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Abstract 
Powerful female politicians are featured in the news often. Angela Merkel and Ursula von der 
Leyen are especially scrutinized and have an image portrayed by the news media. This thesis 
looks at the discourse in the news media of female leaders in public offices and the way they 
are perceived and their images are reproduced. The perception, attributes and stereotypes, of 
the women discussed in the thesis, are put in the context of the discourse held about the Imposter 
Phenomenon (IP). The Imposter Phenomenon is a psychological condition that has the person 
affected by it, have low self-esteem, low self-efficacy, believing that their achievements are up 
to chance and not ability and thus feeling like an Imposter in their professional life. The thesis 
hypothesizes that the discussion of the IP focuses primarily on women being affected and that 
this fact translates to the image of women in public offices and women in general not being 
able to withstand the pressures of leadership. This manifests in accusations of lack of 
decisiveness and taking positions in the news media. The thesis furthermore considers politics 
being dominated by hegemonic structures catering to male politicians and women fitting into 
these structures in order to gain success. In order to fit they have adapted into having attributes 
that are usually associated to typically male and concealing their femininity. The analysis shows 
evidence in behaviors that have been categorized as being cold, calculating and being 
professional. Theory has shown that behaviors that are not typically female can be penalized 
which manifests in derogatory characterizations. The analysis shows that there seems to be a 
negative image of Merkel and von der Leyen. This negative perception is reflected in the way 
the narrative of the IP is constructed that contributes to the narrative that women are weaker 
leaders.  
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1 Introduction 
She is not human and not machine, 
What she doesn't know is feelings  

she doesn't have any hobbies – a little bit of Bayreuth is not enough  
she only knows work and power  

the end 
 

Sie ist nicht Mensch und nicht Maschine 
Was sie nicht kennt, das sind Gefühle 

Hobbys hat sie keine – das bisschen Bayreuth reicht nicht aus 
Sie kennt nur Arbeit, Macht – und aus 

Anonymous Source (published by Fleischauer, 2018) 
 

This poem about Angela Merkel is representative of how women in public leadership are often 
perceived, not just by the news media but by society as a whole. The cold, calculating women 
without a personal life that made it to the top is a common stereotype (Schlehofer et al., 2011). 
In general, the attributes associated with leadership are attributed to male stereotypes (Koenig 
et al., 2011). The way that the idea of leadership is formed is characterized by hegemonic 
practices.  The discourse around the Imposter Phenomenon offers a unique perspective on 
women in public offices and fits as a hegemonic practice. Therefore, although Merkel is not to 
be ascribed to be affected by the Imposter Phenomenon (IP), she is, in this poem, a shining 
example of how women in power are perceived by the public, and portrayed by the media. This 
portrayal can be rooted back to male hegemony in politics (D. Beck, 2016). Investigating these 
practices, in light of the rise of the IP discourse in the news media, sheds additional light on 
these power structures. This poem can be seen as an example of discourse about women in 
power. It dehumanized her in her power, despite her indisputable success in politics. The 
acknowledgement of power in the poem is purely negative because of the ambience of the 
poem.  
 
In recent years the Imposter Phenomenon has become a talking point outside of the academic 
field, it has come to the field of mainstream media, opening up the discourse with different 
effects. Shanna Slank offers a hypothesis about the Phenomenon that sheds new light on the 
way women are portrayed and their image is perceived. Slank writes that the Imposter 
Phenomenon is harmful to women as leaders. They are portrayed as unable to be good leaders 
because their skin is not thick enough and they are psychologically not fit to lead (Slank, 2019). 
Most research concerning the Imposter Syndrome or Phenomenon is in the field of Psychology. 
The Imposter Syndrome was first introduced and researched by Clance and Imes, as a 
predominately female psychological condition. This condition resulted in the lack of self-
confidence in one’s ability in the work and furthermore a fear of being found out as an Imposter 
in the workplace. The research was focused on treating women for that Syndrome and the 
possible origins of it. In further research the distribution of the Syndrome among men and 
women is examined.  
 
As of yet there have not been any studies done which consider gender stereotyping, in the news 
media, in connection to the Imposter Phenomenon. This paper is looking to add the aspect of 
Imposterism as part of the narrative about gender stereotyping of women in public offices. 
There have been plenty of studies on Angela Merkel and how her campaigns running for 
German Chancellor have changed over the years (Dülcke & Futh, 2015; Merkle, 2015). But the 
discourse of the Imposter Syndrome has not yet been considered to be connected to the narrative 
of reporting on her. Most studies about the portrayal of women have been concerned with the 
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portrayal in comparison to men in times of election and in connections to campaigns. The 
research in Public Administration and Gender has been focused on leadership styles and how 
they are perceived by their employees in certain areas of the world, like Korea (Lee & Park, 
2020). Though the leadership perceptions is reliant on the cultural background and thus varies 
from area to area. The focus of leadership perceptions in public organizations often considers 
employees rather than the wider public.  
 
This study aims to give a deeper insight of the societal background that the narrative of the 
Imposter Phenomenon and how this builds a certain type of societal framework which women 
in leading political positions are seen in. The effects that the discourse has on a society are 
important to get awareness of the effect that the male hegemony has on the way women are 
portrayed in the news media. By uncovering the hidden practices there is an opportunity to 
improve the patterns of behavior. It is no point of discussion that gender equality in leading 
positions is a necessity. Being aware of the narratives around women in leading positions in 
politics as much as in the business world is needed in order to combat that narrative. Therefore, 
this study looks at unmasking this narrative.    
 
Further exploring characteristics of public leadership can have a multitude of benefits, thus this 
paper looks specifically into the portrayal and perception of female public leadership. Crosby 
and Bryson have dissected the meaning of public leadership and thus concluded that there are 
different ideas of what public leadership means but that citizens are following leaders that have 
a vision and qualities to make that vision reality (Crosby & Bryson, 2018).  
 
Often the way I personally perceived the description of the female leaders were more negative, 
or focused on outer appearance or their cold professionalism, which has been shown to be true 
for most people (Schlehofer et al., 2011). The description of their cold professionalism gave 
me as a reader the impression that it has to highlighted that she is able to lead in a professional 
manner. The imposter Syndrome and its implications for the portrayal of women in leading 
positions and future female leaders are intriguing to me. Gender equality in every sphere of 
society remains a topic of concern for social sciences. The obstacles that yet have to be 
overcome to ensure gender equality are diverse. One part that is still an area of concern is the 
image of women in leading positions (Koenig et al., 2011). A topic that has come up a lot in 
the discourse around successful women is the Imposter Syndrome, which is also referred to as 
the Imposter Phenomenon (Clance, 1986). In short suffering from this Phenomenon means that 
the person is well-educated and trained in their line of work, but do not believe that they are 
doing good, are qualified enough and generally suffer from low self-confidence in their 
professional life. In the media and in public discussions it has been portrayed that especially 
women suffer predominately from the Syndrome, which often implies that they are less fit to 
fulfill the duties of a high ranking official in politics or in the business sector (Slank, 2019). 
Whether or not a gender plays a role on how prominent the Imposter Syndrome is, has not yet 
been conclusively determined. Though newer studies found that both genders are affected by 
the phenomenon (Badawy et al., 2018).  
 
The Imposter Syndrome first was discovered in the 1970s and was recognized in the field of 
psychology and firstly described to be a predominately female “condition”(Clance & Imes, 
1978). People that have the imposter syndrome do not experience a feeling of professional 
success, even though they have good grades, graduated with good grades and objectively do 
good at their jobs. Often they feel that their achievements are based on luck or that some kind 
of mistake was made when they got a job. The research about the syndrome has started and 
then focused a lot on women that are affected by the syndrome and thereby created a narrative 
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that women are seemingly less suited to be leaders (Slank, 2019). This focus on women being 
predominately affected has had the effect that it is often being talked about in terms of gender.  
 
Every human is judged constantly by its environment, meaning by other people around them 
(Ferguson & Zayas, 2009). This evaluation is not always conscious and happens without intent. 
Politicians have chosen to always be under scrutiny and are constantly evaluated. This is one 
vital part of democracy and keeps politicians in check. But the way that especially female 
politicians and women in public offices are perceived differs from the way their male 
counterparts are perceived and evaluated (Schlehofer et al., 2011). The news media is vital 
when it comes to shaping opinions and their portrayal of events and people have an influence 
on the way people think about issues and people. From observation, women in powerful public 
offices like Angela Merkel are not highlighting their femininity. Feminine attributes rarely play 
a role. This thesis seeks to investigate the discourse that is enforced by narrative of the Imposter 
Syndrome that women are not suited to be in positions in leadership and how this relates to 
femininity.  
 
1.1 Research Question 
 
Analyzing the way Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen are portrayed in the discourse and 
how they are affected by power structures. even though they have had enormous success in 
their careers. As Slank has described the IP d iscourse among other contributing factor has an 
influence on how women in public leadership positions are viewed. Uncovering these 
hegemonic practices using the CDA allows to create a more visible picture of sexist power 
structures and the ways that women conform to and change these leadership perceptions.  
 
This thesis investigates: 
How is the leadership of women in public leadership is portrayed in the German News 
Media?  

a. Which stereotypes and attributes of politicians Ursula von der Leyen and Angela 
Merkel are used in the news media to describe them?  

 
How do hegemonic practices influence the way women in public office are portrayed? 

b. How is the narrative of the Imposter Syndrome in its discourse constructed? 
c. Which hegemonic practices present in the Imposter Syndrome discourse reflect 

on Ursula von der Leyen and Angela Merkel? 
 
In order to determine the way women in public leadership are portrayed in the news media news 
reports from the last legislature of Merkel and von der Leyen in relation to their leadership are 
considered. By uncovering the stereotypes and attributes that are described to Merkel and von 
der Leyen leads the full image that is portrayed by the news media. The second seeks to explore 
the hegemonic practices apparent in the news articles about von der Leyen and Merkel. The 
discourse of the IP is considered to be one of the hegemonic practices. Thus, exploring the 
construction of the narrative of the IP, leads to a fuller picture of the practices apparent in the 
discourse in general. By analyzing the portrayal of Merkel and von der Leyen conclusions about 
the perception of women in public leadership can be drawn. These questions seek to further 
explore public leadership perceptions in Germany and the narrative of the IP that is constructed 
and part of the hegemonic practices that have become apparent.    
 
Investigating the Imposter Phenomenon discourse by using the Critical Discourse Analysis 
(CDA) allows to also grasp how the narrative is reproduced by the mainstream media and 



 
 
 

7 

reproduced to the broad public and therefore influences the public take on the IP. So far, the 
effects of talking about the IP itself have not been researched. Looking at the way the IP 
discourse is conducted allows to draw important conclusions about the way society conceives 
and reproduces the discourse. I expect, that even though that there is conflicting evidence on 
which gender is effected by the IP to what capacity, that the discourse will mainly focus on 
women in high pressure careers. Thus, adding to the narrative of women being unfit leaders and 
showing that the hegemonic practices favoring men are still intact. By showing that this might 
actually be the case it allows corrective measures and also allowing further research into the 
origins of the IP. 
 
The paper investigates the way Ursula von der Leyen and Angela Merkel are portrayed in the 
news media, and investigates the stereotypes and attributes they are described with in the 
broader context of the IP, in order to explore the hegemonic practices that they are subject to, 
despite their successful political careers. Both women work successfully within the political 
systems and their leadership is under scrutiny. Since weaker leadership of women is a 
substantial part of the IP discourse in the media, investigating the portrayal of two female 
successful politicians reveal the underlying power structures that they are still subject to. 
Meaning, exploring possible impacts of the IP discourse on other areas such as the way 
successful female politicians are portrayed. This combines exploring Slanks hypothesis of the 
IP discourse leading to perceiving women as female leaders and other scholars such as Koening, 
Merkle, Dülke and Futh, Holtz-Bacha and Beck who explored the way female leaders are 
perceived and gender stereotypes play into the perception of gender in leadership (D. Beck, 
2016; Dülcke & Futh, 2015; Holtz-Bacha, 2007; Koenig et al., 2011; Merkle, 2015; Slank, 
2019). The aim is to investigate the specific cases of Merkel and von der Leyen and explore the 
tools that are used to perpetuate the idea of weaker female leadership that are furthermore 
promoted by the IP discourse.  
 
In the first part of the paper the concept of the IP as hegemonic practice is explored. The further 
it is explained why this method is applicable for the case of finding out which image of female 
political leaders is portrayed in the German News Media. Furthermore, the concept of the 
Imposter Syndrome, synonymously Phenomenon is explained. After that the perception of 
women as political leaders is described. Which stereotypes have been researched and how these 
stereotypes apply to Germany. In the third part the Case is further described and the way the 
sample has been selected. In order to describe the way, the sample has been taken the German 
Media landscape is characterized. The analysis sheds light on how the discourse of the IP in the 
news media is conducted. Furthermore, the analysis describes how the news media has 
portrayed Merkel and von der Leyen, and them striving to do things right and the role femininity 
plays. Lastly the analysis looks into the the way the ideal politician is described in Germany 
and ways Merkel and von der Leyen seem to adapt to that role, and how that effects their public 
portrayals.  
 
The discourse analysis provides a framework and background in which the cases of women in 
higher office are embedded. The second part basically investigates the stereotypes around 
women with political power and how their narrative connects to the narrative of the Imposter 
Syndrome. The main aim of answering these question is to unmask the hidden narrative of 
women being unfit for political offices and to show the aspects that add to this narrative. The 
Imposter Phenomenon is thereby the framework that the cases of female politicians Angela 
Merkel and Ursuala von der Leyen are embedded in. Part of the analysis of this narrative 
furthermore is the sexual objectification of women in politics and how that harms the credibility 
of women (Funk & Coker, 2016).  
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1.2 Scientific Relevance 
 
Public leadership perceptions in general and in relation to gender has been a field that has been 
called on to be further explored (Crosby & Bryson, 2018). Thus leading to different 
considerations of public leadership in recent research. Among those is the call to introduce more 
feminist intersectionality in future research, as it considers more aspects than gender into the 
research (Breslin et al., 2017). Recent research has also considered differences in leadership 
styles due to gender and how it is perceived by their employees (Lee & Park, 2020).  
 
The literature and research on the Imposter Syndrome itself which is often also referred to as 
the Imposter Phenomenon is mostly conducted in the field of Psychology. Most studies, when 
it comes to the impact of the Imposter Syndrome are made with students or career starters and 
are conducted in an experimental fashion. Furthermore, there is research on the societal impact 
of the phenomenon for example how the phenomenon influences career choices. Therefore, the 
studies focus mostly on the individual and how it personally affects them. Because a lot of the 
studies exploring the Imposter Syndrome are of experimental fashion, the results vary on 
whether or not gender plays a role in it.  
 
