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Abstract
Human resource management (HRM) is underpinned by, and contributes to, the business ethics of the organization. Oppor-
tunities available to men and women as managers, and the role of managers more broadly, are critical in shaping business 
ethics in contemporary organizations. Research on women in management therefore provides an important lens through 
which to understand the institutional and cultural context of HR ethics as part of the business ethics of a country. To date, 
women in management in China remains an under-charted topic of research in the HRM field. Extant research and recom-
mendations on the improvement of the position of women in management in China focus primarily on women themselves 
from a traditional, gender norm angle, instead of challenging the political and patriarchal system or any institutionalized 
discriminatory practice. This is, in part, due to the absence in China of a critical feminism approach or feminist movement, 
as found in Western societies, and the continuing strong influence of the state and media in portraying women’s (stereotypi-
cal) image. There is significant room for research capacity building in scholarship on women in management research, for 
example, and through cross-fertilization of different disciplines and more rigorous research design and execution. This paper 
provides a critical analysis of extant literature on women in management and the ideologies underpinning it, and offers some 
suggestions for future research and conceptualization.

Keywords  Chinese feminism · Gender equality · Patriarchal values · Women in management in China · Sustainable 
Development Goals

Introduction

The ethical dimension of human resource management 
(HRM) is underpinned by, and contributes to, the business 
ethics of an organization. Research related to HR ethics has 
focused on equality and fairness in employment terms and 
conditions, occupational health and safety, selection for 
recruitment, promotion and redundancy, and diversity and 
inclusion. To date, women in management in China remains 
an under-charted area of research, as manifested in the rela-
tively small body of high-quality publications on the topic 
compared with the bourgeoning literature (both in English 
and Chinese) on HRM in China in general.1 Even less has 
the research been framed from an ethics angle. What has 
been researched and how has the research been framed? 

What are the limitations of the extant body of literature? 
What are the barriers to engaging in research on this topic? 
What research opportunities lie ahead, and how can research 
on gender in management and business ethics be conducted 
in a more integrated manner through a number of cross-
cutting themes? This paper aims to address these questions 
by providing an appraisal of research on the topic published 
in academic outlets, primarily journals, in English and Chi-
nese, and offers some suggestions for future research. We 
argue that research on women in management in the Chi-
nese context needs to adopt both a historical perspective 
to capture the evolution of social values, and a multi-level 
approach in order to understand the interactive effects of 
shifts in societal/family ethics and business ethics on gen-
der role in families and organizations. We also call for the 

 *	 Fang Lee Cooke 
	 fang.cooke@monash.edu

1	 Department of Management, Monash University, 
Melbourne, VIC 3145, Australia

1  This paper only focuses on mainland China and does not include 
Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan for review and discussion, because 
their institutional and political systems, including labour market sys-
tems and social policies that impact gender equality, are quite differ-
ent from those of the mainland China.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10551-022-05105-1&domain=pdf


376	 F. L. Cooke 

1 3

inclusion of a broader range of theoretical perspectives 
through which to examine women in management.2

For the purpose of this paper, we define women in man-
agement as women in organizational leadership roles at all 
levels in both the public and private sectors. We also use the 
terms ‘women in management’ and ‘women in leadership’ in 
the organizational context interchangeably, to reflect the lan-
guage used in the Chinese literature, although we are aware 
of the differences between the two. Our focus is women in 
management in organizations rather than female leaders in 
politics in China (c.f. Guo & Zhao, 2009; Howell, 2002; 
Su, 2006), although many of the findings and arguments are 
shared in both categories.

We note upfront that this is not intended to be a system-
atic or comprehensive review study of women in manage-
ment in China. Instead, it is a critical reflection informed by 
surveying the bulk of journal articles published in English 
on the topic since the 2000s, as well as articles on the topic 
published in Chinese in the past ten years. We also draw on 
book chapters and books, as well as our empirical research 
experience on the topic to inform the analysis and develop a 
narrative of critique. This is an approach typically found in a 
traditional review study that carries out a critical assessment 
of the state of knowledge in a problem domain, and identifies 
weaknesses and areas for future research (Hart, 1998). Such 
an approach emphasizes ‘the importance of reading and dia-
logical interaction between the literature and the researcher; 
continuing interpretation and questioning; critical assess-
ment and imagination; argument development and writing’ 
(Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014, p. 258).

Feminism in the Chinese Context

To understand what has been researched on women in man-
agement in China and how it has been framed by scholars, 
we need to first explain how the term ‘feminism’ has been 
translated into Chinese in two ways, with substantial and 
significant differences in their connotations. One translation 
is nü xing zhu yi (女性主义), with the emphasis on women’s 
gender (xing) difference; much of the scholarly focus on 
women in management has implicitly adopted this depoliti-
cized definition to examine issues related to women’s mana-
gerial careers. Another translation is nü quan zhu yi (女权
主义), with the emphasis on women’s rights (quan), which 
is more closely related to the Western feminist ideology, 
discourse, and rights-based social movement (Min, 2016). 
Importantly, the meaning of Chinese feminism is under-
pinned by the Chinese traditional culture, which perceives 

women as the weaker gender biologically, needing protec-
tion, on the one hand; and the gender norm that defines the 
housekeeping and family care role as their primary func-
tion, on the other (i.e. women exist for men) (Gao, 2003; 
Zhu et al., 2021). By contrast, men are the household heads 
whose political, economic, and social achievements deter-
mine the social status of the family. While women are the 
champions of the Western feminist movements, which were 
initiated by grassroots activists, the modern Chinese femi-
nist movement is mobilized by the state through its policy 
intervention, in part to advance gender equality as part of 
the socialist ideology, and in part to promote the country’s 
economic development through women’s participation (Hu, 
2016). It is an ideological and also a utilitarian vision of ful-
filment that reflects the needs of the stages of socialist devel-
opment. As Luo and Hao’s study (2007, p. 281) reveals:

…the image of Chinese women presented by the mass 
media [which is heavily sanctioned by the state] is to 
a large extent influenced by the socio-economic and 
political-ideological changes in China. Rather than a 
literal portrayal of the ‘reality’, it is a symbolic rep-
resentation of the Chinese women created through 
the interaction of party ideology, editorial policy, and 
readers' taste as well as the changing reality of Chi-
nese women's life and work. The interlocking of party 
control and societal influences has determined the typi-
cal images of ‘Chinese Women’ suited to particular 
periods of time in the contemporary Chinese history.

