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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative collective case study was to explore the experiences with 

and perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding their participation in 

leadership professional development, mentoring programs, and support networks; and 

how these influenced their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions. Of specific 

focus in this study were women who held upper-level administrative positions at the 

director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels). The study utilized a 

qualitative collective case study research design and was conducted through the lens of 

the interpretivist paradigm. The study was conducted at a public university system 

located in Texas, with the three study institutions from within the system. The 

participants were 15 women employed in leadership roles at one of the three study 

institutions in administrative positions at the director, dean, vice president, provost, or 

chancellor (all levels). Data for this study was collected through semi-structured 

interviews conducted face-to-face, by telephone, or by video conferencing. The 

interviews were audio recorded with the permission of the participants. The researcher 

also took field notes and used a reflective journal throughout the conduction of the study. 

Data analysis included the constant comparative method, as well as open and axial 

coding. Triangulation, peer debriefer, member checking, thick, rich descriptions of the 

participants’ voices as well as the conduction of the study were used to ensure 

trustworthiness of the study. 

The findings of this study revealed that the participants’ experiences with and 

perceptions of leadership professional development programming, mentoring 
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programming, and support networks varied but were all identified as important to their 

career advancement. Themes that emerged to address the three research questions that 

guided the study included: 1) leadership professional development programming is 

important for women to advance into leadership, 2) women have different experiences 

with leadership professional development programming, 3) institutional support for 

leadership professional development programming varies, 4) opportunities to attend  

leadership professional development varies; 5) leadership professional development 

programs can help with leadership skill development; and 6) mentoring programming and 

support networks serve a role in career advancement. 

  The findings of the study resulted in three implications and recommendations for 

higher education practice. The implications include access to leadership professional 

development specifically developed and structured for women in higher education is 

imperative to their career advancement, the quality and design of the leadership 

professional development programming offered by institutions could affect their ability to 

diversify their leadership, and higher education institutions need to provide intentional 

opportunities for women who aspire to be leaders to participate in leadership professional 

development, mentoring, and support networks. 

The recommendations for higher education practice are for institutions to develop 

structured and focused women’s leadership professional development programming, the 

quality and design of leadership professional development programming needs to be 

focused on the specific skills sets of women and people of color in order to help diversify 

higher education leadership, and that higher education institutions need to provide 
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intentional opportunities – both internally and externally -- for women and people of 

color who aspire to be leaders to participate in leadership professional development, 

mentoring, and support networking opportunities.  

Future research recommendations include continuation of qualitative studies to 

explore the experiences and perceptions of women higher education administrators 

regarding their participation in professional leadership development, mentoring 

programs, support networks and how these influenced their ability to attain and maintain 

leadership positions.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Higher education needs leaders who can articulate a clear vision and inspire 

others (O’Connor, 2018). Leadership is defined as a process whereby an individual 

influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal (Northouse, 2019). Bennis 

and Goldsmith (2010) explain that authentic or genuine leadership takes time, self-

reflection, strong commitment, learning from failures, and knowing when to make 

amends. Leadership can be difficult, yet very rewarding. Leaders who have been deemed 

exceptional have a wealth of knowledge that is invaluable to those working toward 

becoming leaders themselves. 

In U.S. higher education, men make up most of the leadership positions of power, 

including presidents, provosts, deans, and full professors (American Council on 

Education [ACE], 2017; Gagliardi et al., 2017; Johnson, 2017; Kim & Cook, 2013). 

According to Gagliardi et al. (2017), men held 70% of president positions in 2016. As 

such, men are the ones who often make the decisions on the advancement of women into 

leadership positions. Research does show, though, that women are more academically 

prepared and hold more advanced degrees than men (e.g., American Association of 

University Females, 2007; Hill et al., 2016; U.S. Department of Education; 2014). 

Though the number of women in academia has grown, and they have made incremental 

progress in the number of leadership roles they hold, those roles are not in the positions 

of power (Madsen et al., 2012; Parker, 2015; Northouse, 2019). Surna (2018) stated that 

the U.S. is lacking in equitable representation of women and people of color in leadership 

positions. It is important to have representative leadership in higher education 
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organizations because there is evidence that diversity in leadership is connected to 

student success and the comprehensive well-being of the institution (Surna, 2018).  

Even though there are more women in academia, there are several cultural 

barriers that hinder their advancement. Cook and Glass (2014) argued that gender-based 

leadership barriers continue to challenge women in pursuit of senior-level leadership 

positions. This is supported by Ballenger (2010), who found that institutional and cultural 

barriers for women leaders are widespread in institutions of higher education. Work–life 

balance, motherhood, communication delivery, and tokenism are just a few examples of 

barriers that women face working in or advancing into leadership positions (Ekine, 2018; 

Heilman & Okimoto, 2008; Poduval & Poduval, 2009; Violanti & Jurczak, 2011; 

Williams, 2001).  

 Acker (1990, 1992) coined the term ideal worker, referring to a worker who has 

characteristics of full-time availability, with no obligations or responsibilities of domestic 

life – which is often a male worker. Women leaders are attempting to balance work and 

family obligations effortlessly, but often find difficulty in the mix (Jo, 2008; Sandberg, 

2013). Ward and Eddy (2013) noted that “academe values and rewards an ideal worker 

norm, where long hours and complete dedication to the position and the organization are 

expected” (p. 2). These types of expectations in the workplace make work-life balance 

near impossible, especially for people who have children (Sandberg, 2013). Baker (2020) 

addressed the realities of working mothers and mentioned that gender inequality was still 

currently the normal situation, with women passing up job opportunities, scaling back 

current job responsibilities, and some of their careers being derailed completely because 

of family responsibilities.  
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Motherhood is a perceived barrier to women in both society and the workplace 

(Ekine, 2018; Poduval & Poduval, 2009). A study conducted by Heilman and Okimoto 

(2008) highlighted the challenges that motherhood has for women. The researchers 

conducted a two-part study to compare the biases against working mothers and fathers 

when applying for an internal promotion. The researchers predicted that the mothers 

would face more bias than the fathers. Part one of the study was designed to determine if 

the predicted bias against the working mother would surface during the decision-making 

stage. Part two of the study was designed to understand the role that gender stereotyping 

played during the mediation of the biases. The participants for the study were 65 male 

and female undergraduate students, all around the age of 19 years. Each participant was 

given four applications to review (i.e., one male parent; one male nonparent; one female; 

one female non-parent). The three dependent variables of the study were job focus, 

competence, and recommendations. The job description was that of an assistant vice 

president of finance affairs, predominantly held by a male under the age of 40. The 

results of part one of the study indicated that parenthood had a negative impact on 

perceptions of job commitment for both the mother and father applicants, but only the 

mother applicant was perceived as less competent.  

In part two of the study, 100 participants (average age of 28) from a Master of 

Business Administration program received only one targeted application instead of four 

as in part one of the study. The results of part two of the study were similar to those of 

part one. Of the applicants reviewed, the job commitment of working parents (both 

mothers and fathers) was perceived negatively, while the competence of only the mother 

was perceived negatively. 
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 Communication is another perceived barrier for women in the workplace. 

Communication is important in leadership especially if leaders want employees to follow 

(O’Connor, 2018; Violanti & Jurczak, 2011). Violanti and Jurczak (2011) conducted a 

study to investigate the relationships among sex, gender, and leadership. Their research 

question focused on whether men and women using the same communication style were 

perceived to be equally competent leaders. According to the researchers, men were 

typically seen as having a more assertive communication style, while women were 

perceived to have a more tentative communication style. The researchers used the 

snowball sampling approach to select participants. Their participant pool of 213 women 

and men completed an online survey that consisted of a measure of participants’ sex role 

attitude (masculine or feminine), overview of the leader in one of the recognized 

conditions (feminine female, masculine female, feminine male, or masculine male), and a 

measure of perceived leadership in five areas (task, relationship, qualification, 

organizational identity, and dynamism) (Violanti & Jurczak, 2011). Results indicated that 

the participants favored the masculine communication style. 

Tokenism is also a perceived barrier for women and men when working in non-

traditional environments. According to Laws (1975): 

Tokenism is likely to be found wherever a dominant group is under pressure to 

share privilege, power, or other desirable commodities with a group which is 

excluded. The Token does not become assimilated into the dominant group but is 

destined for permanent marginality. (p. 51) 

 

Research has shown that men who are working in non-traditional environments are 

perceived to have a positive impact on their environment more often than women (e.g., 

Williams, 1992; Yoder, 2002).  
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Lewis (2016) conducted a comparative study to examine the effects of tokenism 

and the cultural capital accrual on career advancement for African American men and 

women. The study had a sample of 349 middle and senior-level administrators from the 

American Association of Higher Education (AAHE), which later became the American 

Association of Blacks in Higher Education (AABHE), and most of the participants held 

positions at Predominately White Institutions (PWIs). The findings of the study suggested 

that tokenism influenced career advancement for African American men and women in 

different ways. The African American men and women in the study felt isolated from the 

dominant group in the organization and thought that they had to be more competent than 

those of the same gender of the dominant group (Lewis, 2016). African American men 

and women experienced issues with receiving talent development because the tokenism 

created a lack of collegiality for them, resulting in a hostile work environment (Lewis, 

2016). Tokenism has also been identified as a barrier for racially underrepresented female 

faculty at PWIs when they are the only ones within their departments (Hirshfield et al., 

2011).  

A qualitative study conducted by Chang et al. (2013) captured the experiences of 

how underrepresented female faculty navigated within institutions of higher education. 

The participants were 28 underrepresented (e.g., Black, Asian American, Latina, and 

Native American) female tenure-track assistant professors, who had a minimum of one-

year of teaching experience. The participants worked in various disciplines and were 

from a mixture of public and private universities that were large and small non-research 

and research intensive. The researchers noted that faculty of color were underrepresented 

in higher education, and they tended to have the lowest tenure as well as they carried 
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twice the burden in the academy because of their race and gender. The findings of the 

study found that the participants often learned to navigate the university tenure systems 

on their own or with assistance from their support systems and mentors, with little to no 

assistance from their institutions.  

In addition to the barriers noted, women also experience a lack of professional 

development opportunities, which also affects their ability to advance into higher 

education leadership positions. Researchers have found that military and business 

organizations have a higher regard for leadership development than do academic 

institutions (e.g., Green & McDade, 1991; McDade, 1987; McDade & Lewis, 1994; 

Ruben, 2004). Leadership development is vital to the success of an organization, 

regardless of the type of entity (Stone & Major, 2014). Decades ago, businesses, industry, 

military, and government entities made large investments in professional development 

programs for individuals in all management-level positions (McDade, 1987), and these 

investments have been consistent. O’Leonard and Krider (2014) reported that in 2013, 

corporations alone spent well over $15 billion in professional development. Higher 

education organizations could benefit from examining how the military and business 

organizations have implemented a more structured approach to professional development 

(McDade, 1987).  

It is not a surprise that the military and business organizations value leadership 

development. Davis and Maldonado (2015) stated that in the 20th century, scholars 

studied leadership traits so they could identify future effective leaders. The leadership 

traits that were appealing to the scholars were the traits common to military, political, and 

social leaders, also referred to as the great man theory (Northouse, 2019). Since early 
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professional development programs were originally created to duplicate or foster 

leadership traits in military men, women could quite possibly continue to struggle to gain 

the knowledge and skills that would move them toward their leadership aspirations.  

Professional development and mentoring have also been identified as crucial 

activities for higher education administrators and leaders, and more specifically, women 

leaders (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Ekine, 2018; Green, 2019; Mrig et al., 2014; 

Pennamon, 2019; Selzer et al., 2017; Tareef, 2013; Tolar, 2012). Professional 

development programs are a “wide variety of specialized training, formal education, or 

advanced professional learning intended to help administrators, teachers, and other 

educators advance their professional knowledge, competence, skill, and effectiveness” 

(Professional Development Definition, 2013, para. 1). Institutions of higher education do 

offer professional development programs, but there tends to be a lack of specific 

professional development programs for women (Madsen, 2012).  

