
Female leadership in the context of entrepreneurship in Russia 

 

 

Liudmila Kiseleva 

Herzen State Pedagogical University of Russia 

48 Moyka Emb., 191186, Saint Petersburg  

Russian Federation 

e-mail: kiseleva-l@mail.ru  

 

 

Abstract It is estimated that the share of females in management of Russian business companies is 

probably the highest in the world. Even though, in Russia women prevail among middle managers, while 

their share remains small in the top-tier management and among the large business owners. A number of 

women, who own small and medium-sized businesses, grows each year. On the basis of several waves of 

calculating the Women Business Index it has been discovered, that in Russia favoring of business and 

social environment at a considerably high level is formed in order to contribute to the female 

entrepreneurship development. The most common female business spheres are retailing, hotel business, 

travel industry, FMCG, pharmaceutics, beauty and sports industry, advertisement and media. A 

phenomenon, called “harmonic entrepreneurship” also became recently tangible. An analysis of the 

Russian female managers’ leadership traits shows, that women do not aim at reaching men in their methods 

of running the company. Women become successful in business through the creative use of their character 

and behavior stereotypes, typical for women (a technique of “favors”, “tender conflict technologies”). It is 

common for the Russian women to be very confident in their capability to act in a situation of conflict and 

a thread of risk. Russian researchers and entrepreneurs consider the “symbiotic” management models as 

the most effective ones. Within these models the traits of one leader become more complete and correct 

with the traits of another leader of the opposite gender. We foresee an increase of the female presence in 

business with the elimination of economic barriers in a lack of financial opportunities for business 

establishment, as well as overcoming the lack of self-confidence, changes to some inner orientations of the 

Russian women. 

 

1 Introduction 

 

Female entrepreneurship represents business activities led and operation by women. The mass emergence of 

women to entrepreneurship in 20th century can be called a quiet revolution. In the age of post-industrial 

society special prerequisites are formed for the female entrepreneurship – a transition from production of 

goods to production of services takes place, and a woman is under special demand from the society in this 

situation, as the favorable female social as well as sociological traits find thereby their application in various 

areas of studies including migration, entrepreneurship, management or marketing, just to name a few (see 

Koudelková and Svobodová 2014; Čábelková et al. 2015; Höschle et al. 2015; Poggesi et al. 2016; Šabic-

Lipovaca et al. 2016; or Volchik et al. 2018). These traits include: an ability to model new ideas in 

nonconventional conditions, ability to induce trust, intuition, etc.  

Currently, in Russia there is a growing number of not only female top managers, but also female 

business owners. According to a research of the Grant Thornton International organization, carried out in 

2017, a share of women among the Russian companies’ managers is 47%, which is the highest value in the 

world, almost twice the average (Women in Business 2017). Generally, it is related to a success of the 

women’s rights campaign, run at the times of the Soviet Union. The communist party carried out a consistent 

policy in terms of women’s equality. As a result, there appeared more women in such service sectors as 

healthcare, education, accounting. Besides the leading position in the world in terms of a number of female 

managerial positions in business, Russia is in the first place in the world in terms of a number of women in 

the bodies of state authority: there are 72% of women in the bodies of executive power; 55% in the bodies of 

legislative power; 68% in the bodies of judicial power and public prosecution. The Deputy Chairman of the 

State Duma of the Russian Federation Mrs. Yarovaya says: “when I meet my colleagues abroad, who are 

obsessed with the idea of the gender equality, I say, that we are against the gender equality , they become 

alert. I say: yes, you know, we are for the female privileges in Russia. We are so used to it, that to struggle 

for equality now means to abandon our privileges” (Newizv 2017). 

According to the All-Russian Social Organization “Russian Academy of Business and 

Entrepreneurship”, the female business develops in Russia 1.7 times faster than the male one. On the basis of 

the experts’ assessment in the next 3-4 years 40% of women will go into private business. Nevertheless, 
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there is a strong stereotype among the Russians, that a woman will not cope with her duties, as a man would , 

because she is dependent from the family, therefore she will not be able to commit herself entirely to work. 