Li (2014) offers an interpretation of how feminism may find 
acceptance in a Confucian society (see also Li, 2000). For Li 
(2014), although attributing a notion of ‘free will’ to Confu-
cian philosophy may be seriously flawed, the notion of free-
dom and autonomy, which underpins contemporary feminist 
theories, particularly the notion of autonomy competency, 
may be useful in explaining the political implications of 
Confucian freedom. This is because, ‘while Confucianism 
leaves plenty of room for civil liberties, a key consideration 
of the boundaries of individual liberty is the good of human-
ity’ (Li, 2014, p. 902). This suggests that, for the notion of 
feminism to be accepted, its advocates should perhaps focus 
less on individual rights per se, and use it as a mechanism to 
promote gender equality for the social good. Such a stance is 
in line with the consequentialist perspective of ethics (Port-
more, 2011).

To date, the stance of Chinese feminism and its posi-
tion in international feminism remains ambivalent (Spa-
kowski, 2011). On the one hand, it is recognized that the 
Western feminism discourse and gender theory cannot be 
transplanted to China, given its political, linguistic, histori-
cal, and cultural context. Some even argue that the influence 
of Western feminist ideology may undermine the develop-
ment of an independent Chinese feminist theory (Spakowski, 

2  This paper adopts a binary approach to gender as men and women, 
to reflect the body of the literature and the Chinese legal system.
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2011). Wu and Dong (2019, p. 471) further describe con-
temporary Chinese feminism as a ‘made-in-China feminism’ 
that engages ‘with cultural norms at the grassroots level’. 
On the other hand, the dominance of the state in shaping the 
feminist discourse and establishing institutional mechanisms 
for achieving gender equality, as evidenced in the small pro-
portion of women in senior leadership positions, makes it 
difficult for more independent feminist theory building, and 
feminist movement more generally, in China. As a result, 
Chinese feminism is projected in a rather soft and quiet 
voice, which is to some extent reflected in the way research 
about women in management is approached, as we shall see 
below.

What Has Been Researched on Women 
in Management in China?

Research on women in management in China started to 
emerge in the late 1980s (e.g. Hildebrandt & Liu, 1988). 
The number of English language journal articles on the 
topic remains relatively small (fewer than 40 papers were 
found after several rounds of search and screening). While 
considerably more papers were published in Chinese (e.g. 
over 300 papers were published since 2010), the bulk of the 
literature comprises speculative analytical pieces, and only 
a small proportion has academic research rigour.3 Nonethe-
less, Guo (2016) observes that research on gender and lead-
ership has undergone a paradigm shift in perspectives, from 
a focus on the gender difference (i.e. glass ceiling effect) 
to an equality of rights (glass cliffs) angle, and a shift in an 
analytical orientation, from a homogenous identity to the 
intersectionality of identities. According to Guo (2016, p. 
117), these paradigm shifts ‘have been able to overcome the 
single-axis framework of homogeneity in traditional studies 
of gender and leadership through paying attention to mar-
ginalized groups and revealing the complex experiences 
of diverse female leadership’, and have also ‘promoted the 
methodological changes so as to recognize the influence of 
intersectional identities on women’s experience with leader-
ship’, uncovering ‘the connection between power and social 
inequalities’ and promoting feminist goals. These concep-
tual and methodological developments indicate the growing 
research strengths of Chinese scholars in this field through 
following the developments outside China.

Empirically, extant research on women in management in 
China has revealed the opportunities and barriers Chinese 

women face in their managerial careers (e.g. Cooke, 2003, 
2005; Korabik, 1993; Leung, 2002). Advancements are evi-
dent as a result of the strong legal and policy interventions in 
gender equality by the state, while management competen-
cies increase in organizations. The profile of female manag-
ers in China today and opportunities available for them are 
markedly different from how they were in the 1980s (e.g. 
Hildebrandt & Liu, 1988). However, continuing barriers 
remain formidable, including institutional deficiencies, con-
ventional gender norms, resource allocation, organizational 
discrimination, work-life conflicts, and other costs (e.g. 
Liu, 2013; Liu et al., 2020; Yang, 2020). As a consequence, 
career ambition has been discouraged (e.g. Aaltio & Huang, 
2007; Bowen et al., 2007; Woodhams et al., 2015; Xie & 
Zhu, 2016). The reversal of the level of gender equality that 
was achieved under the state-planned economy period is 
attributed to the marketization of China’s economy since the 
late 1970s, when the state had more direct control of organ-
izational staffing issues (Cooke, 2005; Tatli et al., 2017). 
Marketization has led to a reduced level of state control at 
the organizational level as the private sector has expanded; 
the state-owned organizations also have more autonomy to 
manage their activities and are under pressure to improve 
their performance, hence, there is an increased level of dis-
crimination against women. More recently, research has 
focused on the relationships between female managers and 
a range of organizational activities and outcomes (e.g. Horak 
& Cui, 2017; Huang, 2020).

Extant research on women in management can be grouped 
into two broad strands. One strand mainly focuses on the 
status quo and barriers to women’s managerial careers, 
and makes recommendations on how the situation can be 
improved through interventions in self-improvement from 
women themselves, organizational supports, and improved 
institutional systems to clear the managerial career path for 
women. The other strand of research primarily examines the 
relationships between female managers and a range of organ-
izational functions, activities, and outcomes (see Table 1). 
In this section, we review some of the research topics and 
key arguments in the literature as a backdrop for the next 
section, in which critiques and future research suggestions 
are presented.