Mentoring has also been shown to be instrumental to the success of women who 

are in leadership roles or who are seeking leadership roles in higher education 

administration (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Tareef, 2013; Tolar, 2012). Mentoring 

provides opportunities for women to learn about academics, fine-tune their skills, and to 

receive firsthand advice and guidance from their mentor. A mentoring relationship can 

also provide insight into how to handle or overcome the barriers that many women face 

within higher education organizations.  

In addition to professional development and mentoring, research supports that 

women benefit from being a part of support networks. These networks provide formal 

and informal interactions as well as opportunities to establish relationships with others. 
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They have been shown to decrease the difficulties of navigating a challenging career 

path, as well as result in more satisfaction as they tend to provide a mechanism to 

establish and support social connections with others (e.g., Adler & Kwon, 2002; 

Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2001a, 2001b).  

The connection to career success and supportive social networks is a result of 

network connections who often serve as career advisors, sponsors, and supporters (Eagly 

& Carli, 2007). This benefit is supported by social capital theory that states that social 

networks have value and are shown to produce positive returns (Kadushin, 2012; Lin & 

Erickson, 2008, Putnam, 2000). Social capital theory indicates that “actors actively invest 

in their social networks in anticipation of future advantage and …social networks contain 

resources actors can draw upon for their own benefit” (Kadushin, 2012, p. 181).  

To fully understand how to better prepare future women administrators for their 

leadership roles in higher education institutions, one must ask women administrators in 

current leadership positions about their journey to success. Evidence presented in the 

literature supports the value of ongoing professional development, mentoring, and 

engaging in social networks (e.g., Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Eagly & Carli, 2007; 

Helms et al., 2016; Hill & Wheat, 2017; Kadushin, 2012; Lin & Erickson, 2008; Tareef, 

2013; Tolar, 2012) in the career advancement of women into leadership positions. Hill et 

al. (2016) stated that there is not a magic formula to fill the leadership gap, but there are 

common sense actions that women, employers, and policy makers can take to foster 

change for women.  

As higher education organizations explore the implementation of professional 

development for women who have leadership career aspirations, it is critical to better 
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understand their unique needs that will lead toward growth and advancement. Not only 

are women underrepresented in senior-level positions in higher education organizations, 

but minority women are even more scarcely represented (Chang et al, 2013; Ekine, 2018; 

Penny & Gailard, 2006).  

Statement of the Problem 

Higher education continues to need qualified and effective leaders to lead 

institutions (Madsen, 2012). Madsen (2012) stated that due to the ever-changing 

environments of higher education institutions, there is a need for leaders with unique and 

strong leadership abilities. According to Johnson (2016), the number of women in senior-

level leadership roles was not increasing at the same rate as their male counterparts in 

2016. Women held only 32% of full professor positions, 30% of college/university 

presidential positions, 43% of chief academic officer positions, and were outnumbered on 

governing boards by men 2:1 (Johnson, 2017). Even though more women are earning 

college degrees at all levels (i.e., associate, undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral), they 

continue to lag behind their male peers in attaining leadership positions (Hannum et al., 

2015). 

The lack of women in leadership positions within higher education is a concern 

that continues to be the focus of many research studies (e.g., Burkinshaw et al., 2018; 

Lee, 2019; Madsen et al., 2015; Nidiffer, 2010; Pal & Jones, 2020). Alcalde and 

Subramaniam (2020) stated that women are still underrepresented in leadership positions 

as well as being under paid for the role. In addition, as noted previously, there are 

multiple barriers discussed in the literature that prevent women who aspire to leadership 

roles from attaining them. These barriers include work–life balance, motherhood, 
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communication, and institutional barriers such as lack of opportunities for women to 

obtain senior-level positions, gender bias, inadequate training, and consistent demands of 

childcare (e.g., Alex-Assensoh, 2012; Ekine, 2018; Heilman & Okimoto, 2008; Hill et al., 

2016; Lewis, 2012; Poduval & Poduval, 2009; Santovec, 2010; Violanti & Jurczak, 2011; 

Williams, 2001).  

Hill et al. (2016) prepared a report on the status of women in leadership aimed to 

identify reasons for the leadership gap and proposing ways to narrow and eliminate the 

gap. The report included information on biases and barriers (e.g., sex discrimination, 

caregiving, ineffective networks and mentors, pipeline problems, stereotypes) that 

women typically encountered in the workplace. Hill et al. (2016) reported that women 

continued to not attain leadership positions in a variety of fields such as corporations, 

governments, higher education, and non-profit organizations, just to name a few. The 

report also showed that women were not in senior-level positions, tenured positions, or 

attained promotion to full professors at the same rate as men, which limited their 

opportunities to naturally progress into leadership positions. Organizational, economic, 

cultural, and policy barriers were also noted as having effects on the advancement of 

women into leadership positions. According to Hill et al. (2016), when women are 

underrepresented in leadership positions, it is assumed that there is a deficit in their 

leadership abilities, yet that is not always the case.  

Tessens et al. (2011) conducted a study through survey research at two Australian 

universities in which they explored the development needs and support that senior-level 

women -- women who had achieved a senior-level of leadership (e.g., full professors, 
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Deputy Vice Chancellor International, Deans, Executive Deans, or Dean as Information 

Technology) — considered important to effectively advance in their careers.  

Between University A (134 senior-level women leaders) and University B (70 

senior-level women leaders), 204 surveys were administered two different times during 

the year to senior-level women. The response rate to the survey was 44% (53 responses 

from University A and 36 responses from University B). The results indicated that most 

of the participants perceived that a senior-level women’s leadership program should be 

offered at their respective university. A few of the positive benefits that the participants 

shared were that a leadership program could provide were role models/mentors for junior 

staff, offer beneficial training for leadership positions, promote shared learning, and share 

information regarding future positions. Important content areas recognized as important 

for leadership development by the participants were people management skills, personal 

skills, political skills, and operational skills. More than 80% of the participants indicated 

that a senior-level women’s leadership program could provide knowledge and skills for 

leadership.  

Another area of concern related to advancing women into leadership roles in 

higher education is the lack of role models, sponsors, and mentors for women who are on 

the rise to becoming potential leaders (Chisholm-Burns et al., 2017). A lack of women in 

senior leadership roles translates to fewer role models for aspiring and emerging leaders 

to observe and learn from (Elmuti et al. 2009; Liu, 2014). Women who do not have the 

opportunity to see other women in leadership positions, may be unable to see themselves 

in leadership roles, which could prevent them from pursuing a leadership career path 

(Christman & McClellan, 2012; DeFrank-Cole et al., 2016). Due to the lack of current 
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role models for women in higher education, advancing more women into leadership roles 

can be beneficial to those who aspire to be leaders, the women currently in leadership 

roles as well as the institution (Hannum, 2015). 

In efforts to create a viable pipeline of women into leadership, institutions need to 

strategically develop leadership development opportunities to help women to develop 

their skillset for leadership positions (Madsen, 2012). A November 2014 diagnostic 

report from Higher Ed Impact on professional development in higher education, indicated 

that of a random sample of 501 higher education professionals who worked in managerial 

and nonmanagerial positions, “less than 42% said that professional development is 

mission critical and 55% said that there was limited actual support for professional 

development” (Mrig et al., 2014, p. 7). But, as Madsen (2012) noted: 

Preparing women for these positions is a serious challenge for HRD [Human 

Resource Development] and leadership practitioners in postsecondary institutions 

throughout the world, and there is a need for scholarly articles that can provide 

information on challenges, barriers, programs, initiatives, and strategies that will 

be helpful in this endeavor. The bottom line is that we need to help prepare and 

support (e.g., increase aspirations, develop skills and competencies, obtain 

mentors and coaches, provide flexible work environments) more women for 

leadership roles in higher education. Substantial support will enable women in 

leadership (regardless of current position) to develop knowledge and skills 

designed strategically to meet the criteria/qualifications of securing a senior-level 

leadership position. (p. 134) 

 

Higher education institutions are perplexed with how to create leadership 

programs that support their women faculty, staff, and administrators (Madsen, 2012). A 

recommendation is for higher education organizations to create professional development 

programs that specifically focus on the needs of women (Morris & Laipple, 2015). A 

well-structured leadership development program can provide insight into how to handle 

the barriers and biases that women in higher education face. Investing in professional 
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development is necessary; however, it is also critical for institutions to implement an 

emerging leadership platform/program for women that aligns with development, 

experience, skills, and knowledge necessary to secure senior-leadership positions or 

advancement.  

According to Stone and Major (2014), leadership development is crucial to the 

success of an organization. Continuing research on effective professional development 

programming focused on leadership development as well as evaluations of these 

programs is important to stay current with meeting the needs of emerging leaders, 

specifically women (Madsen, 2012). More women are receiving advanced degrees than 

men but continue to be underrepresented in higher-level leadership positions within 

institutions of higher education (Johnson, 2017; Lee, 2019). There is some evidence that 

women in higher education do not have equal opportunities to advance their leadership 

skills and may benefit from development through professional development programs 

focused on leadership skills (Madsen, 2012; Tessens et al., 2011). Successful leadership 

depends on quality preparation (Nica, 2013). Human resource development practitioners 

are challenged to explore how to best resolve the lack of leadership development 

programs for women in higher education. Leadership development makes a difference, 

especially programs that are designed with women in mind (Bush, 2005).  

In addition to access to quality professional development, the literature shows that 

women can also benefit from mentorship (e.g., Goudie, 2013; Palmer & Jones, 2019; 

Pentland, 2015; Rockquemore, 2015). For mentoring to be successful, the mentor and 

mentee must understand their roles in the relationship (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; 

Penny & Gaillard, 2006; Tareef, 2013). Dubar et al. (2011) conducted a research study to 
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explore the mentoring experiences of women in higher education, more specifically the 

perceptions of the effectiveness of different mentoring approaches. There was a sample 

of 706 female who were invited to complete the survey, of which 293 responded. The 

survey questions were designed to solicit information from the participants about the 

effectiveness of the mentoring relationship and the duties of the mentor as well as 

opportunities presented to the mentee by the mentor. The findings revealed the following: 

• Mentees in informal mentoring relationships perceived that they received 

more career mentoring functions than participants in formal mentoring 

relationships. 

• No differences were found with career or psycho-social mentoring 

functions between mentees with male and female mentors. 

• Mentees that had female mentors perceived that the gender of the mentor 

was important and had an impact on the effectiveness of the mentoring 

relationship. 

• Mentees who had a mentor of a different race perceived the mentoring 

relationship to be more impactful than those mentoring relationships of the 

same race. 

• Female administrators indicated that their mentoring relationships had 

prepared them for leadership.  

• Participants stated that informal mentoring relationships were more 

significant than formal mentoring relationships.  
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The researchers recommended that “Leaders of educational institutions at all levels need 

to become proactive in encouraging mentoring relationships for new administrators” (p. 

22).  

 In addition to a lack of access to mentors, women often are not part of support 

networks, which have been shown to help support their success and career advancement. 

McNae and Vali (2015) conducted a qualitative study to explore the experiences of 

women in leadership positions in higher education and the influences that shaped their 

access to leadership roles. The findings of the study revealed that the sociocultural 

context influenced the way women experienced, perceived, and practiced leadership; and 

that the participants relied on their social networks for emotional support when the 

workplace presented difficulties, and for physical support when they needed assistance 

with things such as childcare. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences with and 

perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding their participation in 

leadership professional development, mentoring programs, and support networks; and 

how these influenced their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions. Of specific 

focus in this study were women who held upper-level administrative positions at the 

director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels). This study sought to 

advance higher education practice relative to the advancement of women into leadership 

roles by analyzing how leadership professional development, mentoring programs, and 

support networks help to support and affect leadership attainment. 
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Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What are women higher education administrators’ experiences with and 

perceptions of leadership professional development programs? 

2. How do women higher education administrators describe the role of 

leadership professional development programs in the attainment of their 

leadership positions? 

3. How do women higher education administrators describe the influences of 

mentoring and support networks in the attainment of their leadership 

positions? 

Significance of Study 

As addressed in The White House Project (Wilson, 2009), the presence or absence 

of women academic leaders has more of an overarching influence on research and 

knowledge for everyone and is more important than just the statistics: 

When successful women leaders work with male and/or women students, faculty, 

staff, and administrators, those individuals are likely to have different and 

hopefully positive transformational experiences they could not have had under 

gender-homogeneous leadership. In addition, these women can serve as powerful 

role models and mentors to younger women starting out on the path to leadership 

themselves. (p. 16)  

 

The literature reviewed for this study, related to the professional development of 

women in higher education, has shown that more needs to be done to aid in the 

preparation of women aspiring to be in leadership positions in higher education (e.g., Day 

& O’Connor, 2003; Madsen, 2012). Becoming an expert in any field takes time. 

