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Abstract: The growing global need for social cohesion and sustainable development gives visibility to
cooperatives because their principles help to achieve these objectives and the adoption of Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Among them, gender equality policies are in the forefront. This paper
explains how cooperatives contribute to women’s professional opportunities and to balancing the
presence of women in management positions. It analyzes the predominant leadership styles and
gender differences in cooperatives with a sample of 114 cooperative firms. The results show that:
(a) Both transformational and transactional leadership styles are widely used; (b) no significant
differences in leadership styles between men and women exist; and (c) the composition of management
teams results in significant leadership style differences. The transformational style is less often used in
mixed teams with a male majority and a woman president, and most often used in homogeneous teams
(made up of only men or only women). Transactional leadership is more frequently implemented in
teams made up only of women than in mixed masculine teams with a female president. These findings
identify women’s leadership styles in cooperatives, pointing out their difficulties and introducing
innovative proposals for contributing to their success and the achievement of SDGs in cooperatives.

Keywords: cooperatives; sustainability; Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), leadership style;
transformational leadership; transactional leadership; gender differences

1. Introduction

The need for social development and cohesion to reduce inequality and contribute to achieving
more responsible growth models calls for other ways of carrying out business and economic activities
in concordance with the values of sustainability.

Sustainable development refers to the “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [1], which has an impact on
the wellbeing of individuals and entire societies and reinforces social capital. This type of development
consequently requires a new way of organizing economies [2], with models that are more respectful
toward the environment and social justice and that promote shared, safe, and sustainable progress,
as well as supporting equality. This is the challenge we are currently facing.

The road map of the United Nations (UN) is exhibited in the 2030 Agenda for
sustainability, which establishes seventeen interconnected Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs).
The implementation and success of this Agenda rely on member countries’ own sustainable policies
and programs to lay a solid economic foundation. This will only be possible if wealth is shared and

Sustainability 2020, 12, 5107; doi:10.3390/su12125107 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8624-9848
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4780-149X
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12125107
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/12/5107?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2020, 12, 5107 2 of 23

income inequality is combated. For this reason, dynamic, sustainable, innovative, and people-centered
economies must be built, promoting, in particular, social economy enterprises (SEEs).

The Social Economy (SE) involves organizations, in particular cooperatives (jointly with mutual
benefit societies, associations, foundations, and social enterprises), that pursue social objectives in
the core of their economic activity [3–5]. They also try to preserve income and employment during
economic downturns [6], as well as developing social and environmental goals closely related to
sustainable development and SDGs [7]. SE has given a spectacular response to the “crisis of the
welfare state”, attending to social needs that are not properly provided either by the public sector or by
private capitalist agents [3]. In the European Union in general and Spain in particular, governments are
moderately proactive in terms of recognizing and supporting SSEs [7–9]. In Spain, the SE is recognized
as a cornerstone to economic recovery and sustainable and inclusive economic growth, especially in
rural areas [10]. The Spanish government underlines the contribution of SEEs to sustainability through
the Spanish Social Economy Strategy 2017–2020, a pioneering approach at the European level.

The members of the Spanish Social Economy Employers’ Confederation (CEPES) consider that
Spanish SEEs are committed to the 2030 Agenda. In particular, the members of CEPES assess how their
entities contribute to SDGs in the areas of [9]: (a) Employment and the integration of groups excluded
from the labor market (SDG 8: 13.91%); (b) access to quality education for everyone (SDG4: 13.16%);
(c) gender equality (SDG5: 12.03%); (d) responsible consumption and production (SDG12: 9.02%);
(e) actions to fight climate change (SDG13: 9.02%); (f) good health and well-being (SDG3: 8.27%); and
(g) lessening social inequalities (SDG10: 1.88%); among others.

In particular, cooperatives display a social mission where the nature of their values and principles
(such as autonomy, responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity) make them suitable to
address sustainable development’s triple bottom line of economic, social [11–13], and environmental
objectives [14,15]. These principles give voice to their members in shaping cooperatives because they
actively participate in setting their policies and making decisions [16]. This organizational system
drives social wellbeing among members and strengthens the role of stakeholders. Battilana et al. [17]
and Hudon and Hytbrechts [12] point out that cooperatives can more easily move toward a balanced
trade-off among social, environmental, and financial performance. Therefore, cooperatives are the
backbone of SEEs [18,19], promoting economic growth from a sustainable standpoint.

Cooperatives are able to accelerate SDG implementation because of their people-centered
business model, which combines competitiveness, transparency, sustainability, solidarity, and social
innovation [14]. Mozas and Puentes [20] indicate the key characteristics of cooperatives (democratic
control, equity, equal voting rights, profit-sharing, social responsiveness, job security, and social
inclusion) that make the transition toward a more responsible model easier. Cooperatives provide
access to social services, give economic opportunities to their members, create employment, empower
the disadvantaged to defend their interests, do not discriminate, and offer support and access to
economic resources. All of the above are related to SDG 1 (reduction of poverty) and SDG 10
(reduced inequalities). These entities also promote sustainable and productive employment and decent
work for all men and woman. Based on a democratic structure with smaller gender pay gaps among
members in comparison with other companies, SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth) is covered.
Moreover, cooperatives seek to integrate people into the organizations, achieving gender equality and
the empowerment of all women (SDG 5: Gender equality) [14,21].

There is no doubt that the direction of SDGs is in line with the principles and values of the
SE [12]. Therefore, the role of cooperative enterprises in the promotion and expansion of SDGs could
be decisive [8,10,15,20,22].

Furthermore, cooperatives have demonstrated stability and have even increased their turnover and
employment rates during the prior recession [23,24]. In particular, the previous deep economic crisis
caused the majority of recovering companies to become cooperatives of associated work. Cooperatives
consequently facilitate the territorial development of their regions [25]. Therefore, the contribution of
these companies is undisputed today, with cooperatives having an important presence in many business
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sectors. There are estimated to be 250,000 cooperatives in the European Union, which employ more
than 5.4 million people [26]. In this context, the participation of SEEs in the design and implementation
of SDGs is supported by European Institutions and International Organizations such as the UN.

As women still need to improve their socio-professional position [27], their incorporation into
cooperatives is very attractive. As a result, new ways of managing organizations are implemented,
with social, ethical, and gender implications, and with impact on the performance of the organization,
since female managers may act as agents of change and innovation [28]. Consequently, it is important
to discover what the real situation of Spanish women in cooperative management is, especially 10 years
after the approval of the Spanish equality law, which significantly affects the presence of women in
management. Leadership styles may play a key and differentiating role in cooperative management
because they determine the strategy [29,30], decision-making process [31], employee behavior [32],
and organizational results [33].

