
1 
 

Backwards and in Heels: Post-Crisis Female Leadership Signals Competence and Change 
 

Dayna Judge 
 
 

Abstract 

Recent scholarship has suggested that women are more likely to achieve leadership positions 
during times of crisis, a phenomenon known as the glass cliff. However, most previous research 
on the glass cliff has been largely descriptive, and fails to adequately test the mechanism(s) at 
work. It may be the case that men step aside after crisis because failure is likely and the position 
becomes less valuable. Or the mechanism might be more insidious: women are used as “sacrificial 
lambs” on whom likely failure can be blamed. Finally, it may be that women are seen as more 
capable of cleaning up post-crisis, or that they are meant to represent a change from the status quo. 
This paper examines how well the glass cliff framework fits the selection of women to executive 
political positions in two notable cases following crises. Using firsthand interviews, it shows that 
in the cases of the victory of Theresa May in the 2016 UK Conservative Party leadership contest, 
and the election of Sharlene Cartwright-Robinson as the first female Premier of the Turks and 
Caicos Islands, gender operated as a signal of ability to handle the crisis, and as a change from the 
status quo. Furthermore, this research suggests that this effect operates most strongly when the 
crisis can be specifically attributed to the preceding male leader, and when the incoming female 
leader is unassociated with creating the crisis. 
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Introduction 

In 2016, the British overseas territory of the Turks and Caicos Islands (TCI) elected its first 

female premier, Sharlene Cartwright-Robinson. Women also hold many other top positions in 

the country, including attorney general, deputy governor, chief justice, and five of seven 

permanent secretary positions. Women have become so dominant in leadership that the Gender 

Affairs Department, originally tasked with promoting female empowerment, has now turned its 

focus to men and boys. The department will host summer camps to encourage boys “to take up 

pivotal roles in society,” and TCI commemorated International Men’s Day in 2016 (Handy 

2017). This rise of women in power follows a corruption scandal that led to the forced 

resignation of former premier Michael Misick in 2009. Following his ousting, TCI’s constitution 

was suspended, and it was subject to three years of direct British rule, before being allowed to 

return to self-rule in 2012. How did this political scandal and ensuing years of turmoil affect the 

election of the country’s first female head of government? 

In this paper, I examine why female candidates often contest weaker seats or inherit 

worse governing circumstances than their male counterparts. Recent scholarship has suggested 

that women are more likely to achieve leadership positions during or following times of crisis, a 

phenomenon known as the glass cliff (Ryan and Haslam 2005). However, most previous 

research on the glass cliff has been largely descriptive, and fails to adequately test the 

mechanism(s) at work. It may be the case that men step aside after crisis because failure is likely 

and the position becomes less valuable, or a “poisoned chalice” (Ashby et al. 2007, Peterson 

2016). Or the mechanism might be more insidious: women are used as “sacrificial lambs” on 

whom likely failure can be blamed (Ryan, Haslam, and Kulich 2010; Thomas and Bodet 2013). 

Finally, it may be that women are seen as more capable of cleaning up post-crisis, or that they 
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are meant to represent a change from the status quo. This paper contributes to this literature by 

specifying the pathway through which the glass cliff operates, and finds that it is not so much of 

a glass cliff, where women are unaware they are being set up for their own demise. Rather, I 

argue that women rise to positions of power because they are viewed as capable of cleaning up 

post-crisis, and they signal a change from the status quo. This effect is particularly strong when 

the crisis can be specifically attributed to the preceding male leader, and when women are 

unassociated with the making of the crisis because they are largely excluded from circles of 

power.  

Overview and Theory 

Previous literature has demonstrated the empirical pattern that women are likelier to be selected 

or elected to positions of leadership following a crisis. The term “glass cliff” originates from 

Ryan and Haslam (2005): in a study of FTSE 100 companies, the authors find businesses that 

appoint women to their boards were more likely to have experienced poor performance in the 

preceding months. Peterson (2016) shows more women are allowed into senior academic 

management positions in Sweden during times of turbulence. Haack (2016) finds that women 

who have been able to attain executive roles in international organizations like the WHO, IMF, 

and UNESCO have historically done so in troubled times. However, this literature posits several 

competing mechanisms to explain this pattern that are not empirically tested. Both Haack (2016) 

and Peterson (2016) suggest the glass cliff is driven by men who withdraw themselves from 

contention because the positions become less attractive. Ryan and Haslam (2007) suggest several 

other possible mechanisms, including hostile sexism (a desire to see women fail), benevolent 

sexism (a desire to give women a “challenge”), in-group favoritism (a desire to give more 
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attractive positions to fellow men), scapegoating, and signaling change. However, as they note, 

there is little empirical evidence to back any of these explanations over the others. 

Instead, I theorize that women are better able to win political office following a crisis 

because they are seen as capable of “cleaning up the mess” left by men, and because, due to their 

outsider status, they signal a change from the status quo. Furthermore, this effect operates most 

strongly when they are unassociated with the making of the crisis. First, when a crisis occurs, 

parties and/or voters seek a leader who they believe can manage it. Thus women are viewed as a 

stable, competent choice able to clean up the mess left to them. Second, because women are 

underrepresented in elected office and face greater barriers to rising to the top, men are more 

likely to have been in power pre-crisis. Therefore a female leader indicates a sharp shift away 

from the status quo, and thus away from what had not been working. Third, parties and/or voters 

also seek to turn away from the forces that led them into the crisis in the first place. Women are 

less likely than men to have been particularly influential figures in the previous administration, 

because they are largely excluded from the inner circles of power. Therefore, when a crisis 

occurs, they are untainted by its creation, making them more attractive candidates. I theorize that 

it is these factors that make female leaders more likely to be elected or selected post-crisis.  