Women’s Managerial Careers

This strand of the literature mainly argues for the signifi-
cance of promoting women’s managerial careers, and analy-
ses women’s strengths, weaknesses, barriers, and opportuni-
ties in relation to leadership positions. A salient feature of 
this body of literature is that research has rarely been con-
ducted in-depth from the rights angle and a critical feminist 
perspective, whereas these foci are often found in Western 
studies. Instead, the significance of promoting women to 

3  Since the 2010s, an increasing number of Chinese universities 
require Masters and PhD students to publish at least one paper before 
they could graduate, hence the relatively large number of publica-
tions.
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managerial/leadership positions is largely seen from a practi-
cal and symbolic, value-based angle. For example, promot-
ing women to leadership positions is seen as necessary to 
support the implementation of the national policy of equality 
between men and women as the core value of socialism, 
as well as to benefit from women’s positive energy, which 
includes economic, emotional, and moral energy (Jiang, 
2016). If only implicitly, it is very much a business case 
argument, rather than a moral and justice-based argument 
as part of business ethics. Sun and Zhang’s (2016) study is 
one of the few studies that challenge the institutional systems 
explicitly by highlighting institutional barriers to women’s 
managerial careers in the top-end hotel industry. In particu-
lar, the authors call for the government to incorporate gender 
sensitivity and awareness into mainstream decision-making 
in order to provide institutional guarantees on women’s 
rights and interests, and to formulate policies to protect 
women and embed them, as is the practice in other social 
policies (e.g. population policy, environment policy) (Sun 
& Zhang, 2016). However, attributing the gender inequal-
ity problem to the inefficacy of the institutional system and 
calling for a stronger policy intervention actually avoids 
the core of the problem—that it is men who largely cre-
ated the system and maintain the status quo of masculine 
power. Without making individuals accountable for their 
discriminatory actions, laws and policy interventions will 
have limited effect in reality.

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) 
Analysis

A large number of the Chinese articles engage with the prac-
tical analysis of factors influencing women’s managerial 
career advancement. For example, Lv and Han (2016) and 
Sun and Shi (2015) provided SWOT analyses of women in 
leadership. Perceived women’s strengths often focus on their 

innate characteristics, such as being sensitive and observant 
and having strong interpersonal skills and feminine charm. 
Wang (2017) identified three core elements of female man-
agers’ competitiveness: decision-making, communication, 
and leadership, and provided suggestions for the benefit 
of individuals, organizations, and society. Similarly, Sun 
(2015a) argued that female leaders show more capacity for 
empathy, and urged them to turn this advantage into leader-
ship power by caring for, inspiring, and unifying others. It 
is important to note that not all studies point to the negative 
experience of women’s managerial careers or perceptions 
of being disadvantaged. For instance, Xie and Zhu’s (2016) 
study reported that female managers felt confident about 
their capability to be leaders, and most of them felt satisfied 
with the proportion of female managers in their organization, 
as well as their current promotion status.

Perceived weaknesses of women are commonly identi-
fied as: biased social perceptions, role changes at work and 
home, and innate obstacles, such as being timid/gentle, risk-
averse, and having insufficient confidence and competence 
(e.g. Zhang & Jamil, 2015). Drawing on social network the-
ory (Burt, 1997), researchers have also identified how gen-
der differences in the social networks contribute to gender 
inequality in women’s managerial careers in China (e.g. Bu 
& Roy, 2005; Huang & Aaltio, 2014). These studies focus on 
the role of the individuals themselves in overcoming barri-
ers/inequality and in shaping their career success. Perceived 
opportunities include women’s improved political, social and 
economic status, whereas perceived threats include compe-
tition between men and women in social resources, occu-
pational uncertainties, and the disadvantages of women in 
the high-tech and male-dominant occupations and sectors. 
Perceived threats are commonly attributed to the role of new 
technology, market uncertainty, and financial insecurity. 
These studies speculate that female managers may be less 
well positioned than their male counterparts to deal with 

Table 1   A summary of research on women in management in China

Focus of literature Women’s managerial careers Female managers–organization relationship

Analytical orientations SWOT analysis, barriers and challenges Female managers and organizational functions, activities 
and outcomes

Theoretical perspectives Critical sociology, social network theory, critical manage-
ment theory, gender theory, psychological theories, 
HRM

Business analysis, finance and economics, conservation of 
resources theory, strategic management, upper echelon 
theory, optimal salary contract theory, social comparison 
theory, agency theory, management theories

Level of analysis Individual (main focus), group, organizational, societal Female managers as a group, organizational (main focus)
Research method Mainly qualitative Mainly quantitative (with secondary data)
Findings Barriers to women’s career advancement (individual, 

organizational and societal factors, but tend to point at 
women’s perceived deficiencies)

Some positive but more negative correlations between 
female managers and various organizational functions, 
activities and performance outcomes (projecting a nega-
tive image about female managers)

Limitations Small sample size, the majority of Chinese articles are 
speculative pieces

No explanation why and how on findings
Correlations rather than causality
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these threats, pointing again to the vulnerability of femi-
ninity in a rather gender-stereotypical fashion. But do these 
findings and recommendations (see below) hold true across 
the prospective female managerial age groups, ownership 
forms, industries and regions, given the size and diversity 
of the Chinese population and economy? For example, will 
family businesses informed by the clan culture exhibit dif-
ferent types of dynamics on gender issues in family business 
succession from those manifested in large private corpora-
tions and state-owned enterprises?

Female Leadership Capacity Building

Based on the SWOT analysis, recommendations on institu-
tional and organizational support are proposed for female 
leadership development, as well as advising women how to 
overcome their own limitations through self-improvement 
(e.g. skills development, mental or behavioural adjustment, 
and psychological resilience). Similar to the above strand 
of literature, a large number of studies of female managers 
in this body of the literature have called for greater levels of 
government intervention to intensify the promotion of gen-
der equality awareness, to take affirmative action to unblock 
the channels for women to enter the top management teams 
(TMT), and to establish a system to cultivate women’s lead-
ership skills (e.g. Zhao, 2015). Lin and Yang (2017) pointed 
out that the existing management training system is rather 
male-oriented, neglecting the differences between men and 
women, such as in cognitive understanding and managerial 
style. The authors call for the development of women-only 
management training and development systems to foster 
women’s managerial resources. But will a gender-specific 
training and development system be sufficient to tailor to 
women’s managerial career needs? Would an individual-
based training and development system be more appropri-
ate to provide choices for individuals? If organizations are 
to move towards an inclusive workplace, shouldn’t both men 
and women be made aware of the ethical dimensions related 
to diversity, equality and fairness at workplaces, in order to 
increase organizational supports and managerial opportuni-
ties for women, and indeed, men?

