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Abstract 

Over the past couple of decades, women have conquered most obstacles in their effort to 

scale the mountains of leadership and management, seemingly only to fall at the last hurdle 

by purposefully derailing and mistreating each other. 

As a large percentage of the workforce in the Western hemisphere is composed of women, 

the likelihood of experiencing a female superior throughout their career is very high for both 

men and women, giving rise to the threat of dealing with the Queen Bee Syndrome. 

The antecedent aim of this master thesis paper is to explore the reasons that give rise to and 

legitimize the so-called Queen Bee phenomenon, which describes a usually senior female 

holding a higher leadership-position, who actively opposes the rise of other females in male-

dominated organizations, in connection to the Millennial Generation.  

For this purpose, the methodology approach of Grounded Theory was chosen, first and 

foremost establishing a theoretical framework comprising literature gathered from academic 

journals, professional and specific print and sources, as well as relevant writings from 

contemporary and topical media channels, such as the New York Times newspaper, or the 

Harvard Business Review. 

Second, a qualitative empirical study was conducted, for which several women from both 

the Millennial and its predecessor generation were interviewed, in order to explore opinions 

on perceived biases against female leaders and managers which, among other things may 

lead to typical Queen Bee behavior, its provenances, and their implications for business 

women and organizations. The gained insights are culminating in the emergence of a new 

theory, according to which female Millennials’ inherent narcissistic tendencies may not 

hinder them to pursue much-needed mentoring relationships with other females and even 

suggest the possibility of a diminishment of the dreaded female bully-boss paradigm. 
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1 Introduction 

“A successful woman is one who build a firm foundation with the bricks 

others have thrown at her.”  
Rumi Balkhi  

 

Saturday morning: The sun is shining and spring is beckoning me outside with the smell of 

freshly blooming flowers and the enchanting concert performance of the nesting birds. Life 

seems good and so I nestle into my cozy chair in the living room and turn on the TV. A 

news reporter is reading a report with furrowed brows about a recently elected head of state 

who has made a snide and sexist remark about women and their place at work and in society, 

referencing his own daughter. I switch channels. 

A talk show hostess with a funny accent nods along encouragingly, as her female guest 

laments about her difficult work-life situation, due to a furiously jealous female boss and 

the inability to find well-paid work which would be congruent to her top-notch education, 

after her pregnancy. A female in the audience stands up and comments that women should 

stay at home when they have children, it is not natural for the woman to go to work, that’s 

what the husband is for. I frown and switch channels. 

In a television coverage about CEOs of Silicon Valley companies, several men are 

interviewed, talking about their work as entrepreneurs and leaders, how their wives support 

them taking care of their children and having dinner ready after a long day in the office, and 

how they drive their daughters to ballet classes on weekends. Among the many grey and 

black suits, one red blazer with a female CEO emerges. She looks sternly into the camera 

and asserts that she dislikes working with other females, as they are always so emotional 

and irrational. Again, I switch channels. A blockbuster movie. A group of high school girls 

in stilettos, fake nails and luxury brand handbags giggle stupidly about the local heartthrob, 

gossip about each other, and plot a horrible sabotage act for the new girl who is a science 

geek. 

I turn off the TV and wonder: what has happened to all this great talk about feminism and 

equal rights for women? Somehow, along the way it seems like people have deliberately 

forgotten that this battle – although having been fought, essentially, for centuries by many 



Introduction 

  2 

prominent women and men alike – is not yet won, but has deadlocked somewhere along the 

lines of ‘almost-equality’ that everyone seems to be able to live with.  

Today’s media is bursting with stories about women – many of which are everything else 

but flattering, inspiring, or encouraging. The lack of females in top leadership positions is a 

hotly discussed topic and many reasons are attributed to this dilemma, whose consequences 

will reverberate far into the future and the years to come, further challenging economies, 

societies, cultures and governments alike. One of these reasons that seem to hinder women 

from reaching the tip of the leadership and business pyramid is their tendency to be their 

own worst enemy; a female who has ascended into a higher position may exhibit the un-

female-like behavior of actively barring another female’s way up the organizational ladder 

of success. And everyone has experienced it at one time or another: a boss that does not seem 

to like anyone, regardless of performance; that acts aloof, micromanages everything, ignores 

suggestions because they are not made by her - no matter how creative, innovative, 

revolutionary, or overall beneficial for the team or even company they may be. Yet, the firm 

is not willing to dismiss her, because the performance of the team has not yet deteriorated, 

or not enough people (or in fact no one) have complained emphatically about the horror-

boss. And so, unable to escape from the situation, results for the subordinates who suffer 

under such a boss may include stress, depression, and even a decrease in productivity, which 

leads to an overall ‘active disengagement’ and, thus, harms the bottom line of the company 

(Kets De Vries 2016). 

The interest for this master thesis paper arose primarily out of the continued debate about 

female leadership, the apparent ongoing inequality of females at work, why women seem to 

have difficulties working together and the personal desire to understand why changes to the 

male-dominated world of business are not occurring at the pace they should. Therefore, this 

thesis explores the differences - if there are any to be named – in leadership styles among 

men and women, the Queen Bee Syndrome as result of various factors which restrict 

women’s access to top management and leadership positions, and tries to identify a feasible 

connection to the Millennial generation, which seems to be exhibiting an inherent 

predisposition to narcissism, which may lead to the manifestation of Queen Bee behavior. 
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1.1 Background of the Study and Problem Definition 
 

Being a woman born in the late 20th and raised in the early 21st century within the Western 

Hemisphere, there is hardly any reason not to be proud: Our female forbearers have fought 

for the right to vote, paved the way for equal and fair payment and passed on the gift of 

active and outspoken resistance to any injustice directed towards females.  

And yet, that feeling of pride is left with a sour taste of disappointment, as one looks towards 

women in higher business positions, only to realize that merely a handful of exceptional 

outliers represent female executives, CEOs, or highly-ranked board members. In the United 

States, where more than forty percent of managerial positions are covered by women, a 

meager six percent of Fortune 500 executives are female (Eagly & Carli 2007, p.1), a number 

that drops to only four percent when talking about the position of chief executive officer 

(Sandberg 2014, p. 5). Figures in Europe are not in the least more encouraging, with women 

constituting on average only eleven percent of top executives and only take up around four 

percent of CEO and board positions (Eagly & Carli 2007, p.1). 

So how is it, that more educated women are entering the workforce than ever before, yet 

remain at the bottom, staring up through the glass ceiling without ever being able to literally 

‘break through’ to the top?  

The answer to this question starts with a look at the definition of leadership itself, which is 

not a simple topic to begin with as it poses many questions for which scholars and 

practitioners alike have struggled to find answers. And yet, the fascination for this complex 

area of managerial studies has not subsided but rather increased exponentially over the past 

three decades, which underlines the mounting importance to provide answers and solutions 

in management literature, supply leadership training and academic courses, and even offer 

populist writings concerning people- and self- management. 

As by popular examples such as Sheryl Sandberg, Coco Chanelle, Hillary Clinton, Indira 

Gandhi, or Benazir Bhutto, women can lead; more even, they want to lead; and are doing 

just as good of a job as men – some argue that they do an even better one. The statement by 

Bennis and Thomas (2002) that ‘skills to conquer adversity and emerge stronger and more 

committed than ever are the same ones that make for extraordinary leaders’ (Bennis & 

Thomas 2002), even prompts the conjecture that women are (currently) predestined to be 

exceptional leaders as the clear majority of female leaders must fight through a sea of 
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adversities, such as biases, negative stereotyping, the double-bind, unrealistic expectations, 

and so on, to get to the top.  

Such adverse experiences that shape a leader in his or her perceptions, behavior, values and 

attitudes are called ‘crucibles’ and represent a trial or test incorporating a point of deep self-

reflection which forces the leader to question his or her assumptions, eventually leading to 

an usually fundamental change. These leadership crucibles can take many forms for women 

and can affect them both on an interpersonal as well as on an intrapersonal level: 

Experiencing prejudices, for example, through a male-dominated organizational culture, or 

fighting with emotional cruelty in relation to a dysfunctional boss-subordinate relationship 

depict a common crucible for women at work. Other typical crucibles may include dealing 

with outspoken violence or illness, or meeting great expectations in relation to having a 

demanding (but not necessarily mean) boss or mentor (Bennis & Thomas 2002). 

It is generally acknowledged that to reach certain positions within organizations, a moderate 

amount of intelligence (in the sense of knowledge) is needed. This Intelligence Quotient, 

short IQ, does not change much over the course of a lifetime (Frankel 2014, p.114), which 

means some people are, in crude terms, born smarter than others. However, psychologists, 

like Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman have discovered that the IQ is not the most 

important factor for determining success and people rather conduct business with people 

they find ‘likable’ and trustworthy, than with people they somehow dislike, even when the 

latter are offering a better deal (Frankel 2014, p.114). This likeability is connected to the 

emotional intelligence (short EQ or EI) of a person and it describes a set of five skills that 

maximize the leader’s as well as the followers’ performance (Goleman 1996, p.3). While 

cognitive skills and IQ are relevant as entry-level requirements for leadership positions, high 

emotional intelligence is linked to strong performance and also distinguishes the ordinary 

leader from the extraordinary one (Goleman 1996, p. 1, p.7). Women have been proven to 

outmatch men in four of the five EQ factors, namely self-awareness, empathy, social skill, 

and self-regulation (Frankel 2014, p.19) and only in the fifth factor, motivation, do both 

sexes score equally high (Frankel 2014, p.114). 

 

Although women constitute a large part of the world’s overall workforce, exhibit skills such 

as creativity, innovativeness and a natural tendency to a more relationship-oriented 

leadership style, which are all relevant attributes for a company’s success in the 21st century, 
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they are still scantily under-and misrepresented in the world of business.  According to PhD 

Lois P. Frankel, there is a set of 133 unique mistakes and self-defeating behaviors that 

women usually sub-consciously employ which ultimately lead them to being overlooked 

when it comes to promotions or hinder them from reaching their ultimate career goals 

(Frankel 2014, p.xxiii). Among these is the Queen Bee Phenomenon, which describes a 

female boss who is not interested in, or inclined to foster and further the careers of other 

women following in her path and also actively tries to block her female subordinates’ way 

up the ladder of success (Drexler 2013). 

Among the multitude of obstacles (Eagly & Carli 2007, p.1) that hinder women from 

reaching the top of the management pyramid, this thesis aims at exploring the Queen Bee 

Syndrome in detail, determining if it has passed from memory into myth or is still as present 

as it was four decades ago.  

As Turner put it in her 2012 Forbes Magazine article: ‘„women’s failure to support other 

women is one reason why there aren’t more women at the top”’ (Turner 2012). 

Although plenty of evidence also points towards women’s active support for each other, 

claiming the role of a Fairy Godmother rather than an Evil Stepmom (Lang 2012), the media 

is positively buzzing with news and stories about female catfights of both celebrities and 

business women. Especially now, that a new generation of employees has joined the 

workforce – a generation eager to climb the ladder of success quickly and lead – it is 

interesting to see if the Queen Bee will finally be dethroned as bugbear of the past, or if 

employers have to prepare themselves for an entire army of potential Queen Bees. Given the 

reputation of the Millennials, which portrays them as entitled and narcissistic, the latter 

seems to carry great promise. 

Thus, the Millennials - growing up on pop and boyband music, mollycoddled by 

overprotective helicopter-parents, emotionally traumatized by the constant threat of 

terrorism and the 9/11 attacks, and up until now the best educated, most ethnically and 

racially diverse and open-minded batch of young people in living memory (Howe & Strauss 

2000, p.4)  - will be closely examined to establish if the phenomenon is merely a previous 

generational occurrence or if the new batch of female workforce drones is predestined to fall 

into this psychological ‘Venus Envy’ (Mavin 2006) by their dominant narcissistic 

tendencies. 
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1.2 Objectives and Research Questions 
 

Based on the situational background as outlined above the aim of the master thesis will be 

the following:   

First, the research should provide an insight into important aspects of the concept of 

leadership to establish a basic understanding of what is expected of leaders and followers, 

how certain styles may influence the perception of a leader and also how gender roles fit into 

this picture of effective leaders. Furthermore, the thesis aims at distinguishing a certain type 

of leader – the Queen Bee – from other leadership types, placing the Queen Bee Syndrome 

in the lime light of various barriers females must overcome when engaging in upward 

mobility. For this purpose, a focus is also placed on the Millennial generation, as these young 

people are of great relevance to employers who are seeing a steady increase in their numbers 

as part of the world’s workforce. The thesis aims at exploring the possible pre-disposition of 

female Millennials to evolve into Queen Bees due to this generation’s narcissistic tendencies 

and any other generational differences connected with the Queen Bee Phenomenon. 

Therefore, the following research issues and their appurtenant research questions have been 

defined:  

 Research Issue 1: The Queen Bee Syndrome as reason for stalling female upward 

mobility: Uncovering the potency of the Queen Bee’s sting and the secrets to her demise. 

 Research Question 1: What are the conditions that might constitute the breeding ground 

for the Queen Bee Phenomenon to disseminate, normalize, succeed or fail?  

 

 Research Issue 2: The Millennial leadership revolution and this generation’s pre-

disposition to narcissism and an evolution into a Queen Bee. 

 Research Question 2: What are the contemporary conditions that (appear to) forge the 

predisposition of the Millennials to evolve into potential Queen Bees and exhibit Queen 

Bee typical behavioral patterns? 

 

The above stated research issues and questions aim at establishing an in-depth understanding 

of the Queen Bee Syndrome as one aspect blocking women’s ascent to more leadership 

positions, while also focusing on questioning a possible connection with the Millennial 

Generation and their pre-disposition to becoming a Queen Bee due to their narcissistic 

tendencies. 
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1.3 Research Relevance 
 

The topic of the master thesis as outlined above acts upon the relevance given to reasons 

behind the development into a Queen Bee for females (especially female leaders), as well as 

work-related issues, that may be faced by the employer, the Queen Bee herself, and other 

subordinates when having to cope with a Queen Bee. Furthermore, the aspect of generational 

differences among the Millennials and their predecessors, Generation X, when relating to 

the Queen Bee Phenomenon carries great meaning with respect to changing workplace 

demographics and the increasingly prominent role of female leaders. As females represent 

the majority of college graduates, the future development of the workplace demographics 

with Millennials as dominant employee group, will strongly influence the progression and 

re-consideration of female upward mobility over the next two decades. As a Queen Bee may 

disrupt organizational life, potentially causing serious implications for the company - in the 

worst case high turnover and even financial losses - it is interesting for firms and managers 

to contemplate what the Queen Bee Syndrome means for the Millennial generation and what 

benefits and possible downsides hiring and promoting more females into leadership positions 

may have. 

Aside from being a relevant contribution to the research realm of female leadership and 

workplace behavior of Millennials, this thesis paper also incorporates personal significance 

for me as the researcher. As a young, professional, female Millennial on the verge of entering 

the work force, it is incremental for me to understand and illuminate the various aspects that 

contribute to female leadership, taking into account the positive as well as the negative 

leadership styles that may emerge throughout my career. As female managers and leaders 

are becoming more common, it is very likely to encounter a so-called Queen Bee boss at 

least once during my career and this research will provide me and every reader with vital 

insights into the psyche of such a bully-boss, how to handle or avoid such a manager and, 

thus, even enlighten me how to prevent becoming a Queen Bee myself. 

 

The ultimate aim of this thesis paper is to follow the research approach of double 

hermeneutics by comparing and discovering a common ground between theory and reality 

using existing theories to establish new theories that give new stimulus for further research 
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on the Queen Bee Syndrome and its continued validity in connection to Millennial females 

aspiring to enter higher leading positions. 

In the course of the research, some light is shed upon what constitutes the Queen Bee 

Syndrome, how it influences the workplace and the behaviors of subordinates as well as that 

of the Queen Bee herself, and if it is still a valid workplace-reality or merely a myth, 

dramatized by the media. One goal is to connect this phenomenon to the Millennial 

generation, which is rapidly evolving into posing the largest portion of the workforce in 

many economies around the globe (Howe & Strauss 2000, pp.2-7) and to discern what that 

means for employers who are considering to hire more women. The resulting theories 

generated at the end of this research are meant to provide insight into the Millennial mindset 

and help employers to understand women-workplace behavior - good and bad - in order to 

prepare for it, or take counter-active measures.  

 

 

1.4 Thesis Scope and Limitations 
 

Several aspects which are connected to the researched topics which comprise this master 

thesis are excluded from in-depth research to give the paper a clear-cut focus and also leave 

some room for further research. 

As gender roles and sex-stereotyping are considered culturally dependent (Ayman & 

Korabik 2010, pp.159-161), a generalized view from the perspective of the Western culture 

will be used to draw conclusions from secondary research and the empirical findings. For 

this purpose, the gathered secondary research material will be sourced from North American 

and European sources, largely disregarding material featuring findings gathered within other 

cultural backgrounds, like Asia, South America, or Africa. Furthermore, the empirical 

research does not consider cultural dimensions, as interview participants will have different 

nationalities, but stem from the Western hemisphere, featuring a common Western cultural 

background, in order to make valid comparisons to the results of the compiled secondary 

research. Although there are provable differences among Western cultures (for example 

among Germans and Americans), however, these will be mostly disregarded to present a 

generalized, unified cultural cluster of Western culture.  

Many things contribute to the glass ceiling and the fact that there are not many women in 

leading positions (Eagly & Carli 2007, p.1), however, these will only be touched upon 
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briefly, as to establish a wholesome picture of the difficulties faced by aspiring female 

leaders in today’s business world. The main focus will be placed on the Queen Bee 

Syndrome and, thus, the problem of female same-sex conflicts within the workplace. 

The phenomenon of the Queen Bee is specifically tailored towards women who display a 

certain behavior and is therefore often considered as sexist by opponents of this theory. There 

have yet been no relevant empirical studies which examine same-sex conflicts among men, 

hence, no conclusion can be drawn if the Queen Bee behavior is really only predominantly 

a female phenomenon or if it could be applied to males as well. Thus, the research conducted 

for this paper focuses on female inter-workplace behavior and conflict, its origins, remedies 

and connections to the Millennial generation. 

Another limitation is the interdisciplinary nature of the researched topics: Different research 

methodologies applied by different researchers, varying vernaculars, diverging assumptions 

and the aspect of time that constitutes that research is spread over a considerable and vast 

period in which many changes, such as mutations and evolutions of corporate cultures from 

top-down to bottom-up or flatter hierarchies may have taken place, may leave researchers 

and those interested in the topic of female leadership confused (Werhane & Painter-Morland 

2011, p.8). 

Limitations of the empirical research conducted in the form of qualitative interviews include 

the social desirability issue, which describes the possibility that the responses given by the 

interview participants may not reflect their true feelings about the topic in question and 

answers given simply aim to please the researcher. Furthermore, answers and insights 

provided by the interviewees are all from a female perspective, as all interview partners were 

female; hence the possibility may be given, that men may hold a different opinion and have 

a different perspective or point of view about the Queen Bee Syndrome, and may experience 

an office Queen Bee differently than female subordinates. 

Another restriction to the research and the individual perspective taken within the confines 

of this thesis paper is in connection to the Millennial generation. Even when placing a focus 

on young people born between 1982 and 2002 (Howe & Strauss 2000, p.41), this generation 

spans two decades, different social classes, cultures and continents and it is thus impossible 

to attach a unified identity to all Millennials (Lyons 2016a) 

Thus, this academic paper represents a generalized view about the development into a Queen 

Bee and her behavior as only one possible way of how women may cope with biases and a 
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social identity threat when working in mostly male-dominated industries, the Millennial 

generation and the attributes ascribed to them, and the currently prevailing opinions on 

successful and effective leadership in connection to gender and Western culture. 

Since limitations may also be used as a pitch to inspire further research, many of the above-

mentioned restrictions can be found as proposed research areas for future academic and 

social studies, master thesis, or dissertations, which are discussed in more detail at the end 

of this paper. 

 

 

 

 

1.5 Chapter Outline 
 

The master thesis has been segmented into five chapters, which are structured as follows:  

The first chapter provides an initial insight into the thesis topic, discussing the research 

objectives in connection to the posed research questions, introducing the reader to the 

paper’s research purpose and limitations, and provides a short introduction into the 

methodology used to uncover the secondary and empirical data connecting the topics by also 

stressing the personal interest in the researched issues. 

The subsequent chapter illustrates the methodological approach applied in the empirical data 

collection process, which was implemented to support the approach of Grounded Theory 

and the double hermeneutics paradigm. Here the structure, selection process and analysis 

process of the qualitative interviews is spotlighted, in order to prime the reader for the 

following chapters, which deal with the results of the conducted research. 

The ensuing chapter poses the theoretical framework which is used as base for the following 

empirical data collection. This chapter comprises definitions of all three main topics of the 

thesis paper; leadership, the Queen Bee Syndrome, and the Millennial generation; then 

moves on to spotlight each subject individually in detail while establishing an 

interconnectedness among the discussed areas to povide the reader with a wholesome 

picture.  

The fourth chapter deals with the most important findings that can be drawn from the 

secondary and empirical research, comparing theory, as explored in the previous chapters, 

with the individual reality, as experienced by the interview participants in connection to the 
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thesis topic, thereby generating new theories about the Queen Bee Syndrome in connection 

to the Millennial generation. 

The closing chapter summarizes the key findings of the research, taking up the newly created 

theories from the previous chapter, while assessing possible limitations of the findings and 

the research and pointing towards further research opportunities and prospects within the 

researched theme of the Queen Bee Syndrome. 
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2 Methodological Research Approach 
 

“Truth waits to be found. It searches for no one.”  
Suzy Kassem  

 

To answer the research questions outlined in the previous chapter, the methodology-concept 

of Grounded Theory was applied.   

The research for this thesis paper aligns with the double hermeneutics paradigm, which 

describes the relationships between academic theories within the social sciences, whereby 

practice is shaping academic theories and in turn, the theories are shaping practices (Kelan 

2012, p.12).  

The aim of incorporating this paradigm approach is to actively analyze the interaction 

between theory and practice, using research which is distinctly qualitative in nature.  

The Grounded Theory approach was chosen, in order to best represent the personal 

experiences, behaviors, and attitudes of a certain range of people; namely of Millennials, 

female managers and leaders, and females in general; in connection to existing theories about 

their behavior, thus fulfilling the pre-sets of the double hermeneutics paradigm.  

 

 

2.1 The Author’s Role within the Research Design 
 

In qualitative research studies which adhere to the Grounded Theory approach, the aim of 

the researcher is to use ‘him/ herself as an instrument while the study grows in his/ her mind’ 

(Gustavsson (ed.) 2007, p.71), ultimately generating and proposing new theories in addition 

to a firm analysis of existing theories and realities. The researcher should fulfill three 

important criteria, in order to do the researched topic and chosen methodology justice: First 

and foremost, the researcher must be unattached to any preunderstanding and possess an 

openness towards the topic, while questioning and criticizing her own perceived reality 

(Gustavsson (ed.) 2007, p.71). 

Secondly, the ability to think in abstract terms helps the researcher to analyze patterns and 

context, conceptualizing the data in a sensitive and creative way and ultimately form a theory 

from these abstract patterns and the perceived reality (Gustavsson (ed.) 2007, p. 71). 

Lastly, the researcher should possess the ability to handle chaos and contradiction in a patient 

and flexible manner, as reality in the Grounded Theory approach is complex, variational, 
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chaotic, and not clearly formulated, which requires the researcher to analyze, reflect and 

restructure her findings with patience and versatility (Gustavsson (ed.) 2007, p. 71). 

With semi-structured interviews that are conducted to research sensitive topics there may be 

risks (more of the emotional, psychological nature) for the participants, and so Shea affirms 

that ‘“(...) among the highest duties of academics is to make sure that the human beings they 

study—fellow citizens they probe, query, prod, and palpate—are treated with dignity and 

respect”’ (Shea 2000, p.28 as cited in Corbin & Morse 2003, p.335), while Corbin and Morse 

(2003) have made the experience  that ‘participants usually react positively—and in fact, 

many are grateful—for the interview experience’ (pp.335-336). Given the emotional, highly 

sensitive, and very personal nature of the thesis topic -  given that the topic of encountering 

and dealing with a Queen Bee at work relates in great portions to people’s own experiences, 

feelings and attitudes towards this theme and own, personally-held values – the paper is 

written in a more personal style to make myself as the researcher more visible in the research, 

thus incorporating a narrative diction, especially within the analysis of the qualitative semi-

structured interviews conducted as part of the empirical research, as to describe the 

interviewed people and their various perspectives in a broader sense than ordinary traditional 

interview extracts would allow (Kelan 2012, p.13).  

 

 

 

2.2 Convergence through Grounded Theory 
 

Per Wisniewski, Grounded Theory grants the opportunity to explore a certain reality as it is 

understood by the studied individuals, meaningfully categorizing their responses to derive 

new theories from the data gained:  

The intent of the research was neither to predict or control the world 

nor to transform it, but rather to understand the construction of the 

world as it exists in the minds of the individuals being studied. (...) 

The purpose of using the grounded theory approach is to generate 

new theory rather than verifying or correcting older theories. The 

process encourages the researcher to discover theory from data which 

are systematically obtained and analyzed. The researcher’s role then, 

is to categorize the data into meaningful categories, and from the 

categories, to derive a substantive theory illustrating the latter with 

characteristic examples from the data.   

(2010, p. 58) 
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The concept of Grounded Theory ranges among the most influential and popular qualitative 

approaches when the main aim is the generation of a theory (Strauss & Corbin 1997, p. vii). 

This method of social research focuses on the discovery of theory through the collection, 

comparison, and analysis of data fitting empirical situations and can therefore be understood 

by laymen and scientists alike (Glaser & Strauss 1967, p.1). While Grounded Theory is more 

interested in discovering what concepts and hypotheses are relevant for the area that is being 

researched by the creator of knowledge, rather than about verifying the theory (Glaser & 

Strauss 1967, pp.1-2), four highly interrelated properties need to be fulfilled, in order to 

create a Grounded Theory that can withstand academic scrutiny: First and foremost, the 

theory must closely fit the substantive area in which it will be used (Glaser & Strauss 1967, 

p.237). Second, it must be readily understandable by laymen and sociologists concerned 

with this area alike (Glaser & Strauss 1967, p.237), and, third, it must be generalizable to fit 

a multitude of diverse common situations within the substantive area, not just a specific type 

of situation (Glaser & Strauss 1967, p.237). Lastly, it must allow the user partial control over 

the structure and process of daily situations as they change through time (Glaser & Strauss 

1967, p.237). 

To ensure the practical applicability through the above mentioned four properties, Grounded 

Theory incorporates the tool of constant comparative analysis, with which social units of 

any size (Glaser & Strauss 1967, p.21) that are determined by theoretical sampling (Glaser 

& Strauss 1967, p.9) are compared, to provide accurate evidence (Glaser & Strauss 1967, p. 

23), an empirical generalization of the data discovered and analyzed (Glaser & Strauss 1967, 

p.24), as well as a specified concept (Glaser & Strauss 1967, p.25) that leads to the overall 

verification of the data that results in the generation of new theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967, 

pp.25-26). 

 

 

2.3 Semi-structured Interviews 
 

To capture personal experiences and emotions in connection to the researched topic of the 

Queen Bee Syndrome, gain insights into personally-perceived realities to detect if theory is 

mirrored within reality, and to get first-hand information about the not so extensively 

researched Millennial generation, the qualitative research method of interviews was chosen. 
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As there are several types of interviews, namely the unstructured interviews, semi-structured 

interviews, and structured interviews, for which the only main difference is the degree of 

control participants have over the process and discussed content (Cassell 1980; Fontana & 

Frey 1998; Morse 2002 as cited in Corbin & Morse 2003, p.339), the approach of semi-

structured interviews was selected as most suitable method, in order to provide the 

participants with some degree of control, while also allowing the interviewer to probe, dig 

deeper, clarify, provide guidance, or intervene in the interview process. 

While the ‘researcher determines the structure of the interview and agenda through the 

questions asked, the participant controls the amount of information provided in responses’ 

(Corbin & Morse 2003, p.340), thereby being able to choose to withhold potent information 

or cooperate fully. Semi-structured interviews, in which the researched topic might be 

considered sensitive in nature, may pose some risks for the interviewees and may even 

prompt them to withhold information. 

Because participants are asked to share personal, often intimate stories from their own lives, 

the risk of breaking confidentiality or anonymity with possible social, financial, or legal 

consequences is given (Corbin & Morse 2003, p. 336). This risk, however, ‘can be 

minimized through scrupulous attention to record-handling and the concealing of identifying 

information’ (Larossa et al. 1981 as cited in Corbin & Morse 2003, p.336). 

For this academic paper, the important task of the author was to establish a safe environment 

and trusting relationship with the female interview participants, in order to get the 

interviewees to express their opinions and describe their personal stories as freely as possible 

without having to fear negative repercussions (Kelan, pp.12-13). Thus, to protect the 

identities of those who shared their thoughts about office Queen Bees, perceptions of male 

and female leadership and Millennials, have been given aliases and pen names and their 

companies have not been disclosed. Likewise, in the spirit of protecting this anonymity, I 

have also disguised certain elements of the stories, though all results that are discussed in 

the empirical research chapter are based on the original interview transcripts, which can be 

found in the Annex. 

Semi-structured interviews can also cause strong emotional reactions in relation to the topic, 

as people dig deep into their own lives and talk about sensitive things such as dealing 

personally with a horrible boss or Queen Bee. 
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With interviews conducted on the premises of qualitative research it is uncommon to give 

interviewees closed standardized questions, but rather will the interviewer guide the 

participants through a series of topics and sample questions - in this case these revolve all 

around leadership in general, the Queen Bee Syndrome and relational aggression, as well as 

Millennials in the workplace - which are discussed in depth. The questions are fixed in 

advance in an interview guide, which was sent to the participants ahead of the scheduled 

interview times (see Annex), but the interviewer still has the liberty to probe deeper into 

certain aspects or to jump a section if the questions have been answered at a previous point 

during the interview (Kelan 2012, p.12). Deviating from common qualitative research 

practice, I have chosen to narrate the various interview extracts. This is done to provide a 

better, more fluent and easy-to-understand text flow, as well as to give the thesis paper a 

more personal and individual touch. 

