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The concept of women’s leadership
has increasingly gained attention in
leadership and organizational studies.
Despite the fact that globalization and
economic advancement have brought more
women into the workforce, the disparity
between men and women is still observable
throug hunemployment rates, occupational
segregation, wage gaps, and social protections
(UN Women, 2017). In terms of positional
leadership, the “glass ceiling” concept is coined
and widely used to explain a noticeable
*
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underrepresentation of female leaders
across settings and contexts (Hymowitz &
Schellhardt, 1986). Numerous studies support
the notion that perceived leadership traits
and gender stereotypical expectations play
prominent roles in this unproportionate
number (Ceci & Williams, 2011; Hoyt, 2010;
Schein & Mueller 1992).
The recent Global Gender Gap Index
(World Economic Forum, 2017) reveals that
gender gaps exist around the world. While
most Western countries have remaining
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gender gaps of less than 30%, most
Asian countries still have more room for
improvement (World Economic Forum, 2017).
It is possible that traditional “predominant
patriarchal values” still nurture the gap
within the region (Niaz & Hassan, 2006,
para.3). However, Thailand, the country
in Southeast Asia region, has recently
shown a significant improvement in gender
equality and women’s leadership compared
to other countries within the region (Asian
Development Bank, 2018; World Economic
Forum, 2017). Over recent years, a number
of national policies and regulations were
enforced to promote gender equality
(Yukongdi, 2005). The annual survey by
Grant Thornton on women in business also
indicates that Thai women hold 31 percent
of senior roles in 2017. This places Thailand
in the top three countries within the
Asia-Pacific region in terms of women
representation in leadership (The Nation,
2017). Nevertheless, it is interesting to note
that, similar to most Asian countries, traditional
values that support gender division are
still at play in Thailand (Yukongdi, 2005).
The paradox between these two aspects
initially inspires the author to study
women’s leadership situation in Thailand.
To untangle the aforementioned
paradox, the author notes that this study
has to be done under the following
conditions:

1. This study has to include the
cultural dimension of Thailand. This is not
only in the sense of how Thai culture affects
women’s leadership, but also how Thai
culture constructs the preferred leadership
styles and creates the images of ideal
leader in Thailand. According to Klenke
(2004), “some of our greatest cultural, social,
political, and artistic accomplishments are
attributed to leadership” (p.1). Even though
there exist universal aspects of leadership
as well as major frameworks for women’s
leadership, a fair point to note is that
effective and ideal leadership can be viewed
differently in different cultures. The inclusion
of Thai culture will, therefore, provide the
contextual understanding as well as
appropriate implications to advance
women’s leadership in Thailand itself.
2. To effectively provide the findings
that reflect the current situation of women’s
leadership in Thailand as well as future
implications, the sample has to be selected
in a way that represents Thailand’s status
quo. The author selects Thai Millennials,
the generation of those born between
1981-2000 (Asia Business Unit Corporate
Direction, Inc., 2016)1, due to three principal
1

As there are no official age range definitions of Millennials
in Thailand, the author uses the definition given by the Asia Business
Unit Corporate Direction, Inc., an Asian-based management consulting
firm, as the age range covers other Millennials’ definitions found in Thai
newspapers and publications.
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reasons. Firstly, they are currently the largest
employee demographic in Thailand (United
Nations ESCAP, 2017). Secondly, with their
ages, they are likely to assume managerial
and senior executive roles in the near
future. That would place them in an
influential position in defining future
directions of women’s leadership in
Thailand. Thirdly, they have been growing
up in the time where there are tremendous
technological changes and cross-cultural
connectivity. With these events, the author
assumes that they are most exposed to the
Western concepts of women’s leadership,

whether through education, media or
cultural exchanges.
Based on previous literature regarding women’s leadership in Thailand, most
studies produce consistent findings. That
is, Thailand has supportive practices and
policies for gender equality, but stereotyping
of gender roles persists within the country.
These findings help shape the main research
question of this study. That is, how Thai
Millennials picture their ideal leaders
and what does that mean for women’s
leadership within Thailand context?

Literature
Review

that “leadership has been conceptualized as
the man on the white horse” (p.1). In various
traditional leadership trait approaches,
“masculinity” has also been inserted as one
of the strong leadership traits (Lord, DeVader
& Alliger, 1986; Mann, 1959). In some leadership studies, the word “leader” is even
Understanding the Gender Gap in replaced with “he”. Gender and leadership
Leadership
only became the topic of discussion in
Tracing back the history, most academic and research settings in the
leadership concepts are often associated 1970s (Northouse, 2016, pp.397).
with masculinity. Klenke (2004) mentions
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To have a broad understanding on
women’s leadership, Hoyt and Simon (2016)
summarize three sets of explanations on the
underlying causes of gender gaps in leadership. Those are (1) human capital differences
(2) genders and differences in leadership
styles, and (3) gender stereotypical expectations. In terms of gender stereotypes,
one of the early studies on the relationship
between leadership traits and genders by
Schein (1973) reveals that most of the
requisite managerial characteristics are
associated with male characteristics rather
than those of female characteristics. Schein’s
work influences numerous studies later on,
further confirming that gender biases in
leadership are prevalent. A review of
empirical studies by Carli and Eagly (2001)
also suggests that gender bias is explicitly
found in performance evaluations, hiring
processes and professional expectations for
each gender to serve in gender-specific roles.

