
 
 

 
 
 

Men's Brains and Women's Brains in Leadership 
 
The continuous comparisons between men and women – a fashionable topic of our times – have 
kindled many discussions, analyses, and research on all aspects of life, frequently carrying a hefty 
emotional weight accumulated over centuries of misconceptions, unequal favouritism, and 
imbalanced co-existence. Despite our evolution and numerous paradigm-shifting events that have 
changed the structure of our societies, the topic remains controversial as we insist on our binary 
thinking – an "us" vs "them" modus vivendi – highlighting differences rather than similarities, and 
divergences instead of unity. Such an attitude is discernable in most modalities of everyday life. Yet, 
it becomes even more distinct when focusing on leadership positions, where the stakes are higher, 
competition fiercer, and an alleged consensus often remains a façade for political stratagems, 
safeguarding old norms under the pretext of disruption. 
 
Given the importance of the topic, along with the economic and, most importantly, social 
implications that it entails, CEO Clubs Greece invited its members to a thorough discussion on the 



 
23rd of February, in the halls of the Benaki Museum on Pireos Str. The event started with a 
comprehensive and scientific presentation by Dr Christos Yapijakis (Clinical and Molecular Geneticist 
and Associate Professor of Genetics at National & Kapodistrian University of Athens) and was 
followed by a lively discussion between two panels:  
Panel A/Female Panel: Ms Christina Alevizou, FedEx, and Ms Christina Antoniou, Daikin. 
Panel B/Male Panel: Mr Iakovos Michalitsis, Basch Health, and Mr Alexandros Paterakis, PPC Group. 
 
Igniting Speech 
 

 
 
Exploring the similarities and differences between the two genders is a topic too broad to address 
within a short time since it examines the core of human behavior and the essence of our existence. 
In this case, Dr Yapijakis chose to analyze it from three points of view – Genetics, 
Neurobiology/Neuropsychology, and Philosophy – which, in combination, offer a rounded overview 
and solid ground for discussion. 
 
From a genetics point of  view, men and women differ only in one gene (the gene SRY on 
chromosome Y), despite the complexity of the human genome that consists of 6 billion bases of 
DNA, the 46 chromosomes, and the 25,000 genes. The fact that the genetic difference between the 
two genders is so minute – albeit decisive – is mind-blowing and indicative of the basis from which 
our overall development should have sprouted. 



 
 
From a neurobiological/neuropsychological point of view, research has conclusively proved that the 
brains of men and women are very similar (often more alike than even between two individuals of 
the same gender). However, they have small but functionally significant differences that influence 
how the representatives of each gender perceive various aspects of life, plan, react, and interact with 
other members of our species. 
 
Before examining the main neurobiological differences between men and women, let us explore the 
anatomy of the human brain in general. 
 
The human brain is a stunning product of our evolution over millions of years and consists of what 
we could roughly describe as three sub-brains: 

• At the bottom of the evolutionary scale, there is the Reptilian Brain, where our instincts (for 
example, hunger, thirst, or sexual drive) reside. In brief, it is the seat of our need for survival. 

• Then, there is the Mammalian Brain, where emotions (like love, fear, or pleasure) reside. 
• Finally, the two parts above are embraced by the Primate/Human Brain (our cortex), where 

cognition resides: our thinking, reasoning, and imagination. 
 

 
 
Understanding how the human brain operates can help us decipher the delicate nuances among 
various statuses in our lives. For example, desire starts from the reptilian brain, pleasure connects to 
emotions (hence, the mammalian brain), and the fact that we can choose between desire or pleasure 
is based on the cognitive abilities of our human brain. Another example: the reptilian brain stresses 
our need for survival, the mammalian one feels the anxiety, and the human one introduces prudence 



 
to manage stress and satisfy the necessary desires, but also choose a set of higher values and virtues 
that, abstract as they may be, elevate us to a more enlightened state of existence. 
 
Delving further into the differences between male and female brains, it has been concluded by 
research that: 
 
1. Men have more symmetrical brain hemispheres, while women have a larger right hemisphere. It 

is worth remembering that the left hemisphere of our brain is associated with logical, 
mathematical, and reasoning thinking, while the right one is associated with imagination, as well 
as artistic and abstract thinking. 