Kevin Cokly and colleagues found in their study that discrimination plays a big role in the 
degree of the Imposter Syndrome. They conducted a study with students that belonged to a 
minority on their university campus. The study found that the syndrome has been more 
prominent in people that are discriminated against, meaning ethnic minorities. The study also 
tested whether female students of African American, Asian American or Latin American 
descent are more likely to feel effects of Imposterism. The study found that gender was no 
factor in these feelings (Cokley et al., 2018). The background for this research is founded in 
Gender Studies. Important influences are Pierre Bourdieu. Other important concepts are 
provided by theories about the glass ceiling (Bihagen & Ohls, 2006) and the stereotype content 
model (Fiske et al., 2002).  
 
There are also studies in German and from Germany that go in depth of how women are 
portrayed when running for election. Since Angela Merkel has been successful in running for 
chancellor four times there is plenty of data of media coverage about her. Angela Merkel 
throughout her political career has been notoriously private about her personal life. When she 
then revealed certain particularities from her personal life, they are covered by the media. An 
interesting example for this has been an interview in an women’s magazine, about the way her 
husband bickers about a lack of crumble on her apple pie, that she enjoys her vegetable garden 
and likes to cook potato soup (Merkle, 2015). Susanne Merkle investigated whether the media 
coverage in 2013 during her run for election portrayed Merkel as an exceptional case or if she 
is portrayed as a typical woman. Holtz-Bacha examined in detail her run for chancellor in 2005 
and found that during that time she focused on her media production and on her function and 
role as a politician. They elaborated that she neglected the role of a women completely in her 
own media production.  
 
When it comes to Gender Research there are plenty of analyses on the portrayal of female 
politician during campaigns for public offices in Germany. These studies though mainly focus 
on the run for office, which means that politicians are usually under even more scrutiny. When 
female politicians run for office they are often in direct comparison to their male counterparts 
(Dülcke & Futh, 2015). These studies during campaigns focus on the way media reports on 
female politicians and explore the media frames that are concerned with gender stereotypes. 
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The further, gender role expectations are considered (Eckes, 2008) and how and why women 
in public office are not fulfilling their gender role expectation and what repercussions it has for 
women running for office not to fulfill their gender role expectation. There has been a lot of 
research on the subject of Angela Merkel as a candidate for chancellor and that the character 
traits she portrays on the outside are predominately male traits. She behaves more like a man 
and is described with male traits of a politician rather than female traits (Holtz-Bacha, 2007).   
 
There has also been plenty of research describing the inequality of men and women in society 
in different ways. Depending on the field of research there are more philosophical approaches 
like Pierre Bourdieus “Male Dominations” (Bourdieu, 2001) which focuses on the dominance 
of men in all parts of society. But there is also plenty of empirical data and numbers highlighting 
the inequality.  
 
Leah Sheppard researches the impact on attractiveness on how business women and men are 
perceived. She and her colleagues found that attractiveness in women has a negative effect on 
how truthful the women is perceived, while attractive men are still perceived as truthful. 
Sheppard labels this mistrust in attractive women the “femme fatale effect” and leads this effect 
back on the women posing a sexual threat. She further describes how studies have found that 
while attractive women are perceived as more feminine, they are also associated with a load of 
negative traits, like dishonesty, vanity, sexual disloyalty and snobbery (Sheppard & Johnson, 
2019). In regards to the discourse Sheppard’s research is interesting, because women 
considered for the cases have an influence on their appearance to some degree and therefore 
can influence this part of their public image.  
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2 Theory 
 
This chapter aims to provide the theoretical background to the analysis. In practice it explores 
the concept of hegemonic practice and how that practice affects the narrative constructed about 
the IP and women in leading political positions. The concept of hegemony masculinity is not 
just limited to sex role expectations but also reproduced as practice and allows men to 
continuously dominate women (R. W. Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). In relation to the IP, 
hegemonic practices mean that because men have and still dominate politics female politicians 
have to comply with these hegemonic practices. Thus adding to the narrative of weaker female 
leaders. Analyzing the IP discourse these hegemonic practices are uncovered. This chapter 
furthermore conceptualizes the Imposter Syndrome or Phenomenon, shows its dimensions. 
Lastly this chapter is concerned with the way women and German female politicians are 
perceived and framed, and how it is important to the analysis.  
 
2.1 The concept of Hegemony 
 
In this thesis the theoretical orientation that underlines the critical discourse analysis are power 
and hegemony. Whoever controls the flow of knowledge has control over the narrative. In the 
past men have mostly dominated the political and professional sphere. “By functioning as the 
“flow of knowledge” – and/or the whole of stored societal knowledge- throughout all time’ 
discourse creates the conditions for the formation of subjects and the structuring and shaping 
of societies” (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). Because of this type of storage in societies power 
structures manifest. Ultimately the discourse creates in the form of the stored societal 
knowledge collective symbols, which “all the members of a society know, a repertoire of 
images is available with which we visualize a complete picture of societal reality and/or the 
political landscape of society, and through which we then interpret these are provided with 
interpretations – in particular by the media” (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). Teun van Dijk highlights 
the importance if social cognition. He defines social cognition with “socially and culturally 
shared beliefs, such as knowledge, attitudes, ideologies, norms and values” (Dijk, 2009). These 
have great impact on the context of the discourse. Van Dijk’s definitions also tie in with the 
definition of gender stereotypes, which are ultimately a set of shared beliefs of the attributes 
ascribed to women and men (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1979). 
 
Power and dominance relations play an important role in the discourse. Men have had a 
monopoly on leadership positions. Their power is evident in all instances of life, especially 
though in the male dominated field of administration and politics. This is highly influenced by 
the image of the optimal administrator described by Max Weber (D. Beck, 2016). Men were 
able to dominate the narrative, which led to the ultimate assumption of this paper that the 
hegemonic position of men has led to the narrative within the IP discourse that women are 
psychological not equipped to be leaders (Slank, 2019, 2019).  Fairclough writes that “inherent 
to discourse is the dialectical relation of structure/event discussed above: discourse is shaped 
by structures, but also contributes to shaping and reshaping them, to reproducing and 
transforming them” (Fairclough, 2003). The structure the discourse is built upon is ideological 
in nature, writes Fairclough, and makes them orders of discourse, which include codes, 
conventions, political and economic structures and in this case importantly gender relations 
(ibid.). That constant reproduction of the discourse also implies that powerful groups are 
dominant and remain dominant due to the nature of the discourse and the fact that the 
dominating groups have a strong impact on the collective symbols that are created (Wodak & 
Meyer, 2001). Foucault and Wodak established that discourses are dominated by powerful 
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groups and legitimated by ideologies (Foucault & Konersmann, 2017; Wodak & Meyer, 2001). 
Using the CDA, power relations and pressures from certain groups can be understood and 
described. One premise of the CDA is not only the importance of language but that language 
and text “gain power by the use powerful people make of it” (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). When 
it comes to images and stereotypes portrayed of women collective symbolism is an important 
notion. Collective symbolism is described as the transfer of cultural stereotypes through 
generations. These societal mechanisms have therefore shaped which attributes and power 
dynamics have been passed down through generations and shaped the way women and men are 
perceived in their perspective roles. The discourses rarely stand alone. Often they are connected 
to other discourses. In this case the discourse around the Imposter Syndrome is intertwined with 
the general discourse and discussion of gender equality in leading positions (Wodak & Meyer, 
2001). This includes all societal spheres including women in public offices and politics. 
Furthermore, discourses are constantly in motion, because of its constant reproduction (ibid.).  
 
Hegemony is an important concept and part of the theory Fairclough developed for the CDA. 
The term originates in Marxism and is taken into a new context by Fairclough. A part of 
hegemonic practices also implies that the less powerful consent to the unequal power relations 
(Richardson, 2007). Discourses are not only a simple use of language but hegemonic practices 
imply “speaking and writing in the exercise, reproduction and negotiation of power relations, 
and in an ideological processes and ideological struggle” (Fairclough, 2003). With that 
introduction of hegemony social conventions are cemented and reinforced. Because of the 
constant reinforcement breaking pre-existing conventions, in Fairclough’s words 
“denaturalize” them in order to replace them is hard (ibid.). The notion of hegemony explains 
why not just men have negative stereotypes of women in power, but also women have them. 
The beliefs are deeply engrained and have been passed down through the generations. Not only 
men can be sexist, but women can also be sexist. In the power dynamic of men and women, 
men have held the upper hand for centuries and had the advantage of influencing the narrative 
in their favor, which in turn has led to women also contributing to the negative narrative in their 
own way.  
 
2.2 The Imposter Phenomenon as Hegemonic Practice  
 
The original hegemonic masculinity constitutes in theory that in all social structures women are 
subordinated to men (R. Connell, 1987). However, since then female empowerment has enabled 
women to break through a lot of barriers and become successful in all different kinds of sectors. 
Political leadership is one of them. Even though women have had a breakthrough into politics 
the structures of the political system still cater to a male ideal of a politician. As Beck describes 
even though women have had tremendous successes in politics, they are still subject to 
structures that are do not cater to them (D. Beck, 2016). Which leads to the overall impression 
that women are weaker leaders. The attributes that are associated with leadership are attributes 
commonly associated with men (Koenig et al., 2011) The mechanism of masculine hegemonic 
power leads to structures that favor men as leaders over women and the way the discourse of 
the IP is held. The main hypothesis of the thesis in references to Shanna Slank that is to be 
tested by answering these questions is whether the discourse of the Imposter Syndrome adds to 
the narrative of women being psychological unfit to be good leaders. (Slank, 2019). This 
narrative that describes women as unfit leaders is varied and has many different components. 
The first question seeks to provide a framework and describe the background of how women in 
the workplace in general are perceived and test if the hypothesis of a narrative that Slank 
describes. 
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H: The Imposter Syndrome discourse adds negatively to the narrative that women are not 
equipped to be leaders.   
 
The narrative of the IP adds thus to the hegemonic practices that have been exercised favoring 
men in leading positions over women. The image of women elected or appointed in higher 
political office is particularly interesting because they are under constant public scrutiny. And 
the image that is created through the news media has a strong impact on the way women in 
public offices are perceived by the society (Schlehofer et al., 2011) Discourses are multi-
facetted, there is not just one reason, why there are not as many women in senior positions as 
men (Frear et al., 2019). Though an analysis of the discourse can give an insight on the 
underlying social indications of the discourse of the Imposter Phenomenon. 
 
Imes and Clance were among the first that did research on the syndrome and described the 
syndrome and its predominance in high achieving women (Clance & Imes, 1978). They 
described the symptoms as “anxiety, lack of self-confidence, depression, and frustration related 
to inability to meet self-imposed standards of achievement”. One of the symptoms of the 
syndrome is the feeling of being discovered as an imposter anytime and therefore loosing 
credibility. These women in the 1970s started to break into very male dominated fields. Women 
in the professional sphere used to take rather subordinate positions, like secretaries or factory 
workers. During the time of Clance and Imes these former structure became looser and more 
women started to get into more leading positions that required skills and education. The work 
and societal sphere is dominated by the structures that men have dominated. Men have mostly 
been in leading positions and thus the structures are favoring male attributes. The hegemony of 
man allows them to shape the form a successful leader takes and which attributes these leaders 
possess. Women that take leading positions often lose their femininity in order to fit that mold 
that successful male leaders have characterized (R. Connell, 1987).  
 
Imes and Clance conducted a study with undergraduate and graduate students, PhD faculty 
members and normal faculty members in the fields of medicine, law, anthropology, nursing, 
counseling, religious education, social work and teaching. They found that women attributed 
their success rather to luck than to effort and attribute failing to a lack of ability, while men 
attributed failing to a lack of luck. They furthermore discussed reasons for the Imposter 
Syndrome in women and connected it with societal factors and the upbringing in their family.  
The work of Imes and Clance is recognized as the beginnings of the research of the Imposter 
Syndrome and very important when discussing the syndrome. Though their research has been 
important, there have been changes in the world and worldview since the 1970s and the research 
on the topic has been advanced in the field of psychology and also has spread on to other fields 
such as Business Studies and Administrative Studies. The Imposter Syndrome or Phenomenon 
in academia has mostly been regarded from a psychological standpoint or when it comes to 
research in Higher Education and students. When it comes to Higher Education of students it 
mostly concerns the impact the phenomenon has on the individual.  
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Figure 1: Conceptualization of the Imposter Syndrome (Cokley et al., 2018) 
 

1. Perfectionism: perfectionism in a harmful way, meaning chronic dissatisfaction and 
failing to meet unrealistic standards 

2. High Achieving: ambitious people in positions with a lot of responsibility  
3. Low-self efficacy: little conviction and expectation to implement tasks independently 
4. Low self-esteem: lack of believe in the skills and personal ability to fulfill task  
5. Fear of being discovered as an imposter 

(Badawy et al., 2018) 
 
Efficacy is defined as “the belief that one could be successful on a non-specific, global task and 
specific self efficacy as the belief that one can complete a task specific behavior” (Green, 2003). 
Considering a lack of self-efficacy and the origins thereof can be found in the way that a person 
is socialized. Having a lack of confidence into their abilities can be traced back to hegemonic 
practices and the surrounding system. Meaning that men are built up and socialized in a way 
that expects them to be leaders, and the system with these hegemonic practices has evolved to 
accommodate that notion. The concepts of self-esteem and self-efficacy are closely related in 
the context of the IP. When a female Politian lacks self-efficacy that can be detected by certain 
behaviors. Generally, the level of efficacy can be measured on how effective and well plans are 
produced and subsequently implemented. To further break it down in this case in relation to the 
discourse and the way the female politicians are described and perceived. This feature 
somewhat shows how effective and well implemented their policy plans are. 
 
Recent research has found that the Imposter Syndrome is not only predominant in women  
(Badawy et al., 2018). The research about gender as an indicator for the Imposter 
Syndrome/Phenomenon has not been conclusive. Badawy, Gazdag, Bentley and Brouer in 2018 
attribute these conflicting outcomes to the sample taken in those conflicting studies. Badawy, 
Gazdag, Bentley and Brouer investigated the link between the Imposter Syndrome, gender and 
performance in University students. They have found in the study that both genders are equally 
as affected by the IP. Though the study is of self reporting nature, and can be limiting in a way 
that good performance to some degree lays in the eye of the beholder. Furthermore, the study 
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considers only students and not people already working (Badawy et al., 2018). Conell and 
Messerschmidt have found that hegemonic masculinity and the behavioral patterns they induce 
not just negatively effect women but men as well. That means that they discussed the topic from 
an organizational viewpoint in contrast to Clance and Imes that focused in 1978 mainly on the 
psychology behind and the treatment of the syndrome. In their study they found that female 
students were affected more by the Imposter Phenomenon, but that their performance was not 
affected by their negative feelings. They traced that back to the socialization of girls and the 
conditioning of societies as mainly consider men in leading positions. Neureiter found that the 
Imposter Phenomenon can have an impact on career planning and decision-making when it 
comes to occupation self-efficacy and education (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2017). So 
therefore the Imposter Phenomenon can have an impact before even achieving a senior position.  
 