 

2.3.1 Data Collection 

 

To gain some theoretical background and create a basis upon which the empirical research 

could be set, secondary research was conducted for this master thesis. This secondary data 

was comprised of articles, academic journals, such as the Harvard Business Review, and 

appreciable books. Furthermore, professional literature was collected online, for instance 

online-versions of management magazines, prominent and subject-relevant newspaper 

articles, as well as specialized blogs. 

The secondary research conducted and laid out in detail in the hereafter following chapters 

is meant to generate a good basis for the empirical research and provide the reader also with 

a detailed overview of the existing research and knowledge, basically creating a miniature 

meta-analysis of the existing research to provide an in-depth view into the primary topics 

discussed, which include leadership, the Queen Bee Syndrome, and the Millennial 

generation. 

The extensive literature review provided within chapter three serves as an expression of a 

specific aspect of Grounded Theory, as technical literature may be used to increase the topic 

sensitivity towards the research subject and determine and stimulate possible questions 

ahead of and during the empirical data gathering process (Corbin & Strauss 2008, p.38). 

Thus, a very detailed and comprehensive secondary data account, which spotlights many 

different aspects of all three major research blocks; leadership, the Queen Bee phenomenon, 
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and the Millennial generation; has been deemed as necessary to raise the reader’s and 

researcher’s awareness of the interconnectedness of the researched themes, as well as stet 

the appropriate stage for the empirical data analysis chapter in order to answer the pre-

defined research questions. 

 

For the empirical part of this paper, the qualitative research tool of interviews was applied, 

in order to gain insights into the (with secondary research investigated) field of the Queen 

Bee Syndrome among female working women, especially Generation X and Millennial 

leaders and employees. The interviews were conducted via the free video-conferencing tool 

Skype, to accommodate the participants’ schedules and due to the different places of 

residence of the interviewees, which include the USA., Germany, Austria, Sweden, and 

Belgium. The interview pattern is semi-structured, to allow the participants to deliver 

personal input of their experiences revolving around the topic of the Queen Bee 

Phenomenon, yet to also lead the conversation to some extent in case the participants would 

wander too far off-topic and to guarantee usable input that could be compared to the 

secondary research results to analyze or generate new theories.  

Furthermore, the interviews are based on the concept of reflexivity, meaning that the answers 

provided by the interviewees were in response to questions proposed by me as the 

interviewer. The provided sample questions relating to the themes incorporated within the 

thesis were fixed beforehand, yet with the set intention of being able to broach the subject 

again in case of further questions, ambiguity within an answer, or jump a question if 

necessary (Kelan 2012, pp.12-13). 

 
2.3.2 Sampling Method 

 

The qualitative sampling for the interview process has yielded a total number of ten female 

participants, which stem from different industry sectors and span two different generations, 

subdividing the interviewees into five Millennial employees and five Generation X managers 

and team leaders. Although one might say that such a sample is too small and too 

unrepresentative to convey anything meaningful and ensure that the research is 

methodologically sound, this master thesis provides only a first-glance at the topic, 

scratching only the surface of a field that has expanded rapidly over the past decade and has 

received a lot of attention as of late. Within the last chapter of this thesis, I will provide the 
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reader with some afterthoughts about the discussed topics and expand upon the ideas, which 

only received minor attention in the main theoretical part, as well as provide suggestions for 

constructive ideas for further research and possible dissertation topics. 

Participants have been chosen from different industry backgrounds – both male-dominated 

industries such as finance, as well as female-dominated industries such as nursing – to 

examine if perspectives on the Queen Bee Syndrome and attitudes towards the Millennial 

generation differ not only among generations, but also among different industries.  

Although the interview participants come from different countries such as Sweden, 

Germany, Austria, Belgium, and the USA, they all share a common cultural background, 

which was an important criterion to guarantee feasible and comparable results between 

perceived reality and theory which mostly is looking at Western organizational culture and 

stems from North America or Europe. However, even within Western civilization there are 

significant differences in culture and business behavior – these Non-Western perspectives 

on business behavior, organizational culture, the Queen Bee phenomenon, and the role of 

the Millennial generation could be explored further in another research paper, in order to 

develop an alternate viewpoint on these issues from a more global perspective. 

 

In addition to the pre-determined interview questions, the participants were asked to 

complete a short self-assessment on their relational behavior. The aim of this self-assessment 

was to introduce the master thesis topic of the Queen Bee Syndrome to the interview 

candidates, by asking them to reflect upon their own behavior primarily in connection to 

female relationship-building and conflict-resolution to determine their relational aggression 

status, which, according to Cheryl Dellasega (2005) is closely connected to the phenomenon 

of various ‘bee types’, among them the bullying Queen Bee (pp.1-8). 

The interview guide, self-assessment template, and transcripts of the interviews, can be 

found in the Annex at the end of this thesis paper. 
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Table 1: Interview Participants (Overview) 

Name 
(Alias/ Pen Name) Industry Sector 

Birth Year 
(Generation) 

Molly Real Estate Facility 1992 (Millennial) 

Isla Semi-Conductors 1977 (Gen X) 

Bella Automotive 1991 (Millennial) 

Uma Industrial Power Control 1968 (Gen X) 

Sienna Health Care/ Nursing 1990 (Millennial) 

Georgine Electro Technology 1972 (Gen X) 

Taylor 
Event Management/ Event 

Marketing 
1992 (Millennial) 

Eveline Semi-Conductors 1962 (Gen X) 

Mary Consulting 1992 (Millennial) 

Sophie Information Technology 1974 (Gen X) 

 

 

 
2.3.3 Data Analysis 

 

To ensure a good and accurate comprehension of the pre-determined questions, a series of 

pre-tests were performed to assess if questioned individuals could easily understand, relate 

to, and answer the queries and to forestall running the risk of posing closed-questions, which 

would not be helpful for research purposes. 
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The analysis of qualitative research is a very elaborate process, which includes a word-by-

word transcription of the interviews, which are then usually entered into a computer program 

that assists with coding (Kelan 2012, p.14). Gustavsson (ed. 2007) describes coding in 

Grounded Theory as the most central aspect of the method, encompassing the 

conceptualization of the collected data and material in a stepwise abstraction process from 

open coding, via axial coding, to theoretical/selective coding (p.72). 

During the open coding, every interview is viewed by itself, challenging the researcher to 

extract the main essence of each interview. The axial coding looks for similarities among the 

interviewees’ different answers. In the final step, the selective or theoretical coding, a 

condensed version of all interviews is presented which concludes with the establishment of 

a new theory which is grounded in secondary research and existing theories. 

Through the coding process similar segments of different talks are put together, enabling the 

researcher to analyze them based on what they have in common and in which aspects they 

differ from each other, resulting in a comparison process which establishes meaning and can 

often be contradictory, as human behavior is mostly littered with contradictions. These 

contradictions are important for the research and analysis, as they contribute to the 

understanding of the sense-making process of the researcher (Kelan 2012, p.14). Where 

details of a story would be damaging to an individual who could be identified, the story was 

edited to preserve the content but protect confidentiality. Interviewees were given an alias 

in order to protect their identity and make them feel comfortable telling personal stories 

revolving around the sensitive topic of dealing with a Queen Bee, female leadership and 

networking, and share their views on the Millennial generation (Dellasega 2005, p.4).  
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3 Theoretical Framework 
 

 

3.1 Defining the ‘who’, the ‘what’, the ‘why’, and the ‘how’ 
 

This chapter will define the core areas of the thesis paper, providing initial definitions and 

establish a base knowledge about the hereafter discussed subjects. Furthermore, a first link 

between the researched areas will be established to provide the reader with an idea of their 

relation, correlation, and interdependence. 

 

 
3.1.1 Defining Leadership 

 

“If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more and 

become more, you are a leader.”  
John Quincy Adams  

 

The concept of leadership has both fascinated and eluded humans for thousands of years, 

being ‘”(...) one of the most observed and least understood phenomenon on earth”’ 

(McGregor Burns 1978, p.2 as cited in Van Vugt 2006, p.354). Throughout history many 

stories tell of great leaders, may they be either military leaders like Alexander the Great, 

political leaders like Eisenhower and Thatcher, revolutionary leaders such as Rosa 

Luxembourg and Ghandi, religious leaders like the founders of the great world religions, 

Jesus, Mohammed and Buddha, or business leaders like Steve Jobs, Warren Buffet, or Jeff 

Bezos (Van Vugt 2006, p.354).   

Evolutionary scientists have proposed many theories on how to explain the development of 

leadership, leaders, and followers, in some cases noting that these principles do not exist as 

such but are merely byproducts of an assimilation to dominance and submission that result 

from in-group competition (Van Vugt 2006, pp.357-358) and in other cases arguing  in favor 

of the Evolutionary Game Theory (Maynard-Smith 1982, as cited in Van Vugt 2006, p.359) 

which proposes that ‘leadership evolved specifically for the purpose of solving coordination 

problems’ (Van Vugt 2006, p.359). 

Irrespective of its evolutionary roots, leadership has become an intrinsic part of business and 

human life in general. 
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Bass (1990) defines leadership as an influential and social process in which individuals 

coordinate their actions with the aim to attain mutual goals (Bass 1990 as cited in Van Vugt 

2006, p. 355), while Nanus and Bennis (2007) note that ‘leadership is what gives an 

organization its vision and its ability to translate that vison into reality. Without this 

translation, a transaction between leaders and followers, there is no organizational heartbeat’ 

(p.19). 

Although often used as synonyms, there is a profound difference between management and 

leadership, just as there is a difference between managers and leaders: Managing implies 

efficiency, mastering results, and taking charge by being responsible for a task or a person, 

while leading constitutes effectiveness, having a vision and personal judgement, and 

influencing or guiding an action or people (Bennis & Nanus 2007, p.20). Thus, the phrase 

‘managers are people who do things right and leaders are people who do the right thing’ 

(Bennis & Nanus 2007, p.20) most accurately describes the difference between a manager 

and a leader. 

The need for (good) leadership has increased perceptibly over the past two decades, as a 

recent Google search on the term ‘lack of leadership’ spectacularly demonstrated, by 

producing over 53.3 million hits (Bennis 2009, p.1). After the corporate and political 

scandals that shook large parts of the world, crushing the picture-perfect image of many a 

leader and dethroning many more from their high-up pedestals of idolization and admiration, 

many journals, newspapers, internet forums, bloggers, podium discussions and professional 

literature academic writers have started to re-examine the dearth of leaders from nearly all 

human endeavors. Especially the discussions about the perpetual lack of female leaders has 

become a vastly discussed and debated topic recently. 

 

Aside from the leader’s importance in terms of organizational effectiveness by setting goals, 

guarantee transparency, uphold morale, make staff decisions, grant authority within teams 

and among subordinates, acting as anchor, inspiring staff members, and setting and enforcing 

ethical standards, new leadership trainings and more progressive leadership development 

programs are needed to guarantee a better generation of leaders, especially now that the 

Millennial generation is moving up into higher management positions, taking on leadership 

responsibilities and thus determining the future of organizations and how business is 

conducted (Bennis 2009, pp.5-6). 



Theoretical Framework 

  23 

While leaders differentiate from other ‘non-leaders’ by exhibiting different skills, taking up 

a unique perspective and carry a specific pre-defined set of responsibilities (Bennis & Nanus 

2007, p.i), leadership is such a vast field, that there are constantly new areas of research 

which discover new approaches to leading other successfully through leading oneself and 

always create more room for development (Bennis & Nanus 2007, p.xvi). 

Bennis and Nanus (2007) stress six relevant issues when talking about leadership and 

leaders, which also help to distinguish a leader from a manager:  

Firstly, leadership is about character – which is the most difficult to measure of the seven 

criteria with which organizations typically evaluate their executives - and the development 

into a leader is an evolutionary process (Bennis & Nanus 2007, pp.xi-xii). 

Secondly, a leader is responsible for creating a social architecture and intellectual capital 

which will keep the organization competitive by motivating employees, creating a culture of 

respect, caring and trust (Bennis & Nanus 2007, p.xii). Unfortunately, this is where most 

managers fail to develop into a leader and also one of the main parts of this thesis paper; the 

Queen Bee is a phenomenon which cuts both ways: it is created by a dysfunctional 

organizational culture that does not allow for diversity in the top ranks, yet it also creates 

and supports an unhealthy, distrusting, and disrespectful culture as women ‘fight’ against 

other women. 

Thirdly, a leader must have a goal focus which is created and sustained by a clear vision and 

a passion for leadership. According to Max DePree ‘the first task of a leader is to define 

reality’ (DePree 2004, p.11) and the leader not only needs to give purpose and direction to 

him- or herself, but also to his or her followers, who will be motivated and energized by the 

leader’s authentic self and behavior (Bennis & Nanus 2007, p.xiii). 

The most important aspect of leadership is generating and also sustaining trust, which is hard 

to gain and easy to lose. If the leader cannot establish a trustful relationship with his or her 

subordinates, these will never turn into true and authentic followers, as they do not trust the 

leader and share his or her values (Bennis & Nanus 2007, p.xiv). 

Another important ingredient in the leadership recipe is the leader’s ability to actively engage 

people with enthusiasm and optimism, which leads the employees to believe in the leader’s 

vision and become followers (Bennis & Nanus 2007, p.xv). Some popular saying states that 

‘people leave managers, not companies’ (Lipman 2015a), due to - among other things - 

disengagement and bullying resulting from a lack of inspiration and motivation through the 
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leader. This was confirmed by a Gallup study in 2014 that found that ‘half of all employees 

in the US have quit jobs at some point in their career, in order to get away from their bosses’ 

(Gallup Study 2014). 

Lastly, leaders should have the capacity to translate their vision into action, by taking 

concrete steps, which are also transparently and clearly communicated to the followers and 

knowing what to do and how to do it (Bennis & Nanus 2007, pp.xv-xvi). 

 

Leadership, with its many facets, attributes, correlations to other humanitarian studies and 

personal character correlations, is first and foremost complex, as it deals with people and 

human behavior, which is multifaceted; second, an action which can neither be possessed or 

owned, but something we do; thirdly, a responsibility which extends beyond one’s own 

needs and results as it incorporates also the aspect of the followers; and lastly it represents 

an opportunity to make a difference, even if it is merely ‘making a small dent in the universe’ 

(Bennis and Nanus 2007, pp.i-20) instead of changing the whole world at once (Eikenberry 

& Harris 2011, pp. 10 - 12). 

Throughout the course of leadership-theory history scholars, researchers, and social 

scientists have investigated various approaches and leadership styles, which distinguish 

different leader-types. Many of these styles are congruent with the Zeitgeist1 at the time of 

their conception and have fallen (more or less) out of style in recent years; nevertheless, the 

five most important and prominent leadership approaches are listed in a short and 

comprehensive table below: 

 
Table 2: Five of the most prominent and in current management literature frequently discussed leadership 
styles (adapted from Northouse 2013, pp. 19-186) 

Trait Approach 

(‘nature’) 

As one of the first concepts to determine what constitutes leadership 

and great leaders, the until the mid-20th-century prevailing Trait 

Approach argued that specific innate traits and characteristics 

separated leaders from non-leaders. This notion was questioned and 

criticized later, nevertheless has this approach gained renewed 

attention, especially in connection to charismatic leadership and 

visionary leadership, especially due to the 2008 US election in 

which Barack Obama was the winner. While the initial major 

leadership traits included cognitive intelligence, integrity, 

sociability, self-confidence, and determination, emotional 

                                                 
1 Zeitgeist (zʌɪtɡʌɪst); noun: ‘The defining spirit or mood of a particular period of history as shown by the ideas 
and beliefs of the time.’ (www. en.oxforddictionaries.com) 
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intelligence (as new part of the intelligence component) has emerged 

as widely studied area and important part of a leader’s required skill 

set (Northouse 2013, pp.19-27). 

Skill Approach 

(‘nurture’) 

Being the obverse of the Trait Approach, the leader-centered Skills 

Approach emphasizes a person’s abilities and skills and poses that 

these are not innate, but can be learned and developed. While this 

approach contends the mantra ‘leaders are made, not born’ it admits 

that a certain amount of personality is important for a successful 

leader and, thus, poses that leadership centers around three primary 

skills - technical, human, conceptual -  which are needed in various 

intensities throughout different levels of an organization (Katz 1955 

as cited in Northouse 2013, pp.43-45). 

Style Approach 

The Style approach looks only towards a leader’s behavior, 

disregarding both personality and skills. It poses that leadership is 

split in either a task-oriented behavior or a more relationship-

oriented behavior, which is best exemplified by Blake and Mouton’s 

Managerial Leadership Grid, which first appeared in the early 

1960s. Researchers have often attached these behavior-orientations 

to gender roles, which resulted in the common opinion that men are 

more task-oriented then women, while women are more 

relationship-oriented than men (Northouse 2013, pp.75-78). 

Situational Approach 

The Situational Approach, which is widely recognized and 

extensively used in organizational leadership training and 

development advocates the notion that different situations demand 

different styles of leadership, hence a leader must be flexible in 

adapting his/ her style to the current situation (Northouse 2013, p. 

99). 

Transformational 

Leadership 

As one of the most current and due to the present-day Zeitgeist also 

most popular approaches, Transformational Leadership focuses on 

charismatic and affective elements, while emphasizing intrinsic 

motivation and follower development, which are especially 

important for today’s Millennial work force, who want to be 

inspired and empowered by their leaders. In contrast to transactional 

leadership and laissez-faire leadership ‘transformational leadership 

is the process whereby a person engages with others and creates a 

connection that raises the level of motivation and morality in both 

the leader and the follower’ (Northouse 2013, pp.185-186). 

 

Apart from the aforementioned leadership styles, many more approaches exist within the 

popular and ever-growing management literature (Northouse 2013, pp.1- 300). Examples 

include: 

 Servant leadership 

 Authentic Leadership 

 Path-Goal Theory 
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 Team Leadership 

 Leader-Member Exchange Theory 

 Psychodynamic Approach 

 

Increased interest in managerial studies and leadership has led to a new focus on the question 

if leadership styles differ between men and women and what possible consequences and 

conclusions can be drawn from either existing or non-existing differences in how men and 

women lead.  

In connection to the focus of this thesis paper, the characteristics of a successful leader and 

various leadership styles are spotlighted and examined to determine which consequences the 

dysfunctional and mostly toxic leadership approach applied by a Queen Bee may have on 

subordinates and the organization as well as if there is a possible connection to the emerging 

leadership styles of the newest generational addition to the workforce; the Millennials. 

 

 
3.1.2 Defining the Queen Bee Phenomenon 

 

“Whatever women do, they must do twice as well as men to be thought half as 

good. Luckily, this is not difficult.”  
Charlotte Whitton 

 

Although the past century has seen many important changes which made life socially, as 

well as economically more easy for women, many still bemoan the slow progress that has 

been made when it comes to females in leading positions.  

Undoubtedly, some women have fought their way to the top of the organizational pyramid, 

among them such notable examples like Sheryl Sandberg, Christine Lagarde, or Indra Nooyi 

(Frankel 2014, p.xviii), but sadly they remain a pathetical minority within the male-

dominated world of business. Recent tallies attest to this bleak reality, showing that women 

only represent 3.8% of Fortune 500’s CEOs and only eight percent of top executive positions 

are filled by females. While twenty countries claim women as their heads of state, only 

roughly one-fifth of elected parliamentarians around the globe are female, with the Nordic 

countries raising the overall average exhibiting forty percent of parliamentary seats held by 

women (Frankel 2014, p.xvii).  

Although the number of female graduates has long outstripped the number of male college 

graduates (Borzelleca 2012), this trend somehow still fails to translate into the business 
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world – at least when it comes to leadership positions. The metaphor of the ‘glass ceiling’; 

that impenetrable barrier which hinders successful, well-educated and highly qualified 

women from reaching leadership positions within the highest ranks of management; has 

long since claimed the status of being the standard term for explaining the continued lack of 

females in c-suite positions (Eagly & Carli 2007, p.1). 

Sandberg (2014) observes that women’s struggle with both the external and internal barriers, 

which hinder them from ascending into higher leadership positions, created the ultimate 

chicken-and-egg situation; the chicken representing the conviction that women would tear 

down all external barriers once placed in leadership positions, while the egg advocates the 

conviction that external barriers first need to be eliminated to get women into leading 

positions in the first place (Sandberg 2014, p.9). In order to assure more females being 

promoted to top executive positions, an array of obstacles – externally placed banana skins 

and also internally self-defeating behaviors unknowingly employed by women – need to be 

addressed. 

 

The most logical solution for remedying these depressing numbers, one might think would 

be, that those women who made it to the top are doing everything they can to promote, 

mentor, and assist in any way possible the upcoming younger generations of female 

colleagues... – but, alas, in many cases the exact opposite seems to be the case, turning 

women into back-stabbing, catty, sabotaging Queen Bees, rather than supportive and 

friendly Fairy Godmothers. 

The expression ‘Queen Bee’ was coined by the researchers Staines, Jayaratne, and Tavris of 

the University of Michigan in the early 1970’s, following a study on promotion rates and the 

impact on women’s upward mobility within the workplace (Drexler 2013).  

A Queen Bee refers to the ‘apparent tendency of token women in senior organizational 

positions to dissociate from members of their own gender and block other women’s 

ascension in organizations’ (Derks et al. 2011; Staines, Tavris & Jayaratne, 1974 as cited in 

Sheppard & Aquino 2013, pp.52-53). 

Although the Queen Bee Syndrome is not new – many high-ranking women throughout 

history would nowadays justifiably fall into the category of a Queen Bee – the label has 

recently made an extraordinary comeback, not only in business and management research, 

but also within popular mainstream media (Mavin 2008, p.75), being dramatized in movies 
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such as The Devil Wears Prada, or The Proposal, with Meryl Streep and Sandra Bullock 

portraying stylish yet heartless top-managers, or teenage-comedies such as Mean Girls, 

which captures the essence of the high school posse-queen. 

A Queen Bee is mostly considered to be a bully and micromanager, causing severe 

implications for the organization that stretch from high employee turnover to image and 

employer branding problems of the company which can affect the talent acquisition and 

retention, as well as the financial bottom line of the firm.  

 

 
Figure 1: Workplace bullying within the US workforce  

(adapted from Workplace Bullying Institute survey, U.S. 2010) 

 

Figure 1 depicts U.S. American workplace bullying, which is also called the ‘silent 

epidemic’ in the U.S., due to fifty percent of American workers indicating they have never 

experienced or witnessed it at all, while the other half of the American workforce has either 

witnessed such behavior, experienced it personally in the past, or even currently suffers from 

being bullied at work (www.workplacebullying.org). Such aggressive and emotionally 

damaging behavior can occur under the guise of many things and is defined by the 

Workplace Bullying Institute in their 2010 survey as  

(...) repeated mistreatment and health harming abusive conduct 

committed by bosses or coworkers, which represents an act of 

sabotage that prevents work from getting done, and includes verbal 

abuse, threatening conduct, intimidation, and humiliation.  

(www.workplacebullying.org) 

 

Roughly one third of female workers admit to have experienced bullying at work, while only 

one quarter of men say they have felt being bullied before (Dill 2014). Almost half the time 

the bully turns out to be the boss or a coworker and although in much of the cases the bully 
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acted alone, nineteen percent of workers said they were targeted by a group (Dill 2014), 

which suggests the assumption that the Queen Bee is usually supported by one or more 

‘minions’, which are called Middle or Wanna-Bees. 

Rosemary Haefner, vice president of human resources regretfully admits that ‘“many of the 

workers who have experienced this [bullying] don’t confront the bully or elect not to report 

the incidents, which can prolong a negative work experience that leads some to leave their 

jobs”’ (Dill 2014). 

 

 
Figure 2: Same-sex workplace bullying among women and men  
(adapted from Workplace Bullying Institute survey, U.S. 2010) 

 

As Figure 2 above exemplifies, bullying behavior is exhibited by both men and women alike, 

however, while much of the bullying is same-sex related, women target other women at an 

increased percentage then men target each other. This amplifies the picture the media is 

painting about women not being able to cooperate at work and the resulting phenomenon of 

the Queen Bee. 
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3.1.3 Defining the Millennial Generation 

 

“I want young people to know that they can belong - whatever your culture, 

your religion, your sexuality - that you can live life how you want to live it and 

feel comfortable how you are.”  
Jessie J 

 

The hands perceivably glued to their smartphones, eyes constantly on either a tablet, 

computer, or TV screen, a curriculum vitae a mile long, the bedroom closet bursting with 

trophies for winning, participation or even not winning, showered with affection by over-

protective helicopter parents, and displaying a work ethic that often leaves older generations 

throwing their hands up in despair – this is the Millennial generation; or at least one of the 

most prominent depictions of it. 

Howe and Strauss (2000) define a generation as ‘“a society-wide peer group, born over a 

period roughly the same length as the passage from youth to adulthood, who collectively 

possesses a common persona”’ (p.40), which reflects attitudes about culture, family, gender 

roles, politics and other socio-cultural topics.  

Scholars are still split over the exact time-line divide between Millennials and their 

predecessor generation, Generation X, hence, many different birth-date boundaries are 

ascribed to this generation. Some count those born between 1982 and 2002 as Millennials 

(Howe & Strauss 2000, p.41), others prefer the back runs of 1980-2001 (Alsop 2008, p.2), 

while still others limit this generation to those born between 1980 and 1994 (Lyons 2016a). 

However, the general agreement is that the Millennial generation is set within a two-decade 

period beginning in the early 80’s and extending to the early years of the new millennium.  

With this age-based definition of the Millennial generation, it is self-evident that the outer 

rims of ages overlap, contributing to the multiplicity in differing birth years. 

 
Figure 3: Overlapping Generations  

(adapted from Kelan 2012 ‘Rising Stars: Developing Millennial Women as Leaders’; Figure 1.1, p. 4) 

Silent Boomers Gen X Millennials
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As many different factors may influence a definition of a generation, two alternatives to the 

age-based definition can be given; the cohort-based definition and the incumbency-based 

definition.  

The cohort-based approach describes a generation according to the events certain 

demographical groups experience collectively and typically places a focus on shared 

socialization experiences (Kelan 2012, p.4). Examples for such shared experiences within 

the Millennial generation – at least from a Western perspective – include the Columbine 

shootings and the terror attacks of 9/11. 

The second alternate way of defining a generation; the incumbency-based approach; relates 

on an anthropological level to identities which are based on kinship structures or job 

positions. For example, holding the position of a junior professional in comparison to a 

senior leader may immensely impact the type of identity that can be constructed (Kelan 2012, 

p.4). 

 

Defining the Millennials as one, unified generation is rather challenging, however, as this 

generation spans two decades, different social classes, cultures, and continents, hence it can 

be said that even within the cohort of the so-called Millennials, significant differences can 

be observed, making it nearly impossible to identify a one hundred percent accurate persona 

that is befitting for all representatives of this generation. (Lyons 2016a). 

Although the term ‘Generation Y’ is often used as synonym for Millennials, Howe and 

Strauss (2000) argue that there is a difference stating, that the term Millennial incorporates 

everyone born from 1982 until 2002, while the term Generation Y is more representative for 

the second-wave of Millennials, namely those born from 1992 onwards. For this paper, the 

entire generation of Millennials will be examined, as - according to Howe and Strauss’ birth-

date-definition – the oldest Millennials are today not older than 35 years of age and therefore 

are considered to have had the possibility to enter into leadership positions, or are on the 

verge of entering such. 

As with previous generations, the Millennials are largely defined by their self-image, beliefs, 

behaviors, and allotted spot in history (Howe & Strauss 2000, p.33), which has given rise to 

the occasion of connecting many different names to these young people, that reflect the 

image mainly older generations have of them. Aside from these many rather unflattering 

names, the Millennials are also connected to more positive attributes, which are less 
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discussed in the media, as black-sheep attributes seem to make for catchier headlines (Lyons 

2016a).  

The popular (and for this thesis primarily used) name ‘Millennials’ was coined in the USA, 

describing those who would come of age around the turn of the new millennium (Lyons 

2016b). Various other names have since been given to this cohort, which is the largest 

generation within the U.S. and other nations’ workforce (The Center for Generational 

Kinetics 2016), which reveal some of the specific problems, attitudes and cultural 

backgrounds these young people are facing today. In Sweden, this generation was 

sarcastically dubbed ‘Generation Curling’, named for the popular Nordic winter sport in 

which teammates sweep the ice in front of a large stone in order to guarantee a smooth and 

fast path into the center of a target area. This metaphor hints at the behavior of Millennials’ 

parents, who have tried to clear any obstacle within their children’s way of success; be it at 

school to guarantee academic success, or even at work and job hunting. The apparent 

downside of these helicopter parents and never having to deal with bigger hindrances 

throughout their youth is the creation of a ‘mollycoddled sub-adults’, who are unable and 

even psychologically destabilized by already minor blows, such as receiving criticism from 

a superior (Lyons 2016b). This again leaves open the question if Millennials perceive female 

bosses, who are stricter with them than they expect them to be, as ‘Queen Bees’, although 

from a neutral point of view this would not be the case? 

In Japan, this generation of tech-savvy youngers are either called ‘negara-zoku’, translating 

into ‘the people who are always doing two things at once’, or ‘yutori sedai’, which means 

‘relaxed generation’ (Lyons 2016b).  

While Germany has dubbed its Millennials ‘Generation Maybe’ due to being well educated, 

highly connected, often multilingually raised and globally minded qualities which provide 

them with a multifariousness of opportunities which tend to overwhelm them, leaving them 

confused and unable to commit to anything at all; the Spanish have christened their young 

‘Generación Ni-Ni’, short for ‘ni trabaja, ni estudia’, which loosely translates into ‘neither 

work, nor study’, thereby insinuating the high youth unemployment the younger generation 

has to fight with as aftermath of the economic crisis (Lyons 2016b). 

As this thesis goes to explore the Millennial generation more closely in relation to their 

(generalized) attitudes, behaviors, values, wants, needs and expectations, it remains to be 

discovered how the Queen Bee Syndrome influences this generation’s perception of 
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leadership and influence their own development into leaders, as they continuously ascend 

into higher ranks within organizations. 

