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ABSTRACT 

This was a phenomenological study of the lived experiences of women who serve as 

college presidents. Three women, who serve as current college presidents, participated in this 

study. The first was a president at a two-year community college in the upper Midwest for 

twelve years and served as president in another Midwestern community college for nine years 

prior. The second woman was a first-time president who had served for three years at a Catholic 

four-year college established to provide nurses for a health system. The third was a first-time 

president who served at a Research I institution in the upper Midwest and had been president for 

13 years. Semi-structured, 90-minute interviews, observations, and curriculum vitae were used in 

the data collection process to represent how a woman constructs meaning for her position as 

president.  Themes that emerged from this data analysis may be used to inform women who are 

potential candidates for presidential positions or women who aspire to become presidents. The 

information may also be used to provide context into the lived experiences of women who serve 

as college presidents for hiring committee members, campus constituents, and stakeholders. 

Women who have recently accepted their first presidential position may find this information 

helpful while they seek to create a leadership style for themselves and develop relationships with 

faculty, staff, and students. Moreover, women who possess a tendency to be leaders in their 

departments but may have never considered applying for promotion or considered a higher-

ranking position may be informed and empowered to do so. The stories of these women 

presidents provide context for women becoming successful leaders in the academy.     
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CHAPTER 1 

 

WOMEN WHO SERVE AS COLLEGE PRESIDENTS 

There is no question that the numbers of women serving as college presidents 

underrepresent the numbers who are earning high-level college degrees (Kim & Cook, 2012). 

According to Betts (2011), women represent 49% of the total workforce and are annually 

awarded over half of all graduate degrees; however, only a small percentage of women with 

graduate credentials are employed in high-ranking offices in any sector of the economy. The 

American Council on Education (ACE) published a study of college presidents and reported only 

26% of presidency posts were occupied by women (Kim & Cook, 2012).   

Diehl (2014) discovered 21 distinct types of barriers women face on their rise to higher 

education senior leadership and grouped them into broad categories, including “individual,” 

“group,” and “societal.” Many of these barriers included gender-based issues that arose from an 

opposing type of leadership style women possess in a male-dominated occupation. Other barriers 

included self-efficacy of the women in question and how others reacted to their leadership. 

In order to balance the numbers of women in the college presidency with the numbers of 

women who possess graduate degrees, it is important to understand the educational and 

experiential backgrounds of high-ranking women who serve in higher education administrative 

careers or similar positions. My interest in this topic stems from my aspiration to become a 

college president and a belief that my research will benefit other women who possess the same 

desire.  
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Chapter 1 discusses the statement of the problem, purpose of the study, significance of 

the study, research questions, and it also gives a brief introduction to the theoretical frameworks 

and provides my personal statement. 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

The remainder of this study includes a review of the relevant literature in Chapter 

2. Chapter 3 presents the methodology of the research. Chapter 4 provides a demographic 

narrative of the participants. Chapter 5 provides the themes that emerged from the data collection 

and analysis. The final chapter provides interpretation of each theme, a summary, limitations of 

the study, recommendations for future research, and concluding thoughts. 

Statement of the Problem 

Findings from this study describe barriers faced by women who have attained the 

highest-ranking offices in higher education and how those adversities were overcome in order to 

inform those who aspire to the same level. In a recent interview with Sue Borrego, Ph.D., 

Chancellor of the University of Michigan - Flint, she stated the following: 

I move my hands a lot when I talk; I’m direct, and people will say, “Oh, you are too 

direct” or “you scare people.” The kind of advice I have been given is unbelievable, and 

you can’t make this stuff up.  I had a recruiter tell me that I needed to sit back more in my 

chair and make more round gestures with my hands because I sit up in my chair, and it 

scares people. When have you seen a man lean back in his chair and have a meeting? I’m 

sure [being a woman chancellor] affects me every day. I try to not pay attention to it on 

one hand, and on the other I am always trying to step and stay centered in who I am.  I 

think there is a lot of research that says that women and men make decisions differently, 

and I think there’s a lot of research saying women make great leaders of organizations. I 
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just came up before that stuff came out, and I think it would be crazy to say that it doesn’t 

impact me, and it also didn’t stop me from being in this job (S. Borrego, Personal 

communication, February 23, 2016). 

Betts (2011) asserted that until recently, women in high-ranking leadership positions felt 

it necessary to take on the characteristics of a male leader in order to be respected. A caring, 

nurturing, and relationship-centered person is not viewed as effective in making things happen in 

an organization. Conflicting research suggests a more collaborative leadership style, primarily 

demonstrated by women, may be seen as effective and the best way to lead an institution 

(Manning, 2013).  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women who 

serve as college and university presidents. 

Significance of the Study 

The findings and discussion demonstrate the similarities and differences of women who 

have served as presidents according to institutional type and provide recommendations for future 

candidates. The experiences revealed by study participants have the potential to inform previous 

research surrounding women in the role of college president. Information and recommendations 

gleaned from personal experiences of these leading women creates the potential to change how 

society views women in leadership positions, regardless of whether those high-ranking positions 

exist in higher education, government, business, or healthcare. The stories and triumphs shared 

by women who have served in presidential roles within the academy have the potential to 

provide hope and encouragement for future candidates. Women who aspire to high-ranking 

positions in all types of industries may find the information empowering and lead to increased 
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numbers of applications for promotion. Search committees and recruiters may discover the 

findings from this study to be helpful as the process seeks appropriate candidates for prospective 

institutions. Stakeholders in the institution may find this information helpful to understand the 

experiences of a woman president in day-to-day operations, as well as long-range planning. 

Research Questions 

 The specific research questions guiding this study are as follows: 

1. How do college women presidents shape their identities? 

2. What are the career trajectories of women who serve as college presidents? 

Theoretical Framework 

The study was grounded on feminist standpoint theory, examining the ways in which 

women experience leadership differently than men, and how the experiences of women in 

leadership gave shape to their lives (Harding, 1991). The study also employed path-goal theory 

to examine how women who have served in high-ranking leadership positions created and 

maintained relationships with their subordinates (Evans, 1970). The feminist standpoint and 

path-goal theories lend richness and validity to the study by establishing a foundation for 

information to be collected. 

Personal Statement 

 My personal career path played a large role in the selection of the topic for this study.  Since my 

childhood, I have been considered a leader and not a follower, a person whose voice is heard 

whether others enjoy the sound of it or not. At the age of 17, I was promoted to assistant 

manager at a local restaurant chain and have never derailed from management positions.  I have 

managed several restaurant types: worked with hundreds of people in the restaurant, sales, and 

education industries; and been involved in progressive leadership activities throughout my 
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career. During my time as a high school classroom teacher, I was in charge of the yearbook and 

coached several sports teams to keep my leadership mentality active. Leadership positions for 

me, as a woman, have not always been easy. Surviving in what is considered a “man’s world” 

has been most challenging. I have worked with, and for, several men during my career and have 

been rejected due to my “assertiveness” or praised because I was “pretty.”  

I believe women who care about the people they lead possess the ability to motivate and 

inspire subordinates to live up to their full potential.  Since my time in higher education, I have 

been quickly (within 2 months) promoted at one institution to a director and then a department 

chair within a year. I aspire to a higher level of responsibility within the academy moving 

forward, which brings me to my research interest. I want to know what makes a woman who 

serves as president think, make decisions, and act the way she does. Where does her energy 

come from? How does she spend her day? I believe the time spent on this topic will benefit me 

personally and professionally. At this juncture of my career, I feel it is more important to know 

what not to do and to seek advice from those who are in the position I desire. Discovering the 

personal stories and experiences of women who serve as presidents at a variety of institutions 

will provide this benefit for me. I hope to provide a benefit to them as well in the manner of 

reflection. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women who 

serve as college and university presidents. Chapter 1 provides an overview of the purpose, 

research questions, statement of the problem, theoretical frameworks, and significance of the 

study. The introduction summarizes the current climate of higher education and the lack of 

female representation in presidency positions, as well as the leadership styles commonly related 
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to gender. Chapter 2 presents a review of the current and germinal literature surrounding women 

in high-ranking leadership positions in order to provide the theoretical base for the work. The 

literature review examines leadership styles of men and women, career paths to the presidency, 

the ways in which women may find their active voices in a leadership role, the characteristics of 

self-efficacy, and the need for women to have a mentor; it will also provide a basis for 

understanding how women view their leadership roles and how leadership style affects staff 

members, faculty, and students.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women who 

serve as college and university presidents. Chapter 2 examines the existing literature on women 

who have served as college presidents. Several themes emerged from this literature review 

including the following: leadership styles, self-efficacy, intersectionality, perceived and expert 

power, work-life balance, mentorship, networking, and career pathways.  This chapter also 

provides an introduction to women’s leadership styles, intersecting identities, their career 

pathway, followed by research surrounding various themes, and presents a picture of what it 

means to be a woman in a presidential position. 

According to Martin and Samels (2005), there is a leadership crisis. It has been the 

subject of ongoing conversations while search committees work to identify candidates who can 

provide leadership for an institution despite a lack of diversity in the available candidate pool for 

presidencies. Since Harvard was founded in 1636 (Thelin, 2004), careers for women in the 

academy have been difficult to establish. Until the 1970s, it was difficult for a woman to attend 

graduate school, and few women had careers as faculty members (Solomon, 1985).   

To address this lack of diversity, ACE began the Moving the Needle initiative in 2010 to 

address the need for more women to serve in high ranking institutional positions (Teague & 

Bobby, 2014). At the time, only 23% of presidents, 38% of provosts, and 36% of academic deans 
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were women. The goals for the initial discussion were to (a) discuss the hurdles women face on 

their way to high ranking positions, and (b) develop meaningful strategies for increasing 

opportunities for women, empowering them to seek presidential positions (Teague & Bobby 

2014). As higher education embraces the mission of opening access to low-income students, 

women, and minorities, women presidents serve as symbols of the expansion of opportunity for 

all. 

According to the ACE report on college presidents, in 2012 only 26% of presidential 

posts in higher education were occupied by women; however, a larger percentage of women 

were receiving terminal degrees than men (Kim & Cook, 2012). Women have been making 

progress moving into the ranks of higher education, but this progress has slowed in the upper 

ranks of administration. In the 10 years leading up to ACE’s 2012 report, the percentage of 

women college and university presidents has only increased from 23% to 26% (Kim & Cook, 

2012). In 2017 the ACE report on college presidents shares the presidency is slowly changing 

but only 30% of presidential positions are occupied by women (Gagliardi, Espinosa, Turk, & 

Taylor, 2017).  

An element complicating the process of diversifying the candidacy pool for presidents is 

society does not teach women to seek or aspire to roles that entail being in charge of an 

organization (Archard, 2013). Traditionally, the obstacles women face to attaining a position as a 

leader of an organization are referred to as the glass ceiling. The glass ceiling is constructed from 

discrimination, gender stereotyping, and the cultural role expectations that affect how women 

operate within the organization. In higher education, the ceiling is considered to be glass because 

women can see what positions are at the top but rarely reach them (Kantor, 2013). Today there 

are women taking leadership roles in organizations, and it is not as easy to characterize the 
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barriers to advancement as absolute (Diehl, 2014; Rosener, 1990).  

What is more concrete are the characteristics of successful higher education leadership: 

credibility, competence, collaboration, ambition and vision, making a good impression on others, 

active listening, balancing of governance, avoiding simple thinking, de-emphasizing institutional 

bureaucracy, re-emphasizing core values, focusing on the strengths of the institution, 

encouraging leadership in others, evaluation of oneself, and knowing when to leave, which are 

presented by both sexes (Birnbaum, 1992; Manning, 2013).   

The remainder of Chapter 2 examines the existing literature on women who have served 

in high-ranking leadership positions in business, healthcare, and institutions of higher education. 

Two constructs form this study regarding the intersection of leadership and the social 

construction of gender: (a) theories of gender roles and leadership, and (b) theories of identity 

formation. The chapter contains a summary of the literature surrounding each construct and the 

themes that emerged when discovering how women form their leadership styles and gender 

identity among women. Several themes emerged from the literature regarding women in high-

ranking leadership positions and will be discussed in the remainder of this chapter. 

Gender Roles, Identity, and Leadership 

Leadership styles.  Diehl (2014) discovered 21 distinct types of barriers women face on 

their rise to senior leadership in higher education and grouped them into three broad categories 

including individual, group, and societal issues.  Hosts of these barriers included gender-based 

issues that arose from an opposing type of leadership style women possess in a male-dominated 

occupation. Kim and Cook (2012) stated, 

In 1986, the first year of the American Council on Education’s (ACE) college president 

study, the demographic profile of the typical campus leader was a white male in his 50s. 
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He was married with children, Protestant, held a doctorate in education, and had served in 

his current position for six years. 25 years later, with few exceptions, the profile has not 

changed . . . only 26% of college presidencies are occupied by women. (p. 2) 

Regardless of sex, the most commonly sought-after leadership traits include the 

following: intelligence, drive, persistence, motivation, insight, dominance, integrity, initiative, 

self-confidence, sociability, and influence (Northouse, 2016). In addition to the above, consensus 

building, collaborative, empathic, caring, emotional, sensitive, sentimental, relationship-focused, 

strong, intuitive, verbal, and submissive are considered feminine leadership traits, which are 

preferable for leaders to possess but are not widely included in the list of desirable leadership 

traits (Roebuck & Smith, 2011; Rosener, 1990).  

Researchers agree the early socialization of women creates nurturers, who are made to 

feel that it is improper to express anger, share experiences, or delegate tasks in a direct way, 

conducting themselves more spiritually and emotionally (Lynch-McKenzie, 2014; Manning, 

2013). Lipman-Blumen (1992) claimed, 

Men are socialized to be aggressive, decisive, competitive, and ambitious, often 

being pressured to exhibit these types of behaviors in their leadership styles 

regardless of personal preference.  The bureaucratic, political, and 

command/control approach is most commonly associated with a male-dominated 

and male-led organization. (p. 192)  

Eagly and Johannsen-Schmidt (2001) compared studies that identified the leadership 

styles of men and women in three setting types: organizational, which compared the leadership 

styles of men and women in the same position; laboratory, which compared leadership styles of 

men and women in laboratory groups; and assessment, which compared the leadership styles of 
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men and women who were not chosen for managerial roles. The findings and discussion indicate 

that women demonstrate more participative and democratic styles than men, and men are much 

more task oriented.      

Ilie, Dumitriu, and Enache (2013) suggested gender stereotypes and behaviors carry over 

into leadership positions, where “men more commonly exhibit an agentic style of management 

and competition is cutthroat” (p. 403). Hamrick (2009) and Morley (2013) asserted leadership 

roles are perceived as demanding, aggressive, authoritarian, and associated with masculinity. 

Rosener (1990) studied the differences between men and women in leadership positions and 

found men to be more “commanding in their leadership styles, approaching their subordinates in 

a transactional way, using rewards and punishments for work performed” (p. 120). Discussion 

suggests men are traditionally viewed with agentic or assertive, controlling, and confident 

characteristics.  The agentic leadership style is defined as “aggressive and dictator-like behavior” 

(Rosette & Plunkett-Tost, 2010, p. 225) which is widely accepted in senior level administrators.  

Additionally, men who lead usually maintain a sense of mystery about what is going on in the 

organization, treating information as privileged to the few who are in top level positions (Bailyn, 

2003; Eagly & Johanssen-Schmidt, 2001; Rosener, 1990).  

Conversely, women leaders may be considered overbearing if they lead in an agentic 

way; yet a caring, nurturing, and relationship-centered person is not seen as effective in making 

things happen in an organization (Betts, 2011). Lynch-McKenzie (2014) suggested one of the 

ways for women to be successful in positions of leadership is to adopt a moral discourse defined 

as using the communal voice, social equity, and becoming an agent of change in the department 

a woman is leading.  “Recognizing that helping others, encouraging them to express their 

opinions, and caring about employees demonstrates strength rather than weakness is the first step 
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in educating others about what true leadership can be” (Lynch-McKenzie, 2014, p. 193).  

Due to pressures from board members, faculty, co-workers, and the community at large, 

women who manage to reach high-ranking offices may get the impression that in order to 

succeed they must act, think, and even look like men who serve in similar positions. On the other 

hand, some women in leadership positions are often asked to soften their styles to avoid coming 

across as too overpowering. Sue Borrego, as a system chancellor, was recruited for her position 

during a phone call where she was asked by a recruiter to give a reference for another colleague, 

a finalist for a presidential search elsewhere. When Dr. Borrego was speaking with the recruiter, 

she asked how blunt he wanted her to be about the candidate: 

I am going to describe someone to you that if she were a man she would be considered a 

great leader, but because she is a woman, she is considered tough, aggressive, assertive, 

that she scares people; and all those things are true; and that’s what makes her a great 

leader. We just don’t catch any slack there, right? (S. Borrego, personal communication, 

February 23, 2016). 

When the female administrator takes on male characteristics to fit in, the behavior can be likened 

to that of assimilation.  

Delgado and Stefancic (2012) referred to assimilation as “attempting to blend in to 

mainstream society rather than stand out amongst the crowd” (p. 13); in the case of the woman 

college president, the majority would be white males over the age of 60 (Kim & Cook, 2012).  A 

study conducted by Meyerson, Ely, and Wenick (2007) found that women face several 

challenges when entering organizations with a stereotypical culture of leadership: 

Women who seek leadership roles are placed in a double bind: those who enact idealized 

masculine images of leadership, by definition, violate idealized feminine images of 
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women and vice versa.  The result is that women who are tough, confident, and decisive 

are demonized as bitchy, strident and insensitive.  By the same token women who are 

sensitive, relational and accepting are discounted as weak, passive, and too nice.  Either 

way women are seen as unfit for leadership roles. (p. 454) 

However, Rosener (1990), Wolverton, Bower, and Hyle (2009), and BlackChen (2015) 

all affirmed women’s leadership styles as all encompassing, taking into consideration the 

feelings, ideas, and talents of all individuals in the department. The terms “interactive 

leadership” and “transformational” were used to describe a different style that women possess. 

Women are seen to possess communal or affectionate; helpful; kind; and interpersonally 

sensitive characteristics.  Encouraging participation from campus constituents, asking staff to 

share their successes and failures, as well as demonstrating transparency in sharing information 

are indicative of this style. (Bailyn, 2003; Eagly & Johanssen-Schmidt, 2001; Rosener, 1990).  

Eagly and Johannsen-Schmidt (2001) conducted a study comparing men’s and women’s 

leadership styles and found women to be more effective among subordinates. The findings 

referred to women who consult with constituencies prior to acting as possessing a 

transformational leadership style; they also asserted women ask subordinates to consider new 

ways of performing tasks and handling situations in order to learn and grow. Vongalis-Macrow 

(2016) conducted a study of women who aspire to leadership positions at institutions of higher 

education. The findings indicated that “quality of leadership, specifically agentic practices that 

create efficacy and support, in addition to communal leadership that demonstrates emotional 

balance, are of greater importance to women than the gender of the leader” (p. 90).  Men are not 

commonly known to demonstrate efficacy and support or communal qualities in their leadership 

styles (Rosener, 1990). 
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Roebuck and Smith (2011) presented a counter to the transformational style of women.  

One female participant noted that “some women do not have camaraderie with other women in 

their department, but are very competitive with them; you still have some of that mean girl high 

school stuff going on” (Roebuck & Smith, 2011, p. 38).  For example, another participant said 

she was overlooked for a promotion for what she believed were her age and knowledge because 

her female supervisor felt threatened; ultimately, a man was placed in the job. Dunbar and 

Kinnersley (2011) stated men are oftentimes more willing than other women to support women’s 

professional endeavors due to perceived competition. Dunbar and Kinnersley also detailed that 

49% of participants reported male-female rather than same-sex mentoring relationships. 

In contrast to competition, collaborative leadership theory was originally conceptualized 

by Chrislip and Larson (1994) as an attempt for people to become more civically engaged. This 

theory proposes t people naturally want to work together and despite their diverse backgrounds, 

consensus building among constituents leads to goal achievement.  Manning (2013) described 

strategies used by women in leadership emulating the underpinnings of collaborative theory. 

Team projects, recognizing the groups as a whole rather than the individual, and restructuring the 

mission, vision, and strategies used to achieve goals are indicative of the collaborative style. For 

example, when Sue Borrego, first arrived on the University of Michigan-Flint campus in 2015, 

she immediately began to take a collaborative approach to leadership. Town hall meetings were 

held four times during the first semester and included staff, faculty, and students. “Questions 

were raised and 3-4 priorities were fostered to collectively move the campus forward” (S. 

Borrego, personal communication, February 23, 2016).   

Robinson and Lipman-Blumen (2003) built on the concept of collaborative leadership by 
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introducing connective leadership and three sets of achieving styles: direct, instrumental, and 

relational.  The relational style of connective leadership relates to people who hold the positions 

of power in an organization serving their constituents and creating a shared vision approach. 

Kouzes and Posner (2011) affirmed that shared values and vision within an organization create 

interdependency: 

Values cannot be just personal; they have to be affirmed by all members of the team. The 

structures and systems must be in place to reinforce the team’s sense that what we say we 

value, we do . . . this sense of connection and belonging among people creates a natural 

incentive to engage in cooperative behavior. (pp. 99-100) 

Manning (2013) asserted, this “relational achieving style, more culturally consistent with 

women’s leadership, is more fitting for the complex, globally connected, interdependent, and 

technologically integrated organizations of the 21st Century” (p. 173).   

Generational studies contribute significantly to current perceptions of appropriate 

leadership styles. Researchers described a new generation of employees and students emerging 

in recent years at institutions of higher education; these young people demand more than a top 

down approach to leadership (Rosener, 1990; Turner, 2007). Employees in institutions today 

want to be recognized for their achievements in the workplace and want to feel as if they are part 

of the overall organization. The millennial generation is known for their activism, volunteerism, 

group think, and knowing what they want at an early age (Morley, 2013). According to Wiedmer 

(2016), Generation Z, or those born between 1995 and 2015, are different types of professionals; 

they prefer a non-traditional and flexible work schedule in a shared space. Leaders need to 

embrace the new generation of problem solvers who want to enter the technology field. Previous 

generations of workers need to adjust to Generation Z’s lack of face-to-face interaction and 
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embrace new technologies in order to retain them as staff members. “Leaders in institutions of 

higher education may need to change their way of doing things in order to accommodate a new 

group of self-confident, technologically-savvy students and staff members. A collaborative and 

consultative approach will be needed to motivate these individuals” (Wiedmer, 2016, p. 54). 

Women who have served in leadership positions can meet the demands of the new 

generation of students, faculty, and staff with their ability to utilize a collaborative style, 

including others in the decision-making process (Betts, 2011). An all-encompassing leadership 

style lends itself to limited turnover, employee ownership, and promotion from within.  

According to recommendations in the literature, women who aspire to be college presidents 

should recognize and embrace the type of leadership styles they possess and demonstrate a 

willingness to help other women achieve their goals (Betts, 2011; Morley, 2013). 

Researchers assert that women who seek high-ranking leadership positions may need to 

develop self-efficacy, expert power, find a mentor, and develop a plan for work-life balance in 

order to be successful (Dahlvig & Longman, 2014; Diehl, 2014; Lynch-McKenzie, 2014). 

According to Delgado and Stefancic (2012) intersectionality also plays an important role in the 

lives of women who seek administrative roles. Each theme is discussed in the following pages of 

this chapter. 

Self–efficacy. Bandura (1977) described self-efficacy as the confidence a person has in 

his or her ability to make good decisions, execute those decisions, and feel accomplished once 

goals are completed. Bandura (1997) asserted that “people develop self-efficacy in four primary 

ways: experiences of expert power or mastery, seeing someone similar succeed in their position 

due to perseverance, social encouragement, and physical as well as emotional health” (p. 211). 