According to Gladwell (2008), it takes 10,000 hours to become an expert. For 

universities, it takes about 7 years through the tenure and promotion process for faculty to 
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be known as an expert (Gmelch, 2013). Gmelch (2013) also claimed that “Leadership 

development of deans and department chairs is a process that extends over many years” 

(p. 27). Gmelch argued that if it takes 7 to 14 years to become an expert at a university, 

then it will take more than a weekend leadership training session to develop leaders in 

higher education.  

The literature reviewed references the positive effects of good mentoring and 

professional development, and states that institutions should create professional 

development programs that focus on the preparation of women leaders (e.g., Grant & 

Ghee, 2014; Jones, 2014; Pentland 2015). Although professional development and 

mentoring have been noted as important to the advancement of women, it should not be 

assumed that professional development and mentoring alone will solve the other 

challenges that women in higher education face such as wage gaps, institutional and 

cultural barriers, and the glass-ceiling (Ballenger 2010; Chin, 2011; Hill et al., 2016; 

Santovec, 2010). The glass ceiling is an indistinguishable obstruction manufactured into 

the social structure of organizations that hinders women from entering top managerial-

level positions, regardless of their accomplishments or merits (Cotter et al., 2001; 

Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986; Martin, 1991).  

The importance of professional development in women’s leadership advancement 

as well as the difficulties in developing such programming is also noted throughout the 

literature. Human resource practitioners have found it challenging to design professional 

development programs to support women faculty, staff, and administrators in leadership 

positions (Cherwin, 2019; Madsen, 2012).  
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Though women have made progress in attaining senior-level leadership positions 

in higher education, this progress has been slow and has not reached equity in numbers 

when compared to men (Johnson, 2017; Northouse, 2019). There continues to be a lack 

of leadership development opportunities for women in general, and especially for those 

who have career aspirations of upper-level leadership positions (Airini et al., 2011; 

Lafreniere & Longman, 2008).  

The significance of the current study is that it advances the understanding of how 

professional development, mentoring, and support networks affect the career 

advancement of women leaders in higher education. This research is important as its 

findings can be used to provide recommendations to human resource practitioners, 

senior-level administrators, and boards of higher education institutions of the importance 

of professional development and mentoring in preparing women for senior-level 

leadership roles. Within the last 10 years, human resource development practitioners have 

identified leadership development for women as a foundational area of study because of 

the need to have more individuals ready to move into leadership roles (Madsen, 2012). 

Upper-level administrative leadership positions, such as president, provost, vice 

president, dean, director, and department chair were identified as being crucial positions 

that need to be filled, yet human resource development practitioners face challenges in 

preparing women for these roles (Madsen, 2012).  

Summary of Conceptual Framework of the Study 

The conceptual framework for this study is comprised of three concepts supported 

by the literature reviewed for this study. The literature supports that professional 

development, mentoring, and support networks for women in higher education aids them 
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in their journey to seek higher-level leadership positions (e.g., DeFrank-Cole et al., 2016; 

Lafreniere & Longman, 2008; Tessens et al., 2011). Although there has been an increase 

in the number of women in academic and leadership positions, there is still a lack of 

leadership development opportunities for women in general and especially in upper-level 

leadership positions (Airini et al., 2011; Lafreniere & Longman, 2008). The first concept 

to frame this study is that opportunities to participate in professional development to 

develop leadership skills has shown to support women’s attainment of leadership roles 

(Airini et al., 2011).  

The second concept is that mentoring has been shown to be important for women 

who are either in leadership roles or seeking leadership roles in higher education 

administration (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; O’Brien & Jassen, 2005; Tareef, 2013; 

Tolar, 2012). It was noted earlier that of all the leaders in U.S. colleges and universities in 

2016, 30% were women and an even smaller percentage were minority women (Gagliardi 

et al., 2017). The sharing of experiences of successful women in leadership positions has 

also been shown to benefit women aspiring to leadership roles (Gangone, 2016). 

Mentoring can be a successful form of professional development when the mentor and 

mentee understand their roles in the relationship (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Palmer & 

Jones, 2019; Penny & Gaillard, 2006; Tareef, 2013). 

The third concept that frames this study is that support networks can help women 

administrators transition to full-time, demanding, leadership positions, while maintaining 

a work–life balance (Baker, 2020; Baltodano et al., 2012; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Helms et 

al., 2016; Hill & Wheat, 2017; Kadushin, 2012; Lin & Erickson, 2008; McNae & Vali, 

2015; Tessens et al., 2011). According to McNae and Vali (2015), “The formal and 
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informal networks that women develop and maintain are important elements of 

generating agency and enhancing women’s access to and opportunities for leadership” (p. 

288). Support networks, formal or informal, are helpful personally and professionally to 

women in leadership positions (McNae & Vali, 2015).  

These three concepts, professional development, mentoring, and support networks 

are shown to support the success of women in leadership roles. These concepts are used 

to frame this study and were used in the development of the research questions as well as 

the interview questions posed to participants to gain a deeper understanding of their 

experiences and perceptions. The conceptual framework also guided the researcher in 

collecting and analyzing the data for themes, similarities, and discrepancies. The roles of 

professional development, mentoring, and support networks in career advancement 

provide the context in which this study was conducted. 

Summary of Methodology 

This qualitative collective case study was conducted through the lens of the 

interpretivist paradigm, which seeks to understand “human ideas, actions, and 

interactions in specific contexts or in terms of the wider culture” (Glesne, 2011, p. 8). 

The study was conducted at a public university system located in Texas, with three study 

institutions from within the system. Participants were 15 women employed in leadership 

roles at one of the three study institution in administrative positions at the director, dean, 

vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels). Data for this study was collected 

through semi-structured interviews conducted face-to-face, by telephone, or by video 

conferencing. The interviews were audio recorded with the permission of the participants. 

The researcher also took field notes and used a reflective journal throughout the data 
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conduction of the study. Data analysis included the constant comparative method, as well 

as open and axial coding. Triangulation, peer debriefer, member checking, thick, rich 

descriptions of the participants’ voices as well as the conduction of the study were used 

to ensure trustworthiness of the study. 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions were operationalized as follows for this study: 

Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals 

to achieve a common goal (Northouse, 2019). 

Mentoring takes place when a more experienced professional serves as a support 

and guides another professional (Tareef, 2013). 

Professional development programs are a “wide variety of specialized training, 

formal education, or advanced professional learning intended to help administrators, 

teachers, and other educators advance their professional knowledge, competence, skill, 

and effectiveness” (Professional Development Definition, 2013, para. 1). 

Support networks are a person or persons who have a strong interest in the 

success of an individual and willingness to provide assistance to help ensure success 

(Myers & Ginsberg, 1994). 

Assumptions of the Study 

This study was conducted based on the following assumptions: 

1. The participants had experience with and were supportive of professional 

development and mentoring programs for women administrators and future 

women administrators. 
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2. The participants were open and honest in their responses to the interview 

questions. 

Limitations to the Study 

The following are limitations identified for this research: 

1. The study explored only the experiences and perceptions of women in upper-

level administrative positions (director, dean, vice president, provost, or 

chancellor - all levels) under one public university system in Texas. 

2. The transferability of the findings of this study are at the reader’s discretion. 

Summary 

Chapter I introduced the status of women in higher education. Over time there 

was an increase of women in academia and in leadership roles, but not in positions of 

power (Madsen et al., 2012; Parker, 2015; Northouse, 2019). The core problem that was 

explored by this research study was the lack of women in leadership positions within 

higher education (e.g., Burkinshaw et al., 2018; Lee, 2019; Madsen et al., 2015; Nidiffer, 

2010; Pal & Jones, 2020). The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the 

experiences with and perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding 

their participation in professional leadership development, mentoring programs, and 

support networks; and how these influenced their ability to attain and maintain leadership 

positions. The significance of the current study is that it advances the understanding of 

how professional development, mentoring, and support networks affect the career 

advancement of women leaders in higher education. The conceptual framework for the 

study was comprised of three concepts:  professional development, mentoring, and 

support networks which were shown to support the success of women in leadership roles. 
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The study was a qualitative case study conducted through the lens of the interpretivist 

paradigm which seeks to understand human ideas and actions (Glesne, 2011). The 

participants in the study were 15 women that held leadership roles. Data was collected 

through semi-structured interviews. Data analysis included the constant comparison 

method. 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

Chapter II presents a review of the literature for the research study. Chapter III 

describes the methodology and research design used to conduct this study. The results of 

the study are reported in Chapter IV. Chapter V presents a discussion of the study’s 

findings, implications and recommendations for higher education practice, and 

recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter II presents a review of the literature on professional development, 

mentoring, and support networks for women in higher education. The literature review is 

divided into the following sections: (a) status of women in higher education; (b) barriers 

to women as leaders; (c) leadership development programming for women; and (d) 

conceptual framework of the study. The purpose of this study was to explore the 

experiences with and perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding 

their participation in professional leadership development, mentoring programming, and 

support networks and the influences of this programming on their ability to attain and 

maintain leadership positions. 

Status of Women in Higher Education 

Higher education is constantly changing and there is a strong need for leaders 

with an exceptional skill set that will help them propel their institutions to new levels 

(Madsen, 2012). Women are earning more degrees than men (American Association of 

University Women [AAUW], 2017; U.S. Census Bureau, 2019; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016; Frances, 2018). Even though women are earning more degrees than 

men, they continue to be underrepresented in senior-level leadership positions in higher 

education (Gagliardi et al., 2017; Hill et al., 2016; Johnson, 2017). Not only are women 

underrepresented in senior-level positions, but minority women are even more scarce in 

higher education leadership representation (Cano, 2019; Clark, 2017; Madsen, 2012; 

Matias et al., 2021; Penny & Gailard, 2006). Women who encounter negative race and 

gendered microaggressions have challenges integrating into the workplace (Acosta, 
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2018), and are not often found in upper-level administrative positions for this very reason 

(Townsend, 2020). Townsend (2020) stated that “the incorporation of diversity serves as 

a benefit to individual leaders, students, and the institution, as diversity enhances the 

campus community through multicultural perspectives and develops global citizenry” (p. 

2). According to the American Council on Education (ACE) 2017 report, 30% of college 

presidents in 2016 were women (Gagliardi et al., 2017). Women are working in higher 

education in professional and non-professional positions at higher rates than men, but at 

lower levels of the institution (Frances, 2018). In addition, women are represented in all 

ranks of faculty positions, but men still dominate the ranks of full professors and women 

dominate at the instructor level (Frances, 2018; Snyder et al., 2019).  

Alexander (2010) examined the lack of minority women in leadership roles and 

why there is an absence of representation. Even though this study is clearly intended to 

show the lack of minority women in higher education, it still contains useful facts about 

women in leadership positions. For instance, this study revealed that women only 

represented 38% of chief academic officers in higher education. Alexander (2010) stated 

that this was very discouraging since the data from the U. S. Census Bureau predicted 

that minorities would make up more than half of the American population in 2050. 

Alexander specifically identified barriers to African American women assuming 

leadership roles, but she also noted barriers to women in general. A key barrier noted was 

slow diversity changes in higher education institutions. According to the 2013 data from 

the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 80% of full-time faculty members 

were White, and almost 90% of recently hired college and university presidents were 

White.  
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The review of the literature for this study indicated that there has been little 

progress in the diversification of leadership in higher education. Institutional changes are 

needed to eliminate this type of barrier for women. The key to effective change 

management is leadership (Rowley & Sherman, 2001). There are multiple reasons why a 

diverse leadership is imperative to the success of higher education organizations. 

Research supports that when there is a significant presence of women in leadership 

positions, not only is there diversity in leadership but there is also improvement in the 

financial bottom line (Wilson, 2009). The Wilson (2009)  also stated that women from 

varying organizations are powerful role models and mentors to young women coming up 

the ranks and normalizes women as leaders for men and women. 

