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Women in 
leadership lead

 a lot differently as 
compared to men.

Leadership
Traits of

 Baby Boomers

L ast month we began the series by 
presenting the history of women’s 
movement into leadership posi-

tions. Our focus on leadership now shifts 
to leadership styles and the difference in 

the approach of men and women 
to the task of leading. One thing that 

became clear as we developed this seg-
ment is that the traits we see in leaders 
and the approaches to leadership chal-
lenges are common among both men 
and women. The difference is not in the 
traits of being a leader but in how they 

are expressed.  
The research into what constitutes 

good leadership identified a series of attri-
butes that are found in both men and women 

leaders. Three of the most critical of these 
attributes are internal and appear to form the 

basis of the attributes that are expressed in their 
external manner. These external expressions are 

the reasons that why men and women are viewed 
as being so different in the way they lead. This arti-

cle will discuss these traits and discuss differences and 
similarities as well as provide examples of how this plays 

out in organizations today.
As we discussed in the first article, an individual’s manage-

ment style comes from the culmination of society norms and life 
experiences as well as from an individual’s intellectual capacity and 

drive. In discussing leadership traits we must understand the genera-
tional norms that leaders grew up with and the role they play in making 

leaders what they are today. 



Today’s leaders are part of the Baby 
Boomer generation; the large popula-
tion of individuals born between 1946 
and 1964. For these individuals, lead-
ership was clearly defined as a “man’s’ 
prerogative learned from parents who set 
optimistic expectations for their sons and 
lower, more traditional expectations for 
their daughters. Despite these societal 
norms, many female “baby boomers” 
did achieve degrees in higher education 
and entered the work force in large num-
bers as inflation drove the need for more 
family income just to survive. Ultimate-
ly these individuals raised in a society 
where there was distinct male and fe-
male roles, began to challenge each other 
for leadership positions and the “war of 
sexes” emerged; a battle it seems we are 
still fighting today.  

The internal leadership attributes 
common to both men and women are 
Leadership Expectation; Leadership Le-
gitimacy and their Internal Focus.

Because today’s leaders were raised 
in the era of “heroes” and male leader-
ship, they have an internal expectation 
that they will advance to a leadership 
role. As a result they tend to express 
more confidence in themselves in subor-
dinate roles and are not hesitant to step 
into smaller leadership opportunities.

Women on the other hand do not have 
this built in expectation.  They are most 
likely to see themselves as the “right 
hand man”, providing details, direction 
and support as the male leads the task 
force or mission.  When an opportunity 
for leadership comes along they may at 
first shrink from taking it on, but once 
accepted, approach the task in a very dif-
ferent way.  Women do not expect to be 
chosen as a leader.

Leadership Legitimacy
Since the leadership function has been 
“expected” by men when it occurs, they 
have no doubt that the choice made is 
a legitimate one. When accepting these 
new roles men focus on the attainment of 
the goals they have set out to achieve such 
as “getting the team winning again”. 

The same sense of legitimacy is felt 
within the individuals who will be lead 
by this new male leader. And while there 
may be some comments here and there 
about how someone else would have been 
a better choice, these comments quickly 
subside as changes take place and work 
is assigned. New male leadership rarely is 
questioned or requires the endorsement of 
executive management to be perceived as 
legitimate in an organization.  

The opposite is frequently true for 
women. The announcement of their ad-
vancement into a leadership role is not an 
expectation of women or viewed within 
themselves as their “right’. When accept-
ing these roles women tend to explain 
and/or justify why they were chosen as a 
statement of what they plan to achieve.  

In addition to this internal justifica-
tion, women more frequently require ex-
ternal endorsements in support of their 
selection as leaders. While individuals 
within the organization typically accept 
new male leaders, women appear to need 
a higher level or external male figure to 
reassure the staff that the selection of a 
female is the right decision. 

Every individual has an internal fo-
cus that, in part, drives the decisions they 
make and the opportunities they pursue. 
For men this internal focus is usually on 
themselves. This is not to say that male 
leaders are selfish or narcissistic, lack 
empathy or are concerned only about 
themselves. Instead it is how they pro-
cess information and make decisions.

Women on the other hand are focused 
on the “we”. Life experiences and train-
ing has programmed them to believe 
that collective achievements are better 
and in the long run more rewarding. It is 

the “comfort” of knowing that everyone 
experienced the “thrill of victory” that 
drives the way they process information 
and make decisions.

Understanding these internal attri-
butes provides some insight into the dif-
ference between men and women lead-
ers. It’s what we see, hear and experience 
on the outside that creates the perception 
of an individual’s ability to lead. Our 
research has shown that there are also 
three distinct external traits that can be 
used as a valid comparison between men 
and women and how they lead. These are 
Leadership Style, Leadership Communi-
cation and Emotion.

The easiest way to describe this is 
to say that men are “tough’ and women 
are ‘soft.’ Men, having been raised in 
an environment of heroes that conquer 
evil and triumph over unimaginable ob-
stacles because they were tough both 
physically and mentally, tend to mimic 
that role in their approach to many lead-
ership challenges. 