By using an example of innovation and expert power, researchers agreed that people who 
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possess self-confidence usually have optimism about their decisions and are prone to take risks 

in their personal and professional lives. Risk takers with self-efficacy usually continue to create 

regardless of previous failed attempts (Bandura, 1997; Lynch-McKenzie, 2014).   

Women in high-ranking leadership positions may be challenged by facing human 

resource issues such as staffing and governance, political issues in state funded institutions, and 

process re-engineering at struggling institutions among many other circumstances. Women may 

question their own abilities and knowledge in high stress environments such as a campus or 

organizational crisis, reorganization, or leadership change (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Lynch-

McKenzie (2014) conducted a study with seven women who were ranked as director or higher at 

a variety of institutions to glean their perceptions of leadership. As a result of the data collection, 

a four-phased paradigm was recommended to encourage use of the active voice in order to attain 

and retain positions of senior leadership.  Active voice was defined as follows: 

A woman who is comfortable expressing her opinions and ideas honestly and openly, 

who is not willingly silenced by others; who uses her own experiences to share her lived 

reality; and, as a result of her active voice, is accepted and acknowledged for the insight 

and wisdom she possesses across the scope of her profession. (Lynch-McKenzie, 2014, p. 

42) 

According to Lynch-McKenzie (2014), “the steps necessary to find an active voice for 

women in leadership roles are the following: Develop a moral discourse of leadership, develop a 

multi-dimensional voice, and communicate freely and openly to resist micro aggressions, and 

seek out other women as mentors” (p. 61). 

To develop a moral discourse of leadership, as discussed in the Lynch-McKenzie (2014) 

study, the person “incorporates being an agent of change, having a passion for social justice and 
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social equity, and using both a transformative and communal voice” (p. 62). Developing this 

moral discourse of leadership may come naturally for women who aspire to leadership positions.  

Multiple authors cited some women’s decision to take on more responsibility was in response to 

injustice seen in the workplace; this style was commonly referred to as transformational 

(BlackChen, 2015; Hertneky, 2012; Moman-Basham, 2012). Lynch-McKenzie (2014) noted, 

however, that “women often have a more difficult time expressing their views in larger groups in 

which they may be oppressed and openly participating in discourse may be easier with other 

women or small groups at first” (p. 62).  

The second component of Lynch-McKenzie’s (2014) paradigm suggested developing a 

multidimensional voice and determining when it may be appropriate for a woman to express an 

authoritarian style of leadership depending on the details of the situation. For example, a woman 

who possesses the consultative leadership style, discussed in detail later, may not have time to 

seek advice and must be seen by stakeholders as possessing the capability to make decisions 

quickly. In circumstances which may affect the health and safety of students, faculty and staff, 

decisions should be made quickly.  

The researchers suggest women find ways to become more comfortable expressing 

themselves in meetings where men are dominant. Diehl’s (2014) study discovered that self-

efficacy of women and how others have reacted to their leadership skills in the workplace can be 

barriers to high ranking positions. Some participants felt they had been completely ignored or 

their suggestions had been perceived as unimportant by men during important stakeholder 

meetings. When women in leadership positions allow themselves to be silenced during formal 

interactions, the leadership gap between men and women widens.  

The third ingredient of the process according to Lynch-McKenzie (2014) informed 
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readers about communication and the possible use of humor in order to get a point across.  This 

concept was exemplified by a participant who provided an example of silencing. The woman 

was addressed during a meeting by her first and last name, rather than the title doctor, after she 

had heard all the men entering the room acknowledged by their proper titles. Delgado and 

Stefancic (2012) defined the term microaggression as “a stunning small encounter with racism 

usually unnoticed by members of the majority race . . . dispiriting transactions that mar the days 

of women and folks of color” (p. 3). The woman did not allow this microaggression to slip by 

without interjecting some humor to get her point across by saying “what, did I lose my degree on 

the way in the door?” (Delgado & Stephanic, 2012, p. 64).  Dahlvig and Longman (2014) 

suggested large numbers of women in leadership positions have discovered their leadership voice 

in order to try and rectify a social injustice or unfairness issue in the workplace. 

During an interview with Borrego from University of Michigan-Flint, she indicated there 

is a time and a place to communicate what you know and to assert yourself directly. She 

mentioned all of her stakeholders are older white men who would take offense to her pressing to 

be respected, saying “they know I am capable, and my actions speak for themselves” (S. 

Borrego, personal communication, February 23, 2016). 

Lynch-McKenzie (2014) suggested as her fourth paradigm that women seek out other 

women to mentor.  “The simplest suggestion for developing this strategy is to commit to 

listening to fellow women, providing them with an opportunity for their voices to be heard, and 

encouraging them to expand the circle in which they share their voice” (Lynch-McKenzie, 2014, 

p. 65).  Researchers described mentoring and simple words of encouragement as facilitators of 

success for women who have served in high-ranking leadership positions. There is a dearth of 

literature on mentoring for women in higher education administration, one of the more important 
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concepts to consider is constructing the active voice according to this study. 

Another participant of Lynch-McKenzie’s (2014) study mentioned that “women mentor 

and reach down to pull others up” (p. 62).  This is in addition to the moral discourse of 

leadership which validates what other women leaders stand for, rather than tearing them down 

for fear of being silenced. “Women have proven to be their own worst enemies when it comes to 

supporting one another in the past and need to stand together to be heard” (Lynch-McKenzie, 

2014, p. 63).   

Creating an appealing pathway to senior level positions is one way to encourage women 

to expand their numbers in administrative positions. Dunbar and Kinnersley (2011) found the 

following:   

Leaders of educational institutions at all levels need to become proactive in encouraging 

mentoring relationships for new administrators. Because this study indicated that the 

majority of female administrators found their most significant mentoring relationship 

through informal means, leaders of institutions should focus on developing a culture that 

supports and encourages the mentoring of new administrators. (p. 22) 

Sexton, Lemak, and Wainio (2014) found that oftentimes a higher ranked official in an 

institutional setting recognized women’s leadership characteristics and brought them to light or 

offered advice on handling new responsibilities. Sponsorship may be as important as mentorship. 

Women mention senior executives who helped them achieve increased responsibilities or higher 

positions by using professional networks (Sexton et al., 2014). Collings, Conner, McPherson, 

Midson, and Wilson (2011) found that positive outcomes from professional interactions allowed 

women to stay in their positions longer, more comfortably negotiate their responsibilities and 

wages, and collaborate effectively. Formal and informal sources such as teachers, colleagues, 
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friends, and family members have touched the lives of women leaders and promoted their sense 

of self-worth. 

Intersectionality. As defined by Delgado and Stefancic (2012), intersectionality refers to 

the “belief that individuals and classes often have shared or overlapping interests or traits” (p. 

165). Black, Latina, Muslim, women with disabilities, mothers, wives, and countless others have 

intersecting identities that make the path to leadership more difficult.  In a study of African 

American administrators at primarily White institutions, Gardner (2014) found that 

intersectionality played a role in the decisions of Mary, a student affairs administrator on 

campus. She stated, “Where I felt the most discrimination was just being in a position of power 

as I dealt with adult students” (Gardner, 2014, p. 243). Mary went on to discuss that no matter 

what type of conversation she was having with non-traditional students, their reactions were 

severe and unwarranted. “I felt like there were times, if I was a White male, how they would 

have responded to me” (Gardner, 2014, p. 243).  

Gardener (2014) further indicated Mary recognized the climate in meetings was not very 

different when conversations regarding privilege and prejudice took place.  During another 

meeting, a White male staff member used an expletive, and everyone just laughed it off; this left 

Mary thinking she would have never said something so radical in a formal meeting. She 

wondered how the same expletive would have been received coming out of her own mouth.  In 

the same study on intersectionality and leadership, Kathy, another participant, mentioned that as 

an African American woman she needed to be the conscience of the institution in all disciplinary 

matters. Several events and issues involving Black students were immediately blamed on 

behavior as a result of race. Other participants spoke of isolation, separation, and being 

consistently asked to represent their race in programs, multi-cultural events, and committees.   
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Perceived and expert power. Enke (2014) conducted a study to better understand how 

the intersecting identities of women reconcile their executed leadership with women in senior 

leadership positions in Midwestern liberal arts colleges. Each participant possessed intersecting 

identities such as wives, mothers, singles, Christians, non-Christians, and Catholics. In addition 

to the intersecting identities relating to women, the researchers viewed the information through a 

positionality lens. From the described viewpoint, a participant’s stance on a subject or event may 

change due to a specific position held which informs the situation. Findings revealed participant 

viewpoints changed according to circumstances because “the individual's position is 

simultaneously informed by his or her intersecting identities, the context in which he or she acts, 

and power relationships within that context” (Enke, 2014, p. 208).  The results and examples 

indicated many of these women administrators were using their positions of perceived power, the 

influence leaders have on others due to their role, to find their active voices (Lynch-McKenzie, 

2014).  In this manner, the active voice is considered to be influence. People around participants 

were accepting of their opinions and direction due to their position and willingness to speak up. 

One participant of the Enke (2014) study, who held the title of Vice President for 

International Development, and who was single and had no children, summed up her perceived 

power with the following quotation:  

There’s no question that if you’re in a spot like I’m in, you are perceived to be in a 

position of power.  What it means is that you actually are more in control of your own 

destiny than anyone else around you. And yet, I move into another circle where my 

destiny is partly shaped or partly controlled by someone else. So I swing between those 

two elements. (p. 213) 

According to the data, the position a leader serves in at any given moment in time 
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dictates whether she feels like she is in control of her life or not. Countless women who have 

been in administrative positions can relate to this feeling.  If a woman is reporting to 

stakeholders of a university, who are primarily male and well-educated, she may feel less 

powerful and more silenced during their interactions. When she is in her office and surrounded 

by those who work for her, who are possibly equally or less educated, she may feel more in 

control of the situation. Another participant described the concept of having power and knowing 

when to use it. This reinforces the comment made by Borrego in her personal interview about 

selecting the right time and forum to use what you know.   

The concept of expert power comes from the testimonies of women in the Enke (2014) 

study as well. Five out of the eight participants discussed the importance of being experts in their 

field and bringing knowledge to the table at their institutions. One participant equated her 

education and experience to earning respect from other administrators. She also shared parenting 

stories in enrollment meetings which gained her the attentive ear of attendees. Interestingly, the 

only participant who felt comfortable discussing power was the one who aspired to a college 

presidency in the study. This participant was currently serving as vice president and felt her rise 

to the top of the institution could be explained by her expert knowledge of enrollment 

management and linked her position to “the main source of revenue on campus, tuition dollars” 

(Enke, 2014, p. 215).  This participant also acknowledged there was jealousy on campus due to 

her position, and this sentiment came from men as well as women.  The researcher observed this 

resentment during a cabinet meeting and attributed it to her “advance preparation and leadership 

style” (Enke, 2014, p. 215).  This finding related to the agentic style of leadership, most 

commonly seen in men and women who exhibit autonomous decision making, which may be 

seen as pushy or rude in women, while men who demonstrate the agentic style are seen as 
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leaders.   

Both the Lynch-McKenzie (2014) and the Enke (2014) studies discussed the respect men 

are shown by upper administration as compared to women. A participant noted that “women 

were not heard as readily as men in meetings, and men sometimes received credit for ideas that 

initially came from women in the room but were ignored” (Enke, 2014, p. 216). This participant 

did go on to say, however, that her education and experience were invaluable to her in earning 

respect from other administrators, and being a parent garnered attention during enrollment 

meetings.     

Finally, a lack of credibility was mentioned as a barrier in both of the aforementioned 

studies, particularly by women who were alumna at the institutions where they work, or by 

faculty members who had attained a higher degree. According to this research, women who have 

been beaten down in their position and made to feel like they are not well-educated or 

experienced enough to make decisions have a more difficult time finding their active voice.   

Work-life balance.  Myriad authors discuss the power of work-life balance as an 

important theme in the success of women who serve in administrative roles. Purposeful 

encouragement of family members from a young age caused many young girls to be successful 

in school and confident in their abilities to become professional women. Several women were 

inspired by the success of their parents returning to school as non-traditional learners and 

overcoming a midlife career change. Later in the women’s lives, the willingness of spouses to 

relocate, cook, and take care of children and household responsibilities were all attributed to 

women’s thriving administrative careers (Collings et al., 2011; Cox, 2008; Dindoffer, Reed, & 

Freed, 2011; Sexton et al., 2014). 

Throughout most of history, until present day, women have been the primary caretakers 
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of their household and children. Prior to the necessity of the two-income household, a woman in 

the home sacrificed working and having a rewarding career for the sake of her husband’s job 

(Solomon, 1985). Women whose paycheck or lack thereof made it necessary to work often chose 

to become teachers so their work schedules would match the hours of their children.  Balancing 

home and child rearing responsibilities can be very stressful for a woman with a career and little 

spousal support. Sexton et al. (2014) stated “the stresses of household responsibilities are 

disproportionate for women as compared to men” (p. 372). According to Collings et al. (2011) 

and Sexton et al. (2014), family responsibilities also hinder or slow the progression of women’s 

professional careers, especially for women who choose to stay at home while their children are 

young. Some of these women return to school or professional work later in life, and others take 

time out to care for their children in the middle of their careers to put family first. Both of these 

paths can prolong the opportunity for a leadership role (Collings et al., 2011; Sexton et al., 

2014). 

 Eddy (2008) stated, “Career decisions for several of these women were made with their 

family’s well-being in mind. . . . A stable home front provided a sense of foundation for these 

women but also added constraints to their mobility” (p. 53). But women face challenges such as 

choosing an administrative career over an academic career, having the ambition to pursue a 

presidency, finding mentors to guide them, and facing family demands, including the possibility 

of living separately during the week (Kleihauer, Stephens, & Hart, 2012; Dindoffer et al., 2011).  

 Women with families and husbands at home are not the only ones who are torn between their 

professional careers and their personal lives. Cox (2008) studied several single women working 

in higher education and found that “long hours and numerous responsibilities in the workplace 

coupled with family, household, social and personal demands on time lead to multiple time 
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commitments” (p. 26).   

 Kleihauer et al. (2012) found that the women they studied “had husbands who were very 

supportive of their careers and took on a multitude of family responsibilities as well as had fluid 

careers themselves” (p. 68). The study indicated some of the husbands even quit their jobs or 

found new ones in order to relocate for their wife’s administrative position. For others, 

career advancement can call for relocation to accept a new position. Groves, Mosher and 

Lepkowski (2009) conducted a study on some of the reasons women do not move up into high-

ranking positions. Findings indicated being bound to their general geographic area due to family 

commitments plays a part in what they perceive as available positions. Borrego discussed her 

mobility during a recent conversation, “It’s just my partner and me. At the time of my offer, I 

had no children to consult, and my partner’s career is extremely fluid. Did I ever think I’d move 

to Flint, Michigan? No, but when the opportunity presented itself, the time was right” (S. 

Borrego, personal communication, February 23, 2016).  Barrett and Barrett (2011) found women 

who work in the academy are more likely to be bound to location than men with the same 

positions. 

Hospital CEOs were not exempt from this spousal support at home: 

Every executive mentioned she had to juggle family and work responsibilities at one 

point or another, and nearly all of them stated their spouse or partner helped to make their 

career a success. In fact, one-third of the executives said their husband put his career on 

hold or changed jobs so these executives could focus on a senior executive position. 

(Sexton et al., 2014, p. 372)  

Several participants in the qualitative studies by Dindoffer et al. (2011); Sexton et al. 

(2014); and Kleihauer et al. (2012) suggested that serious considerations about home and family 
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life should be examined before a woman begins to think about taking on a senior level 

management role in higher education, particularly that of the president.  How an institution views 

time away and other responsibilities outside of work is a large consideration, as well as the status 

of one’s family and social life.  Morley (2013) stated, 

Participants responded that personal barriers affected their decisions to choose leadership 

more so than barriers in the university culture.  For example, guilty feelings over missing 

family opportunities and responsibilities affected their mental health.  Most of the 

participants agreed that many leadership positions are not held by women for the fact that 

they choose not to do so, knowing that it will be impossible to manage their career and 

family simultaneously. (p. 120)   

Killeen, Lopez-Zafra, and Eagly (2006) found women preparing for careers and family 

were more likely than men to be concerned with how their leadership positions in the future 

would affect their personal relationships with people.  The majority of the women who 

responded mentioned an unequal division of labor as it pertains to domestic duties as well as the 

challenges of finding affordable childcare as major barriers to the demands of leadership 

positions. The findings from these authors suggested women in top-level administrative positions 

today have a strong support system at home. 

Mentorship. Sexton et al. (2014) described mentors as people who offer words of 

encouragement, career advice, advice about the organizational culture, information sharing, and 

possibly personal advice as well. Mentors can work at the same or different organizations and be 

supervisors, co-workers, or hold the same type of position at another institution. The literature on 

women in high-ranking offices in the business, education, and higher education fields relates job 

satisfaction and performance to the relationships that women have with others on campus. 
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Researchers indicated there have been one or more influential people in the lives of women who 

hold senior level positions (Carter & Silva, 2010; Cox, 2008). Scholars who conducted studies 

pertaining to higher education institutions asserted women who aspire to roles within the 

academy need to align themselves with others who have experience and autonomy (Dahlvig & 

Longman, 2014; Eddy, 2008).  

Dunbar and Kinnersley (2011) conducted a study with 239 women from institutions of 

higher education in Tennessee and found that 64% were in a mentoring relationship. Meaningful 

mentorships often evolved naturally from interactions in committees, special appointments, and 

daily work interactions.  Most relationships were created by informal means (90%) and mentors 

held a higher rank at the institution than the mentee. “Mentees who were surveyed perceived the 

informal relationships to be more career-focused and beneficial than the advice a formal 

interaction would provide” (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011, p. 17).  

For women who encountered too much mundane, demeaning, or inappropriate behavior 

in the workplace, mentorship may stave off a lowered sense of self-worth and increase the 

chances of application for promotion. Pasque and Simpson (2013) claimed women who worked 

closely with a mentor and received advice from that person on a regular basis were more 

satisfied with their job performance. Dahlvig and Longman (2014) stated women who received 

positive feedback and perceived value from their mentors were more likely to voice their 

opinions for the good of the group. Mentorship from other women who have experienced the 

same types of microaggressions would be invaluable to women in these situations. In addition, 

Turner, Gonzales, and Wong (2011) described the experiences of faculty women of color at 

predominantly White institutions. The few women who participated in the study mentioned the 

need to connect with other faculty women of color and how important to their careers it was to 



29 

    

have someone to share experiences with. Communicating with another woman who was 

experiencing the same types of racial insults and microaggressions had proven to be instrumental 

for persistence among participants.  

Carter and Silva (2010) stated, “Women with a mentor increased their odds of being 

placed as a mid-level manager by 56 percent over women without a mentor” (p. 45). Iverson 

(2009) illustrated the importance of a mentor in the lives of administrative assistants who moved 

into management after considering the possibilities.  

Almost all participants of the Iverson (2009) study felt there was someone pushing them 

to do more and believing in their abilities to move forward. One participant stated, 

When I was a secretary, [the director] was one of those people that really values your 

service to the university, your experience to the university, and really gives people 

opportunity. . . . she [was] always gently pushing . . . [expecting me] to step forth and 

represent the [department]. (Iverson, 2009, p. 146) 

This administrative assistant progressed rapidly from a support staff position to a management 

position and earned her bachelor’s degree along the way with the support of her mentor. 

Dahlvig and Longman (2014) studied defining moments in the careers of women in 

senior leadership positions and discovered several women credited existing relationships with 

their mentors for providing the courage to take on more challenges and responsibilities at work.  

Researchers in the field of higher education suggested future generations of women who aspire 

to serve as college presidents may find it necessary to form mentoring relationships with 

experienced, well-respected, and educated women (Morley, 2013). The opportunity for women 

to be connected with someone who has traveled the same professional pathways to talk, laugh, 

and cry with could be invaluable to a rising senior administrator. The literature indicates women 
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need mentors who not only provide guidance and counseling, but who are willing to recommend 

them for open positions when they become available.  Developing a professional network of 

senior level leaders is crucial for women who aspire to higher level positions. 

Networking. Sexton et al. (2014) stated, “Network ties, or interpersonal relationships 

within a network of individuals, are important for enhancing information flow and career 

opportunities” (p. 381). The literature on women in high-ranking positions demonstrates that 

women are privy to creating influential relationships.  Memberships and board positions in 

professional organizations relating to career paths, as well as women’s professional 

organizations, are common among senior-level administrators.  Sexton et al. (2014) went on to 

say several women who served as CEOs in a hospital worked on organization-level projects that 

allowed them to expand their peer networks and created visibility among senior executives.   

 Sexton et al. (2014) encouraged women to establish networking relationships because of its 

importance for career mobility.  Cox (2008) studied 18 women from land-grant institutions who 

hold high-level administrative positions and found support groups and organizations with other 

women were keys to the success of participants. These support systems were needed for 

“building their confidence and providing feedback as well as assisting in the career path and role 

modeling” (p. 19).  A lack of sponsorship could likely exist due to the smaller number of women 

who hold high-ranking positions in general in business, education, healthcare, and industry.  

 Carter and Silva (2010) indicated practices of mentoring may not be enough for women to 

receive promotions into high ranking positions. Sponsorship or the ability to advocate for another 

woman for a particular position by her mentor leads to greater success in achieving promotion.  

According to the article, men are better at sponsorship for other men than women are for other 

women.  
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The findings of this section are for the practical application of women who plan to ascend 

in the ranks of higher education to develop a peer network early. Social media sites such as 

LinkedIn and professional organizations such as the National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators (NASPA) may be great places to start building a network of professionals to rely 

on for support and feedback, as well as job leads, if necessary. One important thing to remember 

is, as stated by a participant in a study conducted by Roebuck and Smith (2011), “Networking is 

critical. It’s not who you know, it’s who THEY know. It’s also not about what people can do for 

you; it’s about what you can do for them, external connections helped me get my current 

position” (p. 58).   

Career pathways. According to Hartley and Godin (2009), when the Council of 

Independent Colleges (CIC) examined presidential career paths in 2009, the areas of interest for 

men and women were not quite the same. Among findings of interest, it appeared women were 

taking the traditional path to a presidency, meaning starting out as faculty and rising through the 

academic ranks as assistant professors, associate professors, full professors, deans, provosts or 

Chief Academic Officers (CAOs), and finally the president. The provost or CAO of the 

institution is the highest-ranking administrator in distinction to the president. A total of 39% of 

women chose the CAO/provost career path to a presidency, compared to 34% of men. Over two-

thirds of the women came from a faculty or academic administrator role into a presidency, 

compared with half of the men. Overall only 22% of CIC presidents were internal hires, but 32% 

of the women were internal candidates, while only 18% of men were from internal departments. 

Length of service to the institution matters for internal candidates. Applicants with 14 or more 

years of service were more likely to be selected than someone with three or fewer years at an 

institution. In contrast to CIC institutions, public institutions are more likely to hire from within: 
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38% of community colleges and 39% of public doctoral institutions hired members of their own 

faculty or staff (Hartley & Godin 2009).  