 Dahlvig and Longman (2014) expressed that it is important that students (male 

and female) at colleges and universities have access to role models and mentors, 

including women and minorities. With the increase in women students, a deficiency in 

the number of women in senior-level leadership makes it difficult to offer students strong 

role models (Dahlvig & Longman, 2014). A reason for this lack of diverse leadership 

could be due to what Gmelch (2013) stated relative to only 3% of universities and 

colleges invest in developing their academic leaders. Dahlvig and Longman (2014) also 

conveyed that women climbing the ranks to leadership positions must be supported and 

nurtured through the leadership development process. These researchers conducted a 

qualitative study on the leadership development of women within the context of Christian 

higher education. There were 16 participants in the study who were classified as faculty 

and administrators, and who had been recognized as emerging leaders by senior 

administrators at their institutions. The participants attended a four-day workshop for 
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women named the Women’s Leadership Development Institute. The following were 

findings of the study:  

• provided opportunities for emerging leaders to be involved;  

• providing support and attention throughout a leader’s career is beneficial; 

• effective leadership requires respect; 

• resistance is normal in leadership development; and 

• reinforcement of the importance of mentoring is needed. 

Frances (2018) conducted a comprehensive overview of prior research to 

document the status of women in higher education. The findings reaffirmed that although 

women were accepting leadership positions in higher education, they still trailed behind 

men in their number in leadership roles and were still underpaid. Frances pointed out that 

women were less likely to be in leadership positions at institutions that have more 

prestige and resources. Also, according to Frances, based on the data from studies 

conducted by the American Council on Education (ACE), women were slowly and 

consistently making strides to becoming presidents at colleges and universities. The 2017 

ACE report unveiled that 23% of women were presidents at public doctoral granting 

institutions and 20% of women were presidents at private doctoral granting institutions 

(Gagliardi et al., 2017). These findings suggest that the lack of women representation in 

the higher education system cannot be because they are not ambitious or driven to climb 

the corporate ladder (Hill et al., 2016). This is important due to the many individuals 

currently serving in college presidencies and senior-level leadership being at retirement 

age. It is imperative to prepare the next wave of administrators to be placed into those 

positions (Antonaros, 2010; Selingo, 2010).  



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

28 

Barriers to Women as Leaders 

Dominici et al. (2009) discussed the University Committee on the Status of 

Women created by John Hopkins University’s President and Provost. The University 

Committee on the Status of Women was created to identify the root causes of 

underrepresentation of women in leadership positions. The committee held five focus 

groups and interviewed 27 senior women faculty holding ranks of assistant, associate, 

and full professors, department chairs, deans, and provost (Dominici et al., 2009). The 

focus groups feedback revealed the following: 

• Paths to leadership are often slower and often blocked for women; 

• Leadership positions, as currently defined, are less attractive to women than 

men, and are possibly becoming unattractive to an increasing number of men; 

• Women already in leadership roles are not as well recognized as men or 

appropriately rewarded within their institutions; and 

• Women are more often excluded from the informal network of intellectual 

leadership than men (Dominici et al., 2009, p. 27). 

Women no longer face the educational barrier that was once an obstacle for them. 

Women are surpassing men in obtaining graduate degrees (College Graduation Statistic, 

2021; Frances, 2018; Gagliardi et al., 2017), and are qualified education wise to become 

leaders, but they are still less likely to be promoted (Lafreniere & Longman, 2008). There 

has been a shift in the family dynamics and more women are taking on the role as 

breadwinner and the husbands are assuming the homemaker role (Santovec, 2010).  

Women face many barriers that have a powerful impact on their career 

advancement (Lafreniere & Longman, 2008), including how they are perceived as 
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leaders. The perceptions of women as leaders were covered broadly in the research 

literature, with men and women being viewed differently. Perceptions about leadership 

styles were the focus of a research study into what governs effectiveness in leadership 

based on gender (Antonaros, 2010; Applebaum et al., 2003). There were four areas that 

were analyzed in this research: biology and sex, gender role, causal factors, and 

attitudinal drivers (Applebaum et al., 2003). Each area was used to examine the 

advantages of each type of leadership style and the conclusions showed that yet another 

barrier for women was perception of them as a leader. Women were often perceived as 

weaker; therefore, they were perceived as unable to be a leader. There seems to be a 

double standard when it comes to men and women. When males behave in a certain 

manner such as to show assertiveness or aggression, and women echo the same behavior, 

women are perceived as mean or harsh because it is out of character for women to behave 

in this manner (Antonaros, 2010; Sapiro, 2008; Smarr, 2011). Males are praised for being 

ambitious and women are ridiculed for it (Santovec, 2011).  

Gender stereotypes and biases also continue to be common barriers that women 

face in leadership positions or while seeking leadership positions. Sapiro (2008) stated 

that often when gender is the focus of a colleague, it can be a distraction from what is 

important to staying on track with a successful career. Women continue to be seen in a 

negative way as leaders in higher education (Sapiro, 2008). Women are still undermined 

or not taken seriously, even when they are in leadership roles because of gender 

stereotyping (Sapiro, 2008). Gender stereotyping can affect women’ performance, 

evaluations, and everyday decisions. Something as simple as attire can be a distraction 

and used as a factor to discredit female leaders (Chin, 2011).  
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There is some research that is indicating that women in leadership positions in 

higher education are voluntarily terminating their positions. Jo (2008) highlighted some 

of the reasons why in her research regarding turnover in higher education of women 

administrators. Some of the key elements cited as reasons for leaving leadership positions 

included insufficient pathways for advancement, tension with manager, and incompatible 

work schedules. These issues are connected to the previously mentioned barriers that 

women face.  

Although great strides have taken place for gender equity for women, more work 

still needs to be done (Alex-Assensoh, 2012). Alex-Assensoh (2012, p. A31) stated, 

“Females and their dollars are the lifeblood of today’s colleges,” but men are the ones 

deciding how those dollars should be spent. Men not only control how the money is 

spent, but they also have a great deal of influence in other areas such as hiring of faculty, 

curriculum, tenure, and even women’s benefits (Alex-Assensoh, 2012; Hill et al., 2016). 

Males dominate higher education leadership roles, with little or no input or influence 

from women (Alex-Assensoh, 2012). There is not a pipeline problem because more 

women have the education and work experience to become leaders (Hill et al., 2016). 

Women commonly took the traditional academic pathway (i.e., department chair, dean, 

and chief academic officer to a president position, while some men were hired as 

presidents from industries other than higher education (Gagliardi et al, 2017).  

Institutional Barriers 

In addition to the barriers discussed previously, there are also institutional barriers 

that affect women’s progress into leadership positions. The educational system was 

created by men for men and has been led by men for many years (Cohen & Kisker, 
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2010). Institutional policies and procedures do not typically address the needs of women, 

because during the time that the policies and procedures were created, women were not 

as engaged in the workforce (Hill et al., 2016). Though women are actively pursuing a 

variety of leadership positions in higher education, they face institutional policies and 

procedures that favor their male peers.  

An example of institutional policies and procedures that affect women differently 

is related to parental leave. Dominici et al. (2009) identified deans and department chairs 

as “key agents of change” in diversity efforts (p. 25). Department chairs and deans can 

influence tenure, promotion, and recruitment. This is an opportunity to create change in 

how female faculty are perceived and promoted. Women who are married and who have 

small children have been reported as not as likely to receive a tenure-track position, 

which is not the case for their male counterparts (Dominici et al., 2009). Motherhood or 

biological barriers were again a common theme of barriers women face throughout the 

review of the literature. The research states that educational systems could revise and 

adjust the tenure process that causes women to postpone some of their personal decisions 

such as getting married and having children. Deans and department chairs are identified 

as “key agents of change” in diversity efforts (Dominici et al., 2009, p. 25). Department 

chairs and deans can influence tenure, promotion, and recruitment. This is an opportunity 

to create change in how female faculty are perceived and promoted. Department chairs 

and deans could foster a mentoring relationship with new faculty and encourage senior-

level faculty to do the same. This type of change could be supportive in the upward 

mobility of female faculty into leadership positions.  
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Santovec (2010) presented a discussion with Dr. Medora Barnes, assistant 

professor of sociology, on improving work-life policies at the College and University 

Work/Family Association’s annual conference. Dr. Barnes shared that women faculty are 

often informally penalized in the tenure process for having children. If a couple happens 

to be faculty members at the same institution, men do not often take paternity leave 

because of fear of delaying the tenure process, so the responsibility often falls onto the 

female faculty member. Santovec (2010) noted that some institutions, such as Princeton 

University, there is the option to add an additional year to the tenure process for new 

parents in efforts to reduce or eliminate the stress of the tenure process felt by new 

parents. Women also avoid certain personal choices such as getting married, delay having 

multiple children, or not asking for time off to attend to personal obligations in efforts to 

not to impede work obligations (Lewis, 2012). 

  The U.S. Department of Education, National Survey of Postsecondary Faculty 

(NSOPSF) surveys showed that there were three areas that faculty activities typically fall 

within: teaching, research, and service (Frances, 2018). The NSOPSF report showed that 

men and women were equal in the areas of teaching and service, but in research there was 

a gap. Only 40% of women conducted research while men surpassed the women 

conducting research at 60% (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). More recently, 

women faculty were documented as being involved in an insurmountable amount of 

service work, more so than their male colleagues (Flaherty, 2018).  

Cultural and structural barriers are two challenges that women face in their 

journey to leadership positions in higher education. Ballenger (2010) stated, “Attitudinal 

and organizational biases against females in higher education tend to exclude females 
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from upper-level leadership positions” or make them difficult to attain. This is often 

referred to in the literature as the glass ceiling. The glass-ceiling phenomena is defined as 

an indistinguishable obstruction manufactured into the social structure of organizations 

that hinders women from entering top managerial-level positions, regardless of their 

accomplishments or merits (Cotter et al., 2001; Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986; Martin, 

1991). With the roles of women changing, and with women increasingly accepting more 

positions in higher education, there needs to be a realignment of policies, procedures, and 

practice to ensure that the system can support women in leadership roles rather than 

continue to create obstacles. The culture of the institution is typically a barrier for 

women, and it must be changed to eliminate the biases against women (Chin, 2011). The 

structure of the college or university and the mind-set of the leaders in power positions 

will determine how women ascend into the top leadership roles.  

Leadership Development Programming for Women 

The literature indicates that professional development and mentoring 

opportunities enhance the leadership skills of women (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; 

Tareef, 2013; Valian, 1998). Institutions of higher education offer professional 

development programs, but there is a lack of specific professional development programs 

for women (Madsen et al., 2012). Over three decades ago, McDade (1987) stated that 

institutions of higher education were facing difficult times, and there was a strong need 

for leaders who can run an institution of higher education, which is still a need in the 21st 

century. Early on, faculty without management or leadership development training who 

found themselves in administrative positions relied on the skills they had acquired 

through teaching and research (McDade, 1987), which continues to occur today. McDade 
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(1987) emphasized the need for professional development for all managers and leaders in 

higher education so that they could learn the necessary skills to lead a university. Higher 

Ed Impact 2014 reported that only 42% of the higher education professionals saw 

professional development as “mission critical” (Mrig et al., 2014). Conversations 

continue about how to best prepare college and university administrators for their 

leadership roles, and more specifically, how to prepare women to take on leadership 

roles. Madsen (2012) stated that professional development programs have advanced, but 

there continues to be a lack of professional development programs specifically created for 

women.  

Mentoring programming has shown to be very important for women who are in 

leadership roles or who are seeking leadership roles in higher education administration 

(Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Tareef, 2013). Women may have impeccable credentials 

but may find it challenging in obtaining leadership positions without having a mentor or 

someone in leadership to advocate for them (Moore, 1982). Women are still 

underrepresented in college and university president positions (Gagliardi et al., 2017), 

and mentoring can be used as a tool to help them gain access to presidential positions 

(Reis & Grady, 2020). As noted by Reis and Grady (2020), “Mentorship connected to 

opportunity is imperative in building the administrative careers of women leaders” (p. 

31). 

