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Abstract
Leaders from typically privileged backgrounds, such as White, male, elite-
educated and upper-class individuals, often find it easier to craft an authentic
identity in professional settings than their atypical counterparts. These atyp-
ical leaders, which include women, LGBT+, ethnic minorities or those from
less affluent socio-economic backgrounds, can indeed construct an authentic
workplace identity. However, this often demands significant emotional invest-
ment and the navigation of challenges, such as reconciling conflicting identities,
especially in institutions tailored predominantly for the typical leaders. While
authenticity and diversity are highly desired qualities in leadership, we argue
that authenticity remains a privilege primarily enjoyed by leaders from typical
backgrounds. By drawing on Hochschild’s notion of emotional labour and Cas-
toriadis’s concepts of autonomy and heteronomy, we shed light on the dynamic
interplay between authenticity and atypicality. Further, we present a conceptual
framework that outlines how atypical leaders can manifest authenticity in their
roles, and the ensuing implications for driving organisational change rooted in
diversity.

INTRODUCTION

Authenticity refers to the congruence between an individ-
ual’s internal sense of self and their outwardly displayed
behaviours (Harter, 2002). Often seen as a positive trait,
authenticity is a relational quality attributed to individuals
or groups by others (Whittle, 2021). In a workplace setting,
authenticitymanifests in daily interactions, where an indi-
vidual’s actions alignwith their identity. It is especially evi-
dent during moments of change or crisis, where decisions
made reflect the individual’s core values (Eagly, 2005).
Authenticity is highly prized in leadership roles. It is

closely linked with qualities such as integrity and values
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that prioritize the common good (Lombard et al., 2012),
an enhanced sense of autonomy (Ryan et al., 2005) and
wisdom (Küpers & Statler, 2008). A leader’s authenticity
also holds immense significance for various stakeholders:
employees, current and potential customers, and the
broader society in which the organisation operates (Firing
et al., 2022). Discrepancies between a leader’s actions,
behaviours and professed values can lead followers to
experience a psychological tension called ‘cognitive dis-
sonance’ (Festinger, 1957). Such incongruence can also
foster uncertainty about the acceptable norms within an
organisation (Simons et al., 2007). At a more fundamental
level, a leader’s authenticity is not inherent, but it is
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socially constructed. It arises in relation to others and is
shaped by the prevailing norms, beliefs and values of an
institutional setting (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).
This study explores the authenticity of individuals who

are socio-demographically atypical and under-represented
in leadership positions. Their experiences are anticipated
to diverge from those of typical leaders, who are the
dominant group within the same institutional environ-
ment. For context, in the Western setting, typical leaders
are predominantly white, male, from upper-middle-class
backgrounds, able-bodied, able-minded and often have
elite educational credentials (Fleming & Sturdy, 2011;
Gosling, 2021). Conversely, atypical leaders in this setting
identify with socio-demographic groups that have histori-
cally faced disadvantages, such as women, LGBT+, ethnic
minorities, or disabled individuals, and are notably scarce
in leadership roles (Samdanis & Özbilgin, 2020). While
we recognise that socio-demographic characteristics can
shape behaviour through socialisation (Ely & Thomas,
2001), identity formation (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Ragins
et al., 2007), role expectations (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Ng
&Feldman, 2008) and societal norms (Gelfand et al., 2007),
ourmain interest lies in socio-demographic atypicality, not
the behavioural implications.
With increasing diversity in organisations, the mean-

ing of authenticity at work has become ambiguous, raising
questions about whether leaders from varied backgrounds
can truly express their authentic selves (Alter, 2018; Cottrill
et al., 2014; Iszatt-White et al., 2021; Ladkin, 2021; Samda-
nis&Özbilgin, 2020).We argue that typical leaders have an
advantage in expressing authenticity at work. In contrast,
atypical leaders might hesitate to showcase their authentic
selves (O’Brien & Linehan, 2019). This is rooted in the fact
that the authenticity of typical leaders, when aligned with
the prevailing culture or values embraced by the majority,
is more likely to be rewarded (Samdanis &Özbilgin, 2020).
For atypical leaders, authenticity at work may be not

only risky but also emotionally taxing. For this reason,
we first explore emotional labour as the source of authen-
ticity for atypical leaders. We ask whether an atypical
leader can be authentic and how emotional labour helps
researchers to understand the psychological processes that
are necessary if emotions are to be managed in line
with traditional workplace behaviours (Hochschild, 1983).
‘Emotional labour’ refers to the internal struggles and
efforts made by an individual to maintain a sense of self
and/or satisfy the expectations of others in the work-
place (Diefendorff et al., 2005; Grandey, 2000; O’Brien &
Linehan, 2019; Taylor, 1998). The concept of emotional
labour sheds light on why it might be more challenging
for atypical leaders to be authentic compared to typical
leaders. However, it does not provide a comprehensive
explanation of the intricate ways in which atypical leaders

construct their authenticity and manage emotional labour
at work.
Therefore, we complement our analysis of atypicality

and emotional labour with Castoriadis’s (1987) concepts of
autonomy and heteronomy. Autonomy is a condition in
which individuals are critically aware that actions, norms,
regulations and traditions are products of a social context,
and they choose to deliberately distance themselves from
them (Castoriadis, 1987). In contrast, heteronomy signifies
an individual’s compliance with the authority, norms or
control of an agent or institution, be it ancestors, a deity or
the state. For an atypical leader, whose socio-demographic
background, experiences, beliefs or social allegiances differ
from those of typical leaders, opportunities for authen-
ticity may be achieved through processes of negotiation
and compromise (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; MacNeil & Mak,
2007).
Constructing authenticity is a situation of imbalance

for atypical leaders, as they are more likely to construct an
authentic identity by behaving autonomously, reflecting
on prior experiences of inequality (Samdanis & Özbilgin,
2020). Yet their expression of autonomy may not be
rewarded by the dominant group. By following the ‘het-
eronomy’ pathway, atypical leaders may need to suppress
their emotions and comply with socially constructed
norms, if they are to be perceived by others as authentic
(April et al., 2023). While authenticity can empower
typical leaders (Kraus et al., 2011), for atypical leaders,
maintaining this authenticity might not always yield the
same rewards or be as achievable. Yet, authenticity for
atypical leaders might extend beyond just being true to
oneself. It can also encompass ‘being-for-others’, a way of
being authentic where actions genuinely resonate with
values emphasising equality, diversity and inclusion. By
adopting this approach, leaders can enhance the well-
being of others and cultivate an organisational culture
anchored in these values (Lawler & Ashman, 2012).
This paper aims to enrich the literature on leadership

and diversity by examining the intersection between atyp-
icality and authenticity. We start with a brief overview of
our review methodology and then define the concepts of
atypicality and authenticity. Next we discuss authenticity
and atypicality through the lens of emotional labour. To
conclude, we present a conceptual framework, grounded
in the ideas of autonomy and heteronomy, that delineates
the pathways for an atypical leader to achieve authenticity
in the workplace.