Carli and Eagly (2007) look at the
bigger picture and hold a different view
from the aforementioned concepts. They
believe that the barriers for women in the
workplace do not solely exist at the toplevel positions. In fact, the challenges for
women are found at every level throughout
their leadership journey, including entryand mid-level positions. The concept
“labyrinth” is introduced to symbolize
more complex barriers for women in
their professional endeavors. However, the
labyrinth also implies that the aforementioned
glass ceiling can be cracked, but it requires
“persistence, awareness of one’s progress,
and a careful analysis of puzzles that lie
ahead” (Carli & Eagly, 2007).

Women’s Leadership Concepts
Several concepts deriving from
gender stereotypical expectations are
developed thereafter to explain the
phenomenon of women’s underrepresentation in high-level positions. The term “glass
ceiling” was first introduced to metaphorize
the barriers that prevent women from rising
to executive leadership positions (Hymowitz
& Schellhardt, 1986).
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Women’s Leadership in Thailand
The two major studies on the impact
of cultures on leadership, the GLOBE Study
of 62 societies (House, 2004) and Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions (1984) provide an initial
understanding on Thai-style leadership and
gender issues. The GLOBE study suggests
that Thailand is a collective, feminine, and
non-confrontational society. Charismatic
and team-oriented leaders are mostly preferred by the Thais. By exhibiting a relatively
low score in gender egalitarianism, it defines
a wide gap between men and women in
the country. In Hofstede’s (1984) study, the
slightly high scores in power distance and
uncertainty avoidance demonstrate that
Thai people accept inequalities within the
society and are likely to resist change.
In terms of women representation in
leadership, the study by Van der Boon (2003)
positively shows that Thailand is one of the
Asian countries that women have reached
top positions without affirmative action
programs. In terms of employment practices,
Hutching’s study (2000) indicates that
Thailand has established a system that grants
women an equal access to employment
levels, promotion prospects, and share of
economic wealth as men. Besides the Thai
constitution that grants both women and
men with equal rights, the Government of
Thailand also passed the Gender Equality
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Act in 2015 (Human Rights Watch, 2015) and
recently ratified the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention 1958
(No.111) to ensure that there is protection
against discrimination in Thai employment
practices. Moreover, Thailand also adopted
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
in its current national economic and social
development plan, where achieving gender
equality is one of the goal.

The study of Thai women in top
management by Cho et al. (2015), however,
demonstrates that other perceptions are
still present. Even though gender equality
has increasingly gained more attention
among Thai society in present days and
created more job opportunities for Thai
women, strong traditional values still shape

gender stereotypes. An unequal treatment
between men and women in organizational
settings is still observable. Those range from
the lack of support and recognition from
supervisors to an exclusion from the old
boys’ network that prevent them from rising

to the top. Additionally, the two studies
supplement the role of Thai mass media in
reproducing women’s inferiority discourse
at societal level (Khopolklang, Polnigongit
& Chamnongsri, 2014).

Data Collection
The drawing exercise of ideal leader
developing from Synchs et al. (2012) has
been selected as the main data collection
method of this study. Thirty three Thai
Millennials, both men and women, are the
samples of this study.
The samples are initially asked to
draw any pictures that come to mind when
they think of “ideal leader”. After they
completed the drawing section, they are
asked the follow-up questions immediately.
The follow-up questions are divided into
two parts. The first part centers around the
explanations and context of drawings.
It consists of four questions, three
mandatory questions and one optional
question, as follows:
(1) When you saw the word ‘ideal
leader’, how did you define that?
(2) Could you please explain more
about your drawing?

(3) Please give three adjectives that
describe your ideal leader?
(4) If the drawing is gender-specific,
the optional fourth question “why did you
choose to draw leader in this specific
gender?” is posed.
After participants answered the
first set of questions, they are asked to
read the infographic regarding the concept
of glass-ceiling and women’s leadership
situation in Thailand. The second set
of questions regarding their real-life
experiences and opinion toward the issue
are discussed afterwards. The final question
“do you think gender stereotypes are the
major barriers preventing women to rise to
the top in Thailand context?” is also posed.