My theory is distinct from the traditional glass cliff for three reasons. First, the glass cliff 

only focuses on the actors who create the structural space for a woman to attain a leadership 

position, without actually examining the interests and calculations of the female candidate 

herself. More specifically, the glass cliff literature suggests that male candidates step aside from 

consideration, or that elite decision-makers seek a new candidate on whom they can easily pin 

blame. But this does not account for why a woman herself might run for the position. Instead, I 

suggest that women seize the opportunity to vie for the position because they have a greater 
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chance of attaining it than they would have without a crisis, even though the odds of failure once 

in office are high. Secondly, the “glass” part of the conception is meant to indicate that the 

female candidate is unaware of the precariousness of her position. However, it seems unlikely 

that potential male candidates and party elites are aware of the crisis condition, yet the female 

candidate is not. Rather, my theory assumes that the cliff is not glass. That is, everyone, 

including the female candidate, is aware of the crisis, but it is in the strategic interest of the 

female candidate to run anyway. Third, the “cliff” part of the traditional conception implies that 

women are at risk of “falling off”, or of failure, and thus the phenomenon is purely negative for 

women. However, my theory takes a more nuanced approach. That is, when women come in to 

power during times of crisis, they may indeed face greater risk of failure; however, they also 

have greater opportunity to break into positions of power in the first place, because they are 

viewed as more desirable than men when dealing with crisis. Furthermore, if they are able to 

successfully manage the crisis left to them, this can lead to more positive views of the woman in 

power specifically, and women in general, as capable leaders. Thus the phenomenon of women 

coming to power post-crisis can serve as either an opening or a barrier for women. 

Methods 

In terms of case selection, I chose the UK and TCI for several reasons. First, in order to examine 

the mechanisms at play behind the glass cliff phenomenon, it is necessary to analyze cases where 

it did occur. That is, we learn more about the mechanisms when a woman is chosen to lead after 

crisis than we do when a woman is not. Therefore the UK and TCI are most likely cases to 

explore my theory and alternative mechanisms. Second, the selection of Theresa May as leader 

of the Conservative Party and of Sharlene Cartwright-Robinson as leader of the PDM both 

occurred in 2016. They are relatively recent occurrences, making interviewee recollections more 
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reliable. Third, these cases have comparable political systems and cultures, as both are 

Westminster parliamentary systems of government. Furthermore, there is a link between the two 

countries, as TCI is a British overseas territory. However, there are notable distinctions between 

the cases as well. The UK is an OECD country with a 2017 GDP per capita of $43, 600 (CIA 

World Factbook). TCI is a developing country with a 2017 GDP per capita of $29,100, and this 

is heavily skewed by extreme inequality. This allows me to determine whether my theory is 

applicable in highly varying contexts. Finally, though both May and Cartwright-Robinson were 

selected to executive positions following crisis, the forms of crisis were quite different in each 

case. May was chosen following the surprising result of the Brexit referendum, leaving her with 

the daunting task of negotiating the UK’s withdrawal from the EU. Cartwright-Robinson was 

elected following a corruption scandal and ensuing years of direct British rule, austerity 

measures, and financial insolvency of TCI. These differences in circumstances will allow me to 

determine whether and how the type of crisis matters for women to achieve leadership positions 

in the aftermath. 

In order to better understand how Theresa May and Sharlene Cartwright Robinson 

attained their positions and whether their gender had any effect, my method of inquiry was to 

conduct interviews of key actors in their respective races. After David Cameron’s resignation 

following the EU referendum, Theresa May was elected leader of the Conservative Party by her 

fellow Tory MPs, and thus became Prime Minister. Because this was not a popular election 

where everyday citizens voted, I focused on interviewing party elites or those with close access 

to them. Using a snowball sample, I conducted interviews with academics who have expertise on 

Conservative Party politics, several political journalists, and one female Conservative MP. These 
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interviews were carried out in London in June and July of 2017. I supplement these sources with 

media content. 

 Sharlene Cartwright Robinson became Premier after her party, the People’s Democratic 

Movement (PDM), chose her as their leader, and the PDM then won a majority of seats in the 

regularly scheduled 2016 general election. Because this two-step process was both elite-driven 

and voter-driven, I conducted interviews of both. However, my sample skewed much more 

heavily towards the elite. The TCI is a chain of islands, where movement between islands 

requires ferry or sometimes air travel. There is also a historical divide between the island of 

Grand Turk in the south, and the Caicos islands in the north. Cockburn Town, the capital of the 

country, is on Grand Turk, and therefore where Parliament and most of the government operate. 

However, the majority of the local population resides on the island of Providenciales, in the 

north. Because time and resources were limited, I chose to conduct interviews on Grand Turk, 

which, in addition to the small size of the country, afforded me access to the highest officials in 

the government. Using a snowball sample beginning with Speaker of the House Dwayne Taylor, 

I spoke with Premier Cartwright-Robinson, Deputy Premier Sean Astwood, and PDM MPs 

Josephine Connolly and Derek Taylor. From the opposition party, the People’s National Party 

(PNP), I spoke to MPs Akierra Missick, Ruth Blackman, and Porsha Stubbs-Smith. I also 

interviewed the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Margaret Ramsay-Hale, as well as the 

Attorney General, Rhondalee Braithwaite-Knowles. The decision to conduct interviews on 

Grand Turk led to the tradeoff of interviewing fewer voters, as most of the non-government 

workers on Grand Turk are not Turks and Caicos Islanders, but foreigners working in the tourism 

industry. However, I was able to speak to a few voters as well. These interviews were conducted 

in July and August of 2017. I again supplement these sources with media content. 
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Main Results 

Background of the UK Case 

The events leading to Theresa May’s victory in the 2016 Conservative Party leadership election 

began well before then. During the 2015 general election campaign, David Cameron, then Prime 

Minister and leader of the party, announced that if a Conservative government were elected, he 

would hold a referendum on the question of whether the UK should stay in the European Union. 

