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Promoting Women in Leadership: Why Men Engage in Allyship
Abstract
Since entering the workforce, women have fought for fair and safe working
environments, and have made great strides towards equitable workplaces. Despite advances,
four in 10 women still experience gender-based discrimination in the workplace (13) and are
underrepresented in leadership positions (3, 9). Women comprise nearly half of the workforce,
but only 21% of C-suite leadership positions (e.g., CEO, CFO, CIO), up from 17% in 2015 (3,.
9). However, research demonstrates positive impacts women leaders have in organizations (8,
9). Women’s representation in leadership can alter the overall organizational culture and
promote the importance and value of diversity and inclusion (9). Having someone who “looks
like you” in the organization, especially at a leadership level, can increase feelings of
belongingness, inclusion, and value (7, 12, 17). Furthermore, diversity in the workplace increases
creativity, communication, and productivity (14, 19).
Despite the slight increase of women in leadership roles and a strong business case for
women in leadership, women still face a plethora of barriers in the workplace. There are
numerous reasons why there is a lack of women in leadership positions, including but not limited
to family responsibilities, lack of access to informal networks, and workplace cultures dominated
by males (4). Yet, perhaps the most influential reason why more men are in leadership roles than
women is because of a longstanding traditional mindset: when people think of a leader, they
think male (9, 10). This ‘think leader, think male’ mindset has hindered women’s advancement
in the workplace for decades (16) and places an added burden on women to prove themselves
capable as leaders to their peers and followers (8).

Scholars argue that male allies can play a pivotal role in women’s success and
advancement in leadership, despite the barriers women may face, and that male allies work to
reduce those barriers in the workplace. Allies are “dominant group members who work to end
prejudice in their personal and professional lives, and relinquish social privileges conferred by
their group status through their support of nondominant groups” (2). By using social capital that
women may lack, men can help provide a space, voice, and recognition for women in the
workplace, particularly in leadership positions (4, 11). Furthermore, through supporting and
promoting female leaders, male allies can help eliminate role incongruences and break traditional
gender and leadership norms and expectations.
This paper addresses what allies do, how allies can be change agents in the workplace,
and how people become allies. The overarching goal of allyship is to end discrimination and
create a more equitable experience for all people (2). Dominant group status allows allies to
have “unique opportunities to create change and influence others” and are therefore perceived to
be more legitimate when advocating for equality by utilizing social capital that marginalized
group members may lack (4, 6). Allies can be change agents by creating space and helping
marginalized group members’ voices be heard and help oppressors recognize their own blind
spots and discriminatory behaviors (4). Therefore, male allies can change the narrative for
women in the workplace by bringing discrimination and inequality to light and breaking down
barriers and obstacles to leadership that women face.
There are four levels for ally development (18). The first, awareness of one’s own power
and privilege, may be difficult as the individual learns about injustice and systems of oppression
(1, 18). The second level is gaining knowledge about the oppressed group. As allies become
aware of their privilege, they also learn about the experiences of minority groups. The next level

is developing skills for communicating that learned knowledge to others. This level can be
challenging as allies may lack resources and opportunities to communicate this learned
knowledge, however, it is crucial for moving to the final level: action, which integrates the first
three levels and drives new behaviors and change that challenge and inequality and promote
inclusion in the workplace.
This paper also addresses predictors and outcomes of male allyship, at both the individual
and organizational levels, and barriers to male allyship in the workplace supported in the current
literature. This paper aims to provide a review of the current state of research addressing male
allyship for female leaders and provide suggestions for future research.

References
1. Boucher, M. L. (2016). More Than an Ally: A Successful White Teacher Who Builds
Solidarity with His African American Students. Urban Education, 51(1), 82–107.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085914542982
2. Brown, K. T., & Ostrove, J. M. (2013). What does it mean to be an ally?: The perception of
allies from the perspective of people of color. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 43(11),
2211–2222. https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12172
3. Catalyst. (2018). Quick Take: Women in the Workforce – United States. Retrieved from
https://www.catalyst.org/research/women-in-the-workforce-united-states/
4. Cheng, S., Ng, L., Trump-Steele, R. C. E., Corrington, A., & Hebl, M. (2018). Calling on
Male Allies to Promote Gender Equity in I-O Psychology. Industrial and Organizational
Psychology, 11(3), 389–398. https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.88
5. Company, M. &. (2020). Women in the Workplace 2020.
https://doi.org/10.1049/et.2009.0920
6. Czopp, A. M., & Monteith, M. J. (2003). Confronting prejudice (literally): Reactions to
confrontations of racial and gender bias. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 29(4),
532–544. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167202250923
7. Emerson, K. T. U., & Murphy, M. C. (2014). Identity threat at work: How social identity
threat and situational cues contribute to racial and ethnic disparities in the workplace.
Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 20(4), 508–520.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035403
8. Horowitz, J. M., Igielnikm, R., & Parker, K. (2018). Women and Leadership 2018.
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2961252

9. Huang, J., Krivkovich, A., Starikova, I., Yee, L., & Zanoschi, D. (2019). Women In The
Workplace Report Summary 2019. McKinsey & Company Report, (October).
10. Koenig, A. M., Eagly, A. H., Mitchell, A. A., & Ristikari, T. (2011). Are leader stereotypes
masculine? A meta-analysis of three research paradigms. Psychological Bulletin, 137(4),
616–642. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023557
11. Madsen, S. R., Townsend, A., & Scribner, R. T. (2020). Strategies That Male Allies Use to
Advance Women in the Workplace. Journal of Men’s Studies, 28(3), 239–259.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1060826519883239
12. Niemann, Y. F., & Dovidio, J. F. (1998). Relationship of solo status, academic rank, and
perceived distinctiveness to job satisfaction of racial/ethnic minorities. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 83(1), 55–71. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.83.1.55
13. Parker, K., & Funk, C. (2017). Gender discrimination comes in many forms for today’s
working women. Retrieved February 2, 2021, from http://pewrsr.ch/2ytv0xx
14. Reagans, R., & Zuckerman, E. W. (2001). Networks, Diversity, and Productivity: The Social
Capital of Corporate R&D Teams. Organization Science, 12(4), 502–517.
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.12.4.502.10637
15. Reskin, B. F. (2000). The proximate causes of employment discrimination. Contemporary
Sociology, 29(2), 319–328. https://doi.org/10.2307/2654387
16. Schein, V. E. (1973). The relationship between sex role stereotypes and requisite
management characteristics. Journal of Applied Psychology, 57(2), 95–100.
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0037128
17. Steffens, N. K., Haslam, S. A., Reicher, S. D., Platow, M. J., Fransen, K., Yang, J., … Boen,
F. (2014). Leadership as social identity management: Introducing the Identity Leadership

Inventory (ILI) to assess and validate a four-dimensional model. Leadership Quarterly,
25(5), 1001–1024. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.05.002
18. Washington, J., & Evans, N. J. (1991). Becoming an Ally. In Beyond Tolerance: Gays,
Lesbians and Bisexuals on Campus (pp. 195–204). American College Personnel Association.
19. Watson, W. E., Johnson, L., & Zgourides, G. D. (2002). The influence of ethnic diversity on
leadership, group process, and performance: An examination of learning teams. International
Journal of Intercultural Relations, 26(1), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1016/S01471767(01)00032-3

