students of different majors and grades as well as analyse female students’ opinion about the 

possibility of developing leadership qualities and their motivation for participation in training sessions and courses 

aimed at developing these competencies.  

We draw a conclusion that training programmes for forming and developing leadership competencies can be 

designed for mixed groups of female students, i.e. students of different majors and grades. Moreover, we show an 

outline competency-based model of a female leader created on the ground of a group interview with female 

students of different majors. 

 

 

1 Introduction  
 

In the contemporary scholarly literature problems of female leadership are regarded from the standpoint of 

necessary leadership skills, female leader’s behaviour in various situations as well as situations themselves in 

which women display their leadership skills. 

Theory of status and gender role theory are considered the most promising ones. According to Yermakova 

(2013), each of the approaches explains and shows the opportunities of effective leadership for women, but none 

of the approaches on the whole gives a full explanation of all the existing experiments. An analysis of social and 

psychological studies also shows that women’s gender role in terms of leadership is not reflected well enough at 

present (see e.g. Volchik et al. 2018). 

A number of Russian theoretical and applied studies in the area of female leadership contains emphasis on 

the fact that women have higher leadership potential than men. Women’s advantages in management competencies 

affect the overall leadership efficiency (Khayurullina and Khayrullina 2014). These authors (unlike foreign 

researchers) also mention that Russian women possess good strategic thinking. Vygodova and Demura (2016) see 

women’s advantages most of all in their ability to concentrate on different things at the same time, taking 

responsibilities, discipline, behaviour based on trustworthiness, high level of sociability, a quicker adaptiveness to 

change. Klyukina (2016) claims that women have even higher motivation for achievement and striving for 

leadership. Males have a considerable advantage in just one management competency: development of strategic 
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vision (Brezhneva et al. 2016).  As it is sometimes shown by sociological research, women can be good leaders in 

the spheres where communication skills matter, e.g. in the sphere of education (Mollaeva 2014).  

Russian women’s opinion of leadership is reflected in the paper by Goryunova (2014). The author states 

that in Russia there is a widespread conviction that leadership should not be characteristic of women. An attempt 

to combine care and family responsibilities is less successful for Russian women than for their counterparts from 

other countries. In addition, Bataeva (2014) claims that women are more psychologically prone to constantly stand 

up for their right for leadership. Besides, moral support of subordinates is important for female managers.   

Training courses aimed at developing leadership competencies become more popular on the market of 

educational services. Such programmes and courses presuppose development of specific leadership competencies, 

i.e. designing a curriculum founded on a competency-based model of female leadership formed by experts. 

However, as stated by Kropachyova and Suvorova (2016) based on the obtained results of their study, experts and 

respondents have quite substantial differences in the perception of qualities of a female leader, whereas 

stereotypical images of female leadership include a fragmentary patchwork of emotional and cognitive 

components in a holistic worldview. Researching gender stereotypes in students, authors come to a conclusion that 

students very frequently focus their attention of negative stereotypes of female leadership, including women’s 

personal, professional and behavioural characteristics.  According to Bakster and Erlikh (2017), lecturers do not 

always have a holistic basis for developing leadership curricula for women. Given absence of such a basis very 

often the same curricula for both men and women are utilised. In this case it is conjectured that gender does not 

matter for developing leadership. Such an approach will not facilitate formation of a sustainable leadership 

potential.   

It appears that female students rather often have a considerable leadership potential. As is underlined 

Dolzhenkova (2017) in her work, female students should not ignore problems and opportunities connected with 

personal growth, their femininity when studying at university. This could be assisted by training courses, master 

classes aimed at developing leadership and succeeding in professional activities.   

This paper discusses the phenomenon of female leadership in Russian and global scientific discourses of 

the 21st century, demonstrating various approaches towards the description of this phenomenon. 