Soft leadership styles are most com-
monly associated with women. Women’s 
internal perception of their societal role 
is that of providing comfort and guid-
ance for making the best decisions, not 
directing it. Challenges are met with a 
controlled response that is determined 
by the individuals of the group and prob-
lems are to be shared among all.

Men and women frequently com-
municate using different styles.  When 
communicating decisions that have been 
made or giving presentations to audienc-
es, men generally have a more direct way 
of getting to the point. Women however 
feel the need to explain or to justify the 
decision they have made. They often feel 

compelled to look for an understanding 
of the problem as part of the solution and 
seek eye contact from their listeners as 
a sign that their rationale is understood. 
Men typically do not have this need and 
because of those internal traits are not 
concerned that the rationale is understood 
or have the need to confirm this through 
eye contact. After all they were put in the 
position to make these decisions.  

Emotions in Leadership
While it has often been said that women 
are too “emotional” to provide good 
leadership, the truth is that all leaders 
are emotional. It is just that the “emo-
tions” displayed have been divided into 
good and bad emotions due to society’s 
perception of them. One thing is cer-
tain; that good leaders are passionate 
about achieving their goals, changing 
things to reflect the “good” they want 
and passion is necessary to sustain the 
drive this requires.  

Women, when displaying this passion, 
are more likely to do it through the use of 
tears; expressions of disappointment or 
a plea for support and more effort. Men 
on the other hand tend to express their 
passion in terms of anger or dismissal of 
individuals who have failed to achieve 
what was expected of them. However 
all of these expressions are reflections of 
the passion, concern and hope that are a 
critical part of leadership.  

All of the attributes discussed in this 
article have been found in the work-
place but are they necessarily common 
in the mortgage industry? Canvassing 
both men and women have shown us 
that they have indeed played out in the 
mortgage environment and continue to 
be so today. JoEllen Abate-McEntire, a 
credit risk management leader for many 
years, stated in one discussion that 
when she has lead group discussions 
with a male co-leader “the participants 
would downplay or ignore her sugges-
tions only to have them been seen as 
inspirational” when presented by her 
male colleague. Other individuals also 
expressed similar experiences as well as 

incidents that provide strong supportive 
evidence that the attributes described 
above are alive and well in our industry 
today. Jo Ellen also added “that all too 
frequently we see women attempting to 
lead by copying men’s styles. When this 
happens it is not uncommon for them 
to be viewed as moody, emotional or 
worse.” And copying styles is not lim-
ited to women alone. Men, whether just 
copying as a reaction to criticism or just 
letting their natural tendencies show, are 
adopting some of the various attributes 
demonstrated by strong female lead-
ers. Such activities as team meetings 
which allow all members of the group 
to express thoughts and ideas; seminars 
on understanding how we individually 
process information; and the growth of 
individual leadership coaching often 
reflect what women leaders have been 
proposing for years, that collaboration 
and open communication is far more 
powerful than one person making a de-
cision that may not necessarily benefit 
the majority.

But what about the future; there is no 
doubt in anyone’s mind that this indus-
try is presently undergoing significant 
changes. These changes include how the 
industry is run; corporately, individu-
ally and from a regulatory and consumer 
perspective. How then must leadership 
change? Is the answer to chose only men 
or only women to lead? The answer to 
that question is that it’s going to take a 
combination of both men and women 
leaders and their identified strengths and 
qualities. 

Today’s men and women leaders 
do not need to conform to each other’s 
styles and in fact if they did it would 

probably result in less effective lead-
ership overall. We need to collectively 
think about how we can be the leaders 
for the next generations. Fortunately 
for the industry we are already seeing 
this happen. Patricia Thornton, an ex-
perienced mortgage professional has 
seen this in action. She has told us that 
“when leading groups she has been able 
to explain the group’s needs in such a 
way that both the men and women fol-
low her direction with no question.” 
Cindi Dixon, a long time leader in the 
industry tells us that “management roles 
in the lending industry have changed 
drastically over the past two decades. 
Opportunities for women leaders have 
expanded as a result of their hard work 
and efforts and the doors opened for 
them by their male counterparts. A re-
cent conversation with a former Gov-
ernor for the Mortgage Banker’s As-
sociation who has spent over 30 years 
heading national mortgage operations 
reinforced this insight. He attributed his 
success to the women executives he has 
mentored and recognized that they have 
provided a new, more holistic approach 
to managing in the industry.

But is what we see happening today 
sufficient or is there more work to be 
done? One of the most critical things we 
need to acknowledge is that beginning in 
2012 there will be more managers that 
are not part of the baby boomer genera-
tion. These Gen X and Gen Y individu-
als grew up in a social environment that 
was very different than ours because we 
made it so. These generational issues 
and the “new” management approaches 
is the topic of the next Women in Leader-
ship article ❖.
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