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Organizational Crisis
in Spotlight Increases
Preference for Female but
not Ethnic Minority Leaders:
The Role of Signaling Theory
for Glass Cliff Appointments

Ruri Takizawa1,2 , Vincenzo Iacoviello1,
and Clara Kulich1

Abstract

In times of crisis, decision-makers often appoint atypical candidates (i.e., women or ethnic
minorities) as leaders, a phenomenon known as the ‘‘glass cliff.’’ Two online experiments (N
= 607) with employees in Switzerland and France investigated whether media and stakeholder
(i.e., third-party) attention toward the organization drives these preferences given that atypical
appointments may be used to signal change. As expected, we found that atypical candidates
were more likely appointed during a high third-party attention crisis compared to a low
third-party attention crisis and a no-crisis situation. Third-party attention, however, had vary-
ing effects on female and ethnic minority candidates, illuminating the complexities of atypical
leadership selections during crises. Against expectations, candidate choice was unrelated to the
perceived importance of signaling change. Although this research provides causal evidence of
the impact of third-party attention on atypical leadership selection, the underlying psycholog-
ical mechanisms postulated by signaling theory need to be further explored.
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Crises can trigger a demand for change

and challenge preferences for prototypical

leaders (Brown, Diekman, and Schneider

2011), typically embodied by White men

in Western countries (Koenig et al. 2011;

Rosette, Leonardelli, and Phillips 2008).
In response to crises, organizations often

appoint women to executive roles, a pat-

tern that the media tends to portray as

emblematic of change (Reinwald, Zaia,

and Kunze 2023). Although similar

trends are observed for ethnic minorities

(Cook and Glass 2014), their leader-

ship appointments in crises remain

underexplored. Drawing on insights
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from the ‘‘glass cliff’’ phenomenon (Mor-

genroth et al. 2020) and signaling theory

(Connelly et al. 2011), this article experi-

mentally examines whether third-party

attention, comprising media coverage

and stakeholder interest, increases
female and ethnic minority leadership

preferences in crisis. Our efforts to shed

light on the circumstances under which

members from underrepresented groups

reach leadership positions respond to

the call for more nuanced research that

extends beyond their numerical represen-

tation and delves into the quality of their
roles (Ryan 2022). The mere presence

of women and other underrepresented

group members in leadership does not

guarantee systemic transformation

(Manzi and Heilman 2021). Hiring and

promotion practices must go hand in

hand with an awareness of how organiza-

tions can cultivate diverse workplaces.

THE GLASS CLIFF PHENOMENON

Evaluators hold implicit beliefs about

leadership roles (Lord et al. 2001) and

their fit with candidates based on their
social group memberships (Junker and

Van Dick 2014). Research has revealed

that male and ethnic majority leaders are

perceived to be prototypical leaders (Schein

1973, 2001), resulting in more favorable

evaluations when compared to female or

ethnic minority leaders (Gündemir et al.

2014; Koenig et al. 2011; Petsko and Rosette
2023). Despite collective efforts to break sys-

temic barriers that impede career progres-

sions of female and ethnic minority leaders,

also known as the ‘‘glass ceiling,’’ the career

trajectories of underrepresented candidates

and the motives behind their hiring or pro-

motion diverge from those associated with

prototypical candidates (Cook and Glass
2014; Manzi and Heilman 2021).

One example that highlights these

group-specific dynamics is the glass cliff.

It refers to the heightened likelihood for

women and ethnic minorities to be

appointed to leadership roles during pre-

carious times, such as a crisis (Ryan

et al. 2016; Ryan and Haslam 2007).
Such appointments entail disproportion-

ately challenging tasks (Hall and Dona-

ghue 2013; Szucko 2022), shorter dura-

tions in office (Main and Gregory-Smith

2018), and ultimately, a higher likelihood

of being replaced by more prototypical

leaders (Cook and Glass 2014). These pat-

terns can perpetuate negative percep-
tions of female or ethnic minority leaders.

Over the past decades, researchers

have documented instances of the glass

cliff in various domains, including man-

agement, politics, sports, and education

(for a meta-analysis, see Morgenroth

et al. 2020). It is crucial to note, however,
that the glass cliff phenomenon is not uni-

versally observed (e.g., Bechtoldt, Ban-

nier, and Rock 2019) but manifests under

specific conditions (Ryan et al. 2016). For

example, the preference for atypical lead-

ership is contingent on the prior leader-

ship having been prototypical (i.e., male-

dominated; Bruckmüller and Branscombe
2010) and the crisis being attributed to

that prior leader’s failure (Kulich et al.

2015). Moreover, social norms surround-

ing the appointments of underrepre-

sented group members seem crucial

because the phenomenon is more preva-

lent in countries with greater gender

inequality (Morgenroth et al. 2020).
Given this context, the present work

focuses on the investigation of why

underrepresented candidates are more

likely to be appointed to leadership roles

in crises. Social psychological research

has unveiled two main categories of

motives: setting candidates up for failure

versus perceiving them as crisis manag-

ers based on stereotypes. In the first cat-

egory, the appointment of female leaders

in crisis may be driven by prejudice,
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such as hostile sexism (Acar and Sümer

2018). The extent to which ethnic minor-

ity leaders are selected in crises based
on prejudice, however, remains unknown.

In the second category, decision-makers

view underrepresented candidates as

well suited to endure a crisis (Ryan

et al. 2011) or effectively navigate and

resolve crises (Aelenei et al. 2020). These

judgments are based on associations of

underrepresented candidates with stereo-
typical traits deemed advantageous in

managing organizational crises. For

example, women may be preferred as

leaders during crises, which are often

seen as requiring people-oriented quali-

ties, which are stereotypically linked to

women rather than men (‘‘Think Crisis–

Think Female’’; Ryan et al. 2011). In
a similar vein, Asian American candi-

dates may be favored in crises demanding

self-sacrificial leadership because they

are perceived to embody these traits

(Gündemir et al. 2019).

The literature offers mixed support for

these motives (Kulich, Iacoviello, and

Lorenzi-Cioldi 2018; Morgenroth et al.

2020). As such, it does not provide a com-

prehensive picture of decision-makers’

potential motives yet (Kulich et al.
2021). In the present research, we intro-

duce a mechanism that has received lim-

ited attention until now (Reinwald et al.

2023). It involves decision-makers’ meta-

perceptions of how third parties may per-

ceive atypical appointments.

SIGNALING CHANGE THROUGH

LEADERSHIP APPOINTMENTS

Organizations in crisis experience

increased pressure from stakeholders

and the media (Carmeli and Schaubroeck

2008). One way they can reestablish rap-

port is through CEO turnover. The act of

replacing a CEO signals that the organi-

zation is actively addressing problems

(Gangloff, Connelly, and Shook 2016)

and conveys a commitment to change

(Agrawal, Jaffe, and Karpoff 1999). The

critical question in this process is how

CEO turnover can most effectively serve

as a signal of change (Coombs 2007). Sig-
naling theory from economics suggests

three key aspects of how organizations

communicate information as signals and

how these signals are interpreted by

observers (Connelly et al. 2011; Gomulya

and Mishina 2017):

First, CEO turnover in a crisis proves

a credible signal of change when it

involves outside hires given their height-

ened visibility, costliness, and irrevers-

ibility (Connelly et al. 2011; Gangloff

et al. 2016). Second, the gender of the

new CEO can be a signal (Reinwald

et al. 2023). The theory acknowledges

the crucial role played by symbolic values

in conveying information (Spence 2002).