There are some other stereotypes in Russia, which remain as an obstacle to women’s development up the 

social ladder. It is generally believed that business is rather aggressive, so the male traits are more demanded 

in it. According to the Russian scholars’ research (Chirikova 1998; Malyutina 2002; or Barsukova 1999), an 

analysis of successful companies shows that neither the male leadership traits, which imply imposing various 

forms of influence to the employees, nor the female leadership traits, which imply a focus on the personal 

intuition, are effective, while the entrepreneur will be successful only when he, or she will be able to 

combine both the male and female traits in herself or himself (Białowąs 2018).   

From our viewpoint the male and female leadership traits have the common nature and do not depend 

directly from the sexual differences. A good manager has a set of both the male and female managerial 

technologies at his, or her disposal at the same time (Strielkowski and Chigisheva 2018). In addition, 

business strategies of male and female leaders have certain special features. Women, compared to male 

entrepreneurs, are oriented to sustainable business strategies and run their business more responsibly and 

carefully; consider their business more frequently as a self-fulfillment opportunity. The carried out surveys 

show that the female entrepreneurs, who reach their success in business, feature certain personal distinctive 

peculiarities: variation of personality’s structure, increased psychological tempo-rhythm, high level of 

working efficiency, etc. 

The aim of this paper is to analyze the Russian female entrepreneurs’ business activity factors as well 

as to analyze specific peculiarities of leadership traits demonstration by female entrepreneurs.  It concentrates 

on the culture of entrepreneurship, an entrepreneurial eco-system, and on women’s personal traits. The 

generalization of the empirical research results, carried out by the Russian researchers in various years, 

enables to characterize the specific features of demonstrating the leadership traits by the Russian female  

entrepreneurs. 

2 Female entrepreneurship in Russia  

 

One of the international indicator of female business activity is the Female Entrepreneurship Index (FEI), 

calculated by the specialists of the Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute. In 2015 Russia 

occupied the 56th place among the 70 countries, participating in the research. The essential idea to establish 

the rating was to compare the countries according to 3 key factors: Entrepreneurial Environment, 

Entrepreneurial Eco-System, Entrepreneurial Aspirations. According to the assessment of this rating, the 

Russian women have the lowest scores in terms of the “Focus on export”, and the highest ones – 

“Entrepreneurs’ education”.  

 

 
Fig.1. Dynamic values of the WBI index, % of the respondents 

Source: Own results 

 

At the initiative of the non-governmental organization of small and medium business “Opora Russia” 

the NAFI analytical center has been calculating the Women Business Index (WBI) since 2015. The WBI is 

the female business activity index, showing the level of the business and social environment favor for the 

female entrepreneurship development in Russia. The Index is built up according to three key factors: a 

culture of entrepreneurship (the attitude of the society to the female entrepreneurs); an entrepreneurial eco -

system (assessment of the business running conditions, availability of the infrastructure , funds, business 

education, etc.); woman’s personal traits (assessment of woman’s life quality and her professional skills). 

The most common spheres for women’s career development in Russia are retailing, hotel and travel 

business, FMCG, pharmaceutics, beauty and sports industry, as well as advertisement and media. As a result 

of several research waves the positive changes in almost all WBI components may be observed (Figure 1 

above).  
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The index value above 50 points out to the prevalence of positive assessments, below 50 – to the 

prevalence of the negative ones. Since the starting moment of the research in the year of 2015 the WBI 

grew for 13 %. The WBI dynamics demonstrates a stable improvement of the attitude of the Russian 

people towards the female entrepreneurship. Women who have no business, became less afraid of a 

negative reaction from the near and dear ones to their decision to start it. As far as the incentives to start 

the business activity are concerned, the most prominent is a pursuance of material wealth (Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.  Incentives to open the own business for the Russian female entrepreneurs, % of the 

respondents 

Source: Own results 

 

The following incentive in terms popularity is a wish to acquire a status of a company head, which, 

as a rule, is caused by no wish to be subordinated to someone at hired labour, and in the third place is a 

wish to fulfil one’s idea and benefit the society. The female entrepreneurship in Russia is of the evident 

socially oriented nature: the majority of business female owners (59%) refer their business to the category 

of social entrepreneurship. Among them 20% work in the sphere of social security and community 

assistance, 11% - in the field of sports and healthy way of living, 9% - in the sphere of children’s and 

adults’ creative education. In this case, it is worth mentioning such phenomenon as “harmonic 

entrepreneurship”. This term covers several business categories, in particular, women, who, as a rule, after 

the childbirth feel a surge of energy and ideas, which they tend to implement in business, more or less 

related to children (Garanina 2016). Another category, inclined to such type of entrepreneurship – young 

people of both genders, who after having seen a lot of bloggers consider themselves well -prepared to 

business in the Internet and rush into entrepreneurship (Kapitonov, 2018). The topic of harmo nic 

entrepreneurship is not a topic of this work but is worth scientific interest in the future without a doubt.  

