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ABSTRACT 

Gender stereotype determines the placement of women in leadership positions. This 

study focused on investigating the influence of gender stereotypes on institutional 

leadership in public secondary schools in Kajiado County. The study adopted the mixed 

research methodology and the concurrent triangulation design. The sample size 

comprised of 5 education officers, 25 principals, 25 deputy principals, and 185 secondary 

school teachers. We used simple random sampling techniques for the selection of 

respondents and stratified sampling techniques to select various public secondary 

schools. Questionnaires, interview guides and document analysis checklist were used to 

collect data. Quantitative data was analysed using descriptive statistics; while qualitative 

data was analysed using thematic analysis method and presented in narrative form. The 

study revealed that gender stereotype impedes many female teachers from advancing to 

leadership positions in the education sector. We conclude that men dominate women in 

institutional leadership as a result of the traditional and cultural attitudes and position 

that society has placed women. We recommend that the Ministry of Education and the 

Teachers Service Commission facilitate community sensitization to drum up support for 

women in leadership positions in education. The TSC should implement to fullest the 

2007 policy on identification, selection, appointment, deployment, and training of heads 

of post-primary institutions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Discrimination against women leadership is prevalent, with women worldwide still 

grappling with leadership both in education and the corporate world. The cultural 

interpretation and negotiation of gender are crucial to the identity (including gender 

identity) of individuals and their communities (UNESCO, 2014).  

According to the European Institute for Gender Equity Gender (EIGE, 2016), stereotype 

refers to a cultural and socially constructed set of beliefs about what it means to be female 
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or male. The cultural beliefs and attitudes common in most communities form the basis 

of gender stereotypes. Gender stereotypes have become contested on the grounds that 

these are ‘alien’ concepts to ‘our culture’. It has also been labelled as being ‘Western’ with 

limited application to our traditions and culture (UNESCO, 2014).  

According to Ngcobo (2016), stereotypes are enforced by society, which results in 

different expectations for men and women. Because the foundations for gender 

stereotypes typical beliefs and behaviours are created in early childhood, it is not easy to 

remove gender stereotype from society (Our Watch, 2018). Gender stereotypes reflect the 

primary importance we attach to task performance when judging men and to a social 

relationship when considering women (Ellemers, 2018). Gender stereotype occurs when 

a person is expected to enact a series of norms or behaviours based on their sex (EIGE, 

2018). Gender has, therefore, become a determining factor in placing women to 

leadership positions. There is indeed a ‘glass ceiling’ standing between women and 

leadership positions (Ongaki, Omwoyo & Musa, 2015). 

African women have borne the brunt of cultural traditions many of which have been 

described as oppressive and which limits the advancement of women. According to 

Wakshum (2014), socialization and stereotyping of women combine to make an 

appointment to principalship more difficult for women. The attitude of the society 

towards proper male and female roles continues to slow down women’s entrance to 

leadership positions. Gender roles are defined by behaviours, but gender stereotypes are 

beliefs in attitudes about masculinity and feminity (Dandapat & Sengupta, 2018).  

Men tend to be favoured by organizational culture and societal expectations of school 

administrations. People still harbour negative thoughts regarding female administration 

with some feeling that women principals are not as highly respected and regarded as 

their counterparts the male principals in the profession of teaching (Constellow, 2011). 

Gender roles according to Angel (2018) vary across societies. They also vary within one 
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society or cultural setting. Leadership in Kenya has long been a male terrain, and this 

appears to be more pronounced in the education sector where the numbers of women 

principals are remarkably low compared to male principals (Kariuki, 2007 as cited in 

Ongaki, Omwoyo & Musa, 2015).  

In Kajiado County, allegiance to culture and traditions has played a significant role in 

influencing the nature and composition of women leadership in public secondary 

schools. This is because traditionally compared to females; males enjoy privileged 

segregation of roles (Angel, 2018).  

Gender roles are mainly determined by the social dynamics of the Maasai culture. 