An employee who represents a unique or

rare group within a specific rank of the
organization (e.g., management) is known

as a token (Kanter 1977). Tokens stand

out, are measured against stereotypical

expectations, and hold a symbolic value

to observers of the organization, that is,

third parties (Helland and Sykuta 2004).

Thus, when atypical candidates get

appointed to highly visible positions dur-
ing a crisis, it can signal change to out-

siders irrespective of whether they pos-

sess a leadership advantage (theorized

in Ryan and Haslam 2007). Indeed,

Kulich et al. (2015) found that the higher

likelihood of a female candidate’s appoint-

ment in a crisis was accounted for by the

belief that the female candidate possessed
a high potential to signal change rather

than her leadership qualities. And third,

a signal is most relevant when the level of

attention toward the company is high. Ana-

lyzing data from U.S. public firms (2000–

2016), Reinwald et al. (2023) found that

companies in a crisis were more likely to

Signaling Theory and Glass Cliff 3



appoint women to top management roles

when there was a high level of investor

attention directed toward the firm.

Taken together, signaling theory offers
a framework to study the signaling

hypothesis of the glass cliff by pointing

out potential boundary conditions and

introducing novel motives, that is, the

need to appease third parties amid a crisis

by communicating change. To date, the

question of whether third-party attention

causes the glass cliff remains unanswered
because existing evidence is of a correla-

tional nature. Moreover, seemingly dispa-

rate findings have also been documented:

a study on UK-based firms (2001–2005)

by Ihmels et al. (2023) reported that glass

cliffs for women were more prevalent in

companies receiving low media attention.

Archival evidence cannot control
potential confounding variables and mea-

sure psychological concepts in the

decision-making process. We propose an

experimental design to test the relationship

between third-party attention during crises

and atypical candidate selection and to dive

into the psychological mechanisms proposed

by signaling theory while keeping other con-
textual factors constant, such as the proto-

typical history of leadership (Bruckmüller

and Branscombe 2010) and controllability

of a crisis (Kulich et al. 2015).

THE PRESENT RESEARCH

Past research on the glass cliff in man-

agement has concentrated on female lead-

ers (Morgenroth et al. 2020). A notable

gap exists in the literature concerning

whether the signaling hypothesis of the
glass cliff applies to both women and eth-

nic minorities. Gender and ethnicity are

salient categories relevant to the signal-

ing hypothesis because they represent

more visible social categories in the

workplace than others, such as sexual ori-

entation (Beatty and Kirby 2006). In

addition, there is a scarcity of studies
that explore appointments involving can-

didates from multiple social categories.

Previous research has primarily com-

pared male and female candidates from

the ethnic majority group (e.g., Kulich

et al. 2021) or male ethnic majority and

minority candidates (Aelenei et al.

2020). This leaves us with an incomplete
understanding of how the presence of

multiple atypical candidates influences

decision-making processes. Understand-

ing individual preferences when selecting

from a diverse pool of candidates is essen-

tial because it mirrors the scenario preva-

lent in many organizations.

Overall, we test two sets of hypotheses

(Figure 1):

Figure 1. Visualization of Hypotheses 1 and 2
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Overall Hypothesis 1: Atypical candi-
dates (i.e., women and ethnic minori-
ties) are more likely to be appointed
to executive positions if a company
experiences high third-party attention
in a crisis compared to a company
with low third-party attention in a cri-
sis or without a crisis.

Overall Hypothesis 2: The higher need to
signal change to observers explains
the increased preference for atypical
candidates in a high-attention crisis.

We conducted a pilot study followed by

two subsequent studies.1 In the pilot, we

tested a new experimental manipulation

of different company situations, which

we employed in our subsequent studies.
Initially, we concentrated on candidate

gender and piloted our dependent vari-

able measure, which did not work as

intended.2 As a consequence, in Studies

1 and 2, we implemented a new measure

for the dependent variable (candidate

choice) and expanded our focus to include

both candidate gender and ethnic group
membership. By incorporating candidates

representing various visible social catego-

ries, we aimed to mitigate suspicions

regarding the study’s objective and enhance

the ecological validity of the candidate pool.

Participants were presented with four

equally qualified leadership candidates

with distinct social group memberships:

two men from the ethnic majority, one

woman from the ethnic majority, and

one man from an ethnic minority. The eth-

nic background of the candidates varied

across the studies to ensure that the

observed effects were not specific to one con-

text or social category. Moreover, we adap-

ted the background to the demographic

structure of the country of data collection.

Because our hypothesis is not based on ster-

eotypes but rather on the propensity for

a social category to signal change, it should

be supported as long as the candidate’s eth-

nic minority membership is visible.

STUDY 1

Because the study was conducted in Swit-

zerland, we included a Swiss candidate of

Turkish origin as our ethnic minority

candidate. Turkish immigrants constitute

one of the largest non-EU origin immigra-

tion groups in Switzerland (Federal Sta-

tistical Office 2023). Although Turkish

immigrants are visible by their names and

encounter hiring discrimination, it is not

as pronounced as experienced by certain

other immigrant groups (Fibbi et al. 2022;

Zschirnt 2020). These factors rendered
them legitimate leadership candidates

while still capable of signaling change.

To focus on third-party attention,

Study 1 exclusively examined scenarios

involving companies in crisis. Our

hypotheses were as follows:

Study 1 Hypothesis 1: Atypical (vs. proto-
typical) candidates are more likely to
be chosen as new CEOs if third-party
attention is high (vs. low).

Study 1 Hypothesis 2: Atypical (vs. proto-
typical) candidates are preferred as
new CEOs if third-party attention is
high (vs. low) because it is deemed
important for the new CEO to signal
change.

With atypical candidates, we referred

to the female and the ethnic minority

1The University Commission for Ethical
Research at the University of Geneva approved
all studies. We fully report all performed studies,
data exclusions, determination of sample size,
experimental conditions, and measures in the
article, consistent with reporting standards for
quantitative research. All data, study materials,
supplementary materials, and preregistrations
(Pilot Study and Study 2) can be accessed via
this link: https://osf.io/tng8w/?view_only=7ada
46d3b8074d2192bd804e8fc9db80. Data were ana-
lyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 26 and Hayes’s
(2018) PROCESS macro.

2See SM1 and SM2 in the Supplemental Mate-
rial available with the online version of the
article.
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candidates. In addition, we aimed to

explore the pattern individually for the

female and ethnic minority candidates

(vs. all the other candidates).

Method

Participants. A student recruited French-

speaking Swiss participants using social

media and snowball sampling over

a period of four weeks for a master’s the-

sis in social psychology, with the pro-

gram’s guidelines requiring a sample

size of 200 participants. Participants

had to be employed and have at least

three years of work experience. We intro-

duced the latter criterium to ensure that

participants had an optimal understand-

ing of the described company situation.

We excluded participants who did not

consent to data processing (n = 1) or

who failed the comprehension (n = 32)

or the attention check (n = 25). Moreover,

we excluded nonbinary participants (n =

3) and those who did not disclose their gen-

der (n = 11) because participant gender

was controlled in the main analyses.

Finally, our sample consisted of 160 partic-

ipants (58.8 percent women) with an aver-

age age of 34.65 years (SD = 11.23, range =

20–67 years). A sensitivity analysis for our

logistic regression revealed that the sample

size could detect a medium effect of odds

ratio (OR) = 2.51 (Faul et al. 2009).