Female entrepreneurs are optimistic about availability of funds, business education, and 

infrastructure for children. The majority of women, who applied for loans, note the easiness of their 

acquisition. It is worth noting, that women own the reputation of the borrowers, who repay their debts 

almost in 100% of the cases. It is due to this very reason, why the banks are pleased to collaborate with the 

companies, headed by women.   

The female entrepreneurs note a growing number and quality of business education programs. 41% 

of the respondents acquired the supplementary education in the field of business development, 49% - noted 

a growth of education availability and 37% expect improvements in the future (Volkova 2017). 

Regarding barriers and obstacles in female entrepreneurship development in Russia, the female 

respondents, in the first place, note unavailability of financial opportunities (33%), as well as personal 

traits, lack of self-confidence (16%) (Figure 3). 
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Fig. 3. Obstacles of opening the own business, % of the respondents. 

Source: Own results 

 

The research by NAFI shows, that the Russian female entrepreneurs do not yet implement the export 

potential of their companies, which correlates with the assessments of the Female Entrepreneurship Index. 

Only 2% of the respondents have noted, that they export products and services to other countries, while a 

wish to export them was noted by at least of 21%. Among the major barriers to the exporting activity there 

are: business model localization (26%), high competition abroad (14%) and probable absence of the demand 

(11%). It should be noted, that 26% are currently aware of the organization, aimed at supporting the 

exporting companies, and 1% of the respondents receive this support. We have to conclude, that the female 

entrepreneurship in Russia is currently excluded from the global processes. So, no more than 6% female 

entrepreneurs take part in the international exhibitions and tenders, offered by the international companies.  

The “Personal traits” sub-index, included into WBI, consists of women’s assessment of their 

professional skills, their relations within the team, as well as their private life/hobby. The female 

entrepreneurs, compared to the women, who don’t have their own business, assess their professional skills 

much higher (for 11%), assess their relations within the team slightly higher (for 3%). But the women, who 

don’t have their own business, assess satisfaction with their private life (family, hobby) higher. There are 

two dominant values within the business ladies’ life values structure: maternity and personal fulfillment. The 

life success and the children’s welfare is the main value in their lives, while only 1/5 of the female 

entrepreneurs manage to implement this value. According to the female entrepreneurs, personal fulfillment 

suggests an opportunity to work with a full commitment, develop one’s capabilities, have the material 

wealth, confidence in the future, opportunity to travel.  

3 Female Managers in Russia: Special Features of Leadership 

 

The expert assessment of the women’s leadership potential and their capabilities to manage a company 

successfully so far leads, as a rule, to controversial conclusions. The scholars are rather careful in assessing 

the capabilities of women to reach the highest hierarchies in a company, explaining that, first of all, with an 

unwillingness to conquer these positions by the women themselves, as well as with rather developed gender-

role stereotypes. Women, in their turn, intent to over-estimate the male advantages and under-estimate the 

advantages of other women and themselves. 

The first research in the field of gender leadership aspects was performed in the USA in the 1940s and 

1950s. This area started developing rapidly in the 1970s under the influence of the feminist psychology. A 

Giddens (1995) made a principal distinction between the sexes, claiming, that the institutional difference 

between the sexes actually separate the mind and emotions. At present, the fields of research in the gender 

leadership aspects may be divided into three groups. 

In the first group the gender factor is considered as the main one. The conceptions, in which the factor 

of sex is a dominant one at showing the leader’s traits, include a conception of a gender flow (Nieva and 

Gutek 1980), a theory of gender leaders’ selection (Chapman 1975), a conception of tokenism (Canter 2008). 

In order to explain the differences between leaders of different sex Bem (1977) and Spence (2000) engaged 

an idea of androgyny. The Freudism supporters have a traditional negative attitude towards the female 
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leadership, relating it to the non-natural masculine gender role. They consider the female striving for 

leadership as demonstration of deficiency of a woman, who envies a man. 