2. Women have a larger bridge that connects the two hemispheres, thus making it easier for them 
to use both hemispheres simultaneously. As such, men tend to be more focused and women 
more global. 

3. Women have more serotonin receptors in the cortex, making them more sensitive to (self- and 
hetero-) emotional fluctuations and more prone to stress-related anxiety. 

4. Women have a shorter amygdala (the part in the mammalian part of our brain that gives an 
emotional tone to the experiences it stores in the cortex) associated with stress and security, 
while men have a larger amygdala associated with fight-or-flight. 

5. Women have a larger anterior lobe (helping them make global decisions in problems), a larger 
mammalian area (which allows them a wide range of emotions), and a larger hippocampus (which 
supports a shorter memory). On the other hand, men have a larger parietal lobe (which gives 
them a better perception of space) and a larger amygdala (reinforcing their emotional memory). 

 
Based on the above, as a general rule of thumb: 
Men: 

• Have equally logical and abstract thinking and choose which one to use depending on the 
circumstances. 

• Have the ability and tendency to focus on one task at a time. 
• Can make decisions quickly. 
• Remember only what has touched them profoundly on an emotional level. 
• Have an advanced perception of space. 
• Enjoy experimenting. 

 
Women, on the other hand: 

• Have more abstract rather than logical thinking. 
• See things more globally / holistically. 
• Always use emotion and logic simultaneously. 
• Can easily handle speech and are more eloquent. 
• Have enhanced emotional perception. 



 
• Pay attention to details because of their better short memory. 

 
Finally, focusing on the philosophical angle from which the differences between men and women 
can be examined, Dr Yapijakis chose two lines of thought: that of Plato and that of Epicurus, both 
renowned Athenian philosophers who lived in different eras (Plato during the Classical period, 
Epicurus in the succeeding one) and represent two distinct approaches that echo and co-exist to this 
day. 
 
Plato founded the Idealistic School of Academy, attended by wealthy (male) aristocrats. Despite the 
philosopher's undeniable wisdom and profoundness, his views had a strong misogynistic flair, which, 
when rediscovered at the end of the Middle Ages, influenced the social structures that flourished in 
the Renaissance, preventing, thus, the formation of more egalitarian systems at the dawn of the new 
era. Today, Plato's theories on women still find fertile ground in oligarchic regimes and societies that 
have not embraced holistic and equalitarian formations. 
 
On the other hand, Epicurus founded the Realistic School of Garden, where he taught men and 
women alike. His views were adopted during the eras of Empiricism and Enlightenment and, ever 
since, have influenced most democratic regimes, the overall social contract of many societies and 
human rights advocates. 
 
Although the two lines of thought continue to co-exist, the belief that men are superior to women 
has not been proven scientifically, whereas the concept of equality between the two genders is 
based on scientific and empirical facts. 
 
In conclusion, there are indeed genetic and neurobiological differences between men and women, 
further highlighted by philosophical and socially-influenced perceptions. However, these differences 
are meant to help us complement each other, operating more efficiently and effectively as a team, 
rather than keep us apart. Embracing them while acknowledging our similarities – the most 
prominent being the pursuit of happiness that drives all individual or collective actions – would lead 
towards the elimination of an unnecessary sense of competition, building leaders with high levels of 
self-respect, balanced consistency, prudence, emotional intelligence, moderation, exceptional care 
for others, and an affinity for collaboration. 
 
Results of CEO Clubs short survey 
 
CEO Clubs Greece ran a short survey among its members to get a glimpse of their opinion regarding men's 
and women's brains in leadership. 40 members participated, and the results can be summarized below: 
 



 

 
 
Delving Deeper 
 
Q: How does mindfulness alter the way the brain operates? 
A: Mindfulness relaxes the brain from stress and the turmoil of emotions, allowing the cortex to take 
over and handle an issue of concern with prudence and confidence. Feelings of anxiety and insecurity 
activate the stress response embedded in our nature since the beginning of time to safeguard our 
biological existence. A stress response is meaningful in situations that threaten our life. In all other 
cases, any difficulty is better addressed without emotional disturbance. Mindfulness allows us to 
listen to our brain but, at the same time, manage and silence the negative feelings and thoughts, 
helping us thus determine the steps ahead with clarity and a sense of inner peace. 
 