In light of the foregoing, this study addresses the main research gap discovering the predominant
leadership styles of Spanish cooperative managers and whether there are gender differences in
leadership style implementation. As cooperatives offer a non-traditional context to make business,
being value-based organizations, it becomes necessary to analyze the effect of value systems on
leadership styles. Few investigations have focused on leadership styles in cooperatives, which makes
this study essential. In addition, previous studies have not investigated gender differences in leadership
behavior in cooperatives, including the influence of management team composition on this behavior.
To do this, an empirical study has been carried out with 114 cooperatives. Moreover, the following
research questions have been posed: (1) Which leadership style is more often implemented by
cooperative managers? (2) Are there gender differences in the predominant leadership styles of Spanish
cooperative managers? and (3) Are there gender differences in the predominant leadership styles
developed by cooperative managers according to the management team they lead? With these analyses,
other aspects could be explored in cooperatives, such as: a) How could female managers obtain
better success in their roles of leading management teams in cooperatives? (b) Which cooperative
management teams are more effectively managed by female directors? (c) What organizational policies
and recommendations should be implemented in cooperatives to improve the assessment/consideration
of female managers? (d) Can managers identify the barriers that prevent them from implementing
their leadership styles effectively in cooperatives? (e) How can the female directors of cooperatives feel
more satisfied in their role? (f) How can the coexistence of different leadership styles be compatible in
the same cooperative? (g) How can the most talented managers be retained in cooperatives? (h) How
can cooperatives contribute to improving gender equality? (i) What is the most important contribution
of cooperatives to SDGs?

This study shows similarly high levels of both transformational and transactional leadership
styles among managers of cooperatives and does not reveal significant gender differences in their use
in the cooperatives analyzed. If the composition of management teams is considered, some gender
differences in implementation are found. Transformational leadership is more often implemented by
male management teams and female management teams than by mixed male management teams with
a female president. Transactional leadership is more often implemented by female teams than by mixed
male management teams with a female president. These findings show important information to be
analyzed and discussed, introducing some practical and social implications and recommendations.

The paper is divided into six sections. The first part introduces the concepts of cooperatives as
key actors in sustainable development. In the second part, leadership styles are analyzed, considering
gender differences and management team composition. In the third part, the methodology is reported
as well its successful implementation. After this process, the results are presented in the fourth
section, and the most important findings are shown in the discussion section. Finally, conclusions and
implications are included in the last section, as well as limitations and future research lines.
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2. Theoretical Review

2.1. Cooperatives and Leadership Style

Leadership is a dynamic social process in which leaders influence followers to carry out tasks and
achieve expected outcomes. In value-based organizations, leaders’ behavior is particularly influenced by
this context [34]. Cooperatives prioritize social objectives, where self-help, democratic self-management,
solidarity, and cooperation guide their activities. Leaders should behave according to these principles,
understanding members’ needs and satisfying their requests. However, governance issues may arise
when leaders are not adequately applying these principles. The reason is that managerial teams in
cooperatives try to achieve the same goals associated with efficiency and productivity, related to
competitiveness and survival, as other organizations do and are not always focused on equity and
redistribution. Thus, cooperatives need to transform their patterns of management and investment
to accomplish most of their specific values and principles as well as the SDGs. To accomplish this
transformation, leadership plays a key role because it “inspires others to work together to achieve
a common goal in an organization” [35]. In this case, leaders may implement new managerial
considerations because new policies of change are necessary for new stakeholders, such as enhancing
bargaining power, building coalitions, and shaping policy processes [7]. Leaders may thereby play a
significant and strategic role in addressing different SDGs in their cooperatives. Hence, their leadership
styles are very important for cooperatives.

Leadership style refers to the relatively stable patterns of behavior used by leaders [36,37].
The importance of leaders lies in their primary role of designing and implementing strategy [29,30],
as well as in the way in which they face organizational problems and develop and evaluate potential
decisions [31]. Likewise, leadership style determines the behavior of the company’s employees [32],
affecting teamwork, the organizational environment, and outcomes [38]. Thus, it has a direct effect on
decision-making and organizational results.

The most prevalent classification of leadership style distinguishes three types: Transformational,
transactional, and “laissez faire” [36], although the latter is less often considered because it is
characterized by a lack of leadership, which is quite difficult to find in cooperatives of associated work
due to the presence of working partners.

Transformational leadership is characterized by leaders who incite their followers to act beyond their
personal interests and to focus on organizational objectives, motivating them to achieve more than
initially expected. Hence, a transformational leader drives the achievement of individual and collective
standards of excellence through the establishment of a common vision and mission. The five components
of transformational leadership differentiated by Bass [39] and Bass, and Avolio [40] are: Idealized
attributed influence (leaders’ charisma), idealized behavior influence (admiration), inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation (creativity and innovation), and individualized consideration.

As SEEs develop a transformative change based on their principles and practices founded on
the five dimensions of sustainable development (a) economic: employment creation, local economic
development, and women’s economic empowerment, (b) social: decent work, work integration, basic
needs of provisioning, (c) environmental: protection, community-based natural resource management,
and stewardship, among others, (d) cultural: increasing solidarity values, ethics, social justice,
and community, and (e) political/governance: collective action, empowerment, democratic governance,
and active citizenship) [7], their potential transformative nature requires transformational leaders.
In cooperatives, leaders’ values and principles should be based on cooperative principles (voluntary
and open membership, democracy, economic participation, autonomy and independence, education
and information, cooperation among cooperatives, and concern for the community). In this context,
leaders are expected to operate according to these internal values to achieve organizational goals
and sustainable objectives. In particular, they should work together to meet community members’
needs and achieve their sustainable development thorough policies accepted by cooperative members
(concern for the community) as well as strengthening the cooperative movement by working with other
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cooperatives (cooperation among cooperatives) and facilitating the integration of SDGs in cooperative
work practices. Democratic member control, economic participation, and autonomy facilitate other
SDGs: Gender equality (SDG 5), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), and the reduction of
inequalities (SDG 10). These activities require leaders to play a clear transformational role. Moreover,
transformative change “emphasizes the key role that collective action and associative practices can
play in development and change, as well as the political empowerment of disadvantaged or subaltern
groups” [7], which can be established through transformational leaders. Therefore, transformational
leaders are fundamental in cooperatives.

Transactional leadership refers to a transaction or contract with the followers, where employees
perform their tasks, reaching objectives and organizational goals, and in exchange, the leader provides
them with economic compensation and other types of reinforcement [41]. Thus, this leadership
style is focused on a relationship of exchange between the leaders and their followers in a way
that the interests of both are met [42]. When it is well applied, it achieves positive results in the
satisfaction and performance of the workforce. Transactional leaders exhaustively monitor the activity
of their subordinates (management by exception) with the purpose of avoiding possible errors or
deviations from established procedures or norms [41]. Therefore, they only know how to influence
their followers by using rewards or punishments [43], depending on the quality of the work performed
(contingent reward) [44].