REVIEWMETHODOLOGY

In this paper, we undertake a narrative review (Cronin
& George, 2023; Hammersley, 2001), culminating in the
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development of a new conceptual framework. Although
we synthesise literature from diverse domains, includ-
ing philosophy, sociology, leadership studies and organ-
isational psychology, the narrative review is a suitable
approach because our focus remains on understanding
authenticity and atypicality from the ‘singular perspective’
of leadership (Cronin & George, 2023, p. 174). We began
‘with a small number of articles and books’, which were
‘then used to identify key authors and other articles that
are related to the particular topic’ (Jones & Gatrell, 2014, p.
257).
More specifically, this narrative review began by iden-

tifying key literature as the starting point on the topics
of authenticity (e.g., Lawler & Ashman, 2012), atypicality
(e.g., Alter, 2018), emotional labour (e.g., Hochschild, 1983)
and autonomy/heteronomy (Castoriadis, 1987). Next, we
extensively explored, evaluated and synthesized relevant
literature, which led to a new conceptual framework exam-
ining the authenticity and emotional labour of atypical
leaders. In this narrative review and conceptual explo-
ration, we aim to understand how leaders from atypical
backgrounds can authentically express themselves in their
roles. Our inquiry was spurred by the limited research
focusing on atypical leaders within the domain of leader-
ship studies.
For our review, we primarily sourced studies from

the domains of organisational behaviour, industrial psy-
chology and social psychology, emphasizing themes like
self-concept, authenticity, social identity and leadership.
The initial phase of our literature review was conducted
using the Web of Science, ScienceDirect and PsycInfo
databases. To capture a comprehensive understanding of
authenticity, we employed various search terms, includ-
ing ‘authenticity’, ‘being true to oneself’, ‘genuineness’,
‘originality’ and ‘atypicality’. Similarly, our exploration of
atypical leadership encompassed terms like ‘atypical lead-
ers’, ‘diverse workforce’, ‘LGBT’, ‘gender’ and ‘minorities’
in ‘leadership’, ‘decision-making roles’ and ‘senior man-
agement’. The combination of keywords such as ‘leader*’
and ‘atypic*’ yielded relatively few results. This scarcity
of research on atypical leaders prompted us to broaden
our search by including terms related to ‘equality’, ‘diver-
sity’ and ‘inclusion’. These terms, along with specific
demographics like ‘women’, ‘gender’, ‘disability’, ‘race’,
‘ethnicity’ and ‘LGBT’, combined with leadership terms,
revealed a wealth of research, particularly in the domains
of race, ethnicity and gender.
Our narrative review enabled a critical juxtaposition

of literature on authenticity, leadership and atypicality,
uncovering new insights. Notably, existing leadership the-
ories have often sidelined atypical leaders. Our review
aims to spotlight the behavioural and emotional intrica-
cies behind the authenticity of such leaders. It adopts

a relational perspective, offering new insights into the
complex and multi-dimensional nature of individuals and
organisations (Ozbilgin & Vassilopoulou, 2018).
Building on this, we synthesized our findings (Cronin &

George, 2023), drawing fromHochschild’s concept of emo-
tional labour (Hochschild, 1983) and Castoriadis’s notions
of autonomy and heteronomy. This synthesis culminated
in a typology-based framework (Cornelissen, 2017) that
captures the emotional labour efforts of atypical leaders
in relation to their sources of authenticity and their align-
ment with the prevailing social group. In essence, our
review aims to enrich the understanding of leadership in
diverse settings, revealing the behavioural and emotional
layers underpinning the authenticity of atypical leaders.

DEFINING AUTHENTICITY AND
ATYPICALITY IN THE CONTEXT OF
LEADERSHIP

Authenticity and leadership

Authenticity is a long-standing subject of inquiry in the
fields of psychology (e.g., Sutton, 2018; Trilling, 1972), phi-
losophy (e.g., Flynn, 2006) and aesthetics (e.g., Malone,
2023), while, more recently, relevant discussions have also
become part of leadership studies (e.g., Gardner et al.,
2011; Shamir & Eilam, 2005) and organisation theory (e.g.,
Lehman et al., 2019; Peterson, 2005). Authenticity is gener-
ally defined as a quality of an individual, group or culture,
and is associatedwith attributes such as originality, novelty
and tradition (Malone, 2023; Peterson, 2005; Sutton, 2018).
Leadership studies which incorporate authenticity are

influenced by perspectives in psychology and philosophy
that scrutinize the interactions between a leader and
the external world, including those with their followers,
organisational norms and institutional values (Flynn,
2006; Harter, 2002; Kempster et al., 2019). From a psycho-
logical standpoint, authenticity in leadership encompasses
both personality and traditional dimensions. Within the
personality dimension, authenticity is perceived as a sub-
jective stance, where leaders believe they remain true to
themselves and their intrinsic values (Einola & Alvesson,
2021; Sutton, 2018). This perspective has spurred research
on authentic leaders, who are described as individuals
who ‘know who they are, what they think and behave and
are perceived by others as being aware of their own and
others’ values/moral perspective’ (Avolio et al., 2004, p.
802). Authentic leaders are described as genuine people
(George & Sims, 2007) with distinctive personality traits,
such as self-awareness (Whitehead, 2009), self-regulation
(Luthans & Avolio, 2003) and self-knowledge (Begley,
2004). The traditional dimension of authenticity in
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leadership refers to positive psychological effects, both for
the leader and for others, including trust, self-development
of others, the creation of a positive ethical climate in an
organisation (Gardner et al., 2011; Walumbwa et al., 2008)
and psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson
& Lei, 2014).
Research into leadership authenticity also has its foun-

dations in existential philosophy (Algera & Lips-Wiersma,
2012; Gardiner, 2016; Lawler, 2005; Lawler & Ashman,
2012). From this existential perspective, authenticity
within the workplace is underpinned by the idea that
leaders are not only ‘true-to-themselves’ but also cultivate
an authentic ‘being-for-others’ state (Goldman & Kernis,
2002; Lawler & Ashman, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2004). The
deliberate choices individuals make shape their identity
and overall state of ‘being’ (Algera & Lips-Wiersma, 2012).
This ongoing identity construction process is perceived
to yield a ‘true self’ when individuals’ decisions align
with their core beliefs and values (Ladkin & Taylor,
2010). Drawing on Sartrean ethics, individuals possess
complete freedom over and bear full responsibility for
their actions, which in turn mould their identity (captured
in the essence of ‘what we will is what we become’).
Consequently, the catalyst for authentic behaviour stems
from an individual’s intrinsic values, aspirations and
vision (Lawler & Ashman, 2012).
Authentic leadership is fundamentally a relational con-

struct, rooted in the dynamic interactions and relation-
ships between leaders and their followers (Uhl-Bien et al.,
2014). The concept of ‘being-for-others’ is influenced by
Jean-Paul Sartre’s existential philosophy from his 1943
work Being and Nothingness, particularly his exploration
of intersubjectivity (Sartre, 1943). Though Sartre’s insights
primarily address philosophical realms, we adapt the
‘being-for-others’ idea to the leadership context. Here, it
underscores a leader’s dedication to advancing the col-
lective well-being of a diverse array of individuals with
varying stakes within an organisation.
This notion of ‘being-for-others’ not only embodies nor-

mative and moral statements but also operates on the
presumption that authentic behaviour inherently benefits
others positively. For instance, while selfish individuals
who genuinely act in a self-centred manner may be true
to themselves, such authenticity is unlikely to be val-
ued by others. The ‘being-for-others’ concept suggests
that authenticity is a status conferred by others (Peter-
son, 2005). A claim of self-authenticity holds less weight
compared to authenticity acknowledged by others. Thus,
the perception of what constitutes authentic behaviour is
contingent upon the value systems of both the leader and
their followers. Any misalignment between these value
systems can lead followers to perceive the leader’s actions
as inauthentic.