 

 

 

 

3.2 Off to Pastures New – Leadership & Gender 
 

“Remember the difference between a boss and a leader: a boss says ‘go!’ – a 

leader says ‘let’s go’.” 
E.M. Kelly 

 

This chapter looks to examine the concept and social science of leadership, which, as already 

assessed in the previous chapter, can be defined in many ways with each definition 

depending on a certain point of view which correlates with the prevalent Zeitgeist the 

definition was made in.  

Practitioners and scholars alike have failed for over a century to come to a common 

understanding, which resulted in a multitude of definitions. However, Northouse (2013) 

defined leadership according to its four core components, which expound it as ‘a process 

whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal’ (p.5). 

That this influence and resulting leadership style can also have dysfunctional and toxic 

qualities will be exemplified in detail by the Queen Bee Syndrome in the following chapters. 

 

 
3.2.1 Leaders and Followers within the Organizational Hive 

 

Gardner classically defines leaders as ‘“(...) individuals who significantly influence the 

thoughts, behaviors, and/or feelings of others”’ (Gardner 1995, p. 6 as cited in Werhane & 

Painter-Morland 2011, p.1), in which the primary focus on the individual and the relationship 

to the followers may result in a more authoritative and in the worst-case demeaning and 

dangerous leader-follower relationship. 

Seizing the more modern approach of leadership as interactive and relational approach, the 

leader’s task is to create mutually beneficial and productive relationships among him/ herself 

and the followers. 
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3.2.1.1 Authentic Leadership and Followership 

 

“Be yourself. Everybody else is already taken.” 
Oscar Wilde 

 

As one of the more recently approached areas of leadership, with recent events, such as 

corporate and political scandals and the critically developing terror situation around the 

globe in mind, authentic leadership focuses on the genuineness of a leader and his or her 

corresponding leadership style (Northouse 2013, p.253). 

Although intensely researched with a demand for authentic leaders and authentic leadership 

on the rise, there is no universally accepted definition among scholars, as this specific way 

of leading can be approached from many different angles (Northouse 2013, p.254). 

 

Approximated from an intrapersonal perspective, with a focus on the leader’s self-

knowledge, self-regulation, and self-concept; Shamir and Eilam (2005) suggest that leaders 

lead from conviction and avoid being copies, by emphasizing their life experiences and the 

meaning that is attached to these experiences (p.397). Taking instead an interpersonal 

perspective, researchers dictate that genuine leadership is created out of the relationship 

between a leader and his/ her followers, making it thus a reciprocal process in which the 

leader affects the followers and the followers affect the leader (Eagly 2005 as cited in 

Northouse 2013, p.254). The third convergence can be made through a developmental 

perspective, which assumes that authentic leadership develops over a lifetime of a person 

and is influenced and triggered by events such as illness, career changes, and other factors 

(Northouse 2013, p.254).  

 

George discusses in his 2003 published bestseller ‘Authentic Leadership: Rediscovering the 

Secrets to Creating Lasting Value’ (George 2003 as cited in Northouse 2013, p.259) ten 

interconnected characteristics that can be found in varying degrees in authentic leaders, with 

purpose, values, relationships, self-discipline, and ‘heart’ driving and influencing passion, 

behavior, connectedness, consistency, and compassion (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Authentic leadership characteristics  

(adapted from George 2003 ‘Authentic Leadership: Rediscovering the Secrets to Creating Lasting Value’ as 

depicted in Northouse 2013, p. 259) 

 

The reason why researchers and ordinary people alike exhibit such an interest in the authentic 

leadership approach can easily be found by looking at its strengths: not only does authentic 

leadership fulfill the increased societal need for trustworthy guidance (Northouse 2013, 

pp.267-268), it also provides directives for self-awareness, an internalized moral 

perspective, and relational transparency for those, who aspire to become authentic leaders 

(Northouse 2013, p.268), while incorporating an explicit moral dimension which dictates a 

sense of righteousness and learned authentic values in connection to followers and the 

greater good for society (Northouse 2013, p.268). 

 

Compared to leadership, the concept of followership is still a very much understudied subject 

due to the negative connotations it is connected to (Yung Chou 2012, p.74). Followership 

can be defined as ‘interactive role that an individual plays that complements the leadership 

role, and is as important as the leadership role in determining group and organizational 

performance’ (Howell & Costley 2001, as cited in Yung Chou 2012, p.74). 

In 1992, Kelley categorized follower types by using the two dimensions of critical thinking 

and active engagement, which resulted in a follower-quadrant featuring four distinctly 

different types of followers: Alienated Followers are skeptic of the organization, capable but 
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cynical; Conformist Followers - often also referred to as Yes People – actively perform their 

tasks and follow orders; Passive Followers are in constant need of direction and leadership, 

whereas Exemplary Followers are innovative, independent, work well with others which 

makes them momentously important to organizational success and in general do not need 

leadership for the day-to-day activities (Thach, Thompson & Morris 2006, p.310) The figure 

below (Figure 5) depicts Kelley’s quadrant of different follower types. 

 

 
Figure 5: Kelley's Follower-Type-Quadrant  
(adapted from Thach et al. 2006, p. 310) 

 

According to Shamir and Eilam (2005) authentic leadership is closely linked to authentic 

followership and one cannot do without the other, as leaders cannot lead without somebody 

following them, while followers cannot follow without a leader. Truly authentic followers 

are those, following a leader for authentic reasons, such as a shared vision, shared values, or 

a genuine belief in the leader and have an authentic relationship with him/ her (p.401). As 

followers have no illusions (or delusions) about the leader and solely judge him or her 

according to the exhibited personality and behavior, which should be in accordance with the 

proclaimed values of the leader, they also contribute to the authentication of the leader, 

which is a vital aspect and essential part of being able to lead others successfully (Shamir & 

Eilam 2005, p.401).  
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Connecting authentic leadership and followership to the Queen Bee Syndrome portrays two 

sides of the same coin: while a Queen Bee might by all means be considered an authentic 

leader, leading in a toxic or dysfunctional way because of personal values, a gender-biased 

organizational culture, socialized behavior, or personality; followers of a Queen Bee are 

usually not authentic followers, as they do not agree her leadership style and sometimes even 

actively oppose it. Even the so-called Middle-Bees – the covert supporters of the bully-boss 

– cannot be connected to an authentic followership, as they often only follow because of 

coercion, normative pressure, or expectations for personal reward (Shamir & Eilam 2005, 

p.401). 

 

Looking towards the Millennial generation, researchers have found that authenticity plays a 

key role for them – not only their own authenticity, but also the genuineness of their leaders 

and role models, as well as authentic organizations that are trustworthy and have a originary 

intuitions and systems (Kelan 2012, p. 10, pp.79-96). One can expect Millennials to fall into 

the category of exemplary followers, since group work and collaborating with others is 

considered interesting and important (Alsop 2008 as cited in Yung Chou 2012, p.75) and 

they exhibit a strong urge to communicate and express their thoughts, demonstrating a great 

need for achievement (Howe & Strauss 2003 as cited in Yung Chou 2012, p.76). 

 

 

 

 
3.2.1.2 Leadership Styles and (in)congruent Gender Roles 

 

“We still think of a powerful man as a born leader and a powerful woman as 

an anomaly.”  
Margaret Atwood 

 

Imputing the scarcity of literature about female leaders and their leadership style to several 

factors, among them a lackluster interest in the topic by a predominantly male researcher 

community, newly-revived scholarly interest at the beginning of the 1970’s has ever since 

attracted more and more attention and even penetrated popular media (Hoyt 2013, p.349). 

Conducting omniferous research on gender, which is a multidimensional phenomenon 

incorporating not only a socio-demographic aspect but also the intrapsychic aspects of 

gender-role identity, stereotypes, expected social roles, and gender-specific traits, attitudes, 



Theoretical Framework 

  38 

and behaviors (Bem 1993; Eagly 1987 as cited in Ayman & Korabik 2010, p.158) has 

yielded several perspectives on how leadership is connected to the topic of gender. 

The intrapsychic perspective focuses on the internal gender-role characteristics of a leader, 

such as masculinity and femininity, agency and communion, instrumentality and 

expressivity, which affect the leader’s preferred style and behavior, regardless of the leader 

being a male or a female (Ayman & Korabik 2010, p.159). 

A socio-structural perspective on leadership in connection to gender views the different 

social roles men and women are expected to adopt in society, creating the customarily 

overrepresented perception that the assertive male gender role and the inherent higher status 

of men is more congruent with the typical leadership role than the relational role and lower 

status of females, which has led to many prejudices against women managers and leaders 

(Ayman & Korabik 2010, p.159). 

Finally, the interpersonal perspective incorporates aspects of both the intrapsychic and 

social-structural perspectives, focusing on the interaction of the leader with his/ her 

followers, posing that women and men have inherently different ways of interacting with 

peers, subordinates and supervisors, which will influence the experienced outcome of each 

participant respectively (Ayman & Korabik 2010, pp.159-160). 

Although recent years have seen more and more women – yet by far not enough – ascending 

into higher leadership positions and thus giving momentum to the long-reigning debate if 

men and women lead in a different way and which of the two sexes spawns more successful 

and effective leaders, opinion is deeply divided on this issue among social scientist and the 

mainstream press. While the latter argues that there is a perceivable difference in leadership 

styles which results from gender differences, scholars claim that gender has little influence 

on style and effectiveness of a leader (Hoyt 2013, p.350). 

 

Among the many studies that were conducted to put an end to this debate of gender 

differences resulting in male and female specific leadership styles, Eagly & Johnson (1990) 

conducted a meta-analysis to find out if behavior of leaders is gender-stereotypic, analyzing 

the common conceptions of femininity being linked to a democratic, communal, and 

interpersonal style and masculinity being linked to an autocratic, agentic, task style (p.236).  

Contrary to the common stereotypic expectations of women exhibiting more communal traits 

and being ‘believed to be more selfless, sympathetic, helpful, aware of others’ feelings, and 
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kind’, while men exhibited predominantly agentic traits, being ‘believed to be more self-

assertive, aggressive, dominant, forceful, and independent’ (Eagly & Johnson 1990, p.236), 

Eagly and Johnson found that women did not lead in a more interpersonally oriented and 

less task-oriented style than men and the only gender difference found was that women led 

in a more democratic, or participative manner than men (Eagly & Johnson 1990 as cited in 

Hoyt 2013, pp.350-351). 

This difference and the apparent orientation of women towards more democratic and 

participatory styles of leading has led Hoyt (2013) to the conclusion that ‘[women] are more 

likely to use transformational leadership behaviors and contingent reward; styles that are 

associated with contemporary notions of effective leadership’ (p. 52). 

This opinion and conclusion is shared by a plethora of other people – both from the social 

sciences and the common run of mankind – as for instance Judy Rosener, who conducted a 

study for the International Women’s Forum, revealing that ‘“women managers are 

succeeding by drawing on what is unique to women”’ rather exhibiting transformational 

leadership styles in which a focus on ‘interacting with their managers, encouraging feedback 

and dissent, networking with their managers and employees to ameliorate hierarchies’ is 

placed (Werhane & Painter-Morland 2011, p.4). 

In contradiction to these rather relationship-oriented preferences in leadership styles, the 

typical Queen Bee – as discussed in more detail in a later chapter – rather constitutes the 

exception of the rule, exhibiting male attributes while breaking with the expected female 

gender role. 

Also in another meta-analysis that compared male and female effectiveness, women were 

found to be equally effective leaders as men. However, here results validated the existence 

of gender differences such that ‘women and men were more effective in leadership roles that 

were more congruent with their gender’ (Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani 1995 as cited in Hoyt 

2013, p.351), masculinizing leader roles, showing women to be less effective in military 

roles, but more effective in social service organizations or education.  

Observations of women being substantially more effective in middle management positions 

like administration or human resources, for which typically feminine and communal skills 

are necessary (Hoyt 2013, p.351) leads to a new conundrum for women: with gender roles 

being culturally ingrained and following strict societal demands and expectations – for 

example for boys being brave, assertive, and fearless, while girls must be pretty, timid, and 
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complacent – internal and external barriers towards leadership are created for women, 

entrenching them in middle management, as their ‘nice girl’ behavior does not seem to fit 

the role of a higher-ranking manager or leader. On the other hand, women exhibiting a more 

masculine behavior, or those occupying a typically masculine leadership role are easily 

labeled as having ‘sharp elbows’ (Ibarra 2013) and being unfeminine. 

This confusion between gender and leadership, on how to ascend into a leadership role that 

is predominantly shaped by male traits and qualities without losing one’s ‘feminine touch’ 

and drifting towards a Queen Bee behavior, and breaking the glass ceiling or finding a 

sensible way through the labyrinth to bridge the leadership gap will be thematized in the next 

chapter. 

 

 

 
3.2.2 Female Leadership and the Elusive Glass Ceiling Problem 

 

“There is no force equal to a woman determined to rise.” 
W.E.B. Dubois 

 

Interest in various forms of leadership has spiked over the past decades, creating a tidal-

wave of new literature such as capacity building pamphlets, coaching manuals, life-lesson 

stories of famous, successful female managers, and ‘How To’ books for every subject even 

only remotely linked to leadership and management. With the rise of the female presence in 

the workplace, this interest has now also increasingly expanded towards the leadership styles 

of women by which, according to most of the research that focuses on the differences 

between men and women, females favor an utterly different style, often referred to as 

‘feminine’ or ‘female’ leadership (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.147). 

Most of the literature which is concerned with the leadership styles of women focusses on 

the positive aspects of having female managers and their ‘feminine’ way of leading, 

described by Fagenson as transformational and democratic, rather than hierarchical 

(Fagenson 1993, p.5 as cited in Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.147). The notion of feminine 

leadership outlines a differentiation among the genders, thereby challenging traditional 

perceptions of organizational hierarchies and the prolonged male dominance, contributing 

to the de-masculinization of management (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.151). The 

increased interest and coverage of the topic of female leadership also spotlights the persistent 

issue of the lack of women in leading positions, making more women consider a career in 
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management and indicating, through the positive reinforcement of the legitimacy and benefit 

of ‘female skills and behaviors’ to managers already trapped in the system that the use of 

these female styles is a valid and acceptable alternative to the traditional (male) ones (Due 

Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.152). 

 

All positive publicity and arguments in favor aside however, the concept of female 

leadership is also described as a contested phantasmagoria constructed by feminists: 

researchers like Due Billing and Alvesson (2000) have started to critically question the 

gender-labelling of leadership, arguing that the notion of feminine leadership might be 

misleading and even ‘risky in terms of gender equality and social development’ (p.144). One 

of the problems with feminine leadership involves the thought that gender-specific 

orientations are based on the gendered division of labour (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, 

pp.149-150), thereby assigning women’s skills to the family sphere and taking care of 

children, normalizing females as care-takers (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.150). This 

narrowed view of women’s skills and their origin leads to another problem however, which 

focusses on the transferability to these ‘soft skills’ to the harsh business environment, 

concluding that women are therefore better suited to only occupy positions matching these 

family and care-giving traits, such as personnel managers, rather than assertive, impersonal, 

and rationalistic executives (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.150). Another problem is the 

result of the notion of hiring women specifically for their female values and skills, trying to 

balance the male-dominated organizational thinking and exploiting women by assigning 

them to unpopular roles such as mediators between management and working staff or other 

conflict-solving positions (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, pp.150-151).  

These negative aspects of advocating the specific label of female or feminine leadership 

reinforce gender-stereotypical expectations that are imposed on female managers, which are 

difficult – if not impossible – for them to live up to.  

 

From this harsh critique on labelling leadership styles as feminine or masculine arises also 

another important question in relation to the Queen Bee Syndrome: if women managers 

would no longer be expected to exhibit only nurturing, caring, and ‘soft’ behavior, the 

gender-stereotypical expectations assigned to females in Western societies, would the label 
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of the bossy Queen Bee, which is founded on a more masculine behavior, become 

redundant? 

 

 
3.2.2.1 Leaky Pipelines, Glass Ceilings, and a perilous Quest through the Labyrinth 

 

“It's amazing to me that, in the 42 years since President Kennedy signed the 

Equal Pay Act into law, women today still receive fewer wages than men for 

the same work.”  
Mike Honda 

 

Putting all of mankind’s achievements into retrospect, one can only marvel about these 

fantastic beasts called ‘humans’: after mastering fire and nature, discovering the wheel, 

advancing and bending the rules of science, building empires, democracies, temples, 

churches, planes, and even transcending the boundaries of gravity by flying to the stars, it is 

difficult to imagine that we are still engaging in such primitive petty endeavors as battling 

ourselves – both on a physical and psychological level, with nations dropping bombs and 

women still fighting for equal treatment. 

However, the 20th century has seen many changes in favor of women and since the genesis 

of the feminist movement in the 1960’s, much has happened: females all across Western 

cultures have received the right to vote (some earlier, like the German women in 1918, some 

later, like the American women in the 1920’s), laws granting the right to education and 

protecting the female bodily autonomy were issued, equal pay acts were enacted and even 

some of the typically male-dominated industries have faltered under the angry stares of 

millions of females and yielded to the screams for equal rights (Frankel 2014, p.xvii). 

Yet, something is rotten – and not only in the State of Denmark, as the character Marcellus 

in Shakespeare’s Hamlet observed (www.shakespeare-online.com).  

According to the Global Gender Gap Report, published by the World Economic Forum in 

late 2016, prominent Western countries like the USA, Sweden, or Germany are experiencing 

a slowed pace of change, resulting in the approximation that the economic gender gap will 

be closed in 169 years – which would make a today’s 25-year-old female a whole 195 years 

old (The World Economics Forum 2016)! 

 

Women earn over half of the bachelor’s degrees and just under two thirds of all master 

degrees in the U.S., making up about half of the labor force within the States by occupying 
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51.5% of all professional and management positions Catalyst 2011 as cited in Hoyt 2013, 

p.352).  

Within just one year of graduating from college, however, American women earn eight 

percent less than their equally-qualified male counterparts; a number that climbs up to twenty 

percent by mid-career, leaving a woman earning on average 77 cents for each dollar that a 

man earns (Frankel 2014, p.xvii).  

Within the top leadership ranks progress has been equally as bleak, moving only at glacial 

speed: Only 3.8 % of Fortune 500 CEOs are women and only eight percent of top executives 

worldwide are female (Frankel 2014, p.xvii).  

Researchers have come up with a variation of metaphors, trying to explain what possible 

reasons may contribute to this prominent absence of the fairer sex from corner office 

positions and to provide some form of counsel, while also raising awareness within 

organizations, on how best to combat different roots of the same evil, which is the lack of 

diversity in senior positions. 

The oldest - and arguably also the best known – metaphor is the so-called glass ceiling. This 

describes an invisible barrier between middle management and top management, excluding 

women from entering the higher leadership positions atop the organizational pyramid. 

However accurate this metaphor was at the time of its conception in the late 80’s, today it is 

outdated as it ‘implies that everyone has equal access to lower positions until women hit this 

single, invisible, and impassable barrier’, but there are many different barriers for women to 

conquer and the fact that there are leastwise a handful of female CEOs who made it to the 

top somehow, proves that the barrier is not absolutely impassable (Eagly & Carli 2007, pp.1-

2).  

A more accurate description of this plethora of challenges women who want to reach the 

upper echelons are facing, is provided by the ideogram of a labyrinth, which encompasses 

several struggles women face in leadership nowadays (Hoyt 2013, pp.352-363). Just as in 

the Greek mythology, in which the hero Theseus has to find his way through a perilous 

labyrinth full of monsters, traps, dead ends and deceptive paths that lead to certain doom, in 

the end even facing an inhuman beast – the Minotaur – which bars the way to safety, women 

in business must conquer the trails of the leadership labyrinth, with hurdles such as gender 

biases and negative stereotypes, career dead ends in middle management and even a 

sometimes seemingly undefeatable foe like a Queen Bee bully-boss, lying in wait to 
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challenge another female to an emotional and psychological battle. The leadership gap, 

which is a consequence following the challenges that the leadership labyrinth poses to 

women, is a globally observed phenomenon by which ‘women are disproportionally 

concentrated in lower-level and lower-authority leadership positions than men’ (Powell & 

Graves 2003 as cited in Hoyt 2013, p.354) and focuses on three main explanations for the 

female underrepresentation, as can be seen in Figure 6 below. 

 

 
Figure 6: Leadership Labyrinth  

(adapted from Hoyt 2013 in Northouse (ed.); Figure 14.2, p. 355) 

 

Eagly and Carli (2007) contribute the strong absence of females in upper leadership positions 

to women’s lower investment on human capital, such as training, education, and work 

experience (pp.1-9). This lack of human capital leads to the absence of qualified women, 

also known as ‘leaky pipeline’ problem. As above-mentioned, women have surpassed men 

in terms of college graduates and thus are in fact present within the ‘pipeline’ – however, 

the double-bind women face, meaning that although often working full-time they are still 

burdened with household and child-responsibilities, which often causes them to drop out of 

work or neglect career advancement opportunities, therefore missing the chance of being 

considered for leadership positions. 

Another argument explaining the dearth of women in corner office positions is the apparently 

inherent difference between men and women, which is reflected in their different ways of 
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behavior and leadership styles, as were discussed within the previous chapter. Along these 

lines of thought, researchers have also long questioned females’ commitment and motivation 

to lead, however, recent studies by Eagly and Carli (2007) have found no significant 

difference in the levels of identification and commitment to the leadership role among men 

and women, which makes it clear that women can and want to lead (pp.1-4). Unfortunately, 

other studies have also found that women, in comparison to men are less likely to promote 

themselves for leadership positions (Bowles & McGinn 2005 as cited in Hoyt 2013, p.357) 

avoiding official leadership positions, rather taking on informal social ‘facilitator’ roles 

(Andrews 1992; Fletcher 2001 as cited in Hoyt 2013, p.357). Furthermore, women who are 

actively and strongly engaging in self-promotion face significant gender biases and social 

disincentives, as they are seen as ‘less socially attractive and less hirable’ (Rudman 1998 as 

cited in Hoyt 2013, p.357). As was also already discussed in the previous chapter, men are 

considered to better fit the traditional image of an effective leader, as leadership 

characteristics align with mostly male traits. Even so, scholars and scientists have established 

that ‘effective leadership (...) is marked by an androgynous mixture of traits including 

intelligence, social skills, initiative, and the ability to persuade (Eagly & Carli 2007 as cited 

in Hoyt 2013, p.357); categories in many of which women often ‘out-smart’ men and thus 

may be considered to actually have an advantage over male competitors. 

A further explanation for the leadership gap lies within the often blatant and overt prejudices 

and discriminations exhibited against women. These are often birthed from the stereotypical 

expectations that women ‘care’ and men ‘take charge’ (Hoyt & Chemers 2008 as cited in 

Hoyt 2013, p.358), which leads, by argumentum e contrario to the stereotyped belief that 

men have more agentic – with the role of a successful and effective leader congruent – 

characteristics, such as assertiveness, dominance, and rationality, whereas women are 

automatically stereotyped as possessing mainly communal characteristics, such as 

nurturance, sensitivity, and warmth (Deaux & Kite 1993; Heilman 2001 as cited in Hoyt 

2013, p.358). Prejudice against female leaders is the outcome from this role congruity theory, 

as the stereotypically communal qualities ascribed to women are incompatible with the 

agentic leadership qualities stereotypically exhibited only by men (Eagly & Karau 2002 as 

cited in Hoyt 2013, pp.358-359). 
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The sad truth is that many factors contribute to the continued lack of women in higher 

managerial positions, making equality become a distant dream for many aspiring to climb 

the corporate ladder of success, seasoning leadership fraught with crucibles for women 

(Bennis & Thomas 2002). 

As will be explored and illustrated in the following chapters, most women fall victim to the 

crucible of prejudice, fighting gender biases which can originate from both sexes - males as 

well as females exhibit gender biases towards women. Dealing with such prejudices, 

negative gender role perceptions, and female stereotyping can be very traumatic as it creates 

self-doubt and a distorted picture of the self (Bennis & Thomas 2002). 

 

 

 
3.2.2.2 Female Leadership or no Female Leadership – is that the Question? 

 

“In the future there will be no ‘Female Leaders’. There will only be 

‘Leaders’.” 
Sheryl Sandberg 

 

The world of management and, thus, also the world of leadership is dominated by men, 

mainly because leadership is conventionally seen to be more connected to masculine traits, 

rather than female ones. However, perspectives are shifting and much focus has been laid on 

participatory, non-hierarchical, and group-oriented leadership styles, which are more 

congruent with a ‘feminine orientation’ (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.144). 

Due Billing & Alvesson (2000) caution that gender-labelling leadership as either masculine 

or feminine is critical, as it may result in the creation of misleading impressions about 

women’s orientation towards leadership and even reproduce stereotypes and the traditionally 

held view of the division of labour (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.144).  

 

Two main complications arise when defining leadership within the confines of ‘masculine’ 

and ‘feminine’:  

For one thing, a relaxation of the strong polarization of masculinity and femininity has taken 

place over the past two decades, recognizing that the cultural meaning ascribed to gender are 

changing (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.146). Especially within the Millennial 

generation, people seem less inclined to differentiate so much between the sexes anymore, 

which could be explained by them growing up with a very pronounced notion of gender 
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equality, resulting in increased demands and political activism for LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, and Transgender) and women rights. Scholars have also acknowledged that 

management and leadership are distancing themselves from being defined by only masculine 

terms, as participation and group-orientation are gaining in importance and are expected 

leadership skills which are to be fulfilled by everyone, no matter if male or female (Due 

Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.146). 

On the other hand, women in management do not necessarily identify with the ‘feminine’ 

orientation and communal characteristics of their gender role; in fact, researchers have 

witnessed that, as women are moving up the hierarchical ladder of success within an 

organization, they increasingly identify more and more with the traditionally ‘masculine’ 

model of leadership and even tend to reject any ‘feminine’ managerial traits that were 

endorsed before (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.147). Observably, this may lead to the 

Queen Bee Syndrome, as women come across as cold, uncaring, and assertively dominant, 

adopting the masculine traits of assertiveness, self-promotion and decisiveness, which are 

perceived as unfitting, unnatural, and unfeminine for a woman. 

 

The contentious notion of specifically ‘feminine’ or ‘female’ leadership has long been a 

hotly debated topic for discussion, splitting the research community, scholars, and the public 

into two opposing camps – those championing reasons for an arguable absence of sex 

differences and those advocating reasons for the existence of sex differences in leadership: 

The researchers Eagly and Johnson (1990) found several points that indicate an absence of 

gender-specific differences in the way women and men lead, first and foremost arguing that 

most social-psychological studies about leadership have been carried out in laboratories 

(instead of the real world of business), leaving the test subjects in an unnatural environment 

in which they interact with strangers on a short-term basis and are not bound to 

organizational and familial roles, thus, gender roles provide more guidance than they would 

usually do in an organizational setting and produce gender-stereotypic behavior (Eagly & 

Johnson 1990, p.234). Another point they raise is connected to the power organizations have, 

to override gender rules, making behavior less stereotypic, because leadership roles are 

clearly defined by the organization, thus behavior is pre-defined and is the same for men and 

women if they occupy the same organizational role. Differences in behavior that are 

prescribed to the sex take their origin from the differing structural positions women and men 
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have, as women are traditionally more frequent in positions of little power, while men are 

more commonly found in positions of higher power (Eagly & Johnson 1990, p.234). 

In contrast to arguments which point at the absence of sex differences, there are several 

things that suggest that men and women lead in different ways, with the contention that sex 

differences are ingrained in personality traits and behavioral tendencies, which cannot be 

rescinded by organizational selection or organizational culture, leading the way (Eagly & 

Johnson 1990, p.235). Different behaviors of adult men and women may be the result of 

biological influences and childhood events, as boys are raised to be bold, assertive, and thus, 

take more authoritarian style, while girls are raised to be more timid, communal, 

relationship-oriented, taking to a more democratic and participative style. 

Another argument relating to ingrained sex differences, which cannot be expunged by 

organizations’ efforts to create sameness, concerns the different skill sets women and men 

bring with them when entering managerial roles, invoking the female character traits of 

being more friendly, socially sensitive, and expressive than men (Eagly & Johnson 1990, 

p.235). An additional point is made through the theory of gender-role spillover, which is ‘“a 

carryover into the workplace of gender-based expectations for behavior”’ (Gutek & Morasch 

1982 as cited in Eagly & Johnson 1990, p.235), pertaining to people’s different expectations 

for male and female managers due to prevalent gender roles and stereotypes, leading female 

managers to often experience conflict between their gender role and their leadership role. 

Hence, attitudes about women in leadership positions are often negative, with people 

questioning women’s competence and ability to lead; females are facing a less supportive 

environment than male managers (Eagly & Johnson 1990, p.235). Eagly and Johnson (1990) 

also suggest that even those male and female leaders who occupy the same organizational 

role may differ in various other things, like seniority, salary, availability for mentoring and 

support, which then can lead to subtler organizational and role differences which may impact 

their behavior. Lastly, senior women’s minority-status – as there are so few holding positions 

in the C-Suite – often leads to them being seen as ‘token women’, which increases their 

visibility and can have negative implications (Taylor et al. 1978 as cited in Eagly & Johnson 

1990, pp.235-236), such as the distancing from their own gender and the development of 

Queen Bee behavior. 
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Female managers are mostly connected to the stereotypical expectations of prioritizing 

feelings, being ‘soft’, nurturing, compassionate, and empathetic. Many scholars and 

sociologists have suggested that ‘women managers may contribute in particular to important 

aspects, such as communication and cooperation, affiliation and attachment, power and 

intimacy and nurturing’ (Grant 1988 as cited in Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.147). Thus, 

leadership styles such as transformational, democratic, and participative, with a non-

hierarchical and subordinate-oriented focus are usually ascribed to women (Due Billing & 

Alvesson 2000, p.147). 

This begs the following question: if we would divert from all this gender-labelling of 

leadership, would that mean the end of the Queen Bee Syndrome, as women would not be 

expected to behave in a nurturing, communal-gender-stereotypical-way, thus, eliminating 

the perception of an ‘un-female’ like behavior, which would have normally caused the 

followers to view the female manager as cold and bossy?  