Bass and Avolio [40] differentiate two factors of transactional leadership: Contingent reward
and management by exception (corrective actions taken by leaders only when the results are not up
to expectations). Cooperative values also influence the implementation of transactional leadership
in cooperatives. Members’ economic participation is one of the most important cooperative values,
mainly among women [45]. This aspect is key for working partners and may be an indicator of
the importance that a fair and equal remuneration system for employees and working partners has
on leaders (contingent reward), guaranteeing gender equality, responsibility, solidarity, and even
autonomy. In fact, as cooperatives are user-owned (financing), user-controlled (steering and leading the
business), and user-benefit (receiving the surplus according to their use) firms in which their members
adopt different roles, such as owners, users, managers, and/or beneficiaries [46–48]; some cooperative’s
members are working partners of the cooperative and have made important investments in them,
paying special attention to their returns and the reward system.

On the other hand, cooperative leaders need to keep the organization running smoothly, avoiding
problems and mistakes among their members arising from different levels of performance and
productivity, developing management by exception; which favors equality, equity, responsibility,
solidarity, and autonomy among cooperative members. Working partners demand strict control over
improper behaviors and poor results in the cooperative. Therefore, cooperative leaders may develop a
high level of transactional leadership that ensures good performance and business results.

Cooperative values and their orientation toward sustainability and SDGs play a significant
role in the way transformational and transactional leaderships are implemented. Transformational
leadership may be key for cooperative leaders due to the transformative change of cooperatives in
society, which demand transformational leaders who inspire their followers to accomplish more than
what is expected of them [49].

Likewise, constant change in the business world brought about by knowledge, innovation,
cultural diversity, sustainability, and the greater complexity of organizations is not outside the scope of
cooperatives, which should adapt their leadership styles to emerging necessities. The growing presence
of women in cooperatives implies an influential transformative change and greater transformational
leadership. Therefore, transformational leadership seems to have a more important role than
transactional leadership in cooperatives. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The transformational leadership style is more often implemented in cooperatives than
transactional leadership.
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2.2. Leadership Styles According to Gender

Specific characteristics in the leadership styles of men and women have been widely analyzed.
While there is not a clear indication that women leaders employ different leadership styles than

men [50–53], some articles have found differences in their behaviors (women vs. men) based on
different expectations, stereotypes, and the work context.

Rosener [54] carried out the first study in which the leadership style of male and female managers
was evaluated. She concluded that women leaders demonstrated transformational leadership mainly
in organizations, which had a culture created by the women themselves and which was more in tune
with their abilities. In contrast, men described their leadership style in terms of exchanges with their
subordinates (transactional leadership).

Eagly and Johnson [55] carried out a meta-analysis based on personality traits and behavior where
they found gender differences in leadership styles, describing women as more democratic and men as
more autocratic.

However, these results are contrary to those obtained by Komives [50] in a non-traditional
context (university residence halls), where, in general, male and female directors evaluated their
leadership styles in a similar way. Nevertheless, their perceptions toward how they viewed
transformational leadership varied substantially. While women considered that styles based on
relational accomplishment contributed to their transformational leadership, men perceived that their
styles of direct power (control and direction) were what contributed to their transformational leadership.
Therefore, gender stereotypes affect the kind of leadership developed.

Druskat [56], in a study carried out on 6,359 men and women about their immediate superiors in
Catholic religious orders, obtained identical results to those obtained by Rosener [54]. She concluded
that “women as a group possess a different set of values (they value relationships, collaboration and
discussion), and this leads them to implement a different leadership style than that of men” (p. 103).
Consequently, she attributes behavior more oriented toward transformational leadership to women
and transactional leadership to men. This study also highlights the importance of context in the
adoption of transformational leadership by women, pointing out that if the organization is “traditional”
(bureaucratic, rigid, and markedly masculine), gender differences are masked since women adapt to
the masculine norms and expectations in these types of organizations. In contrast, in “non-traditional”
organizations, women are free to exhibit their “true leadership style”.

For Bass, and Avolio [44], men and women adopt different leadership styles due to:
(a) The stereotypes that subordinates have toward women in leadership positions since they expect
worse performance from them; (b) the fact that male leaders are evaluated more strictly when they do
not fulfill subordinates’ expectations; (c) women’s greater interest in others and their social sensitivity
as well as their experience in child-rearing and education, which involve qualities corresponding to
transformational leadership; and (d) the different values that men and women have as men place more
importance on hierarchical relationships with values based on rights and justice, while women’s values
are more oriented toward social relations, with values focused on care and responsibility [36,44].

Bass et al. [57] confirmed the results obtained by Bass and Avolio [44], concluding that female
leaders demonstrated a more transformational leadership style, with behavior more oriented toward
“contingent reward” than men, who demonstrated a more passive leadership style.

Along the same lines, Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt [37] confirmed that women’s leadership styles
were more oriented toward “individualized consideration” and “contingent reward”, which implies
that they are more considerate and attentive to their subordinates, fostering enthusiasm and optimism.

In contrast, Van Engen et al. [51] corroborated the absence of differences in the leadership styles of
male and female leaders. However, they detected that the differences between “transformational” and
“people oriented” is exclusively and surprisingly due to the city in which the departments are located.
Context, therefore, affects the leadership developed by genders.
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In this same vein, Vecchio [52] did not find any evidence of significant differences between
the leadership styles employed by men and women, nor that any clear superiority of one over the
other existed.

In contrast, the study carried out by Eagly and Carli [58] shows that there are certain qualities that
women have and men do not, which correspond to the stereotypically feminine. These “feminine”
qualities promote a leadership style that is effective when facing situations of constant change and
intense competition. Therefore, as Rosen and Jerdee [59] proposed, women managers provide certain
advantages in leadership due to their qualities but suffer the disadvantage of prejudice when their
competence as managers is evaluated, especially in masculine business environments.

Van Engen and Willemsen [60] demonstrated that women tend to be more democratic and have a
more transformational leadership style, while they did not find gender differences in other styles of
leadership. For these authors, the gender differences in leadership styles are contingent on the context
in which the men and women work. The type of organization in which the leader works and the
setting of the study proved to be moderators of gender differences in leadership styles.

From the previously mentioned results, some researchers justify certain differences in the way
men and women lead based on different expectations and stereotypes. The characteristics of a
female leadership style are interpersonal orientation, consideration, and democratic relations; while
a male leadership style is characterized by task-related orientation, instrumentality, and autocratic
relations [37,55,61].