Authenticity is not just a state of being for an individual,
but is also a discourse which can be produced, reproduced
or criticized by others (Whittle, 2021). For instance, con-
structing an authentic identity is a highly desired quality
for creative leaders such as artists, choreographers or chefs,
who manage creative teams and produce creative out-
comes that are interpreted by others as challenging existing
conventions within their field, and often as being a gen-
uine extension of their ‘true self’ (Mainemelis et al., 2015;
Samdanis & Lee, 2021). However, not all creative leaders
are able to express their ‘true self’ in public. For example,
it would have been problematic for the pioneer in Pop Art,
AndyWarhol, ‘a queerman, to be authentic in a heteronor-
mative context such as the USA in the 1960s’ (Samdanis &
Lee, 2021, p. 13; emphasizing Gopnik, 2020).
Although authentic leaders are often idolized as ‘being

themselves’, Goffee and Jones (2005, n.p.) argue that ‘great
leaders seem to know which personality traits they should
reveal to whom and when’. Individuals perform multi-
ple social roles, often having both a private and often a
public or professional sense of self. While individuals can
consistently use their personality traits in different social
roles (e.g., being optimistic in both their personal and pro-
fessional lives)—a phenomenon known in psychology as
‘personality consistency’ (Sutton, 2018)—personality traits
differ, and can sometimes conflict in different social con-
texts (e.g., if someone is more risk-averse in his personal
life than his professional life). Authenticity appears to be
a construct, ‘an existential project of “essentializing” frag-
mented and conflicting selves’ (Nyberg & Sveningsson,
2014, p. 437). This means that leaders perform their ‘true
selves’, so that they can be perceived by others as being
‘good leaders’ (Nyberg & Sveningsson, 2014). Leaders can
manage their authenticity by creating impressions about
themselves, at the right time, to the right audience. In the
age of social media, in particular, leaders tend to develop
carefully curated personas, which may not be entirely fab-
ricated, but are likely to clash with their private senses of
self (Ibarra, 2015).
In the field of political leadership, Whittle (2021) anal-

yses the rise and fall of Jeremy Corbyn, the leader of the
UK Labour Party from 2015 to 2020. Between 2015 and
2019, Corbyn was generally described by the British media
as an authentic political leader, who was ‘honest, straight
talking, principled and someone who always stayed true
to his beliefs’ (Whittle, 2021, p. 441). In 2016, however,
commentators started criticizing Corbyn as an inauthentic
leader, as his ‘purportedly privileged and London-centric
upbringing was referenced to undermine his claims to
be dedicated to furthering the interests of the working
class’ (Whittle, 2021, p. 450). In 2017 and 2019, parts of
the media shifted the discourse on Corbyn’s authenticity,
claiming that it was his ‘greatest strength’ but also ‘hismost
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devastating flaw’, blaming ‘his poor communication style
andmedia profile, his inability to unite his party, his inabil-
ity to have broad enough electoral appeal to win elections
and the morality underlying his political positions’ (Whit-
tle, 2021, p. 453). Claims for authenticity take the form of
discourses which are situated within a social, economic,
political and historical context. These discourses can be
affirmative or critical, depending on their source. In fields
such as politics in which the stakes are high, discourses
of authenticity about a leader are particularly likely to be
ambiguous or contrasting (Alvesson & Spicer, 2010; Whit-
tle, 2021). The authenticity of a leader is constructed from
discourses that derive from the power structures of an
organisational context or field.
Leadership studies on authenticity have only recently

started to scrutinize the ability of leaders from disadvan-
taged socio-demographic backgrounds to behave authenti-
cally at work. Ladkin (2021) states that minoritized people
may experience significant barriers to leadership by being
true to themselves, as these behaviours may receive criti-
cism from others. Ladkin supports this argument with the
examples of the American politician and activist Alexan-
dria Ocasio Cortez, whose ‘response to blatant misogyny’
was interpreted on social media ‘as indicative of her being
an “angry Black woman”’, and the former German Chan-
cellor AngelaMerkel, whose ‘concerns about deaths due to
COVID’ were characterized as ‘hysterical’ (Ladkin, 2021, p.
396).
Within an organisational context, employees and lead-

ers may construct complex identities as a response to the
person they want to be, how they want to be seen by oth-
ers and how they are actually perceived by others (Ford &
Harding, 2011). Their identity can also be in conflict when
the self-identity that stems from their state of ‘being’ con-
tradicts their social identity, as perceived by others. One
might therefore expect that expressing authenticity could
bemore challenging for atypical leaders compared to those
from typical privileged backgrounds. This is because typ-
ical leaders are often perceived by others as being more
predictable, trustworthy and communicative (Schneider &
Northcraft, 1999).

Atypicality and authenticity in leadership

An atypical leader is an individual, often originating from
historically significant categories of socio-demographic
disadvantage, such as gender, class, gender identity/sexual
orientation, ethnicity/race or disability status, who is
rarely associated with leadership roles (Alter, 2017). An
atypical leader often emerges from one or more under-
represented social categories. Status beliefs describe rela-
tionships of socio-demographic disadvantage, as people in

a certain context may ‘associate greater status and gen-
eral competence with people in one social category than
another, while granting those in each category some spe-
cialised skills’ (Ridgeway, 2011, p. 60). When assessing
what is considered to be atypical, one should take into
account the idiosyncrasies of a particular context, as a
minority social categorymay in some cases bemore power-
ful than themajority. For instance, even thoughWhite elite
leaders are a minority in the South African context, they
should not be considered as atypical leaders as they often
occupy positions of power (Myeza & April, 2021; Nkomo,
2011).
An atypical leader can be perceived as being authentic in

the sense of staying true to themselves (Flynn, 2006; Mac-
Neil & Mak, 2007) while defying dominant norms within
organisations, which are fuelled by existing status beliefs
that reinforce perceptions of tradition (Ridgeway, 2011).
One may wonder what the defining characteristics of an
atypical leader may be. Is it their demography (i.e., gen-
der, race, sexual identity, class) or their behaviour which
is perceived as being atypical within their context? Sam-
danis and Özbilgin (2020) argue that, due to experiences
of inequality, demographically atypical leaders are more
likely than leaders from privileged backgrounds to develop
skills and qualities such as empathy, resilience, social lis-
tening and perseverance. Consequently, prior experiences
significantly influence the construction of their state of
‘being’ both for ‘themselves’ and for ‘others’. These experi-
ences shape a leader’s values regarding equality, diversity
and inclusion, further impacting how they interact with
and lead others.
The existing literature on atypical leaders has mainly