 

2 Literature review  
 

The issue of female leadership has been studied extensively by numerous international authors. Interestingly 

enough, major companies exercise their social responsibilities by undertaking scholarly research in order to 

scrutinise and facilitate women’s representation in business. McKinsey (2008) published their paper focused on 

underrepresentation of women in European structures proving that an increased percentage of females in 

management teams leads to positive dynamics in terms of performance (McKinsey 2008). The study was based 

on behaviourist approach. “KPMG Women’s Leadership Study” can serve as another example of such an 

investigation (KPMG 2015). The authors come to a conclusion that there are several key areas which need special 

focus (these are socialising leadership since childhood, using role models and networking and providing 

corresponding corporate programmes). 

Besides, research conducted by Eagly et al. (2003) and showed that women exhibit several leadership traits 

more often than men (role model and inspiration being among them). Some researchers pay attention to women’s 

leadership programmes: Berryman-Fink et al. (2003) focus on gender equity at universities. The Women’s 

Leadership Programme, as it was implemented in the University of Cincinnati, helped to change gender balance 

among administrative staff of the university and gained positive feedback of the participants. 

In addition, Place and Vardeman-Winter (2018) made an attempt to give an overview of the female 

leadership phenomenon in public relations. They found out that females are strongly underrepresented in the 

described area of activity, whereas the topic has not yet been given enough attention and it is necessary to expand 

the field of study in this regard applying different methods and approaches in order to make research in this area 

more robust. 

Furthermore, Solomon and Secrest (2017) view networks of support as one of the methods to facilitate 

female leadership. It is a way to tackle challenges and difficulties women encounter when developing leadership 

skills. The authors describe it as “circle methodology”, with these circles being beneficial for all participants. 

Moreover, Khwaja (2017) conducted research connected with female leadership in academia, which is 

predetermined by the fact that more women are represented in the tertiary education system than ever before. The 

study was focused on the analysis of inaugural speeches made by both male and female presidents. It was found 

that female leaders are more prone to using so-called guarded languages in their addresses. It is interesting to see 

how women penetrate university management, which has traditionally been regarded as a male realm. 

Additionally, Adjorlolo et al. (2013) analysed leadership competencies in women in mixed gender and 

single-gender environments using such methods as interviews and self-assessment techniques. Their case study 

was related to female university students displaying leadership qualities, and it appeared that female leaders were 
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even sometimes intimidated by male leaders in mixed-gender milieu. As such, emerging young female leaders 

require support in forming their competencies (including mentoring). 

One more interesting topic is how women are adapting to branches traditionally described as “men’s realm”. 

Shetty (2017) looks at the factor of women’s leadership in IT Sector in Bangalore, India. As for the relevance of 

this topic, in India gender gap is growing, whereas women can build involving and collaborative environment at 

work. Researcher also gives certain practical recommendations (such as training programmes etc.), stressing that 

female leadership provides sustainable growth of a company, ensures financial stability and diversity in terms of 

corporate culture. 

On the other hand, Esser et al. (2018) and others reviewed how male leaders perceive female leadership as 

it is, especially in ICT. They underlined that professional qualities are not exclusive attributes that form a female 

leader: she should also have certain skills of interpersonal communication and a lot depends on their behavior 

patterns. The analysis of the theoretical material and present experience of applied research in female leadership 

made it possible to single out the problematic field of the given study: the possibility of forming leadership 

potential in women based on female university students’ opinions. The main tasks were: scrutinizing personal 

qualities and competences of a female leader, defining the possibility of developing leadership potential, readiness 

to develop leadership competencies in female university students of various years of study and majors. 

 

3 Research methodology  
 

Competency-based approach is the methodological basis of the given study, as it allows to consider female 

leadership from the standpoint of developing certain competencies which will assist female students in acquiring 

leadership positions in their future professional activity. 

The study was carried out in two stages. At the first one, questionnaire survey was used as a research 

method. The goal of the survey was to find out what competencies are considered the most important for a leader 

by female students, whether one can develop such competencies and whether female students are ready to try to 

develop the given competencies in the process of studying at university in order to attempt to become leaders in 

their professional activity in the future. 