Nevertheless, if we focus on those studies that examine gender differences in transformational
leadership behavior, we do see discrepancies. Various studies reveal that women show more
transformational leadership behavior in the workplace than men [37,44,54,56,57,60,62–65]. However,
there have been studies that have not detected gender differences in transformational leadership
behavior [66–69]. On the other hand, authors such as Komives [50], Van Engen et al. [51], Vecchio [52],
or Stewart and McDermott [53] conclude that the leadership styles of men and women appear to be
the same. It is important to take into account that the context and the type of organizations analyzed
may be a factor that influence the presence of gender differences in leadership styles [50,51,56].

In the cooperative context considered in this study, Fregidou [70] states that women have a different
scale of values since they prioritize social issues and aspire to power, not with the intention of controlling
others but of achieving sustainable development, and they also analyze the consequences of their
decisions on others. All of this is reflected in their leadership style; presumably more transformational.
Other research in the cooperative context is that developed by Berenguer et al. [71], who concluded that
gender stereotypes can induce different values and behaviors in both genders, which are transferred
to leadership style. However, Berenguer et al. [71] do not consider the specific characteristics of
transformational and transactional leadership styles. Finally, Eti-Tofinga et al. [34] established that Fijian
cooperatives have hybrid leadership where several styles (not only transformational and transactional
but also democratic, authoritative, and visionary, among others) are combined, based on the results
of their qualitative interviews. Nevertheless, they considered that transformational leadership is
dominant because it helps to fix rules, values, cultural roles, standards, and processes [34].

Despite the previous research, the absence of empirical studies that analyze gender differences
in transformational and transactional leadership styles in the cooperative context does not aid
in identifying their existence and importance. In any case, an extensive review of the literature,
which presents unequal results about gender differences in leadership styles and the minimal number
of studies that focus on SEEs and cooperatives in particular, motivate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). There are no gender differences in the leadership styles of male and female managers
in cooperatives.
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2.3. Perception of Leadership Styles According to Management Team Composition

In recent years, gender diversity in management teams and boards of directors has become an
important issue that has attracted the attention of politicians, shareholders, and academics [28,72,73].
Consequently, a large number of studies have analyzed the impact of female presence on boards
of directors in different aspects of management [74], decision-making [75], risk-taking [76], general
performance of the company [77], and company value [78]. However, there is little direct evidence
about the composition of management teams and leadership implemented in SEEs, despite the fact
that Spain is one of the pioneers in developing laws that favor the presence of women on boards of
directors (Organic Law 3/2007 for Effective Equality between Women and Men). Furthermore, in Spain
in general, and in SEEs in particular, the separation between managers and working partners is slight,
decisively affecting methods of management. For these reasons, this study is justified.

However, the composition of the management team might or might not influence the leadership
style developed. The previous studies carried out on gender differences in leadership reflect that,
traditionally, female authority is less well accepted than male authority [79–81]. Subsequently, women
who have assumed positions as leaders are not as highly considered as their male peers [80] and
they encounter economic and social reticence [82] when exercising their authority [81,83]. In addition,
employees lean toward male supervision [84] observing that 51% of the participants have no preference,
with 66% of the remaining 49% prefer having a man as their superior rather than a woman [85].

Among the reasons explaining why subordinates resist having female managers/leaders, we can
highlight two. First, there is an imbalance [86,87] or incongruence [88] between the behaviors and
traits linked to effective leaders (for example, assertiveness, agency, confidence, and decisiveness) and
the typical traits used to describe women (warmth, politeness, and flexibility) [89,90]. Thus, masculine
stereotypes are more closely related to successful managers [91,92] and with influential people in
general [93]. Therefore, the role of leader is more frequently associated with a man than with a
woman [86,88,94].

This situation explains why women with identical credentials to men are perceived to be less
competent. In fact, women must work harder and demonstrate greater performance than men in order
to be considered equally capable [95]. At the same time, women find themselves in a contradictory
situation [96], since male managers are considered to be more competent than female managers,
and consequently, more worthy of admiration and respect; women are thus less well accepted,
respected, and valued than their male counterparts when they are leaders.

The explanation for this reality can be found in the Theory of Social Roles, since people’s behavior
conforms to social expectations of gender roles [88]. In function of such roles, women are expected to
have a different character than men [80,88,92].

The second reason that accounts for why subordinates resist having female managers/leaders is
that society tends to penalize gender variations; that is, females and males who act in discrepancy with
traditional gender stereotypes [82,97,98]. For example, researchers have found that women leaders are
subject to disadvantages for not fulfilling the prescribed belief that they are communal (this is to say,
they display a “lack of communality”) [80] and for transgressing gender restrictions about women not
being dominant (“penalization for domination”) [99]. Williams and Tiedens [100] demonstrated that
men are less harshly punished than women for explicit expressions of dominance, after carrying out a
meta-analysis of 63 studies, which encompass 39 years of research. Likewise, it appeared that the same
amount of formal power can be perceived as “too much” in the hands of a woman, but not enough for
a man, and that powerful women are threatening [99] and not trustworthy [101]. Since women are
not usually associated with power and supremacy [91,92], when a female (instead of a male) takes
a powerful position, power differentials could appear among her subordinates. This means that the
same amount of respect and admiration, which could legitimize a man’s power, might be detrimental
to a woman leader carrying out her role.

All the above explains why women continue to be underrepresented in decision-making and in
powerful positions [102] and why they experience a “glass ceiling” [27]; that is, a “barrier so subtle
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that it is transparent, yet so strong that it prevents women and minorities from moving up in the
management hierarchy” [103].

However, the makeup of the management team and the type of organization in which the male
or female manager works has a clear influence on the perception of leadership styles implemented
by men and women. Eagly and Karau [88] analyzed the emergence of leaders in small groups such
as management teams. After a meta-analysis, they concluded that when a group is created without
leaders, men seemed to rise as leaders more frequently than women. Nevertheless, the women who
emerged as leaders did so largely as “social leaders” who contributed to social relations. In the same
vein, Heilman and Haynes [104] discovered the tendency to assume that in successful teams made up
of a man and a woman, the man was in large part responsible for the success of the team unless the
contribution of the woman to the final product was unequivocally established.

In accordance with the theoretical review carried out and considering the characteristics of
cooperatives, we pose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). There are no differences in the leadership styles implemented by management teams led by
men and women in cooperatives.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). There are no differences in the leadership style implemented by management teams made
up entirely of men and those made up entirely of women in cooperatives.

3. Methodology

3.1. Sample

To carry out this study, Spanish cooperatives of associated work received email messages inviting
them to take part in a study on leadership styles. To do so, they had to anonymously fill out a
questionnaire with 27 questions, each one with a variable number of items.