addressed their key characteristics, such as empathy,
resilience, inclusiveness and openness, while scrutiniz-
ing the socio-cultural and organisational conditions which
have enabled their rise to leadership positions (Alter, 2017;
Myeza & April, 2021; Samdanis & Lee, 2021; Samdanis
& Özbilgin, 2020). However, atypical leaders should not
be essentialized as a unified social category; each atypi-
cal leader should instead be seen as an individual who
may possess ‘varying degrees of atypicality based on a
unique blend of status beliefs about their social identities
(e.g., gender, class, race, religion)’ (Samdanis & Özbil-
gin, 2020, p. 103). For example, a male from an ethnic
minority who has been elite-educated and comes from
a privileged socio-economic background may face less
discrimination compared to someonewho confronts ‘inter-
sectional’ inequality, like a female from an ethnic minority
with a less privileged socio-economic background (Carrim
& Nkomo, 2016; Özbilgin et al., 2011). The status of each
social category, such as gender, class or race, is contingent
upon the context, thereby creating a social hierarchy cul-
ture (Ridgeway, 2011). Individuals in that context might
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rely on this hierarchy for making pertinent evaluations,
or it might manifest as societal norms and stereotypes
perpetuated by the prevailing culture.
When an atypical leader emerges within an organisa-

tion, there is often an expectation that they will champion
diversity. This promise is supported by an atypical leader’s
unique position in an organisation, as they are simulta-
neously insiders and outsiders (Alter, 2017; Samdanis &
Özbilgin, 2020). They are insiders, having achieved a posi-
tion of power and leadership, but also outsiders, as their
mindset, skills, values and past experiences are likely to
differ from thosewithmore typical backgroundswho dom-
inate the majority of organisations, which have generally
left diversity issues unaddressed. Their position of exte-
riority allows them to have a unique perspective, which
Alter (2017) rather poetically calls the ‘stranger’s gaze’.
This allows them to think and act differently, positively
deviating from dominant norms.
Building on these arguments, atypical leaders are antic-

ipated to positively influence organisations by fostering an
inclusive work culture. Their distinct perspectives can also
potentially drive greater creativity and innovation (Alter,
2017). Although atypicality can be seen as a positive quality,
individuals may not reveal it until they achieve a lead-
ership position. For instance, given that many LGBT+
workers report significant levels of discrimination and
exclusion (Connell, 2010), LGBT+ leaders are less likely to
come out before they take up leadership positions which
provide them with relative security and safety (Özbilgin &
Erbil, 2023; Özbilgin et al., 2023).
However, consistently viewing atypical leaders as inher-

ently pro-diversity can place undue psychological pressure
on them to live up to such expectations (Samdanis &
Özbilgin, 2020). Their ability to support diversity depends,
on the one hand, on their agency and intention to act
as diversity champions; and, on the other hand, on the
organisational and institutional factors that have facili-
tated their emergence as an atypical leader. While these
factors may refer to a broader pro-diversity shift in those
organisations which can provide greater opportunities for
individuals fromdisadvantaged backgrounds, the selection
of an atypical leader may often result from pseudo-
diversity practices. Practices like ‘tokenism’ can erode
genuine diversity efforts (Yoder, 1991). An organisation
might promote an individual from an atypical background
to project a pro-diversity image, while in reality it lacks
a genuine commitment to support diversity meaningfully.
Similarly, the ‘glass cliff’ effect can be harmful for atypical
leaders when they are promoted into positions of power,
because the dominant group deems this position to be
risky, precarious or unrewarding (Haslam & Ryan, 2008).
The last two female UK Prime Ministers, Liz Truss

and Theresa May, can be seen as atypical leaders of the
otherwise male-dominated Conservative Party. According

to Bores (2022), a commentator for the Boston Politi-
cal Review, they are both examples of the ‘glass cliff’
effect. Both came to power in times of crisis. Theresa
May ‘obtained the position with little contest as no one
else wanted to be Prime Minister during the tumultuous
political climate [i.e., triggered by Brexit, the 2016 United
Kingdom European Union membership referendum] that
posed such an unpredictable future’ (Bores, 2022, n.p.).
In addition, Liz Truss’s ‘tenure as Prime Minister was
sealed from the onset’, facing ‘speculation of removal’ and
rumours of receiving ‘no-confidence letters’ (Bores, 2022,
n.p.). Truss resigned after six weeks, ‘marking the shortest
tenure of a Prime Minister on record’, at which point ‘the
gender of Prime Minister switched back to male as Rishi
Sunak came into power, illustrating the saviour effect as
men step back in after a crisis was handed off to a female
leaderwhohad to dealwith the ramifications’ (Bores, 2022,
n.p.).
More broadly, there is a prevailing hope that an authen-

tic atypical leader will champion, or at the very least
advocate for, diversity-driven changes within organisa-
tions. This anticipation is rooted in the idea that these
leaders, shaped by their personal encounters with inequal-
ity, are inclined towards pro-diversity views and are well
suited to champion such values in an organisational
and institutional setting. Atypicality and authenticity are
closely linked, although they do not always align seam-
lessly. Myeza and April (2021) highlight how Black leaders
mentoring Black employees can bolster genuine resilience
in predominantly White working environments. Yet, men-
torship by an atypical leader can sometimes prioritize
dominant interests, merely presenting a facade of valu-
ing diversity (Lumby, 2006; Zanoni & Janssens, 2015).
While the synergy of authenticity and atypicality in leader-
ship has the potential to significantly boost organisational
diversity, the extent to which demographically atypical
leaders can genuinely embody this remains unclear.

ATYPICAL LEADERS: LEADING
AUTHENTICITY OR ENGAGINGWITH
EMOTIONAL LABOUR?

Atypical leaders often emerge and operate in ways that
distinguish their identity, values and norms from the dom-
inant culture (Samdanis & Özbilgin, 2020). For example,
in a Western setting, a female, non-Christian leader from
an ethnic minority might be viewed as less legitimate
by the white majority compared to a standard White,
male, upper-middle-class leader. This is due to status
beliefs linked to the distinct identities of both leaders
(Ridgeway, 2011; Samdanis & Özbilgin, 2020). Such an
atypical leader might find herself expending more time,
effort and emotion managing her multifaceted identity in
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the workplace. Essentially, atypical leaders might engage
in more ‘emotional labour’ than their more conventionally
privileged counterparts (Algera & Lips-Wiersma, 2012;
Hochschild, 1983; Iszatt-White et al., 2021).
Emotional labour is the effort, planning and control

needed to express organisationally desired emotion dur-
ing interpersonal transactions at work (Morris & Feldman,
1996). Hochschild (1983) introduced the concept of emo-
tional labour in organisational settings and defined it as the
overseeing of feelings to create a publicly observable facial
and bodily display, which is sold for a wage, and therefore
has an exchange value. Emotional labour is based on the
regulation of emotions, defined as the strategic presenta-
tion of an individual’s feelings to conform with the rules
of the workplace in order to fit into group settings (Kim
& Cho, 2013). Managing feelings is a normal part of civ-
ilized living. It is evident in everyday life and situations,
such as when displaying sadness at a funeral, or joy at
a party (Hochschild, 1983). Nevertheless, managing emo-
tions at work can be stressful when a role requires a leader
to display emotions that contradict their true self, creat-
ing pressure on the leader to behave in an inauthentic way
(Iszatt-White, 2009; Kempster et al., 2019).
Emotional labour for leaders consists of three emotional