Mentoring provides opportunities for women to learn about academics, fine-tune 

their skills, and receive firsthand advice and guidance from a mentor (Dindoffer et al., 

2011). Penny and Gaillard (2006) stated that “With positive mentoring programs, 

colleges and universities will benefit from and contribute to the individual growth of the 
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mentee” (p. 193). Mentoring can also help women socialize into the university culture, 

learn the behaviors considered normal, and understand the relationship dynamics at the 

institution (Reis & Grady, 2020).  

A mentoring relationship can also provide insight into how to handle or overcome 

the barriers that have been identified by the research for women (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 

2011). Dunbar and Kinnersley (2011) explored the mentoring experiences of women 

administrators. Mentoring is important to the advancement of women to leadership 

positions and for women that are in leadership positions (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011). A 

research study by Dunbar and Kinnersley (2011) explored the experiences of women in 

leadership positions, more specifically explore the perceptions of the mentoring 

differences of a variety of mentoring approaches. Surveys were sent to 706 women 

administrators at higher education institutions in Tennessee. Only 239 participants 

responded to the surveys. The survey asked questions related to the relationship of the 

functions the mentor performed, opportunities the mentor provided to the mentee, and the 

impact of the relationship (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011). Sixty-four percent of the 

participants stated that they had a mentor (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011). The findings 

revealed that the participants that were engaged in informal mentoring had more career 

development advice than the participants that were in formal mentoring relationships 

(Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011). There were two conflicting findings in the study. One 

finding suggested that there was no difference providing career or psychosocial 

mentoring between women and men, but the other finding suggested that women who 

had women mentors said that gender was an important factor in the mentoring 

relationship ad that it was more effective (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011). The participants 
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stated that mentoring relationships prepared them for their leadership positions and that 

mentoring can be used as a tool to advance women to leadership positions (Dunbar & 

Kinnersley, 2011). 

 The experiences of women who have been successful in leadership positions can 

also tremendously benefit aspiring women leaders (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011). Women 

in leadership positions have stated that mentoring was beneficial to them and helped them 

to be successful in their careers (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Penny & Gaillard, 2006). 

In addition, women who had mentors are in turn more likely to become mentors because 

of the positive influence of their mentors (Helms, 2016). A challenge with identifying 

mentors for those who are aspiring to move into leadership roles is that due to the limited 

low number of women in senior leadership and faculty positions, few are available 

(Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Palmer & Jones, 2019). Also, of importance for mentoring 

to be successful, is that the mentor and mentee understand their roles in the relationship 

(Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Palmer & Jones, 2019; Penny & Gaillard, 2006; Tareef, 

2013). 

In addition to the importance of mentoring for career advancement of women into 

leadership roles, support networks also have a role in an individual’s success. The review 

of the literature for this study revealed that support networks for women are a means of 

support, can help them with the transition to a full-time demanding leadership position, 

and help them maintain a work-life balance (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Jones & 

Credille, 2004). Networking allows an opportunity to build a support network of 

individuals who can provide advice about various topics and situations. Pippins (2008) 

stated that it is “important that you identify and develop strong relationships with the 
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right people” (p. 29). In addition, networking has been shown to lead to mentoring 

relationships (Penny & Gaillard, 2006). 

Dindoffer et al. (2011) conducted a research study to explore how women 

administrators combined their professional and personal lives. The purpose of the study 

was to explore how women in senior-level positions integrated their professional and 

personal lives at Protestant Christian universities. The potential study institutions were 24 

private colleges and universities who were invited to participate in the study, but only 

four met the eligibility criteria of being Christian and had women in senior leadership 

positions. A total of six participants were identified to participate in the semi-structured 

interviews. The findings from the study found that family influences, mentoring, and 

active faith were keys to assisting the participants in achieving a work-life balance 

(Dindoffer et al., 2011). 

Pippins (2008) also addressed the value of a work-life balance in leadership 

positions, asserting that individuals and national organizations must work together to 

provide support for women who are leaders or for those women who are seeking 

leadership positions. At the institutional level, implementing more family-friendly work 

standards would allow women the opportunity to be with their families and not be 

penalized for their decisions (Pippins, 2008). Pippins also stated, “National organizations 

must highlight the stresses and the impact of loss of quality of life on the tenure and even 

the desirability of the field for brilliant young female leaders” (p. 29).  

Current Professional Development Programs 

There are several professional development programs at the international, 

national, and state levels for women wanting to advance in their careers. Madsen et al. 
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(2012) provided a list of professional development programs separated by sponsor, 

program, and audience. When generating the list of these programs for women, Madsen 

et al. (2012) identified programs that were sustainable and offered more than just a short-

term course or conference. The professional development programs listed below are not 

all inclusive, but are programs that would tie back to the research topic of women 

aspiring or that are currently in upper-level administration positions: 

• The American Council on Education through their Office of Women in 

Higher Education (OWHE) has professional development programs for 

women looking for leadership positions in higher education. 

• Association of College Unions International (ACUI) through their Women’s’ 

Leadership Institute has a professional development program for women 

looking to become senior leaders in higher education. 

• Council for Christian Colleges & Universities through their Women’s’ 

Leadership Development Institute has professional development programs for 

women in higher education with the potential for senior level leadership. 

• Foundation for Independent Higher Education through their Collegiate 

Women of Color Leadership Development Institute for collegiate women of 

color who would like to pursue and achieve executive level leadership. 

• Higher Education Resource Services (HERS) has professional development 

programs for female faculty or university administrators who indicate a 

potential for advancement in higher education administration. 
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• Virginia Commonwealth University through The Grace E. Leadership 

Institute has professional development programs for women in higher 

education, faith, and community organizations. 

• Texas Women in Higher Education professional development programs are 

for Texas women seeking to advance in their careers. 

Conceptual Framework of the Study 

 The conceptual framework for this study is comprised of the concepts supported 

by the literature that outline the importance of professional development, mentoring, and 

support networks in the career success of women leaders (Lafreniere & Longman, 2008; 

Tessens et al., 2011). The first concept of the conceptual framework is focused on the 

role of professional development in supporting the advancement of women into 

leadership roles. Lafreniere and Longman (2008) conducted a study on the Women’s 

Leadership Development Institute (WLDI) created by the Council for Christian Colleges 

and Universities (CCCU). The program was a series of yearlong leadership development 

programs exclusively for women. The researchers administered a survey to 71 potential 

participants of which 53 responded for a 75% response rate. The survey questions asked 

about the desired outcomes of the potential impact of the WLDI on the participants. The 

findings indicated that 60% of the participants stated that they had transitioned to new 

positions, with increased responsibilities after participating in the WLDI. Of the 60%, 

51.6% stated that they had received increased responsibilities after one year, 29% 

reporting receiving increased responsibilities after two years, and 19.4% said they had 

expanded responsibilities. The results indicated that the following were most significant 

outcomes that women attributed to them being prepared for leadership positions: 
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shadowing/mentoring experience, networking with experienced administrators, informal 

conversations with other women, content of WLDI sessions, and readings/resources 

provided/recommended.  

Tessens et al. (2011) also conducted a study through survey research. The study 

institutions were two Australian universities (University A, University B) and the 

participants were senior-level women administrators (e.g., full professors, Deputy Vice 

Chancellor International, Deans, Executive Deans, or Dean as Information Technology). 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to further explore the experiences and 

perceptions of women higher education administrators of their participation in 

professional leadership development, mentoring programs, and support networks; and 

how these influenced their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions.  

Between University A (134 senior-level women leaders) and University B (70 

senior-level women leaders), 204 surveys were administered two different times during 

the year to the senior-level women participants. The response rate to the survey was 44% 

(53 responses from University A and 36 responses from University B). The results 

indicated that most of the participants perceived that a senior-level women’s leadership 

program should be offered at their respective university. A few of the positive benefits 

that the participants shared were that a leadership program could provide were role 

models/mentors for junior staff, offer beneficial training for leadership positions, promote 

shared learning, and share information regarding future positions. Important content areas 

recognized as important for leadership development by the participants were people 

management skills, personal skills, political skills, and operational skills. More than 80% 

of the participants indicated that a senior-level women’s leadership program could 
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provide knowledge and skills for leadership. Of the participants who took part in this 

study, 80% indicated that a senior-level women’s leadership program could provide 

knowledge and skills for leadership. 

The second concept of the conceptual framework is that mentoring is very 

important for women who are either in leadership roles or seeking leadership roles in 

higher education administration (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; O’Brien & Jassen, 2005; 

Tareef, 2013). The experiences of successful women in leadership positions can benefit 

women who are aspiring to become leaders (Gangone, 2016). Dunbar and Kinnersley 

(2011) explored the mentoring experiences of women administrators through survey 

research. The purpose of the study was to explore the experiences of women in leadership 

positions, but more specifically their perceptions of the mentoring differences of a variety 

of mentoring approaches. Surveys were sent to 706 women administrators at higher 

education institutions in Tennessee of which 239 responded. The survey asked questions 

related to the relationship of the functions the mentor performed, opportunities the 

mentor provided to the mentee, and the impact of the relationship. Of those who 

responded, 64% stated that they had a mentor. The findings of the study indicated that 

mentoring was identified as important to the participants’ advancement into their 

leadership roles. Additional findings revealed that the participants who were engaged in 

informal mentoring had received more career development advice than the participants 

who were in formal mentoring relationships. There were two conflicting findings in the 

study. The first finding suggested that there was no difference based on the gender of the 

mentor when providing career or psychosocial mentoring between women and men, but 

the other finding suggested that women who had women mentors said that gender was an 
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important factor in the mentoring relationship and that it was more effective. The 

participants indicated that they perceived mentoring relationships prepared them for their 

leadership positions, and that mentoring could be used as a tool to advance women to 

leadership positions. 

Though specific to faculty, the research conducted by Tareef (2013) also supports 

the importance of mentoring. Tareef explored the experiences of education faculty at the 

University of Jordan to determine the impact of mentoring on career development. The 

secondary purpose of the study was to identify the functions of a mentor and develop a 

profile of the mentors at the university. Inclusion criteria for the study were the faculty 

member had to rank as an assistant professor or a lower title to participate in the study. A 

total of 45 faculty participated in the study. The results showed that more than 90% of the 

participants stated that their career development was influenced by a mentor. The 

participants were asked to describe the duties or tasks that the mentors performed. The 

high valued tasks of identified by the participants of the mentors were: 

• positive influence on career;  

• provide advice on guidance with students; 

• helped to guide with setting realistic performance goals; 

• supportive of career advancement; 

• encouraged research in field; 

• provided guidance with student evaluations; and 

• provided advice on classroom management (Tareef, 2013). 

The third concept that helps frame this study is the support networks that women 

administrators depend on to help them transition to a full-time, demanding, leadership 
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position as well as to help them maintain a work–life balance (Tessens et al., 2011). Jones 

and Credille’s (2004) research study explored the experiences of eight women in 

leadership positions in higher education administration in eight different states. The 

participants were interviewed and asked a serious of questions related to their 

participation in the academy, barriers that they may have encountered, and facilitation of 

career mobility. The results of the study indicated that participation in “professional 

organizations, counsel and support (e.g., support network) of colleagues, and experiential 

training” aided them with career advancement (p. 125). 

The relationships that women develop at work could contribute to the quality of 

their leadership experiences (Davidson, 2018). The qualitative research study conducted 

by Davidson (2018) explored the elements that contributed to the quality of leadership 

experiences of women, and the nature of workplace relationships between women. The 

participants were 18 women who were selected through colleagues of the researcher at 

five doctoral granting institutions. The participants were asked the same ground-mapping 

question, What are the factors that have contributed to the quality of your leadership 

experiences?. All the participants stated that they had a relationship as a source of 

support, and some disclosed that they had multiple supportive relationships with mentors, 

colleagues, family, and friends. Davidson noted three elements as being contributing 

factors to the quality of the participants’ leadership experiences:  

• personal characteristics such as energy, intellectual capacity, love of problem-

solving, sense of humor; 

• activities that contributed to growth and balance, such as professional 

development, spiritual life, having a life outside the university; and 
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• relationships (p. 5). 

The three concepts outlined above and supported by the research literature will be 

used to frame this research study by directing the creation of the questions posed to 

participants to gain a deeper understanding of each of the tenets from the participants’ 

perspectives. The concepts will also guide the researcher in collecting the data and 

analyzing the data for themes, similarities, and discrepancies. Professional development, 

mentoring, and support systems opportunities for women in higher education that aspire 

to be senior-level leaders or hold senior-level leadership positions should provide the 

development and training to foster and support leadership development according to the 

skills approach to leadership development. 