Gangone and Lennon (2014) reported “men are more likely to be considered for 

presidencies with a wider variety of educational and professional backgrounds than women who 

possess less than traditional academic or professional backgrounds” (p. 176). Borrego would 

disagree with Gangone and Lennon (2014).  She believes the following: 

We are moving into an age where the older presidents are retiring at a rapid pace and 

need to be replaced. Not everyone who is a faculty member wants to be an administrator, 

and quite frankly, many don’t. More and more women will be considered for the 

openings moving forward. (S. Borrego, personal communication, February 23, 2016)  

Eddy (2008) conducted a study on women who serve as presidents in community 

colleges and found “the majority of women came into the position of president unintentionally” 

(p. 53). Participants mentioned there were key moments in their careers which allowed them to 

accumulate the needed skills and characteristics to be successful in their positions, but few set 

out to be presidents.  Eddy described two pathways to the community college presidency for 

women: holding a variety of positions within the same institution and being asked or sponsored 

by a mentor to apply for the position.  One participant described her experience,  

People come to [the presidency] from such a different way. My trek was through the 

academic world, through the community college, just having every kind of job you can 

possibly have in a college and then well, what else is there? (Eddy, 2008, p. 53) 

Although the research showed that pathways to the presidency vary for the women who 

have served or are currently serving in these positions, it was apparent several similar factors 

existed in each situation.  Women who currently served as presidents had mentors, supportive 
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family members, expert knowledge, self-efficacy, professional networks, and a healthy and 

intentional work-life balance.   

Theoretical Framework 

Feminist standpoint theory. Researchers have asserted when situations and experiences 

are described from the standpoint of economically and politically disadvantaged populations, 

truth may be very different from what has become mainstream knowledge (Ferguson, 1984; 

Harding, 1986; Houle, 2009; Lemkau, 1983). Harding (2004) described feminist standpoint 

theory as comprised of four distinct sets of characteristics. The first is the goal to do appropriate 

research, which provides necessary background information to explore the areas of power and to 

examine the ways oppressive groups create and maintain control over the positions of the 

oppressed. One example of this includes accepted work-life balance issues for men versus 

women. According the Harding (2004), “taking care of children and household responsibilities 

has been socially constructed to be natural for women rather than men, and men are given more 

credit for work-related achievements outside of the home” (p. 31). The second characteristic of 

the theory provides a distinct insight into social structures and demonstrates how oppressed 

groups are at a disadvantage politically and financially. The third characteristic provides an 

insight into the experiences of women and other members of oppressed groups “when one cannot 

access first-person reports” (Harding, 2004, p. 32). Lastly, feminist standpoint theory attempts to 

create belonging and connectedness among the oppressed, helping individuals to realize 

oppression exists due to social and political structures rather than personal deficiencies. 

“Standpoint theory is a transitional epistemology and philosophy of science that points toward a 

world where truth and power do not issue from the same social locations, as now is the case” 

(Harding, 2004, p. 39).  
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In keeping with feminist standpoint theory’s characteristics, this study examined women 

who serve as college presidents and their personal accounts relative to the challenges they faced 

during their career progression in higher education. The current study was based on the idea that 

gathering women’s success stories from their own perspective or standpoint provides a distinct 

understanding of the administrative relations of the academy, and a better understanding than 

what served previously to guide the understanding of women in higher education (e.g., numbers 

of women in certain positions/salary ranges). Harding (1986, 1991) and Marshall and Witz 

(2004) embraced feminist standpoint theory because it takes into consideration the social and 

political causes of oppression, recognizing the theory for adding important insights into women’s 

organizational and social positions. For that reason, feminist standpoint theory is applicable to 

this study, which explores the factors that influenced women’s decisions to pursue non-

traditional career commitments and rise to a higher rank than expected.  

Pinnick (2008) described feminist standpoint theory in the following way:  

Feminist standpoint theory is a bold theory about gender and science. It is not a political 

thesis about gaining equal access or a level playing field for women; instead, feminist 

standpoint theory in every case has some version of the key idea that women will make 

distinctive and unique contributions to science and our philosophical understanding. (p. 

1058) 

This study aims to push feminist standpoint theory past simply acknowledging the unique 

contributions women make to society. The findings provide a distinct view into the challenges 

women face in pursuit of high ranking leadership careers in the academy and the extent to which 

those challenges have shaped their lives. The discussion outlines the successes women who serve 

in the presidency have experienced and may cause readers to question why there are not more 
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women in these positions. No one can describe a situation or circumstance quite like the 

participants:  

Experience gives direct access to the necessarily social character of people's worlds; it is 

in how people talk, the categories they use, the relations implicitly posited among them, 

and so forth, and in what is taken for granted in their talk, as well as in what they can talk 

about. (Smith, 1997, p. 394) 

Harding (2004) asserted early feminist studies focused more on dominant roles in society 

rather than on the perspective of those who were considered to be unimportant such as women 

themselves. This study assumes both approaches, looking at the role dominant social institutions 

played in the lives of marginalized women who pursued non-traditional career commitments in 

the academy. Toward this goal, feminist standpoint theory promotes investigations into women’s 

positions within organizational settings and the differences among women in the same 

institutional setting (Litwin & Hallstein, 2007).  

Therefore, feminist standpoint theory is a lens through which the specific and unique 

experiences of women who serve as college presidents working in a variety of institutional types 

are viewed.  Manning (2013) discussed the feminist perspective as it relates to leadership in 

organizations.  The underpinnings of feminist theory detail that gender is socially constructed; 

women are socialized from a young age to be sensitive, nurturing, emotional, and spiritual.  Men, 

on the other hand are socialized to be aggressive, decisive, competitive, and ambitious. Feminist 

standpoint theorists believe women have a distinct view due to their systematic oppression, 

exploitation, and domination in society (Harding, 2004; Litwin & Hallstein, 2007). Harding 

(2004) and Hekman (2004) characterized feminist standpoint theory as a way to explain how 

women view situations, relationships, biology, and problems differently than men. By 
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incorporating the views of women who serve as college presidents, this study yields a more 

authentic, richer interpretation of the realities of their experiences and factors that shaped their 

choices to pursue high ranking leadership positions. 

Path-goal theory.  The path-goal leadership theory was originally introduced by Evans 

(1970), and focused on the motivation, skills, and characteristics of the followers rather than the 

leader. House (1971) and House and Mitchell (1974) expanded on the theory discussing follower 

characteristics, task characteristics, and motivation. Prior to this time, leadership was 

synonymous with power and coercion rather than motivation and support (Northouse, 2016). 

After 25 years of research, in 1996, House added four new leadership characteristics to take into 

consideration when using path-goal theory in analyzing leadership styles. 

According to House’s 1971 study, there are four major categories of leadership behavior 

incorporated into path-goal theory: (a) directive behaviors, (b) supportive behaviors, (c) 

achievement-oriented behaviors, and (d) participative behaviors. Vandegrift and Matusitz (2011) 

conducted a study on Columbia Records and found the following:  

By and large, path-goal theory posits that leaders can positively inspire the performance, 

contentment, and motivation of their employees by clarifying the path on how to achieve 

performance goals, bestowing rewards for achieving these goals, and removing obstacles 

that are stopping employees from achieving these goals. (p. 350)  

The following sections describe path-goal theory leadership in greater detail.  

Participative.  Leaders set attainable goals for their followers, provide continuous 

feedback on their performance in order to increase self-efficacy, keep in close contact at all 

times, and provide opportunities for goal achievement (Dewan & Dewan, 2010). Participative 

leaders and their followers learn to master the skills and navigate issues together. Shared 
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governance in institutions of higher education is indicative of participative leadership (Manning, 

2013). 

Supportive.  Leaders take the time to actively listen to their followers without 

judgement, are aware of their feelings and try to put themselves in their place, and get to know 

the people who work with them on a more personal level in order to understand their 

perspectives. Using supportive leadership, leaders are constantly gathering information about 

their followers, and seek to understand implications of actions and situations in order to 

maximize results. Supportive leaders motivate followers to become interested in the overall 

mission of the institution, are friendly and approachable, and treat followers as equals (Dewan & 

Dewan, 2010). 

Achievement-oriented.  Leaders who are high achieving want to see results, are 

constantly questioning processes, and posing problems and solutions to their constituents. These 

types of leaders are not happy if there is work left to be done and may get very little rest. 

Achievement-oriented leaders set an example and help their followers to be independent thinkers 

who hold themselves to high standards of work. Leaders who exhibit the achievement-oriented 

style believe in the expert power of their workforce which in turn creates a sense of self-efficacy 

among workers (Dewan & Dewan, 2010). 

Directive.  Leaders explore present organizational management theories, use quantitative 

analysis to design better programs and solutions, and create the best environment to generate 

improved performance from followers. Directive leaders excel when ambiguity exists in the 

institution because they can create an atmosphere of confidence for followers. More specifically, 

directive behaviors include a compilation of leadership behaviors designed to provide employees 

with structure and vital information required for them to clearly see the path to their individual 
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goals. Examples of these behaviors include clarifying employee roles and expectations, 

providing technical guidance and assistance, and coordinating and scheduling work. Not 

included in this category are punitive actions that do not support employees as they strive for 

self-efficacy and expert power in their work (Northouse, 2016).  

Leadership styles are not the only component of path-goal theory.  Follower 

characteristics determine how the leadership is reacted to in a given situation. House and 

Mitchell (1974) described followers who prefer a supportive leadership style to express a desire 

to be included in the groups of which they are a part. Employees with these characteristics tend 

to receive more attention from their superiors and are happier in their jobs. Depending on the 

follower preference for structure, the leadership style may be adjusted to maximize work output 

and confidence. For example, if an employee prefers a strict regimen in the workplace, a more 

directive leadership may be required. Staff member’s desire for control is discussed as the third 

factor relating to employee satisfaction.  For a follower who takes responsibility for his/her 

actions, mistakes, and successes possesses an internal desire for control and satisfaction, a 

participative style will most likely complement followers who possess these feelings of internal 

control (Vandegrift & Matusitz, 2011).   

During the 2011 study of Columbia Records, researchers Vandegrift and Matusitz found 

that staff members who possess a desire to be controlled or regimented expect external rewards 

and may regularly place blame on others when something goes wrong. A directive style of 

leadership may complement people who have a need for affirmation, creating an outside force 

which delegates and evaluates their work.  Finally, self-efficacy of followers determines the type 

of leadership style that may provide the greatest outcome, motivation, and satisfaction in an 

organization. Employees who feel they are capable of completing their goals and hold expert 
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power and knowledge need less direction. Supportive, achievement, or participative styles would 

be more suitable with followers who possess a great deal of self-confidence in their work. 

Task characteristics are an important part of path-goal theory and may be fleshed out by 

one person or a group of people.  The design of the task at hand, formal authority system of the 

organization, and group norms are all parts of task characteristics.  Northouse (2016) stated the 

following: 

When a situation provides a clearly structured task, strong group norms, and an 

established authority system, followers will find the paths to desired goals apparent and 

will not need a leader to clarify goals or coach them in how to reach those goals. (p. 122) 

Depending on the task characteristics that are present, the leader may need to establish clear 

authority lines, create work plans, use team building exercises, and provide additional support to 

followers in times of uncertainty.   

In 1996, after 25 years of research on path-goal theory and the results of over 40 studies 

were analyzed, it became clear to House (1996) that leaders exhibit more styles and 

characteristics than were originally mentioned. He included the following leadership 

characteristics in his revised version:  

Work facilitation. House (1996) stated the following: 

Leaders facilitate work by planning, scheduling, and organizing work; personally 

coordinating the work of subordinates; providing mentoring, developmental experiences, 

guidance, coaching, counseling and feedback to assist subordinates in developing the 

knowledge and skills required to meet expectancies and performance standards; reducing 

obstacles to effective performance of subordinates by eliminating roadblocks and 

bottlenecks, providing resources; and authorizing subordinates to take actions and make 
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decisions necessary for them to perform effectively. (p. 343) 

As mentioned in the earlier characteristics, the degree to which a leader may delegate to 

subordinates depends on task characteristics as well as expert knowledge and self-efficacy 

exhibited by staff.  

Group-oriented decision process. According to House (1996), leaders engage followers 

by posing problems instead of solutions, seeking to identify interests of each member of the 

group with consideration to possible solutions, encouraging equal participation and giving each 

team member a voice without allowing one individual to dominate discussion, seeking 

alternatives and delaying evaluation of those until the group can no longer generate alternatives, 

encouraging the group to consider the pros and cons of their proposed alternatives, and 

composing creative solutions by combining advantages. Effective leadership also delegates to 

appropriate, expert sub-committees, giving each manageable and analyzable parts of a problem. 

Work-group representation and networking. Leaders actively represent their work 

groups in other areas of the organization by engaging with stakeholders of all types.  Leaders 

continuously strive to represent their work groups in a positive light, and in turn help to secure 

much needed resources and sponsorship for their projects from outside agencies (Dewan & 

Dewan, 2010). 

Value-based leadership.  Leaders are dedicated to the mission of the organization, 

personally and professionally making decisions that enhance the viability of the institution as a 

whole. Leaders demonstrate self-efficacy, certainty in the ability to achieve the mission, as well 

as drive and persistence toward the overarching goals. Leaders who have a high regard for values 

in their leadership styles set goals for their employees requiring a great amount of perseverance 

and commitment. Believing the set goals will be accomplished by the group is also indicative of 
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this type of leader. Symbolism to motivate workers for better performance, as described by 

Bolman and Deal (2013), is also part of this leadership style.  An example of symbolism could 

be as simple as choosing an employee of the month or providing a closer parking space for 

someone who completed a project early, and could be as complex as holding a ceremony to 

honor a particular group (Dewan & Dewan, 2010).  

Supporters of path-goal leadership theory believe follower performance, motivation, 

attitudes, productivity, and overall well-being can be increased by positive leader interactions 

(Evans, 1996; House, 1971; House, 1996; House & Mitchell, 1974). From a path-goal 

perspective, the leader attempts to remove any obstacle in the way of a follower’s individual or 

group goals in order to achieve job satisfaction and contentment. In sum, the theory focuses on 

leader behaviors directed toward or relating to individual employees and how to give them the 

tools they need to reach personal and organizational goals; therefore, the original theory does not 

consider, for example, leadership processes in larger work units or groups. Characteristics of 

path-goal theory do not force leaders to swear by one particular type of leadership; instead, it 

allows them to choose what needs to be done in relation to the situation and follower involved.  

Leadership styles are oftentimes situationally dependent—taking into consideration 

environment, task, and follower. House (1971, 1996) claimed path-goal theory does not 

encompass every type of leadership style; task characteristics, follower motivation, and work 

environments should all be taken into consideration before deciding on a leadership plan of 

action. Researchers who do not support path-goal theory believe the concepts may be 

misunderstood because of the differing styles leaders are required to follow; however, according 

to findings so far, there are no specific guidelines (House, 1971; Northouse, 2016). In a 

quantitative study of 477 research and development professionals, Keller (1989) used path-goal 
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theory to determine the job performance and satisfaction of employees in relation to their 

leader’s characteristics. The study confirmed House’s (1971) original assumption that leaders 

have a direct impact on job performance and satisfaction among employees.  Participants who 

were less experienced or ambiguous about their tasks required more supervision and direction 

from their supervisors in order to be satisfied with their job outcomes. Conversely, participants 

with expert knowledge and autonomy in the industry required little to no direct supervision and 

experienced great job satisfaction as a result.   

Path-goal leadership may be what institutions of higher education need moving through 

the 21st century because it encompasses the ability to envision what needs to be done while 

maximizing the skills and talents of an existing workforce.  Path-goal leadership styles may also 

increase satisfaction among subordinates regardless of their learning or working styles, 

backgrounds, or education. Retention among staff members, providing better service to students, 

and increasing enrollments in institutions of higher education could be the result of the path-goal 

leadership style.  

Summary 

Chapter 2 examined the existing literature on women who serve as college presidents as 

well as the tenets of feminist standpoint theory and the path-goal theory of leadership. Several 

themes emerged from the literature on women who currently serve in high-ranking leadership 

positions: leadership styles, self-efficacy, intersectionality, perceived and expert power, work-

life balance, mentorship, networking, and career pathways. Feminist standpoint theory and path-

goal theory have been explained in this literature review in order to provide an introduction to 

the theoretical framework by which the data will be analyzed.    
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                                                       CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women 

who serve as college and university presidents. The study examined day-to-day activities by way 

of participant observation and interviews (Creswell, 2013). The ways in which women made 

meaning of their roles was revealed using a qualitative approach during interviews and 

observations, relying on their personal stories and archival data supporting their positions. A 

qualitative approach with this topic delved deeply into the information; it avoided generalizations 

about women who have served as presidents and provided a glimpse into the reality each woman 

faced as she led her institution. The participants selected for this study were women who 

currently serve as college presidents and have been in the position for at least two years.  

Carnegie classifications were used to determine different types of institutions in order to 

compare, contrast, and provide a thick description of experiences. A description of participant 

recruitment, interview procedures, data collection and analysis complete the chapter on 

methodology.  

Research Methods 

Qualitative design.  This study utilized a qualitative approach to research. Merriam 

(2009) stated, “Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 
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experiences” (p. 5). The data to support the research questions were collected in the participants’ 

natural environment and includes field notes, interviews, pictures, audio tapes, and archival 

material. The data were analyzed for patterns from the bottom-up, using member checking to 

allow participant voices to shape emerging themes. Personal interaction with the participants 

allowed me to gather the information in a reliable manner. The goal was to develop an 

understanding of the participants’ experiences by examining their words, actions, and supporting 

documents. The process of qualitative research was inductive, working towards a theory from 

observations and intuition gained from spending time in the participant's space (Merriam, 2009). 

Phenomenology. A qualitative phenomenological approach was used to conduct this 

study in order to accomplish the goals of the research. My personal experiences were bracketed 

as suggested by Moustakas (1994), by providing a personal statement as to how the intersection 

of womanhood and leadership has affected me. Creswell (2013) suggested, “How we write is a 

reflection of our own interpretation based on the cultural, social, gender, class and personal 

politics that we bring to research” (p. 215). 

This study employed a phenomenological approach by uncovering the untold stories of 

the participants while utilizing their lived experiences to inform the data. Phenomenology is an 

in-depth examination of the essence of lived experiences with a particular phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2013). Polkinghorne (2005) suggested the research report should “give an accurate, 

clear, and articulate description of an experience. The reader of the report should come away 

with the feeling that ’I understand better what it is like for someone to experience that’” (p. 46). 

A qualitative phenomenological approach to this research informs readers of the common 

experiences shared by women who serve as presidents at different institutional types. Higher 

education administrators can benefit from the discussion and recommendations presented in the 
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findings. “The type of problem best suited for this form of research is one in which it is 

important to understand several individuals’ common or shared experiences of a phenomenon. . . 

in order to develop practices or policies” (Creswell, 2013, p. 81).   

  Creswell (2013) stated that “a phenomenological study describes the common meanings 

for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (p. 77). Sanders 

(1982) illustrated the process in four steps: to provide a description of the circumstances 

surrounding the research, identification of relevant themes throughout the study, reflections of 

those themes to guide discussion, and to create a case for future research. The phenomenological 

approach allowed the study to become personal, providing an in-depth, direct look into the lives 

and workplace environments of women serving as presidents of higher education institutions.  

The college presidents were asked semi-structured interview questions in order to reveal 

their past experiences in their personal lives, education, and the workplace. The assumption was 

an event or situation could be experienced and interpreted in very different ways, each with its 

own reality. One participant’s reality is not more valid than another. Exploration was made of 

essential questions, such as how educational experiences and professional positions have shaped 

the current leadership styles and careers as college presidents.  

Downs, Reif, Hokororo, and Fitzgerald (2014) described how the stories of women’s 

lives are based on pauses and are continually evolving; these experiences give shape to the future 

and help to make meaning of the past.  Findings from this study identify specific instances in the 

lives of participants that have changed their overall trajectories or narratives, such as having 

children, returning to school later in life, getting married or changing careers.  

Case Study.  Creswell (2007) described case study research as follows: 

a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (as case) or 
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multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection 

involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual 

material, documents, and reports), and reports a case description and case-based themes. 

(p. 73) 

 For the purposes of this study, women who were currently serving as college presidents 

in a variety of institutional types represented the bounded system. Data collection guided the 

researcher to discover the most common themes surrounding the participants who serve in the 

presidential position, allowing for a thick rich description of the phenomenon. A case study 

approach was utilized by analyzing the data as whole from the beginning of analysis. Each 

interview and observation yielded commonalities among the three participants. A thorough 

description enables the reader to create a mental picture of what the participant the study was 

experiencing. Descriptions of the setting, characters, actions, words, facial expressions, and body 

language provide a way to feel what the person in question was feeling (Creswell, 2013).  

Research Design 

The research design was based on Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology 

which focused more on a description of the participants’ experiences and less on the 

interpretation of the researcher (Creswell, 2013). My personal experiences were bracketed out 

from the beginning in order to concentrate the study on the lives of the participants. “To fully 

describe how participants view the phenomenon, researchers must bracket out, as much as 

possible, their own experiences” (Creswell, 2013, p. 81). Using a phenomenological approach, 

the phenomena were identified, the personal connection to the topic was described, data was 

collected from three women who fit the criteria of interest and circumstances, and significant 

statements made by participants were documented into common themes. After the data was 
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collected, I described what the participants experienced, and attempted to explain how they 

experienced the circumstances, taking into consideration the factors that may or may not have 

influenced the experience (Creswell, 2013). These two descriptions were then combined to 

produce an essence of the overall experience for the participants. Moustakas (1994) suggested 

the researcher “write a brief creative close that speaks to the essence of the study and its 

inspiration to you in terms of the value of the knowledge and future directions of your 

professional-personal life” (p. 184). This study revealed how women who have served as 

presidents at a variety of institutions make meaning of their experiences. 

Interviews with and observations of participants began in the fall of 2016 and were the 

primary source for data collection. The curriculum vitae of each president were also analyzed for 

commonalities in background and education. A semi-structured interview protocol was used to 

allow for their voices to come out in the answers, so themes emerged naturally (Creswell, 2013). 

Research Questions 

The specific research questions guiding this study are as follows: 

1. How do college women presidents shape their identities? 

2. What are the career trajectories of women who serve as college presidents? 

Participants 

Participants in this study were selected according to their Carnegie classification and 

came from the following: a Research I institution, a private four-year college, a Catholic BS/MA 

college, and a community college. In order to protect the identities of the women and the 

institutions, each participant was given the opportunity to choose her own pseudonym and each 

granted me the freedom to do so. The participants were chosen according to the following 

criteria: 
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1. Must be a current president or chancellor at her institution 

2. Must have served as president or chancellor for 2+ years 

3. Must identify as a woman 

Women who have served in the presidency for less than two years were not considered for this 

study due to their lack of experience.   

Participant Selection 

This study employed purposeful sampling in the form of maximum variation in order to 

recruit participants. Creswell (2013) stated the following:  

This means that the inquirer selects individuals and sites for study because they can 

purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in 

the study . . . . maximizing differences at the beginning of the study increases the 

likelihood that the findings will reflect differences or different perspectives--an ideal in 

qualitative research. (pp. 156-157)  

In order to locate three to 25 participants, as suggested by Polkinghorne (2005), the study 

employed network sampling. Creswell (2013) described this type of sampling as “cases [that] are 

identified by people who know people who know what cases are information-rich” (p. 158). 

Members of the Indiana State University Cohort 18 group of the Higher Education Leadership 

doctoral program, as well as Educational Leadership faculty members, were asked for referrals 

of suggested participants. Suggested participants were sent an email describing the study and 

asked for their agreement to participate, along with an informed consent form. Special attention 

was given to select participants who represent diverse groups in regard to race, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, social class, and educational experiences.  
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Procedures and Data Analysis 

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Indiana State University approved the study 

prior to the collection of data. Data collection for this study was accomplished through semi-

structured interviews, 45-60 minutes in duration, email communication with participants for 

verification, and document analysis.  The participants were observed by the researcher in their 

work environment, and the researcher maintained detailed field notes. One participant agreed 

only to a phone interview due to time constraints. The personal, semi-structured interviews were 

audio recorded and transcribed when completed. Field notes, along with transcribed taped 

interviews, were analyzed by coding software used to categorize the observations into no more 

than 25-30 groups (Creswell, 2013).  