Women continue to face cultural and social barriers with stakeholders perceiving male 

headteachers more favourably than female headteachers (Nzeli, 2013). Women in 

leadership positions in the education sector in Kajiado County are fewer than the men as 

a result of gender stereotype because of the traditional and cultural allegiance that people 

still adhere to.  

The traditional and cultural foundation of the communities around the schools can 

determine institutional leadership.  Lack of role models and resistance from persons in 

the community has made the sex of the principals in institutional leadership important 

enough to warrant a study of this nature because customary practices and culture cannot 

be wished away like a bad omen. 

In spite of the concerted efforts by the TSC to identify, select, recruit, appoint, promote 

and install principals and teachers, and the MOE role in the education sector, the 

traditional gender roles and societal perception still ignore the value of the women in the 

society. As a result, male dominance in leadership positions is largely attributed to the 

belief that men make better leaders than women due to their masculinity, whereas, 

discrimination against women is largely due to the stereotyped cultural beliefs that doubt 

women’s leadership abilities. 
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The traditional life and socio-cultural beliefs of the Maasai community continue to 

exercise direct influence and control on the selection and appointment to formal 

leadership in public secondary schools. The Maasai is a highly patriarchal community 

still believes that men lead and women follow and women are still regarded as social 

minors. Hence gender stereotypes serve as a major barrier for aspiring female teachers in 

school administration.  

The study focused on assessing the conceptual understanding of institutional leadership 

on one hand and the allegiance people have over their culture and traditions, and the 

perception of the society towards women quest for leadership positions. There is little 

evidence of research done to investigate the influence of gender stereotype on 

institutional leadership in public secondary schools in Kajiado County. This study strived 

to fill that knowledge gap. 

Institutional Leadership and Principalship 

The under-representation of women in educational leadership from school to national 

level continues to be a feature of education systems worldwide. Leadership is not 

universal; rather it can vary as a direct function of either gender or culture (Unal, 2017). 

Cultural considerations play a crucial role in the under-representation of women in 

institutional leadership. In Kenya, principals are in-charge of public secondary schools, 

and just like in the corporate world, most of these positions are male-dominated. The 

high school principalship is an intricate and demanding position (Mwaniki & Guantai, 

2018). The sex of the principal is important in institutional leadership in the eyes of the 

society.  

Stereotypes about the inability of women to steer a school to success have led to the 

resentment from the community members (Nzioka, 2012). In Kenya, the cultural attitude 

towards women leadership in public secondary schools is negative. According to Unal 

(2017), culture affects perceptions, ideas and understanding of people. It also shapes the 
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attitudes, values and beliefs of its members.  Hence, culture and traditions have got a 

noticeable impact on determining women leaders in public secondary schools in Kenya. 

According to Kinoti (2013), the traditional pattern of power has hindered many women 

from participating in leadership even though women and men have an equal right to fair 

treatment including equal opportunities in institutional leadership.  

According to EIGE (2016), the stereotype that still exists with regard to the educational 

and professional options available to women helps to preserve inequalities. Stereotype 

becomes a problem when forces in the schools and the society limit the academic and 

leadership potential of either the female or male (Igbo, Onu & Obiyo, 2015). The low 

number of women leaders is directly connected to cultural attitudes towards women as 

leaders (Nzioka, 2012). At the school level, some women principals have had to contend 

with men in the community who are opposed to their leadership. Institutional leadership 

has therefore been subjected to numerous challenges emanating from the dynamic nature 

of the society (Ugochukwu, Kalagbor & Harrion, 2016). 

This traditional and cultural orientation still determines leadership positions even today. 

Men continue to have access to the organization elevators while women are forced to take 

the stairs. By the time women climb up the stairs, men have already positioned 

themselves thus locking them out of senior positions (Mwaniki & Guantai, 2018). Thus, 

if public secondary schools are to be proficient learning institutions in Kenya today, then 

principals, teachers and all education stakeholders must find ways of creating structures 

that will continuously support women leadership. Stereotypes seem contextually 

relevant when emphasizing females’ weaknesses and strengths (Igbo, Onu & Obiyo, 

2015).  