Clance finds the origin of the IP in the upbringing and in societal expectations. Ultimately 
meaning that the origins of IP are in traditional expectations of binary gender roles and the 
deviation from them. One of the reason someone might develop IP Clance leads back to living 
up to the parent’s expectation, which is ultimately also linked to the way the parents perceive 
gender roles. The children are thus conditioned to certain behaviors in order to fulfill their 
parent’s expectation. When the children are conditioned to be perceived as socially skilled and 
attractive they are more proud of themselves when they display these qualities. When they are 
on the other hand praised for agency and intelligence they value these qualities more. 
Simplified, Clance explains that young girls are conditioned and raised to be socially skilled 
and warm, and boys are more likely to be raised to have agency. “The very qualities which are 
recognized as essential to success and achievement-independence, assertiveness, power, self-
confidence, and directness-are the qualities against which a woman must defend if she is to 
maintain an image of herself as feminine by the societal standards which she has most likely 
internalized and over-learned by a very early age” (Clance et al., 1995).  
 
Shanna Slank writes that “In public discourse, the belief that women “suffer” [from the 
Imposter Syndrome] has been absorbed into the familiar narrative where women are 
dispositionally unsuited to the pressures of competition and achievement, which explains why 
they on average do not succeed to the extent that their male counterparts do” (Slank, 2019:208). 
She implies with this that the discourse around the Syndrome actually strengthens the societal 
believe that women are weaker leaders, and naturally not suited to be in leading positions. Thus 
the positons hegemonic societal practices have put men in in the past. This hypothesis links 
also to the notion that men and women possesses different behavioral attributes that are 
advantageous or disadvantageous in senior positions. Certain male and female attributes have 
been linked to more or less success in leading positions (Frear et al., 2019). Another 
contribution to the discourse that goes hand in hand with the Imposter Phenomenon is the 
general demeanor of female high-level managers.  
 
The use of the world syndrome more often than the use of the word phenomenon, puts a further 
negative connotation on people that are suffering from it. Syndrome insinuates that the people 
that have the symptoms associated with it, are suffering from a serious illness (Slank, 2019). 
Framing feelings of Imposterism as a Syndrome, insinuating a serious illness highlights the 
perceived severity of these feelings.  
 
2.3 The IP and women in leading political positions  
 
The IP is a manifestation of the male hegemony and thus shows how women in public 
leadership are discounted and subjected to these hegemonic practices. Even very powerful 
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women are subject to these patriachical structures and therefore also subject to the narrative of 
the IP. Women like Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen are counted as one of the most 
powerful women in the world, but they are still not immune to the scrutiny of the narrative of 
women being not as good leaders, which is perpetuated by the discourse of the IP. Which feeds 
in the overall status quo of women being considered weaker leaders. In order to analyze the 
social position male and female leaders are in today a look into the history of feminism and role 
of misogyny, patriarchy and male domination and the position of women in society. What are 
gender stereotypes exactly and why might these stereotypes be negative for the building 
narrative for women in politics? Gender stereotypes have been defined as “the structured set of 
beliefs  about the personal attributes of women and men” (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1979).  
 
Patriarchy and male domination have been widely characterized and defined as the domination 
of men over women in all social spheres. Including public management and leadership. To give 
a background: “Patriarchy in its wider definition means the manifestation and 
institutionalization of male dominance over women and children in family and the extension of 
male dominance over women in society in general” (Lerner, 1986). This has led to a masculine 
hegemony, that not only affects women but also men (R. W. Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). 
Gerda Lerner researched the development and creation of the modern patriarchy dating it back 
to 2500 years ago and originating in patriarchal families. The way western societies since then 
have defined gender had a direct impact in the way modern states are formed. She writes that 
“[T]he roles and behavior deemed appropriate to the sexes were expressed in values, customs, 
laws and social roles” (Lerner, 1986). These roles led to a male power, dominance and 
hegemony that led to an evolution that instilled certain behavioral patterns that build the 
narrative of the weak leading women as well as led to the development of stereotypes.  
 
In Gender Studies literature it is often differentiated between the biological sex and the socially 
constructed gender (Lerner, 1986). Pierre Bourdieu writes that people are programmed by 
social principles that are entirely constructed. First and foremost, they focus on the biological 
differences of men and women and construct therefore attributes that contribute to the 
biological differences, the derived place in the division of labor. “The biological difference 
between the sexes i.e. between the male and female bodies, and, in particular, the anatomical 
difference between the sex organs, can thus appear as the natural justification of the socially 
constructed difference between the genders, and especially in the social division of labor” 
(Bourdieu, 2001). Furthermore, Bourdieu argues that the social construction of this biological 
or anatomical difference is used as a justification that the division of labor that then is the root 
of the male domination. The widely and throughout all spheres of the society present cases of 
sexual harassment of women in a professional environment that were discussed among other 
media on twitter, brought to light the extent of the male domination in professional and 
organizational contexts. It thereby highlighted the structural sexism in organizational context 
and how much more change is needed in order to achieve gender equality in the work sphere 
(Bell et al., 2019). “Feminism can also be interpreted as a response to sexist attacks on women 
in positions of leadership and visibility in pubic life. Media representation of women in 
leadership continue to focus on their bodies in ways that suggest ‘unfitness’ for work and 
leadership” (Bell & Sinclair, 2016).   
 
Studies have shown that women in leadership positions either in the public or private sector are 
constantly scrutinized and held to a stereotype of their male counterparts (Eagly & Wood, 
2011). Female politicians are under constant observation by the public, and are constantly 
evaluated. That makes female politicians aware of their gender reflect that in their behavior 
while male politicians perceive themselves without their gender. That further reflects on women 
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in a way that they have to constantly prove their competency a study found (Sauer, 1994). 
Media messages have a considerable influence on the way that politicians are perceived. 
Schlehofer elaborates that the people’s opinion towards female politicians is hard to change and 
studies suggest that people rather belief something when it fits in their existing belief system. 
So the confirmation bias feeds further in the already made up mind of the society. All this 
powers into the perceived image that people hold and their stereotypes of women in public 
offices (Schlehofer et al., 2011). This is not limited to women, men are also expected to adhere 
to their gender stereotypes and thus also subject to a variety of hegemonic practices that they 
suffer from (Jewkes et al., 2015). Part of the perception of women in politics is highly based on 
their appearance. General appearance proves to be an important factor on the perception of a 
women as a good leader. Goffman analyzed the the way women were portrayed during 
campaigns and found six different dimensions in which gender relations are shown in 
advertisements. One of the major factors he discovered to be important is the physical size of 
women. Showing photos or videos of women beside men highlights their height difference and 
is underlines their supposed weaker social status (Sanghvi & Hodges, 2015).  
 
When it comes to the dimension to be measured in social judgment there are a variety of 
dimension to be analyzed. Andrea Abele summarized them and concluded that the most 
important dimensions right now are communion against agency and warmth versus agency, 
because they encompass the core challenges of our time. “The first key challenge concerns 
social acceptance and connection, clearly critical to survival. The second key challenge 
concerns the manifestation of skills, competencies, and status, and the pursuit of goals, given 
available opportunities” (Abele et al., 2008). Fiske and Cuddy argue that the combination of 
competence and warmth create a universal emotion of prejudice among a group (Fiske et al., 
2002). Therefore, the primary dimension to be measured in determining the image the German 
news media creates of female politicians are warmth and competence. The dimension of 
competence also plays a vital role in the discourse around the Imposter Syndrome, since it 
mostly focuses on the trust and confidence in the own abilities (Clance, 1986). The dimensions 
in order to categorize and evaluate humans that has been stated as the most important are 
warmth and competence. This has been established in all different kinds of studies including 
social psychology laboratories, experimental studies and cross-cultural comparisons. Fiske, 
Glick and Cuddy write “that people everywhere differentiate each other by liking (warmth, 
trustworthiness) and by respecting (competence, efficiency)” (Fiske et al., 2002). This research 
is also partly based on the social and intellectual desirability dimensions by Rosenberg, which 
includes 60 different traits (Rosenberg et al., 1968). When designing the Code in order to 
analyze the articles these traits and dimension are considered.  
 
Schlehofer found in an experimental study that high profile female leaders are often described 
as competent but cold. This ties in with the Pierre Bourdieu ideas on how women are commonly 
described and which traits are commonly considered to be desirable for men and women 
(Bourdieu, 2001). Muhr has found that certain women in high level positions behave cold and 
get attributed characteristics that are usually described as typically male (Muhr, 2011). Ordering 
certain behavioral attributes to a certain gender goes back to scholars like Pierre Bourdieu, who 
describes the masculine domination of societies (Bourdieu, 2001).  
 
Fiske and Glick furthermore differentiate between positive attributes that encompass sexism 
and negative attributes that women are ascribed to. On the one hand sexism is generally divided 
into hostile behavior and opinions towards women and on the other hand the support of 
traditional gender roles. Both types of sexism are used to solidify and maintain traditional 
gender rules. In order to measure sexism Fiske and Glick introduced a new scale which is based 
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on the ambivalence between positive and negative attributes that are ascribed to women. The 
feelings towards women are benevolent and hostile at the same time. They define that “Hostile 
sexism seeks to justify male power, traditional gender roles, and men’s exploitation of women 
as sexual objects through derogatory characterizations of women. Benevolent sexism, in 
contrast, relies on kinder and gentler justifications of male dominance and prescribed gender 
roles; it recognizes men’s dependence on women (i.e. women’s dyadic power) and embraces a 
romanticized view of sexual relationships with women”  (Glick & Fiske, 1997). Fiske and 
Cuddy describe furthermore that stereotypes are consistent over time and stress thus that they 
are worth investigating. They “argue that different combinations of stereotypic warmth and 
competence result in unique intergroup emotions – prejudices – directed towards various kinds 
of groups in society” (Fiske et al., 2002).   
 
Another issue that comes up in the political field, like mentioned above is that women 
constantly have to prove their competency, because there is an awareness of their gender. Their 
male counterparts are rather seen without their gender, while women in higher public office 
have to show and prove their competency despite their gender (D. Beck, 2016). In Germany 
Beck dates the idea of the ideal politician as being male back to Max Weber. Weber’s ideas of 
ideal professional politician are designed to fit male attributes and stereotypes. These 
expectations on which attributes are connected to politicians have a long tradition and thus 
through the male hegemony have been carried over into the now (D. Beck, 2016).  
 
Another important aspect, when considering women in political power, is the sexual 
objectification of female politician and candidates. The credibility of women in political power 
is damage, when she is perceived as sexual desirable. Often nevertheless the sexualization by 
the media is part of the media coverage of women in office (Funk & Coker, 2016).  Especially 
Angela Merkel has often been referred as “Mutti” in the German news media, which means as 
much as mummy but is more often ascribed to an older woman (Dülcke & Futh, 2015). 
Furthermore, Dülcke and Futh report on gender stereotypes and how it has been shown that 
usually the departure from typical behavior according to the respective gender stereotypes is 
sanctioned. Gender stereotypes are usually linked to an expectation of behavior in men and 
women. When there is a departure from that expected behavior, it is met by its audience with 
rejection and or sanctions (Eckes, 2008). Women are thus almost inherently met by these 
sanctions and rejections, because the political arena is perceived to be patriarchal and 
incompatible with female gender stereotypes (Dülcke & Futh, 2015).  The narrative in relation 
to Angela Merkel and Urusla von der Leyen are analyzed according to certain attributes they 
are described with in the articles. Male power and hegemony have led to a system that ascribes 
attributes to women in higher political office.   
 
2.4 Conclusion 
 
In conclusion there are different concepts that allow to analyze the way women in public 
leadership are evaluated, perceived and portrayed. The following conclusion chapter will be 
divided by the key concepts relevant for the analysis It will summarize the concepts and show 
the limits that the theory can provide.  
 
The key hypothesis of this thesis is that male domination of the societal and political sphere has 
led to a discourse of the IP that portrays women as weak leaders, which developed through the 
evolution of hegemonic practices which favor male leaders over female leaders. Men as well 
as women are subject to a set of expectancies in behavior that they have to adhere to and as a 



 
 
 

18 

result suffer from. The key concepts that are important to the later analysis are the Imposter 
Phenomenon in terms of hegemonic practices and stereotypes of leadership. There have been a 
lot of conflicting studies in relation to the IP and often been of experimental nature. Also, 
feelings of Imposterism are subjective and hard to measure. Which makes ultimate conclusions 
hard.  
 
The features of the IP that can be observed from the outside as an observer are indicators of 
perfectionism and therefore low efficacy because of constant self-doubt and an inability to make 
decisions. The IP is not to be diagnosed from a far and thus the discourse of the media is the 
relevant to the analysis, which thereby limits it to how the discourse itself is perceived and a 
narrative created. Men are dominating politics and the IP discourse leaves society with the 
impression that women are not as capable leaders thus forcing women into non-feminine 
behavior or loss of femininity on the one side. Since more and more women are successful in 
the political arena, the way politicians are viewed and portrayed may be subject to change. Thus 
far the outcomes of investigating the gender and ethnic distribution of the IP has not been 
concluded so the impact the discourse has can be changed by however the academic discourse 
may change in the future.  
 
The stereotypes ascribed to leadership are predominately described to typically male 
stereotypes. This concept is limited by the perception of its audience and can change. The 
connotation of a stereotype can change over time and become negative or positive for either 
gender. Public leadership perception is highly dependent on its audience (Lee & Park, 2020). 
Something that has been perceived widely as negative for one gender can become positive. 
Women in politics are often sexualized. Stereotypes of women in leading political positions can 
range from sexual objectification to focusing generally on the outer appearance and typical 
female characterizations. There is furthermore, the ideal of a politician that has been described 
and which has attached a variety of stereotypes and attributes. Adhering to this ideal for female 
politician has shown to sometimes have negative outcomes. Generally, these concepts that are 
based on public perception need to be revisited constantly since public perceptions is always 
subject to change. All these concepts are parts of hegemonic practices.  
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3 Data and Methods 
 
Ultimately it is interesting to know why to this day, there are less women in leading positions 
in the private sector as well as the public sector, even though women have been empowered for 
a couple of decades. The reasons and the impact for this development are questioned and 
researched in a variety of fields. To get closer to the answer why there are less women and how 
women can be empowered in public leadership, which means to find solutions, there has to be 
awareness of the underlying societal structures. So awareness of the societal issues that hinder 
women to push through the glass ceiling and achieve higher level political office. For the 
analysis specifically the case of Merkel and Urusula von der Leyen have been chosen. Both of 
these women have reached success in the Germany and within the European Union. Thus 
considering the portrayal of these powerful woman allows a view of how the news media within 
Germany sees and portrays them. With the approach of the CDA this allows to draw conclusion 
for the image that is perceived and reproduced by the wider society and how women in public 
leadership in general are portrayed and perceived. This chapter aims explain the approach to 
the analysis and the grounds on which the data is selected and analyzed. In detail that means a 
descriptions and overview of the selected articles, the time frame of the cases of Merkel and 
von der Leyen and the topic.  Furthermore, the method of data selection is elaborated on and 
the coding scheme is explained.  
 