This was an issue that had divided the Conservative Party for some time, with many in both 

Parliament and among the party base supporting leaving the EU. According to one political 

journalist I spoke to, “If he [Cameron] wanted to win the 2015 parliamentary election, he had to 

promise a referendum.” After the Conservatives’ surprising victory in securing a majority in 

2015, a referendum on EU membership was set to be held on June 23, 2016.  

 The cross-party official campaign to remain in the EU, Britain Stronger in Europe, was 

backed by Cameron, as well as then-Chancellor George Osborne, and the official position of the 

UK Government was to support Remain. However, Cameron announced that Conservative 

Ministers and MPs were free to campaign for whichever side they were in favor of, and that it 

was “open to individual ministers to take a different personal position while remaining part of 

the government,” (Watt and Mason 2016).Therefore Euroskeptic Conservatives supported the 

official campaign to leave the EU, Vote Leave, including then-Justice Secretary Michael Gove, 

and former mayor of London and MP Boris Johnson. During the referendum campaign, Theresa 

May officially backed Remain; however, she was not particularly vocal about her position, and 

only made a single speech in favor of Remain during the campaign (Home Secretary’s Speech, 

2016).   

 On June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom stunned the world and themselves by voting to 

leave the European Union by a margin of 52% to 48%, with a turnout rate of 72% (EU 
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Referendum Results, 2016). Although he had said he would serve a full term regardless of the 

referendum result, Cameron announced his resignation the next day. His announcement triggered 

a leadership election in the Conservative Party, with Boris Johnson seen as the heavy favorite. 

Originally, Johnson’s bid was backed by many of his fellow Leave campaigners, including Gove 

and then- Energy Secretary Andrea Leadsom, who many viewed as having performed very well 

during the referendum debates and media appearances. However, Leadsom decided to declare 

her own candidacy after Johnson failed to deliver a handwritten note promising her one of the 

top three Cabinet positions1 should he win the leadership election (Asthana 2016). Gove had 

been working with Johnson and his team up until the night before nominations to get on the 

ballot paper opened in Parliament. However, in what has been referred to as “the most 

spectacular political assassination in a generation,” Gove announced his own candidacy on the 

morning of June 30, without any warning to Johnson and approximately twenty minutes before 

Johnson had been expected to declare his bid (Swinford and Hope 2016). Johnson subsequently 

announced his withdrawal from the leadership contest. The final five candidates were May, 

Gove, Leadsom, and MPs Stephen Crabb and Liam Fox.  

 In the first round of voting, May placed first, while fifth-place Fox was eliminated from 

the race, and fourth-place Crabb withdrew. In the second round, Gove was eliminated after 

coming in third, leaving the race down to May and Leadsom. On July 9, Leadsom was the 

subject of much criticism after an interview was published in which she claimed she would be a 

better leader than May because she has children, while May does not (Coates and Sylvester 

2016). On July 11, Leadsom withdrew from the race, leaving May as the only remaining 

                                                             
1 The top three Cabinet positions refer to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Foreign Secretary, and the Home 
Secretary. 
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candidate. On July 13, 2016, Cameron tendered his resignation, and May became Prime 

Minister.  

Results 

The sources I spoke to consistently pointed to how different May was from Cameron and the 

“boy’s club” that had characterized the Conservative Party leadership. They were also were 

largely in agreement that May won the leadership contest because the party MPs (and the party 

base) were looking for a “safe pair of hands” to guide them following the surprising result of the 

Brexit referendum, and with the uncertainty of negotiating leaving the EU. Finally, many also 

noted that May was not in Cameron’s inner circle, and that she had (shrewdly) kept her distance 

from committing too strongly to one side or the other of the referendum, though she did 

eventually come out in support of Remain. 

 First, Cameron’s administration has long been regarded as one marked by privilege, 

cliquishness, and to some extent, a lack of seriousness. For example, even fellow Conservative 

MP Nadine Dorries said, “I think that not only are Cameron and Osborne two posh boys who 

don't know the price of milk, but they are two arrogant posh boys who show no remorse, no 

contrition, and no passion to want to understand the lives of others - and that is their real crime,” 

(Hasan 2012). After the result of the referendum, it became clear that Cameron and his allies had 

expected Remain to win, and once the vote had been called for Leave, they had no strategy 

forward. In an op-ed, Julie Baird writes, “The term ‘boys’ club’ seems to have been coined for 

the men who led Britain so clumsily to Brexit, without predicting the result, thinking through the 

consequences or mapping out a plan.” She goes on to note the almost identical backgrounds of 

the leading Conservatives: Eton, Oxford, and membership in the Bullingdon Club, a secretive 
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and exclusive student society notorious for its conservative politics and wildly excessive parties. 

Cameron, Osborne, and Johnson were all members of the Bullingdon Club. According to Baird, 

One Old Etonian told a tabloid newspaper that on the occasions women were admitted to 
club events — only for drinks, not formal dinners — they were treated “like fillies…We 
would make them get down on all fours like a horse, whinny, and bring out hunting horns 
and whips.” But if anyone is getting whipped now, it’s the Bullingdon boys. Their 
political gambles and jousting have led to the Brexit vote, financial turmoil, economic 
uncertainty, a divided country and the prospect of a long, arduous withdrawal from 
Europe. 

 Theresa May stood in stark contrast to the Bullingdon boy persona. The daughter of a 

vicar, she grew up firmly middle class, and was regarded as a very no-nonsense presence. This 

contrast between the boys club and “headmistress” May was also prevalent in my interviews. 

