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Abstract

This research aims to delve
into the significant role that
neuroscience plays in amplify-
ing women's leadership abili-
ties. Particularly in overcoming
the ‘broken rung’ challenge -a
metaphor for the obstacles
that impede women’s rise to
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Research Objectives: Highlight the essential role of
empathy and compassion as core leadership competen-
cies for women. Explore the profound impact of emo-
tional and social intelligence in fostering inclusive and
supportive work cultures.

leadership positions. There is
an integration of neuroscien-
tific principles with practical
leadership strategies, focusing
on the vital roles of empathy,
social, and emotional intelli-
gence in the intricate land-
scape of our post-pandemic
work environment. Through
foundational works “Women
and Leadership: A Neuro-So-
cial Point of View" by Hiebert,
B. (2015), “The Neuroscience of
Female Leadership” by Mary
Ovenstone, and Dr. Daniel
Amen's, insights into the natu-
ral leadership talents of wom-
en are investigated.

The primary aim of this re-
search is to highlight the es-
sential role of empathy and
compassion as key leadership
competencies. Exploring the
profound impact of emotional
and social intelligence in cre-
ating inclusive and supportive




workplace cultures. Addition-
ally, examining the necessity
for adaptable leadership styles
in response to the dynamic
shifts in workplace interac-
tions post-pandemic. Through
this research, a holistic, brain-
based approach to leadership
is highlighted, an approach
crucial for the advancement
of women in leadership roles.
A comprehensive framework
for organisations looking to
develop empathetic, emo-
tionally intelligent leadership
styles, capable of navigating
the complexities of the mod-
ern workplace will be provid-
ed. This strategy is pivotal in
dismantling the ‘broken rung’,
ensuring women leaders are
not only prepared to excel but
also to succeed at every stage
of their career. By merging
neuroscience with leadership
strategies, there is an endeav-
our to mark a significant para-
digm shift.

Keywords: Women Leaders,
Neuroscience, Broken Rung,
Leadership Strategies,
Empathy in Leadership

Possess self

awareness
Be Fully

Authentic
Empower the Exhibit
Team umility

Figure 1 (Thakur, 2023)

Garner
Credibility

ave a Bias
r Action

\

1.0 Introduction

Leadership within the world
is undergoing a seismic shift
(Whyte, et al, 2022). The
post-pandemic  world de-
mands a new breed of leaders,
those who are adept at direct-
ing remote teams, fostering
resilience, and prioritising
employee well-being (Soma-
ni, 2021). The leadership land-
scape pre-pandemic often
resembled a command cen-
tre. Leaders were heralded for
their decisiveness, strategic
thinking, and ability to steer
the ship with a firm hand.
They were expected to make
clear pronouncements, dele-
gate tasks efficiently, and pri-
oritise individual achievement
(Webb, 2024). Charismatic
leaders who could inspire and
motivate with unwavering
confidence were particularly
admired. However, the global
pandemic turned this mod-
el on its head. Remote work-
forces, team restructuring,
and heightened employee
well-being concerns demand-
ed a different kind of leader.
Empathy, adaptability, and
emotional intelligence
became the new hall-
marks of effective lead-
ership (Wells, 2024).
The ability to foster
collaboration, navi-
gate complex team
dynamics, and priori-
tise the psychological
well-being of employ-
ees became mission crit-

ical. This shift in leadership

demands opened the door
for a re-evaluation of wom-
en’s strengths and their natu-
ral aptitude for the very skills
the new era requires. While
Leadership Quality comprises
numerous components, fig-
ure 1illustrates nine crucial el-
ements emerge as indispens-
able for its development.

Figure 1 (Thakur, 2023).This
research explores a ground-
breaking idea: that the lead-
ership qualities most needed
today may have a biological
basis, particularly for wom-
en. Imagine a leader with a
heightened capacity for un-
derstanding others' emotions,
a key feature of the brain re-
gions associated with empa-
thy in women. Such a leader
can foster trust, build strong
relationships, and navigate
complex team dynamics.
Social intelligence, another
strength often linked to wom-
en’s neurological makeup, al-
lows for effective collaboration
and communication, crucial
for harnessing the collective
wisdom of a diverse workforce.
Finally, emotional intelligence
equips leaders to manage
not only their own emotions
but also those of their teams,
fostering a positive and sup-
portive work environment,
a cornerstone of employee
well-being and productivity.