When developing sociological tools for studying female leadership we took the set of competencies and 

survey questions designed within the framework of REBUS project (2017) as a basis. The survey was also 

extended thanks to adding questions about personal qualities of a female leader. At the second stage of the study 

we conducted three group interviews whose goals were to discuss the obtained survey results and create an outline 

of a competency-based model for a female leader. 

The study lasted from 20.02.2018 to 20.03.2018. 378 female students from universities of Novosibirsk and 

Krasnoyarsk (1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 5th years of study and Master programme) took part in the present research. The 

respondents had the following majors: engineering, civil engineering (building), social sciences and humanities, 

mathematics, physics and IT. 

 

4 Leadership competencies and opportunities: analysing female students’ opinions 
 

In the questionnaire-based survey, female students were offered a list of competencies that a leader requires, out 

of which they had to choose three most important ones (in accordance with their opinions). Afterwards, female 

students chose the ones they would like to develop in themselves (Fig. 1).   The most significant out of the 

competencies suggested in the list for female students were: working with others, motivation and persistence and 

taking initiative. Among the least significant competencies for a leader were the following ones: coping with 

ambiguity, mobilizing resources, learning through experience and ethical and sustainable thinking. However, the 

priority in terms of the competencies female students would like to develop is somewhat different. In the first 

place, female students are interested in developing such competencies as financial and economic literacy, 

motivation and persistence (in this case, the priorities coincide) and creativity. As for the least significant qualities 

in terms of developing competencies, these were valuing ideas, mobilizing resources and learning through 

experience. The analysis of the survey results allows one to suppose that curricula and training programs for 

developing leadership competencies should be flexible and allowing for participants’ perception of their own 

progress during the training. The analysis of importance of leadership competencies for students of different years 

of study showed that such competencies as working with others, motivation and persistence and taking initiative 

are the most important ones for 1st and 3rd year students. For 2nd year students, these competencies are also 

important, though mobilizing others is somewhat more important that taking initiative. As for 4th year students, 

they marked such most important competencies as working with others, taking initiative and vision. Mobilizing 

others, motivation and persistence and mobilizing resources are important for 5th year students and Master students. 

As such, one can single out a nucleus of competencies which is equally important for students in all years. Our 

analysis of female students’ answers to the given questions showed that the perception of leadership competencies 

does not have a strong correlation with the year and major field of study (Figure 1). 
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Fig. 1. Important leadership competencies and the will to develop them (N=378) 

Source: own results 

 

The efficiency of courses and training programmes in the area of developing leadership competencies has 

a direct dependence on the students’ motivation. Motivation, in its turn, is determined by how strongly the students 

are sure about the feasibility of the goal set. The assessment of the possibilities of developing leadership 

competencies within the framework of curricula and training programmes is presented in Table 1 below. 

 

Table 1. Developing leadership competencies within the framework of curricula and training programmes 

 

Assessment of the opportunities 

for developing leadership 

competencies 

Frequency Percent Valid percent Accumulated 

percent 

Yes, I am sure 69 18.3 18.3 18.3 

Maybe, to some extent 255 67.5 67.5 85.7 

I doubt it 34 9.0 9.0 94.7 

No, it is a talent which is either 

there or not 
20 5.3 5.3 100.0 

Total 378 100.0 100.0  

Source: own results 

 

The results of our survey showed that female students are not sufficiently sure that leadership competencies 

can be developed. Only 18.3% of those surveyed are sure about the possibilities of developing the competencies, 

9% expressed their doubt, 5.3% deny such a possibility, 67.5% consider developing leadership competencies partly 

possible. Analysis of the assessment of the possibilities of developing leadership competencies depending on the 

year of study and major by the female students showed that the pessimism regarding the possibilities of developing 

leadership competencies somewhat increases during last stages of obtaining a university degree.  
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Female students majoring in IT and mathematics are more optimistic about developing competencies, there 

are no female students (out of those surveyed) majoring in natural sciences. On the whole, we found no substantial 

differences in female students’ opinions depending on their year and major of study, which can also be taken into 

account when compiling training programmes for developing leadership competencies. 