Katy Balls, political correspondent for The Spectator, told me “her general reputation in the party 

was always good. But what she doesn’t do (and maybe this will come back to her a bit now), is 

she’s not someone you’re going to find in the tearoom, and she’s definitely not going to be 

drinking in Parliament bars.” In an interview with John Rentoul, Chief Political Commentator for 

The Independent, he said “It is true that Theresa May’s public persona is of someone who is very 

straight, very serious, very competent, and I’m sure there is a bit of gendered stereotyping there 

as well. Whereas you know, George Osborne, and Boris Johnson, and Michael Gove do 

sometimes give the impression of being absolute schoolboys playing at politics, which again is a 

sort of gendered stereotype.” He went on to explain, “There is an element of the sort of 

headmistress, and a sort of folk memory of Margaret Thatcher (very important in British 

politics)… there’s that kind of space in the sort of British political mythology which a strong 

woman can occupy, and Theresa May occupied it.” Thus May represented a complete shift away 

from the status quo of the Conservative Party. It was clear people were looking for a change, and 

May’s gender was an obvious signal against a “boys club” style of governance.  
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 Second, there was a sense of alarm following the result of the Brexit referendum, and a 

desire for a “safe pair of hands” to lead the country through it. I argue that May’s gender was in 

fact an asset; people felt safer in the hands of what they saw as a capable, measured woman. 

According to Balls, 

Immediately after the Brexit result…The people in Vote Leave, which was the official 
campaign, didn’t go on-- didn’t do much media after the result. Which meant that it was 
the people from the unofficial campaign, Leave EU, so people like Nigel Farage, who 
aren’t elected politicians, and who probably are quite divisive, they were the ones going 
on television and talking about the result and cheering and looking a bit tipsy at eight in 
the morning because they’ve been up all night celebrating. And it just didn’t create this 
feeling of calm or reassurance that you probably wanted for the 48% of the population 
who were a bit worried about the result. 
 

 All of my sources agreed that Johnson was seen as the favorite to win. As an enthusiastic 

backer of the Leave campaign, it made sense that he would succeed Cameron. According to 

Rentoul, “David Cameron thought… I remember him saying to me that he thought that whoever 

succeeded him would be a Euroskeptic because the party members’ hearts beat in that direction. 

That was the phrase he used. And so he was expecting it to be Boris. And everybody was 

expecting it to be Boris Johnson until the events after the referendum.” However, my sources 

also agreed that “the thing about Boris Johnson is that everybody also knows that there’s an 

element of unpredictability about him.”  

 The fears of Johnson’s unpredictability seemed to have been borne out. According to one 

journalist, “There were reports that he [Boris Johnson] was very chaotic in his planning, he 

didn’t go to enough meetings, and that made Michael Gove quite worried. So it sounded like it 

wasn’t a very tight ship there, it wasn’t very organized.” Johnson’s disorganization and flippancy 

ultimately led Gove to announce his own candidacy minutes before Johnson’s planned speech, 

an astonishing move in an already wildly unpredictable race. One journalist told me, “I think 

men are more willing to take big risks sometimes, and I think what you saw with the Tory 
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leadership election was a lot of the frontrunners did quite risky things which they didn’t really 

think through, and it meant that they kind of ended up torpedoing each other out.” 

Meanwhile, May was seen as the complete opposite type of candidate. According to one 

source, “I think with Theresa May’s team right from the beginning, it was very disciplined, and 

they were very organized about what they were doing, which the other candidates didn’t have.” 

In contrast to the reckless images of Johnson and Gove, May was viewed as composed and 

capable. As one source says, “She [Theresa May] was respected rather than popular. And I think 

that was what you needed… I think Theresa May had quite a bit of respect as a Home Secretary. 

She had run the department well, and she was regarded as solid and competent.” Another agreed: 

“Theresa May, and again maybe this goes back to being a woman, she was always seen as kind 

of a safe pair of hands in the Cabinet.” According to one female Tory MP, “There was no choice 

when it came to it, she was absolutely what we had to have. How we got to that situation is one 

question, but when we were actually faced with it, we were like ‘Okay, yes, that’s the obvious 

answer,’ and there was nobody who dissented from that.” Similarly, Balls says, “I definitely 

think part of the reason she was picked was they felt like she could deal with a tricky situation. It 

wasn’t the time to take a chance on some bright new spark who might be more exciting, it was a 

time to go for someone who is strong and stable… and I think they recognized that that was what 

was appealing to people.” 

Indeed, public opinion polling supports this notion that not only party elites, but also 

voters themselves preferred the “grown-up” May to any of her male challengers. In a YouGov 

poll conducted on June 29, 2016 (before Johnson withdrew his candidacy), a sample of members 

of the Tory Party were asked who would be their first choice as leader of the party and thus the 

next Prime Minister. 36 percent chose May, compared to 27 percent who chose Johnson 
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(YouGov 2016b). Furthermore, in a direct head-to-head matchup of the two, 55 percent chose 

May, compared to 38 percent for Johnson. Finally, when asked which candidate would be most 

able to handle a crisis, May won in a landslide, with 49 percent of the vote. The next closest 

candidate was Johnson, with 18 percent. Thus she was viewed as the most desired leader to 

navigate the crisis not only among her fellow MPs, but among her party’s voters as well. 