Procedure. The study consisted of a third-

party attention (high vs. low) between-

participant design. Participants were pre-

sented with a fictional vignette depicting

a Swiss food company facing a crisis due

to prior CEO mismanagement, resulting

in decreased profits and sales and dam-

aged human relations within the organi-

zation (the order in which the negative

impact was mentioned was randomized).

Third-party attention (high or low) was

operationalized through media coverage

and the interest of shareholders, custom-

ers, and observers in company decisions.

In addition, participants were provided

with the information that the company’s

public relations team was concerned (vs.

relieved) that the company received high
(vs. low) attention during the crisis,

respectively. Following this, participants

completed comprehension checks and

rated the importance of the new execu-

tive’s role in signaling and implementing

change. Then, they read short biographies

of the shortlisted candidates: Pierre Ber-

nard (Swiss man), Olivier Müller (Swiss
man), Beatrice Dubois (Swiss woman),

and Marc Akin Widmer (Swiss man born

in Turkey). The description stated that

the candidates had equal qualifications

and experiences. The order of candidates

and the candidate biography combinations

were randomized. Finally, participants

were asked to imagine that they were
part of the public relations team and had

to recommend the most suitable candidate

for the executive position. In the presented

situations, decision-makers, such as board

members, would consider the public image

of the company, including stakeholders’

opinions, when they choose a new execu-

tive (Agrawal et al. 1999; Gangloff et al.
2016)—a perspective our participants

needed to be made aware of. Therefore,

we decided to immerse them into the pub-

lic relations team to emphasize the signif-

icance of the company’s image.

Measures. For the comprehension check,

participants chose one out of three options
indicating that the company situation

‘‘attracted considerable media attention,’’

‘‘did not really attract media attention,’’

or ‘‘no mention is made of whether the

company attracted media attention.’’

Participants indicated perceived

severity of the company crisis (1 = not

at all severe to 7 = extremely severe,
M = 5.18, SD = 1.06).

6 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



Participants indicated to which extent

it was important for the new executive

to signal change (e.g., ‘‘the appointment

of the CEO signals the beginning of

a new era’’; four items; a = .69, M =

5.72, SD = .97) and implement actual

change (e.g., ‘‘the person can increase

profit, sales, and orders’’; six items; a =

.58, M = 5.61, SD = .72) on a Likert scale

from 1 = not at all important to 7 = very

important (Kulich et al. 2021).

After participants made their candi-

date choice, they indicated on a Likert

scale from 1 = not at all to 7 = completely

to which degree their decision was influ-

enced by eight items that we created

reflecting different motives from the glass

cliff literature (see Table 1).3

Participants indicated whether they

considered themselves to belong to an

ethnic or immigrant minority in Switzer-

land based on their skin color, religion,

ethnicity, or immigration background on

a single item (1 = not at all, 7 = com-

pletely; M = 2.57, SD = 2.25; Aelenei

et al. 2020). Overall, 60 percent of the

participants did not identify as belonging

to an ethnic or immigrant minority group

(those who chose 1). The remaining par-

ticipants indicated belonging to one to

some extent (M = 4.92, SD = 1.86, those

who chose 2–7).

Participants’ political leaning was

measured by an 11-point scale from 1 =

left to 11 = right, indicating a tendency

to the left (M = 3.38, SD = 2.34).

Results

Perceived crisis severity. An independent

samples t test, t(158) = 22.03, p = .044,

95% confidence interval [CI] = [2.67,

2.01], showed that the crisis was per-

ceived as more severe in the high-

attention condition (M = 5.35, SD = .97)

compared to the low-attention condition

(M = 5.01, SD = 1.13). Moreover, explor-

atory analyses indicated that the higher

perceived crisis severity was linked to
a higher importance placed on signaling

change.4

Atypical candidate choices (Study 1

Hypothesis 1). To test whether the atypi-

cal (woman and ethnic minority) candi-

dates were more likely chosen than the

prototypical (male ethnic majority) candi-

dates in a high-attention (vs. low-atten-

tion) crisis, we conducted a logistic

regression with third-party attention

Table 1. Means (Standard Deviations) of Ratings to Which Extent Various Reasons Were Used
for the Candidate Choice in the High- and Low-Attention Conditions

Items High Attention Low Attention

Improve the candidate’s carrier prospects 3.00 (2.06) 3.06 (2.14)
Improve the company’s performance 5.37 (1.63) 5.45 (1.78)
Receive positive evaluations from shareholders and clients 4.56 (1.91) 4.46 (2.04)
Receive positive evaluations from employees 4.98 (1.84) 5.09 (2.05)
Increase diversity representation in top leadership positions 5.31 (2.09) 4.54 (2.32)
Candidate gender 5.10 (2.28) 3.89 (2.50)
Candidate’s cultural background 2.41 (1.89) 2.59 (2.07)
High/low media attention (condition-dependent) 3.85 (2.33) 2.42 (1.81)

3For exploratory analyses with this measure,
see SM 6 in the Supplemental Material available
with the online version of the article.

4For mediation analysis, see SM7 in the Sup-
plemental Material available with the online ver-
sion of the article.
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(21 = low, 1 = high) on the candidate

choice (0 = prototypical, 1 = atypical)

while controlling for participant gender

(21 men, 1 = women) and Attention 3

Gender interaction. Participant gender

was systematically addressed for two pri-
mary reasons: to account for potential

inequal gender distribution across exper-

imental conditions and for the tendency

for women to generally exhibit a stronger

preference for both women and candi-

dates from minority groups in a crisis

(Takizawa et al. 2022).5

In line with Study 1 Hypothesis 1, we
found a main effect of third-party atten-

tion such that atypical candidates were

more likely chosen in a high-attention cri-

sis, b = .75, Wald x2(1) = 5.53, p = .019, eb

= 2.12, 95% CI = [1.13, 3.96]. Moreover,

female participants were more likely to

choose an atypical candidate, b = .65,

Wald x2(1) = 4.11, p = .043, eb = 1.91,
95% CI = [1.02, 3.57], but no Attention

3 Gender interaction was found, b =

.36, Wald x2(1) = 1.30, p = .254, eb =

1.44, 95% CI = [.77, 2.69]. The effect of

third-party attention remains if partici-

pant gender is not in the model, b = .66,

Wald x2(1) = 5.99, p = .014, eb = 1.94,

95% CI = [1.14, 3.29].
Considering that perceived crisis sever-

ity differed between the conditions, we

also ran the analysis while controlling for

it (continuous, centered) and the Attention

3 Severity interaction. Although the

effect of attention remained, b = .83,

Wald x2(1) = 6.01, p = .014, eb = 2.29,

95% CI = [1.18, 4.43], no severity effect,
b = –.31, Wald x2(1) = 1.24, p = .265, eb =

.73, 95% CI = [.42, 1.27], or interaction

was found, b = 2.45, Wald x2(1) = 2.52,

p = .112, eb = .64, 95% CI = [.37, 1.11].

Female and ethnic minority candidate

choices (exploratory analyses for Study 1

Hypothesis 1). We explored the Study 1

Hypothesis 1 pattern individually for the

female and ethnic minority candidates

(vs. all the other candidates) and ran

additional logistic regressions on the

choice between the female candidate and

the three male candidates and on the

choice between the ethnic minority candi-

date and the three ethnic majority candi-

dates. Figure 2 illustrates the probabili-

ties of selecting the candidates of interest.

We repeated the logistic regression

analysis on candidate choice (0 = men,

1 = woman). The female candidate was

more likely chosen if third-party atten-

tion was high, b = .36, Wald x2(1) = 4.33,

p = .038, eb = 1.44, 95% CI = [1.02, 2.00].