Following this process and after the elimination of those questionnaires that had not been
completely filled out, we obtained information from 114 cooperatives of associated work, with a
predominance of those involved in education (91), which represented 79.8% of the total sample. The rest
of the cooperatives were distributed among diverse areas (construction, professional activities, or
agriculture). The choice of associated work cooperatives is justified because they represent 55.5% of
the total number of cooperatives in Spain, and their shareholders are workers of the cooperative at the
same time. In terms of size, 49.5% of the cooperatives reported revenue of less than or equal to 1 million
euros, 20% greater than 1 million euros and less than or equal to 2 million euros, and 30.5%, greater
than 2 million euros and less than or equal to 10 million euros. They had an average of 25.5 members, of
which 9 were men and 16.5 were women. The entities that participated had an average of 39.6 workers;
14.6 men and 25 women.

3.2. Variables and Data Analysis

To measure the variables related to leadership styles, the “Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire”
(MLQ) was used [105–107], which has been validated in previous studies [108–110]. The MLQ is
one of the most frequently used instruments to measure leadership in the field of organizational
psychology [111]. Each one of the items of the variables (Table 1) was evaluated on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 equals total disagreement and 5, total agreement). We focused on the two main leadership
styles analyzed: Transformational and transactional.
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Table 1. Mean values of transformational and transactional leadership scales.

Leadership Component Items
Mean

Men Women
Tr

an
sf

or
m

at
io

na
l

Idealized influence attributed
(Cronbach’s α = 0.857)

1. I make the others feel proud of working with me 4.46 4.34

2. For the good of the group, I am willing to look beyond
my own interest 4.24 4.22

3. I act in a way that gains the respect of the others 4.46 4.37

4. I appear confident and sure of myself 4.38 4.50

AVERAGE 4.35 4.29

Idealized influence behavior
(Cronbach’s α = 0.802)

5. I express my most important values and beliefs 4.38 4.38

6. I believe it is important to have a clear objective in
actions taken 4.67 4.58

7. I keep the moral and ethical consequences of the
decisions I make in mind 4.56 4.43

8. I emphasize the importance of having a shared
mission 4.42 4.33

AVERAGE 4.48 4.41

Inspirational motivation
(Cronbach’s α = 0.915)

9. I try to envision the future in an optimistic way 4.25 4.30

10. I speak enthusiastically about goals to reach 4.30 4.20

11. I create a motivating vision of the future 4.24 4.35

12. I express confidence that goals will be reached 4.27 4.33

AVERAGE 4.23 4.26

Intellectual stimulation
(Cronbach’s α = 0.853)

13. I usually evaluate beliefs and assumptions critically
to see if they are appropriate 4.15 4.15

14. When solving problems, I try to consider them in
different ways 4.13 4.18

15. I help others to look at problems from different
points of view 4.31 4.17

16. I suggest new ways of working to others 4.19 4.27

AVERAGE 4.15 4.21

Individualized consideration
(Cronbach’s α = 0.811)

17. I spend time teaching and guiding 4.19 4.00

18. I treat the others as individuals, not only as members
of a group 4.57 4.63

19. I believe each person has unique needs, abilities,
and aspirations 4.24 4.32

20. I help the others develop their strengths 4.28 4.22

AVERAGE 4.33 4.40

Tr
an

sa
ct

io
na

l

Contingent reward
(Cronbach’s α = 0.876)

1. I help the others as long as they make an effort 4.24 4.41

2. I clarify and specify the responsibility of each one to
achieve their objectives 4.37 4.32

3. I make it clear what each one will receive if they reach
their goals 3.98 3.95

4. I express my satisfaction when others achieve what is
expected of them 4.37 4.32

AVERAGE 4.24 4.25

Management by exception
(Cronbach’s α = 0.869)

5. I try to pay attention to the errors and departures from
required standards 4.13 4.33

6. I pay all my attention to errors, complaints,
and mistakes, and their handling 4.27 4.13

7. I monitor all the errors that have occurred 4.15 4.23

8. I direct my attention to failures or errors in order to
achieve standards 4.00 4.18

AVERAGE 4.24 4.21

The reliability and internal consistency of the two types of leadership analyzed and their
components were measured using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, whose values are given in Table 1.
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Regarding the study of the data, a mean analysis, mean differences test, and a one-factor ANOVA
test have been carried out.

4. Results

Table 1 shows the mean values for men and women in each of the items, which make up
transformational and transactional leadership styles. Cronbach’s alpha is a method of internal
consistency based on the average of the correlations of the items, which allow for the quantification
of the level of reliability on a measurable scale [112]. Cronbach α for each of the components
of both leadership styles has also been included. They obtained values between 0.802 and 0.915,
which demonstrates the high reliability of the items.

Table 2 shows the mean values for men and women in each of the components of the leadership
styles studied after performing the arithmetic mean of each of the items, which comprised every one of
them. Likewise, the mean values of each component were averaged to obtain mean values for each
leadership style (Table 2).

Table 2. Comparison of averages of leadership styles in cooperatives of associated work in the region
of Murcia.

Variable Total Men Women

Transformational Leadership 4.30 4.30 4.31

Idealized influence attributed 4.33 4.35 4.29

Idealized influence behavior 4.45 4.48 4.41

Inspirational motivation 4.24 4.23 4.26

Intellectual stimulation 4.17 4.15 4.21

Individualized consideration 4.36 4.33 4.40

Transactional leadership 4.24 4.24 4.23

Contingent reward 4.24 4.24 4.25

Management by exception 4.23 4.24 4.21

* Transformational and Transactional leaderships include their respective dimensions above.

The results reveal that the transformational leadership style predominates (4.30 over 5), especially
in idealized influence behavior and individualized consideration, since cooperatives of associated work
favor them due to their values and democratic relations, interpersonal orientation, and individualized
consideration. This is because of the high percentage of staff members who are also working partners,
which makes those characteristics that before only belonged to women now widely shared by male
leaders as well. In addition, male leaders are increasingly reluctant to impose a leadership style
oriented toward tasks and autocratic relations (masculine), because this style is completely at odds with
the cooperative values and culture, which govern cooperatives of associated work (mutual assistance,
responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity). This is reflected in their leadership styles.
However, transactional leadership also receives a high score (4.24 over 5), with both components
displaying similar importance. The high scores given to the components of transactional leadership
could be a consequence of the characteristics of cooperatives (SEEs), where the majority of the workforce
are also members of the organization, implicated in the achievement of goals and with management by
exception being fundamental. Therefore, hypothesis 1 is not supported because cooperatives seems to
combine transformational and transactional leadership styles as established by Bass and Avolio [44] or
Eti-Tofinga et al. [34].