The authors uphold the need to be free from age-old gender-specific social bondage. 

Institutional leadership will entail accommodation and promotion of more women to 

leadership and the creation of a society where the welfare and dignity of each individual 
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are respected and supported regardless of gender. Gender stereotype is formed by people 

and can be changed by people. 

Gender Stereotype on Institutional Leadership 

The percentage of women seeking positions in school administration has continued to 

rise in recent times. Though historically it had been viewed as a man’s domain, women 

have made a tremendous gain in obtaining positions in secondary school leadership. 

Women in leadership roles are in a difficult position because, in different countries across 

the world, the type of behaviour that is required for professional success seems 

incompatible with how women are expected to behave on the basis of their gender 

(Schien et al 1996, as cited in Ellemers, 2018). Compared to females, males have better 

access to leadership roles and fewer challenges in becoming successful in them (Ngcobo, 

2016). Stereotyping about women and what they can or cannot do seems to lock out many 

women aspiring to leadership positions in the education sector (Ongaki, Omwoyo & 

Musa, 2015).  

In the African context, the traditional beliefs and cultural attitudes towards the role and 

status of women in society are very common (Kinoti, 2013). Women have found it hard 

to dislodge themselves from this tradition and culture.  Patriarchy is a social system in 

which the male is the primary authority figure- the head or the dominant figure (Ejike & 

Iheriohanma, 2014). According to Ndari (2014), almost every traditional African society 

was patriarchal and a woman’s place within these schemes was decidedly subordinate. 

As a result, in many African cultures, men perceive themselves as heads of their families 

and unquestioned leaders of their societies. In Tanzania, the position and role of women 

are largely considered as befitting housewives who are meant to take charge of domestic 

duties; as a result, they are given fewer opportunities to exercise leadership skills in the 

workplace (Mollel & Tshabangu, 2014).  
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In most societies in Kenya, clear lines are drawn between “women’s work” and “men’s 

work” in the household and in the wider community and cultural explanation as to why 

it is so (Schalkwyk, 2000). Traditional gender roles ignored the value of women in society. 

As a result of the prevailing customs and cultures of the society, many institutions of 

leadership in Kenya are male-dominated with women being placed in a secondary place. 

Doubts about women leadership abilities still exist.  

According to Hoff and Mitchell (2008), as cited in Mwaniki and Guantai (2018), women 

in leadership are faced with the dilemma of balancing the societal expectations of women 

regarding their family responsibilities with that of leadership in a workplace.  Perceptions 

still abound that women lack leadership skills (Mollel & Tshabangu, 2014). Men’s works 

are recognized as compared to women’s work (Ndari, 2014).  

In Kenya, most communities around schools prefer male principals to female principals 

(Ongaki, Omwoyo & Musa, 2015). Nzeli (2013) confirms that women continue to face 

cultural and social barriers with stakeholders perceiving male head teachers as more 

favourable than female head teachers. The gender policy is very clear on the requirement 

of one third female representation. The Constitution of Kenya Chapter 4, section 20(2) 

and section 27(3) is very clear on the right to equal treatment and freedom from 

discrimination. Gender policy should provide a means to address key gender issues in a 

given society. Policies are implemented without deviating from the overall education 

policy of the country (Budohi, 2014).  Therefore discrimination against gender should not 

be tolerated at all. 

In Kajiado County, the school community will most likely insist on men as opposed to 

women to fill in the principal’s slot. Among the Maasai community, it is believed that 

men lead and women follow. Literally, you will always find a Maasai man walking ahead 

as the woman follows at a distance. The “place of women” in the Maasai community is 

traditionally known largely because males have been in control of decision making be it 
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within their homesteads, clans and the community in general (Angel, 2018). Women who 

ascend to power are seen as intruders to a male-dominated world (Ongaki, Omwoyo & 

Musa, 2015).  

Women are therefore unfairly discriminated against and their rights to dignity infringed 

as well. According to EIGE (2016), the “glass ceiling” is a metaphor widely used to refer 

to the lack of women in top managerial positions or obstacles and inequalities that 

contribute to explaining this situation. Below this barrier, women are able to get 

promoted, beyond this barrier; they are not promoted. 