After Johnson and eventually Crabb withdrew from the race, and Fox and Gove were 

eliminated, the final two candidates left standing were May and Leadsom. As one journalist 

noted, “We got to a situation where it was two women, it was Andrea Leadsom and Theresa 

May. And so I think the reason it came down to two women was they didn’t make risky 

decisions like the men did. They didn’t do anything which was that impulsive. So maybe that 

does feed into the idea that women are safe pairs of hands.” The female Tory MP I interviewed 

agreed: “I think there was a feeling, particularly in the country, that… well, I mean we were 

down to two women in the final, so I think there was a sense, both from our membership and 

generally, ‘Hooray, we’ve got two capable women who are in the final, the men all having ruled 

themselves out by being idiots.” In an interview with BBC Radio, Tory MP Anna Soubry said, 

“Well actually I think I’d like to apologize to the British people for the state that politics in our 

country is in… I don’t know whether it’s any coincidence that we need Angela Eagle in Labour 

[to replace Jeremy Corbyn], and we need Theresa May now to lead the Conservative Party, both 

of whom of course are women. Perhaps we’ve had enough of these boys messing about.” Thus 

there was a sense in the party that a woman would be better able to clean up the mess left by 

Cameron and his administration, and that May was the woman to do it. With respect to the 

leadership contest, Balls says, “You just looked at it and all the males who’d been really talked 

up kind of just disappeared after, as a result of self-inflicted errors or errors on each other. So it 
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did make Theresa May seem like the sensible one—and some MPs referred to her, like in the 

party notes, as “Mummy” or “Matron” in a joking way, because she will just tell them what to 

do.” Lady Jenkin of Kennington, a Conservative peer in the House of Lords with whom May co-

founded Women2Win, their party’s campaign to elect more female MPs, said of May’s victory 

in the leadership contest, “I think the whole country feels rather relieved … I think there is a 

feeling of, ‘Yes, nanny, please come and tell us what to do’” (Addley and Connolly 2016).  

Finally, I argue this desire to elect a female leader operated particularly strongly in this 

case because the making of the crisis can be specifically attributed to the preceding male leader, 

and because the incoming female leader was independent from it. When Cameron called for the 

referendum, he and his team expected Remain to win. After the result was called for the Leave 

campaign, Cameron immediately announced his resignation, even though both the Remainers 

and Leavers in the Conservative Party had asked him to stay regardless of the outcome. One 

journalist told me, “I think a lot of people were quite upset when Cameron just decided to 

leave…Some people think it was a bit irresponsible of him. He claimed that he couldn’t have 

been in a strong place leading the country after the things he said in the campaign, but lots of 

leaders have stuck around after they’ve suffered defeat.” Cameron not only called for the 

referendum without having thought through the consequences, but he then walked away from the 

political disaster he had created. Meanwhile, May was able to remain unassociated with the 

crisis. She was a reluctant Remainer who only made a single speech in favor of continuing EU 

membership, a calculation that served her well. Rentoul says he believed this was her true 

position, but that “It was also politically very convenient for her, because it meant that she was 

acceptable to both sides. She was able to pull off that trick of being a Remainer who was trusted 

by the Leavers to deliver Brexit, which is quite an impressive political trick.”  
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Furthermore, because she was a woman, she was unable to break into the “Eton boys 

club” of Cameron’s inner circle, further distancing her from the making of the crisis. She was 

appointed Home Secretary, one of the top three offices of state, under Cameron; however, this 

was not because she was part of his inner circle. Rather, according to one journalist, “After the 

2010 election, David Cameron needed to appoint a Home Secretary. He also needed to have 

some women in his top three, for, crudely, presentational purposes. Because it would have been 

really embarrassing if he hadn’t…being made Home Secretary was a huge step up for her. But 

she was lucky: she was the right person of the right sex at the right time. And she made a success 

of it.” Therefore though May was given an important position in Cameron’s government, she 

was not seen as a close ally of his, unlike Osborne, giving her further distance from those who 

created the Brexit crisis. This positioned May to be viewed as the perfect foil to Cameron: the 

headmistress to his schoolboy, the safe female pair of hands to his male recklessness, and the 

woman who would clean up the mess to his careless creation of it. I now turn to the case of TCI. 

Background of the TCI Case 

The Turks and Caicos Islands is a British overseas territory that gained the right to self-rule in 

1976. The premier is the head of government, Queen Elizabeth II is the head of state, and a 

governor serves as her official representative in the Islands. On August 14, 2009, Britain forced 

Premier Michael Misick to resign, removed the elected cabinet and assembly, and announced the 

suspension of the constitution, effectively returning the country to direct British rule. These 

measures came in response to a nine-month inquiry that uncovered allegations of corruption, 

bribery, and racketeering. The commission of inquiry, headed by Sir Robin Auld, a former 

British judge, found “a high probability of systemic corruption in government and the 

legislature,” (Auld 2009). Misick and four of his ministers were accused of selling Crown Land 
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and “belongerships2” to overseas developers and other investors for well below market value in 

exchange for bribes. In one such deal, a European investor acquired Crown Land valued at 

millions of dollars for the annual rent of £170 (Milmo 2009). It also charged Misick with misuse 

of public funds as a personal bank account, purchasing luxury items such as a private jet, and 

paying his wife $300,000 to appear in a tourism advertisement campaign for the islands (Sandy 

2013). The inquiry also found that the country had suffered “deterioration in the territory’s 

financial condition and, more recently, accumulating budget deficits and a near collapse of its 

financial reserves, giving it difficulty on occasion in paying its bills as they have fallen due,” 

(Auld 2009). 

 In June of 2012, after three years of direct British rule, foreign secretary William Hague 

announced to Parliament that TCI had made “significant progress with an ambitious reform 

program,” and that elections to determine the new government would be held in November 

(Hyslop 2012). Under the new constitution that came into effect in October of 2012, eligible 

voters would elect fifteen of the nineteen House of Assembly seats, while the other four would 

be appointed by the governor. Three parties contested the election: the PNP (the former party of 

Misick and the others accused of corruption), the PDM, and the newly established People’s 

Progressive Party, or PPP. The PNP won a narrow majority, winning eight seats, while the PDM 

picked up the other seven, and PNP leader Rufus Ewing was appointed premier. 