Women’s qualities associated with their gender, such 
as flexibility and femininity, are often seen as strengths to 
be cultivated and used to assist women to advance their 
managerial careers—although femininity may be a double-
edged sword, as noted earlier in the discussion of threats. 
Song and Duan (2016) argue that flexible leadership is an 
increasingly important leadership style in modern society, 
and female managers should strive to develop this quality to 
increase their ‘soft power’. For Song and Duan (2016), the 
characteristics of flexible leadership include a transforma-
tive leadership style, a diverse and flexible way of thinking, 
being innovative, attending to detail, exhibiting more care 

and consideration when faced with difficulties, and having 
optimism and self-confidence and relatively good psycho-
logical resilience.

No doubt, competence is essential to good performance 
in leadership positions. But the persistent emphasis on self-
awareness, self-reflection and self-criticism deflects the 
focus from the fundamental causes that underpin gender 
inequality and keep women off the managerial ladder. This 
mindset, to a large extent, reflects the Chinese cultural value: 
that we should be modest, humble and attribute problems to 
ourselves rather than to others or the system, so that we can 
continue to self-improve and become more able to survive, 
thrive and shine (e.g. Li, 2016). It also points to the absence 
of a critical feminist approach to examining the institutional 
problems in greater depth, to challenging traditional gen-
der norms, and to calling for stronger state and corporate 
interventions to advance gender equality in general and 
women in management more specifically. Such a lacuna is 
not surprising, because the women’s movement in China is 
largely organized and controlled by the state via its agencies, 
notably, the All-China Women’s Federation, whose work is 
led by the Communist party. Despite considerable achieve-
ments in advancing gender equality in China since 1949, 
when socialist China was founded, such mobilization needs 
to be orchestrated within the state apparatus rather than from 
outside the state institutional framework as an independent 
movement.

In contrast to the Western literature on gender inequal-
ity in HRM (e.g. Fernandez-Mateo & Fernandez, 2016) or 
organization (e.g. Acker, 2006; Ely & Meyerson, 2000), 
the influence of a critical feminist discourse can hardly be 
found in the publications related to women in management/
leadership in China. This can perhaps be explained by sev-
eral factors: such an approach is not seen as appropriate, as 
discussed earlier, and has not taken root in China; it may 
be discouraged for fear that it may directly challenge the 
state authority and undermine the social stability and har-
mony it endeavours to maintain; and such writings may have 
been rejected by the male-dominated academic publication 
outlets.

Interestingly, the influence of neo-liberal feminism, or 
post-feminism (Ahl & Marlow, 2021), is much more evident 
in fashion magazines (Thornham & Feng, 2010), popular 
entertainment shows (e.g. Li, 2015), and social media (e.g. 
Peng, 2019), through women’s perception of their self-
identity and manhood, and their construction of a feminized 
male ideal. Thornham and Feng (2010, p. 195) observed ‘a 
shared loss of a feminist subject position’ between the Chi-
nese women and their Western counterparts, due to the way 
modern women’s identity positions are portrayed in post-
feminist contemporary popular culture. Li (2015) laments 
that feminism has a long way to go in China, given that the 
image of women has been constructed as subordinates in 
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need of men’s material support. For Peng (2019), the aim 
of such a discourse strategy is a commercial objectification 
of men in order to attract female followers amid the rise of 
Chinese women’s consumer power. Such a discourse hinges 
on projecting women’s desire and capacity to domesticate/
housetrain their male partners, often through a sense of 
humour, rather than challenging the state system and the 
persistent patriarchal values in organizations and society, 
i.e. the powers that be. Hence, this approach largely escapes 
(political) sanction but has not found its way to influencing 
organizational management.

Moreover, the Chinese government’s promotion of entre-
preneurship as a neo-liberal means to realize one’s potential 
leading to career success (ostensibly) but intended to ease 
employment pressure (especially for university graduates) 
may dilute the state’s engagement with gender equality 
actions and undermine women’s career opportunities. This 
was found to be the case in Sweden and the UK, due to the 
promotion of (female) entrepreneurship underpinned by neo-
liberal and post-feminist ideologies (Ahl & Marlow, 2021). 
Existing evidence suggests that an entrepreneurial career 
does not pay for women in China, because they are not only 
earning less than their male entrepreneurial counterparts but 
also less than women in paid employment with the same 
pay-determining characteristics (Xiu & Gunderson, 2021).

Female Managers and Organizational Functions 
and Outcomes

Another broad strand of women in management literature, 
which is a more recent venture, examines the differences 
between male and female managers in their leadership style 
and effectiveness, as well as the correlations between the 
presence of female managers and various organizational 
functions, activities and outcomes. These studies are organ-
ization-oriented, investigating the likely impact of female 
managers on the organization and its stakeholders (though 
most studies were confirming correlation rather than cau-
sality). The findings of these studies generally point to the 
implications for the strategic management of the organiza-
tion, including the recruitment of female managers. Organi-
zational efficiency appears to be the authors’ main concern 
when making the recommendations. These studies tend to 
include women as a demographic category only, such as 
women on boards, female CEOs, and senior female manag-
ers. There was little attempt to engage with the analysis of 
reasons that account for the gendered organizational phe-
nomena that may put one social group in a more advan-
tageous position than others. Equally, there is insufficient 
effort in investigating intra-group diversities and struggles 
among female managers, beyond the emphasis that women 
with childcare responsibility endure double disadvantages.

Gender Differences in Leadership

Gender differences in leadership (e.g. style, behaviour and 
effectiveness) are another main topic of interest in Chinese 
literature. These studies have been conducted mainly from 
three perspectives: psychological, social structure, and inter-
personal interaction (Zhang & Zhang, 2015). They explore 
gender leadership style and effectiveness, mainly by examin-
ing whether there is a difference in gender leadership style/
efficiency and which leadership style is more effective. 
Despite inconclusive findings, a general consensus of find-
ings from existing empirical studies is that female leaders 
show more democratic, participatory and transformative 
leadership behaviours than male leaders; whereas there is 
no significant difference in leadership effectiveness between 
male and female managers, with varying background condi-
tions accounting for the differences. An implication of these 
findings is that female leaders should choose leadership 
styles according to the contextual environment, and exert 
leadership effectiveness in management practice (Zhang & 
Zhang, 2015). More specifically, Pang and Li’s (2017) case 
study of the leadership style of female entrepreneurs finds 
that, to varying degrees, five factors affect the leadership 
style of female entrepreneurs. These are: gender, educa-
tion, size of the company (number of employees), company 
life cycle, and corporate culture. The bulk of these studies 
is quantitative, reflecting the current trend in organization 
and management research in China. In one of the few cross-
country comparative studies of the US, UK, and China, Song 
et al. (2018) found that, in all three countries studied, female 
managers with male bosses were more likely to have mana-
gerial derailments than male managers. This is an interesting 
phenomenon that can be explored in much greater depth to 
understand if there is a definite causal relationship and why.