All in all, the debate about the meaningfulness of specifically labeling a form of leadership 

according to either present or absent sex differences as ‘feminine/ female leadership’ will 

certainly continue to divide opinions progress in its intensity, as more and more women are 

joining the ranks of senior leaders. 

 

 
3.2.3 Emotional Intelligence as Defining Leadership Quality 

 

“It is with the heart that one sees rightly; what is essential is invisible to the 

eye.”  
Antoine De Saint-Exupéry 

 

Being able to read others’ emotions, determine what motivates them both intrinsically and 

extrinsically, empathize with them, inspire and instill hope and enthusiasm in them is an 

intrinsic and vital aspect of effective and successful leadership. 

The vast majority of great leaders all share one common thing which they exhibit in high 

levels – and it is not an obscenely elevated IQ. For sure they are smart and certainly do have 

a remarkable brain, but what makes them really great is not this academic knowledge-based 

form of intellect, but rather what scholars, scientists, and psychologists call ‘emotional 

intelligence’ (Goleman 1996, p.1). 

Mayer, Salovey and Caruso (2000) define emotional intelligence (EI)  
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as the ability to perceive and express emotions, to use emotions to 

facilitate thinking, to understand and reason with emotions, and to 

effectively manage emotions within oneself and in relationships 

with others. (pp. 320- 342) 

 

No matter if seen as leadership ability or trait, EI has been ascribed a leading role in the 

complex construct of effective leadership (Northouse 2013, p.28) and has received much 

attention over the past three decades. Among the most prominent researchers examining this 

intelligence-aspect is Daniel Goleman, who represents the notion of EI consisting of a set of 

personal and social competences that include self-awareness, confidence, self-regulation, 

conscientiousness, motivation, empathy, and social skills (Northouse 2013, p.28). In 

connection with the Queen Bee Syndrome, especially empathy is a key aspect and will be 

focused on further along the research. 

 

 
3.2.3.1 The Science of Emotions versus the Might of Knowledge 

 

Within the human emotional repertoire, emotions like anger, sadness, surprise, fear, love and 

happiness have their very own distinctive biological signatures which assign a unique role 

to the emotions respectively (Goleman 1995, p.7). Anger, for instance, causes the heart rate 

to increase, setting free hormones such as adrenaline, which generate a pulse of energy to be 

translated into (violent) action, while happiness inhibits negative feelings and increases 

energy levels, creating a readiness and enthusiasm for example for striving for the 

accomplishment of goals (Goleman 1995, p.7). While the emotional/rational dichotomy 

dictates a strict separation of ‘heart’ and ‘head’, it is undeniable that our emotions often have 

a mind of their own, blurring the lines between our rational mind and what we feel is ‘right 

in our heart’ (Goleman 1995, p.9; p.22). 

Academic intelligence (IQ) does not connect to our emotional life and is no guarantor for 

success in life– in fact, it also only accounts for a mere twenty percent of the factors that 

determine life-success, leaving eighty percent to be filled by other factors, such as emotional 

intelligence (Goleman 1995, p.36). 

Gardner refuted the prime position of IQ being the only determent for true intelligence and 

success in his 1983 world renowned manifesto Frames of Mind, stating that a wide spectrum 

of intelligences contributed to life success (Gardner 1983 as cited in Goleman 1995, p.40), 
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including interpersonal intelligence - comprehending the motives, needs and emotions of 

others – and intrapersonal intelligence – understanding oneself (Goleman 1995, p.42). 

Emotional Intelligence (EQ) describes ‘abilities such as being able to motivate oneself and 

persist in the face of frustrations; to control impulse and delay gratification; to regulate one’s 

moods and keep distress from swamping the ability to think; to empathize and to hope’ 

(Goleman 1995, p.36). 

 

In contrast to popular belief and despite prevalent stereotypes, IQ and emotional intelligence 

are not exclusionary or opposing competencies, with people mixing emotions and intellect 

all the time (Goleman 1995, p.48). This being said, intelligence profiles comparing the two 

extreme positions of ‘high IQ but low EI’ and ‘high EI and low/normal/high IQ’ are, 

according to Goleman (1995), slightly different for men and women:  

While the high-IQ male is ambitious, predictable and productive, with tendencies towards 

being critical, condescending, emotionally bland and cold (Goleman 1995, p.48), 

emotionally intelligent men exhibit a social poise and a notable capacity for commitment to 

people, being outgoing, cheerful, sympathetic and caring in his relationships (Goleman 1995, 

pp.48-49). 

Purely high-IQ woman on the other hand exhibit an intellectual confidence which lets them 

express their thoughts, but are prone to anxiety and guilt and usually hesitant to express their 

anger openly, resulting in them venting their negative feelings in a more indirect way, like 

gossiping, backstabbing, or slander (Goleman 1995, p.49), whereas emotionally intelligent 

women are outgoing, assertive in expressing their feelings directly, all the while staying 

socially poised, and adapting well to stress, which grants them the freedom to be at ease with 

themselves and to be spontaneous, open, authentic, and reach out to people (Goleman 1995, 

p.49). 

 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, emotional intelligence is comprised out of 

five components; self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, social skill 

(Goleman 1996, p.2); and not only distinguishes outstanding leaders from the more mediocre 

one, but can also be linked to strong performance of both the leader and the followers 

(Goleman 1996, p.7). 
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 The element of self-awareness follows the philosophical principle of ‘know thyself’, 

emphasizing a deep understanding of one’s emotions, strengths, weaknesses, needs, and 

drives (Goleman 1996, p.7). Together with the element of self-regulation, which demands a 

continuous inner conversation about one’s feelings and the mastery of disruptive emotions 

(Goleman 1996, pp.11-12), these first two components of EI premise a realistic self-

assessment and perpetual self-reflection. It is exactly this tendency to reflect on themselves 

and, moreover, the need for the development of the inner being by finding a balance between 

the intimate, impersonal and professional to ‘rid themselves of ways of being and acting 

which they [women] feel they can and must grow out of’ (Jironet 2011, p.115), that produces 

women’s higher levels of self-awareness and abilities to engage in self-regulation. 

The third component – coincidentally the only component in which men and women have 

equally high levels – is the drive to achieve just for the sake of achievement; motivation 

(Goleman 1996, p.4). Having a passion for one’s work, displaying optimism even in the face 

of a failure, and attracting attention by an unflagging energy to improve, does not only 

improve one’s own mood and degree of motivation, but also impacts and translates towards 

followers’ motivation. 

One of the key components of emotional intelligence, a factor that has gained in momentum 

over the past decade and is particularly important for leaders and leadership today due to the 

increased use of teams, the rapid pace of globalization, and the growing need to attract and 

retain talent (from the Millennial generation) is empathy (Goleman 1996, p.17). An effective 

and successful leader, working in today’s global business environment, must possess the 

ability to understand the different points of view of everyone around the table, as cross-

cultural conversations easily carry miscues and misunderstandings that can lead to great 

harm for the organization (Goleman 1996, pp.17-18). Having high levels of empathy does 

not mean ‘adopting other people’s emotions or trying to please everybody’ for a leader, but 

rather to ‘thoughtfully consider employees’ feelings – along with other factors – within the 

process of making intelligent decisions’ (Goleman 1996, p.16). People are both born with a 

certain level of empathy but also capable to ‘learn’ to behave empathetic due to their life’s 

experiences (Goleman 1996, p.9) 

The last key component, typically attributed to be inherent to women, is an extensive set of 

social skills, which is not as easy to have as it sounds. Contrary to common belief, Goleman 
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(1996) advocates that social skill is not just friendliness, but is the culmination of all other 

components of emotional intelligence as discussed above:  

Socially skilled people (...) are adept at managing teams – that’s 

their empathy at work. Likewise, they are expert persuaders – a 

manifestation of self-awareness, self-regulation, and empathy 

combined. And motivation (...) makes such people excellent 

collaborators; their passion for their work spreads to others, and 

they are driven to find solutions. 

(pp.19-20)  

   

Researchers have discovered that our emotional skill range is relatively set by the time we 

hit our mid-20s and that our accompanying behaviors are, by that time, deep-seated habits 

(Goleman, Boyatzis & McKee 2001, p.35), thus, Millennials should learn and experience a 

broad emotional spectrum to prevent them slipping into common Queen Bee behavior. 

Aside from IQ and EQ which can be developed over time (Goleman 1996, pp.8-9), another 

form of intelligence is indispensable in today’s global business environment, in which every 

company is confronted with the issue of interacting with individuals from different 

backgrounds: cultural intelligence (CQ). This describes a set of three components – 

cognitive, physical, and emotional/ motivational – which constitute the ‘ability to make 

sense of unfamiliar contexts and then blend in’ (Earley & Mosakowski 2004, pp.1-8). 

Another recent discovery in the field of neuroscience has strengthened the relevance ascribed 

to emotional intelligence and exhibiting empathy towards others. As scientists discovered, 

great leaders are able to leverage brain interconnectedness with and among their followers 

through their behavior, thereby creating greater effectiveness and more group-cohesion 

(Goleman & Boyatzis 2008, pp.2-3).  

 

With all the positive attention and importance attributed to emotional intelligence, naturally 

some researchers and scientists dismiss the notion of EI and the general idea of social and 

emotional learning, saying emotions have no place neither in the classroom, nor in the 

workplace (Rivers 2016). There is also the fact that many managers mistake candor for lack 

of toughness, although most people appreciate and even admire candor and leaders must 

constantly candidly assess situations. But people who assess themselves honestly, that is to 

say people who are highly self-aware, will do the same for their organizations and avoid 

gross mistakes (Goleman 1996, p.11). 
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As humans, emotions are a great part of our lives and we are mostly run by them and they 

cannot simply be left at home or at the entrance door to the office, and so we must learn, 

teach, and also be taught how to deal with our most powerful emotions, which include anger, 

envy, and happiness alike. 

 

In connection to the Queen Bee Syndrome an array of observations must be made and 

questions must be asked concerning the various notions of intelligence:  

It can be safely assumed that Queen Bee bully-bosses do not lack IQ, as per definition, they 

are women in senior organizational positions and they would not have achieved such a 

position without possessing a fair amount of cognitive intelligence and technical skills. But 

the question remains then, if such women, which are lacking most of the qualities that 

constitute a higher level of EI – they are especially low on empathy and social skills -  can 

be transmogrified from a Queen Bee into an elective, emotionally intelligent leader, by 

providing specialized EI training? Another important question that should be raised pertains 

to the ‘followers’ and subordinates of a Queen Bee; as mirror neurons, which were 

discovered in the process of examining the field of social intelligence, literally prompt 

followers to mirror the behavior displayed by a leader, does that mean that the subordinates 

of a Queen Bee also start to adopt her behavior and characteristics, thereby reinforcing the 

Bee’s leadership style and treatment of her subordinates? And finally, since emotional and 

social intelligence are the new sine-qua-non for workplace success and effective leadership, 

and Queen Bees obviously lack both of these forms of intelligence, does this mean that the 

Queen Bee Syndrome is in the end a self-remedying phenomenon, as these women will not 

be promoted further upwards or damage their own reputation so much that they ultimately 

will be let go? 
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3.2.3.2 Emotional Intelligence as possible Remedy for Bullying? 

 

The interpretation of the definition given for a typical Queen Bee in the previous section, 

concludes that these women, who often actively bar the way of corporate success and upward 

mobility for younger women, are workplace bullies. 

The definition for ‘bullying’ lies within a grey area, as it has many faces and can occur in 

many different forms in varying degrees of intensity. Among the repercussions people may 

experience in the line of being ‘bullied’ are being falsely accused of mistakes, feeling 

ignored or dismissed, feeling judged against a different standard than others, being the 

subject of gossip, belittled during meetings, constantly criticized and even admonished in 

front of coworkers, deliberately excluded from meetings, projects and social events, attacked 

for personal characteristics, to name just a few (Dill 2014). 

A recent study conducted in the U.S. revealed that one third of employees had been bullied 

before at work and a number as high as 20 percent even ended up leaving their job as result 

of the abuse (Dill 2014). This resolution, in which the victim rather than the bully is forced 

to leave the organization, is quite common can be seen in the figure below (Figure 7): 

 

 
Figure 7: Workplace Bullying  

(adapted from Yamada 2014, newworkplace.wordpress.com; originally from WBI 2014) 

 

A Gallup study of 2014 found a clear correlation between employee engagement and their 

relationship with the boss, uncovering that the second biggest problem employees describe 

when talking about the dysfunctional behaviors of a boss (after micromanaging) is 

workplace bullying (Kets De Vries 2016).  
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Researchers have discovered that bullying behavior is deeply rooted in a lack of emotional 

intelligence skills and surprisingly not only the victims suffer through depression, anxiety, 

social withdrawal, burnout, and even suicidal thoughts, but also the perpetrator or bully often 

increasingly experiences depression, anxiety, and aggrandized hostility 

(www.theconversation.com). Even bystanders, who are not directly involved by either 

taking the role of the bully or the victim-role, often get caught in the cross-fire and may be 

traumatized. 

As multifaceted as the effects that may fall under the category of perceived bullying behavior 

may be, the causes for bullying are not in the least bit less diverse and include a lack of 

emotional understanding and an inability to self-regulate powerful emotions, which result in 

bullying as form of emotional release for people who do not know what to do with emotions 

like frustration, stress, fear, or isolation (www.theconversation.com). 

No matter what form the bullying takes - if passive-aggressive, personal insults, intimidation 

or something else - it is always harmful to all individuals involved and ultimately also to the 

organization, which has to deal with the aftermath of this behavior (Dill 2014). 

 

As bullying stems from a lack of emotional intelligence on the part of the bully, the pertinent 

question is, if teaching emotional intelligence skills can help to eliminate bullying (Goleman 

2013). Various studies have been conducted with children who were bullied at school, with 

one of the biggest being done by the W.T. Grant Foundation, which looked at prevention 

programs and discovered that all those programs that worked had a ‘common core of active 

ingredients’, basically teaching EI skills and resulting in the decrease of anti-social behavior 

- like bullying - by up to ten percent on average (Goleman 2013). 

The conclusion that could be drawn from this insight is that social and emotional learning 

programs should be integrated into school curricular to teach kids about EI and prevent 

bullying behavior from an early age on. An early-age relational aggression prevention 

training might also solve the problem of newly emerging Queen Bees, since many Queen 

Bee bullies develop these tendencies early in childhood and simply carry that behavior with 

them into adulthood. Emotional intelligence training is appropriate for all ages and EI 

trainings show results that are also interesting for organizations, including increased 

(academic) success, better relationships, and a decrease in problem behavior like bullying, 

thus being able to counteract the negative effects bullying can have, for example depression, 
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anxiety, and other psychological issues like burnout (Rivers 2016). Seminars or courses 

should include teaching the ability to recognize one’s own and others’ emotions and what 

consequences or behaviors emotions may cause and how to express emotions appropriately 

and regulate them effectively (www.theconversation.com). 

Empathy is not only a top-down approach in which the boss should train emotional 

intelligence to learn how to emphasize with his or her employees, but also a key aspect of 

managing-up, by which employees show empathy for the boss who is often under a lot of 

pressure (Kets De Fries 2016). As the employee displays empathy towards the boss, loosely 

applying the mantra of ‘kill them with kindness’, mirror neurons in the human brain of the 

boss will very likely reciprocate the ‘nice’ behavior and in turn become more candid and 

kind (Goleman & Boyatzis 2008, p.3). 

 

However, the question remains if workplace bullying – no matter if conducted by a Queen 

Bee or another perpetrator -  can ever really be solved. Almost half of workers who reported 

having been bullied confronted the perpetrator in an effort to cease this behavior. Of those 

who chose this option, nearly half reported success – the other half, however, said no change 

occurred or the bullying even worsened. Around one-third alerted HR to the situation, but 

over half of those individuals said nothing was done in response (Dill 2014).   

Millennials are said to be exemplary followers, meaning that they are not afraid to utter their 

thoughts and criticize the leader – does that mean for the future that bullying behavior will 

be discussed more openly by the Millennial generation, regardless if they are the bullies or 

the ones being bullied? 

But the fact remains that emotionally intelligent people are better able to form stable and 

supportive relationships that contribute to a greater well-being and a better job performance 

(www.theconversation.com). 
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3.3 The Female Office Terror – the Queen Bee 
 

“I’m tough, ambitious and I know exactly what I want. If that makes me a 

bitch, okay.” 
Madonna 

 
3.3.1 Never out of Style – the (adult) Queen Bee 

 

Indeed, conditions for women are not as favorable as one might have hoped them to be ten 

or twenty years ago. Certainly, some progress has been made, for example in Germany: in 

2005 Angela Merkel was appointed the nation’s first female chancellor and she has furiously 

defended her spot at the top for three consecutive terms, looking to be re-elected in fall of 

2017 for the fourth time. Another prominent example for a woman in a high place is Sheryl 

Sandberg, currently COO of social-media supergiant Facebook. With her book ‘Lean In’ – 

a feminist manifesto as she calls it (Sandberg 2014, p.10) – she describes her upward 

journey, the hardships she had to face as a woman, and provides encouraging words of 

wisdom for aspiring female leaders. 

But aside from these rather prominent examples it is quite lonely for women who stand atop 

the leadership pyramid. Overt or blunt gender bias, sexual harassment, workplace bullying, 

and discriminatory legal regulations are still most women’s daily reality at their jobs 

(Sandberg 2014, p.xiii) and efforts to prioritize gender diversity by introducing token-

leadership positions for women, or developing training and mentoring programs often dead-

end in frustration (Ibarra, Ely & Kolb 2013).  

 

A persistent partiality, which bedevils the everyday world of women is the fairer sex’s 

apparent inability to work together without causing ‘drama’. And, indeed, the stories of 

senior woman who actively bar the way for other women, or simply act in an awful manner 

towards them, seem to incorporate a germ of truth as we all have met her: the woman that 

kills with a look, silences with a glance, bruises and hurts without ever breaking the skin. 

Every woman encounters a Queen Bee at one point or another in her lifetime, whereby the 

Queen Bee Syndrome is not only limited to the world of business, but so-called ‘relational 

aggressive’ behavior can occur during childhood and early teen years and even be carried 

into adulthood, as some women never fully outgrow the schoolyard-bully role (Dellasega 

2005, p. 2, p.8).  
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Recently, an intense focus has been placed on these modern-day mean girls and female 

bullies through the media, with TV series depicting women as not being able to work 

productively together and huge Hollywood blockbusters supporting that image of the ever-

bitchy female horror boss in movies like The Devil Wears Prada, The Proposal, or Mean 

Girls. 

But what is really behind this Queen Bee phenomenon? Is it just a bugaboo from the past, 

or are future generations as susceptible to falling into the evil-queen-trap as their female 

predecessors were? These next paragraphs will dive deep into the psyche of a Queen Bee – 

what makes her sting, who is part of her bee-entourage, how does she affect everyday office 

life, and possible ways to de-throne her. 

 

 
3.3.1.1 Maleficent & Co.: The Origin Stories of the Queen Bee 

 

“Evil Queens are the princesses that were never saved.” 
Angelina Jolie 

 

Mean girl behavior starts early in life, usually around the time of middle school, sometimes 

even earlier than that, and can be carried through high school into adulthood, not staying 

limited to the workplace however, but rather penetrating every sector and situation where 

women meet - even online (Dellasega 2005, p.2). 

It is culturally ingrained in such ways that little girls learn early not to show open aggression, 

compared to their male counterparts, but to scheme, backstab and hurt rather on an emotional 

level, where damages cannot be seen with the naked eye but leave bruises nonetheless – on 

the soul, rather than the skin. 

The media supports the cliché that women are unable to have healthy and productive 

relationships among each other with TV series, movies and in the popular gossip rags. 

 

The Queen Bee Syndrome is not exactly new – even from the point of view of its conception 

in the early 1970’s -  and neither is its portrayal: one needs only to look at the traditional 

fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm for example, which are littered with Queen Bees – some 

of them being real literal queens. When examining three of the most prominent female 

miscreants from popular fairy tales – which are part of a culture’s heritage and usually 
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portray a societally expected gender-role and lesson to be learned – typical Queen Bee 

behaviors and motives behind it are often easily identified: 

The Evil Queen from Snow White for example, envies her beautiful stepdaughter and in fear 

of the unwanted competition devises a plot to have her killed – unfortunately for the Queen, 

seven little men rescue the pretty little girl and lead to the villain’s demise. 

A real Queen Bee is also the nefarious sorceress Maleficent, who (in Walt Disney’s original 

motion picture Sleeping Beauty from 1959) curses the baby-princess Aurora to die after 

pricking her finger on a spinning wheel spindle before her sixteenth birthday, simply because 

she was not invited to the christening party of young Aurora... - talk about over-the-top 

drama queen... 

The last example of a fairy tale Queen Bee worth mentioning (although there are many more 

hidden within the vast fairy tale universe) is the Evil Stepmother of Cinderella: while her 

own two daughters could be ascribed fitting the roles of typical Middle Bees, the stepmother 

herself exhibits many of the typical bully-boss behavior patterns, such as demeaning 

language, giving her stepdaughter Ella, who is forced to sleep in front of the kitchen fireplace 

and thus always covered in ashes from the burning cinders the cruel nickname ‘Cinder-Ella’. 

Other typical behaviors include giving Ella – who is a well-educated bright young woman – 

demeaning housework tasks and even projects that are not feasible; like picking out all the 

spilled beans from the fireplace ashes in a short amount of time; and, finally, excluding her 

from taking part in important societal events like the royal ball. Luckily for Ella, another 

female comes to her rescue and ensures with an extravagant pair of glass slippers her 

happily-ever-after – her fairy godmother. Why this picture of the fairy godmother is so 

important in connection to the Queen Bee Syndrome will be explored later on in this chapter. 

 

But the Queen Bee phenomenon can also be found in real-life: when looking at great 

historically prominent females of the past and their autobiographies, one can easily recognize 

certain traits that are common among Queen Bees. A well-documented female bully was 

Elizabeth I, Queen of England, although she was a real queen, so it is debatable if protocol 

did not demand a certain attitude of aggressive and dominant behavior in the first place to 

strengthen her standing as queen of an entire nation and head of the Commonwealth. She 

was famous for her vanity and, in wanting all the attention to herself, especially the attention 

of the males in the room, her servant girls and ladies in waiting were only permitted to dress 
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in unappealing, subdued colors, while she was wearing bright and extravagant gowns 

(www.biography.com). 

Aside from these fictional and historical examples of the Queen Bees, there are also 

academic theories to the origin of this phenomenon: the term ‘Queen Bee’ was first 

mentioned within a study by Staines, Tavris & Jayarantne from 1974, who coined this 

expression and the terms Queen Bee Syndrome’ as representing ‘the apparent tendency of 

token women in senior organizational positions to dissociate from members of their gender 

and block other women’s ascension in organizations.’ (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, 

p.2). 

In Cheryl Dellasega’s book ‘Mean Girls Grown Up’ (2005), the Queen Bee Syndrome is 

based and compared to the Relational Aggression model, which is used as the ‘new 

buzzword for girls who tease, insult, threaten, maliciously gossip, play cruel games, and 

establish exclusive cliques and hierarchies’ (p.10). 

Since its public academic debut in 1974, the Queen Bee Syndrome has been approached 

from various angles, prompting researchers, scholars, social scientists and the media to re-

christen the Queen Bee with various other names, which all represent the same stereotype: 

that of a female in a higher organizational position, blocking other females from climbing 

the corporate ladder of success, due to fear of competition and being replaced, dissimilation 

from her own gender, jealousy, and various other reasons, which will be examined within 

the following sections. 

 

 
3.3.1.2 Attack is the Best Defense – A Psychological Profile of the Queen Bee 

 

“Consider your origins: you were not made to live as brutes, but to follow 

virtue and knowledge.”  
Dante Alighieri  

 

A Queen Bee elicits a clear picture in people’s minds: that of a mean female office bully, 

who is jealous of her (often younger) subordinates, envying either their beauty, or their 

superior skills – but the Queen Bee herself can also be a victim driven to aggressive behavior 

for fear of competition, uncertainty of how to behave in her role as a leader and a role model, 

or because she herself had been bullied and now retaliates against innocent third-parties 

(Dellasega 2005, p.14). 
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When the expression of the Queen Bee was coined in the early 70’s, it meant to label women 

who ‘pursue individual success in male-dominated work settings by adjusting to the 

masculine culture and by distancing themselves from other women’ (Staines, Tavris & 

Jayarantne 1974 as cited in Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.2). This adjustment process 

to typically male-dominated office cultures can occur in three different ways, including a 

masculine self-representation, a psychological distancing from other women, and the 

endorsement of existing gender hierarchies. Only the combination of these behaviors result 

in an outspoken Queen Bee bully, while separately shown ostentations of these behavioral 

patterns are very common among females within male-dominated organizations. 

Prevalent stereotypes ascribe agentic, masculine characteristics to successful leaders; 

however, these are in conflict with the common gender-roles ascribed to women, which 

feature rather communal qualities. In order to bridge this controversy between the leader-

role characteristics and the expected gender-role characteristics, women emphasize male 

attributes in order to achieve career success and even often discard their ‘feminine 

perspective’ as not-beneficial to their upward mobility (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, 

p.2), thereby embracing a masculine self-representation. By associating themselves closer 

with masculine-traits, many senior women distance themselves physically as well as 

psychologically from female subordinates – however not from same-level females – often 

suggesting a lack of career-commitment of the younger parvenu (Derks, Van Laar & 

Ellemers 2016, p.2). By adapting to the prerequisites set by the masculine organizational 

culture, females who embrace male traits and dissociate with their female characteristics and 

female subordinates endorse and legitimize the existing gender hierarchy within the 

company, for example through agreeing with negative stereotypes about women, denying 

the illegitimacy of lower outcomes for women as a group, not supporting action addressing 

gender inequality (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, pp.2-3). 

 

The Queen Bee phenomenon is based on the principle of relational aggression among women 

and ever since scholars and researchers have rediscovered and sparked new interest in the 

subject, various suggestions have been researched which aim at explaining the motives 

behind women being their own worst enemy. 
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The first explanation for the underlying motivation for aggression relates to the aspect of 

power. As women traditionally have a lower status than men, a perceived threat which would 

influence the status may trigger aggression as a protective mechanism (Dellasega 2005, 

p.12). The Queen Bee phenomenon is as response to such a threat; the social identity threat. 

Individuals typically base their identity in part on their gender, which means that ‘when 

members of disadvantaged groups are in a minority position they are likely to perceive that 

their group’s typical characteristics are not valued or considered important’ (Derks, Van Laar 

& Ellemers 2006 as cited in Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.3). Thus, when women, 

represented as a minority group within male-dominated organizations, experience 

stereotypes such as being unfitting for higher leadership positions, or when they are 

confronted with inequalities in pay, their identity is threatened and they may lash-out 

aggressively against their own gender. However, not all perceived social identity threats 

result in a dissociation or assimilation to male-characteristics and some women show great 

resilience in managing their threatened identity by employing various coping strategies 

(Ellemers 1993; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje 2002, as cited in Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 

2016, pp.3-4): Collective-level strategies seek to reduce the identity threat by improving the 

position of the entire ‘threatened’ minority, through either placing a larger focus the positive 

gender-stereotypic qualities associated with women, such as empathy, or interpersonal skills 

to emphasize their importance for certain specific job requirements such as participative 

leadership, or through challenging existing business practices, like lower pay for women, by 

actively protesting (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.4). On the other hand, individual-

level strategies focus on benefiting only the concerned individual herself and aiming at an 

individual mobility by ‘distancing the self from the disadvantaged group to seek acceptance 

with the group that has higher status’ (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.4). Women 

experiencing social identity threat face the dilemma of choosing either a collective-level 

coping strategy or an individual-level coping strategy – both strategies have their benefits 

but also their disadvantages, for example being labeled a troublemaker if complaining about 

unjust inequalities, limiting the career to only gender-stereotypically fitting job roles, 

harming other women with own selfish behavior. 

 

Another explanation for aggressive behavior is low self-esteem which is caused by feelings 

of inferiority (Dellasega 2005, p.12). As mentioned at the beginning of this section, social 
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researchers and psychologists have long-since voiced the assumption, that hurtful and 

aggressive behavior is the active reaction to anxiety and low self-esteem. 

Just as leadership-research has set its prime focus on the leader neglecting the importance 

and view of the followers, so has research attempting to explain the bias against female 

managers focused on behaviors of the supervisor, thereby disregarding the role of the female 

subordinate (Warning & Buchanan 2009, p.132). The assertive and high-ego behavior of the 

female leader may be experienced as female misogyny by her subordinate women, 

threatening them by showing them their powerlessness to external, unswayable forces 

(Warning & Buchanan 2009, p.132). As possible reaction, the female boss may be resented 

by those other women who are not in positions of power, making them feel impotent and 

more vulnerable – and potentially turning them into Middle- or Wanna-Bees. Thus, the 

perceived Queen Bee behavior of the supervisor may be elicited by the ‘followers’, as their 

behavior, which is the result of prejudice, competition, and fear of potentially harsher 

treatment through the boss, causes the female-manager to act more forcefully or aggressively 

to get her subordinates to perform the given tasks, or simply give the impression of being 

more authoritarian and ‘pushy’. 

Contrary to the common perception, the Queen Bee herself can suffer from feelings of fear, 

anger, and anxiety, resulting in low self-esteem and emotional instability, causing her to 

lash-out in an aggressive way, unable to function rationally in a logical world (Dellasega 

2005, p.14, pp.36-37). 

In turn, other social scientists propose that aggression is a learned behavior and suggest that 

especially women who grow up in aggressive or violent situations or who learn this behavior 

early on in their childhood will use this behavior throughout life (Dellasega 2005, p.12). 

Through TV series and movies overstuffed with female-stereotypical stingers, music with 

explicit content, and video games, the media supports, furthers and legitimizes aggressive 

behavior among women, literally teaching violence. Especially younger Millennials and the 

children of Generation Z ‘who haven’t developed the ability to be critical about the media 

they consume and thereby cannot distinguish between assertiveness and aggression, these 

messages may be taken as a sanction of aggression’ (Dellasega 2005, p.40). 