However, the cultural and societal barriers are fast disappearing as the society has started 

to see that many of the most exceptional schools and institutions in the counties and 

country at large are now being run by women. As a result, women in leadership roles are 

currently increasing both in number and competency. To meet the challenges of under-

representation of women in secondary school leadership, new efforts and avenues to 

recruit women into leadership positions are essential. Kinoti (2013) recommended that 

all women be empowered. 

 

RESEARCH APPROACH 

The study adopted the mixed-method research and the concurrent-triangulation design 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). Both quantitative and qualitative approaches were used in 

data collection by use of questionnaires, interview guides and document analysis 

checklists. 

The target population involved 783 participants comprising of 8 District Education 

Officers (DEOs), 60 principals, 60 deputy principals and 655 teachers. A total of 5 teachers, 

one deputy principal and the principal were sampled in each of the 25 public secondary 
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schools sampled using probability sampling method. One education officer was sampled 

in each constituency.  

In addition, the simple random sampling technique was used to select the District 

Education Officers, deputy principals and secondary teachers from the target population. 

The purposive sampling technique was used to select the principals on the basis of the 

MOE policy of male principals to head boys’ only schools and female principals to head 

girls’ only schools. Stratified random sampling technique was used to select the 

participating 25 schools from a total of 60 public secondary schools in Kajiado County 

according to their various levels.  

Data Collection Procedures 

The first author wrote a letter to the TSC County Director’s office and requested to be 

provided with names and contacts of principals and their deputies in addition to an analysis 

of the public secondary schools in the County in terms of National, County and District 

public secondary schools and the sub-counties. This information enabled the first author to 

sample the schools according to their various levels or strata. The first step in the data 

collection procedure involved the first author getting approval from supervisors and then 

seeking clearance from the School of Postgraduate Studies of Mount Kenya University 

(MKU) before proceeding to the National Commission for Science, Technology and 

Innovation for the research permit.  

The second step involved piloting of the instruments to test validity and reliability. Four 

secondary schools from Machakos County (two led by male principals and two by female 

principals) were selected for piloting. Pre-testing helped to assess whether the data-

collection instruments were appropriate, reliable, valid, without ambiguities and practically 

suitable in the main research .After piloting, the probability sampling method was used to 

select the respondents and schools from the population in the study locale.  

The procedures used in pre-testing the tools were similar to the one used during the actual 

data collection exercise. The process started by seeking interviews from the District 



Journal of African Studies in Educational Management and Leadership 14 

 

Education Officers in each of the respective districts visited prior to embarking on the 

secondary schools.  On entering the schools, a courtesy call was made at the principal’s 

office.  Principals were briefed on the purpose of the visit and an interview conducted. 

Deputy Principals were interviewed after the principals.  The deputy principals’ filled the 

document analysis checklist.  The teachers were interviewed last.  

Questionnaires were distributed to the selected respondents and administered in two ways 

depending on the wish of the respondents. Self-administration of the questionnaires 

involved filling of the tools in the presence of the first author or in his absence. In the second 

option, the first author set an agreeable time with the respondents for filling the 

questionnaires and when to collect them. The first author also interviewed the principals 

and their deputies. The final step involved collecting all the instruments, reading through, 

coding and analyzing the data.  

Data Analysis Techniques and Procedures  

The first author analysed the collected data quantitatively and qualitatively. The 

quantitative data yielded descriptive and inferential statistics. Inferential statistics were 

analysed using multiple regressions. Thematic analysis was used while analysing 

qualitative data and presented in narrative form and direct quotations. Conclusions were 

drawn from the data, and recommendations and suggestions for areas of further research 

made.  