Moreover, she was more likely chosen by

female participants, b = .34, Wald x2(1)

= 3.88, p = .049, eb = 1.40, 95% CI =

[1.00, 1.96]. No Attention 3 Gender

interaction was found, b = .15, Wald

x2(1) = .80, p = .371, eb = 1.72, 95% CI =
[.83, 1.63].

Finally, we ran the analysis on candi-

date choice (0 = ethnic majority, 1 = eth-

nic minority). At odds with Study 1

Hypothesis 1, third-party attention did

not affect ethnic minority choice, b =

2.08, Wald x2(1) = .19, p = .663, eb = .92,
95% CI = [.64, 1.34]. Participant gender,

b = 2.13, Wald x2(1) = .44, p = .506, eb =

.88, 95% CI = [.61, 1.28], and the interac-

tion, b = 2.13, Wald x2(1) = .44, p = .506,

eb = .88, 95% CI = [.61, 1.28], had no

effects either.

Mediation (Study 1 Hypothesis 2). We ran
a mediation analysis (Hayes’s [2018]

PROCESS macro, Model 4, with 10,000

biased bootstrap samples) to test whether
the higher likelihood to choose an atypi-

cal candidate in a high-attention crisis

was mediated by a higher importance

placed on signaling change (Study 1

Hypothesis 2). Participant gender and

5SM 3 in the Supplemental Material available
with the online version of the article details fur-
ther analyses when controlling for participant
political leaning and minority group membership.
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the Attention 3 Gender interaction were

added as covariates. As expected, signal-

ing change, b = .18, p = .029, 95% CI =

[.02, .33], was deemed more important
in the high-attention (vs. low-attention)

condition. Its perceived importance, how-

ever, was not linked to atypical candidate

choice, b = 2.45, p = .094, 95% CI = [2.98,

0,08]. The mediation (indirect effect) was

not significant, b = 2.08, 95% CI =

[2.25, .01]. We also explored the model

with actual change as mediator, but
found no effects.6 In an exploratory man-

ner, the analysis was repeated with the

choice of the female candidate and the

choice of the ethnic minority candidate

as dependent variables, but no mediation

or links between signaling change and

candidate choice were found.7

Discussion

Study 1 manipulated third-party atten-

tion (high vs. low) directed toward a com-

pany in crisis and presented participants

with four candidates varying in gender

and ethnic background. Study 1 Hypothe-

sis 1 was supported because atypical can-

didates were more likely chosen in a high-

attention crisis compared to a low-

attention crisis. This pattern held when

we specifically examined the preference

for the female candidate. Moreover, the

crisis was perceived to be more severe

when third-party attention was high (vs.

low), mirroring a glass cliff scenario.

Third-party attention, however, did not

impact the likelihood of selecting the eth-

nic minority candidate.

Study 1 Hypothesis 2 was not sup-

ported because the perceived importance

of the new CEO to signal change did not

predict atypical candidate choice. Consid-

ering that the signaling change measures

were presented to participants before

they were introduced to the candidate

profiles, they could not incorporate social

category information into their responses

to the signaling items. In the absence of

knowledge of the candidate profiles, it

remains uncertain what associations par-

ticipants made with a candidate signaling

change.

A limitation of this study is that par-

ticipants were recruited by a student

using snowball sampling, relying on her

Figure 2. Probabilities for the Atypical Candidates, Female Candidate, and Ethnic Minority
Candidate to Be Chosen for the Leadership Role Depending on the Company Situation
(High-Attention Crisis vs. Low-Attention Crisis)

6See SM 5 in the Supplemental Material avail-
able with the online version of the article.

7See SM 4 in the Supplemental Material avail-
able with the online version of the article.
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personal network. This approach led to

a rather politically left-leaning sample,

which may have contributed to a rela-

tively high baseline preference for atypi-

cal candidates, especially for the female

candidate. Nevertheless, it should be

highlighted that our new dependent vari-

able allowed participants’ choices to be

influenced by motives beyond social desir-

ability, notably, their motivation to signal

change.

STUDY 2

Study 2 aimed to replicate the findings of

Study 1 in a different country using

a larger and less politically skewed sam-

ple. In addition, we adjusted the study

materials. First, we added a no-crisis con-

dition to examine whether the low-

attention crisis and no-crisis conditions

were perceived differently. Second, in

response to the limitation of Study 1,

which pertained to the order of present-

ing the signaling change items, we pre-

sented candidate names and profiles

before participants were asked to rate

the importance of change potentials.

This change in the sequence allowed par-

ticipants to form an initial impression of

the candidates before assessing the

importance of signaling and implement-

ing actual change. Third, because the

study was conducted in France, we chose

an Algerian background for the ethnic

minority candidate. Algerian immigrants

represent one of the largest immigration

cohorts in France (Institut national de la

statistique et des études économiques

2023). Given their significance, previous

experiments on the glass cliff phenome-

non have featured French-Algerian can-
didates, who also represent visible social

categories that could signal change (Aele-

nei et al. 2020).

The study retained the same hypothe-

ses from Figure 1.

Study 2 Hypothesis 1a: Atypical candi-
dates (vs. prototypical candidates)
are more likely to be selected in
a high-attention crisis relative to the
other two conditions.

Study 2 Hypothesis 1b: A female candi-
date (vs. male candidates) is more
likely to be selected in a high-
attention crisis relative to the other
two conditions.

Study 2 Hypothesis 1c: An ethnic minor-
ity candidate (vs. ethnic majority can-
didates) is more likely to be selected in
a high-attention crisis relative to the
other two conditions.

Given that other motives could drive

a preference for atypical candidates in

a crisis in parallel (e.g., their perceived
suitability as crisis managers; Kulich

et al. 2021), this preference might still

exist in a low-attention crisis compared

to a no-crisis situation. Thus, we preregis-

tered an alternative hypothesis:

Alternative Study 2 Hypothesis 1: Atypi-
cal candidates are most likely chosen
in the high-attention crisis, followed
by the low-attention crisis, and least
likely in the no-crisis condition.

Consistent with Study 1, Study 2

Hypothesis 2 posits that Study 2 Hypoth-
eses 1a through 1c will be explained by

the perceived importance of signaling

change.

Method

Participants. In Study 1, the effects found

for the preference of atypical candidates
was OR = 2.12, and for the female candi-

date, it was OR = 1.44. Considering the

smaller effect size for the female candi-

date, the required sample size was 993,

according to an a priori power analysis

for logistic regression with G*Power (80

percent power, a = .05). Considering the

larger effect for the atypical candidates,

10 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



the required sample size was 234. Our

financial resources allowed for a collection

of 400 participants using the French

recruitment platform Crowdpanel

(https://crowdpanel.io/).
In total, 413 participants completed

the questionnaire, but 4 participants did

not consent to data processing, and 24

participants did not meet the inclusion

criteria of being currently employed and

having at least three years of work expe-

rience. We also excluded participants

who did not specify their gender (n = 1),

failed the attention check (n = 11), or

failed the first comprehension check (n =

9). Thus, our sample consisted of 364 par-

ticipants (52.5 percent women, 47.5 per-

cent men) with an average age of 41.30

years (SD = 9.86, range = 18–65 years).

Almost all participants were French resi-
dents (99.2 percent) and nationals (99.7

percent). A sensitivity analysis for the

logistic regression analysis revealed that

the sample size could detect a small to

medium effect of OR = 1.82 (Faul et al.