In order to construct meaning, data were coded into emergent themes, creating patterns of 

behavior or experiences that have shaped the lives of women who have served as presidents. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) described the interpretation of the data as “lessons learned.” Many 

lessons for aspiring women administrators are described in the resulting discussion of the 

research. 

Interpretation in qualitative research, as described by Creswell (2013),  

involves abstracting out beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of the data. It 

is a process that begins with development of codes, the formation of themes from codes, 

and then the organization of themes into larger units of abstraction to make sense of the 

data. (p. 187) 

The participant interviews began with an introduction to the project and the completion 

of the informed consent document. The researcher explained the assumed risks to the participants 

and asked if they preferred a particular pseudonym during the interview. Each participant chose 
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to have the researcher decide on their pseudonyms. This information was recorded in the field 

notes and protected the identity of the participants throughout the study. Interviews followed a 

pre-determined semi-structured interview protocol; however, questions were used at the 

researcher’s discretion allowing for the conversations to progress naturally. Listening intently to 

the stories and thoughts of the participants helped to build researcher-participant rapport and 

helped subjects feel more comfortable to freely express themselves. (Creswell, 2013). Electronic 

and audio data were stored in two password-protected locations in case a virus corrupted 

information or a computer malfunctioned. 

The credibility of the study was reinforced by the triangulation of detailed field notes, 

audio recordings, the use of different data sources, and member-checking with the participants to 

confirm the notes and transcripts were accurate. Peer debriefing was utilized with two 

professionals outside of the study to check the researcher’s interpretation during the process. One 

higher education professional, with the title of vice president and knowledge of the field, 

provided feedback that the “findings are plausible based on the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 220).  

Summary 

The experiences of women in university president positions at the time of this study and 

at different institutional types were recorded, observed, analyzed, and verified through a 

phenomenological qualitative research design. Through document analysis, interviews, 

observation, and email communications, the personal experiences and perspectives of women 

presidents were reported in a scholarly manner. Chapter 3 provided an overview of the proposed 

methodology of this qualitative study.   
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CHAPTER 4 

 

PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women 

who serve as college and university presidents. The academic backgrounds, experiences, and 

attitudes towards their positions voiced by the participants in this study were supported in the 

literature review. This study allowed three women, who were sitting college and university 

presidents at the time of this study, to share their stories. 

The findings of this study reveal that each individual story is one of commitment, 

resiliency, motivation, and perseverance. This chapter provides background information about 

the participant’s upbringing, education, and work experience, which I believe shaped their 

presidential profiles and provided unique challenges for each one. 

This phenomenological study involved three participants. The participants were 

presidents of higher education institutions located in the upper Midwest and Southeastern 

regions. Participants ranged in age from 57 to 69 years old at the time of the interviews. In-depth, 

semi-structured phenomenological interviews lasted from 60 minutes to 90 minutes. 

A qualitative design was selected as the best method to generalize the data and 

stories from the three women. To examine the phenomena thoroughly, the following questions 

guided the research: 

1. How do women college presidents shape their identities? 
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2. What are the career trajectories of women who serve as college presidents? 

 This chapter is divided into three sections: the first section provides demographic profiles of the 

presidents; the second provides a short description of their upbringing and personal lives; and 

finally, the third section describes each participant’s education and career trajectory.  

Participants 

Research participants were promised confidentiality in order to feel comfortable in 

sharing their experiences. To maintain confidentiality, each participant was asked to choose a 

pseudonym for herself and deferred the responsibility to me. As a result, I provided a pseudonym 

first name, recognizable only by myself for each participant. The following pseudonyms were 

used throughout this study for participant protection: Frances, Wendy, and Charley. Each 

president presented herself in a respectful tone and was eager to meet with me.  Charley was 

more cautious when it came to sharing personal information and my access to her was limited 

due to extenuating circumstances being faced by her institution at the time of the interview. She 

mentioned the public nature of her role and the fact she serves as the face of her institution 

several times during our conversation. Each institution was also protected from identification by 

the use of a researcher-created fictitious name. The following table includes demographic data 

such as: age, pseudonym, institutional pseudonym, ethnicity of participant, years each participant 

has worked in higher education, and the number of years at her current institution.      
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Table 1 

Demographics of Participants 

Pseudonym 
College 

Name 
Age Ethnicity 

Years as 

president 

Total years at 

institution 

Wendy 

Pine Tree 

Community 

College 

68 White 11 11 

Frances 
Holy Trinity 

College 
57 Japanese/Black 3 3 

Charley 
Upper State 

University 
70 White 13 40 

 

Wendy serves as the president of Pine Tree Community College, a public two-year 

associates’ degree community college; she is the lowest paid president in this study. Frances 

serves as the president of Holy Trinity College, a Catholic institution that was founded as part of 

a hospital system to provide registered nurses. Her institution is part of the CIC, and she is the 

second highest paid president in the study. Charley serves as the president of  Upper State 

University, a public Research I institution. According to the Carnegie Classification system, this 

institutional type awards at least 20 doctoral degrees and has the highest research activity of all 

institutions. She has held her position the longest, and according to the National Center on 

Education Statistics (2017), represents the institution with the highest enrollment and most 

research activity. When compared to other participant salaries using Gigliardi et al. (2017) and 

Guidestar (2017) 990 data, Charley is the highest paid participant.  In-depth descriptions of the 

participants are presented in the following pages of this chapter.  
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Wendy 

Personal life. Wendy was born in the late 1940s in the upper Midwest. She was second 

oldest in a family of seven children, and she describes her home life as humble. At the age of 10, 

Wendy experienced the loss of her mother. Her family was split up due to her mother’s untimely 

death. Wendy’s older sister developed a learning disability and suffered adjustment problems as 

a result of the tragic death of her mother. This required Wendy to become the caretaker for her 

younger siblings. She mentioned her humble upbringings attributed to her motivation to succeed 

as well as her “heart for those who have similar circumstances in life.”  Wendy was the first 

person in her family to attend college and did so by working in factories and earning 

scholarships. Wendy divorced after 33 years of marriage and raised a son and a nephew, who 

both now have children of their own. She said she enjoys traveling and music and believes 

connection to family and a strong faith in God are very important in her life. 

Education. Wendy attended a parochial Catholic elementary school prior to her mother’s 

death, after which she transferred to a public school; she eventually graduated from a Catholic 

high school in the upper Midwest close to where she was born. “I was fortunate to be able to 

succeed in school. It was always of interest to me, learning, and I did get a lot of positive 

reinforcement in school.” 

 After working in factories during the summer and receiving a scholarship to an all-

women’s college to begin her post-secondary career, she was able to transfer to a public four-

year university near her hometown. Her bachelor’s degree was in sociology with a double minor 

in political science and psychology. After gaining some work experience, she enrolled in a 

master’s program in rehabilitation counseling which led her to work in a community college 

setting and eventually earned her Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration in 1980. 
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Work experience. Upon graduation, with a bachelor’s degree in hand, Wendy found it 

was difficult to obtain a full-time position within her chosen major. She took a job working as a 

rehabilitation aid with severely physically disabled and emotionally impaired or disturbed 

individuals. According to her, “the whole goal there was to help people try to identify specific 

traits and characteristics that they had where they could go into a particular career.”  The 

rehabilitation center used a team approach in assessment, utilizing the expert knowledge of social 

workers, therapists, interpreters for the hearing impaired, and vocational experts to determine the 

best plan of care for clients.  Wendy stated, “Working in the rehabilitation field was a stimulating 

opportunity for me to learn from a whole core of professionals supporting clients where their 

disability will no longer be a handicap to them to pursue a particular career path.” 

During her time as a rehabilitation aid, Wendy began working on her master’s degree in 

rehabilitation counseling which required extensive medical and psychological coursework. At 

that point, she “became very interested in counseling.” After working at the rehabilitation facility 

for a few years, she was chosen to go to a neighboring town to work in a special assessment 

center for single women with children who were receiving government aid. The goal was to 

assess their abilities and skills in order to get them into relevant programs at the local community 

college where they could gain meaningful education. “That’s where I was first introduced to the 

community college; then I was fortunate to be recruited to work there as a rehabilitation 

counselor.” She enjoyed the work and began taking courses for a master’s degree in 

rehabilitation counseling, graduating in 1973. 

After three years working at the community college as a rehabilitation counselor and 

receiving her master’s degree, Wendy was asked to start up a developmental education program 

on site due to her background in testing, assessment, administration, and diagnosis.  
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Developmental education programming was a gateway to an exciting career as a faculty member 

and department chair at the community college.  

After a time in developmental education and gaining experience as an administrator, 

Wendy began working on her Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration with a focus on 

community colleges. She received all three of her degrees from the same state university. When 

she completed her Ph.D., and had worked for five years as a faculty member and administrator, 

she moved on to a multi-college campus in the Midwest where she became the Dean of Students. 

It was easy to apply her counseling background and education in a student-centered 

administrative role. She spent four years working as the Dean and was then recruited to a Vice 

President of Student Development position at another Midwestern community college where she 

stayed for six years. Wendy finally served in her first presidential role at the age of 49 at a 

community college in a neighboring state, serving in this role for nine years. She now serves as 

the first woman President of Pine Tree Community College in the upper Midwest and has for 

twelve years at the time of the interview. The non-residential campus is located outside of an 

urban community and currently enrolls over 10,000 students. Wendy currently serves on seven 

outside boards and has received multiple awards and honors for her service to community 

college students during her career.   

Frances 

Personal life. Frances was born in the eastern United States in 1960. She was the 

youngest of five children. Her father is Black and Frances’ mother is Japanese-American. She 

stated that she was reared in a middle class “good, strong family home.” Frances described her 

neighborhood as a tough physical environment, where ethnicity was not considered. “In this 

particular part of the country everyone was mixed; it was no big deal. I was always racially 
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ambiguous.” Frances describes her siblings as very street wise and naughty. “They were very 

smart and always figured out ways to make money.”  She, on the other hand, was the one who 

did well in school, was an athlete, and did her best to stay out of trouble. In her family, there was 

no way of attending college without some type of scholarship, and she was the first to get a post-

secondary degree.  Frances described herself as “happily married.” She and her husband had four 

kids in five years, and they now have grandchildren. Her husband is very supportive of her career 

and was helping her at the office during my visit. Frances was raised in a Baptist home but 

converted to Catholicism later in life and has strong Catholic values and faith. 

Education. Unique experiences have been a theme throughout the career path of Frances. 

She attended public school in a tough inner-city system where she learned “survival skills.” She 

did very well in school and athletics and was very competitive growing up due to her mother’s 

discipline and expectations:  

I did well because you've heard the story of the tiger mom? The Asian mother who drives 

and drives and drives those kids? Well, that was mine toward me. There was no extra 

credit; you did the very best you could, and I did well in school and in athletics. It was 

more like a competition to me and an escape from the external environment.  

While preparing to graduate high school, Frances was trying to decide how she was going 

to pay for college with no financial support:  

When ROTC and the service academies became open to women, I said there’s a 

shot. I applied and got accepted to a number of service academies, competitive 

schools, and ROTC. Then I pretty much looked and said ok, where can I afford to 

go?   
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The Naval Academy and its stipend for new enlistees was the ticket to receiving an 

education and sending money home to help with family expenses for Frances. She enlisted in the 

academy as part of the fourth group of women in history to attend, and her initial class 

enrollment was 103. Upon graduation, she graduated with 50 classmates. Frances discussed 

several reasons why enrollment dropped so fiercely between matriculation and graduation, “I 

expected it was going to be a challenging endeavor, and it was. Hazing was not a bad word then, 

and it wasn’t anything . . . . . nothing traumatizing; it was just kind of what they did.”  She stated 

that academic life was challenging and not what she was used to: 

I had never received anything less than an A in my coursework and at the end of 

the first term I had a 1.95 GPA. I was so embarrassed and felt that I had 

dishonored my family, my country, and myself. I couldn’t show my face. 

The situation eventually improved; after spending four grueling years at the academy, 

Frances graduated and planned to have a career in the Marine Corps. When she was serving as a 

lieutenant, she was involved in a training accident that injured her right arm, and she was forced 

to leave the military. Shortly after graduation from the Academy, Frances started dating a 

previous classmate of hers and got married. When the accident happened, he remained in the 

military, and she made the decision not to reenlist.   

Frances decided that she would get her master’s degree in Latin American security affairs 

and international relations in Southern California and planned to be in the intelligence field 

where her husband was stationed. As fate would have it, they started having children, four in five 

years, and her career path took a turn to accommodate her new parenting schedule.  
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Frances stayed home for a few years raising her young children, but became bored with 

just going to school and being a stay-at-home mother. As a way to get out of the house, she took 

a job as a substitute mathematics teacher at a small Catholic school in California near where her 

husband was stationed. It was there she figured out she was a teacher: 

They asked me, “that class has a really terrible discipline problem, right?” I said, 

“what kind of discipline problem?” There’s no issue here. They understand that 

you sit up straight, you pay attention, you’re here to learn something, or you get 

the hell out. I’m commanded to love you whether or not you’re lovable, and it’s 

because I love you that I’m going to require that you get something accomplished 

here.  

Due to her military knowledge and background, Frances was able to make a connection 

with students. She spoke about her first lesson in honors geometry:  

The students had to understand triangle trigonometry, angle trigonometry, and I taught it 

using surface to air missile principles and how to train the missile such, and know what 

the altitude and the rate of the aircraft was so that you could shoot it down at a given 

point in time. They thought that was just the coolest thing.       

After Frances spent a few years substitute teaching in California, her husband was 

transferred to Indiana where she began teaching math at night in an adjunct position at a local 

state college. In order to supplement her income, Frances started tutoring kids in math in her 

house during naptime. She was very successful in this endeavor and made a conscious effort to 

keep the participation low enough to avoid having to register as a business. As her children got 

older, she started teaching at a small Catholic college in the same area and found the faith- based 

environment a much better fit for her personally.  An opportunity arose to start a remedial 
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education program for students who were failing pre-algebra and dropping out because they 

could not get into the college level algebra course. Frances bargained with the Dean saying, “I 

bet you I could teach them, but I can only teach at night and if I can get these kids to pass the 

second semester, I would like to talk about some other opportunities at the college.” The Dean 

agreed. Frances was able to relate to the students and get the majority of them to pass. She 

referred to the founding Brothers of the college who believed in meeting students where they are, 

which was exactly what she did.   

 As a result of the success in remedial algebra, Frances was offered a full-time teaching position. 

The administration was willing to work around her schedule with her children at home because 

she was such a great asset to the campus community.  She was afforded the opportunity to teach 

one class and develop an at-risk student program on campus. The program granted conditional 

acceptance to under-achieving students, and she was highly successful even though she had no 

background with this type of programming. “When you go into a business, you just figure out 

what it is you need to do. I did the research, saw what the best practice was, and said ‘Ok, let’s 

do it.’”   

During this time, her children were getting older .and the president of the college asked 

Frances to begin teaching math fulltime. After eight years at the college, the president asked 

Frances if she was interested in assisting the administration in creating a residential and modest 

athletics program on campus by becoming the Dean of Students and Vice President for Student 

Affairs. She told him she was definitely interested but “didn’t have a Ph.D. It would be a really 

huge commitment. I would have to have a family meeting about that.”  She and her husband held 

a family meeting, and the children agreed to cooperate with her demanding school and work 

schedule. She completed her Ph.D. at Indiana State University in Higher Education 
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Administration in three years while working in a new administrative role. The president 

supported her educational goals completely and accommodated her schedule. 

Work experience. After completing her Ph.D., Frances had the opportunity to transfer 

within the college to academic faculty while maintaining charge of student affairs.  “So I became 

Executive Vice President with a Dean of Students and a Dean of Faculty reporting to me.” Her 

time in this position was very successful, and then the president became very ill and asked 

Frances to cover some job responsibilities for him.  

I was never really an interim president, but I did cover things for him, and this 

was a wonderful, wonderful learning experience, and I owe it to the upbringing 

that my mother gave me and that was–Japanese-American women learn how to be 

in charge without looking like they are in charge–it was my job to cover the 

president’s ass with his constituents. I was able to ask him questions and make 

decisions with his support. I was a relatively popular leader on campus. I had 

come from faculty and student affairs. When I would defend the president, they 

would swallow it because I wanted him to retire with dignity. 

 When the president retired, the new president sent Frances to CIC Executive Leadership 

Academy where she met a lot of presidential recruiters and for the first time, thought she may be 

interested in becoming a president. She served as Executive Vice President for seven years, and 

then Frances began interviewing for a few presidential positions. She had to withdraw from a 

search in which she was a finalist due to a new diagnosis of Parkinson’s disease that kept her 

from being functional in cold weather. She describes her time at the interview in cold weather:  

I was a finalist for this position in the northwest, and when I got there it was very cold. At 

that point, I had a new diagnosis and had no idea how it was going to affect me 
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physically. When I stepped out of the car to walk to the building where my interview 

would be held, I just froze, I couldn’t move my arms, hands, or legs well at all.  I made it 

through the interview that day and then informed the search committee I would have to 

remove myself as a candidate due to health issues. It was a very disappointing 

experience.  

Frances was finally offered the opportunity to become president at her current position in 

the south where her disease causes little discomfort to her in the warmer climate. Frances was 54 

when she became president and had held her position for three years at the time of her interview; 

she serves as the second woman to be president at Holy Trinity College. 

During her time so far as president of the Catholic institution, which was formed to 

provide nursing staff to the hospital, Frances has particularly struggled with the administrative 

structure.  Her relationships have been challenging due to the fiscal control of the hospital over 

the affairs of the College. Frances is working diligently with the board of trustees to get the 

structure changed and stated the following: 

[I would] stick it out as long as it looks like there is a reasonable chance that the 

sisters of the Catholic church will get us out from under the health system. If it 

looks like it’s not going to happen, then the provost and I will both pull up our 

stakes and leave. 

Frances currently serves on nine boards and economic development committees; she is also a 

peer evaluator for the Higher Learning Commission. 

Charley 

Personal Life. Charley was born in 1947 in a small Midwestern town to a long line of 

blue collar workers.  She was the oldest child and had one younger brother. As a young girl, she 
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dreamed of becoming a catcher for the New York Yankees. Her parents were very supportive of 

her dreams, saying that if she “worked hard enough and was passionate about what she wanted to 

do, her job offers would follow.” There was no consideration of college for Charley until she was 

offered a scholarship from her father’s company. Charley is married to a man who also serves at 

her university in a senior advisory role to an executive vice president. She said that she likes to 

read or golf in her spare time. “I do a lot of reading and sometimes just put my head down in my 

iPad.” She says it was very difficult to travel without being recognized by alumni from the 

college because there are so many, but she also believes there is no ill-will in their approach of 

her.  

 Of the three participants, Charley was the most cautious in discussing her experiences and 

education, sticking mainly to her facts and keeping the interview extremely formal. There was no 

discussion of her current home life during the interview.  

Education. Charley attended public high school in a small town in the Midwest. She did 

very well in school and still today has a drive for lifelong learning, a message instilled in her by 

her father. As a first-generation college student, she was able to attend a local state university 

close to her home as a result of a scholarship. She received her bachelor’s degree in Math in 

1969. After receiving her initial post-secondary degree, Charley went straight into her master’s 

degree in student personnel and counseling at the same institution and she was conferred that 

degree in 1970. 

Work experience. Upon graduation with a master’s degree, one of Charley’s professors 

sent her to a university in the upper Midwest to meet a man who was working in the Office of 

Institutional Research, where she was offered a position as a researcher.  In 1974, she became an 

assistant professor for the Office of Institutional Research and has remained at the same 



64 

    

institution, where she currently serves as president.  She remained in the Office of Institutional 

Research as a full professor until 1984 when she took a faculty position in the Educational 

Administration Department on campus.  

 During the time of her appointment in the Educational Administration Department, Charley rose 

through the ranks of faculty to become Assistant Provost for General Academic Administration 

in 1981, then Associate Provost in 1987, Interim Provost and Vice President for Academic 

Affairs in 1992, and Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs in 1993. Although she 

spoke very little of these positions, she mentioned that being a faculty member first made her 

transition into administration go more smoothly. In 1992, Charley applied for the position of 

president and was passed over for another candidate but chose to remain at the university as 

Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs. Eleven years later, in 2003, when the 19th 

President of Upper State University decided to spend some time in Iraq helping with the 

monetary system, Charley became interim president for six months. Shortly after his return, the 

president retired in 2004 at the age of 57. Charley was chosen to take his place as the 20th 

president of the institution and became the first woman to serve in that role. Upper State 

University has 50,000 students enrolled today and is considered a world class research 

institution. As a president of a large state institution, Charley has a great responsibility to 

constituents and currently serves on 19 boards and economic development groups. She considers 

herself to be the “president for the state.” According to Charley’s curriculum vitae, 

[Charley] is the principal executive officer of the university, elected by and 

serving at the pleasure of the Board of Trustees. She is, ex officio, a member of 

the Board of Trustees without the right to vote, and its sole administrative officer. 

She presides at meetings of the board and has the authority and performs the 
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duties usually attached to the office as presiding officer. In addition, she serves as 

a member of the Foundation Board and on the College of Law Board. 

As the 20th President of [Upper State University], she has engaged the university 

in a transformative journey to apply the principles of the engaged land-grant 

tradition to 21st century global challenges. Her goal is to apply the university’s 

knowledge assets to advancement of sustainable prosperity and quality of life, a 

concept she calls the “World Grant Ideal.” 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women who 

serve as college and university presidents. Chapter 4 provided a glimpse into the personal lives, 

educational backgrounds, and work experiences of three presidents at different institutional 

types. Although each president has similar responsibilities at their respective institution, their 

career paths and life stories leading up to their current positions have been somewhat different. 

Chapter 5 will provide a description of the prevalent themes and supporting narrative derived 

from the interview and observation data. 
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                                                       CHAPTER 5 

 

RESULTS 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women who 

serve as college and university presidents.  Each participant was asked open-ended questions 

which afforded conversational versatility and transition from topic to topic. Although each 

institution differs in scope and size, and experiences of the participants were not precise mirror 

images, several themes emerged from the data collection and analyses of keywords and phrases.  

 Chapter 5 presents the six themes that emerged from the data collection analysis. along with 

relevant quotations and documentation of experiences relating to the particular theme. The 

emergent themes are presented in the following order: Some of it has to do with the leader, do 

we belong here, you don’t even know me, I am commanded to love you, putting the pieces in 

place, and learn from others. 

Some of It Has to Do With the Leader 

This theme emerged from the women’s sharing of their own expert knowledge in the 

field of higher education, each one has gained promotion by increasing their knowledge over 

time. The three women were privy to the inner workings of the governance system, the board 

members, faculty, staff, and students at their institutions, as well as the global impact of post-

secondary education. All participants gained expert knowledge in the field of higher education 

by earning their doctorates in higher education administration and demonstrating dedication to 
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lifelong learning. 

  Not only did Frances earn her Ph.D., but she also attended the CIC’s Executive Leadership 

Academy to network and discovered more about the presidency. “You meet a lot of recruiters 

there and make connections. I began to honestly think about becoming a president during the 

academy.”  Charley earned powerful academic credentials and respect at her institution by 

working in institutional research; becoming a professor in Educational Administration; and 

teaching courses on planning, evaluation, and budgeting. She believes “you should always learn 

from people around you who have more experience.” Every workplace challenge and new 

educational goal has ultimately led each woman to her current presidential post. Wendy 

discussed the importance of continuous learning, “I think we need to be lifelong learners. I 

believe any leader that is really worth his or her salt has to be a lifelong learner and has to keep 

working at being a good leader.”  

Two of the three participants began their careers in academia by demonstrating their 

knowledge of learning styles and assessment. Frances made an agreement with her 

administration that she would successfully teach math to low achieving students at her college, 

which ultimately landed her a full-time position.  