Summary  

There were several common barriers evident in the research about why there are 

not more women leaders in higher education. Perception, motherhood, and gender 

stereotyping are just a few of the common barriers that were mentioned. The barriers are 

more intangible than tangible, and this makes it difficult to create a solid solution to 

address the lack of women leaders in higher education. Women are well educated for 

senior-level leadership positions, but there is a lack of training for the positions (Jones & 

Credille, 2004). In addition to identifying how to reduce or eliminate the intangible 

barriers that women face while climbing the leadership ladder in higher education, the 

question becomes how institutions prepare and support women for senior-level leadership 

positions. The literature also revealed that institutional barriers such as policies and 

procedures can also hinder the advancement of women to leadership positions (Dominici 

et al., 2009; Hill et al., 2016). Leadership development programs, mentoring, and support 
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networks have been recognized as being a viable tool in preparing women for and 

obtaining leadership positions (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Jones & Credille, 2004; 

Penny & Gaillard, 2006). 

The conceptual framework for this study consists of the concepts supported by the 

literature that depicts the importance of professional development, mentoring, and 

support networks in the career success of women leaders (Lafreniere & Longman, 2008; 

Tessens et al., 2011). Professional development, mentoring, and support systems provide 

opportunities for growth and continued support for women aspiring to be in or in 

leadership positions. The next chapter, Chapter III, describes the methodology and 

research design to conduct the study.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 Chapter III describes the methodology and research design that was used to 

conduct this qualitative study. Chapter III contains the following sections: (a) restatement 

of the purpose of the study, (b) restatement of the research questions, (c) research design, 

(d) data collection, (e) data analysis, (f) trustworthiness of the study, and (g) the context 

of the study and researcher.  

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences with and 

perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding their participation in 

leadership professional development, mentoring programs, and support networks and 

how these influenced their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions. Of specific 

focus in this study were women who held upper-level administrative positions at the 

director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels). This study sought to 

advance higher education practice relative to the advancement of women into leadership 

roles by analyzing how leadership professional development, mentoring programs, and 

support networks help to support and affect leadership attainment. 

Restatement of the Research Questions 

The following research questions were be used to guide this study: 

1. What are women higher education administrators’ experiences with and 

perceptions of leadership professional development programs? 
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2. How do women higher education administrators describe the role of 

leadership development programs in the attainment of their leadership 

positions? 

3. How do women higher education administrators describe the influences of 

mentoring and support networks in the attainment of their leadership 

positions? 

Research Design 

Establishing the Paradigm 

Qualitative research is “an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 4). It is 

also described as a tactic for discovering and obtaining a deeper understanding of the 

meaning that people have attributed to a problem or situation (Creswell, 2014). Merriam 

(2009) described qualitative researchers as curious about knowing how people understand 

and experience the world at a specific time and context. Creswell (2014) pointed out that 

the goal of research can be from an interpretivist point of view, which allows the 

participant’s view to guide the research study through the asking of open-ended 

questions. The most appropriate method to use to conduct this study was qualitative, 

because it allowed the researcher to interact and learn from the participant firsthand about 

her experiences and perceptions (Creswell, 2014). This qualitative approach allowed the 

researcher to gain a deeper understanding from the participants.  

A paradigm is a “framework or philosophy of science that makes assumptions 

about the nature of reality and truth, the kinds of questions to explore, and how to go 

about doing so” (Glesne, 2011, p. 5). A worldview is a set of beliefs or broad views that 
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guide action (Creswell, 2014; Guba, 1990). An important factor to consider when 

planning a research study is to identify the paradigm, which will serve as the researcher’s 

lens through which the study is conducted. Typically, one of the following four 

worldviews is used to guide qualitative research: postpositivism, transformative, 

pragmatism, and constructivism (Creswell, 2014). The postpositivism worldview is a 

paradigm through which researchers “identify and assess the causes that influence 

outcomes” (Creswell, 2014, p. 7). Postpositivism is a worldview that uses systematic 

approaches such as the scientific method to test and predict numeric outcomes with some 

accuracy (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011). Postpositivism is traditionally used to guide 

quantitative research (Creswell, 2014). The transformative worldview is change oriented 

and is closely connected to politics or a political agenda to address social oppression 

(Mertens, 2010). The pragmatism worldview is derived from actions, situations, and 

consequences (Creswell, 2014), and looks at more than one way to collect and analyze 

data, choose methods, techniques, and procedures that meet the researchers needs and 

purposes (Cherryholmes, 1992; Creswell, 2014; Morgan, 2007). The constructivist 

worldview is focused on the lived experiences of individuals in their natural settings and 

searches for understanding of the world in life and work (Creswell, 2014). Researchers 

with a constructivist worldview “develop subjective meanings of their experiences” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 8).  

Glesne (2011) uses the term interpretivism instead of constructivism to describe 

the paradigm. The interpretivist paradigm is the worldview of a phenomena that has been 

shaped by experiences, actions’ intentions, and the interpretations of others of the 

phenomena (Glesne, 2011). Individuals who view the world as an interpretivist are often 
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searching for a deeper understanding of the world in which they live and work (Creswell, 

2014; Glesne, 2011). This study was conducted through the interpretivist lens as the 

researcher sought to explore the experiences and perceptions of women higher education 

administrators regarding their participation in professional leadership development, 

mentoring programs, and support networks; and how these influenced their ability to 

attain and maintain leadership positions. The researcher interpreted the participants’ 

experiences and perceptions to address the study’s research questions. 

Type of Study 

 The five types of qualitative research approaches are: 1) narrative 

research, 2) phenomenological research, 3) grounded theory, 4) ethnography, and 5) case 

study (Creswell, 2014). Riessman (2008) defines narrative research as the study of 

individuals in which the researcher requests the individuals to tell stories of their lives. 

The narrative researcher will retell the stories in narrative chronological form. In 

phenomenological research, “the researcher describes the lived experiences of individuals 

about a phenomenon as described by participants” (Creswell, 2014, p. 14). The 

phenomenological research approach involves conducting interviews and focuses on the 

experiences of the participants with a specific phenomenon. Grounded theory is when a 

researcher obtains a general understanding of an abstract theory of a process, action, or 

interaction grounded in the views of the participant (Creswell, 2014). A researcher uses 

multiple stages of data collection through interviews and observations, analyzes the data 

for conceptual categories, links the categories into a temporary theory, then collects 

additional data to see how the theory fits (Glesne, 2011). In ethnography research, the 

researcher studies patterns of behaviors, language, and actions of a group through 
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observations and interviews (Creswell, 2014). Case study research refers to an in-depth 

analysis of a case such as a program, event, activity, process, or one or more individuals 

(Creswell, 2014). Case studies are bounded and are connected by time and an activity 

(Creswell, 2014; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009, 2012). The boundaries for this study were the 

inclusion of a public university system in Texas. The participant boundaries were 

addressed in the identification of women who held a position with the title of director, 

dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels); women who had at least five 

years of higher education experience at the time of the study; and women who had been 

in their current position at least one month at the time of the study. 

 There are three types of case studies: 1) intrinsic, 2) instrumental, and 3) 

collective (Stake, 2000). According to Stake (2000), an intrinsic case study contributes to 

a deeper understanding of a case. Stake (2000) further describes an instrumental case 

study as providing insight to a particular matter, and a collective case study involves 

multiple cases and provides an opportunity for the researcher to investigate a population, 

phenomena, or a general condition. A collective case study can take place at one location 

and include multiple cases (Creswell, 2009). Glesne (2011) states that a case study can be 

a concentrated study of one or more cases. The research design used to conduct this study 

was collective case study. 

  A collective case study design permitted the researcher to describe and interpret 

the experiences and perceptions of the participants, with respect to professional 

development (Glesne, 2011). Each participant was considered a case. A collective case 

study approach was the most fitting research approach to use in this study as it allowed 

the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the professional development 
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experiences, mentoring programs, and support networks of women in upper-level 

administrative positions. The collective case study approach allowed for the collection of 

data from multiple cases to address the research questions that guided this study. The 

case studies were bound by positions held, middle and upper-level administrative 

positions at the director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels), time of 

the study. 

Study Setting 

 The study setting were institutions under one public university system in Texas. 

Institution A is a public university with over 30,000 undergraduate students, located 

outside of a major city in Texas (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 

n.d.). A 2019 Human Resources (HR) report revealed that 41.7% of positions classified 

as administrative were held by women and the remaining 58.3% of the administrative 

positions were held by men. The 2019 HR report also showed that women made up 

almost 50% of the faculty positions and over 50% of the staff positions.  

 Institution B is a small, public university located in Texas that had approximately 

4,000 students in the Fall 2018 semester. A 2019 Human Resources (HR) report revealed 

that 63.6% of positions classified as administrative were held by women, and the 

remaining 36.4% of the administrative positions were held by men. The 2019 HR report 

also showed that women make up a little over 50% of the faculty positions and over 65% 

of the staff positions.  

 Institution C is the system administrative offices of a public university system in 

Texas. Data from a Human Resources (HR) report revealed that 50% of positions 
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classified as administrative are collectively held by women and men. The HR report also 

showed that women make up over 55% of staff positions.  

Participants and Sampling 

The participants for this study were women administrators at the study institution. 

Inclusion criteria to participate in this study were: (a) women who held a position with 

the title of director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels); (b) women 

who had at least five years of higher education experience at the time of the study; and 

(c) women who had been in their current position at least one month at the time of the 

study. 

 Orcher (2005) states that qualitative research is concentrated in the depth of the 

data; therefore, the number of participants could be quite small, encompassing as few as 

12. The research study was designed to retrieve information from the participants and 

gain a more in-depth understanding of what role professional development, mentoring 

programs, and support networks had in the participant’s journey to leadership roles. 

Creswell (2014) perceives that the number of participants should be based on the research 

design, such as case studies would typically involve four to five participants, with 

prolonged engagement with the participants. Since this study was narrowed to focus on 

institutions under one public university system, 15 participants were interviewed to 

ensure sufficient data was collected and analyzed to address the purpose of the study and 

the research questions.  

The participants in this study were selected through purposeful sampling. 

Sampling is a justifiable selection strategy used by researchers to select participants for 

the research study (Glesne, 2011). According to Glesne (2011), a researcher must have a 
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justifiable participant selection strategy. Purposeful sampling is a method used in 

qualitative research that allows the researcher to choose participants who are information 

rich cases from which the researcher can learn, as their knowledge relates to the purpose 

of the study (Patton, 2002). Purposive sampling was the method by which participants 

were chosen in this study because of their unique characteristics that made them good 

participants (Orcher, 2005). Patton (2002) states that purposeful sampling can lead to 

meaningful and deep conversations that are laden with valuable information, which is 

essential to the research study.  

Data Collection 

Data collection or data recording is a procedure that qualitative researchers use to 

collect data for their research study (Creswell, 2014). Glesne (2011) states that a 

combination of data collecting techniques should be used to record and reconstruct the 

data. A key instrument in data collection is the researcher (Creswell, 2014). Researchers 

are a key instrument in data collection because they have an active role in gathering the 

data and setting the tone for the interactions with the participants (Glesne, 2011). Glesne 

(2011) states that to retrieve a deeper more complex understanding of the situation, 

qualitative researchers should use the three data collection techniques: observation, 

interviewing, and document collection, which dominate in the qualitative research realm. 

The researcher can conduct observations by watching people at the study site, recording 

their activities and behavior (Creswell, 2014). Observations allow the researcher to have 

an intimate interaction with the participant and make notes of information as it is received 

(Creswell, 2014). Observations also allow the researcher to notice if the topics of 

conversation become difficult or painful (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative interviews may be 
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conducted with a group of participants in a focus group or with individual participants, 

either by telephone or face-to-face (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative interviews are useful 

when the researcher is unable to observe the participants, allows participants to provide 

historical data, and provides the researcher the freedom to control the line of questions 

(Creswell, 2014). Documents collected by the researcher might include pictures, 

newspaper articles, public reports, and meeting minutes (Creswell, 2014). Data collected 

through documents provides the researcher an opportunity to review at a convenient time, 

documents can save the researcher time and money for transcribing, and documents can 

be seen as important information from the participants (Creswell, 2014). 