Panel Discussion 
 

 
  



 
Q: Are there differences in the way men and women lead a team? 
Female Panel: There are indeed differences based on the way men and women usually choose to 
operate. For example, a male leader often resembles a maestro who organizes and directs an 
orchestra. On the other hand, women tend to be more collaborative, being part of the team rather 
than only directing it. Of course, this does not imply that men are not team players. However, women 
usually want to hear more opinions and reach a consensus instead of imposing a decision. Such a 
tendency used to be regarded as a weakness; nowadays, it is recognized as merely another way of 
leading a team and enjoys increasing popularity. 
On the other hand, it should be noted that any perceived or alleged differences often come from the 
adoption of social stereotypes. So, if we wish to bring positive change, we should not examine the 
differences exclusively as observed today, but the potential of what can be achieved in the future. 
 
Male Panel: For better or worse, we are in the middle of a "battle of sexes" in leadership positions, 
with each side often highlighting its strengths against the other side's perceived "weaknesses". Still, 
both leadership styles are needed, so our approach should be inclusive rather than competitive. After 
all, men and women are created equal, and differences often relate to the individual and not their 
gender.   
Also, it is worth remembering that social and cultural aspects play a significant role in forming a more 
equalitarian, homogeneous, democratic and respectful status quo, allowing for substantial variations 
among countries. Most of the views expressed in this discussion refer to western societies and 
cannot be generalized across the globe. 



 

 
 
Q: Do women and men communicate differently? 
Male Panel: There are valuable traits in each gender's communication style that all should adopt. We 
still tend to categorize people or thoughts in boxes, which ultimately withholds us from evolving 
and enhancing our individual selves or society as a whole. Thankfully, many countries are on a solid 
path towards achieving equality: a desired state that can be attained only through the provision of 
equal development and equal opportunities for all. However, at the moment, and despite good 
intentions, we remain imbalanced, often tilting on the other side of the scale, that is, offering 
opportunities to women just to meet a quota, even if the specific individuals do not have the needed 
skill set for the position. There is even a question mark on whether women, in their majority, are 
indeed interested in acquiring CEO positions but are not allowed the opportunity or avoid them by 
choice, finding joy and fulfillment in other activities or enterprises. 
 



 

 
 
Female Panel: Although women often appear as – or even declare to be – not interested in acquiring 
leadership positions, this is possibly due to the social mindset in which we live. Women have 
repeatedly proved that they can be mothers, wives, and senior executives simultaneously, juggling 
different roles and finding balance despite the difficulties. As such role models multiply, more women 
will find the confidence to demand everything they deserve without accepting concessions to use 
their full potential. 
In Greece, only 3% of the CEO positions are filled by women. This is often because the social norm 
pushes men to become CEOs, and women, falling into the trap of lack of self-confidence, limit their 
ambitions or aspirations and refrain from claiming a higher seat in a company’s hierarchy.   
 
Male Panel: Although there is a general consensus on having more women in the boardrooms, it is 
debatable if women have equal opportunities to acquire such positions. Women's mentality is usually 
more global and less selfish, so, as history has shown repeatedly, it is to the benefit of both 
organizations and societies to appoint women in leadership positions. After all, a pattern of male 
dominance perpetuates a lack of diversity and challenges acquiring suitable talent in the future. 
 
Q: Based on the latest statistics, although 25% of women occupy leadership positions, only 3% are 
in  CEO positions. What is the cause of this gap? Is it a lack of needed assertiveness? 
 



 
Male Panel: It seems that in succession planning, men usually prefer men, as they feel they are more 
aligned or can communicate better. In most cases, it happens subconsciously, not as a plot to 
undermine women. So, lack of sponsorship may lead to such disheartening statistics. 
Additionally, as mentioned before, there is a common understanding that most women do not wish, 
by choice, to move up the ladder to the top of leadership and, hence, do not fight enough for the 
position. 
 