In the second research group the preference is given to the leadership traits. In the situation-official 

approach the first place is given not to the sex, but to a position, which person has in a company (Cantor et 

al. 1998). From their viewpoint, men and women, having the similar positions and successfully playing the 

similar leader’s roles, should not differ considerably from one another either in terms of behavior, or the 

effectiveness factors. The status theory (the theory of rank expectations) identifies a person in a group and 

status, held by this person in the society (Ridgeway 2001). The behavioral dynamic exchange model “leader-

researcher” Graen (1995) puts an ability to establish close positive relations with other people to the basis of 

successful leadership. This model is closely related to a conception of transformational leadership (Bass and 

Avolio 1994). 

The third research group is dedicated to a study of the influence of stereotypes and roles in perception 

of leaders either of the male, or female gender. The social-role theory of gender differences, offered by A. 

Eagly (1990; 2003), bases on the fact, that leadership, as an initial masculine role, sets up its claims to a 

person, and a female leader is in the most cases destined for an internal conflict due to a role and gender 

mismatch in requirements. The “gender management” conception considers protective strategies and 

techniques of leadership implementation. Among the essential elements there are: ultra-diligence and 

advanced performance, use of female tricks at running business negotiations, use of “masks” - concealment 

of emotions and private life from others.  

Based on the data of empirical research carried out in Russia and focusing on assessments the Russian 

female entrepreneurs’ managerial opportunities, it can be concluded, that over 70 % of women assess their 

managerial traits not worse the male ones, while 30 % of the respondents are convinced in their advantage 

before men in the ability to manage people (Chirikova 1998, p. 44). A high level of women self-assessment 

of their own leader traits almost coincides with the assessments, given to them by their male subordinates. 

An inquiry of male vice-presidents of companies has shown a high level of satisfaction of the latter with a 

female management technique. According to men, women are the most successful in acting in critical 

situations. The strategy of their business behavior is notable as less ambitious and unpredictable. Over 80% 

of male vice-presidents would not like a replacement of the female leader with a male manager by any 

means.  

According to the estimates of men, female managers are noted for important traits: they are able to 

manage a team based on the “favors” technique, combine the traits of directive and instructive leader in 

themselves, possess “tender conflict technologies”. Over 30% of the men under immediate subordination to 

the female managers consider inclination to collective decisions lower risk potential as weak characteristics 

of female management. The male business partners asses the women as company leaders rather high. 60% of 

the expert respondents point out to a high level of responsibility and duty performance of women in 

business. 30% note fearlessness, unexpected for women, and ability to act flexibly in unpredictable 

situations. But, according to 40% of the male respondents, women surrender men in ambition, which does 

not enable them to reach big results in business. The assurance of men (40%) in advantages of the male 

management over “tender management” are also based on the confidence, that women are “weaker strategic 

thinkers” and are not able to take the necessary decisions as fast as the situation requires to . 

The specific peculiarities of the Russian female leaders lie in the fact, that women do not strive for 

reaching men in their company management methods. About a half of women suppose, that the men’s 

advantages are located in the environment of strategy and analysis, while in certain implementation of the set 

goals the woman is a rather efficient strategic thinker. The following can be stated: the Russian woman 

reaches her success in business not due to the mimicry to the male management style, but due to creative use 

of her character and behavior stereotypes, typical for women and short time ago considered unacceptable in 

management. Today, non-traditional management style, humanist management, fits better into the changing 

conditions of the companies’ activities and contributes to a transition to a new managerial paradigm. Its 

essence is divergence from managerial rationalism towards greater openness and flexibility in terms of 

continuously changing requirements of the outer environment. It is this very objective, that the woman is 

capable to cope with in the most productive way.   