The dependency of the will to develop leadership competencies on the “opportunity for development” 

paradigm showed that among female students who are assured that leadership competencies can be developed, 

44.3% would like to develop “self-awareness of efficacy”, 32.9% of the respondents would like to develop 

“motivation and persistence”, 30.0$ opted out for “creativity”. Among the least sought-after competencies in this 

group of respondents are “learning through experience” and “taking initiative” (10.0%). Female students who 

answered that developing leadership competencies is to some extent possible, would like to develop such 

competencies as “financial and economic literacy” – 45.5%, “motivation and persistence” – 41.6% and “creativity” 

– 37.3%. In this group of respondents such competencies as “resource mobilisation” – 7.1% and “valuing ideas” 

– 5.9% – were the least sought-after ones. Female students doubting the possibilities of developing leadership 

competencies still want to try to develop such competencies as “creativity” – 39.4%, “working with others” – 

36.4% and equally “vision”, “mobilizing others” and “financial and economic literacy” – 24.2%. As for the least 

sought-after competencies, those were “learning through experience” and “valuing ideas” – 9.1%, as well as 

“looking for opportunities” and “self-awareness of efficacy” – 6.1%. The following result is especially interesting. 

Female students who answered “No, it is a talent which is either there or not” would still like to try and develop 

certain leadership competencies, such as “motivation and persistence” – 35.0%, “working with others” and 

“vision” – 30%. This group of respondents was least interested in “looking for opportunities” – 10.0% and “self-

awareness of efficacy” – 5.0%. The given results witness that the “nucleus of the competencies” somewhat changes 

“(im)possibilities of developing leadership competencies” but in this case one can see certain extension of the 

“nucleus of the competencies” when developing training courses. 

 

5 Courses and training programs for developing leadership competencies 
 

A very important aspect in advancing new training programmes and courses is their relevance. When conducting 

the survey, we tried not only to elicit female students’ opinion on the most important leadership competencies 

and possibilities of their development, but also formedness of the interest to such training programmes and 

courses (Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Manifestation of the female students’ interest in courses and training programmes for developing 

leadership competencies 

 

Manifestation of the interest Frequency Percent Valid percent Accumulated 

percent 

Very interesting, I will be glad 

to take part in them 
152 40.2 40.2 40.2 

In theory, they are interesting, 

but they are unlikely to come in 

handy in practice 

77 20.4 20.4 60.6 

I do not know, never came to 

think about it 
119 31.5 31.5 92.1 

Not quite interested 30 7.9 7.9 100.0 

Total 378 100.0 100.0  

Source: own results 

 

Most of the female students (40.2%) are very much interested in such courses and they would be glad to 

take part in them. 20.4% of those surveyed indicated that they would be interested in the courses in theory, but 

they are unlikely to come in handy in practice. 31.5% respondents do not know or never thought about this 

question. 7.9% of those surveyed are not interested in such courses. Therefore, advancing such courses for women 

could be successful on the market of educational services.  

Our 2nd and 4th year students as well as Master programmes students appeared more interested in training 

programmes. Students of social sciences and humanities and natural sciences displayed more interest in taking 

courses and training programmes for developing leadership competencies. 

One can suppose that students of engineering and technical majors regard leadership from the point of view 

of marketing innovative engineering solutions, whereas students of social sciences and humanities rather consider 

leadership to be a managerial activity. However, such a conjecture requires confirmation in further studies. 
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We also correlated students’ assessment of possibilities of developing leadership competencies and the 

manifested interest in participation in training programmes and courses for developing these competencies. It 

appears that female students who are skeptical about the courses would also like to try and develop some leadership 

qualities. 