On the other hand, evolutionary scientists, who have joined the ranks of researchers 

interested in the managerial sciences, argue that relational aggressive behavior among 

women stems from the genetic need to compete for resources for children; no matter if these 
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children are real, potential, or metaphorical representations for clients, projects, or a new 

business. Indeed, an undercurrent of competition may underlie all female relationships in 

one way or another and as women compete for various fictitious, real, tangible or intangible 

resources, they may resort to more covert forms of aggression, such as undermining, 

backstabbing, manipulation, betrayal, and so forth (Dellasega 2005, p.13). 

 

Several characteristics – all to varying degrees and intensities - are commonly found in 

female bullies, whether they are representing the extreme position of a true Queen Bee or 

merely precursory-stages of this extreme type of bully (Dellasega 2005, p.37): 

 must be in control 

 will not admit mistakes, although logic and reason command it 

 uncanny ability to look good to peers and superiors (many people do not even know 

they are dealing with a Queen Bee) 

 mostly bully people covertly (intimidation through belittling, undermine self-

confidence of others, establish themselves as superior human beings which is 

congruent with extreme narcissism) 

 may pick one victim; may turn on subordinates who support them (Middle Bees); 

may even bully male peers as well as female subordinates if not stopped 

 display arrogance (narcissism) and see themselves above the rules; competent 

subordinate will be seen as a threat 

 

No matter what the definitive cause is for the development of aggressive Queen Bee 

behavior; if she had been a bullied victim before and now retaliates with aggression against 

others, if her destructive behavior had been internalized from early childhood on and was 

carried into adulthood, if it stems from  a misinformation or the lack to differentiate between 

‘assertive’ and ‘aggressive’, or if it is the result of power and social identity threat, low self-

esteem and  competitiveness (Dellasega 2005, p.39), it is apparent that the Queen Bee causes 

problems for herself, her subordinate victims, and even the organization and society at large, 

as will be discussed in the next section. 
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3.3.2 The Workplace Bully-Boss, her Minions, and her Victims 

 

Although Queen Bees can penetrate all areas of a woman’s life; from friendships, social 

groups and volunteering clubs, to online chatrooms (Dellasega 2005, p.2); a workplace 

bully-boss is especially dangerous, as many women spend a large portion of their daily lives 

at work and jobs have evolved into ‘second homes’. 

 
3.3.2.1 The various ‘Bees’ and Where to Find Them 

 

“To be successful, one has to be one of three bees: the queen bee, the hardest 

working bee, or the bee that does not fit in.”  
Suzy Kassem 

 

The concept of the Queen Bee – the female superior that does not want to share her secrets 

of success with younger female talent – is laced with irony: the same women who 

campaigned against unequal treatment and complained about a lack of female presence in 

leading positions have now turned themselves into one of the reasons why only so few 

qualified women make it to the top of the management pyramid (Drexler 2013). 

There are already countless stories of women who have experienced severe workplace-

bullying – and the bullies were females! Of course, men are just as capable of behaving 

unjustly towards female coworkers or subordinates, but it seems that when a woman does 

so, much more momentum is given to it, as she is perceived to act against her stereotypically 

ascribed ‘feminine traits’ (Hoyt 2010, p.490). 

A 2011 survey by the American Management Association discovered that ninety-five 

percent of the questioned participants felt ‘undermined by another woman at some point’ 

throughout their careers (Drexler 2013), endorsing what the Workplace Bullying Institute 

had reported a year earlier: the hostile behavior of women was directed towards other women 

eighty percent of the time (Drexler 2013) and only twenty percent of the time towards male 

co-workers. 

The Queen Bee bully-boss can have significant impacts on the entire workplace: From the 

well-being of the subordinated who have to suffer her wrath, to the financial bottom line 

which is affected when workers are calling in sick, fighting burnout and depression 

symptoms or leave the company, thereby creating an unusually high turnover (Claunch 

2016). 
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The Middle-Bee, mostly also called Wanna-Bee, is firmly established alongside the Queen 

Bee, often taking a more active role by enabling the Queen Bee to maintain control over the 

hive and strengthening her position (Dellasega 2005, p.42). Wanna-Bees, although 

considered the sidekick of the mean bully-boss are often not directly aggressive but ‘create 

a context where a woman with a tendency to respond aggressively to threats will do so’ 

(Dellasega 2005, p.11), providing the Queen Bee with information and gossip or egging her 

on to perform an aggressive act against others. 

However, Middle-Bees can also describe women who are simply caught in the middle 

between a Queen Bee and a victim, stuck in a position of the bystander that neither 

participates in the conflict, nor wants to see it continue, thus, distancing herself from both 

parties (Dellasega 2005, pp.43-45). 

While there is typically only one supreme Queen Bee aggressor, more than one malicious 

Middle-Bee can legitimize her dominance and authority by operating covertly as 

accomplices (Dellasega 2005, pp.46-47). As Cheryl Dellasega (2005) observes, the most 

common weapon of choice of a grown Middle-Bee is spreading rumors and gossip (p.48), 

sometimes deliberately placing herself in the role of the passive-aggressor as a master of 

behind-the scenes antagonism, so that she can never be accused of direct involvement of 

another woman’s bullying (p.50). 

Although the Queen Bee is the main aggressor, openly displaying her dominance and 

demeaning other females in the workplace, the cunning and artfully astute Middle-Bee might 

be considered as even more dangerous as the Queen, as she has the power to either behave 

in favor of the bully-boss or the bullied victim, thereby controlling the social atmosphere 

and being either supportive or destructive (Dellasega 2005, p.53). 

Almost every woman has been confronted at least once by gossip, exclusion, or manipulation 

before and also most women recover from these incidences after a while. However, for those 

women that are repeatedly targeted and ‘stung’ by feelings of betrayal and insecurity, the 

role of the Afraid-To-Bee victim might become internalized (Dellasega 2005, p.54) 

implicating long-lasting emotional and psychological trauma. 

As Dellasega (2005) points out, women with Queen Bee or Middle-Bee tendencies have a 

flare for making out women who are afraid to speak up or distance themselves from 

potentially harmful situations and relations, keeping them fearfully in place with coercion, 

harassment, exclusion and other nefarious methods (pp.57-58). 
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The Queen Bee, per her earliest definition from the 70’s, is a phenomenon linked to women 

in male-dominated industries and organizations, as there – as discussed in previous chapters 

– gender-role expectations and negative stereotypes of females create the perfect atmosphere 

for the development of female relational aggressive behavior. However, the Queen Bee’s 

habitat also includes female-dominated environments and is especially prominent in 

healthcare and nursing (Dellasega 2005, pp.82-96). Among American nurses the term 

‘Eating the Young’ is a common expression for an older or more experienced nurse to exhibit 

demeaning aggressive and hurtful behavior to a younger nursing ward, or a nurse-in-training 

(www.mightynurse.com). Four prominent reasons might explain this behavior among 

women in a highly female-dominated industry: 

 The fear of being replaced by a younger but also more inexperienced nurse creates 

an excessive competitive drive on the volatile nursing job-market 

(www.mightynurse.com). 

 The motive of jealousy is very prominent among women, as is the need to please and 

be better than anyone else. Although men can cause just as much ‘drama’ as women, 

it is a commonly accepted observation that women do in fact cause a lot more of it. 

(www.mightynurse.com). 

 Another motive for older nurses to lash-out aggressively against younger nurses is 

an anger at their own life-circumstances. Nursing, just like other health-care-related 

jobs, is a very strenuous work, connected to long working hours, unfair pay, grumpy 

customers, and huge work-loads that cause tremendous tress. The anger over all of 

this is often channeled and then directed at new, younger nurses, who have not yet 

made these experiences (www.mightynurse.com).  

 

Possibly another argument that might explain this behavior can be found in the 

micromanagement tendencies that are own to most nurses. If younger nurses do not follow 

procedure or make mistakes – which can also result in the serious harm of a patient, with the 

responsibility falling onto the supervising older nurse – they are reported, thus creating the 

feeling among younger nurses to not be trusted and treated unfairly 

(www.mightynurse.com).   
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3.3.2.2 Down and Out: Consequences of a Workplace Queen Bee 

 

“If women ran the world we wouldn’t have wars, just intense negotiations 

every 28 days.” 
Robin Williams 

 

A famous saying in the world of business psychology states that ‘people leave managers, not 

companies’, insinuating that bad management and wrong leadership result in employee 

disengagement and high employee turnover, which in turn damages the bottom line of the 

company (Lipman 2015a). One of the factors contributing to employee disengagement is 

thus certainly connected to the behavior of the manager or leader and according to a recent 

study, one in five workers has left the workplace due to bullying (Dill 2014). But not only 

the bullied Afraid-To-Bees are affected by the aggressive behavior of the Queen Bee – the 

office mean girl might also pose a threat to herself. 

Looking at her behavior in the short run, it may be beneficial for the Queen Bee, as it 

improves her opportunities to be selected for a higher leadership position. But in the long 

run this kind of relational aggressive behavior comes with substantial costs to the bully-boss, 

such as experiencing a backlash effect, which in turn elicits stronger resistance to female 

leadership than male leadership (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.8). As the Queen Bee 

has distances herself from her female subordinates in order to be successful and achieve 

upward mobility in a male-dominated organization, she cannot rely on any support from 

other females which also implies that she cannot benefit from the supportive psychological 

effects that an identification with her own gender and female peers may provide. Being less 

able to draw on her gender identity to cope with the stress that can be elicited through 

continuous gender bias from within the male-dominated organization may result in increased 

anxiety, depression, stress, and even more aggression (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, 

p.9). 

In addition to these negative outcomes resulting from the distancing from other females, two 

further consequences that typical queen bee behavior may have for the office meanie should 

be considered: As word travels fast - especially when it is gossip – a bad reputation may 

precede the Queen Bee in case she transfers to a partner firm, subsidiary, or industry 

competitor, limiting any further possibilities for a continued upward mobility. Also, if the 

bullying gets too harsh and the bullied victims band together and constantly complain about 
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the boss, or if performance of the entire team is going down and management or HR notice 

this, the Queen may get ‘dethroned’ by getting fired. 

 

For subordinates, a female bully-boss can have seriously damaging effects on their career 

ambitions and perceived success opportunities, often distorting the picture of female upward 

mobility as unattainable and even undesirable (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p. 9). 

The Queen Bee boss can be very influential for the career of her subordinates, for example 

by giving stereotypical evaluations that are sometimes taken as more accurate and perceived 

as more true, because the evaluation is made by a woman rather than a man, fostering the 

thought that gender bias is not an issue and sexism is avoided. These negative evaluations 

may actually limit subordinates’ career opportunities (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, 

p.9), causing the female subordinate to get stuck in a dead-end path within the labyrinth of 

business.  

Through her harsh critique, distancing behavior, and negative feedback, the self-confidence 

of female subordinates is undermined and literally diminished by the Queen Bee. Junior 

women may grasp negative feedback coming from other women in superior positions (which 

are often seen as role models) more internally and as personal defeat (Derks, Van Laar & 

Ellemers 2016, p.9).  

This feeling of disappointment is aggravated by the fact that there are only a scant few female 

role models for junior women, which often present only an unrealistic superwoman 

prototype (Kelan 2012, pp.63-66). Female role models are especially important within male-

dominated organizations and, indeed, women tend to have more mentoring relationships than 

men, but unfortunately, in order to advance one’s career, not only mentoring but outspoken 

sponsorship is inevitable, particularly after reaching a certain level within the company. Men 

have more sponsorships than women, which is also explained through the principle of 

homophily, which dictates that the promoter always choses someone ‘in his likeness’; a 

mini-me version so to say. Thus, the higher leadership squad, still mainly consisting of white 

males, choses to sponsor and promote (white) males in case of a decision (Kelan 2012, pp.63-

64).  

The ideal worker norm of the ‘she’s-all-that-and-so-much-more’ female worker is unrealistic 

and unattainable for most women and especially Millennial females have a problem with the 

‘you can have it all’-principle and are often unable to find adequate role models (Kelan 2012, 
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p.66), resulting in a threateningly low self-esteem and a decrease in motivation to push for 

upward mobility (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.9). 

‘Being a victim of prejudice is particularly traumatic because it forces an individual to 

confront a distorted picture of [herself], and it often unleashes profound feelings of anger, 

bewilderment, and even withdrawal’ (Bennis & Thomas 2002). 

With stereotypical pressures, harassment and being bullied by the Queen Bee, psychological 

and emotional damage can be expected, which manifest in unhealthy stress-levels, increasing 

unproductivity, burnout, or anxiety attacks, and in very severe cases victims of a Queen Bee 

may never recover from the ‘attacks’, staying in the role of the victim forever, no matter 

where they go or what they do (Dellasega 2005, p.58). 

Aside from the disadvantages an aggressive Queen Be bully-boss has for subordinates who 

have to suffer her wrath and endure her ‘stings’, there are also considerable implications for 

the organization itself, as well as for society at large. Having a fully-evolved Queen Bee 

within the organization may harm the financial bottom line, as the company cannot profit 

from the diversity that women have to offer (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.9). 

If women feel they have to adjust to the masculine -culture in order to be accepted or to get 

into a higher leadership position, they cannot add a diverse perspective, as their feminine 

traits are abandoned and male traits, which already exist within the company, are adopted 

(Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.9). 

A Queen Bee boss also signals other junior women that, in order for them to be accepted and 

to progress within the company they must deemphasize with their gender. This may lead to 

a higher turnover, as women will leave this environment in which they cannot express 

themselves, do not feel valued, and rather look for other opportunities elsewhere that meet 

these requirements (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.9). 

A Queen Bee in management can even cause organizations to abandon gender equality 

programs and policies, such as the quota system: companies are looking for women who 

contribute to the organization with their feminine values, but those females who were 

promoted, as they had adjusted and adopted male-characteristics in order to be considered 

for promotion, did not differ in their competencies and behavior from the men who were 

already there and thus showed the same ‘shortcomings’ than their male colleagues (De Jong 

2014, as cited in Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.9). 
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In the short run, parachuting women into senior leadership positions may be beneficial and 

improve women’s opportunities in general and even cause a shift in male-dominated 

organizations where men’s higher status relative to women’s lower status may change in the 

future, potentially causing men to experience a social identity threat (Scheepers 2009 as cited 

in Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.8). This threat, however, could be alleviated by 

promoting a Queen Bee into a powerful position for two reasons: first, promoting one woman 

into a higher leadership position gives the impression that the organizational hierarchy is 

permeable, denunciating the glass ceiling as a myth and relieving internal and external 

pressures from the organization to improve opportunities for women (Derks, Van Laar & 

Ellemers 2016, p.8). Second, the woman selected, the Queen Bee, explicitly legitimizes the 

current gender hierarchy by denying that gender discrimination exists, preserving the status-

quo of male-domination (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.8). 

 

On a societal level, the Queen Bee also legitimized the current and prevailing gender 

inequalities within companies, as people conclude that women are themselves to blame for 

their lower outcomes. The popular media happily supports this ‘women are catty and cannot 

work together’ image, proposing that not the system is the problem but the rivalry between 

women causes the Queen Bee Syndrome (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.10). People 

tend to problematize conflicts between women at work far more than conflicts between a 

man and a woman, or even conflicts between men (Sheppard & Aquino 2013, pp.52-64). 

Queen Bees give a powerful message to society, namely that the glass ceiling and gender 

discrimination no longer exist, as they have made it to the top and those women who did not 

were simply not trying hard enough (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.10). Such token 

systems, where only a limited number of women reach the top shelf, also erode the 

motivation of other women to collectively combat gender inequality, and especially highly-

talented females are rather looking to improve their individual rather than the collective 

outcome (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.10), which begs the question if Millennial 

women, being highly individualistic, will only look to improve their own position and 

develop Queen Bee behavior. 
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3.3.3 A Tale of Ice Queens, Nice Girls, and Fairy Godmothers 

 

“The idea that somebody else is going to swoop down and play the fairy 

godmother role is pretty unlikely, so why not take care of yourself?” 
Victoria Moran 

 

As attested earlier in this chapter, per modern interpretation Queen Bees have already been 

featured in fairy tales that date back to the Middle Ages and the early 19th century. Over the 

centuries and before the popular term of the ‘Queen Bee’ was coined in the 1970’s, various 

other names have been given to women who act atypical from their traditionally prescribed 

gender-role of supporter, nurturer, and care-taker, creating the archetype and sub-categories 

of the stereotypical mean-girl: Such names include the Evil Stepmother (Lang 2012), the Ice 

Queen, the Iron Lady, the Baroness, the with the Millennial generation popular expression 

of the Alpha Bitch (www.tvtropes.org), and also the term Loophole Woman, which was 

coined by Caroline Bird in her book ‘Born Female: The High Cost of Keeping Women Down’ 

(Bird & Welles-Briller 1968). 

These tropes all describe the same stereotype; that of a women in a superior position, who is 

blocking or even mistreating usually younger female subordinates, for which there are 

several explanations as to why she does that. Aggressive Queen Bee behavior is either 

justified through the scarcity excuse, which asserts that there are only few high-level 

positions available to women and those have to be fought for and defended competitively; 

through the ‘Do-It-Yourself Bootstrap Theory’, coined by Peggy Klaus, which describes the 

unwillingness of senior women to help junior women because own achievements were 

fought for without receiving any help (Klaus 2009); the unintentional undermining 

assumption, by which senior women do not want to show favoritism towards other women 

in fear of receiving worse ratings and possibly get penalized for valuing diversity (Zhao & 

Maw-Der-Foo 2016, p.4); through the argument of hyperemotionality (Klaus 2009), which 

states that females take everything very personally, cannot take criticism as being something 

constructive and objective but instead hold grudges; or simply be explained through an 

unhealthy competitiveness in which banter for handling feelings of envy and jealousy with 

humor or a left-handed compliment is socially acceptable for men, but not for women, who, 

instead, express jealousy more overtly. 
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In fairy tales, where there is an evil stepmother, there must naturally be a nice girl that suffers 

under her wrath. In business, these so-called ‘Nice Girls’ do exist as well and they mostly 

are not better-off than the Queen Bee herself. The Nice Girl phenomenon describes self-

defeating behavior, by which women sabotage their own careers and opportunities, ending 

up carving out their miserable existence in lower-level positions – middle management at 

the most – not ever being promoted into leadership positions because they are not connected 

to the characteristics of a good and successful leader (Frankel 2014, p.xxiii). PhD Lois 

Frankel connects this common female issue to the socialization of girls and as a response to 

cultural role-expectations: 

From early childhood, girls are taught that their well-being and 

ultimate success are contingent upon acting in certain stereotypical 

ways, such as being polite, soft-spoken, compliant, and 

relationship-oriented. Through their lifetime this is reinforced 

through media, family, and social messages; women do not 

consciously act in self-sabotaging ways, they simply act in ways 

consistent with their learning experiences.  

(Frankel 2014, pp.1-2) 

 

Attempts to break with these stereotypical role-expectations and exhibiting confidence, 

assertiveness, and courage are usually met with either ridicule, disapproval, or even scorn 

(Frankel 2014, p.2) and so it is hardly surprising that many women never outgrow this 

girlhood behavior; being ‘nice girls’, even when they long since have moved into adulthood. 

And although this behavior does have its perks, like getting taken care of by men, who can 

live-out their ‘protector role’, or being amiable and liked by others which appeals to the 

female need and orientation towards friendships, as well as being overlooked when 

responsibility and blame is distributed, being ‘nice is necessary for success; it’s simply not 

sufficient.’ (Frankel 2014, pp.3-4). 

 

Although the Queen Bee Syndrome has received much attention recently, both in business 

management research and in the popular media, the adversaries of this phenomenon have 

grown equally in number, raising critical questions about the continued legitimacy of the 

stereotype of the bullying female office demon.  

The opponents of the Queen Bee find fault with the phenomenon that it ignores the 

multifaceted relationships that women have in the workplace, suggesting that, for example, 

senior women might be overwhelmed by requests to be mentors and sponsors to younger 
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women (Kelan 2012, p.65) as there are just so few female leaders in high positions, that 

upcoming female employees may not have so many role models to choose from, which 

touches upon the principle of homophily again, since women look for mentors that are like 

them, so women look for female mentors (Kelan 2012, p.64). Furthermore, the biased 

expectation that women should be universally supportive of one another is unrealistic (Klaus 

2009). Another point of critique is that the Queen Bee Syndrome assumes an ‘innate female 

cattiness’ and largely disregards the position women are placed in early on in childhood by 

socialization and cultural norms, supposing that males hold all the attention and females 

compete for this attention (Criado-Perez 2013). 

In a 2012 study conducted by Catalyst, it was found that 65 percent of women who had 

received career development support were developing new talent themselves, and of these 

65 percent a full 73 percent are developing other women (Lang 2012). These so-called ‘Fairy 

Godmothers’, often also referred to as sponsors or mentors, draw their motivation for 

supporting subordinate women from their own harrowed experiences in their struggles to the 

top, from the gratitude they receive from their mentees, and also from their leadership itself 

(Lang 2012).  

Naturally, not all women are mentoring and supportive Fairy Godmothers, but the majority 

of female executives seems to have realized that, in order to get more women into leadership 

positions and create a workplace transformation, women need to help other women. 
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3.4 The Young and the Restless – the Millennials 

 

“Give young people a greater voice. They are the future and they are much 

wiser than we give them credit for.” 
Desmond Tutu 

 

With their unruly approach to societal and cultural norms, their boisterous demeanor, 

unconventional attitudes towards work and life, technological prowess, and often 

contradictory behavior, the Millennials are the epitome of the modern-day ‘Sturm und 

Drang’ period of the twenty-first century. 

 

 
3.4.1 The ongoing Millennial Revolution 

 
3.4.1.1 Demographic Changes in Society and the Workplace 

 

The most defining key characteristic of the Millennial Generation is its sheer size; with a 

workforce headcount of roughly 75.4 million Americans in 2016 they are now towering over 

all earlier generations, including the hitherto largest generation of Baby Boomers. Numbers 

in other parts of the world are similarly high – dependent on the total population of the 

countries respectively of course – with Great Britain sporting approximately 13.8 million 

Millennials (Lyons 2016a), Germany a comparably low amount of only 18.1 million 16-34 

year-olds (Statistisches Bundesamt Deutschland 2017), while China’s Millennials account 

for 28.4% of the entire population, bringing the headcount of the Middle Kingdom to 385 

million young people in 2014.  

Howe & Strauss (2000) propose two reasons for this surge in births within the US during the 

early 80’s, which lasted – contrary to all predictions and anticipations of demographers and 

experts – well into the 90’s and even the early 2000’s: One of these reasons was the 

‘passionate desire of their [Millennials’] parents to bear and raise more of them’ (p.75). This 

shift in attitudes of the Millennials’ parental-generation towards having and caring more for 

children also left its mark on the generational persona of the Millennials, as they are also 

described as the most mollycoddled, healthiest, and most-cared for generation of American 

children in history (Howe & Strauss 2000, pp.75-76). The second reason for the Millennials’ 

large number can be found within the re-timing of child birthing habits of Baby Boomers 

and Generation X’ers. While Boomers had refused to become young parents due to the 
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Consciousness Revolution, first-wave Generation X women reverted to previous 

generations’ mentality of having babies earlier, thus causing a steadily rising national birth 

rate with a record-high of 4.2 million newborns in 1990 (Howe & Strauss 2000, p.77). 

Aside from causing many societal changes due to their large number, such as an upsurge in 

companies providing baby food, toddler games, clothing and various other child-necessities 

like car-seats and strollers (Howe & Strauss 2000, p.73), the large number of Millennials, 

which are now between 15 and 35 years old have started to enter the work-place, disturbing 

it in many-a-way.  

 

 
Figure 8: US population demographics including all generation-segments  

(adapted from ©2016 The Center for Generational Kinetics) 

 

Not only have the overall societal demographics changed thanks to the Millennials, but also 

the demographics within the workforce are somewhat ‘under siege’ by a growing number 

of new entrants. Within the global work forces 60-year olds are working side-by-side with 

20-year olds (Armour 2005), which often the cause for tensions, as a survey among 

American employers by Lee Hecht Harrison uncovered: sixty percent of them report 

tensions, seventy percent saying that older employees are dismissive of younger worker’s 

abilities, while half of the surveyed employers state that younger employees are dismissive 

of older employees’ abilities (Armour 2005). 
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3.4.1.2 Mind over Matter: What Millennials Value Most 

 

“Young people need models, not critics.” 
John Wooden 

 

Much attention and research has been devoted to the Millennial generation, those born 

between 1982 and 2002 (Howe & Strauss, pp.2-7). Especially since the first wave of this 

cohort has joined the other two active workplace generations, the literature – both academic 

and populist – has further increased (Yung Chou 2012, p.71). 

The endemic Zeitgeist of the late twentieth, early twenty-first century has formed this 

generation’s mindset and may also be responsible for creating some of the stereotypes that 

are held against the Millennials by older generations (Kelan 2012, p.32). Often, negative 

perceptions of this generation result from generational differences, which are difficult to 

establish from a methodological point of view, because attitudes, behaviors, and preferences 

depend to a large extent on the various life-stages cohort members are in (Kelan 2012, p.32) 

and may change when one life-stage comes to an end and a new one begins. 

 

 
Figure 9: The self-perception of Millennials  

(Statistica.com, 2017; originally adapted from Pew Research Center) 
 

In general, studies show that Millennials have a very negative self-image and are very critical 

of themselves and their generational peers (Figure 9). 59% of young Americans concede 

that their generation is self-absorbed, while 49 % say that they are wasteful and 43 % find 

members of their cohort to be greedy. Fortunately, Millennials also find some silver linings 

in some of their character descriptions, such as being idealistic (39%), hard-working (36%), 
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and tolerant (33%). A staggeringly small number – a mere 29% -  of survey participants 

found that their cohort showed many signs of compassion, which raises the question if this 

lack of empathy among Millennials may be an indicator for an increased development of 

Queen Bees in their work-life-future and if this universally distributed empathetic absence 

among males and females will validate the Queen Bee Syndrome not only for women, but 

also be visible among men (www.statistica.com). 

In a 2008 study, Twenge and Campbell examined various generational changes of different 

traits, comparing Baby Boomers, Generation Xers and Millennials, with interesting results:  

Millennials exhibit more self-esteem than previous generations; undoubtedly this comes 

from being raised as so-called ‘trophy kids’ and being doted on by their overbearing parents 

– more on that later, however. Usually, a heightened sense of self and the consideration of 

one’s own worth being high is a positive thing, but it can rapidly change to the opposite if 

this self-perception turns solely into self-love and self-centeredness. Hence, high levels of 

self-esteem are a two-edged sword, positive on the one hand if exhibited in moderation, and 

negative on the other hand if it turns into overconfidence and narcissism (Kelan 2012, pp.33-

34). This aspect is important for organizations to recognize, as self-evaluations will become 

useless, due to the inflated concept of self of Generation Y; instead a 360-degree feedback 

should be done in order to receive a correct picture and not a distorted, overly-positive rave 

review. Queen Bees will always represent themselves as being the best at everything, thereby 

further devaluing other female subordinates or coworkers. 

Millennials’ need for social approval – the concern an individual has to make a good 

impression and the likeliness of them to conform to societal norms – has declined, as 

Millennials are not too concerned with the impression they make on others, which is 

evidenced by their mostly informal dress (Kelan 2012, p.34). The idea of conformity is not 

appreciated by this generation also due to a great emphasis on individualism and personal 

uniqueness, which leads to the question if social approval is not important anymore, does 

that mean that Millennial women trying to gain some ground within their pursuit of upward 

mobility will not care if they behave in a way that may be hurtful for other women around 

them and thereby evolve into Queen Bees? 

Millennials’ locus of control is more external, as they think that much depends on luck and 

decisions are out of their hands; when things go wrong the blame falls on others and they 

systematically deny failures and shy away from taking responsibility. This is why 
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Millennials prefer to work collaboratively, because if more people are involved in the 

process, success becomes more likely and in case of a failure, blame can be shifted to team 

members or equally distributed among those involved, lessening the severity of the failure, 

however, this need to work collaboratively to share accountability for rewards and losses 

often clashes with the concept of individualization, which is unalienably connected to 

Millennials (Kelan 2012, p.35). 

Although Millennials are commonly praised for their energy and up-beat laissez-faire 

perspective on life, anxiety and depression are more common in the Millennial generation 

than in previous generations, stemming from the pressure to complete work in shorter 

periods of time, fulfill high productivity-expectations, facing increasing job-insecurity, and 

a fierce global competition for work (Kelan 2012, pp.35-36). These negative aspects of stress 

and pressure may result in the same outcomes a Queen Bee bully-boss can have; burn out 

and depression. 

 

Millennials can be described as a generation of extremes: Some value ambition and a career 

that is meaningful with many options of upward mobility; others spend their time ‘chilling’, 

wanting to do nothing except travel and enjoy a carefree life without too much pressure. 

Some Millennials strive for pronounced individualism, emphasizing their uniqueness in 

every way possible, while others stress their talent for cooperation and productive 

collaboration, only being happy within the larger group. The Millennial generation consists 

of so many different types of personalities, that it is difficult to find commonalities that are 

fitting for all members of this cohort; older Millennials even sometimes dissociate with this 

generation, rather relating to the older Generation Xers, while younger Millennials feel there 

is a perceptible difference between them and older Millennials, thus, rather relating to the 

next generation of young people which has not officially been dubbed yet. The following 

values presented in the paragraphs below are thus a generalization of the widely accepted 

commonalities among Millennials of the Western hemisphere:  

The leadership style of Millennials is shaped by their work attitudes, values, beliefs and 

behaviors (Yung Chou 2012, p.72), acknowledging two perspectives: one that focuses on 

the work attitudes and values and one that focuses on their communication style (Yung Chou 

2012, p.75). The former perspective relates to the importance of the social aspect, such as 

having nice coworkers, an interesting work environment and so on, emphasizing the  greater 
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social need than previous generations, the higher levels of self-esteem and assertiveness 

(Twenge & Campbell 2008, pp.863- 865), and the altruistic way of thinking (Alsop 2008, 

pp.17-43). The communication perspective connotes that Millennials constantly seek 

frequent, open, positive communication and are willing to gather and share information 

readily (Howe & Strauss 2007, as cited in Yung Chou 2012, p.75). In leading, they preferably 

use a two-way communication approach to establish reciprocal relationships with 

subordinates, strive for participative leadership styles which include subordinates in the 

decision-making process and try to get feedback and suggestions from them in order to better 

discuss organizational issues (Chen & Tjosvold 2006, as cited in Yung Chou 2012, p.75). 