I taught these kids who were really, really struggling. In fact, there was a very low 

chance they would succeed, but they worked hard and figured out what their 

language was, you know? What kind of language of math did they understand? I 

read the principles of education from the institution, and they said to meet 

students where they were. I thought that was just brilliant, and I decided to try it. 

Long story short, they were very successful. 

As a result of her success in teaching students with low ability, Frances was asked to 
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begin a conditional acceptance program at the institution. Frances knew nothing about 

conditional acceptance when she started the program, but she spent time researching other 

institutions to find out what the best practice was; she was confident she could get it done. The 

program helped to matriculate students who would have, historically, been turned away from the 

college, and she gained valuable knowledge and respect from administration as a result of the 

program’s success. 

Wendy was also called upon for her expert knowledge of learning styles to start the first 

developmental education program at her local community college. She had been working with 

emotionally and physically disabled individuals in a rehabilitation setting. She also worked in a 

center for women with children who were receiving public aid. “Since I had background in 

testing, administration, diagnosis, and how to use assessment instruments, they asked if I would 

apply for the position as a coordinator to start up a developmental education program.” The 

program Wendy started was highly successful and transformed into a full department where she 

became a faculty member, department chair, and dean.   

Each participant shared extensive knowledge about higher education administration. 

Charley built her expert knowledge and eventually her presidency in the same institution by 

learning as much as she possibly could about the organization in the Office of Institutional 

Research. She worked directly with “a nationally recognized higher education researcher for a 

long period of time in order to become well-versed in [her] field and respected among [her] 

colleagues.” Charley has tried to learn she could about the history and culture of her institution 

and the state. She was able to progress through the ranks and serve as an interim president for six 

months while the sitting president was out of the country.  

Due to serious health issues faced by the president of her former institution, Frances 
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gained a lot of her expert knowledge of the presidency by running a college without actually 

serving in the role. 

I would just make decisions on his behalf and not let anybody know, and he 

would say, “You make the call on this and this and this,” and I said, “What if it’s 

the wrong call?” He said, “Well, then it’s my call. Don’t worry about it;” I 

couldn’t fail because he had my ass. 

Wendy had the opportunity to gain expert knowledge as a member of the accreditation 

process during her first presidency and served as a consultant evaluator for the accrediting body. 

By being appointed to work in this organization, Wendy came away with the knowledge she 

needed to run a successfully accredited community college. When she began her presidency at 

Pine Tree, her knowledge of accreditation helped her build a case to change the process and 

accrediting body currently in place.  Because Wendy knew the information and had great 

experience in the accreditation arena, there was no resistance from the board or campus 

community.  

Participants demonstrated their expert knowledge through actions but also by their 

interactions with others. For example, while providing advice to her Vice President for 

Enrollment Management, Frances shared her expert knowledge of human performance. “Folks 

have varying degrees of tolerance for ambiguity . . . know who your folks are who have minimal 

tolerance and assure them it’s going to be fine; no one is hiding anything from you, as we get 

answers we’ll share them.” Wendy credits her counseling background for her expert knowledge 

about people.  

 

I was most prepared for how to communicate within a college to run it, to get 
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people working together . . . I went into a college where there was an authoritarian 

president before me, so it worked out perfectly because I was not into that. From 

the beginning, I liked to get the input of the people who are working around me, I 

held town-hall type meetings and built consensus before making final decisions. 

During an academic cabinet meeting, Frances provided expert knowledge regarding the 

intricacies of academic governance. “It’s the strange creature called faculty that causes the health 

system to freak out. It’s a 10-month contract, salaries, no PTO, holidays, etc.” As part of her 

position as president, it was her job to educate the hospital administration on faculty governance 

processes. In the same academic cabinet meeting, Frances demonstrated expert knowledge about 

relationships with board members by asking her Vice President of Institutional Advancement to 

provide an organizational chart for the advancement area, complete with job descriptions. She 

explained that the board members would want to know why they are paying so much salary for 

so little gain; it would be Frances explaining to the board president that it takes seven to ten years 

to cultivate significant donors and a large team to do so.   

Charley discussed her expert knowledge about the university system when she spoke 

about what she liked least about her position: “governmental affairs, we set term limits for the 

legislature here in this state, so the members are not involved long enough to gain a long-term 

perspective.” Her frustration was evident when she talked about re-educating the new legislature 

on the same issues over and over again.  

All participants discussed how their university or college needed to respond to their 

respective communities whether by public service, research, or programming changes. 

Oftentimes these responses require curriculum changes and becoming more diverse in degree 

offerings. When talking about curriculum diversification, Frances mentioned the institutional 
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relationship with a local Catholic high school to fill seats in classrooms: 

If you’ve got empty seats, and you don’t have the overhead, you’ve got the space, then 

you have potential feeders. What I’m interested in is the kind of student at Merit 

Christian High School. We’re looking at under-enrollment in radiology technology right 

now. What are the chances high school students who are interested in healthcare could 

take some early classes in that area?  

Wendy also spoke to diversification of programming at Pine Tree:  

What we really need to do now is focus a little bit more on where the jobs are 

going to be. We do have to look at jobs when we are making our curriculum 

decisions. We also have relationships with local high schools and about 1000 dual 

enrolled students here. 

Charley discussed the long-term return on investment for university education:  

I think we all live in a world now where education has been demonized in the minds of 

many. Places like ours that have a long-run play, not just a short-run play. We are 

anticipating tomorrow’s problems and preparing graduates to solve the problems of the 

future, not just prepare the next quarterly report.  

Regardless of the way in which expert knowledge was demonstrated or discussed by each 

participant, there was no question about their confidence to make educated decisions at their 

respective institutions. Wendy summed up the case for gaining expert knowledge in her field:  

After a while, when you bring in several million dollars to the institution and numerous 

grants that the college has never received before, and you are able to do some things in 

the community to gain recognition as well as receive national attention, sometimes 

people start to realize some of it has to do with the leader. 
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Do We Belong Here? 

 All three participants exhibited a non-stereotypical gender demeanor and style. Wendy and 

Frances were not wearing makeup at the time of their interview, neither had their hair in a 

particular style, and both were wearing tailored suits. Frances was wearing western boots with 

pointed toes and mentioned she carries a gun, but was wearing a brightly colored scarf as a 

complement to her suit.  

Charley has a very intense tone to her voice and demeanor, and exuded very little 

emotion. When asked how being a woman impacts her position and decision making she 

responded, “I've never been anything else, so that's a difficult question to respond to.” She 

expressed her belief that life experiences influence people’s thoughts and identity. As a kid 

growing up in the 1970s, Charley noted that there “weren’t many opportunities for women.” 

Therefore, she consciously developed listening skills that could enable her to move her 

institution forward with an all-encompassing model of leadership rather than an authoritarian 

self-focused model. She finalized, “All of those things are a mixture of experiences influenced 

by gender but not defined by gender.”   

Frances mentioned her Japanese-American “tiger mom” a few times during her interview 

but considered herself racially ambiguous. She admittedly struggled with her identity as a 

woman during her time at the Naval Academy where she was part of the fourth class of women 

ever to be admitted. She noted her struggle by discussing the rapid decline of her health and 

eyesight in her first year at the Academy, which she said her doctor attributed to cutting her 

weight harshly and putting her body under tremendous strain. “Probably a third of the women in 

my class had some sort of eating disorder, and that’s just because we were constantly, constantly 

wondering, do we belong here”? 
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Questions of sexual identity haunted Frances’s time at the Naval Academy, and as she 

got older, she realized many of the women were gay. She started wondering the following:  

Ok, am I gay because this place attracts women like this? Am I going to become this way 

because this place will turn women into that? What’s going on? I wasn’t dating; I was 

strong as an ox, flat-chested, short, broad shouldered, no hips, and I thought “oh my gosh, 

don’t tell me I’m one of them” 

Frances also had strong religious beliefs that would never allow her to be a lesbian. She was able 

to discuss these feelings with her roommate, who assured her she was not gay. Eventually, she 

met with the chaplain and found out that she was not the only one who was facing the same 

feelings and thoughts. She describes a breakthrough in her thinking when the chaplain gave her 

this advice:  

We’re on a spectrum of male to female. Very, very few of us are purely male or 

purely female. We’re on the spectrum naturally, and then by nurture we’re pushed 

further toward where we are by nature. You’re born a girl. Some girls are going to 

be mesomorphic in their shape, play with boys, and are athletic but by nature their 

parts are girls. Ultimately, you have to decide.  

Frances went on to say, “He was talking about me, square shouldered. I didn’t have hips 

or breasts until I had babies, a little facial hair, so more toward the male side but still by 

nature female.” 

  Frances mentions although this conversation made her feel better about the situation, the 

sexuality and identity struggle she faced in the Academy was more distracting than any of the 

other issues combined. The struggle was tough for everyone in her class; they started out with 

103 women and only 50 graduated. Frances was part of a very tight knit group of Asian and 
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Black women during her time at the Naval Academy. “We had to be each other’s support to 

make it through.” 

 Each of the participants was currently or had been married, and two of the three have 

children. Wendy was married for 33 years and had one son and a nephew whom she and her 

husband raised; she was divorced at the time of her interview.  Charley was married to a 

professor, and they had no children. Frances went on to marry a man she met at the Naval 

Academy and gave birth to four children in five years. She followed her husband during his 

service in the military and had the primary responsibility of raising their children. It became 

apparent much of her identity was due to becoming a mother. “I would tutor people in math 

during the kid’s naptime, but I just couldn’t handle being at home and just going to school. I was 

going bonkers.” When it was time for her to go to work full time, complete her Ph.D., and the 

children were a little older, her husband took on more responsibility so she could progress in her 

career.  Her husband had since retired from the military, and during the time of our interview, he 

was helping her bring in gifts for her academic cabinet members and running errands for 

Frances. 

In her work life, Frances mentioned she was very close with the religious brothers she 

served alongside at her first institution.  “They accepted my family as their own; they worked 

around my schedule so I could handle my responsibilities with the kids; and they always gave 

meaningful parenting advice.”  In her present position, most of the board members were White 

men; she had a good relationship with them, and said the following: 

It’s all about how you approach it. I had an older board member call me ‘little girl’ one 

time after a meeting while he was speaking to me. I didn’t get upset. To him, I am a little 

girl . . . probably his daughter’s age.   
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Wendy had almost nothing to say about her gender identity growing up with the exception of 

being offered a scholarship to an all-women’s college to begin her undergraduate career. After 

the first year, she transferred to a state school closer to her home. Conversely, Wendy felt being a 

woman has had a great impact on her career and how she has been perceived as president.  

I think that as a woman I’m scrutinized a lot more than my male counterparts are, 

scrutinized tremendously more. I think I’m not taken quite as seriously by some and 

when I raise my voice, I’m over criticized because I am viewed as being harsh and overly 

critical. There are differences in how we [women] are treated and how we are 

compensated. It’s unfortunate; it’s very unfortunate, but it is what it is and we do what we 

can.   

When questioned further, Wendy went on to say sometimes she felt there were more women in 

high-ranking roles, and then something happens to make her question whether or not women 

have made any progress in leadership at all. During her interview, she noted her experience as a 

token female committee member:  

Just when we are making progress, you know? I’ll be in a meeting in the community; and 

I’m still one of the few women female leaders in the region, so I am asked to be on 

certain committees. I feel that everyone is looking around and asking themselves, well 

who else are we going to get, but many times I say yes.   

 Wendy also discussed her feelings about women who bully or put down other women just 

because they are jealous of one another. “We [women] can be our own worst enemies, which is 

more than a little bit disappointing to me.” Wendy had a woman on her board who was very 

unsupportive of her decision making. “She is perhaps a little jealous of the pay and benefits I 

receive. She is also an African American woman who feels I don’t do enough for the minority 



76 

    

population.” Wendy described her responsibility as a leader to mentor both men and women but 

also feels compelled to stand up for other women when necessary. In a recent community 

meeting, other members put down a woman leader whom Wendy highly regarded. “I did not 

stand for it, and stood up and said, ‘Whoa, time out.’” The rest of the group was shocked that 

Wendy had been so adamant about standing up for this woman.   

Two of the three participants had a cabinet made up of mostly women, which has not 

been a common theme among institutions in the past. Frances inherited her cabinet from the 

previous president with the exception of the provost, who is a man. Charley’s cabinet reflects a 

more traditional male presence due to the Research I classification it boasts. Wendy mentioned 

she had been involved in conversations where she was accused of hiring only men. Her response 

to this accusation was “I am not hiring only men; I am hiring the most qualified candidate.” She 

mentioned it is very difficult to get men to come to the area her institution serves, so the 

applicant pool of men is very low. Frances has a cabinet of all women with the exception of the 

Provost; she recruited him fiercely for his expertise in finance and operations.    

You Don’t Even Know Me 

 All three participants have demonstrated resilience in their lives and careers, and each mentioned 

how important it is to have grit in their treasure chest of personal characteristics. This theme also 

emphasizes the women’s personal accomplishments they credit to being resilient.  

 Frances was raised in a tough neighborhood and attended an inner city high school 

where she learned “survival skills.” After graduation from the tough urban environment, she 

chose to attend the Naval Academy as one of the first cohorts of women to be accepted. She 

discussed what it was like at the Academy: 

There was some of the anti-female stuff because my class was the fourth class we 



77 

    

filled in. The first class was the senior women . . . there were some, I guess, you 

would call it poor treatment or bullying nowadays. That’s why I laugh and say, 

“Come on!”  You know? How do you get grit? Guys hollering at you, “get out of 

my school, bitch” while you’re out running, and you’re like, “you don’t even 

know me, what the hell?” As a plebe, the women were treated just as poorly as the 

men were. We all got crapped on as plebes. Did it build character? Yes. Did it 

teach you that you are not the center of the universe? Yes. Did it teach you to be 

able to determine what really matters and what doesn’t? Yes. Somebody calling 

you a scumbag, somebody calling you worthless, is not something that is going to 

traumatize you for the rest of your life. 

Frances was resilient and acquired a fair amount of what she would refer to as “grit” 

during her time at the Academy and in her health. She was able to graduate after an extremely 

disappointing first term when she contemplated suicide and then shortly after graduation suffered 

an accident which left her right arm full of silastics; this resulted in her discharge from the armed 

forces.  Rather than give up on her dreams, she went on to receive her master’s degree in Latin 

American security affairs and planned to be in a civilian arm of intelligence. As fate would have 

it, her career path took another turn, and she began having children “one right after the other.” 

After her higher education career had reached its peak, and she was ready to start applying for 

presidential positions, she was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, which required her to stay in 

warmer climates.  The disease limited her opportunities in searching for presidential positions 

where she may otherwise have been a good fit.   

 

Wendy demonstrated a tremendous amount of resilience and perseverance in her 
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upbringing and health as well. Her mother died when she was 10 years old, and her family was 

split up. She was asked to be the caretaker of her siblings because there were seven children, and 

her older sister had learning and adjustment issues.  She worked hard in factories in the summer 

months to save money for college and was able to excel academically to the point of receiving a 

scholarship to attend her first undergraduate school.  

Upon completion of her bachelor’s degree, Wendy found out her chosen major may not 

have been the best choice for finding employment, so she changed directions and took a position 

as a rehabilitation aide.  What some may have viewed as an obstacle, Wendy was able to make 

the best of and move forward.  Personally, Wendy has survived being divorced after 33 years of 

marriage. She has raised her nephew as well as her own son and continues to be a support to her 

family. 

Charley has been resilient in her personal life by being a first-generation college student 

born to a blue-collar family. Her grandfather passed away from black lung disease due to his 

hard labor. “There was no way I was going to college until my father’s company came up with a 

scholarship for me.” At that point, she spoke to a high school counselor who recommended she 

attend a school only 30 minutes away from home so she could still help her parents. When she 

graduated with a master’s degree, she was sent by a professor to Upper State University, where 

she now serves as president, to work with a well-respected researcher. In their work lives, these 

participants exhibited a great amount of resilience and have been able to diversify themselves 

enough to survive as women who reach the presidential position.   

The institution Frances presided over was a complicated organization with a governing 

body that still exists in the hospital administration. The hospital leadership team has complete 

control over budgeting, strategic planning, and community relations. Frances has shown her 
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determination by going head-to-head with the administration more than once during her three-

year tenure. Frances described a particular top-down decision that was made requiring faculty, 

students, and staff of Holy Trinity College to park off campus yielding to the hospital employees. 

The decision came to her in the form of a demand from the hospital, to which she said, “Well, I 

won’t, and I can’t. I simply can’t.” The hospital’s plan would require an organization-wide 

meeting in order to implement. Frances welcomed the hospital to directly discuss their plan with 

faculty, staff, and students in such a meeting. According to Frances, it did not go any further, and 

she maintained a pleasant attitude. Frances emphasized she simply could not treat her people that 

way. 

In another instance, Frances was told during a meeting with cabinet members that 

enrollment for the upcoming year was down by about 25%. Although the news was devastating 

to the majority of people around the table, she responded as follows:  

These are our options: retention, recruitment, fundraising, and on the other end, the 

Provost is already doing all kinds of rearranging of faculty resources, looking at course 

loads and enrollments…The truth doesn’t change according to our ability to stomach it. 

We can’t pull enrollment out of thin air. 

She mentioned later she had no choice but to make the best of the situation at hand for everyone 

involved.  

After accepting the presidential position at Holy Trinity College, Frances found the 

institutional environment was different than it seemed during her interview process. The 

institution she leads is under fiscal control of a health system, so although she is the president of 

the college, few decisions are made without approval from the hospital board. There is another 

layer of administration over the college because the health system is under the umbrella of the 
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Franciscan Sisters in the area. When Frances discovered how the administrative landscape was 

really structured once she arrived on campus, she said, “This is bullshit. I’m packing my trash, 

and I’m leaving. We are not meeting the criteria in governance for accreditation because the 

hospital continues to exert control over the college.” Due to her resilient nature, she continued to 

stay and fight for what needed to be done, for the students, and for the administrators who serve 

with her.  “The Provost and I have pretty much pinky sworn to say we will stick this out as long 

as it looks like there is a reasonable chance that the Sisters will indeed pull us out from under the 

hospital.”  When she decides it is not going to happen, she communicates clearly she will not be 

afraid to pull up stakes, report the institution to the appropriate accreditation body, and move on.  

In her career, Wendy has exhibited resilience and perseverance by starting a 

developmental education program from the ground up, turning it into a flourishing department 

and moving through the ranks to the presidency. Additionally, she has faced many issues with 

faculty and staff members fighting among one another. She used her resilient nature to address 

the faculty members “eyeball- to- eyeball” during a time of unrest and back-biting she recently 

experienced in email communications. Wendy told her Vice President for Academics a full 

faculty meeting was going to be called, and they would each make a statement, followed by the 

faculty members. Each person would “lay their cards on the table in order to get on serving their 

students.” Wendy articulated her ability to confront issues in a manner others do not often have 

the courage to do. When referring to being a woman in a presidential role, Wendy believes she is 

a survivor because her tenure as president has been longer at Pine Tree than most presidents, 

male or female, anywhere.  “I think there is a certain amount of respect that is gained, but it takes 

some time and it takes perseverance and successes too.”  

Charley demonstrated grit and resilience in her career when she was passed over as a 
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finalist for the presidency 11 years prior to her appointment. She remained on staff and continued 

to support the overall mission even though she wasn’t chosen to lead at that time. She spent time 

serving in several administrative roles including interim president and was ultimately appointed 

president amidst controversy in 2004.  Many elected officials and appointed board members 

suggested the university conduct a national search when the former president decided to retire, 

and the board at the time chose Charley because she was Provost and had been a finalist before. 

“They wanted someone who knew the institution and what the overall vision was.” Like Wendy, 

Charley has surpassed the average time of a presidency at one institution by serving in her role 

for 13 years at Upper State University. She is one of two remaining women to serve as president 

at a Big 10 school; she describes the environment to be “highly visible and politically charged.”  

Not only has Charley demonstrated resilience and grit throughout her life, but also during 

the interview, she spent a fair amount of time discussing her feelings about students’ lack of grit 

in today’s society. She said, “they make all of their important decisions using their phones” and 

need to spend less time relying on social media to shape their identities. “They don’t realize that 

the phone is going to tell them what they want to hear according to their search history!” She 

implied that students do not have the wherewithal or “grit” to find things out for themselves and 

believe everything they read or hear on the Internet. Charley believes life is all about experiences 

and what students make of them, not what the phone says or someone else says or does. 
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I Am Commanded to Love You 

 Each participant had a strong sense of the important role she plays in helping others. The 

emergence of this theme developed as I observed how the women’s feelings of service were 

manifested in several ways, whether by dedication to the overall mission of their institutions for 

the betterment of society, personal faith, mentoring other executives, supporting students, 

employers, the faculty and staff, or serving on external boards. A strong sense of calling was 

observed in each woman’s story about an event, time, place, or situation she has faced.   

Each woman has experienced mentorship and support throughout her life by someone 

who was a colleague, professor, parent, religious leader, or president of another institution. 

Wendy has close relationships with other women who serve as presidents and believes in the 

importance of having confidantes who “know the business but are not directly involved in your 

institution and will not tell anyone else.”  Frances had a great deal of support from her mother 

growing up. Although some of that may have been viewed as a negative, she mentioned being 

unsuccessful was not an option for her in childhood. She also received a great deal of support 

from the Brothers at her previous institution who “treated my family as their own and supported 

me professionally and personally.”   

Charley’s father was instrumental in giving her the will to succeed at a young age; her 

high school guidance counselor helped her receive a college scholarship; and a professor in her 

master’s program introduced her to a mentor at Upper State University who would be invaluable 

in her career moving forward.  Charley mentioned learning from the experiences of others can be 

a great professional tool, “Mentorship can come in big and small ways; it’s cumulative.”  

 When discussing her role as president at Upper State University, Charley always seemed to have 

the big picture in mind and takes very seriously her call to serve as the president of a large 
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university.  She wanted to pass long-term projects on to her successor, thereby educating him or 

her on what Charley believes to be missteps of her predecessor, who was not transparent in 

communication. “When I started at this institution there was an ‘I’ model of leadership in place, I 

wanted to change that to a ‘we’ model.” Charley felt it would be important to accomplish a 

transformation so her institution could stay true to its land grant mission and “reap benefits” for 

as long as five to 20 years in the future. 

Two of the three participants stated they were called to serve students in a remedial 

education format by beginning developmental education programs at their previous institutions. 

Wendy mentioned she was particularly interested in taking this a step further at Pine Tree 

Community College, where she now serves as president by creating guided pathways for 

students.  

Many colleges are just teaching all kinds of courses because that’s what their faculty 

desire to teach. I am more interested in seeing what students are truly interested in and 

what is going to get them the job they want in the long run. 

Frances has a strong Catholic faith which she maintains guided many of her words and actions in 

the workplace. She stated she tried to instill the Catholic mission in every person she worked 

with and said a prayer before every meeting. She quoted a Catholic principle when speaking 

about her staff: 

There is a Catholic principle of subsidiarity, which means you push down to the 

very lowest level of the organization the responsibility that they can handle. 

Another way to put it is you want everyone operating at the top of their license. 

You want to give the very most responsibility to the folks at each of their levels 

and not do something that someone else at another level could do because it takes 
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away from them. That’s not delegating; it’s called trusting, and there’s a 

difference. 

Being called to serve others in building relationships was apparent in each response from 

the participants of the research study. All participants serve on boards outside of their 

institutions, reach out to local community organizations, and try to connect with local high 

schools and employers to gauge what their individual needs are. Frances discusses the programs 

at her institution and where the information comes from to inform curriculum decisions, “I’m out 

in the community and building relationships with businessmen and women, asking what they 

need and what is their greatest frustration in the people that they hire.”  Wendy echoed the 

sentiments of the other participants when she discussed her relationship with the greater 

community and business people her institution serves. “We need to meet the needs of the 

institutions our students transfer to, the high schools who feed us, and the employers who will 

employ our graduates as well. It’s a large responsibility.”  