 It may seem shocking that voters re-installed the PNP to power following the scandal and 

allegations against its former representatives. However, according to several people I spoke to, 

                                                             
2 Belongership refers to the status of an individual as a Turks and Caicos Islander. Belonger status grants an 
individual the right to vote, to apply for and be considered for the acquisition of Crown Land, to apply for and be 
considered for government scholarships, and to apply for and be considered for business licenses, making it highly 
valuable. Prior to the 2012 change of constitution, government officials could bestow belongerships with little 
oversight, making abuse appealing. 
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this was more of a response against the British direct rule than it was a response in favor of the 

PNP. One source said that TC Islanders do not like being told what to do from the “outside.” She 

explained,  

After the last commission of enquiry when certain persons were judged to be unfit to hold 
public office, you would look at that and say ‘Well, right, those people are not going to 
be elected’, well they [voters] went right out and promptly elected those people. And I 
think it’s not so much about the people [the candidates] themselves as much as it was 
about the feeling people had of being told from the outside what they should be thinking 
or how they should be viewing the situation, and they reacted to that. 

Similarly, another source noted that “there was a lot of anti-white, anti-foreigner, anti-English 

rhetoric during the interim administration,” and that that was what voters were expressing at the 

ballot box. By 2016, however, the country was still reeling from the effects of the Misick 

administration, and patience with the PNP had worn thin. As one person described it, “They were 

unhappy. It was the most torturous four years [2012 to 2016], because the people weren’t happy 

with what was happening with the administration. I think it was also very challenging for them.” 

The regularly scheduled general election was held on December 15, 2016. The PDM won in a 

landslide, securing ten of the fifteen seats. PDM leader Sharlene Cartwright-Robinson was 

appointed premier, becoming the first woman in the country’s history to hold the position. 

Results 

In the case of TCI, I argue that voters sought a change from the status quo, namely thirteen years 

of male, PNP rule. I also argue that, because of her gender, Cartwright-Robinson was viewed as 

a capable presence who could right the course of the country. Finally, the cause of the political 

and economic crisis could be clearly attributed to the preceding male leader, Misick, while 

Cartwright-Robinson was unassociated with its creation, as she was a member of the opposition 

party at the time.  
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 Most sources agreed that the overwhelming victory of the PDM in the 2016 election was 

due to a desire for change among voters. According to PNP MP Akierra Missick, “On the street 

and listening to them, they were saying ‘Well we know what the PNP can do, we should give 

these guys [PDM] a chance.’” Attorney General Rhondalee Braithwaite-Knowles agreed, saying, 

“They [voters] said ‘well let’s try something different.’ I think that’s more of what happened 

here with the PDM coming into elected office. Because really, they’re sort of removed from it 

all, because they haven’t been in the government for thirteen years when all of these things were 

going on. So I think people are looking at the PDM as sort of a hope towards something 

different.” When I asked whether Cartwright-Robinson’s gender might have affected voters’ 

opinions, Missick replied, “I don’t think it was people going out there saying ‘I’m voting for the 

PDM to have a woman in power.’ I don’t think so. I think they went out there to say ‘We need 

the best team, we’ve had these guys for the last thirteen plus years.’” Similarly, Braithwaite-

Knowles responded, “I don’t think that people looked at it and said ‘You know what? Let’s try a 

woman because maybe she’d be more honest.’ I think it’s more to do with the strength of her 

presence, her political presence, being a leader, and then the political situation on the islands.”  

However, I do have reason to believe the story may be more complex than a simple 

change in the status quo from one party to the other. First, TCI has experienced a massive rise in 

the number of women occupying top positions in many industries, including education, 

medicine, and law. Women have become so dominant in the country that a common refrain I 

heard in my interviews was “I worry about the boys and men.” This has contributed to a certain 

defensiveness, particularly among the women I interviewed. They stressed that they have 

achieved their positions not due to their gender, but due to meritocratic competition. For 

example, the country’s first female Chief Justice, Margaret Ramsay-Hale, emphasized, “It’s not 
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about being a woman, it’s about being the best candidate, the best person in that race. And she 

simply was the best person in that race.” However, she also notes that “Her number two was 

another woman, Josephine Connolly. They were within five votes of each other, leading the All 

Island [at large] vote. So there were two women at the top.” 

 Second, the PDM tactic was to purposefully ignore Cartwright-Robinson’s gender. 

According to Speaker of the House Dwayne Taylor, “When they [PDM] dubbed me to be their 

national campaign chair, right out the blocks, the strategy was, ‘Guys, this issue about being the 

first female premier will never be a subject matter on our lips. The subject matter on our lips is 

that she is qualified, she is experienced, and she’ll be ready from day one.’” The slogan for 

Cartwright-Robinson’s campaign was “She’s the best man for the job.” When I asked the 

premier why she chose to downplay her gender, she explained, “It was important because people 

are still nervous about female leaders, and I didn’t want a person to just look at me as someone 

who is trying to make history.” Deputy Speaker Sean Astwood expounded, saying, “If we hadn’t 

downplayed it, it was easier for them [the opposition party] to say to voters, ‘Dismiss her 

intelligence, dismiss her experience, dismiss her capability, dismiss her leadership. She only 

wants to be a historic figure.’ And it was important for us to highlight those attributes, those 

positive attributes, of her as a leader… she herself didn’t want to be identified as ‘the female 

candidate.’ ” However, when I asked Astwood whether voters brought up her gender during the 

campaign, he replied, “Yeah, yeah, a number of voters brought it up.” Even if her strategy was to 

downplay the historical importance of her election, Cartwright-Robinson could not not campaign 

as a woman. Even her campaign slogan (“She’s the best man for the job”) tacitly acknowledges 

that fact. Therefore even though the PDM strategy was not to discuss the fact that Cartwright-

Robinson was a woman, it was still very much on voters’ minds. 
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 Though some subjects argue that voters simply preferred a different party in power, 

others claimed that there was in fact a desire to divert from the status quo of a male-dominated 

government. According to one voter I spoke to who served as a poll worker3 in the 2016 election, 

“In 2016, people were looking for a change. And PDM, with a female government, would be 

able to make that change because people thought as females they would be more 

compassionate.” The premier agreed, saying “I think a lot of people got to the place where they 

say ‘Oh, well we kept giving the men opportunities, we might as well try a woman. We had that 

experience [the constitutional crisis], but I think people…they did know me as someone who you 

can trust.” Even Missick contended that voters were cognizant they were voting for a woman, 

telling me, “I’m worried about 2020. If…the performance of this Premier and her government is 

poor, I am worried. I am worried that women would be brushed with the same, would be painted 

with the same stroke. ‘Well she can’t do it, so we can’t trust this country to another woman.’ So I 

am a bit concerned.” She continued, “Her being a woman will impact the next election, if 

another woman decides to go for the top seat.” Thus voters sought a change in the status quo 

from the male-dominated PNP, creating a path to victory for Cartwright-Robinson and the PDM.  