The results do not show gender differences in the leadership styles implemented in Spanish
cooperatives of associated work (Table 2). Nevertheless, a mean differences test was performed,
which confirms that no significant differences existed, confirming hypothesis 2 of this study and
the contributions made by Maher [66], Manning [67], Mandell and Pherwani [68], and Brown and
Reilly [69].
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4.1. Influence of the Composition of the Management Team on Leadership Style

With the objective of examining the results obtained and contrasting hypotheses 3 and 4,
the composition of the management teams of cooperatives of associated work were considered to
see whether this has an influence on the leadership styles developed. To do this, a variable that
characterized seven types of management teams was created: (a) Female team: only women, (b) Mixed
female team: majority of women + female president, (c) Mixed female team with male president:
majority of women + male president; (d) Mixed team: equal number of men and women with a male
or female president; (e) Mixed male team with female president: majority of men + female president;
(f) Mixed male team: majority of men + male president; and (g) Male team: only men.

Regarding transformational leadership, Table 3 shows significant differences after carrying out the
ANOVA test. We can observe significant differences between mixed male teams with a female president
(with a lower score, 3.74) and the other three types of teams: Female teams (4.61), mixed female teams
with a male president (4.48), and male teams (4.54). Regarding transactional leadership, female teams
have significant differences compared to mixed male teams with a female president (4.36 and 3.56,
respectively). Therefore, hypothesis 3 is rejected since the mixed male team with a female president
develops less transformational leadership than the other categories of management teams. The score
of this type of team is significantly lower than the three types of teams previously mentioned (Table 3).
From this, we can conclude that a greater perception in the leadership style developed is associated
with men, in comparison to women [86,88,94], and female leaders’ performance is perceived as worse
by their male colleagues [44]. In addition, the social penalty that women receive from their male
colleagues can be observed [82], as well as the lower level of appreciation they provoke [80]. Moreover,
we can observe that male workers tend to prefer masculine supervision over supervision by women [84]
since the scores of mixed female teams with a male president are quite a lot higher than those of mixed
masculine teams with a female president.

Table 3. Significant differences in the influence of management team composition on transformational
and transactional leadership (ANOVA test).

Transformational Leadership

Management Team Average Management Team Average ANOVA Test

Female Team 4.61 Mixed Male Team with
Female President 3.74 0.871 **

(0.023)

Mixed Female Team with
Male President 4.48 Mixed Male Team with

Female President 3.74 0.742 *
(0.082)

Male Team 4.54 Mixed Male Team with
Female President 3.74 0.800 **

(0.047)

Transactional Leadership

Management team Average Management team Average ANOVA test

Female Team 4.36 Mixed Masculine Team
with Female President 3.56 0.802 **

(0.044)

p < 0.1 *; p < 0.05 **, p < 0.01 ***; a test of the variance using Bonferroni’s statistical test. The numbers in parenthesis
indicate the differences between each category or subgroup and the others.

Therefore, in spite of the fact that these female managers work in cooperatives of associated work
and, to a large extent, implement transformational and transactional leadership, when they direct teams
made up of men, the indicators related to their leadership style lower significantly. This incongruence
reveals that there is a prototype of a successful leader, which is not associated with women [88] since
female leaders are considered to develop lower levels of leadership than men, perhaps due to cultural
reasons and gender stereotypes. From this we can deduce that female leaders are more poorly evaluated
and accepted by their colleagues due to resistance against them deriving from gender stereotypes
and traditional norms [82,97,98] and the principles and values they develop in the implementation of
their leadership.
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We can also observe that management teams formed exclusively of men or women are those that
receive the highest scores in relation to transformational leadership, with no significant differences
between one and the other. Thus, hypothesis 4 of this study is confirmed. The fact that gender
stereotypes are fully accepted and shared among the rest of the management team facilitates an
adequate assessment of the leaders and their leadership style, no matter whether the leader is a
man or a woman. In the case of a female leader, the fact that her team is made up of women
avoids the penalization derived from possible gender deviance and the resistance against valuing
her work adequately. At the same time, this situation could facilitate respect and admiration among
her colleagues, resulting in her being better accepted and more highly valued than in the rest of the
management teams where women do not make up the majority.

Furthermore, Table 3 shows that female teams have a type of behavior more oriented toward
transactional leadership than mixed male teams led by a woman. Different to previous studies [54,56],
these results indicate that teams led by women are also based on the exchange of rewards to influence
their collaborators’ performance.

4.2. The Influence of Management Team Composition in the Development of Leadership Style Components

Tables 4 and 5 show the levels of development of the components of transformational and
transactional leadership styles according to the management team variable with a differentiation
of seven groups. In both tables, only the significant results of the ANOVA test are shown in the
comparison of the seven types of management teams.

Regarding the transformational leadership style, a leader’s charisma (idealized influence attributed)
is a highly implemented component in male and female teams (4.76 and 4.66, respectively), which show
significant differences compared to mixed male teams with a female president (3.66). These results
indicate that in homogenous groups, both male and female leaders have a great capacity to generate
trust, admiration, and respect among their employees, with this capacity being superior in male
management teams. The idealized influence behavior component has a higher value in female teams
(4.76), and there are significant differences with mixed teams (4.26) and mixed male teams with a female
president (4.00). Therefore, female directors foment charismatic behavior to a greater extent than in
mixed teams, or mixed teams with greater male presence. The third factor, inspirational motivation,
shows that female teams (4.61) (even with a male president: 4.55) have an increased capacity to
motivate and transmit an attractive vision of the future, given their high average score. In addition,
there are significant differences between these teams and the mixed teams (3.86) and mixed male
teams with a female president (3.70). The fourth factor is intellectual stimulation and it indicates that
homogeneous management teams (female and male) promote creative and innovative capacity among
their employees with greater intensity (4.56 and 4.39, respectively) than mixed male teams with a
female president (3.41). Finally, the results do not show significant differences among management
teams in the component individualized consideration, contradicting contributions made by Eagly and
Johannesen-Schmidt [37].

Consequently, given that there are significant differences in behavior that management teams
display globally for different components of transformational leadership, hypothesis 3 can be rejected.
However, it is important to note that significant differences in the components of the transformational
leadership style implemented only by male and only by female teams do not appear.
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Table 4. Significant differences in the influence of management teams on the development of the
components of the transformational leadership style.

Leadership Component Management Team Average Management Team Average ANOVA Test

Tr
an

sf
or

m
at

io
na

l

Idealized
Influence
attributed

Female
Team 4.66 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.66 1.000 **
(0.024)

Male
Team 4.72 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.66 1.062 **
(0.012)

Idealized
influence
behavior

Female
Team 4.76 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 4.00 0.769 **
(0.045)

Female
Team 4.76 Mixed Team 4.26 0.507 *

(0.094)

Inspirational
motivation

Female
Team 4.61 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.70 0.907 *
(0.073)

Female
Team 4.61 Mixed Team 3.862 0.752 **

(0.018)

Female Mixed Team
with Male President 4.55 Mixed Team 3.862 0.695 **

(0.042)

Intellectual
stimulation

Female
Team 4.56 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.41 1.151 ***
(0.008)

Male
Team 4.39 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.41 0.979 **
(0.043)

p < 0.1*; p < 0.05 **, p < 0.01 ***.