Before the research study or collection of data began, approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the Texas Tech University Human 

Research Protection Program and the study settings were obtained. The data collection 

tools that were used for this research study were: (a) the lens of the researcher, (b) semi-

structured interviews, (c) field notes, and (d) researcher’s reflective journal. These data 

collection tools enabled the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the role 

professional development, mentoring programs, and support networks served in the 

leadership development of women administrators, to obtain different perspectives on 

professional development, mentoring programs, and support networks, and to make the 

most of the time allowed for the study (Glesne, 2011). 

 In addition to the lens of the researcher, the main data collection tool that was 

used was semi-structured interviews. The interview questions were designed to elicit 

leadership recommendations and guidance for future women administrators. Glesne 

(2011) states that there are several interviewer attributes that can be beneficial in 
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collecting data: anticipatory, a learner, analytic, therapeutic, patient probing, 

nonthreatening, aware of power and hierarchy, and caring and grateful. The following 

attributes were used to conduct the interviews: anticipatory, learner, analytic, 

nonthreatening, and caring and grateful. The anticipatory attribute was useful in thinking 

ahead about what to do next and how to go about handling the interview so that the 

interviewee was comfortable. 

 The interview questions were designed to elicit personal experiences and 

perceptions from women in upper-level administrative positions of professional 

development leadership programs, mentoring programs, and support networks. In the 

semi-structured interviews, participants were asked a series of open-ended interview 

questions (see Chapter IV). Glesne (2011) cautions the researcher with respect to the 

learner attribute and claims that a researcher who adopts the learner attribute may appear 

to the participant as a judge or one who knows everything. 

 The type of interview questions was nonthreatening so that the participants felt 

comfortable in sharing their true experiences. Glesne (2011) emphasized the importance 

of being caring and grateful at the end of the interview to show your appreciation. 

Therefore, at the beginning and end of the interviews, the researcher thanked the 

participants for taking time out of their day to participate in this research study. As a 

follow-up, a handwritten thank you note was sent to reemphasize gratitude for the 

participant taking time to participate in the research study.  

The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by a 

transcriptionist. The interview transcripts were compared to the recordings for accuracy 

and clarity. Using member checking, the participants were able to review the 
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transcriptions and verify the accuracy of the transcripts or make changes as appropriate 

(Creswell, 2018; Morse, 2018).  

Field notes were used to record any observations, thoughts, perceptions, or ideas 

related to the study during the interviews (Glesne, 2011). A researcher’s reflective journal 

was used to capture the researcher’s thoughts during the conduction of the study and to 

help maintain any bias of the researcher (Glesne, 2011). In addition, the researcher 

requested documents from the study institution related to professional development and 

mentoring programs they offered (and that were mentioned by the participants), but none 

were available.  

Data Analysis 

According to Glesne (2011), “Data analysis involves organizing what you have 

seen, heard, and read so that you can figure out what you have learned and make sense of 

what you have experienced” (p. 184). There are four forms of data analysis: conversation 

analysis, narrative analysis, semiotics, and thematic analysis (Glesne, 2011). Of the four 

analysis types, thematic analysis was used to analyze the data in this study. Thematic 

analysis was carried out by searching the data for patterns and themes (Glesne, 2011).  

 According to Creswell (2014), there are six steps in analyzing qualitative data:  

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis by transcribing interviews, 

reviewing reflective journal, and typing field notes.  

2. Read and look at all the data to get a general sense of women administrators in 

upper-level leadership positions experience and perceptions of professional 

development.  

3. Code all the data.  
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4. Use the coding process to generate a description of the setting or people as 

well as categories or themes for analysis.  

5. Advance how the description and themes will be represented in the study.  

6. Make meaning out of or interpret the data regarding the experiences and 

perceptions of women administrators in upper-level leadership positions. (pp. 

197-201) 

Glesne (2011) suggests that the researcher create a chart or table to organize and see 

consistent themes and patterns.  

The data collected in this study was constantly compared for analysis purposes. 

Constant comparison is the process of identifying the variation and similarities among the 

different cases as well as the anomalies (Glesne, 2011). The constant comparison method 

of data analysis results in discovering “patterns of action and interaction between and 

among various types of social units” (Merriam, 2009; Strauss & Corbin, 2000, p. 278). 

The constant comparison method was applied throughout the data collection process as 

well as once all interview data was collected and transcribed. The researcher attribute that 

was used was analytic. The analytic attribute was adopted at the beginning of the 

research, as it facilitated continuous examination of relationships, explanations, and 

meanings (Glesne, 2011).  

 After the data was constantly compared, the data was then coded. Coding is the 

process of organizing the data into chunks or segments of text and assigning a word or 

phrase to the segment to develop a general sense of the focus (Creswell, 2014). Glesne 

(2011) explains that by coding the data the creation of a framework of relational 

categories is formed. The three categories of coding are codes on topics that readers 
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would expect to find, codes that are surprising and not anticipated at the beginning of the 

study, and codes that are considered unusual (Creswell, 2014). Specific types of coding 

used in the analysis of the data was open and axial coding. Open coding is applied by the 

researcher to develop categories of the data, and then within each category a short phrase 

or descriptive category is assigned to each unit of data and referred to as a code (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Based on these codes, axial coding is then 

applied. Axial coding is where the significant statements identified in open coding are 

grouped together to identify themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

Themes are the broad categories of data that are aggregates of multiple codes that 

emerged in the coding process (Creswell & Poth, 2018) and are used to answer the 

research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  

Trustworthiness of the Study 

Validity is ensured when researchers use a set of criteria to support the accuracy 

or credibility of the research findings (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011). In qualitative 

research, validity and reliability are addressed through strategies to ensure 

trustworthiness of the conduction of the study. Trustworthiness is how the researcher 

assures others that the findings of the study warrant their attention (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). To achieve trustworthiness of the research study, strategies were incorporated 

throughout the research study.  

Creswell (2014) and Lincoln and Guba (1985) identify eight strategies to be used 

to support the trustworthiness of a qualitative study: triangulate the different sources to 

build a justification for themes; use member checking to be sure the findings are accurate; 

use rich, thick descriptions to convey findings; clarify the biases that the researcher 
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brings to the study; present negative or discrepant information; spend prolonged time in 

the field; use peer debriefing to enhance accuracy of account; and use an external auditor 

to review the entire project. A peer debriefer is one who conducts validity checks and is 

one “who reviews and asks questions about qualitative study so that the account will 

resonate with people other than the researcher” (Creswell, 2014, p. 202).  

Validity and reliability are important in research projects. The validity strategies 

used in this research study helped to ensure the accuracy of findings and demonstrate to 

the reader the accuracy of the data (Creswell, 2014). Validity is based on the accuracy of 

the data from the viewpoint of the participant, researcher, and reader (Creswell & Miller, 

2000). Through examination of the information from the different data sources, themes 

were reviewed to be more accurate (Creswell, 2014). Interpretivists perceive that 

triangulation will help in understanding the situation from multiple perspectives (Glesne, 

2011).  

Glesne (2011) states that there is not just one interpretation of trustworthiness 

when reviewing data. This means that a person reviewing the collected data will review it 

through his or her lens, which is shaded by his or her own personal experiences and 

background. Glesne (2011) stated, “Social interactions can be examined from multiple 

frameworks, including frameworks for which you may have no developed conceptual 

understanding” (p. 212). Member checking was used to share interpretations with the 

research participants to see if their thoughts were captured accurately and to correct any 

inaccuracies if present (Creswell, 2014). The interviews were audio recorded with the 

permission of the participant. The recordings were transcribed by a transcriptionist, and a 

copy of the interview transcript was given to the participant for review. Providing the 
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participants with an opportunity to review the data from their specific interview will 

reinforce the trustworthiness in the research study. This action also allowed the 

participant the opportunity to provide clarification of any data that were not interpreted 

properly during the participant’s interview. Triangulation, member checking, thick 

descriptions to express findings, clarification and expression of researcher’s biases, 

presentation of negative and discrepant information, and recruitment of a peer debriefer 

were the strategies that were used in this study to ensure its trustworthiness. 

Context of the Study and the Researcher 

Context of the Study 

 The setting for this study were three institutions under a public university system 

located in Texas. All three of the institutions within the university system share core 

services such as information technology support, legal services, accounting and finance, 

and human resources. The human resources team is responsible for professional 

development programs for faculty, staff, and administrators. The professional 

development programs that are offered through the system are limited and general in 

curriculum. There are no specific professional development programs for women faculty, 

women administrators, women in general, or minority women. The current professional 

development curriculum that is used by the university system is obtained through a third-

party vendor. The university system licenses the curriculum and tailors it to fit the culture 

of the institution. Leadership development is an important topic for the university system. 

There are some unique challenges that the study institutions have faced in association 

with high turnover in senior-level leadership positions since the creation of the university 

system.  
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Context of the Researcher 

 Creswell (2014) states that the researcher’s role, as the primary instrument in the 

research study, is to identify personal assumptions, biases, and values. I acknowledge that 

I viewed the data collected in this study through my lens of various experiences. I learned 

through the eyes of the participants and their leadership journey, which may include 

successes as well as challenges and failures. I am the Executive Director for a support 

office at one of the study institutions. I was very interested in the research topic of 

women administrators and their preparation for leadership roles. I considered my own 

biases and took measures to review continuously my subjectivity by writing notes before 

and after the interviews as suggested by Glesne (2011) in my reflective journal. 

 I have been in higher education for over two decades. My experiences, good and 

bad, have shaped me as a leader. All my supervisors have been men except for two who 

were women, one White and one Black. One might think that after being in higher 

education for several years, I would have been under the leadership of more than just two 

women, but that has not been the case in my situation. My field of expertise is in a mostly 

male-dominated profession. With the little experience that I have with women leaders, I 

have been able to detect some clear differences in the leadership styles of each of them.  

I have been on a college campus in some form or fashion since I was a child. Both 

my parents are educators and, as such, exposed my siblings and me to college at a very 

young age. My mother holds a master’s degree in special education and my father has an 

Ed.D. in leadership. I share this with the reader to give insight into my first experience 

with a woman leader, my mother. Growing up, I was expected to attend college and then 

go to work. My parents made sure that my sisters and I had a toolbox of information to 
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prepare us for life’s encounters, both personally and professionally. My parents expressed 

to us girls that we could achieve anything with hard work and determination. 

 I received a Bachelor of Arts degree in Psychology from a public institution of 

higher education in Texas. I received a Master of Liberal Arts degree from a medium-

sized liberal arts private university also in Texas. Research administration is my 

professional field, and I work with a variety of individuals to support the research 

infrastructure at my institution. My first informal experience with a woman mentor was 

early in my career. I was not a direct subordinate of this individual, but she did teach me 

about working with people and always encouraged me to continue my education. My first 

formal woman mentoring relationship was in 2010, after I attained a mid-level 

management position. The relationship was born out of an external leadership program 

that I sought after being told there was not a professional development program for 

women in management positions at my then institution. 

 When I accepted the mid-level management position, I was engaged to be married 

the next summer. The stress of trying to figure out how I was going to manage a new 

career, new husband, and possibly children, in addition to the stress of furthering my 

education in a doctoral program was beyond my comprehension. I saw other women 

administrators and wondered where they concealed their capes, because anything short of 

being a superhero made this scenario almost impossible. I could not see how they 

accomplished all these goals, and this has led to my curiosity of wanting to ask other 

women leaders about their journey to leadership roles. In talking with other professional 

women in junior leadership roles and non-leadership roles, I discovered that other women 
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share my curiosity and want to know the secret to being or becoming a successful woman 

in a leadership position. 

 As a woman leader, I have encountered not only successes, but also challenges 

and failures that I had to navigate on my own—not because I thought I was the lone rider, 

but because I was not sure to whom I could speak with in confidence about the things that 

I was experiencing. Someone once told me that the higher you go up in the level of 

leadership, the harder it is to speak freely. I did not know about all the professional 

development programs that were available to me, but even if I had known about them, I 

would not have been able to ask my institution to financially support my engagement in 

an outside professional development program.  