Female Leadership and Firm Strategic Behaviour

There is a growing number of empirical studies that explore 
the effects of the participation of female executives on a 
range of management behaviour and organizational perfor-
mance. Pan et al.’s (2019) study of the relationship between 
female executives and strategic deviance offers an interesting 
example. They find that strategic deviance is important for 
companies to differentiate themselves from the mainstream 
behaviour of the industry in order to be more competitive, 
and the pay structure of the TMT plays a critical role in 
shaping strategic deviance.

As the theoretical focus of this strand of literature is 
firms’ strategic behaviour, it is largely organization-oriented 
and preoccupied with identifying what may be the best 
plans and actions to achieve organizational goals in order 
to enhance organizational competitiveness. Economic cost 
and efficiency are the main concern of these studies, with 
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implications for organizational system improvement instead 
of the identification and remediation of individual or social 
group inequality.

Female Managers and Organizational Financial 
Performance

Since the 2010s, there has been a growing number of studies 
related to women in management in China that examine the 
correlations between the presence of female managers and 
the financial performance of the firm. These studies identify 
both positive and negative correlations between the propor-
tion of female managers and organizational performance. 
For example, Li’s (2017) study shows that there is a positive 
correlation between female executives and corporate per-
formance and that there is a significant positive correlation 
between the proportion of female executives and the lag 
value of corporate performance. Based on these findings, 
Li concludes that outstanding women will tend to choose 
companies with high profitability and development pros-
pects when they look for a job, hence explaining the positive 
correlation (Li, 2017). But wouldn’t outstanding men do the 
same? Or do outstanding women need to be more outstand-
ing than men to get the top executive positions of top firms?

By contrast, Zhang and Qu (2016, p. 1845) analysed 
data from 3320 CEO successions in listed companies and 
found that CEO succession with gender change amplifies 
‘the disruption of the CEO succession process and thus 
adversely affect[s] post-succession firm performance and 
increase[s] the likelihood of successor early departure’. They 
also found that there is a negative impact of male-to-female 
succession on firm performance. Similarly, Jing and Zhou’s 
(2015) study of 23 listed companies in the tourism industry 
during 2009 and 2013 found that the proportion of female 
executives in relation to firm performance is significantly 
negatively correlated. The authors went on to suggest that 
companies should improve the organizational system, and 
develop welfare and talent cultivation policies for women 
in order to promote the development of the company. But 
are childcare responsibility and competence deficiency the 
main reasons that account for the inferior performance of 
female executives? Could this be a problem associated with 
the social network, in which women may be less able to 
develop for various reasons (e.g. Zhu et al., 2016)? Or could 
it be associated with the reason and the way that the female 
managers were appointed to their leadership role? For exam-
ple, using a sample of Chinese listed firms over the period 
of 2001–2011, Du et al.’s (2016, p. 333) study of women 
top managers (WTM) found that ‘WTM do not necessarily 
always play an efficient governance role in corporate deci-
sions’, especially for firms that have a lower proportion of 
WTM. The authors concluded that it is important to distin-
guish firms hiring WTM in order to demonstrate a public 

image of gender equality (i.e. tokenism) ‘from those with 
more WTM to improve corporate governance’ (Du et al., 
2016, p. 333). This is especially the case when organiza-
tions appoint female managers as a token and assign them 
to positions with limited resources and career advancement 
prospects (e.g. Cooke, 2008; Leung, 2002).

Again, this strand of research is preoccupied with organi-
zational performance through quantitative analysis of a set of 
variables to establish correlations. These studies are largely 
conducted from the company’s and shareholders’ perspec-
tives rather than from the female managers’ or employees’ 
perspectives. They do not look into the deeper reasons of 
what happened, why, and what could be done to improve 
the situation. For instance, what business ethics do the firms 
studied adopt? How is the value underpinning the business 
ethics of these firms manifested in firms’ strategic goals and 
performance priority, which in turn impinges on manage-
rial behaviours and performance? And how may this impact 
female and male managers differently?

Female Managers and Organizational Non‑financial 
Performance

While extant research on the correlation between female 
executives and organizational financial performance has 
yielded non-conclusive results, research on female manag-
ers and non-financial performance, such as corporate social 
responsibility (CSR), appears to point to a positive corre-
lation (e.g. Jia & Zhang, 2011, 2013; McGuinness et al., 
2020). For instance, X. P. Wang’s (2018, p. 114) study of a 
sample of listed small and medium enterprise (SME) boards 
from 2010 to 2016 found ‘a significant positive correlation 
between the proportion of women executive and the CSR 
performance of the SMEs’, indicating that gender diversity 
in the management team of SMEs ‘is beneficial to motivat-
ing them to assume social responsibility actively’. The same 
study also revealed that the lower the degree of power held 
by shareholders, the more female executives can have a posi-
tive effect on CSR performance. Similarly, based on a data 
set of 202 listed companies from the creative culture indus-
try in 2014, Li and Hou’s (2016) study found that female 
executives play an important role in the company’s CSR 
decisions. In particular, certain characteristics of female 
executives, such as the proportion of female executives, their 
educational background and management experience, have 
different levels of impact on the company’s strategic deci-
sions on CSR. These findings implicitly point to the caring 
nature of female managers that conforms to the traditional 
gender norm, a gender stereotype that still prevails in China. 
It would be fruitful for future research to explore if the busi-
ness ethics exhibited in organizations led by female manag-
ers and that demonstrate a higher level of CSR is distinct 
from those led by male managers with a lower level of CSR. 
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It will also be beneficial to examine whether more CSR-
oriented firms outperform those that are less CSR-oriented, 
whether there is a causality, instead of correlation, of these 
relationships, and the role of gender, if any, in any possible 
outcomes. Equally, it is important to design studies to cap-
ture any intra-group differences that might exist (or not), 
why these exist, and what theoretical and practical implica-
tions there may be. Further, more cross-country comparative 
studies will be helpful to understand if the gender-specific 
research findings related to China are shared to some extent 
with those found in other societal contexts and why (e.g. 
McGuinness et al., 2020; Song et al., 2018; Ye et al., 2016).