Participants’ call to serve others was clearly demonstrated throughout their interviews 

and observations by the way they described interactions with others. Each woman talked about 

her need for transparent communication throughout the campus community in order to build an 

inclusive environment. As part of walk-around management, they also hold summits and town 

hall meetings when decisions need to be made or to communicate change.  When Wendy’s 

institution implemented the new accreditation process she “held a summit for all to be involved 

to begin to assess the institution’s mission, vision, and values.” Wendy claimed the summit was a 

great opportunity to start from the beginning and go from there, and that she was able to 

determine the community’s priorities and steps the institution needed to take in the next decade.  

Charley felt because her institution was so large and had so many moving parts, it was 
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imperative for open and transparent communication to reevaluate outreach and engagement. To 

achieve this in her early years as president, Charley worked to make herself, vice presidents, and 

board members more approachable. Charley claimed she tried to be as straightforward and 

transparent as possible when discussing the future of her university with anyone who would 

listen. 

Wendy discussed the most important responsibilities she possessed as president. Her top 

priorities as the highest paid executive were connecting with and being a “servant leader” to her 

executive counsel, students, and community. Wendy expressed she would like to fulfill a servant 

leadership role by stimulating “innovation and a sense of caring” on campus to help her students 

realize their identity and accomplish their goals. 

Participants exhibited a call to serve by employing “walk-around management” on their 

campuses. In order to get the opinions of people on campus and create a sense of community and 

accessibility, Charley said she stands “in the coffee line with the faculty, wanders around and 

asks questions, and writes personal notes to faculty about their accomplishments.” Wendy loves 

being interviewed by students and has a student worker in her office all semester. “I am always 

visible on campus,” she said. Frances works on a widespread campus encompassing 12 

buildings, “but no one is surprised to see me observing in a classroom.” Frances describes her 

passion for mentoring her cabinet members by saying, “That’s what I love about being president; 

my job is to teach my vice presidents how to take my job.”  

All participants demonstrate the importance of transparent relationships by meeting 

weekly with Vice Presidents in order to make sure they had the necessary support from the 

president to do their jobs. Frances clearly served her Vice Presidents by giving them the tools 

they needed to succeed and providing words of encouragement. During a meeting, I observed 



86 

    

with the Vice President of Enrollment Management, Frances said, “I appreciate that you went out 

there. You see, you leave no stone unturned; you turn the stone up. You’re not finding a whole 

lot of wealth, and then you don’t know. Maybe that contact will lead to something else.” A final 

quotation from Wendy sums up the other participants’ dedication to students. Wendy served her 

faculty members by budgeting for them to attend educational training seminars. “Most of our 

faculty members are experts in their field, not in education, so we send them to courses to help 

them learn how to manage a classroom.”   

What I really want to be remembered for is a president that was truly student 

centered, who really had the best interest in serving all students here at Pine Tree. 

I would like to be remembered because I am proud of the fact that we’ve 

increased our students of color, not only in attending but in graduation, and that 

I’ve helped to mentor students who have gone on to be quite successful. 

Putting the Pieces in Place 

 Every woman who participated in this study has, in one way or another, acted as an agent of 

change at her institution and/or at a previous one. Two of the participants were the first woman 

to ever serve as president, and one embarked on a major overhaul of a previous institution by 

adding an athletic program and residence halls. Wendy was able to completely change the way 

accreditation took place during her “honeymoon period” as a president with very little resistance. 

All participants mentioned they love to see the pieces of the puzzle come together for a grant, a 

building, or a new program.  

Frances discussed how being an agent of change involves personal relationship building 

and buy-in from others. “It has to start with a relationship with community partners. . . . Our 

faculty members know that they cannot introduce a potential program unless they have evidence 
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of significant community partners who have shared a credible need.” She also is embarking on a 

significant fundraising campaign for the first time at the college which involves a big change in 

institutional thinking. “The hospital system has previously been fiscally responsible for the 

welfare of the college; I am putting the pieces in place for us to be able to stand alone.” The 

fundraising campaign involves many pieces and working parts from a calendar schedule of visits 

to a list of top 10 prospects. Frances noted the institution is maturing into a higher education 

organization rather than being controlled by the hospital system. Her Vice President for 

Enrollment Management is the first person with a background in higher education. “We are 

relying on her to turn that whole operation into one that goes out and gets students rather than 

one that just processes students.”   

Becoming an agent of change involves putting one’s own ideas or the ideas of others into 

action. Charley loves what she called “. . . big ideas, seeing how you put pieces in place to have 

those ideas come to be a reality, whether it’s a new art museum or a new way to think about the 

work we are currently doing.”  Wendy discussed the process of change in the following manner:  

Well, I love facts, and I really like to have people bring me potential solutions when they 

bring problems. It’s when everything comes together, for example, for a grant that we’ve 

all worked really hard on . . . those are the best times.  

 Frances discussed her big ideas and how she would like to change for the better the outlook of 

the institution she serves. She would love to add ancillary services such as residence life to create 

attractive spaces for potential students and greater engagement for students attending on a 

physical campus. Frances expressed she would like to be known for enhancing her institution’s 

long-term sustainability, accreditation, financial independence, and Catholic mission. 

Learn From Others 
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 During the course of data collection, all participants were asked to offer advice to up-and-

coming administrators who may seek a future presidency. Each woman believed wholeheartedly 

that receiving a Ph.D. was the most important step in accomplishing upper level administrative 

goals in higher education. All participants believed in teaching experience; however, Charley 

came from a more rigid academic background and was focused solely on what Hartley and 

Godin (2009) describe as the traditional pathway to the presidency, rising through the faculty 

ranks to upper administration and then to president. Wendy and Frances both recommended 

experience with budgeting, financial decisions, and institutional advancement, for which they felt 

least prepared. Each participant believed the president represents the face of the institution; 

actively building relationships is evidenced in their daily activities. A quotation from Wendy best 

encompassed the sentiment of all three participants: 

Would I do anything differently? There are probably several things I would do 

differently, but nothing in particular stands out. I know that if I had to do it over again, I 

would be a president in a heartbeat because it’s been a rewarding and extremely 

satisfying job that I just dearly love. Have I made mistakes? Yeah, there have been a lot 

of mistakes so far, and I’m sure there will be in the future. There are things I wish I 

hadn’t said, written communications where I wish I hadn’t used certain words, people I 

hired that I wish I wouldn’t have, people I should have fired that I didn’t, all those kinds 

of things; but in the long run, you know, it’s all been worth it.  

  The participants had many commonalities, but they also shared some differing opinions relative 

to advice.   For example, Wendy began her conversation about presidential advice by saying 

“degree attainment is the most important thing you can do right now; no one will take you 

seriously without the Ph.D.” She went on to discuss how important teaching experience is when 
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having discussions with faculty members on campus; she asserted faculty support is higher for a 

president who has spent time in the classroom. Wendy also mentioned the importance of being 

scrutinized for decision making no matter the outcomes and stressed the concept of “having thick 

skin” in order to endure criticism and still work toward what is best for the college. She believes 

balance and faith in something outside oneself is central to staying grounded as a president. “You 

need a strong support system and confidantes who will not repeat what you say outside of your 

conversations.”  She finished the advice portion of her interview by saying she was not as 

prepared for budget and finance decision making as she would have liked to; she also 

emphasized how important it is to understand each department’s individual budget.  Her final 

piece of advice was to be willing to admit when mistakes are made and ask others for help. “A 

willingness to admit you need help and support shows your human side. It makes people feel 

more comfortable knowing you are not perfect either.” 

Frances mirrored many of Wendy’s sentiments.  Attaining the degree was the first 

recommendation, followed by staying in the classroom, “whether by teaching First Year 

Experience or whatever your degrees enable you to teach.” She discussed the importance of 

getting as much experience with operations and finance as possible and mentioned those areas 

presented the greatest professional challenges for her. She sought out her current Provost because 

she knew he had strengths in areas that complemented her own and could help her learn.  Frances 

also believes athletics and residence life experience is necessary for a successful presidency. 

“Even though we do not currently have either of those offerings on campus, I have the 

experience and know-how to create and implement plans for our future in those areas.” She went 

on to discuss the student experience on campus and how important it will be to move her current 

administration into the future of higher education by staying relevant. “Students are looking for 
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the full package, a complete college experience; we do not currently meet that need.”   Frances 

also suggested women who aspire to be college presidents get fundraising experience and work 

closely with development teams on campus. A large majority of her time was spent discussing 

the new fundraising plan and who she plans to meet with over the next academic year in order to 

cultivate meaningful donor relationships. She suggested people who are serious about becoming 

presidents take classes through the Council for Support and Advancement of Education (CASE), 

which is an organization that specializes in fundraising for higher education and nonprofit 

organizations. Frances also believes having a strong support system, a willingness to admit 

mistakes, and working closely with other departments on campus is central to success as a 

president. 

Charley believes in the importance of learning from others and watching how they 

interact on campus to get things done.  Charley also believes in the importance of a traditional 

academic pathway to the presidency as discussed earlier in this chapter by becoming a dean and 

then a provost. She also mentioned the importance of knowing how to establish community 

relationships. Her unique contributing advice was to recognize the role of president is extremely 

public. “People will know who you are, where you shop, eat, and spend your time; how you 

portray yourself in public is very important to the overall image of the institution.” 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the similarities and differences among women who 

serve as college and university presidents. Chapter 5 focused on themes that emerged from the 

data collection and analysis: (a) some of it has to do with the leader, (b) do we belong here, (c) I 

am commanded to love you, (d) you don’t even know me, (e) putting the pieces in place, and (f) 

learn from others. Chapters 6 will provide an interpretation of the data; Chapter 7 will provide 



91 

    

implications for higher education, recommendations for future research, and limitations of the 

study.    
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CHAPTER 6 

 

INTERPRETATION 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the similarities and 

differences among women who serve as college and university presidents. Although there is a 

large compilation of literature on women who have served as college presidents, few studies 

include participants at different institution types.  Three women agreed to participate in the study 

and were chosen by network sampling (Creswell, 2007). Charley serves at a large Research I 

university and has done so for the past 13 years; Wendy has been serving in the community 

college system as a president for 21 years; and Frances serves as president at a private Catholic 

college and has done so for three years. Six relevant themes emerged from the data collection: 

(a) some of it has to do with the leader, (b) do we belong here, (c) you don’t even know me, (d) I 

am commanded to love you, (e) putting the pieces in place, and (f) learn from others.   

This chapter will provide my interpretation of the data according to the relevant literature 

and chosen theoretical framework. Chapter 7 will conclude with limitations of the study, 

recommendations for further study, and recommendations for higher education.  

According to previous research, there are several characteristics successful presidents 

have in common: credibility, competence, collaboration, ambition and vision, making a good 

impression on others, active listening, balancing of governance, avoiding simple thinking, de-

emphasizing institutional bureaucracy, re-emphasizing core values, focusing on the strengths of 
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the institution, encouraging leadership of others, evaluation of oneself, and knowing when to 

leave (Birnbaum, 1992; Manning, 2013). Mamlet and Murphy (2017) recommended hiring 

committees look for presidential candidates who have the ability to engage the campus 

community, possess interpersonal skills, use big data, lead change, and seek to create a climate 

of inclusion. Bolman and Deal (2017) described the successful use of four frames in 

organizational management: structural, human resource, political, and symbolic. The most 

successful managers will have the ability to use each frame in every circumstance the 

organization faces.  

Participants of this research study unknowingly communicated the use of all frames and 

demonstrated the skills suggested by Mamlet and Murphy (2017). Understanding the 

underpinnings of each Bolman and Deal (2017) frame will aid in further discussion of the 

presidential practices of each participant. The structural frame was described by Bolman and 

Deal (2017) as viewing the inner workings of the organization as a factory: 

The structural frame depicts a rational world and emphasizes organizational 

architecture, including planning, strategy, goals, structure, technology, specialized 

roles, coordination, formal relationships, metrics, and rubrics. Structures-

commonly depicted by organization charts-are designed to fit an organizations 

environment and technology. Organizations allocate responsibilities (“division of 

labor”). (p.17) 

Each of the participants articulated use of the structural frame during their interviews, which will 

be discussed in relation to each appropriate theme. 

The human resources frame is used to create a meaningful connection between the 

employee and the organization. Bolman and Deal (2017) described the human resource frame as 
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viewing the organization as a family: 

The human resource perspective, rooted in psychology, sees an organization as an 

extended family, made up of individuals with needs, feelings, prejudices, skills, 

and limitations. From a human resource view, the key challenge is to tailor 

organizations to individuals-finding ways for people to get the job done while 

feeling good about themselves and their work (p. 17).  

The findings present use of the human resource frame by each of the participants and will be 

described in greater detail in the midst of individual theme discussions. 

The political frame seeks to make sense of an organization’s layers of power and the 

influence individual people or outside entities have over certain processes. Political agendas and 

influences were apparent in the lives of each participant. Bolman and Deal (2017) described the 

political frame in an organization as a jungle: 

Parochial interests compete for power and scarce resources. Conflict is rampant 

because of enduring differences in needs, perspectives, and lifestyles among 

contending individuals and groups. Bargaining, negotiation, coercion, and 

compromise are a normal part of everyday life. Coalitions form around specific 

interests and change as issues come and go. Problems arise when power is 

concentrated in the wrong place or is so widely dispersed that nothing gets done. 

(p. 196) 

The final frame described by Bolman and Deal (2017) focuses on the culture, traditions, 

and spirit of the organization.  Using the symbolic lens, a president may seek to create meaning 

for the campus community by carrying out traditions such as a yearly homecoming parade, 

participating in ceremonies such as convocation, or simply showing up to athletic events wearing 
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school colors. Bolman and Deal (2017) described the symbolic frame as temples and carnivals: 

The symbolic lens, drawing on social and cultural anthropology, treats 

organizations as temples, tribes, theaters, or carnivals. It tempers the assumptions 

of rationality prominent in other frames and depicts organizations as cultures, 

propelled by rituals, ceremonies, stories, heroes, history and myths rather than by 

rules, policies, and managerial authority. Organization is also theater: actors play 

their roles in an ongoing drama while audiences form impressions from what they 

see on stage. (p.17) 

Each participant plays a significant role at her institution and is continually providing 

symbolism for stakeholders. Specific examples of the symbolic frame will be discussed during 

theme presentations. 

 Participants of this study exhibited all of the aforementioned competencies in one way or 

another during the data collection process. Relevant competencies are described using the themes 

from the data. 

Some of It Has To Do With the Leader 

 In any given field, it is important to possess technical knowledge of the tasks at hand; women, in 

particular, are likely given more respect if they possess knowledge that supersedes that of their 

male counterparts. A study conducted by Lynch-McKenzie (2014) reports that “women were not 

heard as readily as men in meetings, and men sometimes received credit for ideas that initially 

came from women” (p. 216). All participants of this study have been promoted to their current 

positions as presidents due to their expert knowledge of subject matter beginning with their 

initial bachelor’s degree. Opportunities for advancement presented themselves, not as a result of 

good fortune, but due to hard work, competency, and a dedication to lifelong learning.   
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Results of the data in this study were consistent with the findings of the Enke (2014) 

study, which examined perceived and expert power among women in high-ranking 

administrative positions. Five of the eight participants in the Enke (2014) study mentioned the 

importance of being an expert in their fields and bringing a high level of knowledge to the 

institution that no one else possessed.  Mamlet and Murphy (2017) suggested presidents have 

experience in budget and finance, fundraising, as well as managing vice presidents; results of this 

study are consistent with their recommendations. Each president communicated the need for 

budgeting and fundraising and their feelings of inadequacy in both areas when they first began 

their positions.   

Frances demonstrated her use of the structural frame as described by Bolman and Deal 

(2017) by hiring the first Vice President for Enrollment Management and Vice President for 

Institutional Advancement during the second year of her presidency. In her cabinet meeting, 

Frances communicates to her constituents the importance of structural changes in the institution, 

“Retention, enrollment, and fundraising are our options at this point.” This comment is consistent 

with Bolman and Deal (2017) who suggested “most problems stem from structural flaws, not 

personal limitations or liability . . . the leader tries to design and implement a process or 

architecture appropriate to the circumstances” (p. 315).  Furthermore, Frances is utilizing the 

political, human resource, and structural frames by providing an organizational chart of the 

institutional advancement office and communicating its importance to her board members. 

Wendy demonstrates her use of the structural frame by challenging faculty and staff to create 

guided pathways for students and aligning the curriculum accordingly, as well as establishing a 

new platform for accreditation. 

 Each of the three participants in this study discussed the importance of mission, vision, values, 
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challenges, and successes of their institutions in great detail and with impressive confidence. 

During presidential advice discussions, each interviewee emphasized the importance of receiving 

a doctoral degree and how one cannot become credible and respected without such a degree. The 

symbolic frame as presented by Bolman and Deal (2017) relates to mission, vision, and degree 

attainment. Frances asserted, “People want to know their president is invested in the mission and 

values of the institution and that they have the education and experience to back up their 

decisions.” 

 A working knowledge of people and how they think, operate, and respond was represented in 

this study. Findings are consistent with the recommendations of the human resource frame 

according to Bolman and Deal (2017). Charley uses the human resource frame when she writes 

personal notes to faculty members and “stands with them in the coffee line.” She also mentioned 

making sure students, staff, faculty, and community members have access to her office to ask 

questions or gather information. Mamlet and Murphy (2017) suggested that “presidents who 

communicate easily, enjoy informal banter with students and colleagues, and are thoughtful in 

their engagement with populations new to higher education are creating a climate of good will, 

transparency and accessibility” (p. 1). Frances and Wendy demonstrated knowledge of human 

behavior through interactions with their staff members, community, students, and faculty. These 

interactions indicated how imperative transparent communication and openness are to each of the 

women. Charley discussed her knowledge of the community and the “publicness” of her role, 

saying it was something that required getting used to. She also addressed the paramount 

responsibility a state institution has to its constituents.   
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Theme 1 

The overall theme, some of it has to do with the leader, provides support for the first 

research question: how do women who serve as college presidents shape their identities?  

Individual identities of the women who participated were partially shaped by their individual 

successes and failures along their career paths. The knowledge they gained regarding higher 

education through work experiences, coursework, and practice proved to be invaluable to each in 

her career.  

Do We Belong Here? 

  According to the literature in 2012, only 26% of people serving as college presidents were 

women (Kim & Cook, 2012). The 2017 report on college presidents published by ACE describes 

the landscape as changing slowly, with 30% of presidents being women, but the average 

president is still a white male over 60 (as cited by Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Archard (2013) 

mentioned the process of hiring a woman in the presidency may prove to be difficult due to the 

limited number of women applicants. The literature suggested limitations for women are created 

by early socialization of young girls to take on submissive roles and the concept of the glass 

ceiling in the workplace (Kantor, 2013).   

 In this study, it seemed participants had slightly different early socialization than women referred 

to in the literature. Frances grew up in an extremely tough neighborhood with siblings who were 

“naughty.” She also mentioned how she “tortured Barbie rather than played with her” from a 

young age. Frances also discussed her mother, who was Japanese-American, and how tough she 

was on Frances at a young age, pushing her daughter to excel in everything she did.  Wendy lost 

her mother at the age of 10, which caused Wendy to take care of her younger siblings, leaving no 

maternal or female role model to socialize her. Charley wanted to be a catcher for the New York 
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Yankees from an early age and had only one brother to play with in a blue-collar household. 

 Conversely, Frances showed submission to her husband by “following his military career 

around” while having four children in five years. She was also a stay-at-home mother during this 

time and shaped her career around being the primary caretaker of her children. After the children 

were in school full-time, Frances continued her career. At the time of her interview, it seemed 

the balance shifted, and her husband began to follow her career around and loves referring to 

himself as her “presidential arm candy.”  Frances’ situation was consistent with Sexton et al. 

(2014) and Collings et al. (2011), who suggested family responsibilities hinder or slow the 

progression of women’s professional careers, especially for women who choose to stay at home 

while their children are young. Frances was fortunate to find a good fit, have quick success, and 

rise to the top very quickly when it was time to return to work.  Although Wendy was married 

for 33 years, she never spoke of the relationship she had with her former husband. She did, 

however, speak about the importance of family and makes a point to take her son, her nephew, 

and their families on vacation each year. Charley was still married according to documents but 

did not mention her husband during her interview.  

Literature surrounding women in high-ranking positions suggested due to external 

pressures, women who manage to reach the presidency may have the impression that in order to 

succeed, they must act, think, and even look like men who serve in similar positions (Rosener, 

1990).  All participants presented non-stereotypical gender characteristics in one way or another 

during data collection. Wendy and Frances presented both male and female characteristics during 

their interviews; their offices were warmly decorated, and both women were very gracious and 

kind to staff members, and accommodating to me. Bierema (2016) suggested more leaders, both 

male and female, are taking on gender-neutral leadership characteristics in order to meet the 
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needs of today’s workforce.   

Charley had a very masculine tone of voice and demeanor, it was difficult to hear her 

responses due to others talking in the background for the duration of the interview. My access to 

her may have been limited during the time due to some high-profile issues the university was 

facing with a former employee. She mentioned several times being the face of her institution and 

the politics involved with her position. She has defeated the odds against her by serving in her 

role for 13 years, not to mention being the first woman to do so. I’m sure she faces challenges on 

a daily basis that no one reading this study could ever imagine and yet agreed to participate 

knowing her limited schedule.   

Transformational leadership styles and transparent communication are consistent with 

Mamlet and Murphy (2017) who stated, “a newly empowered generation of students, faculty, 

parents, and alumni expects leaders to be attentive to their needs and desires in establishing 

institutional priorities.”  Charley has experienced many challenges during her presidency yet 

seeks to support her stakeholders and community the best she can.    

Due to the women’s age range, upbringing, and education, it is possible there are no 

intentional reasons for participants’ particular styles that represented more male characteristics; 

however, this was not acknowledged by any participant during the data collection process. 

Charley was the only interviewee who mentioned “there were not many opportunities for women 

in the early 1970s.”  Delgado and Stefancic (2012) discussed the concept of assimilation or 

blending in rather than standing out among a crowd. Women who serve as presidents will most 

definitely stand apart from the mainstream if they are not somewhat gender neutral considering 

the majority of their counterparts are white males over the age of 60 (Kim & Cook, 2012).  

One of the most interesting and surprising findings of this study was the discussion of 
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racial ambiguity with Frances. She was born to a Japanese-American mother and a Black father 

at a time when interracial marriage was illegal in many states. She mentioned that everyone in 

her neighborhood was mixed race; this could explain why she felt racial ambiguity was not a 

significant factor in her upbringing. Frances did mention, however, when she was in the Naval 

Academy there was a tightly knit group of Asian and Black women. She recalled a story of her 

roommate, Yolanda, sticking up for her when Frances was being bullied by men in her unit. 

“These guys were pushing me to my limit by making fun of my personal appearance, Yolanda 

asked them if they needed to go and change their tampon”! She also acknowledged that she is 

one of the few women of color who serve in a high-ranking position in her state and believes it is 

due to “my light skin color, no one knows what I am for sure, but I bet they’re not thinking I’m  

Black.” Frances discussed another woman of color, who became the first Black woman president 

at a local community college in the same area several years ago, “they all but ran her out of 

town, and she is now serving as a president at her alma-mater, an HBCU [Historically Black 

College and University].” With the literature in mind, it was surprising to hear her mixed race 

had not caused more adversity in her career. 