Methodology

Data Analysis
The author developed a coding
strategy based on the study by Schyns et al.
(2012). However, since this study only
focuses on gender and leadership, only
65

four categories are analyzed. Those are
(1) the depiction of drawings (people vs.
metaphor), (2) gender, (3) clothing and
(4) presence of followers (include the
explanation of size and position of leaders
as compared to followers).
It is important to note that this study
is a pilot study with the small number of

Thai Millennials as a sample group. There
are limitations in this study, but the author
hopes that this study will initially provide
certain aspects regarding women’s
leadership in Thailand for larger-scale
studies in the future.

Results

Table 1. Frequencies and Percentages of categories found in the drawings
No.
1
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Category
People VS Metaphor
real people
generic people
fictional character
metaphor

Frequency
(number of drawings)

Percentage

2
22
3
6

6.06
66.67
9.09
18.18

Frequency
Frequency
(number
(number ofof drawings)
drawings)

Percentage
Percentage

Gender
Gender
no
no gender
gender
female
female
male
male

12
12
11
11
10
10

36.37
36.37
33.33
33.33
30.30
30.30

Clothing
Clothing
business
business formal
formal
casual
casual
not
not present
present

88
44
21
21

24.24
24.24
12.12
12.12
63.64
63.64

10
10
23
23

30.30
30.30
69.70
69.70

22
88
00

20.00
20.00
80.00
80.00
0.00
0.00

22
55
33

20.00
20.00
50.00
50.00
30.00
30.00

No.
No.
22

33

44

Category
Category

Followers
Followers
present
present
absent
absent
4.1)
4.1) Size
Size ofof leader
leader (if(if present)
present)
-- bigger
bigger than
than followers
followers
-- same
same size
size asas followers
followers
-- smaller
smaller than
than followers
followers
4.2)
4.2) Level
Level ofof leader
leader (if(if present)
present)
-- above/
above/ inin front
front ofof followers
followers
-- same
same level
level asas followers
followers
-- below/behind
below/behind followers
followers

Follow-up Questions
A couple of questions were asked
after participants completed their drawings.
Regarding the definition of “ideal leader”,
participants’ answers range from (1) those
who uplift and support followers (2) those

who are approachable (3) those who
possess expertise (3) the understanding
and empathetic ones (4) the team-oriented
ones (5) those who have visions and are
able to cope with changes and (6) the
ethical and unprejudiced ones.
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Discussion
Ideal leaders

Of all drawings, participants mostly
draw generic people and include words
or phrases as explanations. ‘Supportive’
has appeared to be the most mentioned
quality of Thai leaders, followed by ‘kind’
or ‘generous’. The drawings of generic
people are shown in both full body
and head only. However, in both cases,
participants draw smiling leaders. This
indicates the approachableness and
generosity the participants want to see in
their leaders. Moreover, while participants
tend to draw middle-aged leaders, two
drawings portray rather aged leaders. This
raises the notion that seniority also plays a
role in leadership in Thailand context.
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The drawings of real people also
appear in the data collection. Those are
the drawings of Mahatma Gandhi and King
Rama IX of Thailand. According to the
drawers, both leaders portray characteristics
of dedicated and humble leadership, who
commit to the benefits of greater goods.
This reflects the collectivistic value that
exists within Thailand.
The metaphor drawings are interpreted into several thoughts. One participant draws a pyramid with a leader being at
the bottom, showing that leader should be
the base of organization and should serve
in supporting role. Another drawing portrays
different arrows pointing to the same
direction. The rearmost arrow represents
a leader, who pushes followers forward,
but still guide them to be in line with
organizational goals.
Among twelve drawings that include
clothing, eight drawings depict business
formal attire, while the other four drawings
present smart casual wear. It is interesting
to see that participants who draw smart
casual wear are all from design and public

relations field. Whereas, participants who
draw business formal attire are from
business and international relations field.
Nevertheless, participants from both sides
indicate thatthe outfits should present
leader’sconfidence and credibility.
Ten participants also include
followers along with leaders in their
drawings. Most participants draw leaders
in similar size as followers (N=8) and put
both leaders and followers at the same
level (N=5). They indicate that leaders
should be the first among equals.
With the findings, it is safe to say that
the majority of drawings echo participants’
perceptions that their ideal leaders
are supportive, generous, empathetic and
visionary. Analyzing these findings under
Schein’s study (1973), it could be argued
that most descriptive words found in this
study are more commonly ascribed to
female traits rather than male traits. The
findings also correspond with previous
literature that Thai people value
consideration and environmental harmony
(Komin, 1990). Additionally, it also connects
with the GLOBE study (House, 2004),
indicating that a team-oriented leader is
usuallypreferred by the Thais.