displays: (1) surface acting, which refers to ‘deliberate emo-
tional displays that are intended to deceive other persons
about what the actor actually feels’ (Gardner et al., 2009,
p. 471); (2) deep acting, which ‘reflects actors’ efforts to
modify inner feelings tomatch emotional display rules and
thereby deceive themselves’ (Gardner et al., 2009, p. 471);
and (3) genuine emotions, the display of ‘naturally felt
emotions’ that are ‘distinct from surface acting and deep
acting as a method of displaying organisationally desired
emotions’ (Diefendorff et al., 2005, p. 339). The display of
genuine emotions by leaders may produce higher levels of
perceived leader authenticity in followers, while enabling
leaders to create more favourable follower impressions
than is possible through deep acting and surface acting
(Gardner et al., 2009). For example, a leader may force a
smile while interacting with colleagues (surface acting);
adjust their mood and thoughts so that they match the
happy facial expression (deep acting); or share a natu-
rally felt emotion such as enthusiasm or anger with others
(genuine emotion).
Expressing genuine emotions is often the most reward-

ing emotional regulation strategy. However, it might be
less feasible for atypical leaders compared to their typical
counterparts. Leaders who operate in environments where
their true selves are wholly embraced by their followers
may not need to exert emotional labour. For example, pro-
totypical leaders can embody and perform authenticity
that resonates with their followers, especially if they come
from a group with shared ideologies or socio-demographic
backgrounds (Brodbeck et al., 2000; Giessner et al., 2013;

Steffens et al., 2013). According to social identity theory
(Van Knippenberg &Hogg, 2003), homophilic groups tend
to favour a prototypical leader over a non-prototypical one
(Rast et al., 2012). This is because they ‘can see parts of
themselves in their leader’ (Crawford et al., 2020, n.p.).
Within a homophilic group, a prototypical leader canmore
easily demonstrate authenticity through ‘being-for-others’
(Lawler & Ashman, 2012).
Typical leaders may also engage less with emotional

labour than atypical leaders, as their power and legitimacy
derive from established norms and traditions that trigger
homosocial reproduction (Kanter, 1977). This tendency is
particularly strong in environments where there is a high
degree of uncertainty. In such situations, the pressure to
form homogenous groups is higher, as people tend to trust
and feel more comfortable with those who share their
outlook, social background and characteristics. Tradition-
alism is an influential norm, especially in hierarchical and
patriarchal societies, where the roles and status of social
groups are mainly categorised and ranked according to
seniority, gender and age (Bardi et al., 2008; Gambrell,
2016; Schwartz, 1992; Walby, 1989).
For demographically atypical leaders, cognitive pro-

cesses can greatly influence their desires, intentions and
beliefs, enabling them to act authentically in the work-
place. This might manifest as empathy towards those from
disadvantaged backgrounds. However, external pressures,
such as societal expectations of what constitutes a ‘good’
leader (e.g., being authoritative, assertive, upholding tra-
ditional values) in a competitive corporate environment,
mayhinder authenticity as ‘being-for-others’. Erickson and
Ritter (2001) noted that negative emotional experiences are
often concealed, suggesting emotional labour is a prevalent
aspect of modern work. Managing emotions, as posited by
Winkler (2018), can lead to a disconnect between one’s gen-
uine identity and the facade they display. Consequently,
such atypical leaders might grapple with their authenticity
and identity due to a cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957)
that arises from the clash between their self-perception
based on their socio-demographic background and how
they are viewed by others—often as outliers within their
environment (Samdanis & Özbilgin, 2020).
In reality, both typical and atypical leaders may engage

with emotional regulation tactics, but to varying degrees.
By interviewing 12 leaders of commercial and non-for-
profit organisations, Iszatt-White et al. (2021, p. 476) found
that leaders articulated self-consistency as an instance of
authentic behaviour but claimed that it ‘involves the emo-
tional labour of masking certain feelings’. This is clearly
paradoxical and, at some level at least, inauthentic. This
finding is supported by Kempster et al. (2019), who argue
that engagement with emotional labour in leadership may
present an inauthentic stance. In other words, displays
of expressive behaviour may not reflect the actual inner
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AUTHENTICITY AND ATYPICALITY IN LEADERSHIP 319

attitudes, emotions and dispositions of leaders. However,
leaders may behave in these ways because they prioritize
organisational goals and outcomes over their own emo-
tional states. Therefore, emotional labour can be seen as
a strategic action that leaders make in order to produce a
desired image of themselves in theminds of followers. This
is a psychological stance that keeps individuals aligned
with their perceptions of being a leader, and a coping
mechanism that allows leaders to maintain their influence
within an organisation.
While authenticity as an expression of genuine emotion

can be a source of power for typical leaders, it is likely to
be limiting for atypical leaders whomight engagewith sur-
face or deep acting to hide their genuine emotion. Cha
et al. (2019) view authenticity as a continuum, ranging
from high authenticity at one end to low authenticity at
the other. They argue that authenticity does not benefit
everyone in an organisation equally. This is consistentwith
our argument that typical leadersmay find expressing their
genuine emotions and true selves more rewarding than
atypical leaders do. In essence, typical leaders are likely to
havemore freedom to be authentic, whereas it is riskier for
atypical leaders to express themselves authentically.
Hogan (1976) posits that individuals in atypical social

positions or roles might possess identities that do not align
with organisational norms, leading to potential inauthen-
ticity. Consequently, leadership can be emotionally taxing
for atypical leaders facing this added layer of inequality,
placing them at higher risk of exhaustion or mental illness
compared to their typical counterparts. This perspective
is further elaborated by Yavuz et al. (2020), who argue
that implicit or explicit deviations from established norms
may subject individuals to pressure as they navigate their
position within these contexts.
It is likely that an atypical leader will have to expend

more emotional labour to survive in a conventional envi-
ronment, while straddling the gap between conformity
and self-consistency. While extensive surface acting might
jeopardize the mental health of an atypical leader, display-
ing genuine emotion could result in conflict and power
struggles within an organisation, especially if the atypi-
cal leader seeks to challenge dominant norms and alter
the status quo (Samdanis & Özbilgin, 2020). In addition,
displaying a firm or genuine sense of self may guide an
atypical leader to be authentic towards others, but a self-
concept that is too rigidmay trigger a backlash for both the
leader and the project of diversity within the organisation
(Bailey et al., 2017). This is because the characteristics of
the dominant group are often viewed as indicators of suc-
cesswithin a context (Schmader et al., 2001). Drawing from
Ibarra (2018),we posit that an atypical leader should lead in
an ‘adaptively authentic’ way, performing various degrees
of authentic selves based on the situation.