Female Managers and Employee Outcomes

In contrast to the growing research interest on the impact 
of female executives on corporate performance, few studies 
have examined the impact of female executives on ordinary 
employees’ outcomes such as wage levels—an important 
dimension of HR/business ethics. Li’s (2015) study offers 
valuable insights into this avenue. Using a sample of 495 
female chairpersons/general managers from the Chinese 
non-financial listed companies from 2007 to 2012 from the 
CSMAR and RESSET databases, Li (2015) found that the 
average annual salary of ordinary employees in companies 
with a female chairperson or general manager is significantly 
lower than that of companies without a female chairperson 
or general manager. The same study also found that the neg-
ative impact on the salary level of ordinary employees of the 
enterprise is more significant in state-owned enterprises than 
in private enterprises, and in older and declining industries 
than new and growing ones (Li, 2015).

If the findings of Li’s (2015) study are generalizable, 
then they have serious implications, not only for HR ethics, 
but ultimately for firms’ sustainable performance. Future 
research would need to unpack the reasons for these phe-
nomena and what can be done to address these disparities. 
For example, it has been argued, based on the findings in 
other societal contexts, that the existence of female man-
agers might not be beneficial, or even be harmful to other 
women in the organization due to, for example, the queen 
bee phenomenon (e.g. Derks et al., 2016).

In short, studies of women in management/leadership 
from the 1990s to the early/mid-2000s often carry a strong 
flavour of policy orientation, despite the limited evidence of 
policy impact that academic research has yielded. Research 
about women in management since the 2010s has turned its 
attention to the firms and the market, adopting, predomi-
nantly, a strategic management perspective and informed by 
strategic management theories such as resource-based views 
and upper echelon theory. As such, this body of research has 
tended to treat female managers as a demographic category 
rather than a social category (and sub-categories within this 

category), and organizational functions as objective eco-
nomic ones to achieve organizational goals, rather than func-
tions that are socially and politically constructed and con-
tested within and outside the organizational boundary. Much 
more rigorous research is needed to develop a more nuanced 
understanding of the roles of female managers in organiza-
tional strategy, decision-making, relations with stakehold-
ers, and financial and non-financial performance outcomes. 
As we examine these issues carefully, we may find that 
intra-group differences exist within the female category, 
and indeed, the male category. Such research endeavours 
would benefit from a multi-disciplinary and multi-method 
approach to complement the emerging body of research 
that is primarily from the strategic management perspective 
informed by quantitative methods. This is because quan-
titative studies focus on what and, to a lesser extent, how, 
but not why, which intentionally or unintentionally avoids 
the rather uncomfortable social and organizational reality of 
gender inequality in management and the process of power 
struggle. Equally, it also misses the opportunity of identify-
ing drivers for cooperation among organizational leaders, 
intra- and inter-gender, to gain legitimacy and advance their 
collective interests.

Advancing the Research on Women 
in Management

The foregoing section provided a critical review of trends, 
key themes and limitations in the research on women in 
management in China. It is clear that there is plenty of 
scope to expand this area of research to shed further light 
on the field, both in theory and in practice. As Sun (2015b) 
observed, while progress has been made in research on 
female leadership in China in the past 30 years, research 
capacity remains relatively low, with insufficient institu-
tional resources (see also Zhu et al., 2021 on gender equality 
research in China more generally). The development of gen-
der scholarship is also hampered by the prevalent absence 
of communication between political and academic circles. 
In this section, we put forward some suggestions of themes 
and theoretical angles which future research can adopt as 
indicative rather than exhaustive ways to advance the field 
further (see Table 2). We select several HRM topics that are 
highly relevant to business ethics for research, such as crisis 
management, well-being, resilience, employee assistance, 
voice and silence, and the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). These topics have been much less covered 
compared with other aspects of HRM that are normally 
associated with HR ethics, as mentioned at the beginning 
of this paper. Insights into these topical areas from an ethics 
perspective will also contribute to extending our knowledge 
on gender-related business ethics in the Chinese context. 
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We further highlight the need for a differentiated approach 
to women in management research to identify intra-gender 
variations and characteristics.

Well‑being, Resilience and Employee Assistance 
Programmes

An important ethical function of an employing organiza-
tion is its duty of employee care through implementing 
employee well-being-oriented HRM policy and practice, 
especially during times of uncertainty and crisis. Existing 
literature speculates on women’s inferior psychological resil-
ience and ability to handle crises, but few empirical stud-
ies have been conducted to substantiate this conventional 
perception. Similarly, few studies have examined female 
managers’ well-being, despite the growing attention in the 
HRM field on employee well-being practices and outcomes 
(e.g. Guest, 2017; Peccei and Van De Voorde, 2019). Wang 
(2016) observed that there has been considerable research 
attention to managers’ physical and mental health, work effi-
ciency and so forth; however, there remains limited research 
on female managers’ work pressures and psychological well-
being. COVID-19 as a public health crisis offers a new impe-
tus to investigate the impact of crises on male and female 
managers as individuals themselves and as organizational 
leaders. As Manolova et al. (2020) highlighted, female-run 
businesses tend to be younger, smaller, and in business sec-
tors that are more prone to the negative economic impact of 
COVID-19.