2009).

Procedure. The study had a company sit-
uation (high-attention crisis vs. low-

attention crisis vs. no crisis) between-

participant design. We used the same

questionnaire as in the previous studies

with the adaptation to the French con-

text. Thus, participants read vignettes

about a French food company with either

strong or poor performance (no crisis vs.

crisis conditions). In the crisis conditions,

participants either read that media and

stakeholder attention was high or low.

Before rating the importance of the new

executive’s role in signaling and imple-

menting change, participants read the

names of the shortlisted candidates. The

subsequent biographies belonged to

Pierre Bernard (French man), Olivier

Martin (French man), Beatrice Dubois

(French woman), and Abdel Benzekri

(French-Algerian man born in Algeria;

biography used in Aelenei et al. 2020).

Like in Study 1, participants recommen-

ded a candidate for the executive position

as if they were part of the company’s pub-

lic relations team.

Measures. For the comprehension check,

participants indicated whether the com-

pany situation was ‘‘rather good,’’ ‘‘rather

bad,’’ or ‘‘not indicated.’’ Participants who

failed this question were excluded. In the

crisis conditions, they also answered

whether the company situation attracted

‘‘a lot’’ or ‘‘little’’ media and stakeholder

interest or ‘‘it was not indicated.’’ Overall,

96 percent of participants responded cor-

rectly to the second comprehension check,

which was not used as an exclusion

criterion.
The same measures as in previous

studies were used for the rest of the ques-

tionnaire. Participants in the crisis condi-

tions indicated the severity of the crisis

(low-attention crisis: M = 5.03, SD =

1.02; high-attention crisis: M = 5.49,

SD = .78). All participants rated the

importance of the new CEO to signal

change (a = .94, M = 5.18, SD = 1.72)

and implement change (a = .72, M =

5.53, SD = .92), their ethnic or immigrant

minority group membership (M = 1.85,
SD = 1.73; 25.3 percent self-categorized as

belonging to a minority group), and their

political leaning (M = 5.90, SD = 2.66).

Like in Study 1, participants indicated

on a Likert scale from 1 = not at all to 7 =

completely to which degree their candi-

date choice was influenced by the items

outlined in Table 2.8

Results

Candidate choices (Study 2 Hypothesis 1).

Figure 3 depicts the probabilities for the

candidates of interest to be selected. The

8Exploratory analyses with this measure can
be found in SM 9 in the Supplemental Material
available with the online version of the article.
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hypothesis posits that atypical (vs. proto-

typical) candidates are more likely chosen

in a high-attention crisis compared to the

low-attention crisis and no crisis. The
comparison between the high-attention

crisis and the other two conditions

allowed for a direct test of the signaling

hypothesis. If the preference for atypical

candidates over prototypical candidates

in a crisis is driven by the desire to signal

change to observers, then this preference

should only be evident in a crisis that

calls for such signaling.

To test whether the atypical (woman

and ethnic minority) candidates were

more likely chosen in a high-attention cri-

sis (vs. low-attention crisis and no crisis),

we computed orthogonal contrasts (Study

2 Hypothesis 1a). C1 opposed the high-

attention crisis (coded 2) to the other

Table 2. Means (Standard Deviations) of Ratings to Which Extent Various Reasons Were Used
for the Candidate Choice in the Different Conditions

Items
High-attention

crisis
Low-attention

crisis
No

crisis

Improve the candidate’s carrier prospects 4.26 (2.19) 3.89 (1.88) 4.13 (1.83)
Improve the company’s performance 5.86 (1.36) 5.65 (1.36) 5.18 (1.58)
Receive positive evaluations from

shareholders and clients
5.40 (1.54) 5.02 (1.67) 4.66 (1.80)

Receive positive evaluations
from employees

5.54 (1.46) 5.24 (1.61) 4.92 (1.68)

Increase diversity representation
in top leadership positions

4.61 (2.23) 4.51 (2.08) 4.15 (2.10)

Candidate gender 4.03 (2.40) 3.70 (2.19) 3.72 (2.26)
Candidate’s cultural background 2.74 (2.07) 2.74 (1.92) 2.48 (1.80)
Low media attention 3.45 (1.74)
High media attention 4.98 (1.70)
Good company situation 5.45 (1.53)

Figure 3. Probabilities for the Atypical Candidates, Female Candidate, and Ethnic Minority Can-
didate to Be Chosen for the Leadership Role Depending on the Company Situation (High-Atten-
tion Crisis, Low-Attention Crisis, No Crisis)
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two conditions (both coded 21). The resid-

ual contrast C2 was coded high-attention

crisis = 0, low-attention crisis = 1, and no

crisis = 21. We conducted a logistic

regression on candidate choice (0 = proto-

typical, 1 = atypical) with the contrasts
while controlling for participant gender

(21 man, 1 = woman), C1 3 Gender,

and C2 3 Gender interactions. As pre-

dicted, atypical candidates were more

likely to be chosen in the high-attention

crisis compared to the low-attention crisis

and no crisis; C1: b = .17, Wald x2(1) =

4.47, p = .034, eb = 1.18, 95% CI = [1.01,
1.37]. The low-attention crisis, however,

also led to a higher preference for atypical

candidates compared to no crisis; C2: b =

.31, Wald x2(1) = 5.37, p = .020, eb =

1.36, 95% CI = [1.05, 1.77].

We thus tested for the effect outlined

in the Study 2 alternative hypothesis

using a contrast GC1, where the low-
attention crisis is situated between the

high-attention crisis and no crisis (high-

attention crisis = 1, low-attention crisis =

0, no crisis = 21) and its residual contrast

GC2 (high-attention crisis = 21, low-

attention crisis = 2, no crisis = 21). The

model consisted of participant gender

and interactions with the contrasts. As
predicted, the high-attention crisis led

to a higher atypical candidate preference

compared to the no-crisis condition; GC1:

b = .40, Wald x2(1) = 8.93, p = .003, eb =

1.50, 95% CI = [1.15, 1.95]. The prefer-

ence in the low-attention crisis was situ-

ated in between because the residual

GC2 was not significant, b = .07, Wald
x2(1) = .87, p = .351, eb = 1.08, 95% CI =

[.92, 1.25]. Participant gender was also

significant, b = .29, Wald x2(1) = 6.80,

p = .009, eb = 1.33, 95% CI = [1.07,

1.65]. Interactions were nonsignificant;

GC1 3 Gender: b = –.21, Wald x2(1) =

2.50, p = .114, eb = .81, 95% CI = [.62,

1.05], and GC2 3 Gender: b = .05, Wald
x2(1) = .37, p = .541, eb = 1.05, 95% CI =

[.90, 1.22].

To test Study 2 Hypothesis 1b, we con-

ducted the logistic regression analysis

with company situation (C1 and C2) on

candidate choice (0 = men, 1 = woman).

As hypothesized, the female candidate

was more likely chosen in a high-

attention crisis compared to the low-

attention crisis and no crisis; C1: b =

.18, Wald x2(1) = 5.31, p = .021, eb =

1.19, 95% CI = [1.03, 1.38]. She was not

more likely chosen in a low-attention cri-

sis compared to no crisis; C2: b = .04,

Wald x2(1) = .07, p = .799, eb = 1.04, 95%

CI = [.79, 1.35]. Furthermore, the female

candidate was more likely chosen by

female participants, b = .27, Wald x2(1)
= 6.10, p = .014, eb = 1.31, 95% CI =

[1.06, 1.62]. No interactions were found;

C1 3 Gender: b = –.06, Wald x2(1) =

.61, p = .435, eb = .94, 95% CI = [.81,

1.09], C2 3 Gender: b = .03, Wald x2(1)

= .05, p = .833, eb = 1.03, 95% CI = [.79,

1.34].