Not only the way Millennials tend to lead differs from previous generations, but also the way 

they are expecting to be led is often in stark contrast to their predecessors. Millennials want 

to shape their workplace, be directly involved and see that their work has a benefit - not only 

to the company but also for society. They crave to be inspired and motivated by higher-ups 

and prefer a direct connection to their leader including an open line of communication. 

Among the most important traits of a leader for them are honesty, communication, 

approachability, confidence in them and the leader’s own values, as well as a willingness to 

be supportive and develop them personally (Strauss 2016). Millennials also frequently 

challenge the pyramid-style hierarchies of organizations, preferring to work with 

subordinates and bosses alike on eye-level (Kelan 2012, p.31). They expect authenticity from 

their workplace and role models, which are considered to be very important, as they provide 

guidance and also feedback for the Millennials (Kelan 2012, p.46). 

The workplace Millennials enter is a different one than Generation Xers entered or Boomers 

entered, leading to different expectations of both the Millennials and their older generational 

predecessors and bosses. Millennials expect career opportunities from the company and the 

fact that this is one of the most important aspects looked at when deciding on a job was 

revealed by a 2007 KPMG survey, which identified that more than half of the surveyed 

Millennials cite career opportunities as their primary point for considering an employer, 

while only twelve percent named salary and benefits as prime argument (Alsop 2008, p.110). 

For employers, Millennials are good and efficient workers, but only if the job is engaging 

and will help further their career – if not, they will leave immediately to look for other 

opportunities elsewhere (Alsop 2008, p.7). This lack of company-loyalty poses a serious 

threat to employers, as high turnover means failed investments and increasing attrition costs, 
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as well as loss of talent. Many organizations have re-structured their recruitment processes 

in order to successfully attract more talent from the Millennial generation – but also many 

organizations still complain about the fact that Millennials leave companies to quickly and 

thus no opportunity to correctly develop them as leaders arises (Kelan 2012, p.31). 

As they are very self-confident, they want to have visibility early on in their career (Kelan 

2012, p.47), but their overconfidence prompt many Millennials to assume that they can do 

the job of a senior leader after only a short while in the company. Thus, Millennials need 

structure, direction, and guidance as many of them had so much help from teachers and 

parents throughout their early lives, they struggle to think independently and often cannot 

deal with ambiguous situations (Alsop 2008, p.133), yet they also want to have the freedom 

to express their own creative ideas and thoughts. 

Another universally applicable commonality among Millennials is their relationship to their 

family and parents, who are their main supporters and are very important to them. A survey 

of KPMG in 2007 among over 2400 US business school students unearthed that seventeen 

percent rely on parents’ guidance when choosing an employer and nearly fourty percent 

would not accept an offer before talking to their parents first (Alsop 2008, p.78). In 

connection to the Millennials’ attachment to their parents and vice versa, the term ‘helicopter 

parents’ was coined. Parents are consulted by their children even after these have been hired 

and even accompany their offspring to performance reviews with the boss (Alsop 2008, 

p.95).  Also, the doting behavior of their parents coupled with their own fondness for play 

rather than work, has resulted in a delayed adulthood of Millennials (Center for Generational 

Kinetics 2016-2017). 

The Millennials represent a cohort that grew up with technology like the internet, 

smartphones, talkative digital assistants (Turkle 2015, p.13) and in a way, technology has 

silenced them, leaving little sympathy for traditional communication. If questioned if the 

loss of traditional face-to-face conversation is bad, most of them say no; a perception which 

is exemplified if you see a bunch of young people sitting together not talking, staring at their 

smartphones with earplugs in, instead of talking to each other. As famous book author and 

social psychiatrist Sherry Turkle observes: ‘without conversation studies show that we are 

less emphatic, less connected, less creative and fulfilled’ (Turkle 2015, p.13). 
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3.4.1.3 Millennial Women – An Entirely New Breed of Bees? 

 

“Think like a queen. A queen is not afraid to fail. Failure is another stepping 

stone to greatness.” 
Oprah Winfrey 

 

Women’s lives have changed drastically over the past decades, especially in Western 

countries. According to the OECD study of 2012, more and more women are attending 

university, graduating in even higher numbers than men, and working in paid employment 

(Kelan 2012, p.53). While the roles of the females have changed drastically with women 

adopting more masculine traits in order to move up within organizations, the roles of men 

have largely remained the same with men adopting more feminine-connoted traits. As Kelan 

observes, ‘the parameter of what it means to be a woman has widened to include some 

masculine skills while the parameters of what it means to be a man have remained fairly 

static’ (Kelan 2012, p.52). The stereotypical male-breadwinner-model is long since outdated 

and Millennial women are either equal breadwinners or (in some cases) even earn more than 

men (Kelan 2012, pp.53-55). 

Yet, stereotypes and work-life balance issues, such as the double bind of work and children, 

may still hinder Millennial women from ascending into higher leadership positions (Kelan 

2012, p. 37). 

The media often portrays women as ‘winners’ and men as ‘losers’ of the knowledge 

economy, with girls overtaking boys in schools and universities, but women are still 

underrepresented in many areas, especially in male-dominated fields, like the sciences, 

engineering, or technology-centered industries which are said to especially spawn Queen 

Bees (Kelan 2012, pp.50-51).  

 

Opinions are divided on the general topic of feminism, with many Millennial women 

rejecting this idea, as such a movement requires a collective identification which conflicts 

with the Millennials’ emphasis on individualism, or because they consider feminism as a 

vestige of previous generations, whose goals have been achieved (Kelan 2012, p.56). The 

rejection of feminism is for some to be understood as a rejection of gender inequalities 

(Kelan 2012, p.57), which is caused by gender fatigue which defines ‘men and women being 

tired of constantly constructing a world where gender no longer matters despite evidence of 

the contrast’ (Kelan 2012, p.57). This may result in problems especially for young Millennial 
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women, because they are taught that gender inequalities no longer exist but see themselves 

confronted with them when they start to work. 

On the other hand, a new wave of enthusiasm for and interest in feminism has swept the 

Western Hemisphere, brought on by the recent global events, such as the election in the 

United States in 2017, the Arab Spring that saw many women demonstrating for more 

freedom and rights, the attack on Malala who just wanted to go to school and get an 

education, new discussions about a bill completely abolishing child marriages in Germany 

in 2017. 

 

Millennial women have the problem that there are still not that many women in senior 

positions who can actively embody role models (Kelan 2012, p.60). The lack of females in 

leadership positions can be described as a chicken-and-egg situation (Sandberg 2013, p.9), 

in which few women in higher management positions are present, causing a future shortage 

of women in leading positions due to the lack of role models (Kelan 2012, p.63). Millennial 

women also have a strong need for authentic role models, as often they are presented with a 

picture of the ‘superwoman’ who has it all and can do it all, disallowing any individuality 

which is highly valued by Millennial women (Kelan 2012, p.66). And since Millennials 

crave authentic female role models, these young women want to identify differently with 

their paragons; more through admiration rather than idealization, so the role models become 

more realistic and approachable (Kelan 2012, p.69).  

Their focus on a good education and a career has also changed the family dynamics of 

Millennials women, who are having children later. In the UK the average age for having the 

first child went up to 30.2 years in 2016, while it was still 26.4 years in 1974 (Lyons 2016a). 

When it comes to equality – especially in pay – the current progress is more than 

disappointing. As the Global Gender Gap Report from late-2016 stated, ‘the pace of change 

has slowed over the past three years and based on the current trajectory, with all else 

remaining equal it will take 169 years for the world to close this economic gap completely’ 

... - by this time -  the year is 2185 –  a today 25 year old Millennial woman would be 195 

years old (Global Gender Gap Index 2016). 

Millennial women have realized that it will take a long time before they are truly equal, a 

statement that is supported by recent estimations on the closing of the economic gender gap 

by the World Economic Forum, which showcases that in North America, the gap is widening 
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at the moment, not progressing but rather going backwards, as shown in the figure below 

(Figure 10). 

 

 
The Millennial generation is, as mentioned in the section above, more self-confident than 

previous generations and women have even overtaken men in their career aspirations in the 

US (Patten & Parker 2012, as cited in Kelan 2012, p.58).  

In a study of German Millennials, Allmendinger noted that 99% of women showed high self-

confidence, by describing themselves as good at what they did professionally (Allmendinger 

2009, as cited in Kelan 2012, p.58), however, even Millennial women have realized that 

often they advance at a slower rate as their male counterparts which undermines their 

determination and ambition to become leaders (Kelan 2012, p.59). Although women want 

to and also are able to lead - popular examples like Sheryl Sandberg or Angela Merkel have 

proven this - they still frequently seem to lack the required confidence and faith in 

themselves to being able to do so successfully. Kelan (2012) notes, that this ‘is likely to be 

related to the fact that socialization teaches women to have self-doubt because this is a 

desired feminine quality (p.59). Millennial women may often be stuck in the role of the 

Afraid-To-Be, without even having an outspoken Queen Bee bully-boss to worry about; here 

the bully is their own self-doubt, which holds them back. 
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Figure 10: The economic Gender Gap Issue affecting Millennial women  
(adapted from Global Gender Gap Index 2016, www.weforum.org) 
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3.4.2 Hive-Mentality versus Lone-Drones – Millennials and the Issue of 
Narcissism 

 

“We begin to think of ourselves as tribe of one, loyal to our own party.”  
Sherry Turkle 

 

Some things that are being said about Millennials are at times highly contradictory: on the 

one hand, they are said to be the most narcissistic young generation recorded so far, but on 

the other hand they are raised and praised for team work and the ability to also work for the 

greater good of all (Alsop 2008, p.6). The following sections will spotlight Millennials’ 

narcissistic tendencies, where they come from, what their consequences might be, and also 

explore the possibility of a ‘positive narcissism’. 

 

 
3.4.2.1 Generation Me, Me, Me? 

 

“Half the harm that is done in this world is due to people who want to feel 

important. They don’t mean to do harm – but the harm does not interest them. 

Or they do not see it, or justify it because they are absorbed in the endless 

struggle to think well of themselves.” 
T.S. Eliot 

 

Millennials’ narcissism stems from overconfidence and in psychological research, 

narcissism contains certain attributes, such as having an overly high self-esteem, feeling 

entitled, and the urge to become famous and wealthy (Kelan 2012, p.34). Usually, 

narcissistic people are less likely to compromise and accept criticism – even when it is given 

in a constructive manner, however, feedback is crucial for Millennials as it also feeds their 

self-esteem and need to hear praise. 

A generation’s attitudes, behaviors and values are mostly influenced by three main things: 

parenting, technology, and economics. Thus, the Baby Boomers’ parenting style of ‘making 

it easier for their kids than it was for them’ helped create and reinforce Millennials’ sense of 

entitlement, which is now a hotly debated topic (Center for Generational Kinetics 2016). 

Millennials, who are often also dubbed ‘trophy kids’, grew up as the pride and joy of their 

parents, who made every effort to clear the path for their offspring, often lavishly praising 

them for marginal noteworthy achievements. More often than not, Millennial children were 

also praised or at least not treated any different even if grades or achievements were not 



Theoretical Framework 

  87 

accomplished to avoid damaging their self-esteem (Alsop 2008, p.3). This gave way to this 

young generation’s over-inflated self-perception and distinct narcissism. 

At least in Western cultures, Millennials value and exhibit high levels of individualism even 

in team settings (Harris-Boundy & Flatt 2010, as cited in Yung Chou 2012, p.72) and this 

individualism is also emphasized in search for skill- and career-development opportunities 

and the need for a meaningful and satisfying work-life balance (Ng & Schweitzer & Lyons 

2010, as cited in Yung Chou 2012, pp.72-73). 

 

Not only do Millennials differ in the way they dress, behave, or set their values from previous 

generations, but also in the way they think and process information (Prensky 2001, as cited 

in Wisniewski 2010, p.54), assigning technology the role of the strategy on how to live, 

thrive and survive within the complicated world of the 21st century (Prensky 2004, as cited 

in Wisniewski 2010, p.54). Although communication is part of our daily lives and is ever-

present, most people readily admit that they prefer a digital communication over a traditional 

in-persona-talk (Turkle 2015, p.3). However, scientists have discovered that face-to-face 

communication is vital for developing the capacity for empathy and, furthermore, advances 

self-reflection, both of which are two important aspects of emotional intelligence. An open-

ended, spontaneous conversation contributes to creative collaborations in which businesses 

thrive (Turkle 2015, p.4) and Millennials are noticeably losing the ability to use traditional 

ways of communication, by resorting to non-personal communication tools. 

Millennials grew up with all this technology and are sometimes called Digital Natives as 

they are used to being connected to everyone, everywhere, all the time. They prefer texting, 

short-messaging or emailing over having a face-to-face conversation, since in the latter you 

must be fully present, need to consider empathy and intimacy and cannot edit or perfect what 

you want to say (Turkle 2015, p.4, p.22). As conversations help to develop empathy, a lack 

of spontaneous face-to-face communication results in a lack of empathy and an incapacity 

of people to read other people’s implicit communications, such as body language, tone of 

voice, or facial expressions. 

 

Millennials’ pronounced narcissism can have two major implications, not only for them, but 

also for the people close to them: first, it can lead to passive, involuntary, or even 

unintentional displays of Queen Bee behavior, because they are not emotionally developed 
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and cannot see that some behavior might hurt others because they are unable to read the 

emotional cues; second, it may cause a failure to make significant connections and establish 

a meaningful network, as narcissists are seldom capable of creating and maintaining  

valuable relationships, due to their lack of interest in others and other people’s general dislike 

for their snobbish, selfish demeanor. 

 

For Millennial females, however, there seems to be a light at the end of the dark narcissism-

tunnel: reporter Marylin Nagel (2016) detects a decrease in typical Queen Bee behavior, 

such as dominance, control, non-inclusiveness, and unhelpfulness among women, who are 

instead switching to other positive characteristic distinctive for bees – the hive mind 

(www.huffingtonpost.com). Many women have realized that helping one another to succeed 

on a collective basis has also positive outcomes for the individuals involved and  also benefit 

the companies, communities, and global economy as a whole, and are thus developing a sort 

of ‘swarm intelligence’ (Nagel 2016). Female organizations, professional groups, and 

support facilities which provide women with the opportunity to network, make authentic 

connections, seek out help and advice from other women in similar positions have grown 

exponentially in number over the past 5-10 years and will continue to grow with the help of 

the Millennial generation. 

 
3.4.2.2 The Millennial Oxymoron of ‘Competitive Team Players’ 

 

“Whoever loves becomes humble. Those who love have, so to speak, pawned 

a part of their narcissism.” 
Sigmund Freud 

 

Maintaining a healthy competitive edge is inevitable for Millennials, as the modern world 

demands this, however, the downside of their above-average competitive drive, which is a 

result from the pressure to succeed and please academically does not diminish after school 

or college. This continued fierce competition at work leads to mobbing, bullying, and, thus, 

even the Queen Bee Syndrome (Alsop 2008, pp.14-15). 

‘“I have to give them credit for their drive and ambition, but there’s sometimes almost too 

much intensity in competing with peers”’, says James Danko, the business school dean at 

Villanova University in the US state of Pennsylvania (Alsop 2008, pp.3-4).  
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Narcissist leaders are a conundrum for organizations: they can be an asset as they maintain 

drive, vision, and enact change through the power of their charisma, but can also be severely 

damaging for the company by creating conflicts because they do not want to share 

information, are volatile, or create high staff turnover due to dissatisfaction and lack of 

emotional intelligence (Peterson & Wakeman 2017).  

However, there are two different kinds of narcissists and one of them can even be beneficial 

for the organization. With the communal narcissist, the grandiose self-views are redirected 

towards a focus on others, leaving the narcissist to view him-/ herself as self-appointed saint, 

advice-giver, best helper and most valuable team member. In this sense, their narcissism 

could be channeled towards productive ends because their self-image is tied to helping 

others, hence, they are more likely to share resources and credit in group settings, in order 

to support their self-perception as ‘heroic helper’ (Peterson & Wakeman 2017). 

Millennials are said to be extremely narcissistic, but if this narcissism could be combined 

with their drive for teamwork, creating a communal-Narcissistic-Millennial team player, 

who is competitive and self-focused, but also regards the success of the team he/she is 

working in as dependent on his/her contribution and input, organizations could very well 

profit from these type of narcissists. 
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4 Research Results 
 

“Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.” 
Nora Neale Hurston 

 

As stated in chapter two of this paper, the methodology of Grounded Theory was applied in 

order to evaluate the empirical data and develop a new theory which is grounded in already 

existing research and concerns the specific population group of female workers from the 

Millennial and previous generations. Due to the multitude and great diversity of very 

personal and individualistic answers provided by the interview participants, an individual 

and abstracted interpretation of the three-step coding process and its results is presented in 

this paper.  

The hereunder presented excerpts and results are derived from the transcripts of semi-

structured interviews with ten female participants, whose names have been altered in order 

to protect their identity and maintain confidentiality. All interviews were conducted via the 

video-conferencing tool Skype, due to interviewees residing in Sweden, Belgium, the USA, 

Germany, or Austria. The number of interview partners was determined after the answers 

provided by the interviewees; no other interviewees were questioned and a ‘saturation’ was 

reached either after answers were getting repetitive, but also after recognizing that for some 

answers no universal consensus could be reached due to personal experiences, preferences, 

and points of view of the interview candidates. 

The composition of this chapter may be summarized as follows: First, a short overview of 

the analysis of the results of the relational aggression self-assessment of the interview 

candidates, which have been asked to complete this test as part of the interview procedure, 

will be discussed. Subsequently, an explanation of the three-step coding process, tailored 

and adapted specifically to the complexity of the interviews and the manifoldness of answers 

provided by the participants will be provided. Lastly, the analysis of the participant 

interviews according to the three-step coding process of the Grounded Theory methodology 

approach, culminating in the emergence of a new theory will be discussed. 
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4.1 Relational Aggression Self-Assessment Evaluation 
 

As part of the empirical data collection and for the purpose of introducing participants to the 

sensitive topic of relational aggression among females, a short self-assessment was sent to 

the interviewees, touching upon the topics of female attitudes, friendships, conflict, 

relationships, and behaviors. The entire self-assessment and its questions can be found 

within the Annex. 

 

 
Figure 11: Relational Aggression Self-Assessment Results 

 

For question one, which looked at the attitudes women have towards other women, the 

interview participants unanimously agreed that connections to other females either at work, 

at home, or in their free-time are an important aspect of their lives. 

 

The second question concerning female friendships, however, revealed an almost 50-50 split 

in opinions among the interviewees, who stated that a rich network of female friends was 

available to them but on the other hand they were often dissatisfied with those friends. As 

will be explored within the three-step coding process in the following section, which was 

derived from the interview answers provided by the participants, this dissatisfaction can have 

multiple causes and also be a normal reaction to varied personalities, attitudes towards a 

subject, or dependent on the context. 
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Analysing the third question, which concerned the ability to resolve same-gender conflicts, 

participants universally described themselves as able to resolve disagreements with another 

woman without resorting to destructive, aggressive, or hurtful behavior.  

 

Within the relationship-related question, participants’ answers were composed of two main 

assertions: all of the interviewees agreed with the answer of respecting and cooperating with 

women that were not considered ‘friends’, while ninety percent of them also said that there 

are women outside of their friends and family circle with whom they have positive 

relationships. These answers indicate that women may be actively networking and trying to 

establish good work-environment relationships. 

 

The question pertaining to one’s own female behavior patterns was experienced as being 

more complex and thus the answers of the participants vary. The majority of interviewees 

(70%) stated to use many types of behaviors in the course of a day, most often relying on 

assertiveness to interact with others. One participant stated to usually allow others to call the 

shots and to rarely speak up for herself or express her true feelings. Another participant 

admitted to usually taking the role of the ‘person in charge’ by telling others what to do, 

making sure her way was the accepted and followed one, and never worrying what others 

might think. What these answers imply – not taking into account each individual’s 

personality and interaction preferences – that among females (when generalizing the answers 

to be applicable to the entire population segment of women) all three ‘bee-types’; the 

dominant, Queen Bee, the assertive Middle-Bee, and the submissive Afraid-To-Bee, can be 

found in varying intensities and sub-categories. 
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4.2 Results of Main Empirical Data Collection 
 

Hereafter the results of the empirical data, which were collected on the basis of interactive 

semi-structured interviews, will be presented. A primary limitation of this thesis paper and 

the research is its generalizability as respondents only represent a small portion of the 

population and researched target group. However, various nationalities with a Western 

cultural background have been included, as well as varying age ranges, educational and 

industry backgrounds, in order to provide a sample that is as representative as possible under 

the circumstances of a master thesis paper. 

 
4.2.1 Data Analysis Concept 

 

Congruent with the methodological approach of Grounded Theory a three-step coding 

process, consisting of open, axial, and selective coding was applied. Figure 12 below gives 

an exemplary overview of the to this thesis paper individually tailored coding process.  

 

 
Figure 12: Grounded Theory coding process in three steps 

 

Within the open coding process, key messages were abstracted from each interviewee’s 

answer for each single question with the aim to identify repeated ideas and concepts. The 

resulting open codes were then pooled together in concepts, creating a collection of codes 
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with similar content. The open coding process is a question-internal step in which the various 

participants’ answers are only grouped and compared within the confines of each single 

question. 

Within the second step, the axial coding process, groups of similar concepts were condensed 

to create broader categories. In this cross-question step, concepts that were recurring in 

several different questions were unified and compared to research mentioned in the 

theoretical part of the thesis paper, thus adhering to the concept of double-hermeneutics 

which compares existing theory with lived reality, in order to create a new theory. 

In the final coding step, the selective coding process, the previously established categories 

are bundled into a collection of broader categories which describe main subjects of the 

research in a new theoretical approach. 

As the topic of the research and interview questions were revolving around a very sensitive 

and personal theme – that of the Queen Bee Syndrome - narrative elements were included 

into the coding process, due to the largely unique answers given by the participants which 

were based on individual experiences and life stories. 

 

 
4.2.2 Open-Coding Results 

 

In the following paragraphs, the most important open codes for each question that were 

abstracted from the interview participants’ responses will be described, building the basis 

for the axial coding step in the next section. As a preliminary point it is worth to mention 

that most questions posed to the interviewees had the aim of gaining a deeper insight in the 

individual’s personal thoughts, attitudes and feelings and, thus, resulted in highly personal 

and individualistic answers which represent the personal point of view of the participant. 

 

As an incipient question, participants were asked to described how they acquired their 

current job position and in what kind of industry this position is in. As Figure 13 shows, 

almost half of the interviewed women acquired their current job position either through their 

network or a recommendation, or through a company-internal promotion respectively. While 

only three of the participants work in female-dominated companies and industries; Taylor in 

event services, Mary in consulting, and Sienna in healthcare and nursing; the majority of 

participants are working in male-dominated areas; Molly in real estate facility, Bella in the 
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automotive industry, Sophie in IT, and Uma, Georgine, Isla and Eveline in the semi-

conductor and electro-technical industry. 

 

 
Figure 13: Interview participants’ current job acquisition 

 

The interview was split into three main topic-blocks, the first one concerning questions about 

leadership and leaders (question one and two), the second one dealing with female networks, 

relationships and the Queen Bee Syndrome itself (question three through five), and finally 

the third one, which contained questions about the Millennial generation (question six). 

 

Question 1 

First, participants were asked to describe what leadership means to them and what 

characteristics they believe make, on the one hand a good leader, and, on the other hand a 

bad leader.  

From the responses of the interviewees four concepts emerged, which pooled several related 

open codes. 

 Personality  

Good leaders exhibit adequate soft skills and are able to empathize with their 

subordinates, preserving an open mind while also being good decision-makers, 

disliked traits among leaders and bosses include a lack of empathy and social 

intelligence, as well as an extremely result-driven attitude. Interview participants also 

criticize a lack of authenticity, which is mirrored in the boss’ behavior and his/ her 

values or the lack thereof. 
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 Behavior  

Concerning good leaders’ behavior, interviewees observed that they enabled and 

developed their employees, acting on a basis of servant leadership while also leading 

by example and being a role model. Leaders should be respectful towards their 

subordinates and show that they are placing confidence in them and strive to motivate 

and inspire their followers. On the other hand, the most disliked behavior among the 

interviewees turned out to be micromanagement and the display of excessive control. 

Interestingly, however, participants also listed a laissez-faire leadership style as 

disturbing, as it conveyed a disinterest of the leader in them and their work. Aside 

from these two management techniques, bad leaders are characterized through 

projecting their own negative emotions onto the team, being forcefully dominant and 

treating the employees disrespectfully and as non-humans, and shifting blame of a 

failed effort to their subordinates and others. 

 

 Values  

Within the concept of values, a good leader displays openness towards new ideas and 

concepts, but has his/her own clear vision and goal which inspires the followers. A 

disruptive leader, however, lacks this vision, is power-hungry and follows his/her 

agenda only for selfish and narcissistic reasons. 

 

 Communication  

Communication is an important concept, as it is an intrinsic part of human nature and 

connector of values, behaviors and personality. According to the interview 

participants, a good leader should have an open communication style, be 

approachable for feedback – both gratefully giving and receiving it, while a bad 

leader is not transparent and withholds information, refuses to either give or take 

feedback and has deaf ears for the needs, complaints and suggestions of his/her 

subordinates. 

 

Mary, a 25 year old Austrian Millennial working in consulting defines the role of the leader 

to be more that of an enabler and servant to his followers:  

It's more about taking a step back and letting your followers shine. 

It's just about setting this ideal framework with all the values that 
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you need so that they can perform at their best and empowering 

them in that.   

(Mary 2017, interview transcript) 

 

The team leader within the patent and administration department of a large German tech-

company for semi-conductors Isla supports this idea of leading by following with a 

comparison to ballroom dancing:  

It was about leading slowly. Following is an extra thing, and the 

first exercise that they did, the man and the woman, they had to have 

a steady position of their forearm, and their hands in front of them, 

and lean into each other. So the man would not grab the woman's 

hand and drag her around but, mostly the woman needed to actively 

keep the pressure. That is the woman's job to actively keep up some 

pressure so that she feels where the man is leading. And of course, 

if the woman does the wrong turn or something, it's the man's fault 

because he doesn't lead correctly but, the man also needs to be given 

a chance to lead. Because the woman has to hold up the pressure 

she automatically moves forward (...) and I think leading is exactly 

about that also among people. So, an act of following.  

(Isla 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 

Question 2 

The second question posed to participants informed them in a short statement about the 

existence of two popular metaphors; the ‘glass ceiling’ and the ‘labyrinth’; which describe 

barriers women may encounter during their upward mobility and inquired if the interviewees 

considered these metaphors to still be accurate and relevant today and their opinion on these 

barriers. 

During the analysis of the interviewees’ responses, two opposing sides emerged: although 

most interviewees readily admitted that they felt that barriers hindering women from 

ascending into higher positions still existed, they also brought forth interesting arguments 

why these barriers might be on the verge of disappearing. 

 Barriers do still exist 

The continued existence of various barriers for women was mostly agreed upon, 

although not all interviewees had experienced such themselves. As evidence two 

examples were mentioned, one of them arguing that companies treated women 

differently because women might get pregnant and could not make a career like men 

do or benefit the company during their parental-leave-period. The other barrier that 

was mentioned was in connection to women's over-emotionality, which might hinder 
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them from acquiring leading positions, as confidence from superiors in their ability 

to neutrally and calmly assess critical business situations was missing. 

 

 Barriers do not exist anymore/ are disappearing 

Doubt in the continued existence of these barriers and the validity of the metaphors 

was voiced through the arguments that the glass ceiling anecdote supposed an 

inactivity of the ‘stuck’ female, while the labyrinth metaphor supposed activity 

without a clear goal. Some interviewees opposed the perpetual existence of barriers, 

assessing that in fact-oriented companies there was no perceivable difference 

between men and women and that in male-dominated companies it was actually 

easier for women to get to the top due to quotas. One Millennial interviewee proposed 

an amelioration of the situation for the upcoming generation (Generation Z), as 

Millennial leaders would push equality and thus contribute to the disappearance of 

gender-biased barriers. 

 

 Barriers may still exist 

Due to their own lack of experience with such barriers, some interview participants 

also expressed uncertainty about the existence or non-existence of barriers for 

women. Interviewees proposed that barriers like gender biases are more subtle and 

hard to detect today than they were a couple of years or decades ago and that they 

might also depend to a great extent on the context, such as the organizational culture, 

the industry sector, and society and the cultural upbringing of children. 

 

The young Millennial Mary raised a very interesting point, which will also be explored 

further along the interpretation of the interview results. She proposed that women themselves 

are part of these barriers, hindering themselves and others of their gender to advance their 

careers and thus co-creating the glass ceiling and the leadership labyrinth: 

Women sometimes, instead of helping each other, they would just 

try to compete against each other. Even if they were in the same 

department. Sometimes they're so focused on making it to the top 

that they lack the people-focus and that they just want to be in the 

spotlight and all they care about is just how they can most quickly 

advance to the top.  

(Mary 2017, interview transcript)  
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Question 3 

The third question, heralding the start of the second block of topics, asked interviewees to 

assess the importance they ascribed to having good relationships, primarily with females and 

asked for the two most important female supporters in their lives, which could either come 

from their work environment of from their private lives. 

 

 Great importance of networks 

Interview participants almost unanimously agreed on the importance of networks and 

good (co-worker) relationships at work, stating that female networking was especially 

important in male-dominated businesses to overcome barriers, receive support, and to 

foster the exchange of ideas, creativity and new perspectives. Although some 

interviewees were certain that women are in general quite good in relationship-building 

due to their sociability and high levels of emotional intelligence, there was also a 

considerable amount of doubt in women’s competence and motivation for networking. 