This thesis aims to connect the societal view on the Imposter Syndrome and female political 
leadership in Germany. Analyzing the text that are published about the IP shows descriptions 
of leadership portrayed in different news outlets. Then searching out the stereotypes and 
attributes that are used to describe Merkel and von der Leyen an overview how female 
leadership in general is perceived. Allowing a more nuanced picture of the narrative and relating 
to women in political office. Thus, specifically articles that are concerned with leadership of 
Merkel and von der Leyen are sought out. Again not trying to diagnose the IP from the outside 
rather than investigating the narrative of women in leading positions by looking at the attributes 
and stereotypes they have been described with. Leading back to the theory of how leadership 
in general and political leadership is generally perceived by society. Which allows a more 
general insight of the narrative of women in leading positions. Thus connecting the portrayal 
of the IP with the portrayal of von der Leyen and Merkel. Since text is open to interpretation 
there is room for different interpretations.  
 
By considering the IP as a facet of the narrative of women in political offices hidden power 
dynamics can be uncovered. The narrative being that the psyche of women hinders them to be 
good leaders or that in order to be good leaders they adopt all supposed positive traits of their 
male counterparts. Leadership is an important keyword when it comes to the discourse around 
the Imposter Syndrome because it is directly concerned with positions of power. Therefore, 
looking at the way that the style of leadership is portrayed in the news media is of interest. The 
review of literature has shown that there is a scientific gap in how the Imposter Syndrome and 
the image of women in public offices connect.  
 
3.1 Episodes of the Imposter Phenomenon Discourse and German Female Leadership 
in the current legislative period 
 
In 2009 the Süddeutsche Zeitung describes how successful women often have low self-esteem 
and seem to not be able to be proud of their success. They explain that this phenomenon is 
called the Imposter Phenomenon and is predominant in women. After the initial introduction to 



 
 
 

20 

the broader public the news media did not publish articles talking about the IP. The interest 
seemed to spark again in 2014, where multiple newspapers reported on the symptoms of the IP 
and possible ways to combat feelings of Imposterism. The voices that contribute a lot to the 
discussion are different authors of the “Süddeutsche Zeitung”, especially Larrisa Holzki and 
author of the “Die Welt” Gabriele Voßkühler. Larissa Holzki is also a part of the episode of 
Angela Merkel, discussing power and leadership (Holzki, 2018).  
 
The topic came up in 2009 and later in relation to the lack of women in leading positions in 
general and that women are socialized and raised in a way that leaves them with lower 
professional self-esteem (Pezzei, 2009). In 2014 a wave of articles came out which discussed 
the IP in context of women not asking for a raise of promotion, in context of students lack of 
self-esteem and general fear of failure in their profession. The articles are published in different 
news outlets by different authors and also feature personal accounts of people, that describe 
their personal feelings of imposterism. In 2015 and 2016 the discourse quiets down and there 
is a lack of coverage about this topic in general. In these 2 years only two different articles are 
published. Towards the end of 2017 the topic of IP reappears and news outlets steadily put out 
articles that feature the topic and its implications for women in particular. In 2018 the big study 
of is published and often referenced by the news outlets (Badawy et al., 2018). That study 
concludes that there are many conflicting studies on the distributions of the IP among the gender 
and that men may be affected as often as women.  
 
The cases of Angela, Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen are especially interesting because 
women have not held these positions before. It is furthermore of interest to look into women in 
political power rather than women in business, because every day politics is constantly in the 
news. The scrutiny these women are under is just more than business women are exposed to. 
Furthermore, Angela Merkel and Ursusla von der Leyen are on a lot of levels very different and 
which reflects on the way they are reported about. Angela Merkel for example does not have 
children, is married and very private about her personal life. She grew up in the East of 
Germany, and has been in politics for a long time. Ursusla von der Leyen on the other hand 
entered politics relatively late in life after having seven children and also becoming a 
gynaecologist. Even though Merkel is often referred to as “Mutti”, which is a term mimization 
for the word mother, she is portrayed as the mother of the nation with a somewhat belittling 
term.  
 
The timeframe the selected articles are collected from is the the current government, meaning 
from the last election in September 2017 on. This period is the most recent and there have been 
a lot of changes during this time. In 2018 Merkel resigned as the head of the German Christian 
Democratic Party. Which meant a big shift in power of the party, that is currently the most 
influential within Germany. This lead to a power struggle within the party and the new leader 
Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer was elected, being somewhat of a protégée to Angela Merkel. In 
May 2019 the new European Parliament was elected and controversially Ursula von der Leyen, 
former Minster of Defence became controversially the President of the European Commission.  
 
In 2016 Merkel announced that she was going to run for the last time as chancellor of Germany. 
During the campaign there was a lot of talk about Germany needing a change of leadership 
because times have moved on from Merkel’s style of leadership. Merkel famously is not taking 
a lot of position or if she does then they are usually, with exceptions, not take controversial 
positions. This often results in Merkel being criticised for a lack of reform and investment into 
the social sector. In order to shorten her work load, she resign as the head of the conservative 
party in 2018. Prior to that the chancellor always held also the chair of the conservative party. 
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That and some apparent spells of shivering during state events have led to the questioning of 
her physical fitness for office. So besides the longing for change in leadership and reforms there 
have also been voices, mostly from the more right winged media that have questioned her 
leadership.   
 
The time frame featured for this paper includes a time, where Ursusla von der Leyen is still the 
Minister of Defence in Germany. Von der Leyen was involved in a couple of scandals featuring 
her ministry. In order to make the German troops more efficient, she hired non-state consultants 
to evaluate the structures of the troop and give recommendations on how to move forward. It 
has been alleged that von der Leyen has close personal ties to these consultancy firms and that 
the ministry therefore spends too much money on these consultants without receiving helpful 
advice. This even lead to a formal parliamentary investigation into the affair. Furthermore, there 
were cases of right winged soldiers being discovered to have plans for terrorist attacks within 
Germany. The news media therefore has often questioned her competency in leadership. With 
all these scandals under her belt von der Leyen was then surprisingly nominated for the 
positions as the EU Commission president. In Germany this choice was highly controversial, 
because the new EU election campaigns were led by Manfred Weber and the EPP did not 
respect the lead of their own campaign. The further the scandals of the Ministry of Defence 
were still very present.   
 
3.2 Method of Data collection  
 
Germany is considered for analysis because currently has with Angela Merkel a female political 
leader in its executive and is often considered one of the most powerful women in the world. 
The way Merkel and von der Leyen are portrayed in the media in relation to the Imposter 
Phenomenon is of special interest, because they are considered very powerful and competent 
and at the same time even though they are more powerful than many men are still subject to 
sexism. These two women have been selected because the way they are portrayed shows the 
societal impact the syndrome has. The further Germany has the biggest population in Europe 
(Forbes & Vuleta, 2018). “Female political leaders spend considerable time in the media 
spotlight, and thus media messages about them might have an important influence on how warm 
and competent they are perceived” (Schlehofer et al., 2011). Therefore, the image that is created 
by the media is very important for the perception of these female political leaders in the society. 
The language of the articles is therefore, also because it is my mother tongue, German. 
 
The articles for the Imposter Syndrome have been found using UniNexia, a platform that allows 
to find news articles from all over the world and filtering them according to time, the kind of 
outlet, and allows to search for keywords within the search. The first search query was 
conducted in order to find the data for the analysis of the Imposter Syndrome discourse. The 
keywords in order to look for it were “Imposter Syndrome/Phanomenon” (Hochstapler 
Syndrome/Phänomen), since the phenomenon can be addressed in both ways. Furthermore, 
besides the German name, the query was also searched for in English, since some articles only 
addressed the phenomenon in English. For the data collection of the articles about Angela 
Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen, the articles were selected by sorting by including parts about 
their leadership and style of leadership. The IP affects the leadership, therefore the leadership 
of Merkel and von der Leyen are of special importance. The search terms, were therefore 
narrowed down to their respective names in addition to the term leading and leadership.  
 
For the first part of the analysis the discourse of the Imposter Syndrome in the German News 
Media is analyzed. The articles from the news media are researched with the help of UniNexis, 
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which is a platform that allows to internationally research news articles in a specific time frame, 
in a specific region of the world. In total there have been 291 articles selected.  
 
The selection of the articles for the case analysis of Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen 
has been limited to articles from national news agencies, or agencies that are read nationally, 
while regional news outlets are neglected. Though limited to national news outlets, different 
outlets are considered. Regional news outlets have been downsized a lot in recent years and 
have therefore very little national news that have not been obtained from agency like the 
Deutsche Presse Agentur (dpa) (K. Beck, 2018). When the publish articles about national 
politics they often buy in texts from agencies, which are then similar or the same in different 
outlets. Though articles from the agencies themselves are considered, since they have been 
published to a larger audience in likely multiple news outlets. The articles have been obtained 
by the news side Spiegel Online, Zeit Online, Sueddeutsche Zeitung, Bilanz.de and Welt. News 
from the tabloid media have not been included, because news outlets that are taken more serious 
allow for a more accurate picture of the case and the public trusts these outlets a lot more. 
Tabloids like die Bildzeitung furthermore also rely more on headlines and Photographs and 
provide little text. Though, the tabloids are not included, the articles come from newspapers 
that have been associated with different sides of the political spectrum. The newspaper “Die 
Welt” and “Bilanz” is published by the Axel Springer publishing company and generally 
considered a more conservative and nationalistic newspaper. The news outlet “Der Spiegel” 
and “Spiegel Online” as well as “Die Süddeutsche” are usually associated with the political 
middle, with some tendencies to the left. While “Die Zeit” and “Zeit Online” are usually placed 
in the middle to left in their reporting (Mitchell et al., 2018). More conservative outlets have a 
more conservative audience and thus portray more conservative views. While more centrist 
outlets cater to a more centrist audience with the opposite effects. Which has also been apparent 
in the analysis.  
 
3.3 Method of Analysis 
 
In order to put these categories into the context the the Imposter Syndrome the dimensions of 
character, the situational element and most importantly their professional competency are 
considered. The way the media discusses this narrative of the Imposter Syndrome, when 
reported often used with women as examples or with women giving their testimony of their 
story with the Imposter Syndrome.  
 
The first part of the analysis is focused on the most basic dimension: The pure analysis of the 
text. In order to analyze the text there are to aspects to consider. Firstly, the events and the 
people associated with the specific event are described. Which are in this thesis the way Merkel 
and von der Leyen sre described on the most basic level. The second step in that is that the 
whole text and its phrases are considered. So the analysis proceeds from the small scale, 
meaning words, to the meaning of sentences to the meaning of the whole text and what it thus 
implies The analysis is not limited to vocabulary, grammar, semantics etc. but also considers 
the relation to the existing system of social power and ideology (Richardson, 2007). Meaning 
that the instances in which Merkel and von der Leyen are considered and put into a societal 
context in order to put the message transported by the authors into context.  Furthermore, the 
addressed themes are summarized and themes that are absent in the evaluations are described, 
this includes the description of subthemes. In the next step the material is sorted in a way that 
shows whether a certain newspaper or magazines has a series of articles that shows the same 
discourse position to the newspaper. Which in this case means the news reports are sorted in a 
chronological order and the events and persons portrayed are evaluated, compared with one 
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another and compiled by how they portray Merkel and von der Leyen implicitly. Lastly the 
themes within the articles and possible overlapping themes are analyzed. When it comes to the 
rhetoric of the texts the argumentation and the strategies used in the argumentation are 
considered. The further logic, composition, implications, insinuations, collective symbolism in 
the form of symbols and metamorphisms, idioms, sayings, clichés and scientific references are 
analyzed. Since the texts are in German, there is a lot of collective symbols that are being 
explained, especially in case of derogatory characterizations. Finally, the ideological statements 
are considered. So the underlying notions, the understanding of society and the future 
perspective the article conveys (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). Meaning that the underlying 
understanding of Merkel and von der Leyen are explained and how they the news reports 
interpret signs they are portraying to the outside.  
 
The second dimension of the analysis is the consideration of discursive practices. “Discursive 
practices – through which text are produced (created) and consumed (received and interpreted) 
– are viewed as an important form of social practice which contributes to the constitution of the 
social world including social identities and social relations. It is partly through discursive 
practices in everyday life (processes of text production and consumption) that social and 
cultural reproduction and change take place. It follows that some societal phenomena are not 
of a linguistic-discursive character” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). The analysis of the discursive 
practices is observed by looking at the general political orientation of the news outlets and their 
respective audiences, since different outlets cater to different audiences. News outlets that 
traditionally cater to more conservative audiences display different more conservative values. 
Which is reflected in the way they portray the IP as well as Merkel and von der Leyen. Thus 
the news outlet that publishes the article plays a role in providing an institutional context for 
the analysis. Context of the articles may also be provided the story the articles tell themselves. 
Furthermore, in order to determine the severity of a statement made in the articles the context 
is considered. By determining whether or not a statement is important for the overall 
conclusions the context matters.  
 
Thirdly and lastly the social practices that influence the production of text are analyzed. Which 
implies basically an analysis of the societal background in which the texts are produced and if 
conclusions can be drawn of the society the texts are produced in and for. This refers to the 
German society and how women in public leadership in general are portrayed and perceived.  
Especially important for this analysis is questioning weather the the text “continue inequalities 
and other undesirable social practices, or will it help to break them down” (Richardson, 2007). 
In this case do the text help to break down stereotypes of women in leadership position, or does 
it weaken their position. “The study of social practices of news discourse assumes a dialectical 
relationship between society and journalism” (ibid.) Which means both dimensions impact each 
other and have an influence on one another. When the texts are analyzed using the code, and 
important part of the analysis is the consideration of the political orientation the readership and 
circulation of the news media outlet (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). The further the orientation and 
gender of the journalist conveying the image. 
 