A vast body of research under-
scores the unique leadership
strengths women possess.
Existing literature suggests
women tend to exhibit high-




er levels of empathy, collabo-
ration, and emotional intelli-
gence compared to their male
counterparts (Kitsios, Papa-
georgiou, Kamariotou, Peri-
fanis, & Talias, 2022). Hiebert
(2015), in her work “Women
and Leadership: A Neuro-So-
cial Point of View,” emphasises
the neurobiological basis for
these strengths (Hiebert, 2015).
She highlights the heightened
activity in brain regions associ-
ated with empathy and emo-
tional processing observed in
women. Similarly, Ovenstone
(2018) explores the biological
underpinnings of women'’s
leadership styles in “The Neu-
roscience of Female Leader-
ship,” emphasising their nat-
ural capacity for collaboration
and relationship-building
(Ovenstone, 2015). Dr. Daniel
Amen’s insights further con-
tribute to this understanding,
illuminating the neurological

foundations of these leader-
ship qualities (Amen, 2023).

However, despite these
strengths, women remain un-
derrepresented in leadership
roles.

Aim

This research has several key

objectives. Firstly, it aims to
highlight the essential role of
empathy and compassion as
core leadership competen-
cies for women. Secondly, it
seeks to explore the profound
impact of emotional and so-
cial intelligence in fostering
inclusive and supportive work

cultures.

Furthermore, the research
examines the necessity for
adaptable leadership styles
in response to the dynamic
shifts in workplace interac-
tions post-pandemic. Ulti-
mately, this research strives to
develop a holistic, brain-based
framework for organisations
to cultivate empathetic and
emotionally intelligent leader-
ship styles. This framework is
intended to be a pivotal toolin
dismantling the “broken rung”
by ensuring women leaders
are not only prepared to excel
but also thrive at every stage
of their careers.

2.0 Method

This research employed a mul-
tifaceted methodological ap-
proach. First,a comprehensive
literature review was conduct-
ed, analysing foundational
works on the neurobiology of
leadership, particularly those
focusing on empathy, social
intelligence, and emotional
intelligence. Works by Hiebert
(2015), Ovenstone (2015), and
Dr. Amen (2023) were central
to this review, alongside oth-
er relevant academic sourc-
es. Secondly, the research
integrated these neuroscien-
tific principles with established
leadership development con-
cepts. This involved analysing
how these principles could be

applied to understand and en-
hance the leadership poten-
tial of women. Finally, based
on these findings, a practical
framework for organisations
was developed. This frame-
work outlined strategies and
tools that organisations could
utilise to cultivate empathet-
ic and emotionally intelligent
leadership styles within their
workforce, fostering a more
inclusive and supportive work
environment.

3. Results and
Discussion

3.1 Unveiling the Neurobio-
logical Connection: Women
and Leadership Strengths

The comprehensive literature
review yielded a wealth of in-
formation, unveiling a fasci-
nating link between neurosci-
ence and women's leadership
potential. Works by Hiebert
(2015), Ovenstone (2015), and
Dr. Amen (2023) provided
compelling evidence for the
biological underpinnings of
leadership behaviours. They
focused on empathy, social
intelligence, and emotional
intelligence - strengths fre-
quently attributed to women
leaders. This research delves
deeper, exploring the excit-
ing possibility that these lead-
ership qualities may have a
foundation in the very struc-
ture and function of the fe-
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male brain.