We also ran the logistic regression

with the alternative contrasts. The high-

attention crisis led to stronger female

candidate preference compared to no cri-

sis; GC1: b = .28, Wald x2(1) = 4.40, p =

.036, eb = 1.32, 95% CI = [1.02, 1.72].

Low attention was situated in between

because GC2 was not significant, b =

–.07, Wald x2(1) = .82, p = .366, eb = .93,
95% CI = [.80, 1.09]. Women preferred

the female candidate more than men,

b = .27, Wald x2(1) = 6.10, p = .014, eb =

1.31, 95% CI = [1.06, 1.62]. Interactions

were nonsignificant; GC1 3 Gender: b =

–.08, Wald x2(1) = .31, p = .576, eb = .93,

95% CI = [.72, 1.21]; GC2 3 Gender:

b = .04, Wald x2(1) = .32, p = .570, eb =
1.05, 95% CI = [.90, 1.22]).

To test Study 2 Hypothesis 1c, we

ran a final logistic regression on candi-

date choice (0 = ethnic majority,

1 = ethnic minority). The ethnic minority

candidate was not more likely chosen in

the high-attention crisis (vs. low-

attention crisis and no crisis); C1: b =
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.02, Wald x2(1) = .04, p = .841, eb = 1.02,

95% CI = [.84, 1.25]. Against expecta-

tions, he was more likely chosen in the

low-attention crisis compared to no crisis;
C2: b = .50, Wald x2(1) = 6.98, p = .008, eb

= 1.64, 95% CI = [1.14, 2.37].

The logistic regression with the alter-

native contrasts uncovered no effect of

GC1, where the low-attention crisis is sit-

uated between the high-attention crisis

and no crisis, b = .27, Wald x2(1) = 2.00,

p = .157, eb = 1.32, 95% CI = [.90, 1.95].

We found, however, that the ethnic
minority candidate was more likely cho-

sen in the low-attention crisis compared

to the other two conditions; GC2: b =

.24, Wald x2(1) = 6.12, p = .013, eb =

1.27, 95% CI = [1.05, 1.53]. Participant

gender had no effect, b = .08, Wald

x2(1) = .31, p = .576, eb = 1.09, 95% CI =

[.81, 1.46]. Interactions were nonsignifi-
cant; GC1 3 Gender: b = 2.33, Wald

x2(1) = 2.83, p = .093, eb = .72, 95% CI =

[.49, 1.06], GC2 3 Gender b = 2.02,

Wald x2(1) = .06, p = .800, eb = .98, 95%

CI = [.81, 1.18]).

Mediation (Study 2 Hypothesis 2). Like in

the previous studies, we used mediations

to test whether the higher likelihood

of choosing an atypical/female/ethnic

minority candidate in a high-attention

crisis was mediated by a higher impor-

tance placed on signaling change or

actual change, resulting in six mediation

analyses.9 The following summary of

results is complemented by the outcomes
from the mediation analysis for the choice

of an atypical candidate. We generally

found that both signaling (e.g., b = .87,

SE = .04, p \ .001, 95% CI = [.79, .96])

and actual change (e.g., b = .63, SE =

.06, p \ .001, 95% CI = [.52, .75]) were

perceived to be most important in the

high-attention crisis, followed by the
low-attention crisis, and least in the no-

crisis situation (Figure 4). No significant

associations, however, were found

between the perceived importance of sig-

naling (e.g., b = .15, SE = .17, p = .374,

95% CI = [2.18, .49]) and actual change

(e.g., b = 2.04, SE = .13, p = .747, 95%

CI = [2.30, .22]) and candidate choice.
None of the indirect effects was

Figure 4. Means and Standard Errors of Perceived Importance of the New Executive Director
Signaling or Implementing Actual Change Depending on Company Situation
Note: Error bars indicate standard errors.

9Described in SM 8 in the Supplemental Mate-
rial available with the online version of the
article.
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significant (e.g., signal: b = .13, SE = .16,

95% CI = [2.17, .46]; actual: b = 2.03, SE

= .09, 95% CI = [2.19, .14]).

Discussion

Study 2 investigated the appointment of

female and ethnic minority candidates

in a pool with male ethnic majority candi-

dates depending on company situation,

which was described as a high-attention

crisis, low-attention crisis, or no crisis.

We found that atypical candidates were

most likely appointed in a high-attention

crisis, followed by the low-attention crisis,

and least in the no-crisis condition. The

patterns were distinct when we individu-

ally analyzed the preference for the

female (vs. male) and the ethnic minority

(vs. ethnic majority) candidates. The eth-

nic majority woman was more likely

appointed in a high-attention crisis than

the other two conditions. This under-

scores the importance of heightened

third-party attention in her selection dur-

ing a crisis, supporting the notion that

signaling change is most crucial when

there is high attention directed toward

the company, as posited by signaling the-

ory. In contrast, the ethnic-minority man

was generally least preferred but most

likely appointed in the low-attention cri-

sis compared to the other two conditions.

This unexpected pattern shows that the

signaling hypothesis does not seem to

apply to the choice of an ethnic-minority

man.

Moreover, our results support the

proposition that the perceived importance

of signaling change aligns with the level

of third-party attention directed toward

the company. The means of signaling

change differed significantly between

the company situations such that signal-

ing change was deemed most important

in the high-attention crisis. Our media-

tion analyses (Study 2 Hypothesis 2),

however, did not reveal a link between

the perceived importance of the CEO to

signal change and candidate choice (see

General Discussion).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Three studies tested whether third-party

interest in a company’s crisis increases

top-level leadership appointments of

atypical candidates (women and ethnic

minorities) in a context where prototypi-

cal leadership consisted of ethnic majority

men. Our research was based on signal-

ing theory (e.g., Connelly et al. 2011) to

better understand the motives underlying
the glass cliff (Morgenroth et al. 2020;

Ryan et al. 2016).

Previous archival studies have pro-

duced mixed results when examining

the appointment of women to positions

in situations that attracted media and

investor attention (Ihmels et al. 2023;

Reinwald et al. 2023). Our experiments

aimed to show causal evidence for the sig-

naling hypothesis, focusing not only on

women but also on ethnic minority candi-
dates. We presented participants with

vignettes depicting a company’s situation

as either stable or a crisis characterized

by declining performance and employee

relations, as typically done in glass cliff

studies. The novelty consisted of the addi-

tional manipulation of the varying degree

of third-party attention surrounding the
crises.

We advanced the hypothesis that

decision-makers would perceive a need

to signal change in a situation of high

third-party attention. One way to signal

change would be to appoint a new and

atypical leader. Two studies employed

an experimental design that offered partic-

ipants choices involving two prototypical

candidates (ethnic-majority men) and two

atypical candidates (an ethnic-majority

woman and an ethnic-minority man).

Our findings indicated that atypical

candidates were most likely selected in
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a high-attention crisis compared to a low-

attention crisis or a no-crisis scenario.

These results align with signaling theory,

according to which high third-party

attention should be linked to atypical

leader choices. Notably, the preference

for atypical candidates also increased in

the crisis with low third-party attention,

revealing an effect where the low-

attention crisis was situated between

the high-attention crisis and no crisis.