 

 Women’s issues with networking  

Although relationships at work were considered vital by every participant, for the 

Generation X bosses, team leaders and managers, as well as for the Millennial 

subordinates and employees, concerns were raised about the manner and method of 

female relationship-building: One of the interviewees, for example, stated that in a male-

dominated company networking with men is more important rather than trying to 

establish an intimate network with the very few females. Moreover many observed that 

women engaged in networking and relationship-building primarily to gain and establish 

friendships, while men networked for professional reasons. Furthermore, women's 

rivalry and constant aggression towards each other, which are the result of an ingrained 

and taught feeling to distrust other females, may prevent successful networking among 

women in business. 

 

 Female supporters 

Most of the interview participants acknowledged to have at least one female supporter 

from either their private life or their professional background, with the ‘mother’ as most 

important supporter leading the list. Especially Millennials like Mary, Bella, and Taylor 

place a great focus and importance on their families and parents. Also, current of former 
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bosses are counted as important supporters, some even taking the role of active mentors. 

Former colleagues as well as college, childhood or family friends are relevant ‘allies’, 

and even female subordinates who have their supervisor’s back and spiritual guides who 

empower a strong female-leadership-sense are considered as important supporters. 

 

 Male supporters/ indifferent to gender of supporters  

However, although mostly at least one important female supporter was mentioned by the 

interview participants, it was also emphasized by some that the gender of the 

relationship- or network-partner is irrelevant but due to the lack of females in male-

dominated companies, many women also have male supporters like former or current 

bosses. 

 

 

Question 4  

Another question dealing with networks and relationships at work asked participants to 

consider if women tend to have more difficulties than men to establish a network and if there 

were any differences among women working with women, women working with men, and 

men working with men. 

 

 Women’s ability to network  

The ability of women to network came upon diverging opinions among the interview 

participants: although agreeing that networking per se is an important process for 

creativity and the exchange of ideas, establishing a reliable network, however, was 

considered difficult for women, as it often is in conflict with their family-responsibilities, 

women were said to lack the knowhow and support to network, or overthink while doing 

it. Furthermore, interviewees suggested that women networked primarily to establish 

friendships and proposed that networking in itself is not a question of gender but depends 

on an individual’s personality. 

 

 Women working with women 

Again, opinions differed on the topic of women working well alongside other women; 

those favoring this idea contending that women were more collaborative and team 

oriented with a great social focus, while those opposing the idea argued that women often 
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showed aggressive behavior among same-level females stemming from a tendency 

towards constant passive-aggressive competition, over-emotionality, and a feeling of 

being threatened. This uncooperative behavior of women was argued to originate from 

gender prejudices and a misinterpretation of stereotypes. 

 

As Mary admits, women often tend to overthink their actions and behaviors they show 

towards other women, creating a tense atmosphere and blocking themselves internally:  

As a woman, I catch myself a lot, too. If I'm on Skype Business and 

just message my friend, "Do you have this or that?" And I'll often 

go ‘should I put a smiley so she doesn't think I'm super-serious or 

that I'm annoying or angry or something?’ I feel like we're 

interpreting way too much into the words that we're actually using, 

whereas men just take it as it is.  

(Mary 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 Women working with Men  

Similarly split are opinions about the interoperability of women and men in the 

workplace. While some of the interview participants argued that the good mixture of 

genders would result in best possible outcomes and a good atmosphere with more 

transparency, others contest this by saying that if the ratio was not right, men would 

behave differently to the women present. 

 

 Men working with Men  

Furthermore do opinions differ about the willingness and ability for cooperation among 

men, on the one hand attributing good working-relationships to a lack of extreme 

competition towards each other and something like a ‘buddy-system’, on the other hand 

other interviewees observed men to be even more aggressive and competitive than 

women, gossiping more than the fairer sex.  

 

 

Question 5 

The second-to-last question touched upon the main focus of the thesis paper; the Queen Bee 

Syndrome. In a short statement the three various ‘bee-archetypes’; the Queen Bee, the 

Wanna-Be/ Middle-Bee, and the Afraid-To-Be were introduced to the interviewees, who 

were then asked to recall any incidences where they – according to their own opinion – had 
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come into contact with one of these three types and what they meant to them respectively. 

During the interviews, participants established that all three different bee-behavior styles are 

the result of cultural and societal upbringing of girls and a culturally ingrained misperception 

that a female boss should be supportive of other women, leading to a misperception due to 

the misinterpreted female behavior or negative stereotyping. 

 

 The Queen Bee 

Interviewees described the development into a Queen Bee as dependent on the context, 

namely the prevalent organizational and societal culture and included open and covert 

aggression, forceful dominance, disinterest and diminishing conduct, shifting attention 

towards herself, and being overly-critical as part of her behavior. These manner-patterns 

were contributed to many factors, such as anxiety, insecurity, a need to be liked, a 

perceived threat, rivalry, external pressures, temporary frustration, the lack of empathy, 

or the need for power. Some interview participants also suggested that the negative 

perception of the Queen Bee stems from the leadership-role definition, but could also be 

seen as a positive representation for someone who takes charge and gives direction. 

 

How differently a Queen Bee bully-boss was perceived showed in various anecdotes and 

stories that interviewees shared. As manifold as the behaviours of the ‘Queens’ were, as 

manifold were also the reactions and actions taken by the interview participants: Some 

decided to face the mean bully-superior head on, others had to endure the persistent sting 

over a longer period of time, while again others decided to leave the toxic boss and 

environment behind to seek greener, bully-free pastures elsewhere. Three stories told by the 

interview participants were selected to exemplify what it really looks like when a Queen Bee 

(or a Wanna-Bee on the verge of becoming a Queen Bee) sets out to destroy you. 

That's something I've experienced at work. That was definitely when 

a woman has been threatened by me. I was working at this café for 

example. I got into the new position and everything. The one that 

was there before, she's worked there for two years. She was 

extremely afraid of losing her position. Because in all honesty, she 

wasn't performing her tasks well enough. Then I come in with all 

these new energy and I was maybe a bit overambitious. I was just 

doing everything that I could and was there super early and left super 

late and everything. She started talking crap about me. She also had 

this other [girl], if you want to call her the Middle-Bee. She (...) tried 

to befriend me to get some information that she could use and give 

to the Queen Bee. I brought that up with my manager saying that she 
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just made stuff up really to make me look bad. The manager luckily 

saw through that (...) 

(Molly 2017, interview transcript) 
 
 
 
This woman [the Queen Bee] was coming from the political world, 

so the notion of power is very important. She had been growing up 

there and fastened to the organization and she was at the top. But 

then when she was doing a team, if she pick a woman ... We were in 

an environment with a lot of women, but little at the management, 

at the top management level. She has been disregarding me, I think, 

because she didn't want to be threatened by my competencies, by my 

energy, whatever, in the way I push stuff. She wants to look, you 

know, the most competent and the most beautiful one. She wanted 

to keep her position; (...) the result was that I left, because for me it 

was toxic. There was no future. In the time she was still there, I 

wouldn't have the capability to move, and she would do all her best 

to put people on top of me that will secure that I don't move too 

much.  And she was very upset when she saw that other areas of the 

company, the management were appreciating me. She didn't like it. 

(Sophie 2017, interview transcript) 
 
 
 
Last summer Emma very much tried to emphasize her queen bee 

role within our department of two; Emma definitely 100% saw 

herself as the Queen Bee and projected that out to me and to a couple 

other people in various departments. (...) How it ended up getting 

solved was I basically told her ‘we work better as a team. I'm not 

trying to take your job, I'm just trying to do my job and I need you 

to do your job in order for me to do my job!’ I think people have told 

her that before so I think it wasn't something that she was so 

surprised about. I think she just had a momentary lapse of craziness 

for four months. 

(Taylor 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 

 The Wanna-Bee (Middle-Bee) 

The notorious Middle- or Wanna-Bees were described and connected to being highly 

motivated by the prospect of advancing and in need of good and strong leadership in 

order not to develop into Queen Bees. 

 

The notion that Wanna-Bees might actually be even more devastating and toxic than Queen 

Bees by continuously and purposefully disrupting everyday work-life with their covert 
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sabotage acts and overt bossy and demanding demeanor was described quite adequately by 

Georgine, a Generation X manager at a large German electro-technical company:  

They just want to be somebody but they can't. To me, that still 

implies that they are still quite competent and have potential within 

them. Of course, Wanna-Bees can also be the buggers who are 

always coming to you with questions and they want to have a raise. 

(...) Of course, in a team, you always have to have a mixture of 

everything. If you only have Queen Bees, bad. If you only have 

Wanna-Bees, bad. If you only have Afraid-To-Bees, very bad. 

(Georgine 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 Afraid-To-Bee 

The often bullied and timid Afraid-To-Bees were considered to pose the majority of all 

female workers, with mostly only three options when being confronted by a Queen Bee: 

either leave the company, endure the Queen Bee, or to confront her. 

 

 

 

Interestingly, one participant’s account of the Queen Bee Syndrome stuck out, as she had 

experienced several fierce Queen Bees within a female-dominated working environment, 

asserting that even there the Queen Bee phenomenon is a common occurrence: 

As far as Queen Bee Syndrome and nursing go: I don’t know why 

but we [nurses] like to ‘eat our young’, that’s the term that it’s called 

in nursing. (…) I don’t know if it’s like a territorial thing, but it’s the 

older nurses not letting or not wanting the newer nurses who are 

coming in to succeed, (...). So, like, going through nursing school, 

we had to go through a clinical rotation and I don’t know if they [the 

older nurses] just didn’t want us students to be following them 

around, but they were just awful to us! Well, I guess we did slow 

them down a little, but... And I think that it is assumed that they, as 

older nurses, are more nurturing and more caring and they want us 

to succeed, but I’ve seen and heard really bad stories of new grads 

coming in and the older nurses not helping them, being really bitchy, 

rude and mean and not wanting to help them succeed – I think it’s a 

territorial thing, I just don’t understand it. 

(Sienna 2017, interview transcript) 
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Question 6  

The last set of questions pertained the final main theme-block; the Millennials. To clarify 

the term ‘Millennials’, a reference was made to Howe and Strauss’ (2000) definition, 

which defines the members of this generation to be born between 1982 and 2002, coming 

of age around the turn of the new millennium (p. 41). Interviewees were asked to recount 

what positive and negative qualities they connected with this generation and asses if the 

future would see a rise in Queen Bees among Millennial women due to their narcissistic 

tendencies. 

 

 Positive attributes 

Fortunately, the positive attributes that interview participants connected with the 

Millennial generation, including a strong focus on work-life balance, a demand for 

transparency, eye-to-eye relationships, personal development from their employers, as 

well as great ambition, flexibility, close relationships with their parents, and a tech-

savviness largely outweigh the negative ones. Moreover, Millennial women are very 

self-confident and career-focused and for the entire generation the importance of money 

decreases and the importance of soft skills and self-reflection increases. 

 

 Negative attributes  

Among the negative characteristics mentioned by the interview participants was their 

lack of motivation to work, their dependency on technology and their superficial and 

materialistic focus, as well as their intense sense of entitlement and self-confidence and  

strong need for constant feedback and praise. Millennials were described as entitled, 

spoiled, overly-competitive, anxious, less-stress resistant, and fake, and their 'prolonged 

childhood mentality' and flexibility which resulted in a lack of loyalty and a volatile 

personality were criticized. 

 

 More Queen Bees in the future 

Several arguments brought forth by the interviewees suggested that, at least partly, they 

believe that the possibility of even more aggressive Queen Bee bully-bosses could 

develop within the Millennial generation. Among the points supporting this line of 

argumentation were the great narcissistic tendencies of Millennials and their need for 
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self-confirmation and self-validation, as well as their inflated sense of self-worth. 

However, many interviewees also raised point such as that the Queen Bee as such will 

always exist and should be considered as independent from being inherent to a single 

generation. Moreover, the development of Queen Bee behavior is not limited to females, 

but in the future there will be male and female 'queen bees' alike. 

 

 Less Queen Bees in the future 

Pertaining arguments against more bullying mean girls from the Millennial generation 

in the years to come, interviewees suggested that the Queen Bee Syndrome might be 

abolished due to the Millennials’ strong sense for equality, their extensive social 

networks and support systems, as well as their focus on a good work-life balance which 

may indicate a lackluster in ambition and the pursuit of higher positions that are 

connected to more work. One of the participants argued that narcissism – to a certain 

degree – could also be something positive leading to success without creating an 

outspoken Queen Bee, and several interviewees indicated that the next generation’s; 

Generation Z; role and influence needs to be considered as well, who are perceived to be 

even more narcissistic as the Millennials and may produce more Queen Bees. 

Furthermore, did the development into a Queen Bee depend on the individual personality 

of a female and portrayed a stereotype that stems from role-expectations and culturally-

ingrained behavior. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Research Results 

  107 

 
4.2.3 Axial-Coding Results 

 

In the second step of the coding-process, various concepts which resulted from the open 

codes were pooled in order to establish broader categories that linked the responses of 

interviewees provided for several questions and facilitate the comparison to existing theories 

and ultimately prepare for the abstraction and creation of a new theory within the last coding 

step. The table below illustrates the process of building cross-question categories. 

 

Category Concepts  

(established in open-coding process) 

COMMUNICATION  Communication of a good/bad leader 

 Possible existence of barriers  

 Importance of networking  

 Women’s ability to network 

 Queen/Middle/ Afraid-To-Bee 

 Millennials attributes pos./neg.  

SOCIETAL 

ENVIRONMENT 

 Behavior of leaders  

 Barriers to women  

 Importance of networking 

 Female or male supporters  

 Women’s ability to network 

 More/ less Queen Bees in the future  

EMOTIONAL 

INTELLIGENCE 

 Pooled: personality, values, comm., behavior of good/bad 

leaders 

 Women’s ability to network 

 Women-women/ women-men/ men-men 

 Queen Bees/Middle-Bees 

 Millennials’ attributes 

RELATIONSHIPS  Behavior of good/bad leaders 

 Female/ male supporters 

 Women’s ability to network 

 Networking/ relationships  

 Queen Bee/ Middle-Bee/ Afraid-To-Bee 

 Millennial attributes pos./neg.  

VALUES  Values of good/bad leaders 

 Women’s issues with networking 

 Female supporters 

 Queen Bee/ Middle-Bee/ Afraid-To-Bee 
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 Millennial attributes  

GENDER 

PERCEPTIONS 

 Behavior of good/bad leaders  

 Existence of barriers 

 Queen Bee as male and female phenomenon 

 Millennial attributes pos./ neg. 

 More/ less Queen Bees in the future  

GENERATIONAL 

PERCEPTIONS 

 Pooled: personality/ values/ comm./ behavior of good and 

bad leaders 

 Existence/non-existence of barriers 

 Importance of networking  

 Queen Bee/ Middle-Bee/ Afraid-To-Bee 

 Millennial attributes pos./neg. 

 More/ less Queen Bees in the future 

BEHAVIOR  Behavior of a good/bad leader 

 Women’s issues with networking  

 Networking  

 Millennial behavior (positive/negative attributes) 

 Queen Bee/ Middle Bee/ Afraid-To-Bee behavior 

 More Queen Bees/ less Queen Bees in the future 

 

Behavior 

The first category reflects upon various elements that are connected to behavior. As 

established by previous research, the behavior of a leader greatly influences the behavior and 

sense of well-being of their subordinates. A dominant and bullying Queen Bee who acts as 

diminisher may lead to a decrease in employee motivation, as well as cause other negative 

ramifications like stress, burnout, and high staff turnover which all affect the financial 

bottom line of a company. As several studies over the past years indicate, many employees 

are in fact disengaged, meaning that they do not show any emotional commitment to their 

organization and are thus not excessively motivated or productive. Employee engagement, 

which is as low as 29% -35% according to Dale Carnegie and Gallup data is fundamentally 

important for an organization’s success, as it has implications for the productivity of the 

employees which impacts the financial bottom line in the end and an active employee 

disengagement represents a failure in management and critical challenges to the organization 

(Lipman 2015a). 
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The relational aggressive behavior of a Queen Bee (Dellasega 2005, p.37) can also be 

connected to inappropriate behavior commonly associated with ‘bad’ leaders which include 

forcefully dominant, authoritative, anxious, stressed, emotionally imbalanced, scheming, 

and selfish characteristics. Often, similar attributes are connected to the Millennial 

generation as well, describing them as self-absorbed, greedy (www.statistica.com), with 

higher levels of self-esteem which often border on narcissism (Twenge & Campbell 2008, 

p.862-877), hence, the negative attributes connected to Millennials are mirrored in a Queen 

Bees behavior. Such beastly and mean patterns of conduct like ‘cattiness’ and relational 

aggression (Dellasega 2005, pp.1-14) may also lead to problems when women are trying to 

establish networks and relationships among each other, being rooted in overly-competitive 

thinking and jealousy, both in male- and female-dominated companies and industries 

(www.mightynurse.com). 

Especially Millennials show exceedingly competitive behavior, brought on by their ambition 

and their detailed life-plans for their perfect future (Howe & Strauss 2000, pp.182-183), 

which may lead to an increase in Queen Bees, as women may feel threatened by other women 

and see them as competition for the few and scarce spots available in leadership for women 

(Klaus 2009). The competitive drive is mostly a result from external pressures (Howe & 

Strauss 2000, p.44, p.184), as Millennials grew up and were groomed to be high-achievers, 

always feeling the need to represent themselves in the best possible way, which also gave 

way to an increased self-focus up to the point of extreme narcissism. 

The young financial assistant Molly, relates well to this aggressive behavior, triggered by a 

feeling of competitive threat that women often display towards each other, having 

experienced it first-hand herself: 

You feel threatened by a girl and you're like ‘Oh, she's a bitch’, or 

‘She's ugly’. [You] decrease her status to make yourself feel better. 

I've done that and then I wake up and am just like ‘Shit, I don't want 

to be one of those mean girls!’.  

(Molly 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 

Communication 

The category of communication is also vital, as it links several researched theories and 

interviewee observations and accounts to the Queen Bee Syndrome, such as the Queen Bee’s 

inability to communicate properly, by withholding information or even giving misleading 

information, while the Middle-Bee’s communicative weapon of choice is the spread of 
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gossip, whereas the Afraid-To-Bee mostly fails to communicate her miserable state at all 

(Dellasega 2005, pp.46-57). The ineptitude to successfully communicate may also impair 

women’s ability to network in general, as communication is a prerequisite for building 

relationships. As the Queen Bee has difficulties to communicate a clear vision and goal for 

her team, she cannot engage her subordinates, which leads to a lack of motivation and active 

disengagement, with productivity suffering in the end (Bennis and Nanus 2007, pp.xi-xvi). 

Although it seems as they are communicating on a constant basis, with their fingertips 

always attached to one screen or more, typing text messages, emails, memos, and short notes 

pretty much 24/7, Millennials are increasingly forgetting how to communicate on a ‘normal’ 

basis, meaning face-to-face communication, which leads, according to Turkle (2015), to a 

decrease in empathy (pp.3-23) and thus a possible increase in Queen Bees.  

Communicating one’s own standing when facing a venomous Queen Bee or gossipy Middle-

Bee is also an important step towards one’s own peace of mind, as Mary recounts: 

You either can say ‘I'm going to step up to this Middle-Bee and try 

to please everyone (...), or you can say ‘this does not comply with 

my values and I'm going to go a different direction’. This could 

either be that you've been surrendering and suffering for a long time 

or you're drawing the line to say ‘not with me, I'm out of here’.  

(Mary 2017, interview transcript) 

 

However, not only the way that women communicate with each other, but also the way 

certain things are communicated to them greatly influence the female-relational context. An 

example includes the way that the role of women is communicated to women: many stories 

and texts – this thesis is unfortunately no exception – narrate the ‘woes’ of women in 

leadership, drawing on the stories of the glass ceiling, the burden of the double-bind, the 

discriminatory male organizational cultures, and even the Queen Bee Syndrome, thereby 

reinforcing the idea that women are vulnerable and connecting women to stories of struggles 

and hurdles, while men are connected to stories of success (Gallant & Vongalis-Macrow 

2010). Another example for a miscommunication towards Millennial women is the failure 

to emphasize the importance of networks, strategic alliances like mentorships and 

sponsorships (Hewlett 2012, www.hbr.org), and partnerships among women, which have 

numerous benefits, such as granting flexibility and freedom, as well as provide support and 

absolve females through mutual accountability (Polk & Chotas 2014, pp.17-29). 
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Societal Environment 

As mentioned previously, the societal environment and context occupy an important place 

in the creation and legitimization of a Queen Bee, such as that culturally ingrained behaviors, 

role expectancies and gender stereotypes ‘may cause women to see their gender as a liability 

to success’, thereby creating a social identity threat (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, pp.3-

4). ‘Some women will respond to this by distancing themselves from the unfavorable image 

of women’s career and leadership potential and pursue individual mobility by assimilating 

into the masculine organizational culture’, which harms other women and is known as the 

Queen Bee Syndrome (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.4). Organizational cultures – 

often male-dominated – also create barriers such as the glass ceiling or the leadership 

labyrinth (Eagly & Carli 2007, p.1) which hinder women to move upwards in their careers. 

An analogy can be made here to an actual bee-hives: ‘within the hives, bees raise their 

queen’, so when only one woman is promoted into an executive position, the business creates 

an environment that can produce a literal Queen Bee (Anderson 2013), inferring that 

followers, cultures, societies, and organizations themselves contribute to the creation of the 

Queen Bee Syndrome.  

One of these barriers is created as society dictates who is perceived as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ leader, 

mostly still attributing masculine characteristics to the role of a successful leader, thereby 

limiting the chance for women to be perceived as good leaders and capable of leading (Derks, 

Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, p.2). The cultural background of a society also dictates the 

importance and separation of male and female roles, which, however, are slowly evolving 

and changing with the Millennial generation, as the male-breadwinner model is losing in 

importance (Kelan 2012, pp.53-55). 

Aside from breaking with common societal norms, Millennials are also greatly influenced 

by their cultural and societal environment, as constant pressures to perform well, compete 

with others on a global scale, outsmart rivals and make it to the top of the highest 

achievement-mountain (Howe & Strauss 2000, p.184) have shaped this generations sense of 

competition, drive and self-esteem, causing waves of anxiety and burnouts en-masse.  

This pressure, on Millennial women especially, and the high expectations accompanying it 

are culturally ingrained behavior, contributing to the creation of further Queen Bees as 

women learn not to share successes or support each other, as Isla, a team leader within a 

multinational semi-conductor company from Germany consents:  
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We have very high expectations for daughters. Girls get more 

responsibility earlier, and boys get to play. That's something I think 

is very deeply rooted in our society for some reason, and I think this 

is more something that seems to me fitting to the Queen Bee: 'I had 

to literally walk through the jungle. I had to really put in a lot of 

work and you're not getting this job if you do anything less!'  

(Isla 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 

Emotional Intelligence 

Although the category of emotional intelligence speaks for a relatively new sector of 

managerial and leadership research, it is nonetheless an intrinsic part of the discussion about 

the Queen Bee Syndrome, as skills such as empathy and compassion are vital instruments 

for a good leader and should provide the followers with a feeling of belonging and cohesion 

that shapes them into authentic followers (Shamir & Eilam 2005, p.401). The fact that 

women are considered to be good in building relationships and networking (if they chose to 

pursue networking efforts) relates to their characteristics of being collaborative with high 

levels of emotional intelligence (Goleman 1996, pp.1-22), while on the other hand their 

sense of competition and jealousy can prevent them from socializing with other women. 

Although being highly competitive, many Millennials place great importance on networking, 

actively seeking mentors and sponsors to support them throughout their careers, building 

and maintaining relationships with peers that are often strewn across all four corners of the 

globe by making use of new technologies such as Facebook, and also retaining good and 

close relationships with their parents. However, this young generation’s love for 

communication almost solely via electronical means involves the danger of a loss in empathy 

which is developed through an active face-to-face communication (Turkle 2015, p.3). 

Although this inability to show explicit empathy, paired with the Millennials’ high 

individualism and sense of self-worth can ultimately lead to a higher level of narcissism, 

their sense for team-orientation may turn this into a positive kind of narcissism by which a 

hero-complex contributes to positive outcomes (Peterson & Wakeman 2017). Thus, a 

Millennial Queen Bee may lack emotional intelligence and yet be less destructive, as 

leaderships skills such as EI and a person’s character underlie an evolutionary process, which 

could either be interpreted as positive such that the Queen Bee may yet learn to be a good 

leader within the course of time, or as negative such that a woman already in a senior position 

who has probably held this position for quite some time may never start such a development 

process (Bennis & Nanus 2007, pp.xi-xiv). 
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The inherent emotional intelligence people are born with or that they develop over the course 

of time paired with a societal pressure also matter for the development of a Queen Bee-like 

behavior, as Mary suggests:  

If you look at the reasons for why did people initially become queen 

bees: is this something that you feel like they have a certain 

tendency they're born with and then they just felt pressured by 

society and they're just pushed and always moving up higher? Or is 

it something that they might have been totally sociable and then at 

some point in their work career, when they started a career, they just 

went to the extreme and became this queen bee?  

(Mary 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 

Relationships 

One of the largest categories established from various cross-question concepts deals with 

relationships, which are an important construct of human interaction and thus a great 

influencer of the Queen Bee Syndrome. 

As female relationships are very complex – often even more complex than male relationships 

– women may encounter several difficulties when trying to build such relationships or 

engage in networking activities. For one thing, women tend to network differently than men 

do, seeking groups that provide a feeling of warmth and being welcome where authentic 

connections can be established. Instead of attending networking events where, after 

superficial conversations calling cards are exchanged, women (especially in male-dominated 

organizations) are looking for female peers, sponsors, and advisors who balance their core 

network of usually mainly male-coworkers and male superiors (Nagel 2016). 

This need for female sponsors and role models, often proven by the fact that many 

Millennials mention their mothers as most important supporters in their lives and thus 

emphasizing the importance of close relationships to their ‘curling’ parents (Lyons 2016a), 

is very pronounced within the Millennial generation (Kelan 2012, pp.62-66), with Millennial 

women seeking especially female mentors and supporters which can be explained through 

the principle of homophily which describes that similarities appeal to one’s own perception 

of a person’s likability and competence (Hewlett 2012). Aside from the need of female 

supporters, Millennials also crave good relationships with their leaders, wishing to be on an 

eye-to-eye level with them and being given the opportunities for personal development. 

Contrary to the common perception, ‘not all women executives are devils in high-heels; 

many women in leadership positions go out and beyond their way to support younger women 
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in their organizations, using their superb networking skills to making the right introductions 

for their younger female colleagues’ (Baldoni 2013). 

However, female relationships especially between leaders and subordinates can often be 

misread (Gabarro & Kotter 1980, p.63), resulting in the labeling of a female boss as a Queen 

Bee, as many senior women operate according to the ‘bootstrap theory’, assessing that 

younger women need to work as hard as previous female generations to earn the right to 

move into leadership positions and need to pull themselves up ‘by their own bootstrings’ 

(Klaus 2009). 

How much women evaluate and judge each other is emphasized by a comment from Rita, 

who was interviewed about the topic of female relationships and relational aggression among 

women in Cheryl Dellasega’s famous book ‘Mean Girls Grown Up’ (2005):  

Men have buddies, they have coworkers, and they have just guys in 

their lives. Women don’t have any neutral women in their lives. It’s 

just the way we are. Either we like or we don’t – no in between!  

(Dellasega 2005, p.31) 

 

 

Values 

The categorization of certain value-related aspects yields some fascinating insights in 

connection to Queen Bees: as psychologists discovered, there are three inherent needs that 

motivate human beings: the need for autonomy, the need for competence, and the need for 

relatedness (Hetland et al. 2011, p.507). Leadership – especially leadership which involves 

inspiration, support, positive role modeling and empowerment (Hetland et al. 2011, p.508) -  

is important to provide need satisfaction for all three respectively; especially the need for 

relatedness or belongingness is important for the workplace, as it reflects the universal 

disposition to connect and interact with others, and experience caring for other people 

(Baumeister & Leary 1995 as cited in Hetland et al. 2011, p.508). The Queen Bee, lacking 

empathy, authenticity, and a vision with which to inspire and motivate her subordinates, does 

not fulfill the requirements of a successful and good leader, as she mostly wants to lead to 

have power, without showing any interest in her subordinates and their development (Bennis 

& Nanus 2007, pp.xi-xvi). Millennials, however, value authenticity (Kelan 2012, pp.46-47) 

and may leave an employer if they detect an incongruence between a leader’s actions and 

his/ her preached values. 

Millennials themselves place a great focus on their individualism, which cuts both ways: on 

the positive side, it can lead to an enhanced perception of self-worth and strengthen a 
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person’s confidence, but on the other hand it can also lead to an increased sense of 

narcissism. The latter, however, can be turned towards a more positive outcome if communal 

narcissism is reinforced, meaning that ‘instead of avoiding narcissists, organizations may be 

better served in selecting the right type of narcissist, which could bring the best of both 

worlds, delivering not only drive, charisma, and vision but also contributions to the greater 

good’ (Peterson & Wakeman 2017). 

Unfortunately, many women, especially Boomers or Generation Xers, do not place a strong 

emphasis on networking, or fail to see its relevance, thus creating and contributing to more 

barriers hindering women from reaching higher positions (Eagly & Carli 2007, pp.1-9). 

Instead, many women suffer from the ‘tiara syndrome’, which describes the believe, that 

outstanding performance is automatically ‘crowned’ with a promotion (Seligson 2007), but 

fails to recognize well-working networks as vital aspect of a successful upward mobility. 

 

 

Generational Perceptions 

As the interviewees represented two generations, both Millennials and Generation Xers, 

many given answers and points of view reflected a generational divide on the subject matters 

discussed, hence, the category of generational perceptions is an important and justifiable 

point within the coding process. 