Neuroscience of Empathy and
Emotional Intelligence:

Hiebert's (2015) work stands
out inthis regard. Her research
highlights how brain regions
associated with empathy and
emotional processing, such as
the anterior cingulate cortex
and the insula, show height-
ened activity in women. These
areas play a crucial role in un-
derstanding and responding
to the emotions of others, a vi-
tal skill for fostering strong re-
lationships and building trust
within teams — qualities essen-
tial for effective leadership.

limbic system (Foo & Freedle,
2024). These brain regions are
involved in planning, deci-
sion-making, and emotional
regulation, suggesting a neu-
rological basis for women's
ability to integrate diverse per-
spectives and foster a collabo-
rative work environment.

Dr. Amen’s Contribution:

Dr. Amen’'s work (2015) on
brain imaging (Amen Clinics,
2024) further contributes to
this understanding by illumi-
nating the neurological foun-
dations of leadership qualities.
He identifies specific brain re-

Conjunction: [Leading > Rest] M [Following > Rest]

Figure 2 (Chauvigne & Brown, 2018)

The Neural Basis of Collabora-
tion:

Ovenstone (2015) sheds light
on the biological underpin-
nings of women's leadership
styles, emphasising their nat-
ural capacity for collaboration
and relationship-building.
This strength may be linked
to the stronger connectivity
observed in women between
the prefrontal cortex and the

gions associated with traits
like decisiveness, risk-taking,
and social adeptness, all cru-
cial for effective leadership.
While his research does not
differentiate between gen-
ders, it provides valuable in-
sights into the biological un-
derpinnings of leadership
behaviours in general.

Figure 2 depicts a Shared net-
work for leading and following.

In a study involving a group of
participants, the brain regions
associated with leadership in
the entire cohort tended to
correlate with proficiency in
leading, while regions related
to following tended to cor-
relate with proficiency in fol-
lowing. Another interpretation
of these findings is that adept
leaders scarcely utilized addi-
tional brain areas during fol-
lowing that were not already
activated during leading; sim-
ilarly, adept followers hardly
activated any areas during
leading that were not already
engaged during following.

Aligning with Post-Pandem-
ic Needs:

The alignment between
these neuroscientific find-
ings and the increasingly

sought-after leadership skills
in the post-pandemic world
(Eichenauer, Ryan, & Alanis,
2022) is particularly striking.
Adaptability, empathy, and
emotional intelligence are
crucial for navigating the com-
plexities of a rapidly changing
work environment. Remote
workforces, team restruc-
turing, and heightened em-
ployee well-being concerns
necessitate leaders who can
foster trust, build strong re-
lationships, and make sound
decisions with a human touch.
Women, with their natural
neurological predispositions
towards these very skills, are
well-positioned to excel in
leadership roles and contrib-
ute significantly to the suc-




cess of organisations in the
post-pandemic era.

3.2 Empowering Women
Leaders:

By understanding the biolog-
ical basis of behaviours like
empathy, social intelligence,
and emotional intelligence,
women can leverage these in-
herent strengths in a targeted
manner. This self-awareness
becomes a powerful tool for
professional development (Ya-
dav, 2022). Research has found
that women leaders can trans-
late this knowledge into ac-
tion through the following:

Building Confidence:

Understanding the neurologi-
cal basis of their strengths can
bolster confidence in women
leaders. The knowledge that
their natural tendencies align
with sought-after leadership
skills can be a powerful mo-
tivator. This newfound confi-
dence can empower them to
take on new challenges and
assert their leadership vision.

Targeted Development:

By pinpointing specific
strengths, women can de-
velop targeted strategies for
honing their leadership skills.
For instance, a leader with a
strong neurological founda-
tion for empathy might focus
on developing active listen-
ing skills or conflict resolution
strategies that leverage their

natural ability to understand
others’ perspectives.

Communication Strategies:

Understanding the neural
basis of communication can
help women leaders develop
communication styles that
resonate with their teams. Fo-
cusing on clear, empathetic
communication that fosters
trust and collaboration can be
particularly effective.

Fostering Collaboration:

Women's natural capacity
for relationship-building, sup-
ported by their neurological
predisposition for social intel-
ligence, can be leveraged to
cultivate a collaborative work
environment.

By fostering open communi-
cation and encouraging team
participation, women lead-
ers can create a space where
diverse perspectives are val-
ued and collective problem-
solving thrives.