Issues to be explored include, for example, well-being; 
work-life balance/conflict; managing employees remotely; 
the use of technology in facilitating this; patterns and dif-
ferences between male and female managers in managing 
crises; their resilience levels; their approaches to managing 
and supporting their subordinates; cultural distinctiveness; 
emotional intelligence; empathy; innovativeness in turning 
the business round or in helping the business to survive; 
and the role of ethical values underpinning these managerial 
activities and characteristics. Moreover, employee assistance 
programmes (EAPs) have not been widely adopted in Chi-
nese organizations formally; will COVID-19 trigger organi-
zations to implement more EAPs formally? If so, what may 
be the role of women in the adoption of these programmes? 
And what styles and characteristics do these EAPs exhibit? 
Sergent and Stajkovic’s (2020) quantitative and qualita-
tive analyses of United States governors found that wom-
en’s leadership is associated with fewer deaths during the 
COVID-19 crisis. What may be the situation in China? 
Research in these topical areas may elucidate if women are 
really the weaker gender in need of protection or if they 
are as resilient as men, if not more so, in managing crisis 
(differently and more) effectively. Equally, research in this 
direction may uncover that women are again being pushed Ta
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into ‘feminized roles’ that are perceived to be less impor-
tant, with less organizational resources and fewer opportuni-
ties to progress, as has been found the case in government 
organizations (Cooke, 2008). Here, Tian and Bush’s (2019, 
p. 70) qualitative study of how female leaders in China’s 
politics enact resilience throughout their long career pro-
vides a useful example for future research, by demonstrat-
ing ‘how and when individuals interweave several processes 
through identifying resilience enactment in the following 
areas: resilience in resistance, resilience in (re)alignment, 
resilience in networks’.

Female Managers’ Voice and  Silence

Developing a fair and inclusive workplace, in part through 
effective voice mechanisms and diversity management 
policy and practice, is an integral part of the good busi-
ness ethics of modern organizations. One notable void in 
the research into women in management is female man-
agers’ voices in organizational settings. Here, Q. Wang’s 
(2018) investigation of the voice behaviour (suggestions 
and silence) of female village cadres in the Chinese rural 
areas offers a good example. Q. Wang’s (2018) study found 
that female village cadres’ selection mechanisms between 
voice and silence and the transformation between these two 
choices are contingent on the mood, attitude, and reaction 
of the voice stakeholders (i.e. the female managers them-
selves, their superiors as voice recipients, their work peers, 
and friends and families).

An important topic cross-cutting the research on women 
in management and business ethics is workplace sexual 
harassment, which is not uncommon in workplaces in and 
outside China, as indicated by the #MeToo movement 
worldwide (Gupta et al., 2019; Page & Arcy, 2020; Pro-
thero & Tadajewski, 2021). Tackling workplace sexual har-
assment is a necessary process that ensures social justice, 
and which requires the victims to voice their experiences. In 
the Chinese culture, sex remains a sensitive topic and many 
women continue to tolerate sexual harassment in silence 
(Shi & Zheng, 2020). Based on their research findings, Shi 
and Zheng (2020, p. 217) argued that ‘feminist identity has 
the potential to enable women to be more perceptive and 
less tolerant of sexual harassment behaviours, and as such, 
feminist ideology should be incorporated into education for 
Chinese women’. We extend this argument further by sug-
gesting that more HRM interventions to prevent and tackle 
sexual harassment behaviours will be needed at the work-
place level in China. And research on the attitudes, roles 
and experiences of managers of different genders on these 
matters will help inform organizational practice as well as 
government policy actions.

We encourage future research to adopt a bottom-up 
approach to understanding the role of voice climate, formal 

and informal opportunities, processes, mechanisms and their 
interactive effects that facilitate or prohibit female managers’ 
voice and/or silence to identify where the barriers are, and 
what interventions may be possible to remove them. In pur-
suing these lines of investigation, researchers may mobilize 
a variety of methodological approaches (e.g. ethnographic 
studies, discourse analysis) and theoretical perspectives 
(e.g. psychology, HRM, critical sociology, social networks, 
and organizational theory). Such an approach may reveal 
female managers’ strategies, tactics, and power struggles, 
as well as their mobilization of resources to making their 
voices heard and incorporated in organizational decisions. 
It will also shed light on their perceptions of how they craft 
their managerial and gender role, and how their roles foster, 
or not, a kind of Chinese feminism and feminist discourse 
beneficial to achieving a greater level of gender equality. 
And importantly, if successful, how this feminism and femi-
nist discourse shape a business ethics in China that is more 
conducive to gender equality within the organization and in 
society at large.

Sustainable Development Goals

Research on women in management in the Chinese context 
should broaden its orientation on institutional and cultural 
barriers that hold women’s careers down and on gender char-
acteristics of firms’ strategic behaviours and performance. 
Future research can embrace a set of research questions 
that are confronting all societies, albeit to various extents, 
in different ways, and requiring society-specific solutions. 
The management of these issues has strong implications for 
business ethics. For example, are there any gender differ-
ences in the Chinese managers’ approach to implementing 
organizational practices in response to the SDGs initiated 
by the United Nations (2015) in 2015? More specifically, 
are female managers more likely than their male counter-
parts to adopt organizational strategies and actions that will 
contribute to gender equality and create a more inclusive 
workplace that will ultimately contribute to building a more 
inclusive and sustainable society? Will the transition towards 
a green economy, aided by renewable/green energy technol-
ogy to combat climate change create more opportunities for 
female managers? Or will these settings be home for new 
gender dynamics in the leadership space that will continue to 
disadvantage women and preserve existing gendered social 
relations?

By engaging in the big global agenda, research on women 
in management in China is more likely to be bolstered with 
new resources, momentum, angles, insights, and global col-
laborations and connectivity. By examining a set of global 
issues at the local level, research on experience in China 
may uncover grounded differences and deeper social symp-
toms or political (sub)consciousness with gender and ethical 
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implications. It may also reveal politico-economic structures 
of international development at the national and regional 
levels and gendered geographies of power in the implemen-
tation of SDGs. At the micro level, it might document the 
nature and level of participation of female leadership, and 
how space may be created for doing so, in this grand transi-
tion, and how their actions might (re)shape business eth-
ics in the Chinese context. But these opportunities do not 
arrive at our doorstep on their own. Rather, we are required 
to identify and mobilize them proactively and creatively, 
with new imagination, empathy, perceptiveness, and vision. 
Researchers also need to demonstrate a higher level of social 
responsibility in their research, in order to halt the emerging 
trend of the relentless pursuit of publications to maximize 
self-gain.