Perceptions and definitions of a truly good leader and an appropriate leadership style are 

largely dependent on the current and prevalent Zeitgeist (Kelan 2012, p.32); in that sense 

Millennials value a participatory and more transformational leadership approach, while 

previous generations were more focused on an autocratic style (Strauss 2016). Furthermore, 

Millennials, being raised by ‘curling’ parents who swaddled their children and reinforced 

their sense of individualism and narcissism, were shaped by their parents’ perceptions and 

attitudes towards life and success, giving rise to an over-exaggerated emphasis on work-life 

balance on the one hand and a fierce competitive drive on the other hand (Howe & Strauss 

2000, pp.42-45). The Millennials’ tech-savviness and love for digital, non-personal 

communication may cause a lack of empathy, as this can only be correctly and properly 

developed with traditional face-to-face communication, which Millennials tend to avoid 

(Turkle 2015, p.3-15).  
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Another aspect of a generational perception is the role-change of Millennial women: 

compared to females from previous generations, Millennial women are more numerous than 

ever before when it comes to university and degree ratios, have more rights than their 

mothers and grandmothers before them, and have changed the societal expectations of the 

male as sole-breadwinner to either an equal breadwinner model or a model where even the 

female is the main breadwinner. But at the same time, they also still face many problems, 

such as gender-biases, the dreaded double-bind of work and family responsibilities, as well 

as a heightened sense of entitlement, which may create additional barriers along their upward 

mobility path (Kelan 2012, pp.37-58). 

How different Millennials’ expectations are from those of previous generations is reflected 

in a statement the young American conference coordinator Taylor made about the feeling of 

entitlement and work-attitude of some of her Millennial friends: 

A lot of my really good friends are expecting that something is 

handed to them in terms of work, in terms of contacts, in terms of 

connections. People aren't willing to put in the work for that.  

(Taylor 2017, interview transcript) 

 

 

Gender Perceptions 

With the Queen Bee Syndrome being a gender-specific phenomenon, the category of gender 

perception is the last category established from the cross-question concepts created within 

the first step of the coding process. Modern science sees gender not only as an outcome of 

biology, but also as a result of the culturally and societal environment, which ingrains 

behavior and creates common gender stereotypes (Kelan 2012, p.50), thus this category of 

gender perceptions is closely linked to the previous categories of societal environment and 

generational perceptions. 

From the common gender-role expectations prevalent in Western culture arise several 

problems for women which may result in the creation and/ or reinforcement of typical Queen 

Bee behavior. For instance, do the emphasized male-characteristics ascribed to successful 

leaders clash with a company’s wishes to stress ‘female attributes’ by bringing in more 

women, thereby forcing women to adapt to the masculine organizational standards and thus 

create more barriers for themselves and other women or reinforce the existing gender 

hierarchy (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 2016, pp.8-10). The expectation that women, due to 

their communal characteristics, should work well together and support each other may also 

create a false stereotype that can backlash if women chose to show counter-stereotypical 
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competitive behavior and lead to a perceived identity threat (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers 

2016, pp.3-5). Furthermore, the culturally ingrained gender-role expectations, which restrict 

women and girls to act in a complacent manner and never showing any sign of open 

aggression or competitive drive (Ibarra 2013, www.hbr.org), can cause many females to 

experience self-doubt when facing decisions or responsibilities, creating a self-fulfilling 

prophecy of women being unsuitable for leadership positions and exemplifying the Queen 

Bee as a response to a perceived threat or high levels of anxiety of the female (Dellasega 

2005, pp.36-39). The way girls are raised in Western societies, also causes them to turn into 

‘Nice Girls’ in overwhelmingly high numbers, preventing and prohibiting them to be 

outspoken, assertive, or ‘tough’ and instead emphasize calm, reticent, and overly-friendly 

behavior, labeling them as ‘someone everyone likes’ but not someone that is considered 

leadership-material, as they seem to lack the necessary skills associated with a successful 

leader (Frankel 2014, pp.1-4). 

Gender perceptions which are influenced by positive and negative stereotypes about both 

sexes, also influence the preferences of women and men when it comes to the gender of their 

superiors: a study conducted by Buchanan and Warning (2009) showed that female workers 

in their first four years in the workforce believed that women make better bosses but this 

preference shifted towards a male boss after year four, which represents an interesting 

paradox: females want to believe that women are equal to males in their ability to lead, but 

apparently do not want to support them as managers (p.139). Interestingly, as male workers 

attain greater experience in the work force, their belief that women make better bosses 

becomes stronger (Buchanan & Warning 2009, p.139). 

The topic that some interview participants broached about the Queen Bee Syndrome being, 

in their eyes, not only a phenomenon limited to the fairer sex, has also caused some ripples 

among the scientific community and is hotly debated. Indeed, Derks, Van Laar and Ellemers 

(2016) pose that the Queen Bee stereotype is not only specific to women:   

Queen Bee-type behavior occurs not only among women under 

threatening circumstances, but also among members of other 

negatively stereotyped groups when they are subjected to group-

based devaluation at work. (pp. 6-7) 

 

The importance of the interplay of gender and generational perceptions together with the 

cultural and societal environment when looking at the creation, legitimization and 
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continuation of the Queen Bee Syndrome is also recognized by the young financial assistant 

Molly, who boils it down to its essence:  

I just think that the most important thing that I feel about the entire 

queen bee syndrome is that, to me, the Queen bee syndrome is not 

a female construction, it is a societal construction. Because men and 

women, both do it. It is something that we're all groomed to do. 

Then there is hate towards women for hating on other women. In 

that, we are not really given a lot of choice.   

(Molly 2017, interview transcript) 
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4.2.4 Selective-Coding Results and Emergent New Theory 

 

In accordance with the key idea of the Grounded Theory approach, four main categories, or 

themes, were established which were derived from the individual responses of the interview 

participants as well as the abstracted concepts of pre-existing theories and translated into a 

new emergent theory about the Queen Bee Syndrome in connection to the Millennial 

generation. 

The four main themes are comprised of leadership and emotional intelligence, relationships 

and networking behaviors, the Queen Bee Syndrome itself, and the generalized 

characteristics of the Millennials. All themes are interrelated and incorporate several aspects 

brought about by the responses of the interviewees, thus creating the following emergent 

theory: 

 

The Queen Bee Syndrome is the exaggerated result of both societal and cultural influences, 

shaped by organizational culture (both male- and female-dominated ones), gender and 

generation biases, as well as negative stereotypes of women. Although progress on some of 

the equality-fronts has slowed down considerably over the past years, more and more women 

receive a higher education and even outnumber male college graduates, thus Millennial 

women will be filling more and more positions within all organizational levels and are also 

likely to take on more leadership positions of retiring Baby Boomers, which will also be 

thanks to their competitive drive and their focus on having a career. Millennials and older 

generations alike do perceive the Queen Bee Syndrome as still relevant and serious threat 

for their private and working lives, and have in many cases dealt either with a Queen Bee or 

a not in the least bit less toxic Wanna-Bee at least before, and in some rarer cases even held 

the role of a victimized Afraid-To-Bee. As the members of the Millennial generation are yet 

at the beginning of their careers, with the minority of them holding already senior leadership 

positions, a workplace Queen Bee is rather seen as a woman from a previous working 

generation, such as a Baby Boomer woman or a Generation X female, and thus may be the 

result of generational misunderstandings, misinterpretations, and mislabeling. Perceiving 

someone as ‘Queen Bee’ could be explained through the generational differences among 

Millennials’ attitudes, behaviors, values and expectations in comparison to those of women 

from older generations. The Zeitgeist of the 21st century and distinct mentality of women 

born within the age brackets of the Millennial generation, have spawned a batch of young 
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females that show a tendency towards a more inclusive, participatory leadership style, which 

emphasizes the productive and mutually beneficial collaboration with superiors and 

subordinates alike. However, the leadership style can also still depend greatly on the industry 

and current context, as well as a person’s individual personality, which – at least for 

European and North-American Millennial women – is influenced by the gender-role 

expectations of their Western culture, in which little girls are still raised differently than 

boys, resulting in the legitimization and enforcement of gender stereotypes and biases, which 

in turn may contribute to the emergence of further Queen Bees. The recently reinvigorated 

focus and interest in feminism and equality may lead to an enhanced awareness about the 

existence of the Queen Bee Syndrome and an avoidance of such behavior among younger 

women.   

 

When forecasting the continued relevance and abundance of Queen Bees, Wanna-Bees, and 

Afraid-To-Bees within the Millennial generation, a definite and clear outcome is almost 

impossible to predict. Several factors contribute to the argument of an increase in Millennial 

Queen Bees, owing this to the extreme competitive drive that Millennials often exhibit and 

the pressure which they are suffering under, creating high expectations for themselves and 

also for others. If the next generation; Generation Z; cannot fulfill the high expectations of 

those Millennial females who have made it to higher leading positions, a new generational 

divide will cause a refreshment of the Queen Bee label and behavior. Other arguments in 

favor of the belief for more future Millennial Queen Bees is the lack of empathy, brought on 

by the avoidance of constructive real-life interaction and communication, and the ingrained 

perception of a female-caused threat, which is often furthered by the popular media. The 

most prominent argument in favor of more Queen Bees, however, poses the weakest link in 

the chain of argumentation for this scenario: As Millennials are said to be overly narcissistic, 

resulting from their mollycoddled upbringing, it stands to reason that more Queen Bees – 

who exhibit self-love and narcissism as character traits – will emerge from this generation. 

Yet, Millennials are also raised and trained throughout their early years to be cooperative 

and work together and, although Western culture still places great emphasis on individualism 

compared to more collectivistic cultures, many Millennial women have realized the 

importance of networking and establishing relationships that support them, valuing female 

advice from mentors or relying on support from female family members, especially their 
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mothers as leading figure. And, though many TV series or Hollywood blockbusters are still 

relying on the trusted concept of portraying female cattiness, even the media landscape is in 

some respects changing for the better, with movies communicating the benefits and 

importance of strong female friendships and female independence to an audience that is both 

young and old. 

In summary, it can be said, therefore, that it is highly unlikely that the notorious Queen Bee 

Syndrome will ever be completely abolished or disappear entirely, but it may at least 

diminish with time, if both companies, by reforming their male-oriented and male-dominated 

leadership assumptions and cultures, and women, by looking towards their own emotional 

intelligence skills and values, manage to dethrone this nightmarish phenomenon of the 

Queen Bee bully-boss. 
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5 Conclusion 
 

“The goal of education is the advancement of knowledge and the 

dissemination of truth.” 
John F. Kennedy 

 

5.1 Short Summary 
 

The main aim of this study was to explore the leadership and management phenomenon of 

the female Queen Bee and her connection to the Millennial generation, which is rapidly 

outnumbering all other working generations within economies around the globe. 

For this purpose, two research questions were formulated, the first of which examined the 

conditions that might constitute the breeding ground for the Queen Bee Phenomenon to 

disseminate, normalize, succeed or fail, while the second question was to determine the 

contemporary conditions that forged the predisposition of the Millennials to evolve into 

potential Queen Bees and exhibit typical Queen Bee behavioral patterns. 

 

As explored in this master thesis, the absence of women from higher leadership and 

management positions cannot be contributed to a lack in credentials, as more females than 

males are graduating from college each year, and certainly not lackluster ambition of taking 

on such high-profile jobs, but rather to a variety of factors that hinder them from reaching 

the top of the business pyramid (Hewlett 2012). Among these factors, which are commonly 

referred to as ‘leadership labyrinth’ or ‘glass ceiling’ are gender roles pre-defined by the 

cultural and historical meanings we ascribe to them (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.146) 

and biases, such as women lacking the ‘masculine’ leadership skills (Hewlett 2012). 

However, masculinity and femininity are not static traits and may change over time, vary 

with societal class, race, age, or an individual’s occupation, providing great variation in 

terms of composition by proposing that some women can exhibit more masculine 

orientations, and some men can exhibit more feminine orientations (Due Billing & Alvesson 

2000, p.152). 

Unfortunately, many women, especially in male-dominated industries and organizations, 

have to face the ‘Damned if You Do, Doomed if You Don’t’ dilemma when it comes to their 

upward mobility; if they do not exhibit the for leadership necessary ‘masculine’ skills, they 
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do not get the position, but if they behave in a more assertive, culturally-non-compliant, un-

feminine-like way, they are labeled as having ‘sharp elbows’ (Ibarra 2013).  

It is precisely these ‘sharp elbows’ that characterize a Queen Bee, which is a ‘derogatory 

term used to describe successful women who oppose the rise of other women’ (Anderson 

2013). Indeed, it is no secret that relationships among females are complex and by all means 

not easy; a point proven by a recent study by the Workplace Bullying Institute, which 

discovered that female bullies target other women more than 70 percent of the time (Klaus 

2009). A woman who is stuck in a perilous Queen Bee behavior, who cannot or will not 

interact with other females, is cutting herself off from opportunities with her peers, such as 

establishing a network, finding sponsors for her future career, and thus she might face serious 

health implications like stress, loneliness, anxiety, or depression due to a lack of female 

support (Dellasega 2005, p.22). 

As a primary characteristic of a Queen Bee, the concept of narcissism in connection to the 

Millennial generation has received quite some attention recently, questioning if Generation 

Y’s inherent tendency to be self-absorbed and overly self-centered potentially results in more 

Queen Bees in the years to come. However, researchers have also put forward the notion 

that Millennials, although exhibiting some narcissism and a definite increase in self-worth 

perception, might be more prone to communal narcissism, which is the result of societal 

pressures and also an expression of competitiveness which is required in the globalized 

world of the 21st century. Over the course of the empirical research, a largely favorable 

picture of the Millennials emerged, which emphasized also their ability to collaborate and 

build meaningful and lasting networks with an array of people, stressing their desire to be 

mentored within a peaceful and communal work environment, which is also reflected in their 

preference for leading and being lead with a more participatory leadership style. 

The question if indeed more Queen Bees will emerge from this generation, as a result of 

various internally and externally influenced factors, is quite ambiguous and can only be 

answered with a vague yes and no, as predicting the future is an unprecise art, depending 

greatly on the circumstance and attitude of the beholder. 
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5.2 ‘The Looking Glass War’2 – own reflections on the thesis 
research and its discoveries  

 

“By three ways we may learn wisdom: First, by reflection, which is noblest; 

Second, by imitation, which is easiest; and third by experience, which is the 

bitterest.” 
Confucius 

 

As I set out to explore the Queen Bee Syndrome to discover the roots of this phenomenon, 

its possible implications for all who are voluntarily or involuntarily involved in it, and 

discover potential connections to my own generation, the Millennials, I sought to also 

discover and re-discover myself within the research and (with the results discovered) prevent 

myself from falling into this ‘Venus Envy’ trap in my own future career. The analysis of the 

secondary data was quite enlightening already and then most interviewees confirmed many 

of the ventured guesses I had made after examining the existing literature about female 

workplace infighting and unfavourable organizational structures. Nevertheless, some stories 

and points of view took me by surprise, some self-reflections of participants were so brutally 

honest and disturbing that they occupied my mind for many days after the interview had 

been conducted, and many new questions were raised in the course of the research that 

cannot be answered within the confines of this thesis paper, but which provide ample 

discussion material and may trigger further discussions in the years to come.  Among these 

questions were things relating to the power-dimension of the Queen Bee Syndrome; even if 

negative female stereotypes could be eradicated it is debatable if the Queen Bee would cease 

to exist, as leadership positions bring with them a certain aspect of power and leaders need 

to exert dominance at least to some degree, in order to motivate and push followers to 

accomplish their tasks. This power and dominance behavior of leaders could always be 

misinterpreted or labeled as bullying and Queen Bee behavior, falsely accusing leaders of 

exhibiting a toxic leadership style. This statement aligns with the perspicience that ‘power 

corrupts even the best among us’. 

Another aspect of the Queen Bee that has largely been neglected within this thesis 

discussion, but which I believe does contribute a considerable amount to the development of 

typical mean-girl behavior, is a person’s individual character and personality; certainly, 

external environments, such as parental influences and societal norms do impact a person’s 

                                                 
2 The Looking Glass War‘; novel by John le Carré (1965); German titel: ‘Krieg im Spiegel’ 
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individuality and contribute to the establishment of a certain persona, however, I believe – 

and comments from various interviewees endorse this perception – that there are people 

more likely to fall victim to becoming a Queen Bee than others, simply because of their 

inherent personality.  

Reflecting on the research conducted for this paper, I can say that I have now experienced 

the ‘darker side’ of organizations, which gave me time to mentally prepare what might be in 

store for me when trying to enter the job market and what to look out for when encountering 

a Queen Bee. I found myself within many of the attributes; positive and negative; connected 

to my own generation, the Millennials, which gave me new perspectives and how others 

might perceive me. 

The Millennials’ connection to the Queen Bee phenomenon is influenced through the social 

anthropology of organizations and societal pressures to be narcissistic by our upbringing, 

inherent indifference, and micro-narcissism that pervasively seeps into every crack and 

crevice of our everyday lives. 

Concluding my research on this highly explosive subject of same-sex tensions in the 

workplace I pondered a very general question: To what extent does the notorious and 

abundantly-discussed Queen Bee Syndrome represent only a female issue? Does it not 

simply stem from power and privilege which is due to the position of top managers for which 

the mere title comes with a certain behavior that is in some ways also often is required? If 

all hierarchies would disseminate and the principle concept of leadership would be no more, 

would Queen Bees still emerge? As it is within human nature to look for and always select 

an ‘alpha’ to lead and which is bestowed with power, we might never know the answer to 

this question… 
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5.3 Outlook and Further Research 
 

“Let us make our future now, and let us make our dreams tomorrow’s 

reality.” 
Malala Yousafzai 

 

5.3.1 Outlook 

 

As aforementioned in the introduction of this research paper, much has changed for women 

over the course of the past few decades – most of it with a positive impact. However, much 

remains to be done in order to create an even better future for females with even more 

equality and less mean Queen Bees at the workplace. 

 

The negative stereotyping of female leaders needs to finally come to an end, but too many 

leadership programs are from the outset either directed at and tailored towards men, or are 

still fraud with misconceptions and bad practices which send mixed signals to young women 

who aspire to one day take on higher leading positions. For example does the much-

communicated and frequently-used ‘superwoman’ model represent an unrealistic female 

role model, depicting and emphasizing merely the traditional notion of leadership being only 

about control, dominance and power at all cost. But, especially for Millennial women, who 

value authenticity, effective role models need to be inspirational, motivational and realistic 

(Gallant & Vongalis-Macrow 2010), in order to push their interest and engagement in 

becoming leaders themselves and helping other women along the way. 

Due Billing and Alvesson (2000) meanwhile argue, that women would stop identifying with 

and trying to adapt to masculine traits, which are considered necessary for leading 

successfully, if feminine behavior and feminine traits would be encouraged instead of 

frowned upon by organizations, thereby bringing about a significant change in 

organizational cultures towards more feminine-friendly terms (p.147).  

Furthermore, companies and employers would do well to consider the expressive benefits 

and motives for removing barriers for women, which constitute the glass ceiling or the 

labyrinth, as Figure 14 illustrates below. For one thing, a larger and more demographically 

diverse pool of candidates may help companies to attract and retain talented people, resulting 

in greater levels of organizational success (Hoyt 2013, pp. 362-363). In addition to that, 

promoting emotionally intelligent women can ‘contribute to a more ethical, productive, 

innovative, and financially successful organizations that demonstrate higher levels of 
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collective intelligence and are less rife with conflict’ (Bernardi, Bosco, & Columb 2009; 

Catalyst 2004; Forsyth 2010; Miller & Del Carmen Triana 2009; Nielsen & Huse 2010; 

Woolley, Chabris et al. 2010, as cited in Hoyt 2013, p.363).  

 

 
Figure 14: Industries’ rationales for hiring and promoting women  

(adapted from the Global Gender Gap Report 2016, www.weforum.org) 

 

Moreover, the future role of the media needs to be considered, as women are encouraged 

from an early age on to show and use covert aggressive behavior against each other by 

movies and TV shows such as Scream Queens or Desperate Housewives. Famous best-

selling book author Cheryl Dellasega (2005) predicts a grim future for Millennial and 

younger women and girls, by saying that ‘in the years to come these media influences are 

likely to produce an even more aggressive generation of women, if current trends are 

accurate’ (pp.39-41). 

 

Another aspect that needs to be stressed in order to enhance women’s future in the world of 

business is the importance of strategic alliances for female leaders and an increase in 

sponsors and mentors, as the absence of such is one of the reasons for the continued lack of 

women in higher positions (Hewlett 2012). Many organizations have already reacted to the 

ever louder demands to offer more female networking groups and opportunities to help 

women advance, learn and receive support from others. Yet, much effort still needs to be put 

into extending these networks and opportunities for women with families to also establish 
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valuable connections and seminars for managers and senior staff should be offered to inform 

about the concept of homophily, which only allows for the promotion of the same type of 

people – which mainly means white males – into leadership positions and stifles greater 

diversity and prohibits its benefits. In order to provide women with a better chance of 

ascending into leading positions, more mentoring programs with designated mentors should 

be created, deliberately pairing also male mentors with female mentees in order to avoid the 

homophily-trap and also to relieve female mentors from the burden of mentoring far too 

many other female mentees due to the lack of females in higher positions who in fact are 

able to mentor and support younger subordinates. 

 

Communicating the benefits of female partnerships, such as flexibility, confidence, freedom, 

support, mutual accountability, and happiness (Polk & Chotas 2014, pp.17-29), is also an 

aspect, which will receive much more attention in the future, as Polk and Chotas observe in 

their 2014 bestseller Power Through Partnership: How Women Lead Better Together: 

‘partnership is a professional model with the power to make work life more successful and 

life itself a whole lot saner for women who are ready for a better way’ (p.3). As Millennials 

are brought up and encouraged to be team-oriented and through new technologies and social 

media are very well connected, the possibility of more women considering and actively 

choosing partnerships to achieve the much-wanted work-life balance is given. 

 

To reach their full potential and benefit from a greater diversity, it is vital for women and 

companies to stress the importance of networks, sponsors and partnerships, in order to bring 

about some change. 

It is very difficult to provide a forecast for the future of females in business with respects to 

their behaviors, positions, status, attitudes, and values, as so many factors play an extremely 

influential role in the situational development, so that accurately predicting women’s future 

in leadership closely resembles vague fortune telling. 

One thing is clear, however: women – especially young Millennials – cannot expect the 

world to change on its own accord, but must actively stand for their rights and change the 

world themselves ...even if it is just one less Queen Bee at a time. 
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5.3.2 Further Research 

 

As this master thesis paper allows for only a limited and brief view of the vast topic that is 

concerned with the Queen Bee Syndrome and all the other topics connected to it, more 

research is needed to better understand the factors that influence, create, argue either in favor 

or in opposition to this highly sensitive and often personal topic. 

 

Thus, scholars, social scientists, and leadership researchers would be commended to deepen 

their efforts in investigating the phenomenon of emotional intelligence, as especially 

concrete empirical evidence for its legitimacy and benefit is scarce, contributing to continued 

doubt and harsh criticism of its purpose and transferability to remedying bullying behavior. 

Furthermore, the Millennial generation – although already extensively researched and 

analyzed – needs to be a continued focus of social scientist and business psychologists over 

the next few years, charting their development as more and more enter the global workforce 

and establishing an extensive comparison between Millennials and the next generation, 

which will influence their leadership style greatly. As more and more Baby Boomers and 

early Generation Xers retire, it also remains to be seen if more females reach top positions 

to fill the voids left by the working generations who are dropping out. Millennials, however, 

nee to also be observed on a global scale, as most research is conducted from a Western 

perspective which may lead to conclusions that could result in bad decisions and missed 

opportunities around attracting, retaining, and developing millennial leaders in a global 

business environment (Bresman 2015). 

 

Another avenue for further research in connection to the Queen Bee Syndrome should be the 

cultural dimension, as within this research paper a focus on only a western cultural 

background was placed and results, theories and insights may differ when the research is 

expanded to include other cultures around the globe. For example, defining masculinity and 

femininity is a very volatile task, as it reflects a specific social reality that may differ across 

cultures and is influenced by varying different religious ideas and traditions that may not 

align with contemporary Western researchers’ ideas (Due Billing & Alvesson 2000, p.152).  
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The last topic in need for further inspection and deepened investigation I find relevant to 

mention as part of this thesis paper is the question if there is a counterpart-concept of the 

Queen Bee Syndrome for men, as there is hardly any research on male workplace rivalry. 

 

Several research avenues should still be pursued or considered for deepened investigations, 

so that the Queen Bee Syndrome can be better understood and evaluated both by women, so 

that their behavior becomes clear to them and the importance of networks, collaborations 

and supporters is stressed, as well as by organizations and employers, who have to be made 

aware of the benefits of a greater diversity within their work-force, encouraged towards 

granting more flexibility to women, and also on how to recognize and deal with a toxic 

Queen Bee who is poisoning the working atmosphere. 
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Annex 1 [Interview Guide] 

Interview Guide for the Master Thesis Topic 
“THE INFLUENCE OF THE QUEEN BEE SYNDROME ON THE ATTITUDES, 

BEHAVIORS AND EMERGING LEADERSHIP STYLES OF MILLENNIALS” 

 

Date: ........................................................................................................................ 

Time/Start: .............................................. End: ........................................................ 

Interview Participant: ................................................................................................ 

 

 Introduction of the Master Thesis 

 Research Question 1: 

What are the conditions that might constitute the breeding ground for the 

Queen Bee Phenomenon to disseminate, normalize, succeed or fail? 
 

 Research Question 2: 

What are the contemporary conditions that (appear to) forge the predisposition 

of the Millennials to evolve into potential Queen Bees and exhibit typical Queen 

Bee behavioral patterns? 
 

 Declaration of Consent for the Recording of the Interview 

 

 Declaration of Consent/ Informing of Use or Anonymization of Names 

 

 
 

 Date of birth? 

 In what industry does your company operate in? What are your company’s products or 

services? 

 What is your current role/ function within this company? 

 How did you get this job?  
(internal/ external promotion; networking/ recommendation; head hunter; ordinary recruitment/ application process) 

 

 

 

LEADERSHIP 
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 Question 1: 
A. In your own words, what is leadership for you? Can you give an example for a 

person that you consider a (good) leader and describe some of the qualities and 

styles he/she applies that makes him/her a (good) leader? 

B. What do you generally dislike about a boss or a leader? What would you say 

disturbs/ disrupts your work-life most, when working for or working with a 

difficult leader? 

 

 Question 2 (statement): 
The metaphors of the “glass ceiling” or the “labyrinth” describe barriers that 

apparently hinder women from reaching higher leadership positions. 

- What do you think about these metaphors? (do you believe they carry meaning? 

Have you experienced such barriers during your own working career?) 

 

 

FEMALE NETWORKS & THE QUEEN BEE SYNDROME 

 

 Question 3: 
How important is it for you (as a boss/ coworker) to have a good relationship to 

other women and who where your top two female supporters (at work or in private 

life?) 

 

 Question 4: 
Having a strong network with reliable contacts is an invaluable asset in the 

working-environment.  

- In your own opinion, do you think that women may have more difficulties than 

men to establish such a network and are there differences among women 

working with women, women working with men, and men working with men?   

 

 Question 5: 
There are three classifications of “bees”: The Queen Bee, the Middle Bee (Wanna-

Bee), and the Afraid-to-Bee; can you recall any incidences where you or someone 

you know was stuck in one of these three roles? (how did others perceive this? Did 

someone help you/ tell you how you were acting?) 

 

 

 

MILLENNIALS 
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 Question 6 (statement): 
Millennials are said to exhibit many different attributes; some flattering, others 

maybe not so much. 

A. Which positive & negative qualities would you attribute to the Millennial 

generation? (born 1982- 2002) 

B. Millennials are said to be very narcissistic: do you see any problems with that in 

the future, e.g. that they may develop into Queen Bees more easily than other 

generations before?  
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Annex 2 [Rel. Aggression Self-Assessment Questionnaire] 

Self-Assessment of Relational Dynamic Type 

The following questions are designed to help you assess your relational style. 

For each question, select the one behavior that sounds most like you.  

(be as honest and reflective as you can, please.) 

The results will be analyzed and then presented to you during the interview.  

All data will be treated confidential. 

 

Attitudes 

A. Do I believe connections to women at home, work, and play are an important part 
of my life? 

B. Are women often an “end to a means”, enabling me indirectly to get things I want 
for myself? 

C. Am I somewhat insecure and afraid of women? 
D. Would I choose to be with men rather than women, no matter what the activity? 

 

Friendships 

A. Do I have a rich network of female friends? 
B. Am I often dissatisfied with the women friends I have? 
C. Do I feel my own friends take advantage of me or abuse me? 
D. Is there a complete absence of women friends in my life? 

 

Conflict 

A. Am I able to resolve disagreements with another woman without hurting her or 
me? 

B. Do I spend a lot of time planning how I will get the best of other women without 
direct confrontation? 

C. Do I give in to other women even when I know I am right? 
D. Do I provoke women into conflicts with me, knowing I will do whatever it takes to 

come out on top? 
 

Relationships 

A. Do I respect and cooperate with woman, even if they are not individuals I consider 
friends? 

B. Am I only interested in women for what they can do me or enable me to acquire for 
myself? 

C. Are there any woman I know with whom I have positive relationships outside of my 
friends and family circle? 

D. Do I only choose to interact with women I know I can dominate, manipulate, or 
humiliate? 

 

 

Behavior 
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A. Do I use many types of behaviors in the course of a day, most often relying on 
assertiveness to interact with others? 

B. Am I often the woman who is a contact, passing along what others tell me, staying 
on top of neighborhood news, and using information to control others? 

C. Do I usually allow others to call the shots, rarely speaking up for myself or expressing 
my true feelings? 

D. Am I usually the person “in charge”, telling others what to do, making sure my way 
is everyone’s way, and never worrying what others think? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Dellasega, C. (2005). Mean Girls Grown Up: Adult Women who are still Queen Bees, Middle Bees and Afraid-To-Bees. John 

Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey. USA. 
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Annex 3 [Detailed Tabulated Open Coding Results] 
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Annex 4 [Interview Transcripts] 

 

all original interview transcripts are available upon request, as well as on the CD attached 

to the thesis booklet 

 