In the case of transactional leadership (Table 5), the evaluation of the components that comprise
it varied according to the different categories of the management teams considered. So, the rewards
obtained for work well done (contingent reward) has a higher value in female teams (4.12),
with significant differences appearing between these and mixed male teams (3.86) and mixed male
teams with a female president (3.37). Therefore, hypothesis 3 is rejected and the results obtained by
Bass and Avolio [44] and Bass et al. [57] are confirmed. They concluded that female leaders displayed
behavior more oriented toward “contingent reward” compared to men, who have a more passive
leadership style.

Table 5. Significant differences in the influence of the composition of management teams on the
development of the components of the transactional leadership style.

Leadership Component Management Team Average Management Team Average ANOVA Test

Tr
an

sa
ct

io
na

l

Contingent
reward

Female
Team 4.12 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.37 0.854 *
(0.083)

Female
Team 4.12 Mixed Team 3.86 0.663 **

(0.043)

Management
by exception

Female
Team 4.61 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.74 0.819 **
(0.023)

Mixed Female Team
with Male President 4.48 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.74 0.742 *
(0.082)

Male
Team 4.54 Mixed Male Team

with Female President 3.74 0.800 **
(0.047)

p < 0.1 *; p < 0.05 **, p < 0.01 ***.

Regarding the management by exception factor, results indicate that, in general, management
teams extensively supervise the errors occurring in a company and try to correct them so they will
not reoccur in the future. Such supervision controlling business standards is more intensive in female
teams (4.61), male teams (4.54), and mixed female teams with a male president (4.48), with significant
differences to mixed male teams directed by women (3.74). Again, hypothesis 3 is rejected, while
hypothesis 4 is partially confirmed.
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5. Discussion

Leaders have the goal to promote, motivate, and cultivate a vision that favors the achievement of
organizational objectives, particularly in cooperatives, due to the strong interrelationship between
shareholders and the workforce. The progressive advancement of women to management positions is
a necessity, justified by cooperative values (democratic, participative, and egalitarian management),
their growing presence as female members in these organizations, and the positive effects that they
provide through their leadership style, demonstrated by many studies.

This study reveals that both leadership styles (transformational and transactional) are widely
implemented among cooperative managers (an average of 4.30 and 4.24 over 5, respectively), with no
significant gender differences in the use of either leadership style in the cooperatives analyzed. Therefore,
this research corroborates that both transformational and transactional leadership are similarly used,
with the transformational style no more frequently implemented than the transactional one, not
supporting H1 and empirically corroborating the ideas of Bass, and Avolio [44] or Eti-Tofinga et al. [34]
in cooperatives. This may be a reflection that cooperative principles and values have greater weight in
the implementation of leadership styles than the gender stereotypes indicated in other studies.

Regarding transformational leadership, the level of its use among male and female managers is
identical (4.30 and 4.31, respectively). Specifically, these characteristics create a setting that favors
equality among men and women in cooperatives and justifies the lack of gender differences in the
transformational leadership style implemented. In terms of its components, idealized influence behavior,
individualized consideration, and idealized influence attributed are the most developed among both
men and women in cooperatives, in contrast with intellectual stimulation and inspirational motivation.

Regarding transactional leadership, female and male managers develop it at a similar level in
cooperatives. Considering their components, management by exception and contingent reward
have high levels of implementation among male and female managers, with no observable gender
differences. Furthermore, both leadership styles analyzed are equally developed among male and
female managers in the cooperatives of associated work and no gender differences in the leadership
styles employed by male and female managers have been found; supporting H2. This result is
compatible with Komives [50], Van Engen et al.’s [64], Vecchio’s [52], and Stewart and McDermott’s [53]
contributions. This finding is important, especially in cooperatives, where the values of equality,
democracy, and equity are fundamental; confirming the adequate use of these cooperative values in
cooperative managerial positions. Particularly, this result may be a result of the great importance of
member economic participation as a cooperative principle [45], where the clarification of expectations
and recognition of performance are key, mainly among working partners.

To delve more deeply into possible effects on leadership styles, the composition of management teams
of cooperatives on the implementation of transformational and transactional leadership styles has been
analyzed. Regarding transformational leadership, it is more often implemented by male management
teams and female management teams than by mixed male management teams with a female president.
In addition, mixed management teams whose leader is a man exercise greater levels of transformational
leadership than those led by a woman. Transactional leadership is more often implemented by the
female team than by the mixed male team with a female president. Consequently, there are differences
in leadership styles developed by management teams led by men and women in cooperatives; not
giving support to H3. These results are in line with Eagly et al. [79], Heilman and Okimoto [80],
and Brescoll [81].

Likewise, management teams made up only of men or women are those that implement the
different components of transformational leadership to a greater extent. However, in regard to transactional
leadership, female teams employ contingent reward to a greater extent, while male teams implement
management by exception to a greater degree. Consequently, for homogenous teams (female teams
and male teams), there are significant gender differences in the transactional leadership style employed,
not totally giving support to H4.
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Surprisingly, reduced evaluations by mixed female teams with a male president have not been
observed, which indicates that women are used to having male leaders, and they are less critical than
their male counterparts of female leaders. The reasons for this situation are: (a) Women accept male
managers being dominant, and (b) gender restrictions about women not being dominant [99].

Female presidents of mixed male teams seem to develop a lower level of transformational and
transactional leadership in EESs because employees probably prefer male over female supervision [84].
Male authority is better accepted than female authority, reducing the consideration toward female
managers by their male colleagues [80]. Followers have different stereotypes toward female managers
than male managers because they expect inferior performance from women [44]. In fact, female
managers face social and economic reserve from males when they develop managerial positions [81,83].
Additionally, female leaders seem to develop less effective values and behavior associated with successful
leadership, such as warmth, politeness, and flexibility; whereas men may use assertiveness, decisiveness,
and confidence [89,90], values more often associated with successful and achievement-oriented
executives [91,92]. Furthermore, female managers are threatening [99] and less trustworthy [101] than
males, as well as being less often linked to power [91,92]. Finally, women leaders seem to be punished for
not achieving prescribed, communal beliefs [80], using different stereotypes, and gender rules [82,97,98].
Consequently, all the previous reasons justify their underrepresentation in decision-making processes
and powerful positions [102].