Additional analyses suggested that the

higher likelihood of choosing atypical can-

didates during high-attention crises was

driven by a preference for female candi-

dates, whereas the increase in selection

of atypical candidates in low-attention

crises was partially due to a preference

for ethnic minority candidates (Study 2).

This implies that the type of atypical

group category and various other factors,

such as perceived suitability as crisis

managers (Kulich et al. 2021), may con-

currently explain the choice of atypical

candidates.

It should be noted that the appoint-

ment pattern for the ethnic-minority

man was inconsistent across studies.

Although in Study 1, the level of third-

party attention did not affect choosing

the ethnic-minority candidate, in Study

2, he was more likely chosen in a low-

attention crisis than a high-attention cri-

sis and no crisis. Various underlying fac-

tors could explain these outcomes. For

example, participants may have believed

that the candidate could handle the crisis

and implement actual change (Aelenei

et al. 2020). At the same time, they may

have been concerned about how stake-

holders would perceive such an appoint-

ment, influenced by notions of third-party

prejudice (Vial, Brescoll, and Dovidio
2019). Thus, they may have been more

hesitant in choosing a French-Algerian

man in the context where third-party

attention was high. Although women con-

stitute a group protected by social norms

of anti-discrimination in many workplace

contexts, racism is less addressed (Franco

and Maass 1999). Workplace racism in

France, where Study 2 was conducted,

remains prevalent (Quillian et al. 2019),

and the awareness of inequalities con-
cerning ethnic minorities is relatively

low (Brinbaum, Safi, and Simon 2018).

Alternatively, participants themselves

could have held stereotypes about the

candidate, perceiving him as less adept

at communicating with third parties,

including the media. Such perception

could stem from lower associations with
warmth and competence (Kil et al. 2019).

Another unexpected finding pertains

to the absence of mediation effects. The

perceived importance of signaling change

potential did not mediate the effect of the

company’s situation on candidate choice.

When our findings are viewed in the

broader context of our outcomes, they

align with the signaling hypothesis. The

null results, however, prevent us from

offering direct evidence that signaling

change underlies our effects. It is impor-

tant to note the cautious interpretation

required for mediation analyses in gen-

eral (Bullock and Green 2021) and when

delving into underlying psychological pro-

cesses because it is possible that our par-

ticipants were not aware of their motives

when selecting candidates (Spencer,

Zanna, and Fong 2005). This is why we

experimentally manipulated the level of
third-party attention: to complement

prior correlational evidence of the signal-

ing hypothesis (e.g., Kulich et al. 2015)

with insights into causality. In addition,

the null results may be attributed to mea-

surement issues because the items we

used lacked validation and exhibited low

internal consistency (Clark and Watson
2019). The latter limitation may stem

from the various aspects of signaling

change encompassed in the different

items of the scale, such as the type of

third-party observers, the nature of the
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signal, and the type of change. For

a clearer understanding of the underlying

effect, we invite future studies to measure

the perception of each candidate’s ability

for signaling change or to use validated

scales for evaluating the importance of
signaling change.

In summary, our research contributes

to the experimental evidence of the glass

cliff phenomenon by demonstrating that

women and ethnic minority candidates

are more likely to be selected in a com-

pany crisis compared to a stable situa-

tion. Furthermore, our findings suggest

that different mechanisms underlie the

choice of a female or ethnic minority

leader in a crisis, highlighting the need

for empirical investigation on contextual

factors, such as normative climates sur-

rounding specific social categories and

the consequences of signaling change by

hiring certain minority group members.10

Limitations and Future Directions

We encourage future studies to consider

the combination of multiple atypical can-

didates and delve into the processes that

underlie candidate selections when indi-

viduals from diverse social categories

coexist within a candidate pool. In the

next step, researchers could incorporate

intersectionality, particularly concerning

gender and ethnic minority status (Bow-

leg 2017). The perceived effects of multi-

ple minoritized identities are multifac-

eted, with various social psychological

models predicting different processes

and outcomes (Hudson, Myer, and Berney

2024). Specific questions that studies

could explore include whether ethnic

minority women serve as stronger

indicators of change compared to ethnic

majority women and whether the appoint-

ment of an ethnic minority woman signals

something different from that of an ethnic

minority man. Understanding how multi-

ple identities influence decision-making
is crucial for a nuanced theorization of

the glass cliff phenomenon (see Ellis

2022).

Although our findings in Studies 1 and

2 indicate that women were more likely to

be appointed in high-attention crises,

supporting our signaling hypothesis, we

should consider alternative interpreta-

tions. The preference for a female execu-

tive during a high-attention crisis might

be driven by another mechanism linked

to stereotypes (Kulich et al. 2021), possi-

bly aligning with the ‘‘Think Crisis–

Think Female’’ concept (Ryan et al.

2011). For instance, female executives

may be perceived as particularly skilled

in communicating with the press during

a crisis through their perceived person
orientation (Grebelsky-Lichtman and

Katz 2020) or as suitable figures to

improve a company’s image during a crisis

to appease potentially angry stakeholders

(because women are perceived as more

compliant than men; Nett et al. 2022).

Future studies could aim to disentangle

the signaling and ‘‘Think Crisis–Think
Female’’ hypotheses.

In addition, it is plausible that partici-

pants might have acted following prevail-

ing societal norms, such as valuing diver-

sity in the workplace (Chang et al. 2019).

Individuals may feel more compelled to

adhere to these norms when conscious of

third-party observation. This alternative

hypothesis does not contradict the signal-

ing hypothesis but introduces nuance. It

prompts us to question whether female
candidates would generally be preferred

in situations with high third-party atten-

tion, even without a crisis. A study could

introduce conditions without a crisis and

varying levels of attention to gain

10Practical implications, such as contextualiz-
ing leadership roles for candidates from under-
represented groups and emphasizing accountabil-
ity for decision-makers, are discussed in depth in
SM 10 in the Supplemental Material available
with the online version of the article.
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a profound understanding of the role of

third parties.

Finally, in our experimental manipula-

tions of third-party attention, we indi-

cated that the company was either

concerned or relieved, aligning with

insights from crisis communication litera-

ture (e.g., Coombs 2007). Given the poten-

tial implications for organizational repu-

tation, high-attention crises would evoke

concern within the company, whereas

low-attention crises might lead to a sense

of relief. Because we did not include
a measure of concern versus relief felt

by the participants, we cannot determine

if they influenced the perceived need for

signaling change, which could have pro-

vided deeper insights into the underlying

factors of signaling change. Nevertheless,

the inclusion of concern or relief did not

appear to directly impact perceptions of
the importance of signaling change. In

our pilot study, where we did not mention

concern or relief, the patterns of signaling

change were the same as those observed

in Study 2.11

CONCLUSION

We provide valuable insights into the

complex processes underlying the glass

cliff phenomenon. Decision-makers’ pref-

erences for atypical candidates in crises

are likely influenced by multiple factors

depending on several contextual cues.

This research provides evidence for the

hypothesis that atypical leaders are pre-

ferred as crisis leaders to signal change.

More specifically, we show that the pref-

erence for atypical candidates appears to

be influenced by third-party interest.

This effect was limited, however, to the

choice of female leaders and did not

extend to the appointment of ethnic

minority leaders. Further research is

warranted to elucidate the multifaceted

factors that drive the glass cliff and the

roles they play in candidate selection

processes.
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Brinbaum, Yaël, Mirna Safi, and Patrick
Simon. 2018. ‘‘Discrimination in France:
Between Perception and Experience.’’
Pp. 195–222 in Trajectories and Origins:
Survey on the Diversity of the French Popu-
lation. INED Population Studies. Vol. 8,
edited by C. Beauchemin, C. Hamel, and
P. Simon. Cham, Switzerland: Springer.
doi:10.1007/978-3-319-76638-6_8b.