 

6 Personal qualities and competency-based model of a female leader 
 

After analyzing the results of our survey, we also conducted a group interview during which female students 

interpreted results of the study. They gave an opinion that the variety of the assessed competencies presented for 

the analysis was not broad enough. Personal qualities of a female leader were elicited during the interview. 

Characteristics of a female leader in female students’ perception gained attractiveness, for apart from the qualities 

directly connected with the professional activity students especially underlined the need for such personal qualities 

as charm, openness and charisma. Apart from that, we singled out personal qualities necessary for successful 

management activity: ability to handle stress, charm, charisma, energy, motivation, self-criticism, self-discipline, 

determination, openness, activism and responsibility. Also, female students attempted to create their own model 

of competencies which would most adequately, in their opinion, represent a female leader. 

Substantiating presence of the necessary competencies in a female leader, female students mentioned 

innovative thinking and profound professional knowledge among most important qualities. Determination and 

ability to reach new high results also took leading positions among the competencies. In female students’ opinions, 

a female leader should have a defined position, point of view, as well as have competencies of a project manager, 

such as resource management (including time). For female students it turned out important to not only take 

responsibilities but also to be able to share these. The ability to form a team and stand unpopular decisions are 

also, in their opinion, not only components of managerial activity, these competencies are also important for a 

leader. Respondents also marked out such competencies which, in their opinion, are less intrinsic for male leaders, 

but which female leaders should possess (which they do): an ability to inspire and persuade others, ability to listen 

to others, ability to admit one’s mistakes. 

Thus, a “competency-based portrait” (competency-based model) of a female leader presupposes, in female 

students’ opinions, a deeper interaction with colleagues, built on confidence-building (this is how the ability to 

listen to others strengthens trust in a leader). 

Our survey results also showed that a competency-based model of a female leader is perceived by female 

students in a somewhat different manned than the competency-based model suggested for analysis, and it includes 

a considerable number of managerial competencies. Additionally, communicative competencies framework 

matters a lot, i.e. female leadership is regarded by female students, in terms of interaction with colleagues and 

employees in the first place, which corresponds with a psychosocial portrait of women’s professional activity, in 

which communications play a crucial role. 

 

7 Conclusions 
 

At present, there are quite a few theoretical, philosophical, cultural and practical sociological and psychosocial 

studies in the research field of leadership gender differences, whereas the phenomenon of female leadership itself 

is understood quite broadly. Courses and training programmes for developing leadership competencies have been 

gaining a huge popularity lately, inclusive of university female students wishing to build their future career in 

professional activity. 

A competency-based approach in education presupposes a clear understanding of what leadership 

competencies (and how) should be formed in students during the period of learning or training. However, a 

competency-based model of female leadership has not been developed to full extent as of yet. Success of training 

programmes and courses for developing leadership competencies in females depends in no small part on whether 

perception of female leadership and nucleus of leadership competencies coincide in coaches and instructors 

developing courses and female students interested in the courses. 

Analysis of our results of an applied sociological study enabled us to draw the following conclusions: First 

and foremost, courses and training programmes should begin with surveys eliciting female students’ perception of 

leadership itself, significance of female leadership for them, concept of leadership competencies, and priorities in 

forming separate competencies. Second, curricula of courses and training programmes can be developed for mixed 

groups of students with different major fields and years of study. Third, courses and training programmes aimed 

at developing leadership competencies can be designed not only with the purpose of upbringing female leaders, 

but also with the purpose of personal growth. In this case such educational programmes will attract more female 

students without orientation on leadership positions in their future professional activity. Fourth, it appears that 

further research of female students’ perception of female leaders’ competencies in specified professional spheres 

of activity is of interest, when a woman can have a role not only of a managerial leader, but also a leader in a 

narrow sphere of professional activity. 
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