Female Panel: Many women seem to lack the confidence to undertake the increased hassle and 
responsibility of a CEO position. However, they need to relax, stop overthinking the challenges, and 
dare to experiment. After all, one cannot make an informed decision without having a personal view 
of all available choices. The increased responsibilities or politics of the CEO position go hand in hand 
with a lot of exhilaration spawn from the creativity, the team effort, and the growth achieved. It is a 
pity for women to miss such excitement out of fear. On the other hand, companies (including the 
team that finally chooses the CEO) should remember that women are usually very loyal and, when 
given an opportunity, they will grab it and serve the organization's interests wholeheartedly, with 
gratitude. 
Additionally, the belief that women do not want to become CEOs because they find joy and 
fulfillment elsewhere is based on a train of thought severely distorted by the stereotypes that have 
governed society for ages. With proper support and encouragement, women can find fulfillment in 
CEO positions, becoming more eager to pursue them in the future. Finally, every human being is 
different. Segregations based on gender are not meaningful anymore. Opportunities and 
development should be centered around the individual and not on stereotypical clichés. 
 
Today, women are invited to find confidence in themselves and choose to climb the leadership 
ladder – should they wish. Of course, a favorable environment can accelerate the process, giving 
women a better opportunity than what past generations enjoyed. What is more important, though, 
is that we all recognize our role as an integral part of the broader social change that slowly unfolds 
and promises to bring balance as well as economic growth. In the process, let us remember to remain 
true to ourselves and refrain from conforming if our values are not served. This is why meetings or 
discussions like this one in the CEO Clubs matter: they make us think and nudge us further towards 
forming a new path that leads to enhanced individual and social happiness levels. 
To be content and successful, we need both male and female characteristics. By changing our way 
of thinking, we take the first step towards changing the world. It is up to us: a decision worth making. 
 
Q: Did the results of the survey surprise you? 
Female Panel: The results portray women as slightly more passionate than men. This seems to be a 
perception rather than reality, as this quality does not seem to be gender-specific. 
In general, though, we cannot draw valid conclusions since we do not know the percentage of men 
answering the questions. Considering that most CEO Clubs members are men, it can be safely 



 
assumed that the results are based on stereotypical opinions and do not give an objective 
representation of reality, even in the microcosm of our community. 
Finally, even if accurate, the results give us only a glimpse – a snapshot, if you will – of the current 
status quo and do not show neither our interest nor our commitment to growth. 
 
Q: What will you do in your company to have a capable female successor, a person who can be 
chosen for a leadership position by merit and not thanks to enforced quotas? What will you change 
as a leader in your organization to take advantage of the positive traits of both men and women? 
 
Female Panel: First of all, we should work on our definition of success. The characteristics of a 
successful CEO today are based on the relevant literature, which is dominated by male opinions, 
background, and expertise. However, it is debatable whether the organizations, shareholders, stock 
markets, consumers, and other interested parties are ready to redefine the criteria that should 
characterize a successful CEO. 
 
Today, success in big organizations is focused on results, so task-oriented candidates are preferred 
by definition. 
 
Male Panel: Today, corporate governance enhances, through the use of enforced quotas, the 
presence of women in leadership positions and, thus, it slowly changes the prevailing mindset, 
adding flexibility in the organization. However, concerns are raised because such an approach may 
lead to less qualified people occupying leadership positions, at least in the short term. 
 
Q: What can women learn from successful men? 
Female Panel: Confidence and risk-taking. 
 
Q: What can men learn from women? 
Male Panel: Their collaborative skills, their inquisitive mindset and their creativity. 
 



 

 
 
 
In brief, initiatives like this CEO Clubs Circle pave the way forward. And, if history is to be trusted, we 
will achieve what we are looking for, for humans have the power to dream, focus, and create 
something new. The question possibly is – as Dr Yapijakis highlighted – not whether we will achieve 
the desired change, but whether we can enjoy the journey on our way towards a more advanced 
and equalitarian structure. So let discussions like this one be an invitation for us to start today. 
Together, we can achieve so much more. 
 