LEADING AUTHENTICALLY: A
BALANCING ACT BETWEEN AUTONOMY
ANDHETERONOMY

Leading authentically is challenging for atypical leaders,
who have to invest emotional labour at work in order
to achieve it. In this section, we delineate four pathways
through which an atypical leader can act in an ‘adaptively
authentic’ way, while analysing the associated challenges.
For atypical leaders, authenticity is a balancing act

between autonomy and heteronomy (Boyd, 1998; Castori-
adis, 1991; Kagitcibasi, 1996),which require different tactics
of emotional labour. On the one hand, autonomy is an
idealized situation where individuals have the freedom to
construct and express their true identities (Komporozos-
Athanasiou & Fotaki, 2015). It is a state in which indi-
viduals can define themselves, unhindered by cognitive,
normative or moral constraints (Castoriadis, 1991). On the
other hand, heteronomy is a state that can result in dein-
dividuation, making individuals subject to the normative
authority and rules set by others (Kagitcibasi, 1996). This
control over an individual’s life stems from values they
have adopted and internalized. Within a heteronomous
context, an individual reproduces the dominant values and
norms (MacKay, 2019).
Although leading authentically is often associated with

discourses of autonomy (e.g., Liu et al., 2017; Ryan &
Ryan, 2019), we posit that in organisations, leaders’ power
often derives from bureaucratic authority inherent to their
roles, making it, at least to some degree, heteronomous
(Boyd, 1998). Consequently, leading authentically hinges
on a leader’s agency and disposition to navigate between
autonomy or heteronomy. It is also influenced by the
norms and power structure within an organisation that
may reward, accept or penalize authentic behaviours.
For atypical leaders, leading authentically depends on
their perception of authenticity (i.e., whether it means
being ‘true-to-themselves’ or ‘being-for-others’); and their
stance concerning autonomy or heteronomy at work. As
Figure 1 shows, this conceptual space reveals four path-
ways: autonomous or heteronomous authenticity, and
relative autonomy and heteronomy. The emotional labour
requirements and consequences associated with each
pathway will now be analysed.

Autonomous authenticity

The condition of autonomous authenticity represents
authentic individuals who react similarly to different stim-
uli over time using their genuine emotions (Gardner
et al., 2009; Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000; Mouzakitis, 2006).
Autonomy is the ability of individuals to rely on their
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320 AYAZ et al.

F IGURE 1 A conceptual framework for the authenticity and emotional labour of atypical leaders.

self-directed choices in life, so that the meaning of
authenticity derives from being true-to-themselves (Casto-
riadis, 2001). An atypical leader is one who authentically
expresses their genuine emotions, irrespective of prevail-
ing status beliefs, norms and traditions (Avolio & Gardner,
2005; Ridgeway, 2011). The claim that an atypical leader
can be authentic and unconditionally support diversity is
problematic, because it implies that an atypical leader can
enjoy conditions of autonomy within which their self is
‘self-created’, and redefine themselves through their imag-
ination, intentions, desires and orientations (Komporozos-
Athanasiou & Fotaki, 2015; emphasizing Castoriadis,
1987) with little regard for the constraints of their
environment.
In addition, we anticipate that atypical leaders would

rarely adopt autonomous authenticity, as they might find
it challenging to stay true to themselves in environments
that might be less accepting of such authentic expressions
(Caza et al., 2018).While autonomous authenticity is likely
to be unattainable for atypical leaders, this expression of
leading authentically can be appropriated by typical lead-
ers. Typical leaders appear to be autonomous, because
moral facts and established status beliefs are likely to
reinforce their legitimacy and authority (Ridgeway, 2011;
Schneider & Northcraft, 1999).
In contrast, an atypical leader operates as both an insider

and an outsider, navigating between states of autonomy
and heteronomy. For instance, Stewart et al. (2017) found
that Native American leaders possess value systems rooted
in their ethnic heritage, distinct from the prevailing US

culture. These leaders anchor their authenticity in an
autonomously collective identity shaped by tribal affilia-
tions and traditions. Such an identity plays a crucial role in
shaping a leader’s authenticity within indigenous commu-
nities. However, as these leaders venture into mainstream
American contexts, particularly when expanding their
business off tribal lands, they might face ‘acculturation
issues as indigenous firms and outside entities’ (Stewart
et al., 2017, p. 563). It is likely that Native American lead-
ers will face resistance, conflict or pressure to conform to
mainstream American culture, particularly if they express
their genuine emotions and behave in an autonomously
authentic way within this context.

Heteronomous authenticity

Heteronomous authenticity is a situation of interdepen-
dence, in which an individual’s life choices are shaped by
multiple associations with different identity groups (Kag-
itcibasi, 1996). A heteronomously authentic individual is
bound not only to external conditions and values, but
also to their inner self. For an atypical leader, behaving
in a heteronomously authentic manner may necessitate
engaging in surface acting (Gardner et al., 2011), silencing
genuine emotions and responses that might be incompat-
ible with dominant norms (Liu et al., 2017). In addition,
heteronomous authenticity can be a precarious situation
for an atypical leader who may experience pressure to
conform to the demands of the external environment,
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AUTHENTICITY AND ATYPICALITY IN LEADERSHIP 321

resulting in conflict with their inner selves, individual
needs or self-identities (e.g., Riggle et al., 2017).
An example of a heteronomously authentic atypical

leader is the former Chairman of Lloyds Banking Group in
theUK, AntónioHorta-Osório, who suffered fromnervous
exhaustion in 2011. In the financial sector, characterized
by long working hours and a masculine culture (Tobias
Neely, 2018), publicly addressing a mental health issue
could be perceived as a sign of weakness for a leader.
In the beginning, Horta-Osório attempted to keep silent
(surface acting) until his symptoms persisted, forcing him
to return to his home country, Portugal, where a doctor
immediately admitted him to hospital. As Borrows (2022,
n.p.) noted inManagement Today: ‘The Evening Standard
called his absence fromwork “due to exhaustion” themost
high-profile sick leave in the City [of London], and most
seriously doubted his ability to return to his previous role’.
Upon his return, Horta-Osório ‘brought Lloyds back from
the brink of financial collapse’ and he developed ‘a pro-
gramme to support the mental health of his colleagues,
the Optimal Leadership Resilience Programme’ (Borrows,
2022, n.p.).
Reflecting on this account, we argue that heteronomous

authenticity represents an imbalance. However, it can
result in diversity gains for an organisation if atypical lead-
ers’ ability to remain true to themselves surpasses the
cognitive, normative andmoral pressures originating from
the dominant culture.