Other than the few aforementioned instances, Frances did not discuss her racial identity, 

and it did not come up in relation to her career path.  In a 1997 Time magazine article on Tiger 

Woods, entitled I’m Just Who I Am, his own words surrounding his racial identity were discussed 

in light of what American people view as “normal.” To Woods, his multiracial background was 

just part of his makeup, and he did not identify completely with one race in particular. A lot of 

controversy surrounded Wood’s comments because he gave an acceptance speech 

acknowledging he had walked in the footsteps of great Black men golfers when he won the 

Masters. His argument was he was not denying them now, but acknowledging there is more to 
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Tiger Woods than being a Black man (White, 1997, p.3). Frances seemed to agree with Woods’ 

feeling about race during her interview. Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, and Chavous (1998) 

defined racial salience as: “the extent to which one’s race is a relevant part of one’s self-concept 

at a particular moment or in a particular situation” (p. 24). In other words, when Frances was 

with her Asian and Black female classmates, she may have identified with them and became 

close, but when she is in a room full of white community members in the South, where she leads 

a private college, she would be able to identify with them as well. Tiger Woods identified with 

Black men golfers and his mother’s Thai family heritage at the same time and in the same way, 

according to this definition. In addition to salience, Sellars et al. (1998) defined racial centrality 

as how a person defines himself or herself according to race and that definition remains constant 

across situations. However, the article goes on to mention a hierarchical ranking according to the 

core definition of the individual self (p. 25). In other words, Frances may rank her womanhood 

higher than her race in relation to her career, making salience relevant and her mixed racial 

identity less of an issue.  

Conversely, Frances was extremely forthcoming about her time at the Naval Academy 

and alluded to the fact her religious beliefs would never allow her to become a lesbian, although 

the opportunity presented itself and was perceived to be a “struggle.”  She rejects the notion 

being a woman affects her career as president “except for when it comes to hospital 

administrators and doctors; there is a lot of male ego in the room to overcome.”  

Charley was straightforward quick to answer when asked how she felt being a woman 

impacted her decision making and career as a president serving at a Research I university. 

Perhaps she has been asked that question over and over and would prefer not to discuss it at 

length. Possibly she has rejected the notion her gender makes any difference at all, which is 
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inconsistent with the literature. She has served as the first woman to be president in a highly 

political environment and spent a lot of her time out in the community with male leaders, which 

may contribute to her non-stereotypical gender characteristics.   

Wendy was the most vocal about her experiences as a woman in a “man’s world.” She 

asserted that as president of a community college, she has received less compensation for the 

same work and had been treated with less respect than her male counterparts. She spoke openly 

about the struggles she faced in a room full of men who treated her as the “token female.” 

Wendy also addressed the issue of women who try to tear down other women in order to make 

themselves look or feel better because of their “jealousy.” This finding is consistent with the 

Roebuck and Smith (2011) findings in the literature about women executives who bully other 

women. She discussed the strong reaction she received from men if she were to outwardly 

express anger. These comments are consistent with the Roebuck and Smith (2011) study which 

claimed women are very competitive with other women in the workplace, and women in 

leadership roles are perceived as “bitchy” if they assert themselves. Diehl (2014) suggested 

women should find ways to be more comfortable expressing themselves in meetings where men 

are dominant. Wendy voiced her concerns about this concept during her interview and had “no 

problem being assertive when the time is right, no matter who is in the room.”  She discussed a 

time when she felt compelled to stand up for another woman who was not present at a meeting. 

Other members of the committee were tearing down this other woman and community leader 

when Wendy stopped the men’s conversation. 
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Wendy mentioned several women who currently serve as college presidents have become 

part of her professional network and help her by sharing their experiences. According to 

Gigliardi et al. (2017), the ACE study on college presidents mentions 78% of women who hold 

the presidential position are doing so for the very first time. This suggests the other 22% who 

have been presidents for many years, such as the participants of this study, will need to reach out 

to other women to encourage them and help them in their practice.   

Theme 2  

Do We Belong Here addresses Research Question 1: how do women who serve as 

college presidents shape their identities? To summarize gender and identity formation, it is 

necessary to briefly outline the histories of the three participants. Each of the participants was 

socialized in a similar way during their childhoods. They were given few second chances. None 

of these women would be considered spoiled or coddled. Taking on challenges and leadership 

roles from an early age shaped all of their personal and work identities. All three participants 

demonstrated their use of an “active voice” as defined by the Lynch-McKenzie (2014) study: 

A woman who is comfortable expressing her opinions and ideas honestly and 

openly, who is not willingly silenced by others, who uses her own experiences to 

share her lived reality; and, as a result of her active voice, is accepted and 

acknowledged for the insight and wisdom she possesses across the scope of her 

profession. (p. 42) 

Identities coexist within everyone in the form of intersectionality, which was defined in 

the literature as intersecting identities all women possess, such as mother, wife, Black, Muslim, 

Latina, etc. (Stefancic & Delgado, 2011). Intersectionality manifested itself in the findings of this 

study and, in part, answered Research Question 1. All participants possessed identities that could 
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create challenges or barriers to high-ranking leadership positions, such as becoming mothers or 

using characteristically masculine communication styles. Each participant in this study was 

married to a man over the course of her life and two still are; two of the three were mothers and 

grandmothers; they all served their communities; and one was biracial. All of these components 

act as evidence that intersectionality shaped participants’ identities but did not create 

insurmountable barriers to their success.  

You Don’t Even Know Me 

 Stories of triumph and unexpected events emerged during interviews and observations as a 

thematic representation of the data due to the experiences the participants shared.  

Representatives of this study have each had their fair share of challenges and issues during their 

rise to presidential ranks in higher education.  During the data collection, each woman shared her 

story with character that can only be built by experience, challenges, and mistakes. 

Demonstrating their resilient nature and fierce determination to continue no matter what the odds 

seemed as if it came naturally to these participants.  

Researchers agreed that people who possess self-confidence usually have optimism about 

their decisions and are prone to take risks in their personal and professional lives. Risk takers 

with self-efficacy usually continue to create regardless of previous failed attempts (Bandura, 

1997; Lynch-McKenzie, 2014).  The fact each of these women beat the odds and became a 

president of a college or university demonstrates their dedication not only to the field of higher 

education but to their willingness to make mistakes and move on.  

Two of the three women discussed grit and how society today makes an overly “big deal” 

out of hazing, bullying, or teasing, causing children to be “sensitive.”  Charley remarked the 

following:  
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One of the genius ideas of the health center was to put a place on the intake questionnaire 

asking students if they were depressed. Well, guess what? If you are sick and far away 

from home, you are most likely depressed, but that doesn’t mean you are clinically 

depressed. 

Interestingly enough, while participants talked about grit and resilience in their own lives, 

for the most part, they discussed their students, faculty, and staff members in a much more 

collaborative manner. The duality of these attitudes demonstrated participants’ tough nature; 

however, their leadership is also consistent with the literature’s representation of a connective 

leadership style, the preferred style of the millennial and Generation Z employees of today. 

According to Wheeler (2012), “understanding and using the paradox of hard and soft styles, the 

administrator can use what is sometimes described as tough love; tough love is a combination of 

both of these styles” (p. 123).  Open and transparent communication was important to all 

participants and mentoring others to eventually take on a presidency was as well. A 

transformational leadership style is described in the literature as all encompassing, taking each 

individual into consideration, and bringing the community together (BlackChen, 2015). The 

human resource frame as described by Bolman and Deal (2017) is apparent in the lives of each 

participant by striving to create an open platform for communication in their organizations for 

people to feel empowered, respected, and valued in their positions. So, while each woman 

possesses grit and resilience in her personal life and career path, their leadership styles support 

and encourage the people they work with and serve. 

Theme 3  

This theme addresses both research questions of this study: (a) How do women who serve 

as college presidents shape their identities? and (b) What are the career trajectories of women 
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who serve as college presidents? Resilience and grit are two terms that explain how the personal 

and professional lives of each participant have shaped their identities. Frances, for example, has 

physical limitations that keep her in the South, but she stays there and is a president, nonetheless. 

Wendy was not able to find a job when she graduated with a bachelor’s degree that she worked 

very hard to pay for out-of-pocket, but she was resilient and took what she could get. The 

decision to take what may have seemed a lesser job than she hoped for would ultimately lead her 

to change the lives of underserved populations. Charley never planned to go to college, but then 

decided to teach math and ended up with a master’s degree in College Student Personnel. She 

was passed over for her first presidential appointment but stayed at the university until she was 

appointed nine years later. Resilience and grit were two words that continually surfaced during 

interviews, observations, and analysis of the data.    

I Am Commanded to Love You 

 According to Wheeler (2012), “servant leaders have the following appearance: comfortable in 

their own skins, live their values, humble, calm and less intense in their approach to others, and 

have genuineness about them. They are observant, connected, and open to others” (p. 14).  Each 

one of the participants in this study is a servant leader in her own way. 

Findings from this study on women who have served as college president reveal that 

serving as a college president requires one to think simultaneously about all facets of higher 

education and the community. Each president has to ask herself a variety of questions. How will 

the decisions made today affect those who come to this campus to work, live, or visit, now and in 

the future? How will service to the community shed light on or expand our mission and values? 

What are the top priorities needing consideration in a budget crisis? How do we respond to a 

campus or community crisis such as sexual assault or protests? The answers to questions like 
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these and many more are addressed on a daily basis by the three participants and vary according 

to institution type. However, the underlying principle remains the same, regardless of institution 

type. Presidents are responsible for implementation and explanation of the overall mission of the 

college and are held accountable to stakeholders.  

Bolman and Deal (2017) suggested, “Administrators who are authoritarian or insensitive, 

who don’t communicate effectively, or who don’t care can never be effective leaders . . . the 

human resource leader works on behalf of both the organization and its people” (p. 317). It was 

apparent in each interview and data analysis that parents, students, alumni, donors, family life, 

employers, future students, community organizations, faculty, staff, and board members are 

taken into consideration with each passing day in the life of a president. Charley and Wendy both 

discussed actions taken to replace existing “I” models by implementing a “we” model of 

leadership. Both women accomplished this by holding summits within their respective 

institutions. Charley and Wendy reported these informal meetings were received very well by 

constituents and facilitated relationship building. Holding these types of summits and town hall-

type meetings with staff, students, and faculty members in order to create new processes and 

demonstrate transparent communication represents the human resource, political, symbolic, and 

political frames as described by Bolman and Deal (2017).   

 Wheeler (2012) stated, “Servant leaders with an altruistic calling make a commitment to serve 

because they are called externally or internally to make a difference” (p. 23). These external or 

internal forces could be interpreted in many ways. Participants in the study revealed a few of the 

possible interpretations of “a commitment to serve.” A strong faith in God was represented by 

two of the three presidents. Wendy said spirituality had been valuable to her because it offered 

her an “internal strength” she could turn to in order to better serve others. Wendy also felt called 
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to serve her family by taking on the responsibility of raising her young nephew as her own. 

Frances felt particularly called to serve her husband and children while they were growing up by 

putting her own career on hold. Frances also made the commitment to stay home with her 

children in order to serve them as a role model and embody what she considered to be the “best 

parent possible.” Spirituality and family are two brief examples the presidents discussed that 

could be considered “a commitment to serve.” 

 A stronger call to serve manifested itself in the presidents’ responses to the question “what do 

you like most about being president.” Wendy said it was simply congratulating students at 

graduation. She said she shakes the hand of every student who walks across the stage. “I get to 

know some of the students, so it’s wonderful if I can give a few of them a hug. I get goosebumps 

at graduation.”  Frances said what she loved most about her job was “building the Vice 

Presidents up so they can take my job someday.” According to the literature, mentorship is a 

major facilitator of career success, particularly in women (Lynch-McKenzie, 2014).  Charley 

enjoyed outreach and community engagement the most, and she loved to see “big ideas” come to 

fruition. Wheeler (2012) stated, “servant leaders are committed to using people’s strengths and 

ensuring that leading and managing work together to provide the needed services to better 

individuals, organizations, and society” (p. 119).  All participants of this study demonstrated 

their dedication to improving institutional life for everyone involved by building a great team of 

individuals and building upon the strength of that team. 

Theme 4 

  “I Am Commanded To Love You” provides answers to Research Question 1: How do women 

who serve as college presidents shape their identities?  The findings and discussion demonstrated 

a strong need in each participant to serve others in their personal lives and careers. This need has 
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led all of the women to grow personally and continue to strive to make the environment better at 

each institution they serve and for each constituent they come in contact with. Their identities 

have been shaped somewhat by others’ reactions to their service and the outcomes of their 

calling. For example, Wendy mentioned she has “mentored three to four people who have gone 

on to be presidents at other institutions; this gives me great satisfaction.”  Research question 2, 

what are the career trajectories of women who serve as college presidents, can be partially 

answered by their call to serve as well. Pathways for each participant have been shaped by the 

choices they made and the opportunities that presented themselves along the way. Frances and 

Wendy, for example, first became involved in higher education due to their call to serve 

struggling populations of students by providing a way into college which may not have otherwise 

presented itself.   

Putting the Pieces in Place 

 Participants of this study exhibited and discussed their desire to be agents of change on the 

campuses they serve. Each one of them has been involved with a major change on her campus 

now or in the past. Wendy has served as president at two different community colleges and 

created programs for disadvantaged students at both. Frances has been involved with a grassroots 

effort to bring housing and athletics to a small campus in the Midwest and is planning to create 

the same environment at her own campus today. Charley has evolved right along with her 

campus over the more than 40 years she has spent there, witnessing and being a part of 

curriculum changes, facility additions, program creation, and satellite services. Each woman 

serves in a position to continue to create change on her campus and works hard to groom the 

relationships that are needed to see changes come to fruition. As Kezar (2009) stated, 

Because presidents and other administrative leaders may be among the few 
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individuals who are aware of various change initiatives on campuses, they 

become pivotal in creating change. These leaders, with the support of their 

boards, are also the only individuals who have the authority to set priorities for 

the campus, who deploy significant human and financial resources, and who can 

communicate with various groups to create a sense of urgency. (p. 21) 

Kezar (2009) also reported the typical president only stays in office for an average of 

seven years. It is possible the three women who participated in this study have had the ability to 

facilitate change at their institutions because they have beaten the odds in regard to length of 

service. Wendy served her previous institution for nine years before taking on her current role at 

Pine Tree and served there for 12 years at the time of her interview.  Charley had served at her 

institution the length of her entire professional career and was provost for 12 years before taking 

on the role of president. Frances, although only serving in her current role for three years at the 

time of her interview, was at her previous institution for 22 years prior and plans to stay where 

she is now until she sees the changes she has envisioned for the campus community come to life. 

The concept of becoming an agent of change on campus is consistent with some literature 

surrounding women in high-ranking leadership positions. Lynch-McKenzie (2014) stated “One 

of the ways for women to be successful in positions of leadership is to become an agent of 

change in the department she is leading” (p. 193).  Swing (2009) recommended five steps for 

implementation of change in institutions of higher education: build awareness, develop focus, 

increase knowledge, resolve to change, and incorporate or replace. Mamlet and Murphy (2017) 

suggest “board members are looking for presidents who combine an understanding of how to 

make change happen in the academy with a vision for how else the academy might structure 

itself to be financially sustainable” (p. 2). All participants of this study demonstrated each of 
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these steps in their leadership styles, which have led to positive changes on their campuses. 

There is a gap in the literature regarding women in particular as change agents in higher 

education. However, thematic analysis of this study’s data revealed dedication for these 

particular women to be agents of change beyond literature estimations. 

All three participants demonstrated a transformational leadership style consistent with 

literature on women in high-ranking leadership positions. The importance of keeping their 

stakeholders abreast of future trends in higher education and what that means for their particular 

institution was apparent. Wendy and Frances hold regular town hall-type meetings, or summits, 

and Charley delivers a “State of the University” address each year to keep constituents informed 

and answer questions. Each participant discussed advisory committees or sub-committees on 

campus to build knowledge, develop focus, and implement or assess the outcomes of change.  

Bolman and Deal (2013) suggested the following: 

Innovation inevitably generates four issues. First, it affects individuals’ ability to 

feel effective, valued, and in control. Without support, training, and a chance to 

participate in the process people become anchored in the past, which blocks 

forward motion. Second, change disrupts existing patterns of roles and 

relationships, producing confusion and uncertainty. Structural patterns need 

revamping and realignment to support the new direction. Third, change creates 

conflict between winners and losers-those who benefit from the new direction and 

those who do not. Conflict requires creation of arenas where players negotiate the 

issues and redraw the political map. Finally, change creates loss of meaning for 

recipients of the change. Transition rituals, mourning the past, and celebrating the 

future help people let go of old attachments and embrace new ways of doing 
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things. (p. 392)  

Each participant of this study exhibits their knowledge of the four aforementioned 

concepts and has their own personal ways of implementing change on their respective 

campuses. 

Theme 5 

  This theme of Putting the Pieces in Place speaks to Research Question 1: How do 

women who serve as college presidents shape their identities? All three women have 

faced challenges and obstacles requiring change over the course of their personal lives 

and careers. Through the data collection and analysis, it has become apparent that a large 

part of their identity includes their willingness to adapt to new situations and create 

relationships that stimulate change. Frances articulates the process in her following 

statement:  

It is impossible to implement change on a campus without buy-in and trust from a 

majority of the parties involved; faculty, staff, students, and board members have 

to be included in the decision making and prioritization as well as trust the 

process in order to affect real change.  

Learn From Others 

 Participants shared a catalog of advice for aspiring presidential candidates. Many of the 

suggestions were consistent with the literature on career pathways to the presidency such as 

developing an academic credential. Gangone and Lennon (2014), for example, discussed that 

men will be preferred over women when both parties “do not possess a strong academic 

background” (p. 13). Wendy, Frances, and Charley have all been faculty members; however, 

Wendy and Frances have been most involved in student affairs, and that is what ultimately led 
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them to the presidency. Charley enjoyed her first position with the Office of Institutional 

Research at Upper State University after graduating with a master’s degree in student personnel. 

Participants all agreed teaching and being continually engaged with faculty is important in order 

to relate with faculty members based on shared experiences in the classroom.   

Individual experiences of these participants are consistent with the literature on career 

pathways in Chapter 2. Kim and Cook (2012) stated the following:  

The most common career path to the presidency has remained unchanged since 1986. The 

[Chief Academic Officer] continues to be the most frequently cited immediate prior 

position for college presidents in 2011; more than one in three current presidents were 

CAOs prior to their current positions. (p. 3) 

Although Wendy was not a provost, she was highly involved with teaching, becoming a 

department chair and dean before she took on a student affairs role. Frances worked in student 

affairs and as an executive vice president in charge of an academic dean and dean of students 

simultaneously. Kim and Cook (2012) mentioned the majority of recent presidents have been in 

higher education their whole career. This is consistent with the experience of Charley, who has 

served at the same institution since receiving her master’s degree. 

Conversely, each president placed a high regard on obtaining academic credentials, but 

also mentioned they were unprepared for fundraising. Charley discussed the difficulty of 

becoming the “face of the institution” and her dislike for governmental affairs. A recent report 

from ACE suggested presidents spend the majority of their time working with donors and raising 

funds (as cited in Gagliardi et al. 2017). Frances, who was in the middle of a budget crisis at the 

time of her interview and serves a private college which relies heavily on tuition and donations, 

touted the importance of “gaining as much experience as you can with development now if 
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you’re thinking about being a president in the future. Work with that department on your 

campus.”  

Interestingly enough, when the curriculum vita of each participant was compared, their 

educational backgrounds looked very similar, but their current highlights were discussed in very 

different manners. Wendy, for example, stressed her resource acquisition, institutional planning, 

workforce development, diversity accomplishments, and academic highlights in the form of 

program creation/revision. Charley listed her own academic accomplishments, board 

memberships, which highlight community engagement, and her own academic publications. 

Frances highlighted her involvement with governance, community engagement, and 

administrative leadership accomplishments. The differences could be due to personal preference 

or the nature of the institutions they serve as well as the priorities of their respective 

communities. Either way, the data shows presidents emphasize the importance of the academic 

credential, but place a greater emphasis on other areas.  It was no surprise to me that the 

president at the largest university was mostly concerned with her academic credential, possibly 

because the institution receives the majority of its funding from state resources and research 

grants. 

Consistent with the literature surrounding women in higher education, each participant 

mentioned mentors in their lives and careers who helped them navigate their career pathways. 

Frances discussed the help and advice given to her by the Brothers of her former institution as 

well as current board members and members of her church. Wendy mentions relationships with 

other women who serve as presidents and the importance of having confidantes. Charley was 

directed by her high school guidance counselor, a professor in her master’s degree program, and 

the director of the Office of Institutional Research. 
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 Both Wendy and Frances discussed team building and mentoring as an important part of 

their position as president and mentioned both areas on their vitae in one form or another.  

Charley did not list team building on her vita but stressed the importance of having open 

communication with a “community of experts in their field” on campus. Bowen (2010) discussed 

the importance of building an administrative team to complement the areas where the president 

may have less experience; he stated, “I learned that listening carefully, and trying to understand 

other points of view paid big dividends” (p. 53). Findings of this study are consistent with 

Bowen’s recommendation.  

Theme 6 

Learn From Others seeks to answer Research Question 1: How do women who serve as 

college presidents shape their identities? Each participant highlighted the importance the 

academy places on the academic credential. Although each president discussed the importance of 

academic credentials in interviews and vitae, they clearly do not place as much importance on 

the credentials as they do on experience in the position itself. Gaining a wide variety of 

experiences in other areas of the institution, especially fundraising, is central to the advice given 

by participants. Public relations and community engagement shine through the data as a means 

by which participant identities were shaped. It was clear Wendy felt deeply ingrained in the 

mission, vision, and values of the community college and its population; this gave meaning to 

her identity as a first-generation college student, woman, and leader in the community.  Frances 

was clearly dedicated to the Catholic community and mission of her Catholic institution; she is 

also engaged in her local Catholic community and church. She draws a large part of her identity 

through the Catholic faith and her position as a college administrator.  Charley has partially 

shaped her identity through the experiences she has had at the institution she serves and her 
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academic credentials. It is clear she earned respect from stakeholders through knowledge of the 

land grant mission and being a subject matter expert in research and service. Each president 

describes important relationships along their career journey which have shaped who they are and 

Wendy recommends “have confidantes you can trust who offer sound advice.” 

Theme 6 

This theme highlights the career pathways of the presidents and speaks to Research 

Question 2: What are the career trajectories of women who serve as college presidents? Each 

participant has earned a solid foundation in higher education and received her Ph.D. The 

participants have all been professors, and two of the three have been department chairs and 

deans. Also, two of the three participants have served as provosts, and two out the three 

participants held high-ranking positions in student affairs during their careers; the third, Charley, 

earned a master’s degree in student personnel but did not serve in Student Affairs. Overall, each 

one has followed what is considered to be a “traditional” pathway for women to the presidency. 

Each one has listed different skills needed to be a good president, and many of those had nothing 

to do with being a full member of the faculty which is discussed later in Chapter 6. Although 

their career paths have not been exactly the same, their experiences in building the skills 

necessary to successfully lead an institution mimic one another closely.   

Theoretical Framework 

Feminist standpoint theory.  According to the underpinnings of this theory, each 

woman has a unique perspective of life experiences that men do not share due to a long history 

of oppression. Women who serve as college presidents are no exception to the beliefs of those 

who formulated this concept back in the early 1980s. Feminist standpoint theory serves as an 

appropriate lens with which to view the findings of this study because women are highly 
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underrepresented in higher education presidential positions (Kim & Cook, 2012).  

According to the information in the literature review, the first characteristic of feminist 

standpoint theory is to examine ways in which under-privileged groups remain under the control 

of the majority population. According to the data collection, this question may be answered in 

two ways: (a) women are still the primary caretakers of their households, and men receive most 

of the credit for working outside of the home and (b) men are dominant in community leadership 

positions, and the status quo may make women feel uncomfortable and unwilling to challenge 

men around the table even if there is a compelling reason to act.   