The research by Chirikova (1997; 1998), during which the scales of business and personal traits of 

entrepreneurs were formed on the basis of the works by Scherbina (2004), enabled to compile a rating of 

entrepreneur’s traits. Some serious differences between men and women were found in terms of perception 

of the abilities, with the help of which they act and become successful in business . The table below presents 

the top nine positions from a common row of 25 entrepreneur’s capabilities, offered by the researchers 

(Table 1). 
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Table 1. Rating of entrepreneur’s capabilities according to male and female entrepreneurs 
Position 

in rating  

Entrepreneur’s capabilities: according to men  Entrepreneur’s capabilities: according to women  

1 Permanent readiness to changes, ability to cope 

with novelties  

Capability to make a compromise, run negotiations 

flexibly, take positions of other parties into 

consideration  

2 Capability to impose one’s position, if necessary  Confidence in self and in one’s mission  

3 Capability to feel at ease and accrue benefits within 

the framework of accepted limitations and rules  

Ability to act in a situation of conflict and a threat 

of risk  

4 Ability to use other people’s skills and 

capabilities efficiently  

Permanent readiness to changes, ability to cope 

with novelties 

5 Ability to use ideas of others to implement personal 

goals  

Ability to make a quick choice  

6 Ability to act in a situation of conflict and a 

threat of risk 

Ability to use other people’s skills and capabilities 

efficiently 

7 Ability to make an impression, establish and 

maintain relations with other people  

Sound attitude to novelties, healthy conservatism  

8 Confidence in self and in one’s mission Ability to withstand pressure and push, to defend 

one’s position  

9 Ability to withstand pressure and push, to 

defend one’s position 

Ability to live for the now, “here and now” 

Source: Own results based on Chirikova (1998) 

 

Taking into account, that five bolded entrepreneur’s traits out of nine are present in both the male and 

female parts of the table, a conclusion may be drawn about the common nature of the leadership traits, which 

are in demand in entrepreneurs at running their own business. The relatively coinciding traits of the male and 

female entrepreneurs are: confidence in self and in one’s mission; ability to act in a situation of conflict and 

a threat of risk; permanent readiness to changes, ability to cope with novelties; ability to use other people’s 

skills and capabilities efficiently; ability to withstand pressure and push, to defend one’s position. The 

researchers find differences between the male and female business behavior strategies in assessment of the 

traits, which men place higher, than women: ability to anticipate the moves ahead; ability to feel at ease and 

accrue the benefits; ability to impose one’s position to others, if necessary; ability to set goals; ability to 

make an impression. These assessments highlight the fact, that the man is a bigger player in business than 

the woman. He is oriented to dominance and achievement of goals “whatever it takes” (Chirikova 1998: 55). 

The woman, on the contrary to the man, bases in her achievements on other capabilities, which she assesses 

higher: capability to manage the capital efficiently; ability to switch fast from one activity to another; ability 

to make compromises, run negotiations flexibly; ability to live for the now, “here and now”.  

Comparing the area of matches and differences of the pointed-out traits of the male and female 

leaders, it becomes obvious, that the Russian women, as well as the female leaders, according to the foreign 

research (Bynum 2001), are more “rational”, “flexible”, “compromise-oriented” in their assessments, being 

able to live for the now. But for the Russian female entrepreneurs the confidence in their ability to act in a 

situation of conflict and threat of risk is more typical. It witnesses the fact, that the women assess their own 

capabilities to act rationally under the condition of a threat of risk not lower than the male ones, and are 

inclined to place this trait to one of the top places in the common row of capabilities . According to some 

Russian scholars and practical researchers (Chirikova 1998; Roschin and Roschina 1994; Legasova 2015), 

the “symbiotic” management models, when the traits of one of the leaders are completed and corrected with 

the traits of the second leader of the different gender, are highly effective . This, however, does not mean, 

that there are no possible cases of efficient activity by a team, made up entirely with individuals of one 

gender.  

The first model: President (male) – Vice-president (female). Consideration of the existing forms with 

such a distribution of figures in the management enables to state, that during the joint work according to this 

model there are the own work principles between the two leaders, building up in the company: 1) the female 

leader, as a rule, does not use the direct influence methods; 2) the women is able to perform the real 

influence only after the formation of success potential and trust, without entering into the relations of rivalry 

and conflict. The rivalry and conflict block the channels of influence and disorder interactions in the 

company between the first and the second figure; 3) the key re-orientation of the first figure is only possible 

in case of gradual persuasion and unfocused influence, regardless of the psychological distance and nature of 

interpersonal influence. 