According to Dülke and Futh a departure from gender stereotypical behavior is punished. The 
typical politician is characterized by being assertive, aggressive and self-confident. These 
character traits are usually ascribed to be male traits. While typically female traits are described 
to sensible, warm and empathetic. This characterization leads also to women being more likely 
to become Minsters of Family Affairs and Education, while men take offices like ministers for 
defense, economy and police (Holtz-Bacha, 2007). Therefore, when referring to the attributes 
including external or internal attributes as described above indicators of such punishment are 
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being detected (Dülcke & Futh, 2015). Even though the departure from gender stereotypes is 
penalized, von der Leyen and Merkel especially have reached enormous success in their 
political careers. Which in turn means a shift in the interpretation of stereotypes associated with 
leadership, reshaping the discourse. This is observed by the way the professional competency 
is described and perceived. 
 
In order to embed the Imposter Phenomenon into the analysis of the media of the three cases, 
the articles look for the overlapping keywords used to build the narrative of the Syndrome. 
Meaning the symptoms and feature constructed in the discourse of the Imposter Syndrome are 
looked for in the articles about the three politicians. Meaning the traits of the IP that can be 
detected: perfectionism, efficacy and high achieving.   
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Key concepts Features Keywords 
Imposter Phenomenon  - Perfectionism 

 
 
 
 
- low efficacy 
 
- high achieving 

-> unentschlossen, nicht 
positionieren (undecided, 
not taking positions) 
-> perfektionistisch 
(perfectionistic)  
-> ineffektiv, unfähig, 
incompetent (ineffective, 
incompetent) 
-> ehrgeizig, ambitioniert 
(ambitious)  

Gender stereotypes - sexualization 
 
- focus on outer appearance 
 
 
 
- typical female 
characterization 

-> Kinder (emotional, 
married, children, child free, 
single)  
-> Kleidung, 
Äußerlichkeiten, (Clothes, 
appearance) 
-> Weiblichkeit  
(highlighting femininity) 
-> Wärme, sozial, offen 
(warmth)  
-> emotional, impulsive   
 

Male Power and Hegemony - non- stereotypical feminine 
behavior  
 
- concealment of femininity 
 
 
- derogatory 
characterizations 
 

-> unemotional, kalt, 
kalkulierend (unemotional, 
cold, calculating) 
-> professionalism, 
compentency  
-> männlich (manly) 
-> schwach, Schwäche 
(weakness) 
-> Mutter, mütterlich, 
Mütterlichkeit, Mutti 
(mother, motherliness) 

Table 1: Coding Scheme (Source: own compilation) 
 
There are features of the Imposter Phenomenon, that are associated with certain keywords that 
are playing into the gender stereotypes and the way leadership is perceived. In terms 
perfectionism is chronic dissatisfaction with results and furthermore avoiding to make decisions 
or take action in order to avoid making mistakes or not meeting the unrealistic standards. People 
that have perfectionistic tendencies have been reported to struggle with making decisions and 
taking on clear positions (Frost & Marten, 1990).  Low self-efficacy is another feature of the IP 
that plays into the narrative of having trouble making decisions. In a professional setting low 
efficacy means that people are doubted themselves a lot and therefore seek a lot of guidance 
and are ineffective. Meaning consulting a lot of people before making a decision. Another 
typical feature of the IP is that it effects ambitious people that are very high achieving.  
 
The concept of gender stereotypes comes with a variety of different expectation and perceptions 
of gender and how people are supposed to behave. Women are scrutinized in a way that often 
highlights their womanhood and also focusing on their appearance and thus sexualizing and 
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reducing them to their biology. This can be detected by description of their personal life and 
whether or not they are mothers. There are also phrases that specifically highlight that they are 
women and how extraordinary it is to have a woman in a positon of power. Furthermore, there 
is a variety of features associated with gender typical behavior such as, warmth and the desire 
to be and behave social.  
 
Lastly the concept of male power hegemony that is overarching overall leads to certain features. 
In order to fit into the male organizational structures, women in power have resorted to adopting 
certain male behaviors, and as a result have been called cold and calculating or very 
professional.  Lastly there is a number of derogatory terms that have been used in order to 
characterize women in power. Among those are Mutti and calling their behavior impulsive and 
overly emotional. 
 
To answer the question how the narrative of the Imposter Syndrome is constructed the discourse 
is analyzed according to the way gender is of importance in the discourse, which words are 
used to described the syndrome and who is affected. The articles for the analysis are collected 
according to discussing the syndrome in German national newspaper in a time frame of 2014 
until February 2020. For the question which gender news frames are used in order to describe 
Ursula von der Leyen and Angela Merkel the articles are collected from the point on of the last 
German election on. This time has been interesting for all the three women because since then 
there have been a lot of changes in the political field. Furthermore, that time frame has not been 
researched yet in terms of an analysis of media coverage.  Angela Merkel has resigned in that 
time as head of the Christian Democratic Party, she was head of since 2000 (Gathmann & 
Wittrock, 2019), Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer became her successor and has since also 
resigned and Ursula von der Leyen became Minster of Defense and then President of the 
European Commission. All these offices have put their leadership under a lot of public scrutiny 
and media coverage.  
 
3.4 Conclusion 	
 
The key steps in order to answer the question is to collect the news articles from newspapers 
that are trusted by the public. The articles from the Imposter Syndrome in a time range from 
the last 10 years, while the cases of Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen are especially 
considered since the last election in Germany in 2017 and a 6 months before the election in 
order to cover the running time. The next step is to analyze the articles that are in depth 
concerned with the Imposter Syndrome with the help of the coding scheme and set the 
framework for the analysis of the the articles of Ursula von der Leyen and Angela Merkel. This 
means looking for the key words in the articles. The next step involves using the coding scheme 
on the articles about Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen. The results from analyzing the 
different episodes of the case then discussed and the differences in reporting of the Merkel and 
von der Leyen are described. The last step in order to answer the question is putting the findings 
in a societal background and drawing end conclusion about the way the IP has an impact on the 
societal view of women in leading political positions.  
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4 Analysis 
 
In the following chapter the tendencies of the discourse are illustrated. Overall, the analysis is 
organized by the way the IP is discussed in the news media to answer the question how the IP 
is discussed in news outlets. Then the analysis is concerned with the way Angela Merkel and 
Urusla von der Leyen are described and which attributes and stereotypes are ascribed to the. 
Focusing first on the desire to get things right. Which in are features of the IP and are recognized 
as having trouble making decisions, being a perfectionist and showing ambition. In the second 
part the femininity of Merkel and von der Leyen is explored and also the lack of femininity that 
is portrayed by the media. Lastly, this chapter delves into how Merkel and von der Leyen seem 
to have adapted to the image of the ideal politician as Beck describes it (D. Beck, 2016). And 
further the consequences of this adaptation in form of derogatory characterizations. This chapter 
revisits the hypothesis that was constructed by Slank linking the way the discourse of the 
Imposter Syndrome is held to a negative perception of women as leaders. This chapter is also 
seeking to show that the political structures are constructed in accordance to male hegemony 
and that women in political offices have adapted certain mechanisms in order to fit into these 
structures. Though the mechanism Merkel and von der Leyen are using are often described in 
the news media in an ambiguous fashion.  
 
4.1 The way the News Media discusses the Imposter Phenomenon 
 
The IP is mainly portrayed as an issue of management and within the world of work life and 
university life. One thing that becomes apparent when only looking at the way the IP is 
discussed in the news articles is, that 27 out of the 53 selected articles heavily relied on a female 
protagonist in order to get their point across. The rest of the articles refrain from mentioning 
gender specifically and only 6 articles have male protagonist in order to explain the IP. This 
creates, even when some articles mention that it is not yet concluded whether women are more 
effected by the IP, the impression that they are more effected. It shifts the narrative into focusing 
one women specifically when talking about the IP. That focus is specifically created by 
generalizing. An article by the Stuttgarter Nachrichten starts out an articles saying  

 
“Women like to make themselves smaller, they accuse themselves of being incapable 
of a lot of things, no matter how successful they are, also when and often in leadership 
positions” (248:1)  
 

The author interestingly uses the “like” in order to describe that women make themselves 
smaller. This makes it seem as a reader that the behavior is voluntary and the fault of the women 
in a position of power, that shows that behavior. This article is written by a woman, which 
furthermore shows that these opinions are not just held by men but also by women, so they are 
equally as affected by the narratives created.  
 
The rhetoric tool of generalization is used a lot in the descriptions of the IP. Articles describe 
the IP as “an illness that silently occurs and often is described to be the opposite of male 
bragging” (Schmid, 2017). As Slank discusses calling the IP an illness has its implications of 
weakness and therefore creates a notion of unfit female leaders. Calling it an illness makes it 
sound infinitely more severe and explains that it can be discouraging for individuals to 
overcome obstacles because the “suffer” from IP (Slank, 2019). There are numerous other 
examples of authors using generalizing and hyperboles in order to strengthen their point of the 
severity of the IP like the Rheinische Post writing “a lot of successful women believe that they 
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are not that intelligent and that their achievements are overestimated” (Rheinische Post, 2014). 
Generalizing these ideas has the danger that the reader assumes that all women in positions of 
power suffer from the low self-esteem and suffer in some form of the IP.  These statement 
perpetuate the narrative of a self-doubting women, feeding into the idea of women not being 
able to withstand pressure.  
 
Another point that is interesting to observe in the discussions of the IP is that the women 
portrayed in the articles often are very powerful business women or generally women that to 
the societal standard are seen as successful. A lot of the articles thus rely on anecdotal 
descriptions of the syndrome in order to connect the research of Clance and Imes, which is 
referenced in almost all articles, emotionally to the reader. The women chosen to highlight the 
points are often start-up founder (277:2), famous actresses and singers like Akwafina and Ellie 
Goulding or famous female authors (116:1).  
 
Number of IP selected articles 53 
Female Protagonists 27 
Male Protagonists 6 
Neutral 20 

Table 2: Number of Articles about the IP with male/female/neutral protagonists (Source: own 
compilation) 
 
The feature of the IP that are often discussed are low self-esteem, meaning non believing in 
one’s abilities, perfectionism and that the people affected are often in positions of power. In 
order to show how the IP can negatively affect employees There has been numerous detection 
of features important to the IP found in the way Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen are 
described. One of the features of the IP that came up the most is a lack od self-efficacy and 
therefore a lack of taking positions and making decisions. In the articles specially just about the 
IP more women were referenced and protagonists of the articles. In summary the main points 
of the articles about the IP, women have a lack of confidence in themselves, hindering them in 
working. In detail, they have issues making decisions and make themselves and their 
achievements smaller than they are. Thereby, it can be concluded that the hypothesis that Slank 
voices is indeed reflected in the news media.  
 
Overall the way the discussions are held about the IP in the news media reinforces a narrative 
of women not being able to withstand the pressure of leading positions. Even though not all 
articles focus on women as the primary focus in the discussion of the IP, the majority does focus 
on women.  
 
Summary:  

- IP discussion focus on women having low self-esteem and confidence in decision 
making 

- the narrative of weak female leaders is reinforced by the way IP is discussed in news 
media 
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4.2 Desire to get things exactly right  
 
One of the major elements that have surfaced during the analysis is the how many news articles 
are critical of von der Leyen and Merkel in their leadership style. And how they have attributed 
this lack of effective leadership to ambition, perfectionism and an overall to not being able to 
take meaningful positions and make impactful decisions and the right time. And when the 
strong decisions have been made these decisions are called to be made impulsively and 
emotionally. This can be summarized as Merkel and von der Leyen are portrayed to have a 
strong desire to get things right to a fault. Getting things right means to summarize policy 
decisions, handling of public debate, handling scandals and negative scrutiny. The lack of 
change or decisions due to a lack of leadership is one of the major themes of this section. This 
theme is explored by multiple examples.  
 
The causes for the lack of leadership have been found in low self-efficacy and perfectionism. 
Low self-efficacy is one of the indicator and symptoms associated with the IP. It often refers to 
people having issues in making controversial decision because they crave positive approval and 
not being able to deal with criticism. Which in turn makes them inefficient and ineffective. 
According to Fiske effectiveness is a major part of how leadership is perceived and plays 
majorly in the expectation that the public has for leaders (Fiske et al., 2002).  This section 
investigates the ways the articles have described Merkel’s and von der Leyen’s failures in their 
positions. The political environment in Germany and Europe is laced by partrichical structures 
that Merkel and von der Leyen have to adhere to, leading to characterizations of the both of 
them often being unflattering highlighting their failures. Perfectionism in the IP discourse this 
feature is important because as a person may struggle to take positions, and is highly reliant on 
others for advice, and thus is indecisive. Von der Leyen and Merkel have both been called 
indecisive and and called out for their lack of taking controversial positions, sitting out scandals 
and taking a lot of outside advice. This is one of the attributes that are associated with them. 
The articles feature how the need for perfectionism is weighing on them and are part of their 
individual styles of conducting politics. This sections considers perfectionism as something 
negative, meaning trying to be perfect in a degree that it becomes crippling rather than 
something to aspire to.  
 
Ursula von der Leyen has been a controversial figure not just now as head of the European 
Commission but especially as the Minister of Defense. The Ministry of Defense in Germany is 
infamous for its difficulty to lead and its mass of scandals over the years. Von der Leyen has 
been called perfectionist and overly ambitious is the way she intends to form the European 
Commission. In general, the trust within Germany in her abilities was rather low, after her rocky 
time in the Ministry of Defense. One major instance that highlights the way the news media has 
perceived von der Leyen to be unable to make decisions cumulated in 2018 with her 
consultancy scandal. She had hired a string of outside consulting companies in order to increase 
the German troops, which notoriously were ineffective. The contracts with said consulting 
companies were very expensive and cost over 40 million Euros. This is highlighted by Spiegel 
article writing “During the tenure of ex-Minister Ursula von der Leyen (CDU) dozens of 
advisory contracts were placed without a tender, according to the Federal Court of Audit in 
several cases illegal.” (2:1) This scandal follows any discussion held about von der Leyen. It is 
one of the main ways that failures of hers have been characterized. Relying on outside 
consultant to that degree is an indicator for perfectionism and weak decision making and low 
self efficacy on von der Leyens part, concluded multiple news outlets. Needing consultant to 
that degree often resulted in outlets attested her incompetency. One of the major criticism in 
her scandal of hiring consulting firms, is the lack of transparency in the investigation into the 
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case by the governmental channels. The tactic that she is accused of using in process is basically 
being silent in order to make the investigation go away (53:3).  
 
The way von der Leyen left the ministry in general was not well received. Beside, leaving with 
the consultancy scandal there seemed to have been numerous decision that have not been made. 
Which in turn was furthermore interpreted as a lack of effective leadership stemming from her 
inability to make meaningful decisions on her own. She apparently “[…] […] has left a large 
number of construction sites, and there is a decision backlog.” (11:4) in the Ministry. Again 
highlighting her lack of decision making strength, reinforcing the notion of women not being 
able to lead under pressure. The media portrayed how she apparently left the Ministry in chaos 
and now needed someone to clean up. This put her tenure in the ministry in a negative light and 
highlighted her inefficient decision making.  
 