“Broken

Navigating the

Rung™:

Understanding the biological
underpinnings of leadership
strengths can equip women
leaders to navigate the “bro-
ken rung” challenge. They can
leverage their strengths in
networking and building sup-
portive relationships to over-
come systemic barriers and
secure opportunities for ad-
vancement.

By actively utilising this new-
found self-awareness, women
leaders can not only excel in
their roles but also pave the
way for future generations by
dismantling the “broken rung”
and creating a more equitable
leadership landscape.

3.3 Fostering Inclusion

For organisations, foster-
ing a culture that empowers
women leaders necessitates
a two-pronged approach: dis-
mantling systemic barriers
and creating opportunities
for them to thrive (Smith &
Sinkford, 2022). The frame-
work developed through this
research offers practical tools
to achieve this. By integrating
these strategies into leader-
ship development programs
and organisational practic-
es, companies can cultivate
empathetic and emotionally
intelligent leadership styles
across the workforce, fostering
a more inclusive and produc-
tive work environment.

The Framework in Action:

The framework outlines sever-
al key strategies that organisa-
tions can implement:

Leadership Development Pro-
grams:

Revamp leadership develop-
ment programs to emphasise
the value of empathy, social
intelligence, and emotional
intelligence. This could involve
workshops on active listening,




communication styles that
build trust, and emotional
regulation techniques.

Mentorship Opportunities:

Foster mentorship opportu-
nities specifically for women
leaders. Pairing them with ex-
perienced mentors, regardless
of gender, can provide guid-
ance, support, and access to
valuable networks.

Work-Life Balance Initiatives:

Implement work-life balance
initiatives  that  recognise
the unique challenges often
faced by working women. This
might include flexible work
arrangements, childcare sup-
port resources, and parental
leave policies that are equita-
ble for all genders.

Unconscious Bias Training:

Educate all employees on un-

conscious bias and its impact
on promotion practices. Creat-
ing a culture of awareness al-
lows for fairer evaluation pro-
cesses and removes invisible
barriers hindering women'’s
advancement.

Sponsorship Programs:

Develop sponsorship pro-
grams that connect high-po-
tential women leaders with
senior executives who can
champion their careers and
advocate for their advance-
ment.

Performance Reviews:

Revise performance review
processes to incorporate met-
rics that capture the value
of strengths associated with
women's leadership styles,
such as collaboration, team
building, and emotional intel-
ligence.

Benefits of an Inclusive Envi-
ronment:

By implementing these strat-
egies, organisations can culti-
vate a more inclusive work en-
vironment. This benefits not
only women leaders but also
the entire workforce. It can
foster Enhanced Employee
Engagement; when employ-
ees feel valued, respected, and
heard, their engagement and
morale improve, leading to
increased productivity and in-
novation (Mazzetti & Schaufeli,
2022). Talent Acquisition and
Retention; a diverse and inclu-
sive workplace attracts and re-
tains top talent, regardless of
gender.

There is improved Deci-
sion-Making:

Leadership teams with diverse
perspectives and strengths
are better equipped to make
well-rounded decisions. Posi-
tive Brand Image; companies
that champion gender equal-
ity create a positive brand im-
age and attract a wider pool
of talent and customersThe
framework presented here is
a starting point. Organisations
can adapt and expand upon
these strategies to create a

customised approach that
fosters a culture where wom-
en leaders can thrive. By dis-
mantling the “broken rung”
and creating a truly inclusive
environment, organisations
unlock the full potential of
their diverse workforce, lead-
ing to a more successful and
sustainable future.