Research findings and discussions 

The study analysed the influence of gender stereotype on institutional leadership and the 

results are presented as follows: 

a) Gender stereotype on qualities of leadership between men and women 

Stereotypes question the capability of women to lead due to the society’s attitude towards 

male and female roles which depicts women as lacking leadership qualities and skills. The 

views of teachers are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 indicates that 51.5% of the teachers agreed that women demonstrated the same 

qualities of leadership as men whereas 29% of the teachers disagreed and 20% were non-

committal. The data further shows that Disagree and Strongly Disagree (Mean =5.0000, 

SD=.00000) were the highly-rated aspect of the views of teachers on the perception of 

leadership qualities between men and women, while the lowly ranked aspect was Strongly 

Agree (Mean=1.6579, SD=.7081).  

Table 1: Leadership qualities between women and men  

Responses  ƒ % Mean Standard 

deviation 

Strongly agree   38 28.8 1.6579 .70811 

Agree  30 22.7 3.4000 .49827 

Neutral   

Disagree   

Strongly disagree 

Total  

26 

22 

16 

132 

19.7 

16.7 

12.1 

100 

4.1923 

5.0000 

5.0000 

3.5152 

.40192 

.00000 

.00000 

1.40057 

A study by Nzeli (2013) found out that teachers preferred to work with male head teachers 

as they had a low perception for female.  The policy on boys and girls secondary schools 

leadership has made it possible for women to be represented in the leadership of public 

secondary schools. No matter how the leadership behaviours of women are delineated, the 

fact is that women do possess the capabilities and skills to be excellent educational leaders 

(Wakshum, 2014).  

b) Male principals rated higher than female principals 

Men are believed to make better leaders than women due to their masculinity. The male 

continues to dominate as a result of the traditional and socio-cultural values that define the 
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expected roles of women at home, workplace and in the society. The responses of the 

teachers are presented in the following Table 2. 

Table 2: Teachers of Male and Female Principals 

Rating of male and 

female principals 

ƒ % Mean  Standard 

deviation 

Strongly Agree 

Agree  

Neutral   

Disagree 

Strongly disagree 

Total  

32 

33 

25 

24 

18 

132 

24 

25 

19 

18 

14 

100 

1.0000 

           2.3030 

3.0000 

3.8750 

4.0000 

2.6364 

           .00000 

            .52944  

     .00000 

.33783 

              .00000 

1.15430 

 

Table 2 shows that overall 49% of the teachers agreed with the perception that male 

principals are rated higher than female principals. However, 32%) disagreed that male 

principals are rated higher than female principals. 19% of the respondents chose to remain 

neutral. The data further shows that Strongly Disagree (Mean =4.0000, SD=.0000) was the 

highly-rated aspect of the perception that male principals are rated higher than female 

principals, while the lowly ranked aspect was Strongly Agree (Mean=1.0000, SD=.00000). 

According to Tsegay (2014), as cited by Shava and Ndebele (2014), women are typically 

judged to have fewer leadership qualities than men, as some actions performed by men and 

women in leadership situations are evaluated more negatively when women are the leaders. 

It is true that women have been stereotyped and considered as a dependent, acquiescent 

and ungifted of leadership qualities. They are also highly ignored in leadership positions 

(Wakshum, 2014). 
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The findings clearly give the impression that the “place of women” in the society is 

traditionally known. Women are therefore unfairly discriminated against and their rights to 

dignity infringed as well. The stereotypical gendered expectations negate the recognition of 

women’s accomplishments either through devaluing their work or through attributing their 

success to something else other than their ability (Wynn & Correl, 2017). The implication 

that female principals are still perceived as being less skilful in leadership qualities than the 

male principals still abounds in our society today. Gender stereotyping excludes women 

from leadership roles (Wakshum, 2014). 