Relational autonomy

Relational autonomy is a reflexive state in which atypical
leaders value autonomy as a gesture of dissociating them-
selves from dominant norms, while aiming to be authentic
for others (Algera & Lips-Wiersma, 2012; Mackenzie &
Stoljar, 2000). It is a relational expression of authentic-
ity, which is shaped by values such as the creation of an
inclusive environment at work or social relations with oth-
ers (Kagitcibasi, 1996; Lawler & Ashman, 2012; Samdanis
& Özbilgin, 2020). Relational autonomy is a value-driven,
not identity-driven, expression of authenticity. Deep acting
while negotiating authenticity seems to be the only viable
pathway for atypical leaders to actualize new rituals and
values, such as beingmore inclusive and open to new ideas.
For example, LGBT+ employees may initially engage with
deep acting, as they may have limited options even if they
wish to be themselves at work, but they eventually tend
to hide their social identities because their experiences of
authenticity could be constrained by theway inwhich they
are treated at work (Kaplan, 2014). However, once they
gain a position of power, LGBT+ leaders may feel more
comfortable about expressing their authentic selves. For

example, Tim Cook ‘decided to actively champion diver-
sity after becoming the CEO of Apple in 2011, coming out
in 2014 in an essay published by Bloomberg’ (Samdanis &
Özbilgin, 2020, p. 113).
Another instance of a relationally autonomous atypi-

cal leader is Kate Gorman, the CEO and founder of Fort
MasonGames, a socialmobile gaming company (Harrison,
2018). Gorman started her career in the male-dominated
game industry, where the gender gap is wide, not only
for employees in the industry but also for audiences, as
most game firms consider men to be their primary cus-
tomers (Bulut, 2020). Although more women are entering
the industry, the games sector maintains a gender gap,
as the most prestigious and rewarding positions, such as
programmers, creative directors and leaders, are occu-
pied by men (Taylor, 2020). Most women in the gaming
industry cannot influence gamedevelopment ormarketing
strategies targeting a female audience. Within this con-
text, Gorman initially resorted to deep acting to advance
her career. Later, she dedicated herself to promoting
diversity and gender equality in her company, aiming to
develop games for a female audience that had largely been
overlooked (Harrison, 2018).
Based on the examples provided, we argue that rela-

tional autonomy signifies an expression of authenticity
that depends on the gains of atypical leaders, which enable
autonomy (MacKenzie & Stoljar, 2000; Westlund, 2009).
More broadly, it is constructed collectively by both atyp-
ical leaders and others who commit to common values
(Leroy et al., 2015), such as promoting diversity and inclu-
sion within a workplace or field. Consequently, relational
autonomy may require additional emotional investment
from atypical leaders to inspire andmaintain collectives or
groups of followers, while staying true to their needs and
interests.

Relational heteronomy

The existence of relationally heteronomous atypical lead-
ers appears to be paradoxical. On the one hand, atypical
leaders strive for authenticity by aligning with values that
enable them to be for others. On the other hand, their iden-
tity is directed and governed by others rather than being
self-directed and self-governed (Sperry, 2013). Being ‘other-
governed’ suggests that atypical leaders might engage in
deep acting, conform to dominant norms and the interests
of the majority, all while expecting symbolic and material
returns (Samdanis & Özbilgin, 2020). However, ‘being-
for-others’ and engaging in deep acting may stress the
intention of an atypical leader to champion equality, diver-
sity and inclusion in organisations. An atypical leader who
aims to promote diversity should be able to manoeuvre,
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TABLE 1 Key themes, propositions and future research questions.

Key themes Propositions Future research questions
Authenticity and
typical leaders

Leaders from typically privileged socio-economic
backgrounds are more likely to be comfortable
expressing their true selves at work compared to
those from atypical backgrounds.

∙ What strategies can organisations
implement to make leaders and
employees from disadvantaged
backgrounds feel more at ease with
expressing their authentic selves?

∙ Which organisational mechanisms are
effective in cultivating an inclusive
culture that encourages authenticity?

Authenticity and
atypical leaders

Atypical leaders are more inclined to adopt a
‘being-for-others’ approach to authenticity,
rather than adhering to a ‘true-to-themselves’
philosophy in the workplace.

∙ What are the implications of
authenticity for marginalized and
atypical workers?

∙ How is authenticity expressed in both
inclusive and exclusive institutional
environments?

Atypical leaders and
emotional labour

Atypical leaders often require a greater investment
in emotional labour than typical leaders to attain
a sense of authenticity in the workplace.

∙ What emotional mechanisms enable
marginalized individuals to express
their authentic selves?

∙ How can regulation and institutions
contribute to the inclusive cultivation
of emotional labour?

Atypical leaders and
autonomy

Atypical leaders may pursue autonomous pathways
to authenticity, but they are likely to face
resistance, conflict or endure emotionally tolling
situations before realizing gains for equality,
diversity and inclusion in organisations.

∙ What motivates atypical leaders to
become autonomously authentic at
work?

∙ What are the consequences for atypical
leaders and diversity when acting in an
autonomously authentic manner?

Atypical leaders and
heteronomy

Atypical leaders may follow heteronomous
pathways to authenticity, but they are likely to
engage in deep acting, negotiate or compromise
with the dominant group within an organisation
before achieving gains for equality, diversity and
inclusion.

∙ How is leader authenticity connected
to the frameworks of symbolic power
within organisations?

∙ To what degree do atypical leaders gain
symbolic capital within the power
hierarchies of organisations that are
either supportive or unsupportive?

Authenticity and
leadership

The notion of authenticity should be
re-conceptualized to take into account the
experiences of leaders from less privileged
socio-economic backgrounds. Such a redefined
version would be driven by values and have a
greater propensity to advance equality, diversity
and inclusion within organisations.

∙ How can organisations cultivate
inclusive cultures that encourage
authenticity among atypical workers
and leaders?

∙ Under what circumstances do inclusive
paradigms for authenticity manifest
among atypical workers and leaders?

negotiate and compromise with the dominant group (Dob-
bin & Kalev, 2016). Therefore, being other-directed could
be a deliberate tactic of an atypical leader to build alliances
with dominant social groups and engage in processes of
negotiation with them.
A ‘tempered radical’ can be considered to be a relation-

ally heteronomous atypical leader. As a tempered radical,
an atypical leader may seek for change and ‘advancement
within mainstream organisations and professions’, while
strongly believing in ‘eradicating gender, race, class and
other social injustices by acting in ways that are appropri-
ate professionally, but . . . also “authentic” personally and

politically’ (Meyerson & Scully, 1995, p. 586). An exam-
ple of this is Fiona Mackey, the former Executive Dean
and Head of School in a public research-intensive UK
university, who describes her experience as a tempered
radical and academic feminist in an autoethnographic
account (Mackey, 2021). Within the neoliberal academy,
which includes UK universities, female leaders are still
rare, while education and monetization appear to be
co-existing yet contradictory objectives (Mackey, 2021).
Mackey highlights the emotional labour required to fulfil
her pastoral role in supporting colleagues and confesses
that she finds change (i.e., promoting pluralism, social
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AUTHENTICITY AND ATYPICALITY IN LEADERSHIP 323

justice and equality in the curriculum and the organisa-
tion) to be challenging, as it often occurs through small
wins and compromises.
In this conceptual investigation, we argue that atyp-