Brown, Elizabeth R., Amanda B. Diekman,
and Monica C. Schneider. 2011. ‘‘A Change
Will Do Us Good: Threats Diminish Typical
Preferences for Male Leaders.’’ Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin 37(7):930–
41. doi:10.1177/0146167211403322.

Bruckmüller, Susanne, and Nyla R. Bran-
scombe. 2010. ‘‘The Glass Cliff: When and
Why Women are Selected as Leaders in
Crisis Contexts.’’ British Journal of Social
Psychology 49(3):433–51. doi:10.1348/0144
66609X466594.

Bullock, John G., and Donald P. Green. 2021.
‘‘The Failings of Conventional Mediation
Analysis and a Design-Based Alternative.’’
Advances in Methods and Practices in Psy-
chological Science 4(4). doi:10.1177/25152
459211047227.

Carmeli, Abraham, and John Schaubroeck.
2008. ‘‘Organisational Crisis-Preparedness:
The Importance of Learning from Fail-
ures.’’ Long Range Planning 41(2):177–96.
doi:10.1016/j.lrp.2008.01.001.

Chang, Edward H., Katherine L. Milkman,
Dolly Chugh, and Modupe Akinola. 2019.
‘‘Diversity Thresholds: How Social Norms,
Visibility, and Scrutiny Relate to Group
Composition.’’ Academy of Management
Journal 62(1):144–71. doi:10.5465/amj.2017
.0440.

Clark, Lee Anna, and David Watson.
2019. ‘‘Constructing Validity: New Develop-
ments in Creating Objective Measuring

Instruments.’’ Psychological Assessment
31(12):1412–27. doi:10.1037/pas0000626.

Connelly, Brian L., S. Trevis Certo, R. Duane
Ireland, and Christopher R. Reutzel. 2011.
‘‘Signaling Theory: A Review and Assess-
ment.’’ Journal of Management 37(1):39–
67. doi:10.1177/0149206310388419.

Cook, Alison, and Christy Glass. 2014. ‘‘Above
the Glass Ceiling: When Are Women and
Racial/Ethnic Minorities Promoted to
CEO?’’ Strategic Management Journal
35(7):1080–89. doi:10.1002/smj.2161.

Coombs, W. Timothy. 2007. ‘‘Protecting Orga-
nization Reputations during a Crisis: The
Development and Application of Situa-
tional Crisis Communication Theory.’’ Cor-
porate Reputation Review 10:163–76.
doi:10.1057/palgrave.crr.1550049.

Ellis, Nicquel Terry. 2022. ‘‘‘Very Rarely Is It
as Good as It Seems’: Black Women in
Leadership Are Finding Themselves on
the ‘Glass Cliff.’’’ CNN, December 17.
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/12/17/us/black-
women-glass-cliff-reaj/index.html.

Faul, Franz, Edgar Erdfelder, Axel Buchner,
and Albert-Georg Lang. 2009. ‘‘Statistical
Power Analyses Using G*Power 3.1: Tests
for Correlation and Regression Analyses.’’
Behavior Research Methods 41:1149–60.
doi:10.3758/BRM.41.4.1149.

Federal Statistical Office. 2023. ‘‘Composition
of the Foreign Population.’’ https://www.
bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/popula
tion/migration-integration/foreign/composi
tion.html.

Fibbi, Rosita, Didier Ruedin, Robin Stünzi,
and Eva Zschirnt. 2022. ‘‘Hiring Discrimi-
nation on the Basis of Skin Colour? A Cor-
respondence Test in Switzerland.’’ Journal
of Ethnic and Migration Studies 48(7):
1515–35. doi:10.1080/1369183X.2021.1999
795.

Franco, Francesca M., and Anne Maass. 1999.
‘‘Intentional Control over Prejudice: When
the Choice of the Measure Matters.’’ Euro-
pean Journal of Social Psychology 29(4):
469–77. doi:10.1002/(SICI)1099-0992(1999
06)29:4%3C469::AID-EJSP938%3E3.0.CO;
2-S.

Gangloff, K. Ashley, Brian L. Connelly, and
Christopher L. Shook. 2016. ‘‘Of Scapegoats
and Signals: Investor Reactions to CEO
Succession in the Aftermath of Wrongdo-
ing.’’ Journal of Management 42(6):1614–
34. doi:10.1177/0149206313515521.

Gomulya, David, and Yuri Mishina. 2017.
‘‘Signaler Credibility, Signal Susceptibility,

Signaling Theory and Glass Cliff 19



and Relative Reliance on Signals: How
Stakeholders Change Their Evaluative
Processes after Violation of Expectations
and Rehabilitative Efforts.’’ Academy of
Management Journal 60(2):554–83.
doi:10.5465/amj.2014.1041.

Grebelsky-Lichtman, Tsfira, and Roy Katz.
2020. ‘‘Gender Effect on Political Leaders’
Nonverbal Communicative Structure dur-
ing the COVID-19 Crisis.’’ International
Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health 17(21):7789. doi:10.3390/
ijerph17217789.

Guündemir, Seval, Carton, Andrew M., &
Homan, Astrid C. 2019. ‘‘The impact of
organizational performance on the emer-
gence of Asian American leaders.’’ Journal
of Applied Psychology, 104(1): 107122.doi:
10.1037/apl0000347.

Gündemir, Seval, Astrid C. Homan, Carsten
K. W. de Dreu, and Mark van Vugt. 2014.
‘‘Think Leader, Think White? Capturing
and Weakening an Implicit Pro-White
Leadership Bias.’’ PLoS One 9(1):e83915.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0083915.

Hall, Lauren J., and Ngaire Donaghue. 2013.
‘‘‘Nice Girls Don’t Carry Knives’: Construc-
tions of Ambition in Media Coverage of Aus-
tralia’s First Female Prime Minister.’’ Brit-
ish Journal of Social Psychology 52(4):631–
47. doi:10.1111/j.2044-8309.2012.02114.x.

Hayes, Andrew F. 2018. Introduction to Medi-
ation, Moderation, and Conditional Process
Analysis. 2nd ed. New York, NY: The Guil-
ford Press.

Helland, Eric, and Michael Sykuta. 2004.
‘‘Regulation and the Evolution of Corporate
Boards: Monitoring, Advising, or Window
Dressing?’’ The Journal of Law and Eco-
nomics 47(1):167–93. https://www.journals.
uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/380473.

Hudson, Sa-kiera, Tiarra Jolynn, Annalisa
Myer, and Elyssa Christine Berney. 2024.
‘‘Stereotyping, Prejudice, and Discrimina-
tion at the Intersection of Race and Gender:
An Intersectional Theory Primer.’’ Social
and Personality Psychology Compass
18(2):e12939. doi:10.1111/spc3.12939.

Ihmels, Anika S., Alexander Haslam, Meir
Shemla, and Jürgen Wegge. 2023.
‘‘Through a Glass Cliff Darkly: Evidence
That the Media Visibility of Companies
Moderates Their Willingness to Appoint
Women to Leadership Positions in Times
of Crisis.’’ Zeitschrift für Arbeits-und
Organisationspsychologie 67(2):107–15.
doi:10.1026/0932-4089/a000406.

Institut national de la statistique et des études
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