Diversity Within Women in Management

Extant literature on women in management in the Chinese 
context (referring to mainland China here) often treats 
them as a homogenous group, especially when (implicitly) 
compared with men. This broad-brush approach in China 
is increasingly problematic, as the younger generation are 
becoming more individualistic and diverse than the older 
generation. In advancing the research on women in manage-
ment in China, it is critical to take into account that female 
managers in China are not a homogenous group and do not 
necessarily have shared perceptions and experiences in their 
managerial careers. Rather, younger female managers may 
have more grievances than their older counterparts when 
their career progression opportunities are frustrated, such 
as found in Leung’s (2002) study of state-owned enterprise 
downsizing and restructuring on a large scale in the late 
1990s. Even for women within the same age group, their 
career ambitions and means to advance them may differ sig-
nificantly. Similarly, women in the private sector may face 
more competitive pressure based on their performance than 
their public sector counterparts; whereas female managers 
in the male-dominant sector (e.g. manufacturing) may shape 
their images and practice their managerial styles differently 
from female managers in the service sector, which may be 
more feminine or feminized. Moreover, women in devel-
oped and less developed regions in China may face differ-
ent opportunities and barriers, not least because the insti-
tutional and business resources differ across these regions. 
For instance, the study by Ain et al., (2020, p. 1604) shows 
that ‘gender-diverse boards are more effective in state-owned 
enterprises, in which agency issues are more severe. Female 
directors also provide better monitoring roles in more-devel-
oped areas’.

Women’s coping strategies may also differ when encoun-
tering barriers to career advancement due to these contextual 
variations. What resources are women (and men) able to 

draw on? How may female managers learn from male man-
agers (and vice versa) to improve the effectiveness of their 
managerial style and their own well-being (e.g. Holton & 
Dent, 2016)? China is still very much a collectivist society 
in which individual needs/individualism are still not fully 
appreciated. This is especially the case when a person is 
promoted to the managerial rank, and the idealized image 
of a female leader is still largely shaped and projected by 
social media under the prevailing ideology promoted by 
the state. Within this context, how do traditional norms 
and politico-socio expectations continue to shape female 
managers’ opportunities and managerial styles? How much 
inclination and scope do female managers have in breaking 
the traditional gender norms (as a form of collective subor-
dination) and setting new images that are unique to them-
selves? Future research on women in management in China 
should, therefore, take a nuanced approach to capturing 
these diversities at multiple levels and reflect the evolving 
politico-socio-economic-technological landscape. Research-
ers should also take caution not to assume and reinforce 
gender stereotypes in designing their research and providing 
recommendations, because doing so would perpetuate the 
stereotypical trap for women. At the same time, we should 
also be careful not to over-apply the Western-based ideolo-
gies (even if implicitly) to analysing and critiquing the Chi-
nese situation, and indeed any developing countries, to the 
extent that it implicitly imposes a moral authority over a 
society, a nation, and a country that has been developing in 
its own pace and trajectory, historically, culturally, morally 
and institutionally.

Conclusions

This paper critically analyses the status quo of research 
related to women in management in China. It also provides 
an indicative list of research topics and questions across 
the field of women in management and business ethics to 
advance our knowledge and awareness further through sev-
eral theoretical lenses. Extant research and recommenda-
tions on the status of women in management in China focus 
primarily on women themselves from a traditional angle, 
often assuming that the female gender is weaker than the 
male gender, in need of protection and special treatment, 
and as a consequence, is subordinate to the male as a social 
being. Such a research orientation does not challenge the 
political and patriarchal system or any institutionalized dis-
criminatory practice. However, the status quo of research 
on women in management in China needs to be viewed in 
the context of an absence of a critical feminism approach 
or feminist movement as found in Western societies. Such 
a (radical) stance, as some scholars argue, may not be suit-
able or beneficial to the development of Chinese gender/
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feminist scholarship. Instead, research about women in man-
agement has been framed mainly from the Chinese philo-
sophical paradigm (e.g. social harmony), and cultural and 
historical traditions, without challenging the status quo in 
the real sense. Advice to women aspiring for managerial 
careers has emphasized the (born) ‘feminine’ qualities of 
women (e.g. personality charm, flexibility, gentle approach 
to managing the relationship, and empathy) and the benefits 
of playing to that strength. These are tactical suggestions 
to progress on the managerial career ladder; they do not 
challenge the fundamental inequality and barriers embedded 
in the system. This reflects the pragmatic approach charac-
teristic of Chinese thinking about ways of achieving things 
when facing insurmountable obstacles. It also reflects the 
widespread, if tacit, understanding that there is limited hope 
of changing the system (which requires a bottom-up revo-
lutionary approach), so let us overcome the barriers with 
tactics (which is a survival approach) without causing exces-
sive pain and loss. There is, therefore, significant room for 
research capacity building through uplifting women in man-
agement scholarship; for example, through cross-fertilization 
of different disciplines, and through more rigorous research 
design and execution. It is also essential for researchers to 
move away from portraying Chinese women in a stereotypi-
cal manner and from treating women in management as a 
homogenous group. Instead, they may explore, for instance, 
what management styles may be practised in specific con-
texts as a starting point, and whether these styles may be 
adopted by both genders instead of being gender-specific.

Equally, research on women in management in the 
Western setting has primarily been informed by two main 
theories: power theory and resource theory. Feminism 
emphasizes the power relationship between the genders, 
especially the subjective experience of women. It tends to 
view the complex interactions in the relationship between 
the genders from the angle of conflicts and struggles. By 
contrast, the role of mutual understanding, cooperation 
and shared gains, which are essential to the success of 
organizations, is underplayed, if not discarded. Although 
those who control power—typically, men in patriarchal 
societies—may have more control over organizational 
resources, women may bring with them personal resources 
that are highly valuable to the organization. Nevertheless, 
both power theory and resource theory focus on individu-
als and social groups for analysis. From the business eth-
ics perspective, we need to go beyond this individual and 
group-based focus and critical politico-economic orienta-
tion and explore, at the organizational level, how mana-
gerial behaviours shape business ethics on the one hand, 
and are regulated by it on the other, including behaving in 
ways to gain legitimacy. There remains limited research on 
women in management from a business ethics perspective 
in China, and how these may be informed by the Chinese 

culture. Future research can explore how ethical narra-
tives of modern Chinese business organizations are pro-
duced that shape opportunities and constraints for women 
in management.
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