 
Figure 3: Characterizations of leadership of Merkel and von der Leyen by news media (Source: 
own compilation) 
 
During the period the image of von der Leyen is involved in numerous controversies in the 
Ministry of Defense, in which von der Leyen had to justify her actions in the media directly. 
Her public relations management itself becomes thus under scrutiny and is analyzed in detail. 
Overall most outlets attest von der Leyen to be to concerned with her public image, rather than 
caring about the actual causes. It makes her look vain and reinforces the notion of trying to do 
everything right all the time. This then only results in her being perceived as unsure of her 
decisions, weak leadership and finally resulting in being perceived as ineffective.  
 
Von der Leyen’s appointment as Commission President was controversial. She was neither a 
top candidate nor particularly successful in Germany. With one article noting: “Odd world: The 
woman of all places, who ends up reliably in the lowest ranks in Germany evaluating the 
performance of their politicians, could now receive the most powerful post in Europe” (61:1). 
Her appointment in Germany was met with surprise since her levels of public approval had 
been decreasing, due to the accusations of poor leadership in her ministry. With articles saying 
that her policy ideas are non-binding and thus ineffective. The lack of democratic principals in 
her appointment is characterized as her “original sin”. And thus already lacks trustworthiness 
not just in her – but subsequently in the system. The ineffectiveness of her leading ministries in 
Germany led also to general concerns of von der Leyen merely being a puppet to Merkel and 
Macron and Merkel (36:1). Characterizing her as a puppet, deprives von der Leyen of her own 
political abilities and is perceived by the reader as derogatory. Her ability to deal with the 
diverse group of political leaders within Europe is questioned multiple times, since she does 
not have a lot of experience doing so unlike someone that has worked in the EU political arena 
for a long time. Even though von der Leyen did not have the best standing at the time of her 
appointment to the EU in Germany, she is not universally portrayed as ineffective. By arguing 
she was born in Brussels and speaks English and French, she is described to be a qualified 
candidate (3:4). More left and centrist leaning news outlets have ascribed her abilities like being 
a resolute negotiator and having experience.  
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Merkel is not perceived as perfectionist her style of politics is famously perceived as trying to 
be non-controversial and trying not to take position. Merkel avoided to take a controversial 
decision is one of the major themes of the analysis. It comes up constantly in articles. In the 
scope of male hegemony that translates into Merkel being perceived as weak for that behavior. 
Political scientists have even named Merkel’s style of politics “asymmetrical mobilization” 
(138:2). Merkel often sits out controversial topics and avoids taking positions if she can. Thus, 
making her appear very indecisive. Members of the Conservative Party have been speaking up 
and quoted in newspapers saying that “Everything around us is changing, but us” (4:1).  One 
of the biggest critics of the chancellor and a competitor of hers Friedrich Merz is quoted very 
often. He tends to be especially critical of Markel’s initiative saying "The Chancellor's 
inactivity and lack of leadership have been covering the country like a blanket of fog for years," 
(Rossmann, 2019). The frequent use of this quote is interesting since he is a competitor, but it 
nonetheless creates a narrative of an ineffective chancellor. In light of a governmental crisis 
Merkel was highly criticized by Merz who attested her “The main person responsible for the 
CDU crisis is Chancellor Angela Merkel, who lacks "political leadership and clear statements", 
said Merz. He furthermore says that: “German politics lacks personality, vision and shows 
willingness to risk their political career […] in light of climate change the abstention from 
positions shows the lack of leadership of the chancellor” (147:2) Summing up, statements that 
affirm the believe that there is a lack of leadership created in Germany by an inability to make 
strong decision due to avoid being controversial, make mistakes or have little confidence in 
their decisions. This lack of controversial positions and change is not the only theme that comes 
up often. Another reason that has been attributed to the lack of change is the long time Merkel 
has been in office. Which is summarized by a Zeit commentator: “The critics always mocked 
the Union parties for this culture of balance. For their bowling laps, the stubborn party 
conventions, the programmatic lack of ambition” (139:1) This basically mocks Merkel as being 
old, conservative and resistant to change and innovation. The choice of words is specific to 
bowling in Germany being perceived as a sport of the elderly, conservative and backwards. 
This perception can be led back to Merkel being in office for her fourth term. Naturally, since 
Merkel has been chancellor for 15 years, the public is used to her and also harder to surprise.  
 
Merkel’s being predictive is not always portrayed to be negative as it is highlighted by one 
commentator that remarks that “The cartel of silence Merkel undisputedly has its strengths” 
(224:3) Since she is usually quit and does not directly respond to criticism it often just bounces 
off of her. It is also a reason why Merkel has been successful for so long. Her lack of 
controversial opinions makes it possible for her to build coalitions on all sides of the political 
spectrum and remain in power, because she appeals to voters from all sides. In general, more 
left and centrist leaning news outlets portrayed her lack of strong positions in a more positive 
light, while more right oriented news outlet characterized it as a weakness. So, even though 
Merkel’s leadership is attacked on numerous occasions there are instances that acknowledge 
that despite the criticism her approach has proven to be successful for her since she has stayed 
in her positions of power since 2005.   
 
Figure 3 describes the reasoning and main point of this section, highlighted by different 
examples. Most examples being aligned with this reasoning, with a couple of exceptions. 
Summarizing the picture painted of von der Leyen as being very reliant on outside opinions and 
outside knowledge in order to make decision. This accumulates to a degree that an official 
inquiry is launched in order to comprehend the amount of money that was being spent on 
consults and the way the consults were hired. This notion fits into the features that are described 
in discussions of the IP. The ability of making decisions is questioned. What is never questioned 
however is von der Leyen’s ambition and strive for perfection. Merkel is being accused of being 
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dormant and by her lack of innovative ideas that Germany is in a standstill. Her leadership style 
has been attacked on numerous occasions above, calling her monotonous and question her 
ability to lead.  
 
Summary:  

- von der Leyen portrayed to to be perfectionist and focused on her image to reliant on 
consultants, unable to make decisions on her own, thus lacking leadership 

- Merkel’s political strategy is characterized as trying to avoid controversial opinions 
and positions 

- one one side Merkel’s political strategy portrayed as being a lack of leadership 
- one other side Merkel’s strategy portrayed as an advantage for successful building of 

building coalitions and maintaining power  
- Merkel political strategy is considered to be reason for her success effective from the 

more left to centrist leaning media outlets 
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4.3 Female Politicians and femininity  
 
This section is giving an overview of the ways that feminine gender stereotypes have and 
attributes have been ascribed to Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen. The overview is 
given over inner characteristics, as well as characteristics of outer appearance. As there have 
been studies into which attributes are considered to be important to be leaders (Fiske et al., 
2002). Naming trustworthiness, warmth, competency and efficiency as the most crucial once. 
Trustworthiness and warmth are usually more associated with the female gender, while 
efficiency and competency are more widely associated with the male gender (Bourdieu, 2001). 
Women in high level political power need all of these attributes to be successful. And as Dülke 
and Futh outline, when female politicians stray from expected behavior they can be penalized 
(Dülcke & Futh, 2015).  
 
The fact that Angela Merkel and Ursula von der Leyen are women is highlighted very often in 
news articles about them. That they are specifically women in politics is referenced in a third 
of the articles. Interestingly, there is fairly little evidence of Merkel and von der Leyen being 
sexualized. The analysis has shown that that has been chronically avoided. The only times 
where even the fact that von der Leyen has children comes up is in a quick recounting of her 
biography. “The trained doctor and mother of seven children was born in Brussels” (62:1). The 
lack of mentioning von der Leyen’s motherhood is very apparent, which is surprising. Not 
acknowledging the children at all, makes it seem as if it would not be professional to do so. As 
if her motherhood does not matter at all to her professional life. Even though raising seven 
children could be interpreted as an achievement. Contrary to the expectation, von der Leyen is 
not reduced to her motherhood, she is deprived of it. Family and personal life of politicians 
often only plays a marginal role in the media, thus female and male politicians are considered 
without their personal life. This adds however to the notion that female politicians are 
considered the exact same way as male politicians which makes them loose their femininity 
entirely. For Merkel there were no apparent signs of her being sexualized in the context of 
leadership. Her personal life also never plays a role in the news media.  
 
Focusing on the outer appearance rather than political abilities is one way of detecting whether 
or not female politicians are taken seriously. A prominent feature that come up is age. 
Announcing the age in a prominent way is quite uncommon. Though age does not play a role 
in how experienced a politician is or what she did before her political career, it could be 
neglected, but it is still included in numerous instances for von der Leyen and Merkel. Merkel’s 
long time in power has led to an expression of tiredness in news outlets. When she however 
deviates from the expected it is written that “Angela Merkel can still surprise at 65” (129:1). 
Phrasing it in this particular fashion insinuates, that women stop being surprising at a certain 
age. This furthermore ties into the notion that Merkel makes few impactful and strong decisions 
and when she does it is news worthy.  
 
Merkel’s outside appearance is not talked about a lot, since she is very careful and continuous 
in her clothing choices. On the one hand the continuity and stability that Merkel portrays with 
her hand gesture and colorful pantsuits is mostly interpreted in a positive way. The German 
public can somewhat depend on these signs of her. Theses gestures seem to be a vital part to 
her public image and are perceived as such. The pantsuits and gesture are thus an important part 
of the attributes that are associated with Merkel.  

 
“She has developed her own style, looks like a statesman. The outfits are not always 
advantageous, longer jackets would flatter her figure more, but she uses colors well. 
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This makes her stand out as a woman. Her short hairstyle is fashionably styled, that is 
what she has in recent years she has worked visibly, mostly with subtle make-up, only 
when visiting Russia does she put on more blush and lipstick - that is what society 
demands from women” (169:2) 
 

Merkel’s outfits make her stand out among other heads of governments and her use of color is 
well received. Nonetheless, there are clear undertones of judging the fit of her suits and the 
amount of make-up she uses, reinforcing that women have to take great care of their appearance.  
 
However, on the other hand this has also been used against her by again highlighting her lack 
of innovation through the same gesture and clothing style, writing:  

 
“In fact, the woman who is now applying for the 13th, 14th, 15th and 16th year of the 
Chancellor is almost pushily predictable: The same diamond gesture that should center 
her body around a stable center, the same pantsuits that monotonous government 
statements and rhetorically unambitious speeches: Everything is as usual at Merkel” 
(109:4)  

 
So her lack of innovation that has been discussed in the previous section is not just apparent in 
her decision making but also apparent in her outer appearance. Again, on the one hand her 
continuity and reliability in her outer appearance are appreciated. On the other hand, that 
continuity is also interpreted as a lack of innovation and change. Her inner lack of change is 
reflected on the outside.  
 

 
Figure 4: Reaction of public to female perceived traits (Source: own compilation) 
 
When it comes to the inside characteristics, gender stereotypes and attributes that are used to 
highlight Merkel’s and von der Leyen’s femininity there are positive ones and negative ones. 
Attributes like being social, warm and open are positive, while attributes weakness, too 
emotional and acting impulsive are negative On the one hand her strategy of ignoring drama 
has been characterized as an advantage, but on the other it is characterized to be too nice and 
interpreted as weakness. As Dülke and Futh described typical female behavior is seen as a 
disadvantage, while male behavior may be penalized (Dülcke & Futh, 2015). So often it female 
politicians are found in a lose-lose situation.   
 
One of von der Leyen’s trademarks is her progressiveness which often clashes with some values 
of her party which leads to an article that says: “[…] she forces her party into making changes 
that, from the point of view of some, seemed like a betrayal of conservative Union principles - 
the expansion of daycare centers and the fathers' months” (58:1). Universally, the policy 
changes towards more family friendly policies that von der Leyen made in her time as Minister 
of Family Affairs and Defense implemented were well received. Even though these changes 
were important to the German social system she received criticism that these policies do not 
match up with the conservative values of her party. This shows the paradox of the lose-lose 
situation. One the one hand the policies are well received, but they do not match her party’s 
values.  
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There are few instances where newspapers characterize Merkel as emotional and use tools to 
do so. When her emotions are being described she is rarely warm or empathetic. Rather, she is 
often portrayed to be defiant. Defiance in these instances are not used to flatter her as being 
persevering. But used to portray as being childishly defiant and unprofessional (177:1). In 
whole, strong will is portrayed to be defiance in a negative way. This also relates back to 
Dülke’s and Futh’s observation that male behaviors are penalized (Dülcke & Futh, 2015).  
 
The rare occasions of her showing emotion seems to be taken as a lack of humanity. She is 
portrayed to be only emotional in extraordinary moments, like when Obama’s term as US 
President came to an end. At the same time Merkel has also been characterized as someone that 
is in touch with the general publics opinions and emotions. Therefore, also being able to change 
her opinion quickly. An author noted that “The Chancellor always turns around with the mood 
of the population. This head of government does not rule against the gut feeling of the people - 
the Germans can rely on that” (109:6). Merkel has made many decisions that have been 
perceived as being abrupt over the years. These decisions often reflected public opinion, which 
gives the impression that Merkel makes decisions reflecting the gut feeling of the public. Even 
though she acted along with public opinion, which is a strategy. This strategy is also described 
to be a reason for her success. Her long time as a chancellor contributes to reshaping the idea 
of what leadership looks like and changing the discourse of leadership.  
 
Another typical characterization in the portrayal of women is their impulsiveness. When Merkel 
and von der Leyen are making decisions that seem to be not well thought through and quickly 
made there seems to be a way of showing that these decisions are impulsively:  
 

“In fact, von der Leyen raises his hand wherever NATO has new tasks to assign. A new 
training mission in Iraq? The Bundeswehr should be there. More soldiers for 
Afghanistan? It's clear. Building a NATO logistics center for Europe? Let's get to the 
Rhineland. In addition, the soldiers are said to be ready for a possible UN mission in 
Ukraine, to advance the European Defense Union together with France and to continue 
their missions in Africa” (56:1)  

 
This creates another paradox. On the one hand they are criticized for not making meaningful 
decisions efficiently enough or radically enough. One the other hand they are criticized, when 
they make these decisions for making these decisions impulsively. Implying this impulsiveness 
leads to the assumption like shown above that these decisions are not well thought through.   
 
When Merkel made the decisions to open the borders for refugees in 2015, this decision has 
been highly criticized from all sides. She has often been made responsible for the things that 
went wrong in the process. The critic often insinuates that she acted rash and impulsive. Her 
response to the refugee crisis was not just quickly made, but also showed a lot of empathy and 
warmth, which are deemed typically female (Bourdieu, 2001). Besides the handling refugee 
crisis having many layers, the harsh criticism Merkel received for her decisions in the crisis can 
be also interpreted as punishment for showing empathy (Dülcke & Futh, 2015).   
 
