Female Mayors Less Bolshie

A new study suggests female mayors have less personal ego and don't shout people down as much as their male counterparts.

Kapiti Coast mayor Jenny Rowan agrees that men and women have different leadership styles. She says generally women look for a conciliatory way through things whereas men create a bit of tension and see what drops out of that.

The Massey University study also finds that female mayors are less driven by money and are more likely to attend a school pet day than a flashy corporate event.

A strong theme in the findings of PhD graduate Marianne Tremaine is that of "'mayors as mothers", putting community good ahead of their own needs.

Tremaine, a lecturer in the University's Department of Communication, Marketing and Journalism, surveyed 18 of the 19 women mayors in office from 1998 to 2001 for her study of women's leadership in New Zealand local government.

She also carried out a case study of Palmerston North's mayor during the same period, Heather Tanguay, and an in-depth interview with three mayoral candidates in the 1998 elections.

The women mayors were asked to consider the requirements of exemplary mayoral leadership. Tremaine says her findings "challenge the heroic model of an individual leader" and instead suggest a model of working with and through others as being what women mayors regarded as at the core of being an exemplary leader.

"Although there are volumes written on leadership theory, I thought looking at leadership in a different setting might generate new understanding of how leadership works," says Tremaine.

"As the number of women mayors in New Zealand increased, there were signs of a difference in their approach."

She says four interconnected aspects of exemplary mayoral leadership were identified by the participants: Being at the centre of webs of people rather than at the top of a hierarchy; having less concern for ego than for working towards change; being committed to making a difference in the community and/or the council; and being prepared to sacrifice their own interests for the good of the community.

"There was strong evidence of the mother metaphor. The way that these mayors saw their task as mayor involved an expanding of the mother/carer role to encompass the whole community."

"Their desire to meet every need, to be available to everyone, shows how much they have internalised the mother metaphor as a leadership model."

The women thought men were more driven by money, Tremaine says.

"Unfortunately the low key nature of women's leadership does make it all too easy for those who expect leadership to be heroic, to dismiss women's ability to involve others as being simply what women do in their everyday lives, rather than a leadership-related activity."