Gender

While all drawings are almost equally
distributed among non-specific gender leaders
(36.37%), female leaders (33.33%) and male
leaders (30.30%), there are several interesting
points that affect the outcomes. Firstly,
since the drawing exercise is designed to

avoid participants’ preoccupation of gender
first thing, some participants indicated that
they did not notice that they drew leaders
in specific gender. Those who draw male
leaders indicate that they tend to see more
male leaders in their daily lives (i.e. males
as leaders of family, males as CEO, males as
Prime Ministers, etc.). Whereas, those who
draw female leaders state that they either
see more women in leadership roles in
present time or have female supervisors
themselves. Secondly, the author notices the
pattern that participants tend to draw their
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ideal leaders similar to their genders. Asking
the participants about this observation, most
of them indicate that the drawing might
derive from their subconscious thoughts.
That is, they reflect upon themselves
and draw how they aspire themselves to
be. Thirdly, participants that draw either
real people or fictional characters as their
ideal leaders mention that they did not
think of gender of leaders in particular. It is
just that their ideal leaders are in that
specific gender.
However, when specifically asking
participants about how they view women’s
leadership situation in Thailand, their perspectives can be categorized into six groups
of thoughts:

certain lapse in equality between genders
merely not only acceptable, but normal
within Thai society.
2. 23.63% of participants think that
gender stereotypical expectations remain
challenges within Thai organization. They
view women’s emotional unstableness
and indecisiveness as two major unsuitable
traits for leadership. Physical barriers and
maternal role also limit women’s professional
opportunities as compared to men.
Participants in this group indicate that in
order to rise to the top, women either have
to prove themselves harder or exercise
masculine traits in order to be leaders.
3. 3.64% of participants believe that
female leaders are increasingly presented in

1. 9.09% of participants believe that
strong traditional Thai value that women fit
only inferior roles persist and nurture gender
inequality in Thailand. This does not only
affect women in leadership roles, but in
almost every aspect of women’s life (i.e.
lifestyle, social roles). Both men and women
grant this sense of entitlement, making that

Thai organizational settings nowadays but
are usually placed in specific positions (i.e.
administration, accounting, services). At the
higher levels, women are underrepresented
and usually perceived as poor leaders as
compared to men.
4. 20% of participants hold an opinion
that gender gap in Thai organizations exists

but it gets narrower in present day. This is
due to the fact that women obtain higher
education and are qualified to serve in any
roles as men. Participants in this group
believe that this gap can be closed in
the near future, and the late generations,
Millennials onwards, will help contribute
to this advancement.
5. 34.54% of participants view that
gender is a less significant barrier for Thai
female leaders to rise to the top as
compared to other challenges, which are
seniority, rank/class, and patronage/networks.
a. Seniority and years of
experiences matter more than the actual

skills and performances in Thailand context.
b. Ranks and classes (i.e. big
name, social status) grant people a shortcut
to rise to the top in Thailand.
c. Patronage system and
power network create circles and
contribute to career advancement of
those within circles.
6. 9.10% of participants believe that
there exist no gender stereotypes in Thai
professional settings nowadays. Regardless
of genders, people can rise to the top if they
possess actual skills and perform well.

********************

Despite the wide range of thoughts
found in this study, it can be argued that
the sample fully recognized gender stereotypes and the concept of women’s leadership within Thailand context. However, the
majority of participants hold the opinions
that gender is not a significant barrier for
female leaders in Thailand as compared to
other challenging factors such as seniority,
patronage, and class. This corresponds with
the early study by Van der Boon (2003), indicating that seniority and rank matter more

Conclusion
in Thailand. Most participants also view
that gender gap in Thailand gets narrower
in present day and they expect this gap to
close in the near future.
The findings regarding the qualities of
ideal leaders suggest that Thai people value
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a humane-oriented leader. Of all answers,
one participant mentions that the lesser
level of assertiveness and the collective
culture of Thailand cannot be explained
under Western frameworks of women’s
leadership. Another participant mentions
the low professional competitiveness
in Thailand and how that affects intrinsic
motivations for Thai women to push
themselves to the higher-level positions as
compared to Western women. This resembles
Van der Boon’s study (2003) that Thai people
are satisfied with “being at the top, but do
not need to be at the very top” (p.138).
Both voices raise another question for

possible future study that “to what extent
the Western-based women’s leadership
concepts can be applied universally, especially
with the collective and feminine cultures”.
Regardless of genders, the findings
from this study suggest that employing
Emotional Intelligence (Goleman, 2013) may
be an effective implication for Thai leaders.
This is on the grounds that all four domains
of Emotional Intelligence (i.e. self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness, and
relationship management) can help advance
relational harmony and portray leader’s
supportive role that usually preferred by
the Thai followers.

This article is a shortened version of an independent study by Pimploy Vivatanapaiboonlap
at the Graduate School of Education and Human Development, The George Washington University.
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