6. Conclusions

In a social and cultural context characterized by gender inequality and the growing interest in
the promotion and expansion of sustainable development in our society, gender equality plays a key
role in the achievement of sustainability principles and values. Cooperatives, as SEEs, are a way to
solve this situation because their characteristics and leadership styles determine their commitment to
SDGs. There is no research that empirically examines the transformational and transactional leadership
styles of male and female managers in the context of cooperatives. Therefore, the main goal of this
study is to analyze transformational and transactional leadership from a gender perspective in the
context of Spanish cooperatives, considering their contribution to SDGs. Therefore, which leadership
style is more often used by cooperatives, whether there are gender differences in the development of
these styles and the effect of management team composition in these gender differences is empirically
analyzed with a sample made up of 114 cooperatives of associated work. From these results, other
conclusions about how female managers may obtain better success and assessment in their roles
of leading management teams in cooperatives, or which cooperative management teams are more
effectively managed by female directors, are explored.

Cooperatives, with their principles and values, contribute to SDGs, specifically SDG 1, SDG 5,
SDG 8, and SDG 10. The ways in which leadership style help to achieve these objectives have been
theoretically demonstrated with the review of the literature. The findings show that transformational
and transactional leadership are similarly used. It has also been proven that there are no significant
gender differences in their use. Both results reflect that the nature and values of cooperatives have
more importance in the development of leadership styles than gender stereotypes. Furthermore, these
findings support an assumption that the cultural context of the organization should be considered as a
key element in understanding leadership styles [34].

The empirical study also analyzes whether there are gender differences in the use of leadership
styles considering the composition of management teams, which reveals some significant differences in the
implementation of transformational and transactional leadership styles. Both styles are significantly
less often used by mixed male management teams with a female president than in homogeneous teams.
Consequently, we can deduce that it is not advisable to have a management team made up of men
and led by a woman since men do not positively value the leadership style that the female president
implements. Therefore, it is recommended that cooperatives that have this type of management team
should incorporate more women in management teams in order to improve their view of the leader and
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avoid the penalization experienced by female presidents. Consequently, it is recommendable to create
mixed management teams that develop leadership styles, which satisfy both male and female followers
as well as male and female members. This proposal can help to make management easier for female
directors of management teams, preventing and eliminating the principle barriers male members have.
Acceptance of plurality in mixed management teams may improve female managers’ performance and
success in their roles of leading management teams as well as enhancing their followers’ perceptions of
their work and results. Therefore, female managers could obtain better success in cooperatives looking
for a balance between the presence of men and woman (answering research questions (a) and (b)).

The role of leader, even in cooperatives, is more often linked to males than females, with females
being less visible and less well considered than their male colleagues. Moreover, women need to
work harder and demonstrate better results than their masculine peers to be viewed as equally
competent. To avoid this situation, it is necessary to develop some guidelines in cooperative companies
to eliminate this gap. First, top managers need to set objectives for promoting more females into
first-level management positions, providing trust and empowerment to female employees so they can
perform their jobs well and become managers. When there are significantly more women managers,
more females will rise to management positions and, progressively, more females in management will
arrive to senior leadership positions. It is vital to build a collective awareness of the importance of the
promotion gap on the lowest level because women are willing to do what it takes to aspire to managerial
positions. Second, senior-level women should be promoted to higher levels in the hierarchy, increasing
their representation in senior positions in their cooperatives. Therefore, female senior managers must
foment the progressive presence of women in senior management teams. Third, the view of employees
about the presence of female senior leaders in their company should be less optimistic and more
oriented toward an objective and equity view, favoring the progressive entrance of women into senior
management positions.

Fourth, HR leaders should focus on empowering some organizational and cultural changes to
extend women’s opportunities, such as: (a) Supporting the figure of female authority and power
as equal to male authority, (b) promoting similar professional career among males and females,
and (c) increasing woman’s visibility by showing similar probabilities of their obtaining good business
performance in cooperatives as men.

Fifth, HR managers should provide adequate work–life balance programs to resolve employees’
work-family conflicts since their availability and use positively contributes to profitability [113,114].
Sixth, managers should organize training courses and networking activities in a way that promotes
the social values and principles of cooperatives (equality, solidarity, democracy). Seventh, managers
should establish the relevant leadership characteristics sought by the organization in the selection
process, such as strong leadership skills, being good at managing people, and having good analytical
skills. These organizational policies and recommendations should be implemented to improve the
presence and assessment/consideration of female managers (research question (c)).

The previous recommendations will increase female directors’ satisfaction in their role (research
question (e)) because they will be better assessed by their counterparts (peers and followers); facilitating
the retention of talented female managers. To obtain better results, some barriers (stereotypes, strict and
low female evaluation, low female authority and power, and different values of successful leadership,
among others) should be eliminated, transforming organizational culture to cooperative values
(equality, equity, solidarity, responsibility, and democracy) so that female directors can receive better
and fairer assessment. Therefore, the main barriers that prevent female managers from implementing
their leadership styles effectively in cooperatives have been identified (research question (d)).

As different leadership styles can coexist in cooperatives in general, and in management teams
in particular, it is necessary to make different leadership styles compatible (research question (f)).
Cooperative values play a key role in their successful integration and joint operation, improving
managerial performance.
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The study highlights the main barriers that prevent the implementation of appropriate levels of
female leadership and provides a useful guide to managing these barriers and empowering female
managers. These proposals will help to retain the most talented managers (research question (g)) and
favor the improvement of gender equality in cooperatives (research question (h)).

For all these reasons, this study has practical and social implications that facilitate sustainable
development, as well as achieving some of the established SDGs (research question i), such as gender
equality (SDG 5), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), and the reduction of inequalities
(SDG 10). The greater presence of women in cooperatives than in other organizations improves
their socio-professional position and economic income, consequently, reducing poverty (SDG 1).
Findings indicate that the special characteristics of cooperatives contribute to a more egalitarian
development of leadership styles where female managers need to improve the perception of their
role among male management teams. Therefore, understanding how leadership styles function in
relation to their manager’s gender is an essential step toward achieving a more sustainable entity.
Cooperatives contribute by creating a solid economic foundation that preserves employment and
improves employees’ labor conditions. Value-based organizations need leaders to respect and respond
to the necessity of the community.

Although this study provides results that contribute to the understanding of the principal factors
that define leadership styles, it also has certain limitations. Future studies should introduce variables
of age and size, to see whether it is more probable to find female managers in younger and smaller
companies. Another line of research could be to broaden the sample to include different economic
sectors in order to analyze the possible differences among them. It would also be a good idea to
analyze whether there is a significant relationship between the leadership style implemented by a
management team and the performance of the organization. Furthermore, the fact that the majority of
the cooperatives analyzed belong to the area of education has an impact on the results obtained, as in
this type of institution, women experience less vertical segregation. However, given the scarcity of
empirical studies that analyze gender equality and leadership in the SE, the relevance of the results of
this study lie in its practical implications.
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