Another part of perpetuating gender stereotypes in politics is highlighting the fact that the 
politician is female in a certain way. Thereby, making it abundantly clear that the reporter talks 
about a women and thus insinuating a variety of things that perpetuate the idea of stereotypes 
that are associated with a certain gender. Femininity is often highlighted in the news media in 
context of highlighting that Merkel and von der Leyen are in positions of power. And that a 
woman as a head of state is extraordinary. One commentator writes: “that none of the top 
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candidates comes into play, that a woman has a better chance of getting the necessary votes in 
the European Parliament. Because a woman at the head of the EU Commission has never been 
there” (3:5) This commentator insinuates that von der Leyen’s chances have been enhanced by 
the fact that she is a woman. Her gender has been characterized as an advantage over others. 
Which also means that her political abilities are in the background and less important, which 
discredits them. Backlash like that was to be expected in the context of the theory. The 
accusation that von der Leyen had enhanced chances, because she is a women is of no surprise 
given the benevolent sexism in the political arena (Schlehofer et al., 2011). By remarking that 
von der Leyen is “the first woman to make it to the top of the EU” (14:1) her femininity stands 
out and is highlighted. Which proves the point Beck made, that women in politics can not be 
observed without their gender in mind (D. Beck, 2016).  
 
A trend observed in analyzing the attributes ascribed to Merkel and von der Leyen is the overall 
lack of feminine attributes and stereotypes. When feminine attributes are used they are often in 
the processed by harsh criticism for their decisions and policies, creating paradoxes. 
Furthermore, there is an absence of outer appearances in general at least in so far as the pure 
text is concerned. Which leads to the third concept in the analysis which is the concealment of 
outside femininity. This concealment has also become more apparent in the case of von der 
Leyen’s motherhood, which is only mentioned in one article. The degree to which femininity, 
outside of being portrayed as being a political advantage in some cases, does not play a role at 
all. According to some research from femininity in female politicians is often highlighted thus 
these findings are counter intuitive (Schlehofer et al., 2011).  
 
Summary:  

- lack of focus on outer appearance in both women 
- female attributes such as emotions, social side, openness and warmth rarely 

highlighted  
- decisions that that are linked to feminine attributes like being social or empathetic are 

met with harsh criticism 
- motherhood and personal life’s do not play any role whatsoever  
- analysis of female side has mainly shown that it is not that prominent, making male 

attributes more important  
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4.4 Adapting to the ideal of a Politician   
 
As discussed in the theory the German political is structured to fit the male politician and the 
attributes and stereotypes that come with that in mind. Thus structure leads to a male hegemony 
in the political system. The female politician thus has to adapt in order to fit that tradition, which 
leads to efforts to conceal the femininity and behaving in ways that would be societally seen as 
non-typical feminine behavior (Schlehofer et al., 2011). Beck describes the ideal German 
politician that has been shaped by Max Weber, as a father, head of the houses that is charismatic 
rational and independent. As described above female politician often result in behaving in a 
particular non-feminine way in order to fit into the structures of modern politics. They are keen 
on highlighted their professional achievements and want to be perceived as competent. That 
leads to them almost covering up their femininity in order to fit in and only focusing on their 
professionalism (D. Beck, 2016). At the same time Schlehofer has found that the female leaders 
when competent are lacking in warmth and thus have a reputation of being cold and calculated 
(Schlehofer et al., 2011). Besides just not acting feminine there is evidence if Merkel and von 
der Leyen to almost conceal their femininity by acting extra harsh and thus showing extra 
professionalism and competency. As Beck describes female politicians have to prove their 
competency and effectiveness, unlike their male counterparts (D. Beck, 2016). The following 
analyses the way Merkel and von der Leyen have adapted to the ideal of a politician and which 
attributes are used to describe them.  
 

 
 
Figure 5: Reaction to deviating from typical female behavior (Source: own compilation) 
 
There is an image of professionalism and competency that follows Merkel von der Leyen, 
otherwise they would not be found in such powerful positions. There are instances where 
Merkel’s reactions are praised and valued. However, the admission that Merkel and von der 
Leyen have acted competently rarely comes without contrasting it to other instances, where 
they did not react right in their eyes, or had not made the right decision at the right time. This 
again shows the lose-lose situation female politician are found in.   
 
To prove that von der Leyen can act with strength and efficiency she has been reacting to certain 
issues extra harsh. Von der Leyen uses words that are rather sharp and rather severe. It makes 
her seem like she wants to prove that she is taking the issue very serious, and can deal with it 
in a competent manner. The author in his article frames it in way, that she wants to resolve the 
issue with to harsh of tools. This instance further highlights Beck’s findings of proving 
competency. Another way of detecting von der Leyen trying as being as professional as 
possible, especially since her election to the Commission was shaky, is the fact of her presenting 
her plans fairly quickly. The speed with which she presented her first plans have been 
interpreted as her trying to prove that she will be competent and professional even though her 
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election has been shaky. It seems to be a medial counter measure to ensure that she is taken 
seriously.  
 
The way von der Leyen is often characterized is as cold negotiator that carefully constructs her 
public image through a meticulous public relations strategy. The Spiegel magazine writes about 
von der Leyen: „First of all: Ursula von der Leyen probably has everything she needs to become 
a successful EU Commission President. She has many years of government experience, she can 
mediate politics, she can negotiate resolutely, she is respected abroad, maybe more than in 
Germany. And the cold, which is sometimes said to have to be no disadvantage at the top of the 
Commission. “(26:1) This characterizes her as a cold, calculating professional and absolutely 
able to lead the EU. Again referring to Schlehofer, von der Leyen is seen as professional and 
competent and thus cold (Schlehofer et al., 2011). Even though in this instance it is not 
necessarily to be interpreted to her disadvantage. To highlight von der Leyen’s cold and 
calculating manner her strength in PR management are often used. By writing that she produces 
good news and has a good PR strategy the reporter hints and her being calculating and thus 
manipulating the public. Even though a good strategy is very important in the age of fast news 
media and social media.  
 
One main point von der Leyen has been characterized as is that she would be to soft and weak 
to rule in the EU. Von der Leyen’s candidacy is getting devalued in other ways as well as this 
reporter attributes her success to mainly President Macron of France, because they are friends, 
writing: “. A similar concern was voiced saying “There are real doubts as to whether she has 
enough political character and courage to shape European politics or whether she will simply 
be a puppet of the French President and the German Chancellor who made her what she is" 
(36:1) This comment doubts von der Leyen’s abilities in their core, basically characterizing her 
as weak and calling her a puppet. Describing her as a puppet take all her professional knowledge 
and past achievements. It also further implies that she only achieved this position, because she 
is a woman.  
 
Merkel famously shows very little emotions. Which often leads to bystanders characterizing 
her as cold. Her style of politics includes waiting out scandals and staying neutral. (“Her method 
of avoiding confrontation wherever possible has not only defeated the political opponent; It has 
also provided peace in its own ranks for long stretches - a calm, however, which is bad for the 
CDU” (188:1)) This often leads to news articles calling her treating people coldly. Especially 
the way she has treated ministers in the past is commonly broad up to show her cold and 
calculating manner. 
 
A poem with unknown sums up the way Merkel is perceived often:  
 

"She is not human and not machine/What she doesn't know is feelings / she doesn't have 
any hobbies - a little bit of Bayreuth is not enough / she only knows work and power – 
the end” (134:1) 

 
The author that reported on the poem, called it “abusive”, since it is meant to hurt and reduces 
Merkel to work and power and dehumanizes her. The poem summarizes the perception that is 
build of Merkel through the news media. The poem reflects mostly what the public believes 
Merkel to be. Merkel’s reputation of being cold goes so far that even poems are written about 
is. Which somewhat highlights the severity. The absence of humanity has also been attested to 
The statement further highlights Merkel’s cold style of politics and is thus interpreted rather as 
a lack of social commitment. Again this proves the lose lose situation female politicians can 
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find themselves in. If Merkel would react to certain situations emotional and lash out 
unreasonably she would be likely characterized as a person that does not have her feelings under 
control. And probably deemed too unstable for politics. Because of Merkel’s lack of notable 
emotion, she has also been characterized as not being passionate about her job, thus policies. 
This lack of passion is then also transferred to her leadership as a whole. Describing the lack of 
passion as a handicap and thus she is unable to lead a country.  
 
Together Merkel and von der Leyen have been described as the “Two iron ladies are now in 
power in Europe. (...) Von der Leyen is without doubt the second most powerful woman in 
Germany, and she has always been less popular than the most powerful - also because of 
mistakes that Chancellor Angela Merkel would never have made” (42:2). To be described as 
Iron ladies in this instance is hardly a compliment. It rather seems to be a universal way of 
calling women cold, unemotional and calculating. Which is yet another example of the lose-
lose situation.  
 
Not only are Merkel and von der Leyen a victims of the system that perpetuates the negative 
image of them, but there are instances that show that they are also acting according to the 
system. Which perpetuates is further. Merkel is very respected among the other mostly male 
heads of government in the EU. A reporter noted that “The fact that Merkel's desire for fresh 
ideas is shared and taken seriously by the "bosses" is shown by the fact that the start of the 
summit is postponed several times” (3:3). Which shows that she has great power over the 
decision making process as a whole. It also can be interpreted as Merkel demonstrating her 
power and thus perpetuating power plays and hierarchies. Both power play as well as 
demonstrating superiority in hierarchy are strongly associated with male leadership styles and 
male hegemony in organizational structures. The further Merkel seems to be perpetuating 
hierarchies between herself and her female Party leader Kramp-Karrenbauer. An author noted 
that “Merkel [sits] in the middle, the CDU leader on the edge. Power relations” (194:4). 
Patriarchal hierarchies are a feature of western politics and Merkel seems to perpetuate and 
follow along this notion. Showing that in order to function in that system she plays by the same 
rules. Merkel’s has been described numerous times as being calculating and cold. Mostly due 
to her style of politics and trying to be non-confrontational. This has also led to the remarks that 
she perpetuates old power structures with symbolic gestures, or the way she treats some of her 
confidantes and ministers. The examples given in these sections show the way that Merkel acts 
rather in a way that is typically unexpected for a woman.  
 
There are lastly as described above derogatory characterizations and descriptions used in order 
to penalize the deviation form expected behavior from woman. Using their gender in order to 
characterize them in a derogatory way. Which includes describing them as weak, calling Angela 
Merkel “Mutti” or calling her a girl and not taking them seriously. These characterizations tie 
into the notion of punishment when not behaving according to the stereotypes associated with 
the female gender (Dülcke & Futh, 2015). Thus breaking out of the expectation that is set for 
women universally. These derogatory ways of descriptions can be seen has the ways that the 
women are punished for not fitting these expectations.  
 
Merkel has been referred to as a girl as well as “Mutti”, which is an older motherly type. Two 
very contrasting concepts, directly opposite from one another, both unflattering and meant in a 
derogatory fashion. Calling her a girl takes away all possible professionalism and experience. 
But also Merkel does not fit into any type of girly behavior or appearance. “Merkel was visibly 
happy about that, even laughing at her little girl laugh” (195:2). The nickname Mutti for Angela 
Merkel has been following her for almost the entirety of her chancellorship. The nickname is 
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derogatory and comes hand in hand with her leadership style. Both characterizations, even 
though they are one opposite sides have the same effect of taking away competency, 
independence and professional experience.  
 
All in all, Merkel has been characterized as extremely powerful and high achieving, but in the 
German press often in comparison to her failures. Her style of leadership is nevertheless one of 
the reasons for her success. While von der Leyen has a fully constructed public image that she 
conserves and further perpetuates and never really uses the fact that she is a woman. And neither 
does Merkel. Femininity is so unapparent in their own constructed personas, that it seems to be 
concealed.  
 
Summary:  

- professionalism and competency of both described and valued 
- cold and calculating nature of both women highlighted in great detail in comparison to 

typically female attributes 
- von der Leyen being characterized as cold in her negotiating and calculating in her PR 

strategy tying in with the theory 
- numerous examples for Merkel’s calculating nature, including derogatory poem 

calling her cold and only interested in work  
- further perpetuating hierarchies, fitting into the sexist structures of politics 
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4.5 Conclusion 
 
The analysis of articles within the discourse of the IP have shown that the protagonists are 
overwhelmingly female. Which gives the impression to readers that this reflects in real life, 
meaning that women are more effected by the IP, despite inconclusive literature. In addition to 
this, the image that the articles of the IP paints of women in positions of power is one of women 
that struggle with success, break under pressure. So, answering he first sub question, how are 
women in the workplace portrayed in the discourse, how is the narrative constructed. They are 
portrayed as not being able to withstand pressure, thus not being resilient to stress. Furthermore, 
they are described to have issues making decisions and suffering overall from low self-esteem, 
meaning they also doubt the decisions they made. In this case the expectation from the 
beginning has been fulfilled.  
 
In the question on how von der Leyen and Merkel are portrayed in the news media there are a 
couple of different findings. Both of them are attested a lack of leadership due to being unable 
to make meaningful or impactful decisions. Merkel’s entire style of politics is one the one hand 
criticized for its lack of innovation and new and radical ideas. The major contradiction that is 
apparent in the analysis of the articles is that on the one hand there seems to be a public 
appreciation for the stability, continuity and calmness Merkel and her style of politics shows. 
One the other hand she is widely criticized for not being innovative enough, putting Germany 
in a standstill and being not enough of a strong leader. In contrast the main criticism often for 
von der Leyen is the lack of independent decision making. She is shown to be highly reliant on 
outside opinions.  
 
There are very little references to family life, meaning children or lack thereof, marriage, 
divorce. Their femininity plays a minor role in news articles about them. In Merkel’s case being 
social is only portrayed when it seems to helpful politically. The attributes of competency and 
effectiveness seem to be more important, resulting in a reputation of both women being rather 
cold and calculating. Thus, adopting attributes and perhaps behaviors that are considered to be 
more male, like Beck as found in her studies, as well (D. Beck, 2016). Interestingly, von der 
Leyen’s motherhood comes up relatively seldom, even though having seven children in itself 
is an achievement. It could be interpreted as her having great management skills and 
compassion Which disproves the expectation of the theory that the femininity is highlighted 
and women are reduced to their reproductive qualities (D. Beck, 2016).  
 
The last part of the analysis looks at the ways that Merkel and von der Leyen adapted to the 
male hegemony of modern politics. Showing of competence and efficiency in order to be 
perceived as professional. These efforts are sometime recognized and portrayed in a positive 
manner. But often they are portrayed as cold. Often the efforts result in a lose-lose situation, 
where they are penalized in form of harsh criticism or even derogatory characterizations. Lastly 
surprisingly there have been instances where Merkel has been observed perpetuating and 
reinforcing the system she somewhat is suffering from herself.  
 