4.0 Conclusion

This research has shed light on
the transformative potential
of neuroscience in amplifying
women's leadership poten-
tial. By unveiling the neuro-
biological underpinnings of
leadership behaviours asso-
ciated with empathy, social
intelligence, and emotional
intelligence, strengths that
are often attributed to wom-
en. This research has made
a compelling case for their
natural aptitude for leader-
ship roles.This understanding
is particularly relevant in the
ever-evolving post-pandemic
landscape, where these very
skills are increasingly sought
after for navigating com-
plex challenges and fostering
team resilience. The discus-
sion around these findings
has centred on two crucial
aspects: empowering women
leaders and fostering a more
inclusive work environment.
By understanding the biolog-
ical basis of their strengths,
women can leverage them
to navigate the complexities
of leadership and dismantle




the persistent “broken rung”
challenge that hinders their
advancement (Mountroui-
dou, et al, 2019). The frame-
work developed within this
research offers practical tools
for organisations to cultivate
empathetic and emotionally
intelligent leadership across
the workforce. Implementing
these strategies can create a
truly inclusive environment
where all employees, regard-
less of gender, feel valued, re-
spected, and empowered to
reach their full potential.

However, this research is not
merely an exploration; it is a
springboard for a more eg-
uitable future. By promoting
a deeper understanding of
women's leadership strengths
informed by neuroscience,
we can dismantle the uncon-
scious biases that have long
impeded their progress. This
future envisions women not
only excelling in leadership
roles but also inspiring and
paving the way for the next
generation of female leaders.
The time has come to move
beyond rhetoric and harness
the full potential of a diverse
workforce.

By empowering women lead-
ers, organisations can unlock
a new era of success and inno-
vation. This research provides
a roadmap for achieving this
transformation. It is a call to
action for both women and
organisations. Women leaders
can leverage the knowledge
of their inherent strengths to
advocate for themselves, build

supportive networks, and in-
spire others. Organisations
must commit to dismantling
systemic barriers, fostering a
culture of inclusion, and im-
plementing the framework
outlined here.

The benefits extend far be-
yond individual successes, a
diverse leadership landscape
fosters a culture of collabora-
tion, innovation, and better
decision-making. It unlocks
the talents of the entire work-
force, leading to increased
productivity and a more posi-
tive work environment for all.
Ultimately, by embracing the
transformative potential of
women's leadership, organi-
sations and societies alike can
pave the way for a more suc-
cessful and sustainable future.

Recommendations

Building upon the insights
gleaned from this research,
the following recommenda-
tions are offered to further
empower women leaders and
foster a more inclusive work
environment:

For Women Leaders:

Self-Awareness & Continuous
Learning:

Women leaders are encour-
aged to actively engage in
self-awareness exercises to
further understand their nat-
ural leadership strengths, par-
ticularly those rooted in em-
pathy, social intelligence, and
emotional intelligence. This
knowledge can be leveraged

to develop targeted leadership
development plans, honing
existing skills and acquiring
new ones through ongoing
professional development op-
portunities.

Building Networks & Mentor-
ship: Intentionally fostering
strong professional networks
and pursuing mentorship op-
portunities with experienced
leaders, regardless of gender,
can provide invaluable sup-
port, guidance, and access to
valuable resources.

Advocacy & Visibility: Wom-
en leaders should leverage
their voices to advocate for
themselves and other women
within the organisation. This
can involve promoting initia-
tives that champion gender
equality and acting as role
models for aspiring women
leaders.

For Organisations:

Leadership Development
Revision: Review and revise
leadership development pro-
grams to emphasise and cul-
tivate the value of empathy,
social intelligence, and emo-
tional intelligence. This can be
achieved through workshops
focusing on active listening,
communication styles that
build trust, and emotional
regulation techniques.

Data-Driven Initiatives:Gath-
er and analyse data related to
employee advancement and
leadership positions to identi-




fy potential biases and areas
where women may be under-
represented. Utilise this data
to inform the development of
targeted initiatives that pro-
mote gender equality.

Accountability & Transpar-
ency: Develop clear metrics
that assess leadership effec-
tiveness, taking into account
the full range of leadership
strengths, including those as-
sociated with women's lead-
ership styles. This promotes
transparency and ensures
fairness in promotion and ad-
vancement opportunities.

Diversity & Inclusion Cham-
pions:ldentify and empower
diversity and inclusion cham-
pions within the organisation
who can advocate for change
and ensure the successful
implementation of initiatives
aimed at fostering a more in-
clusive work environment.
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