ical leaders’ expressions of authenticity are most likely
value-driven (e.g., championing diversity as an expression
of ‘being-for-others’), relational to others (i.e., follow-
ers) and situated within institutional and organisational
contexts that shape their ability to be authentic. More
broadly, an atypical leader is more likely to operate within
conditions of heteronomy thanof autonomy (Komporozos-
Athanasiou & Fotaki, 2015). This is because the essence
and existence of atypical leaders is constructed not only
in their individual psyches but also within the society that
has constructed the boundaries which define that indi-
vidual as atypical. Therefore, the meaning of authenticity
needs to be questioned, because the current leadership lit-
erature (Walumbwa et al., 2008) tends to glorify the purity
of the authentic leader. Atypical leaders do not fit such
purist definitions of authenticity, as their performances of
authenticity tend to be value-driven, involving negotiation
and struggle with structures of power and domination.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Drawing from research on authenticity, we suggest that
leaders from typically privileged backgrounds are more
likely to express their authentic selves at work compared
to atypical leaders. Dominant narratives on authenticity in
leadership tend to favour preserving the power of typical
leaders over challenging the status quo. They often advo-
cate a ‘be-yourself’ ethos at work (Fleming & Sturdy, 2011),
which can be unattainable for atypical leaders.
In this paper we stress that an expression of authenticity

as ‘being-for-others’ is a more viable option for atypi-
cal leaders. Since this version of authenticity is driven
by values rather than identity, it frequently comes with
added responsibilities. Atypical leaders are often expected
to serve as champions for equality, diversity and inclusion
within organisations. However, these additional respon-
sibilities come at a price, as atypical leaders must invest
emotional labour to express their authenticity. In addition,
atypical leaders may compromise their autonomy, as they
engage in heteronomous processes of identity construc-
tion, negotiation and compromise, to claim diversity gains
within organisations.
An atypical leader may feel the tension of acting accord-

ing to their demographic stances (Chin & Sanchez-Hucles,
2007), which places them under pressure both to com-
ply with the norms of the leadership elite and to remain
authentic (Ford, 2006). In essence, an atypical leader often
employs emotional labour to navigate power dynamics

and negotiate authenticity in terms of accommodating
their unique position within an organisation. Atypical-
ity suggests a diversion from dominant backgrounds and
patrimonial behaviours (Tobias Neely, 2018). An atypical
leader is therefore able to be authentic after processes of
negotiation, which produce new images of authenticity
that break away from established norms and traditions. An
atypical leader thus has the potential to introduce new rit-
uals and values, such as inclusion, empathy and openness
to difference (Alter, 2018).
Atypical leaders can be authentic, but their experi-

ence and expression of authenticity are likely to differ
from those of typical leaders. In our conceptual analysis,
we outline four pathways through which atypical lead-
ers can achieve authenticity. Each pathway requires an
investment in emotional labour and is accompanied by
substantial barriers and challenges. Firstly, autonomously
authentic atypical leaders can express their genuine emo-
tions and authentic selves at work. Yet, they are likely to
encounter resistance, conflict or pressure to conform to
dominant norms. Secondly, while maintaining a sense of
their authentic selves, heteronomously authentic atypical
leaders often suppress it, externally aligning their identity
with the expectations of the dominant social group. This
situation can be emotionally taxing and may eventually
lead to diversity-driven change, once atypical leaders risk
reacting against it and express their authentic self. Thirdly,
relationally autonomous atypical leaders might express
authenticity by advocating for diversity within organisa-
tions. However, to achieve this, atypical leaders often need
to engage in deep acting until they attain a position of
power, at which point they can transition to the role of
diversity champions. Fourthly, relationally heteronomous
atypical leadersmay engage in deep acting in their effort to
negotiate with the dominant group and achieve diversity
gains for every member of their organisation.
While typical leaders can easily align with existing per-

ceptions of authenticity (Giessner et al., 2013; Nkomo &Al
Ariss, 2014), atypical leaders are often tasked with estab-
lishing new norms defining ‘authenticity’. Atypical leaders
need to invest emotional labour, which helps them with
emotional management and allows them to engage in
behaviours which fit perceptions of ‘how leaders should
be’ (Bolton&Boyd, 2003). The four positions and pathways
assume that atypical leaders intend to bring diversity-
driven change in organisations. As argued elsewhere (e.g.,
Samdanis & Özbilgin, 2020), not all atypical leaders are
unconditionally interested in promoting the project of
diversity, and their discourses, dispositions and perfor-
mances should be scrutinszed when interpreting their
impact on diversity beliefs in a particular social context.
In other words, being authentic depends on the disposi-
tion of a leader within an organisation, because the leader
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mobilises symbolic resources to construct an authentic
identity.
In addition, the institutional context (both national and

industrial) and the organisational environment are antici-
pated to influence the ability of atypical leaders to express
their authenticity atwork.We expect atypical leaders to use
more autonomous tactics in contexts which acknowledge
the importance of the EDI agenda, but to replace them
with more heteronomous tactics when diversity is unregu-
lated and neglected. For instance, these mechanisms may
not be applicable to atypical leaders when they operate
within environments that are stereotypically masculine
and hierarchical (Zietsman & April, 2021).
However, the meaning and purpose of authenticity are

different for typical and atypical leaders. For leaders from
typically privileged backgrounds, authenticity is used as
a mechanism of normative control that preserves norms,
values and the status quo. For atypical leaders, however,
authenticity is a mechanism for resistance and change,
and so may not always be well received by representa-
tives of the status quo. Therefore, atypical leaders are likely
to adopt a version of authenticity that relies on Adorno’s
(2013) perspective: living their authentic self throughnego-
tiations and struggles over meaning. Atypical leaders can
therefore control their feelings and emotional responses
and create a specific social image. This enables them to
survive in a heterogeneous environment, while straddling
the gap between conforming to norms and remaining
true to themselves and others (Samdanis & Özbilgin,
2020).
The interplay between authenticity and atypicality lies

at the intersection of meso-level social and institutional
routines, expectations and norms that define leadership
and the micro-level agentic choices individuals make to
reveal or conceal their true selves. Based on Castori-
adis’s (2001) concepts of autonomy and heteronomy, we
highlight the influence of the meso-level context on how
easily typical and atypical leaders can behave authen-
tically. Drawing on the literature of emotional labour
(Gardner et al., 2009; Hochschild, 1983), we demonstrate
the connection between authenticity and atypicality at
the micro-individual level. Consequently, authenticity is
neither solely an individual choice nor purely an out-
come of social and institutional norms. Instead, it emerges
as a negotiated outcome at the intersection of meso-
social/institutional norms, which influence the power
dynamics within an organisational setting and the micro-
level individual choices of leaders.
Ultimately, our paper reveals that authenticity is mainly

the privilege of leaders from typically normative back-
grounds, while being sanctioned and harder to perform
for atypical leaders. We propose that if heteronomous
forms of authenticity are accepted, then the authenticity
of atypical leaders could also be recognised and valued.

For the authenticity of atypical leaders to be recognised,
sanctions on atypicality should be replaced with mecha-
nisms of recognising and rewarding diversity and fostering
inclusion in institutions and societies.
Table 1 elaborates on these concluding insights by pre-

senting key themes, propositions and future research ques-
tions that are relevant to expand the knowledge regarding
the complexities of authenticity in leadership, particularly
among atypical leaders. It serves as a guide for developing
more inclusive policies and practices.
Ultimately, our analysis challenges the notion that

authenticity is equally accessible to all, while unveiling
the power dynamics that enable leaders from privileged
backgrounds to express their authentic selves more easily
than atypical leaders. Crucially, we have identified dis-
tinct pathways that atypical leaders can navigate to achieve
authenticity, each with its own unique set of challenges
and consequences.
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