Overall, in order the last sub question how the IP reflects on Merkel and von der Leyen there 
are a few points to make. The way the IP is discussed reflect negatively on the way the society 
sees women in leading positions. It reinforces a stereotype. The hypothesis of the way the 
narrative of the IP is told in the news media harms women striving to obtain leading positions 
has shown to be true. Low-self esteem, problems to make decisions and ambition are commonly 
featured in these articles. Though factors like the ideal politician being formed by a male 
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stereotype, the structures of politics being characterized by male hegemony and negative gender 
stereotypes of weak women play a role in how women in public offices are perceived as leaders.  
 
Summary:  

- IP discussion reinforces narrative of female leaders being not equipped to deal with 
pressures of leadership 

- Female politician being to focused on getting everything exactly right (-> perfectionism, 
inability to make impactful decisions) resulting in being portrayed as lacking leadership 

- Surprising lack of portrayal of femininity, outer appearance as well as personal 
characteristics, women in public office being deprived of their femininity 

- cold nature and lack of emotion portrayed in order to adapt to the ideal of a politician, 
which is typically male and being penalized for not fitting in mold of male politicians 

- perpetuating old hierarchies by calculating manner  
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5 Conclusion 
 
This last chapter gives a broad overview about the thesis. It is answering the research question 
and sub questions; it sums up the key insights that have been found in the analysis. It 
furthermore discusses future research and limitations. Lastly it provides policy advice. The 
analysis aimed to find out how women in leadership positions in public offices are portrayed in 
the media. Overall the analysis has shown that there are a couple of points to make. Firstly, a 
common narrative of weak decision making and a lack of positions has been prominent. It 
equates the instances of lacking decisions to lacking leadership in general. On one hand the lack 
of strong positions has been interpreted in Merkel’s case as an advantage and reason for her 
success. And on the other hand it is her biggest criticism. Overall, though the criticism has been 
more prominent. The image of women in public office is presented in a way that leads to the 
public perceiving the women as focused on their image and a willingness to do everything right 
to a fault. Secondly, attributes and stereotypes that are usually attributed to women are not 
specifically prominent. If they play a role, outlets often highlight how it is out of the norm. The 
lack of these stereotypes can also be interpreted as a change of general perception of what 
leadership means. And subsequently weakening the ideas of which gender possessing specific 
attributes. Thirdly, the cold and calculating nature of Merkel and von der Leyen is detailed in 
great lengths.  
 
The thesis furthermore questioned on how hegemonic practices influence the way women in 
public offices are portrayed in the German News media. There are a variety of hegemonic 
practices that have been prominent including the narrative that women have weaker leadership 
skills. The analysis showed a lose-lose situation when it comes to the image of leadership.  The 
question on how the IP discourse is constructed has shown that in primarily focuses on women. 
Women are overwhelmingly perceived as primarily affected by the IP in the selected articles. 
Even though there is little evidence that women are more often affected, most articles focused 
in women. Descriptions of the IP relied often on female protagonist and cemented the idea of 
women not being able to deal with the pressures of leadership. Furthermore, it painted an image 
of women having low self-esteem and do not believe in themselves and their abilities. The 
second question aimed at the stereotypes and attributes that have been used in order to describe 
Ursula von der Leyen and Angela Merkel in the news media. Negative stereotype that are 
prominent in descriptions is usually related to weak leadership. Both women are often described 
as being cold and behaviors that describe a calculating nature play a major role in the narrative 
around them. The do not often display emotions which is often perceived negatively. The last 
question is concerned with the reflection of the Imposter Phenomenon on Merkel and von der 
Leyen. Overall, features that are part of the IP are often part of the criticism on the leadership 
of both women. Efficient and competent decision making is a major part of leadership and both 
women have been criticized for their lack of impactful decisions.  
 
In summary the IP discussion reinforces narrative of female leaders being not equipped to deal 
with pressures of leadership. The media portrayed female politician on being to focused on 
getting everything exactly right. Meaning that they are too concerned with pleasing everyone. 
This desire is rooted in the fact that politics is characterized by male hegemony. In Merkel’s 
case she lacks innovative, controversial and impactful decisions in favor of building possible 
coalitions. In von der Leyen’s case, she is portrayed as being to perfectionist and lacking 
confidence in her own decisions, which result in being reliant on consultants. Either way the 
image of both of them lacking leadership is a common theme. One of the unexpected outcome 
of the analysis is the lack of portrayal of femininity, outer appearance as well as personal 
characteristics. The lack of feminine attributes describes in a positive fashion leads to the 
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conclusion that women in public office being deprived of their femininity. Their social, warm, 
and open side plays no role in descriptions. Furthermore, their cold nature and lack of emotion 
portrayed in order to adapt to the ideal of a politician, which is typically male. This is again 
rooted in male hegemony the political routine. In some instances, where Merkel and von der 
Leyen have deviated from behavior typically associated with women they are being penalized 
for not fitting in mold of male politicians. This creates a lose lose situation, where typical female 
behavior like being emotional, warm, social and open is interpreted negatively and typical male 
associated behaviors are penalized as well. There have also been instances where Merkel has 
been perpetuating old hierarchies and patterns that are to her disadvantage. Even though they 
do not benefit from the negative perceptions they are so much part of the system that they 
reproduce and reinforce it. To add some nuance, the success of von der Leyen and Merkel 
shows that there has been a change in how leadership is viewed. Otherwise, their tenure would 
not have been possible, which reshapes the narrative of leadership.  
 
The hypothesis Slank made in Rethinking the Imposter Phenomenon, which considers more the 
societal implications of the IP, has mostly been shown to be true in this sample. Indeed, never 
and older articles portrayed women struggling with the high pressure leading positions. Female 
politicians are always aware of their bodies, in comparison to male politicians, according to 
Beck (D. Beck, 2016). Thus the theory predict that clothing and body should play a role for not 
just for the female politician, but also the media. There a surprisingly very few instances were 
clothing and outer appearance plays a role. Generally, the notions that femininity plays a bigger 
role in female politicians. The findings furthermore reinforce Fiske’s finding that female 
politicians are perceived as competent but cold (Fiske et al., 2002). Merkel has been successful 
for such a long time, because she is perceived as competent. Her lack of passion and show of 
emotion in some instance have even been interpreted to her disadvantage and to her advantage. 
There has also been more evidence that show derogatory characterization in order to penalize 
typically non-feminine behavior.  
 
5.1 Discussion, Future Research and Limitation 
 
The aim of this analysis was to investigate and explore the image that is portrayed of women in 
public office in different news media outlets in the context of the Imposter Phenomenon and on 
their own. This idea is new, because the Imposter Phenomenon in particular has not been studies 
from the angle of organizational studies. As of yet most research has been focused on which 
groups are mostly affected by IP (Cokley et al., 2013), how it manifests and how it can be 
treated. Even though Shanna Slank has discussed the perceptions of women in leading positions 
that have been negatively influenced by the IP discourse, there have not been deeper 
investigations into the matter.  As discussed in the scientific relevance above, the thesis aims to 
look at the male centric political arena and how women in leading positions are adapting to it. 
The societal impact of discussing the Imposter Phenomenon has not been investigated yet. The 
image of women in public offices has been researched from different angles. Dülke and Futh 
regularly research the ways women have been portrayed during candidacies for different office 
(Dülcke & Futh, 2015). Holtz-Bacha has discussed the role of gender portrayed in the media in 
the relations to the chances in elections (Holtz-Bacha, 2007). The leadership perception in 
relation to male and female attributes have not been thoroughly discussed yet. Recent Public 
Administration scholars have called for including more research into gender and leadership in 
administrations and public organizations (Crosby & Bryson, 2018; Lee & Park, 2020). This 
thesis allows a view on how women in public leadership are viewed b the media and how this 
image is further reproduced and forms. Thus presenting a view of a societal audience rather 
than a review of leadership by employees like Lee and Park (Lee & Park, 2020).  
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The results presented though should be considered in light of limitations. The impact of the IP 
has not yet been researched well on an institutional level. Most studies focus on individuals. 
That also means there is limited information about societal effects of people suffering from IP. 
Furthermore, the study is based on text, which is always open for interpretation and certain 
personal biases, even with careful conscience of that fact. This study has been focused on the 
way the news media portrays the women in public offices and discusses the Imposter 
Phenomenon. Though the print and official media outlets are still an important source of 
information in Germany, there have been other media channels that have become more 
prominent that have not been considered. Younger generations are using more and more social 
media for gaining information. The mental health debate has been avid in recent years and the 
Imposter Phenomenon is an often talked about topic, and might be presented in a different way 
than the news media does. The image presented thus only focuses on the news media. The 
political arena is an ever changing playing field and perception can change quickly, this thesis 
considers a specific point in time. Big events can change the way perceptions and images are 
shaped, this thesis is thus also limited by the selected time period. For the analysis certain 
keywords and main attributes and gender stereotypes have been selected. This selection reflects 
only a few attributes and stereotypes. More attributes and stereotypes could refine the results 
presented.  
 
There are different areas future research could be considered. First and foremost, more research 
into the societal impact of the Imposter Phenomenon and discourse surround it. Meaning 
broader studies in the way the IP shapes the image of women on the labor market as well as in 
public offices. Not just that but more studies in how the IP shapes decisions on profession and 
study decisions. As of yet there are very little considerations of the societal impact. Thus, 
exploring societal impacts such as job outcomes like Frear or how different ethnic groups are 
effected like Cokly (Cokley et al., 2013; Frear et al., 2019). Furthermore, leadership styles and 
perceptions of people of color in public leadership positions can give a closer insight in how 
public organizations into how more marginalized groups are viewed and portrayed, which 
introduces the notions of intersectionality into the scientific discussion (Breslin et al., 2017).    
 
In order to give a broader image of how women are considered in light of the IP broader media 
channels, such as Influencers and Social Media could be considered. While this thesis looked 
at the specific ways that women are suffering from stereotypical portrayals, looking into how 
men are affected as well. Thus, looking into behavioral patterns men have adapted and the ways 
that they are penalized for maybe not behaving stereotypically manly enough. Even though this 
thesis focuses especially on how women are oppressed by the societal structures, the research 
on the IP and its common distribution also among men, show that men suffer as well from the 
hegemonic practices of the IP. The structures are equally forcing men in certain behavioral 
patterns and they are often being perceived as not being masculine enough or not being feminine 
enough. When it comes to the perception of leadership at the attributes attached to it asking 
further how these attributes have changed because of more female leaders in public offices, 
thus continuing the work of Koeing (Koenig et al., 2011).  
 
 
5.2 Policy Implications 
 
Perceptions and systems that favor a gender over the other or reinforce stereotypes and penalize 
deviation from typical behavior are deep rooted, and have evolved through constant 
reproduction. Breaking away from these roots is a longer process. Achieving improvements 
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nonetheless can come from a variety of actions that are rooted in achieving more gender 
equality in general. More gender equality in households and childcare are on the lowest end, 
while systemic actions like quotas for an amount of woman in certain positions are on a higher 
level. 
 
In order to improve the issues that have been discovered in the analysis there are different levels 
of policy makers that can be addressed. In general, in order to normalize the occurrence of 
women in high level public offices, there needs to be a normalization of women working in 
general without having to conceal their femininity and have negative stereotypes attached to 
them. Gender equality in the work life is linked to equality in all other respects and in order to 
achieve more equality and even more normalize women working the question of childcare has 
to be solved  (De Graaf & Wiertz, 2019). Thus policies that lead to equal splits in childcare 
time are a solution. Policies like this are giving equal access to all families to kindergartens, 
making them completely free and giving every child the opportunity to go to a kindergarten. 
Since 2013 every parent has a right to have their child in a Kindergarten in Germany, it is a 
federal law. Tough in theory everyone has the right, the reality is that there are not enough 
places in kindergartens and they are not free. The cost of kindergarten varies from region to 
region because municipalities are responsible for administrating everything around 
kindergartens. This leads to financial incentives of mostly mothers giving up their jobs or going 
part time. Which hinders the normalization of working women and evolving their careers. Men 
have thus more opportunities to raise up on their career paths. A good integration of mothers in 
the world of work is vital in order to normalize it. Making sure that a working mother is not 
giving a financial disadvantage to the family is vital for gender equality. Federal law has created 
this right to kindergartens, while municipalities often lack the funds to put this into action. Thus 
aiding municipalities financially into creating more childcare faculties is one way to give 
women better access to the working world.  
 
Another policy solution involves paternity leave. Paternity leave in some way already exists in 
Germany and has been implemented on the federal level. Instead of only mothers receiving 
financial aid, there has been an official introduction of parental financial aid, that allows parents 
to take time off work in order to care for their children. Even though the tendency of fathers 
taking advantage of the parental financial aid is raising, the time they take advantage of the aid 
is significantly shorter than the time mothers take advantage of it. In numbers, 37 percent of 
fathers have used the financial aid to stay at home for an average of 3 months in the first three 
years of their child’s life. In comparison almost 100 percent of mothers use the parental aid for 
an average of one year. Meaning that fathers seem to take more care of their children, but the 
amount of time is significantly less than their female counterparts (Samtleben et al., 2019). 
Which means incentives to take this paternity leave could help. Taking care of the children 
needs to be as attractive financially as working. Comparisons with different countries have 
shown that raising the level of financial aid is vital, and countries with higher levels have higher 
rates of fathers taking advantage of parental leave. Changing the culture by financial 
incentivizing towards more equal amounts of childcare is another way to promote gender 
equality in families.  
 
In 2016 a policy of “care aid” has been introduced, which is a financial aid that is giving to a 
parent that stay at home rather than putting their children into kindergarten. The policy has 
universally been criticized for creating negative incentive. Rather than giving their children into 
kindergarten, which has more advantages than just allowing parents to work, it incentivized 
mothers to stay home. Using the funds that have been allocated for this financial aid, it could 
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be put towards raising the parental aid thus alleviating financial stress of families and 
incentivizing more fathers to take advantage of parental aid.     
 
Lastly, public organization should act as role models when it comes to women in leadership 
positions. The public sector should reflect gender equality in their staff and promote a culture, 
where fathers feel like they can take longer paternity leaves without repercussion for their 
career. Quotas for women in leading positions in public administrations exists on different 
levels. Some quotas aim for 30 some for 40 percent of women in leading positions. The reality 
is also different on the levels. In total the quotas have not been met. Meaning that public 
organization need to make more efforts in order to meet their quotas and in the future achieve 
complete equal numbers.  
 
Overall, policies that allow women to move freely in and reenter the labor market easier 
promote gender equality and change the culture that leads to women in leadership hiding 
femininity. The perception of women in the labor market in public offices or not can be changed 
by more equality of both genders.  
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Michael 
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