 Similarly to May in the case of the UK, Cartwright-Robinson was regarded as a 

competent, hard-working woman who could lead the country out of the crisis. According to 

Braithwaite-Knowles, “The Premier had been on the forefront of a lot of the discussion around 

change in the constitution, in the immigration area (which is always a sore point for people), and 

in other policy-related areas that were of consequence. And so she was seen… as a leading voice, 

and someone who was competent and could lead this change.” Similarly, Speaker Taylor said, 

“One of the things about Hon. Cartwright-Robinson is that she has always worked in the 

                                                             
3 Serving as a poll worker is compulsory in TCI, similar to jury duty in the United States. 



22 
 

background… we knew her, we knew what she did, we knew what she was capable of, and we 

knew whether or not she would have been the one who would have been able to lead… so when 

her name came about, she wasn’t a difficult sell.” When I asked the premier how she thought her 

gender impacted the way voters viewed her, she said,  

Women have always been leaders in this country. It’s just the political leadership has 
been one of the last areas that we’ve decided to vie for. But we have known female 
leaders all our lives, from the school system to the church to civic organizations. So it is 
nothing foreign. It’s just that it is a new sphere of society. So they do view women more 
as leaders, probably without them even knowing. 
  

Many other sources I spoke to reiterated this point that women in TCI have been in leadership 

positions for some time, and that politics has been one of, if not the, last strongholds of men. I 

contend that voters overcame this aversion to female politicians because they tapped into this 

desire for a competent female leader in a time of crisis. As Braithwaite-Knowles says, “I don’t 

think people in our community naturally think that women can hold these sorts of positions. It is 

still a good thing that persons felt overwhelmingly confident enough, because she did get a 

majority of the votes at the polls… that still represents a shift towards women.” 

 Finally, this effect again operates strongly in this case because the crisis can be 

specifically attributed to the preceding male leader, and because the incoming female leader was 

unassociated with causing the crisis. The suspension of the constitution, years of direct British 

rule, and austerity measures were in explicit response to the corruption allegations against Misick 

and his PNP administration. Cartwright-Robinson is the leader of the PDM. Furthermore, during 

the time period when the alleged corruption occurred, Cartwright-Robinson was not yet a 

member of the government. She was first elected in 2012, after voting rights were restored by the 

British under a new constitution. Thus she was completely unassociated with the cause of the 

crisis, making her a more attractive candidate in 2016. 
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Alternative Explanations 

The Poisoned Chalice 

One mechanism of the traditional glass cliff conception posited in the literature is that potential 

male candidates step aside from the contest, paving the way for a woman to win the position. A 

vast literature has shown that men hold an advantage over women at every step of the process of 

securing political office, from recruitment (Crowder-Meyer 2013), to media coverage (Kahn 

1992), to candidate evaluation (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993), to incumbency advantage (Palmer 

and Simon 2005). Therefore, as the story goes, male candidates can afford to be more selective 

about the races they decide to enter. In the case of political contests during or following crisis, 

potential male candidates may decide not to enter, given that they can afford to wait until a more 

advantageous time. Additionally, male candidates might choose not to contest a seat of power 

during crisis, given that it has a lower value than a seat during relatively less turbulent times. 

Thus it is a “poisoned chalice” (Ashby et al. 2007). 

 However, I did not find evidence that this mechanism operated in either the cases of May 

or Cartwright Robinson. In the UK case, Gove, Crabb, and Fox, all men, ultimately entered the 

leadership contest. Johnson would have also been a serious contender, had his campaign gone a 

different way. Thus it seemed that there were several men who did not step aside, but stepped up. 

When I asked whether it was possible that Johnson had purposefully self-destructed, or whether 

there were other credible male candidates biding their time to contest the leadership after the 

crisis, Rentoul replied, “No. Because I mean if you really want to be Prime Minister, you want to 

be Prime Minister. You think that if the country’s in a mess, it’s up to you to sort it out.” Balls 

agreed, saying “It was definitely a tough time to move in, but there’s still a lot of people who 

would have wanted to be chosen as Prime Minister at that point. So I don’t think that’s quite 

right because she did get a position that lots of people were vying for.” 
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 Similarly, in the TCI case, Cartwright-Robinson was chosen by the PDM to be their party 

leader. However, in order for her to become premier, the PDM needed to win a majority of the 

fifteen contested seats, and she had to stand for election as an at-large candidate. In 2016, 

twenty-one candidates, thirteen of whom were men, stood for five at-large seats. Therefore the 

position was still clearly of value, and it was not the case that men stepped aside. 

The Sacrificial Lamb/Scapegoat 

Another mechanism suggested in the glass cliff literature is that party leaders use female 

candidates as “sacrificial lambs.” This could operate in two ways. First, it could be that post-

crisis, party elites do not believe they can win the seat, but they do not want to waste a male 

candidate to contest it, so they run a female candidate. Or it could be even more nefarious: party 

elites might seek a female candidate on whom they can pin blame once in office, because failure 

is likely following a crisis (Ryan and Haslam 2007). Again, I do not find support for either of 

these narratives in either case. 