Table 3: Gender Stereotype as a Determinant of Who Becomes a Principal 

Dependent variable: Institutional leadership 

Regression statistics                       Model 1 

                                                       Gender stereotype 

Predictor: Gender     R .847 

     stereotype            R-squared(R2) .718 

                  Adjusted R squared(R2)   .715 

                  Beta β                           .847 

                  p-value                .000 

                 Standard error of estimate (E)     .26528 

                 Constant                11.214  

 

Model 1 in Table 3 carries results of a simple linear regression analysis on the influence 

of gender stereotype (predictor) on institutional leadership in public secondary schools 

in Kajiado County. Pearson’s R=.847 indicates that there was a strong positive 

relationship between gender stereotype and institutional leadership in public secondary 

schools in the study locale. The R-squared (R2) computed yielded a value of .718 

suggesting that gender stereotype explained 71.8% of the variations in institutional 

leadership in public secondary schools in Kajiado County. The p-value computed using 

SPSS yielded a value of.000 which is less than the significance level of p<.001. This led to 



Journal of African Studies in Educational Management and Leadership 18 

 

the conclusion that there was a statistically significant relationship between gender 

stereotype and institutional leadership in public secondary schools in Kajiado County. 

According to Angel (2018), gender roles are determined hugely by the social dynamics of 

the Maasai culture. 

Further analysis of qualitative data from female principals interviewed on personal 

challenges that they experience as principals revealed that 67% cited balancing of 

responsibilities between principalship and family as a major personal challenge. Cultural 

attitude at 58% was cited as the second personal challenge afflicting female principals. 

42% cited working away from home, as a principal as a challenging job. 17% of the 

principals said they were not comfortable working with male deputy principals.  

In addition, 100% of the female principals reported that many female teachers do not 

want to get out of their “comfort zones”.  In this case they do not want to leave behind 

their families and take a responsibility elsewhere. A further 92% of the female principals 

agreed that family roles and responsibilities hamper women from taking up leadership 

positions. One female principal admitted that: “As a mother, wife, caretaker of the home, 

nurse, I cannot think of myself working away from my home and family” (23rd May 2017) 

Two female principals said that most women want to guard their reputation since they 

fear being exposed once they take up this leadership positions. One of the female 

principal reported that:  

“Some of us women are very possessive; we cannot stay away from our 

husbands. Also, some husbands discourage their wives from taking up these 

positions alleging that it is a difficult task…they do not want to be left alone” 

(23rd May 2017). 

When asked their perception on whether parents are comfortable being led by female 

principals, 86% of the male principals admitted that parents preferred male principals 

and that due to culture, women are side-lined and looked down upon.   

A similar study by Elishoper (2008) in Kitui found out that 84% of the respondents 

(teachers) preferred male headteachers as heads of schools against 16% who preferred 
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female headteachers. Concerning the perception of the society towards female principals, 

58% of female principals said that the status of women is still low compared to that of 

men, and also felt that the suppression of women was due to cultural barriers prevailing 

in the society. According to Wynn and Correl (2017), stereotypes are widely shared 

cultural beliefs about categories of people and the perceptions of the judgements of men 

can affect the careers of many women. 

In addition, five female principals (42%) reported that they still do not have leadership 

qualities as compared to men. The cultural aspect were also cited by the female principals 

as a challenge. As one female principal reported: “The humiliating aspect of the culture 

tends to label women in leadership positions as immoral and home breakers...” (18th May 

2017) 

Data from the deputy principals indicated that 100% of the public secondary schools visited 

had the TSC Code of Regulations for Teachers (2015) and the Basic Education Act 2013. For 

principals and their deputies to be able to deal with dynamic educational policies and 

emerging issues, a good understanding of these important documents is advised.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The study concludes that men dominate women in institutional leadership as a result of 

the traditional and cultural underpinnings that dictate the place and position of women 

in society. The entrenched stereotypes deprive society of effective female leaders. In 

addition, a gender gap exists in institutional leadership in public secondary schools, 

hence more female teachers should be encouraged to take up leadership positions. 

Women can demonstrate the same leadership skills and capabilities as their male 

counterparts. 

We recommend the full implementation of the TSC (2007) policy on identification, selection, 

appointment, deployment and training of heads of post-primary institutions, community 

sensitization to be undertaken, the TSC and MOE to support deployment of women in 

education and institutional leadership. Further studies should be carried out to document 
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leadership traits of women principals who have excelled in leadership positions in 

educational institutions.  
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