 Frances planned to have a career of her own, never get married, and never have children until 

she graduated from the Naval Academy and married a classmate. Due to her military training 

accident, she was forced to leave the service. At that point in time, she made the choice to put her 

own aspirations aside, began having children, and followed her husband as he was repeatedly 

transferred to advance his military career. Not much of their relationship was revealed in the 

data; however, the alternative path is problematic. One can imagine the struggle had Frances 

chosen not to follow her husband’s career and raise four young children on her own, without his 

income. Frances’ faith and her upbringing created circumstances that led her to be submissive to 

her husband and allow his career to guide her pathway until their children were older.  I wonder 

if Frances’ life would have been different if her husband been the one who had the training 

accident. If she had to take care of him and the children, would she have ended up becoming a 

college president at all?  

 Wendy and her situation in the community meeting may describe why women might choose not 

to apply for upper level management positions where men are dominant. Wendy was compelled 

to stand up for a fellow woman and leader when she was being publicly criticized and was not 
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present to defend herself. Wendy was the only woman in a meeting room full of men, and her 

assertive actions were not received well by the group. She mentioned when she said, “Whoa, 

time out!” the men were surprised she had expressed her anger “in that way.” A woman without 

the resilience and grit Wendy possessed may never have said anything and quite possibly could 

have joined in the slander; such behavior would allow men to keep women out of leadership 

circles or think slanderous behavior is acceptable. 

 Women are a marginalized group in higher education leadership and provide a new perspective 

when given the opportunity to reach a presidential position. This study examined the ways in 

which a woman’s perspective changes how an institution is led. Charley and Wendy both 

discussed the differences in leading without the authoritarian leadership of the past and were 

both the first women to be president at their respective institutions. From their standpoints, 

stakeholders of the institution are better served by open and transparent communication; this 

approach has been received very well by constituents. Frances demonstrated this type of 

communication in her interactions with cabinet members and her willingness to be forthcoming 

during data collection. The literature on men and their leadership styles demonstrated a more 

competitive nature where only a small circle of people really know what is going on (Rosener, 

1990). From a feminist standpoint theory lens, the reason women are more transparent may be 

they feel they possess no power or prestige to begin with, so there need not be any secrets to their 

problem-solving practices.  

Path-goal theory.  The tenet of path-goal theory is focused on the needs and 

characteristics of the people who work for the leaders rather than the leaders themselves. Using 

this theory as a lens through which to view the data of this study, it becomes obvious that each 

participant uses path-goal characteristics in their everyday lives. The literature review discussed 
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the ways in which path-goal theory manifests itself in the lives of leaders and lists several 

characteristics of the components. Examples of how participants demonstrate the characteristics 

will conclude the discussion on theoretical frameworks.   

Each participant of this study met regularly with their vice presidents and cabinet 

members. I observed Frances meeting with all of her cabinet members and two of her vice 

presidents in the time I was allowed to observe her at work. Part of path-goal theory includes 

removing roadblocks that are in the way of what an employee is trying to accomplish in their 

work (Northouse, 2016). One of the most memorable moments of my visit was when I witnessed 

Frances removing a potential obstacle from the path of her vice president when attempting to 

contact another community leader. Frances told her vice president she was “more than willing to 

make that call” because the community leader was a friend of hers. 

Dewan and Dewan (2010) suggested leaders who are utilizing the supportive 

characteristic of path-goal theory want staff members to be interested in the overall mission of 

the institution. Frances discussed the importance of getting her cabinet members to be involved 

and understand the overall mission of the institution after a cabinet meeting. “I try to get my vice 

presidents to understand that our core business is education, and we are already down to our core 

business. We don’t have ancillary services like many other institutions do.” 

The achievement-oriented component of path-goal theory relates to leaders building a 

team and allowing those team members to do their jobs, which in turn creates a sense of self-

efficacy and accomplishment in the team itself (Northouse, 2016). All three participants 

discussed the importance of team building and allowing their vice presidents to make important 

decisions. Wendy mentioned she enjoyed being brought solutions and facts when presented with 

problems. Her team understands, “the buck stops here, and we may not always agree with the 
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decisions that are ultimately made, but I want everyone to feel that they have a say in what is 

going on.”  Charley mentioned the provost of her institution actually “has more control over the 

day-to-day operations of the university, and I trust him to do his job.”   

According to the literature, a need for directive leadership exists when there is ambiguity 

in areas of the institution or there are particular people who are anxious about their jobs. 

Directive leadership was exemplified in Frances’ cabinet meeting when she asked the vice 

president of development to provide her with job descriptions of all her employees in the 

department. She realized there was some ambiguity within the board membership about what 

was happening in that area and needed to make perfectly clear what the expectations should be. 

Wendy demonstrated this type of leadership when she created a pink and blue chart for her board 

members to show she was not “just hiring women,” but, for the first time, the balance of men and 

women on campus was equal.   

Overall, path-goal theory was an excellent lens through which to view the data of this 

study and is consistent with the four frames of organizational management as presented by 

Bolman and Deal (2017).  The participants demonstrated or discussed each of these components 

sometime during the data collection, and there was no question their leadership style changes in 

order to meet the needs of their workforce and stakeholders on an hour-by-hour basis. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

        IMPLICATIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Summary of Findings 

 

Primary Research Question 1.  

How do college women presidents shape their identities?  At this point in their lives and 

careers, all participants exude confidence and a sense of true identity in their leadership roles. In 

their personal lives, each woman had faced financial hardship, was a first-generation college 

student, was the first woman to lead their particular institution, one lost her mother at an early 

age, and one was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease in her early forties. Frances, in particular, 

has struggled with her identity as a woman and her sexual identity. Each one of the women has a 

gender-neutral appearance and demeanor; Wendy was the only one who openly discussed the 

challenges of being a woman leader. 

In their careers, a dedication to lifelong learning, a quest for expert knowledge in their 

fields, and experiences in the workplace have shaped who they are as leaders. Interactions with 

members of faculty, staff, students, board members, the community, and other executives 

continue to add value to their lives. Participants have demonstrated a call to serve others 

throughout the data collection process. Two of the participants are particularly grounded in faith. 

Each individual’s identity has been shaped by her experiences and her willingness to try new 
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things, admit mistakes, move on, and act as agents of change in order to create a better world for 

future generations. 

Primary Research Question 2.  

What are the career trajectories of women who have served as college presidents?  

Similar knowledge and personality traits have been gained by each participant through different 

pathways to the presidency.  Each of the three participants served as faculty members and 

progressed through the ranks into upper level administration, but Frances and Wendy have 

gained the majority of their experience in student affairs and counseling. These two participants 

have the most diverse backgrounds and have truly allowed their experiences and opportunities to 

take them where they felt needed most at the time. Frances never planned to be in higher 

education and had to end her service in the armed forces early due to an accident. Wendy never 

planned to be in higher education either but was afforded the opportunity due to her counseling 

and assessment expertise. Charley experienced the most traditional route to the presidency, 

although she did not begin her career as a faculty member but in the Office of Institutional 

Advancement.  After working there for a while as an institutional researcher, she became a 

faculty member. Then, she progressed to a dean, assistant provost, and provost before becoming 

a president.  

It should be noted that Frances and Wendy believe a person must have credibility with 

the faculty by receiving some teaching experience and becoming familiar with shared 

governance. On the other hand, each one believes there is more than one pathway to the 

presidential position. For example, both Wendy and Frances received the majority of their 

experience in student affairs. Charley is the only participant who believes the traditional 

academic pathway, starting as an assistant professor and working up through dean to provost, is 
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the only way to a presidency “unless you are a governor and you are appointed to office like 

Mitch Daniels at Purdue University.” According to the 2017 ACE report, 43% of sitting 

presidents have followed the traditional pathway to the presidency (Gagliardi et al., 2017). 

Implications for Practice 

 The findings from this study may have implications for women who aspire to become presidents 

at a college or university. This study has provided an opportunity for readers to gain insight into 

the daily lives and backgrounds of women who are currently serving at a public Research I, 

Catholic private four-year, and a public two-year community college. Women aspiring to 

become presidents may take note of the themes that emerged from this data collection and realize 

becoming an expert in their field of choice is critical, extending to resilience and possessing the 

willingness to take risks. Potential candidates may also need to consider the importance of 

serving the community in the role and should be willing to serve outside of their institutions in 

what could still be a male-dominated environment. All participants have demonstrated a call to 

serve from their positions. Potential candidates may also need to recognize becoming president is 

not about money or power but rather a call to service to all constituents.  

 Each participant mentioned confidantes and mentors who have helped them to reach a 

presidential post. Frances suggested the importance of attending a formal leadership academy in 

order to meet other executives and recruiters. Findings demonstrate each participant believes it is 

important to mentor other members of their staff, including vice presidents. Each participant 

communicates with and trains their vice presidents for higher positions within the academy. 

During the data collection, I observed the majority of cabinet members serving at each 

participating institution are women. If this situation is the rule and not the exception, this may 

mean more women may be poised to take on a presidential role in the future than ever before.  
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Mamlet and Murphy (2017) presented information in an article consistent with the findings of 

this research study. The authors suggested there are six qualities to look for in a presidential 

candidate, “soft skills that aren’t so soft, an appetite for data and analytics, the ability to speed up 

and then pivot, recognition that they don’t have to go it alone, strength in the core skills of the 

position, and expertise in change management” (p. 3).  Women who aspire to the presidential 

post may find the stories of these three participants helpful in their quest for high-ranking 

positions in higher education. 

 Path-goal leadership theory has provided an interesting insight to this study and may have 

implications for potential leaders who aspire to presidential positions. Knowing one’s own 

leadership style may not be as important as knowing the characteristics of the team you are 

serving, and how to motivate success among all team members. Building relationships across 

campus and finding out where ambiguity exists when taking on a presidential role may prove to 

be instrumental in implementing campus change. Each participant mentioned implementing 

some type of change over the course of her presidency and previous positions.  

When thinking about change and the average time a president is in office, it is worth 

mentioning the work of Kezar (2009): 

Incoming presidents feel pressure to create new initiatives rather than implement 

existing ones, since campus stakeholders and trustees frequently regard 

innovation as the sign of an effective and dynamic leader. So rather than 

continuing the work of their predecessors, they generally launch new programs, 

which take about a year to introduce. By the time implementation has gotten very 

far, they leave. (p. 21) 

With Kezar’s advice in mind, a woman who aspires to become president at an institution 
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of higher education may want to take into consideration the previous strategic plan left behind by 

her predecessor. The importance and relevance of strategic planning becomes diminished when it 

is not shared with the greater campus community and when it just sits on a shelf until the next 

president comes in. Frances, for example, is making a commitment to stay until she sees that no 

possibility exists for change in fiscal responsibility at her institution.  

Bolman and Deal (2017) presented four frames of organizational management which may 

provide a roadmap for potential candidates and are consistent with the findings of this study.  

Structural, human resource, political, and symbolic issues surround the presidential position on a 

daily basis, and each situation can best be handled by considering each frame before making a 

statement or decision. All three of the participants consider each stakeholder and the overall 

mission before implementing any type of change on their campus.  

The background, leadership style, ages, and personality of the participants were very 

similar and provided information to those who may serve on hiring committees for presidential 

candidates. During the interview process, candidate questions could include some of the 

following: what type of leadership traits are important, what experiences led the candidate to 

seek a presidency, what examples of change have the candidates implemented in their current 

positions, and/or why does the candidate believe he or she would be a successful president. Each 

of these questions is consistent with the suggestions mentioned in the Mamlet and Murphy 

(2017) article.  

Kim and Cook (2012) and Gagliardi et al. (2017) reported since the 2001 ACE survey, 

the daily responsibilities and job description of the president have remained the same.  The 

presidents who participated in this study spend most of their days fundraising, budgeting, 

strategically planning, in community outreach, and on the big picture areas of campus. All of the 
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participants believed they were unprepared for the publicness of the role of president as well as 

lacking budget and fundraising skills. Although, up to this point in time, women without a strict 

academic credential coming up from the faculty ranks have not been selected as presidents, the 

required skill sets may have to change in order to create more successful presidencies (Gagliardi 

et al. 2017). Lynn M. Gangone, vice president of leadership programs at the American Council 

on Education, described an “implicit bias” favoring candidates who resemble hiring committee 

members (as cited in Field, 2017). Perhaps it is time for committees to more closely consider 

their own personal biases and responsibilities of the president in order to choose the candidate 

who has the experience to best fit that role. Mamlet and Murphy (2017) summarize the case for 

implications regarding hiring committees: 

Candidates should demonstrate the capacity for a vision and entrepreneurial spirit, 

and a willingness to think in new ways about the traditional activities and image 

of the institution. Astute committees and boards want candidates who are 

thoughtful, smart, creative, and confident leaders who can push through the 

unnecessary competition and duplication that can erode the economic base of an 

otherwise viable institution” (p. 2).   

Recommendations for Future Research 

Recommendations for further research provide the opportunity to gain further insight into 

the current findings of this study. Three participants from the upper Midwest, Midwest, and 

Southeastern regions of the United States agreed to interviews, observations, and document 

analysis to examine their lived experiences as women serving as college presidents. There were 

six themes that emerged from this study, but additional research may add richness to the data and 

provide further implications for future practice.  
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This investigation inspired nine recommendations for future research that explores in 

greater depth the role of women in leadership positions. The following nine ideas could expand 

on key details that affect a female leader’s interactions with her vice presidents, faculty 

members, students, staff, leadership style, and level of influence. 

Women who serve at institutions other than the ones described in this study should be 

examined for similarities and differences in experiences, such as an HBCU, private liberal arts, 

purpose built or technical colleges. Different experiences may lend to the richness of the 

literature on women serving in presidencies. 

Women who serve an institution that is facing a financial crisis or just emerging from a 

campus crisis, such as a public sexual assault case, may prove beneficial in examining lived 

experiences and their specific responses to pressure. 

Interviewing, shadowing, or studying women who serve as presidents at institutions with 

a large minority population could provide valuable, diverse perspectives. A study conducted 

about women who come from a background other than higher education or faculty ranks and 

have become presidents may add to the richness of the information. 

Studying women who demonstrate outwardly feminine characteristics may provide a 

different perspective on the challenges of presidential leadership. How do men interact with 

them? Do they have challenging relationships with other professional women? Benefits may be 

shown to conduct a study with women who represent a younger generation of college presidents 

such as those born after 1960, offering new perspectives and demonstrate different leadership 

traits than the participants of this study who reflected the 57-70 age range. 

A longitudinal study of women who participate in formal leadership academies such as 

the CIC Executive Leadership Academy attended by Frances, versus women who do not may 
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add further implications for practice. Possibly the mentorship from former executives may prove 

beneficial in furthering their career or creating a professional network to rely on. 

A study of women who have implemented significant change on their campuses during 

their presidencies may add to the literature on change agents. Further study could be done to 

focus on women who identify as more than one minority group and are in a presidential position. 

Interviewing these women with pointed questions regarding background and experiences may 

lend to more detailed information and greater understanding. 

Limitations 

This study was limited to three women serving as college presidents. The goal from the 

onset of the study was to include at least five women who represented different institutional 

types, but due to responses, only three participated.  Timing may have contributed to the number 

of participants; the study was conducted during the winter months when many commencements 

are happening and holiday vacations are being taken.  A study with a larger number of women 

experiencing the same phenomenon may have yielded different results and/or themes.  

Another limitation includes the open-ended interview questions used during data 

collection. Although the structure allowed phenomena the women wanted to discuss to be 

revealed, many questions were left unanswered because presidents, based on comfort level 

during the interview, limited what they shared with the researcher.  

Time spent with participants is also a limitation of this study. A stronger relationship 

between the participants and me may have yielded more detailed storytelling. Many times the 

conversations with Wendy and Charley seemed very guarded, but we had never met before. 

Frances allowed me to come and spend two and a half days observing during her regular 

schedule, which lends to richness of the information gathered at her location, and we became 
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more comfortable with one another. Wendy allowed the interview to go on for an hour and a half 

and take place in her campus office, which provided a context for the conversation. Charley was 

unavailable to meet personally and could only agree to a phone interview due to her time 

schedule, which limited the observation and field notes for the research. The study was not as 

ethnically diverse as originally intended, which may have caused limitations in the results.  

Conclusion 

The lived experiences of three women who serve as college presidents have been 

examined during this study in order to discover their similarities and differences. Two primary 

research questions guided the data collection and analyses: 

1.  How do women who serve as college presidents shape their identity? 

2.  What are the career trajectories of women who serve as college presidents? 

The data was collected by conducting ninety-minute interviews with each participant, two 

in person and one over the phone. One participant agreed to two days of shadowing experience, 

which involved observation of cabinet meetings, one-on-one meetings with vice presidents, and 

an employer program visit.  

The presidential interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for relevant themes. 

As a result of the analysis, six themes emerged from the data collection: Some of it has to do 

with the leader, do we belong here, you don’t even know me, putting the pieces in place, I am 

commanded to love you, and learn from others. Two of the three presidents were extremely 

accommodating and forthcoming with their answers and seemed to enjoy talking about their 

positions. The third president was more difficult to access due to her limited time schedule, and it 

was more difficult to assess her experiences over the phone.  

The thematic representation of the data revealed connections to information presented in 
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the literature review about work-life balance, career paths, leadership styles, use of 

organizational management frames, and finding an active voice. One particularly interesting 

finding was these participants did not credit a specific person with being their mentor during 

their rise to presidency but mentioned several people in their lives who were instrumental in 

helping them achieve success. The importance of networking is mentioned several times in the 

literature, and the presidents themselves make it a priority to mentor others. 

The career paths each woman took may have looked a little different on paper, but all of 

their experiences have culminated in successful presidencies in higher education. According to 

the findings, each woman has shaped her identity with a combination of upbringing, education, 

experiences, networking, and the contributions she has personally made to her family, co-

workers, community, and field of study. When Charley was asked if she would be president 

given the opportunity to do it all over again, she responded, “My experiences have shaped who I 

am today; if I had different experiences I may not have been president of this institution. Who 

knows what I would have done?”  She may have been feeling the pressure of her position during 

the time of her interview or been facing outside issues occurring on her campus at the time 

causing a feeling of indifference. Frances and Wendy both answered the same question with the 

same attitude, “There is no doubt in my mind that I would be president again!”  

The women who participated in this study were intentional about serving others 

throughout their whole lives and had come from humble backgrounds. A call to serve in their 

professional lives emerged as a prominent theme throughout data analysis and fits well with the 

theoretical underpinnings of feminist standpoint theory, the human resource frame as suggested 

by Bolman and Deal (2017), six qualities of a president as suggested by Mamlet and Murphy 

(2017), as well as path-goal theory.   
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The literature review provides information about women who serve in high-ranking 

positions and how they may feel it necessary to think, look, and act like men in order to gain 

respect in their field of choice (Rosener, 1990). The findings of this study cannot necessarily 

refute that claim because each woman possessed masculine characteristics in appearance, 

demeanor, and tone of voice. It is my opinion that participants would be considered to display 

physical male characteristics but exhibit transformational leadership styles that are more 

synonymous with women. (Eagly & Johannsen-Schmidt, 2001; Manning, 2013; Rosener, 1990). 

It is possible their generation, early socialization, and assumptions about women caused them to 

be more masculine in their demeanor, appearance, and voice in order to gain respect. Overall, the 

fact each participant has an inclusive leadership style refutes the claim by Rosener (1990) that 

women must act and think like men in order to be respected in leadership positions.   

According to the findings of this study, women who serve as presidents in colleges and 

universities are tough, resilient, experts in their field, called to serve others, and know what it 

takes to keep stakeholder lines of communication open. Each participant wanted to be 

remembered as someone who made a tangible difference at her institution, the one who left the 

campus in a better condition socially, physically, economically, and academically than when she 

was hired.  

Women possess the characteristics necessary for leadership in the 21st century and 

beyond.  “Challenging times and circumstances are on the horizon for higher education: return 

on investment, campus-life, post-graduation employment numbers, and more are continually 

questioned in the media and by prospective families” (S. Borrego, personal communication, 

February 23, 2016).  A transformational leadership approach focused on building relationships, 

taking advice, making changes, and creating a harmonious community will be necessary as 
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higher education charges into an uncertain future.  The holistic use of each frame as presented by 

Bolman and Deal (2017) will become more important as each issue arises on campuses moving 

forward.   

Personally and professionally, this study has been a whirlwind of excitement and 

empowerment for me. Before beginning the data collection portion of my research, I gathered as 

much information about women in the presidency as I possibly could but had no idea what it was 

really like to walk in their shoes. Honestly, I have always thought becoming a president was a 

possibility for me but wondered what it would really take to do the job and whether I had the 

characteristics to be successful. Wendy was the first participant I interviewed, and I left her 

office thinking, “This is really it. This is what I want to do. I could do this!”  I could not stop 

smiling as I walked to my car and observed all of the students filing into their classrooms.  

The second interview with Frances was beyond expectations. I had to travel over 1500 

miles to the area of her institution and stayed in a local hotel. I spent two full days on campus 

with Frances while she allowed me to observe all of her meetings and interactions during that 

time. She provided invaluable advice to me, and I eagerly observed as she worked with 

everyone. I left that week feeling confident and empowered that I am on the right path in my 

career; I simply wasn’t sure if it would be a public or a private path.  

My interview with Charley was a little disappointing due to the lack of time she was able 

to spend talking with me. I understand the scope of her position and the issues her institution was 

facing at the time may have created unavoidable limitations. The fact that her position is 

extremely politically charged left me with a sense I would prefer not to serve in an environment 

where it is all about academic credentials and political clout; however, it helped me to realize I 

would rather be in a place where I feel I can make a difference.  Charley is truly making a 
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difference on a large scale, but if I have to go through the constant public scrutiny she deals with 

on a regular basis in order to accomplish large-scale change, I would rather stay small. After 

reading the transcripts, viewing the vitae, and analyzing the data repeatedly, there is no question 

in my mind that I want to become a college president. I would prefer to serve in a community 

college or private college environment where I can feel connected to the students, staff, faculty, 

board, and community. 

Overall, this study has been a fantastic exploration; a valuable, personal life experience; 

and provided me with the toolbox I need to continue my chosen career path. I hope in the future, 

I can pay this experience forward by actively participating in another scholar’s study about 

women who serve as college presidents. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Presidential Interview Protocol 

 

1. Could you share with me anything about your upbringing and education that you feel may be 

relevant   to this research? 

 

2. How do you conceptualize your role?  What do you feel are your most important 

responsibilities? 

 

3. What does leadership in an academic setting mean to you?  Do you operate within a particular 

leadership framework, or set of leadership principles? 

 

4.  Would you describe your leadership style as transactional or transformation? Meaning do you 

have a centralized decision making process here or decentralized?  

 

5. When you came on board did you inherit a strategic plan? If so, how did you put your personal 

stamp on it? 

 

6. How do you feel being a woman impacts your position and decision making?  

 

7.  What does your home life look like? Do you have children? How old? Do you have a partner? 

What is the division of labor like at your house? Has your partner had to take on more 

responsibility for household duties/child rearing as a result of your career aspirations?  
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7. What advice do you have for younger professionals who might aspire to the presidency?  

What do they need to consider?  What skills or competencies must they have?  How can they 

best prepare themselves for the job? 

 

7. What do you enjoy most and least about your position?  

 

8. What is the biggest issue facing your institution? 

 

9. Have the demands of your current position required you to make sacrifices in other areas of 

your life? 

 

10. What do you do most often to relieve stress? 

 

11. What were you most unprepared for in your current job as president? 

 

12. How do you define success for your presidency? 

 

13. If you had to do it all over again, would you become a college president? 