 In the UK case, although Boris Johnson was initially seen as the heavy favorite, May was 

by no means considered an unwinnable candidate. It was widely reported that she was viewed as 

the main challenger to Johnson, with many former Cameron supporters backing her. As 

previously noted, by June 29, 2016, May was the favorite among Tory Party voters. 

Additionally, May surged ahead of Johnson in a poll among the general public, 31 percent to 24 

percent (YouGov 2016a). Thus she was not being used as a sacrificial lamb in an unwinnable 

contest. In the TCI case, Cartwright-Robinson had received the most votes of all at-large 

candidates in both races she contested, in 2012 and 2016. So again, she was also not viewed as a 

sacrifice in a difficult contest. 



25 
 

 Regarding the scapegoat mechanism, again I do not find any evidence that party elites 

sought to set up May in the case of failure. During the leadership campaign, one source close to 

Cameron reportedly said “There is a special place in hell reserved for Boris. He and Gove have 

basically engineered a right-wing coup. We need to get behind Theresa. She’s the grown-up,” 

(Worley 2016). Additionally, if May were being set up as a scapegoat, she likely would have 

faced a vote of no confidence following her disastrous decision to call a snap election in June of 

2017. However, she did not, and still remains Prime Minister. In the case of TCI, Cartwright-

Robinson first became her party’s leader in December 2012 after the general election, following 

calls from party members for then-leader Oswald Skippings to resign (Narine 2012). She has 

served as the party leader for over five years. It seems unlikely that the party would keep her in 

that position for so long, and reaffirm her in 2016, if she were simply meant to be used as a 

scapegoat. Therefore I do not find support for the sacrificial lamb or scapegoat stories in either 

case.  

Discussion 

In this paper, I argue that women are viewed as more desirable leaders during times of crisis 

because they are viewed as more capable of cleaning up the political mess left to them, and 

because they are independent from the incumbent who created the crisis. However, the question 

remains: why? It is reasonable to expect that women (as well as other minorities) represent a 

clear shift away from the status quo, given that the majority of politicians in general and party 

leaders in particular have been men. This break with tradition is desirable to voters, who seek 

change and difference during hard times, as well as to punish those who caused the mess. But 

why might women be viewed as more capable during crisis? It could be the case that party elites 

and/or voters value traits stereotypically associated with women during difficult periods. Female 
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candidates are viewed as more compassionate (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993), warm (Kahn and 

Fridkin 1996), and better able to build a consensus (Dolan 2010). These qualities may be viewed 

as attractive during crisis. Indeed an experiment conducted by Ryan et al. (2009) finds that 

feminine traits are seen as more desirable in managers expected to manage their employees 

through a crisis, take responsibility for poor company performance, or endure a crisis (although 

not when they are expected to serve as a spokesperson or improve company performance). 

However, other literature questions this explanation. Dolan (2014) finds that political 

party is a more important component of candidate evaluations or vote choice than gender 

stereotypes. Schneider and Bos (2013) find that female politicians do not receive the same 

stereotypes typically attributed to women, such as warmth and empathy. This is consistent with 

public perceptions and media descriptions of both May and Cartwright-Robinson; they are not 

viewed as warm, motherly types, but rather as strong, no-nonsense women. Furthermore, Cook 

and Glass (2013) find that the glass cliff effect holds not only for women, but for racial and 

ethnic minorities as well. That is, white women and people of color are more likely to be 

appointed CEO of a weakly performing company than a white man. It seems unlikely that the 

same stereotypes ascribed to women are also held for racial and other types of minorities. 

Therefore I do not find support for the explanation that feminine stereotypes are perceived as 

more attractive during times of crisis. 

 Instead, I posit that women (and other minorities) are able to achieve leadership during 

crisis as a result of the “backwards in heels” effect (also known as the “twice as good” 

phenomenon among racial minorities). That is, party elites are aware that women often have to 

work harder to attain the same positions as men, and that they are less able to afford to make 

mistakes. Because of this, they seek female leadership during crisis when the stakes are high. 
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This can be reflected in Cameron’s comments about backing May because she was the “grown-

up,” as well as the consistent descriptions of both May and Cartwright-Robinson as steady pairs 

of hands. Additionally, although women display greater competence, they are still often excluded 

from actual circles of power in government. Because of this, they are viewed as more 

independent from the incumbent and therefore unassociated with causing the crisis to be dealt 

with. 

Conclusion 

That women are more likely to achieve positions of leadership following crisis is a relatively 

new empirical phenomenon, and the mechanisms through which it operates remain 

underexplored. In this paper, I use interview data supplemented by media content to show that 

the mechanisms suggested by the traditional glass cliff framework do not fit the cases of Theresa 

May’s election in the UK and Sharlene Cartwright-Robinson’s election in TCI. I do not find 

evidence of hostile sexism, a poisoned chalice, a sacrificial lamb effect, or any of the other 

proposed mechanisms. Rather, I argue that due to the necessity of overcoming gendered 

challenges to achieve political office as compared to their male counterparts, women are seen as 

hyper-competent and thus more capable of cleaning up messes. I also argue that this effect is 

strongest when the mess can be specifically ascribed to the preceding male leader, because 

women are unlikely to be associated with causing the crisis.  

The traditional glass cliff theory focuses almost exclusively on the actors who create the 

structural space for women to achieve leadership positions. That is, they consider why potential 

male candidates might step aside post-crisis, or why party elites might set female candidates up 

to fail. It also implies that female candidates themselves are unaware of the precariousness of 

their situation, hence the “glass” part of the term. However, this condition seems unlikely. 
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Rather, it seems plausible that these female candidates are quite aware of the likelihood of 

failure. However, it is in their strategic interest to vie for the position anyway, when they are 

viewed as most valuable during times of crisis. Future research should focus more on the 

motivations and calculations of female candidates themselves as agents rather than lambs.   
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