The woman’s flexibility in this interaction model is so high, that sometimes leads to a modification of 

the internal sets, contributing to actualization of the traits, which in isolation from this interaction may not 

be present in the personality structure at all. As a rule, this interaction model is efficient due to special 

interpersonal relations, located at the scale “respect-emotional acceptance-devotion” (Chirikova 1998, p. 49).  
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The second model: the President (female) – Vice-President (male). The female President state, that 

this combination is the most efficient, as it enables to assess the situation from various positions and take 

decisions, basing on various vision, sometimes caused by the inter-gender differences. It is noted, that in 

case of a woman’s taking the first position in a company a man solves the tactical tasks, building up the 

strategy, following the woman. The area of the functional tasks, solved by the man under this model, is 

rather broad, but as the woman, he compensates the female management style, becoming sometimes a 

strategic, or tactical thinker, depending on the situation. Women very much trust the “male assessment” of 

the situation but prefer to take the final decision independently. In this case, the man as the second figure, 

actually has a “consultative vote” in taking strategic decisions. The work for the men, as well as for the 

women, becomes efficient, when he feels a deep respect towards the woman. A need of emotional bond is 

not necessary, but desirable, though the men demonstrate less effect from emotional dependence in this 

model, than do the women. The women’s professionalism, an opportunity of self-fulfillment, to assert 

himself in his personal and the others’ perception is more important for the men. 

4 Conclusions   

 

Overall, our results confirm the suggestions that the share of female managers in the Russian companies is 

the highest in the world. In Russia, women prevail among the owners of small-scale business, as well as 

among the middle managers, but their share remains low in the top management sector and among the 

owners of large-scale business. After the analysis of composition of the boards of directors of 20 public 

companies, leading the Russian Forbs rating it turns out, that among them there are 6.1% of women. 

Nevertheless, there are more Russian women, who find themselves in business. Women express their interest 

towards various fields of economics, predominantly in the sphere of services (58%), then – commerce (28%) 

and production (14%). This field structure is typical for the small-scale and middle-scale business segments 

as a whole, and women are more frequently involved in social projects, charity, sphere of children’s 

education and upbringing. The phenomenon, known as “harmonic entrepreneurship” keeps broadening. 

For the period of calculating the Women Business Index in Russia in 2015-2017 there are positive 

changes noted in terms of all components of the index. The main incentive for women to get engaged in 

business is a perspective to acquire a larger revenue, than at the hired labor. Regarding the barriers to start 

the own business there is an economic factor – a lack of financial opportunities. Also, among the top five 

barriers there are factors of a strongly cut gender nature – personal traits, a lack of self-confidence, as well as 

high business in the family. The peculiarity of the Russian women is that, women are far from always of 

having an internal inclination to take the leading positions, which is caused by the special features of 

upbringing in the Russian families. For the majority of the female managers the dominant life values are 

their children’s welfare and success, which is, according to women, is poorly combined with high business at 

work and need of high commitment in business. 

At the same time, the research, related to the women, already engaged in business, shows a high level 

of self-assessment of female entrepreneurs, which is confirmed by a high assessment of women’s 

professionalism, given by the male business partners and male subordinates. The Russian female leaders, as 

well as women in other countries, are oriented towards the traits of “compromise”, “confidence” at a high 

influence of the “flexibility” traits at the background of the developed capability to dominate. For the 

Russian women a high confidence in their capability to act efficiently in the situation of conflict and threat 

of risk is rather typical, while the women define this ability as the most important entrepreneur’s capability . 

From the viewpoint of the Russian business representatives, the most efficient management models in 

business are “symbiotic” models, where the traits of one of the leaders are supplemented and corrected with 

the traits of the second leader of different gender. The women, who work in entirely female teams, in 60% of 

cases express a wish to share the burden of responsibility for management of the company together with a 

man, and are sure, that it may give good results for the company’s activity .  

Drawing a conclusion of the performed analytical work, we assume, that presence of women in the 

Russian business will grow due to several reasons: firstly, the female population in Russia grows much 

faster, than the male one, therefore, there is annually growing number of companies, headed by women, due 

to purely demographic reason; secondly, as the service level and women’s wealth grow, the change of 

mentality takes place, there is more time for career development, and there are more women, successfully 

building their business; thirdly, the humanist management becomes valuable in the contemporary society, an 

ability to negotiate becomes more valuable, while the aggressive style of running the business may be rarely 

met, which contributes to increasing the share of women as the business owners.  
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