  My purpose for learning about other women administrator’s journey and pathway 

was to not only to shed light on some of my professional obstacles, but also to find out 

how we can provide other women aspiring to be in leadership with a toolbox of tips and 

guidance to be successful in their leadership roles. This study was not in any way trying 

to diminish the leadership abilities of men. There have been and still are a significant 

number of men in leadership roles who are aware that women and men learn things 

differently. The person that mentored, guided, and even pushed me through work related 

challenges and success happened to be a man. I do not intentionally intend to minimize or 

speak negatively about the support those individuals that have contributed to current and 

future women administrators. 

Summary 

In this research study, I used the collective case study approach to analyze the 

relationship between women administrators and their preparation for leadership roles. 
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The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences and perceptions of 

women higher education administrators regarding their participation in professional 

leadership development, mentoring programs, and support networks and the influences of 

this programming on their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions. Of specific 

focus in this study were women who held upper-level administrative positions at the 

director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels). The research study was 

conducted through the social constructivist viewpoint with face-to-face interviews, phone 

calls, or Skype, depending on the time preference of the participant. The data collected 

was through semi-structured interviews, field notes, reflective journaling, and observation 

with 15 participants. All the participants were women who held upper-level 

administrative positions at the director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all 

levels). at the University. The interview sessions were structured to last about one to one 

and one-half hour. Trustworthiness was established through member checking and peer 

debriefing. The results of the research study were reported in Chapter IV.  The findings 

of this study were organized by themes identified in the data collection stage of the study.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Chapter IV presents the findings of the qualitative study. The following topics are 

discussed: (a) summary of the research design, (b) study institutions and participant 

profiles, and (c) findings. The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences with 

and perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding their participation in 

leadership professional development and mentoring programming, and the influences of 

this programming on their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions. Of specific 

focus in this study were women who held upper-level administrative positions at the 

director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels).  

 The following three research questions guided the study: 

1. What are women higher education administrators’ experiences with and 

perceptions of leadership professional development programs? 

2. How do women higher education administrators describe the role of 

leadership professional development programs in the attainment of their 

leadership positions? 

3. How do women higher education administrators describe the influences of 

mentoring and support networks in the attainment of their leadership 

positions? 

Summary of the Research Design 

The study utilized a qualitative collective case study research design and was 

conducted through the lens of the interpretivist paradigm. Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval from the Texas Tech University Human Research Protection Program 
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was granted before starting the data collection for this study (see Appendix A). IRB 

approval was also granted from the study site system (see Appendix B).  

Data Collection Process 

 Once IRB approval was received from Texas Tech University and the study 

institution, the data collection process began with identifying potential participants for the 

study. The inclusion criteria to participate in the study were: 1) women who held a 

position with the title of director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all 

levels); 2) women who had at least five years of higher education experience at the time 

of the study; and 3) women who had been in their current position at least one month at 

the time of the study. In reviewing the study site website, the researcher retrieved the 

contact information for the potential participants who were perceived to meet the 

inclusion criteria to participate in the study. Contact was made with 34 potential 

participants via email. The email that was sent to potential participants included an 

introduction to the study and the Informed Consent Form that provided additional details 

about the research (see Appendices C and D).  

 Of the 34 contacted, 20 responded with an interest in participating in the study 

and only 15 met the inclusion criteria. Of the 15, two were from Institution A, 12 were 

from Institution B, and one was from Institution C. The researcher followed up via email 

and phone calls with the potential participants who agreed to participate in the study to 

confirm they met the study’s inclusion criteria, which they all did. Additional recruitment 

efforts were conducted to obtain further interest in the study. There were no responses to 

the additional recruitment efforts so all 15 of those who responded to the first recruitment 
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email were selected to participate in the study. Since all of the participants met the 

inclusion criteria, they were considered a purposeful sample.  

Follow up emails were sent to the 15 participants to schedule the semi-structured 

interviews as well as confirmation emails were sent once the date and time of the 

interviews were set. The participants had a choice to participate in the interview in-

person, by telephone, or through video conferencing. All the interviews were conducted 

in-person in the participants’ offices.  

The same interview protocol was used with each participation (see Appendix E). 

At the beginning of each interview, the researcher introduced herself and thanked the 

participant for agreeing to participate in the study. Some of the participants asked about 

the researcher’s interest in professional development and leadership. The researcher 

disclosed that she became interested in leadership and professional development when 

she was promoted to management. Each participant provided some background 

information on themselves and their interest in leadership development. After 

introductions took place, the researcher provided the participant with the Consent Form 

and went over the information in it. All participants were provided an opportunity to ask 

any questions that they had about the study prior to signing the consent form. None of the 

participants had questions and each signed the consent form. The researcher began each 

interview with asking demographic questions of each of the participants as well as asking 

them to choose a pseudonym to be used to protect their identity. Each participant agreed 

to the audio recording of her interview. Prior to the start of the audio recording, each 

participant was reminded that participating in the interview was voluntary, she could skip 

any question she chose not to answer and could stop the interview at any point.  
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Field notes were taken throughout the interviews to document the researcher’s 

observations of the natural setting and of the participants, including descriptions of the 

setting, tone of the interview, and observance of the participant’s interactions (Creswell, 

& Poth, 2018; Glesne, 2011). In addition, the researcher captured her thoughts after each 

interview in her reflective journal to help maintain any biases she may have had (Glesne, 

2011) as well as any thoughts, questions, assessments, or anomalies that may have been 

observed.  

 The interviews lasted between 16 and 68 minutes. The length of time of the 

interview seemed to be dependent on the interest of the participant in the topic. All 

interviews were transcribed by a 3rd party transcriptionist. Member checking was used 

through the interviews and in sharing the interview transcripts with each of the 

participants to ensure their thoughts were captured accurately and to provide them an 

opportunity correct any inaccuracies, if present (Creswell, 2014). Member checking was 

a method used to establish trustworthiness in the study. Only one participant provided 

feedback on her interview transcript. A handwritten thank you note was given to each 

participant when the transcription of the interview was delivered. Glesne (2011) 

emphasized the importance of being caring and grateful at the end of the interview to 

show the researcher’s appreciation.  

The participants were also asked to share any documents they had that described 

professional development activities, if any, at the study institutions. None of the 

participants had documents to share. 

 

  



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

69 

Data Analysis Process 

The researcher used multiple data sources to identify themes to address the 

research questions that guided this study (Creswell, 2014). The researcher organized and 

prepared the data for analysis by reviewing the transcribed interviews, gathered 

documents, reflective journal, and field notes (Creswell, 2014). The data was organized 

by date and time of the participant interview to aid in organizing the information to be 

analyzed. The transcriptions were paired with additional notes that were written in the 

reflective journal for each participant. Data analysis was conducted through a manual 

process. In a notebook, the researcher wrote out each of the research questions. 

Underneath the research questions, she categorized the interview questions that addressed 

each of the research questions. Next, she listened to the audio recordings and read 

through the interview transcripts numerous times to get a general sense of the 

participants’ experiences with and perceptions of professional development and 

mentoring programming.  

An Excel spreadsheet was used to help the researcher organize the data collected 

and to document themes and patterns. Additional information entered into the spreadsheet 

included the participant’s title, institution (e.g., Institution A, B, or C), and demographic 

data. After listening to the recordings and reviewing the transcripts multiple times, the 

researcher entered key words and phrases that related to the research questions into the 

Excel spreadsheet. The information was listed in order of interviews. Through this 

constant comparison of the interview transcripts, documents, reflective journal, and field 

notes; patterns and trends in the data began to emerge.  
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 After the constant comparison of the data sources and the identification of broad 

patterns and trends, open and axial coding took place. Glesne (2011) refers to coding as a 

way to sort and define the data collected in qualitative research and occurs by reviewing 

the data line by line to index or categorize it. There were two types of coding used in the 

analysis of the data. First, open coding was used to identify similar themes and patterns in 

the data (Creswell, 2014). To open code the data, the researcher highlighted key words 

and phrases in different colors to identify patterns and themes. Open coding was 

conducted by reviewing the data multiple times line by line and placing it in categories 

(Glesne, 2011). Next, axial coding was used to sort and narrow the themes into categories 

for additional analysis and interpretation (Creswell, 2014). After open coding the data, 

the resulting emerging themes were used to interpret the findings as described through 

axial coding (Creswell, 2014). Axial coding was done by reviewing the data categories 

further to extract consistent themes and anomalies (Creswell, 2014). To ensure 

trustworthiness in the conduction of the study, triangulation was conducted through the 

data analysis process by reviewing and comparing the interview transcripts, documents, 

field notes, and reflective journal. This triangulation process of analyzing data from 

multiple sources was used to build a justification for the themes that emerged (Creswell, 

2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Study Institutions and Participant Profiles 

Study Institutions Profiles 

 The study institutions are part of one public university system in Texas and were 

chosen by convenience because they were within driving distance for the researcher. The 

profiles of the study institutions follow.  
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Institution A was an institution with over 30,000 undergraduate students, located 

outside of a major city in Texas (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 

n.d.). A 2019 Human Resources (HR) report of the study institution revealed that 

approximately 42% of positions classified as administrative were held by women and the 

remaining 58% were held by men. The 2019 HR report also showed that women made up 

almost 50% of the faculty positions and over 50% of the staff positions.  

 Institution B was a small, public university located in Texas that enrolls 

approximately 4,000 students. The 2019 Human Resources (HR) report of the study 

institution revealed that over 60% of positions classified as administrative were held by 

women, and the remaining 40% of the administrative positions were held by men. The 

HR report also showed that women make up a little over 50% of the faculty positions and 

over 65% of the staff positions.  

 Institution C was the system administrative offices of the study institution. The 

Human Resources (HR) 2019 report of the system offices revealed that 50% of positions 

classified as administrative were collectively held by women and men. The HR report 

also indicated that women made up over 55% of staff positions. The core offices for 

general counsel, internal audit, finance, marketing communications, and human resources 

are in the system office. 

Participant Profiles 

 The participants for this study were 15 purposefully selected women 

administrators at the study institutions, who had at least five years of higher education 

experience, and who had been in their current position at least one month at the time of 
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the study. The participants were 47% White, 40% Black, and 13% Other. Their profiles 

follow. 

 Ava (Director, Institution B) is White, and had been with the study institution and 

in her current role as director for nine months at the time of the study. Ava holds a 

doctorate degree. Her previous experiences included positions of special assistant to the 

provost, registrar, and assistant to the dean. Ava had more than five years of higher 

education experience at the time of the study. 

 Carla (Dean, Institution B) is White, and had been with the study institution and 

in the position of dean for over four years. She holds a doctorate degree. Previously she 

held positions of associate dean, assessment director, dean, and dean of faculty at other 

institutions. Carla had more than 18 years of higher education experience at the time of 

the study. 

 Condoleezza (Vice President, Institution B) is African American, and had been 

with the study institution for two and a half years and held the position of vice president. 

She has a doctorate degree. Condoleezza had held cabinet level positions at previous 

institutions and had more than 20 years of higher education experience at the time of this 

study. 

 Gabby (Associate Vice President, Institution A) is White, and had been with the 

study institution for seven months and held the position of associate vice president. 

Gabby has a master’s degree in Business Administration. Prior to becoming the associate 

vice president, Gabby was a budget director and assistant vice president. She had more 

than five years of higher education experience at the time of the study. 
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 Giselle (Director, Institution B) is African American, and had been with the study 

institution for five years. She has a juris doctorate and held the positions of professor and 

director. Previously, at a different institution, she was the director of clinical education in 

which she oversaw the law clinic in the community. Giselle had more than 13 years of 

higher education experience at the time of the study. 

 Halle (Assistant Director, Institution B) is African American, and had been with 

the study institution as an assistant director and professor of practice for almost four 

years. She holds a juris doctorate and teaches as an adjunct for Institution B. Previously, 

Halle was a family attorney handling domestic abuse cases. She had experience at a 

different institution and had a total of five years of higher education experience at the 

time of the study. 

 Lena (Director, Institution B) is White, and had been with the study institution a 

little over a year. She has a bachelor’s degree and was in the position of director. This 

was the only professional leadership role she has held in her career. Prior to being the 

director, Lena was a Budget Analyst. Lena had five years of higher education experience 

at the time of the study. 

 Misty (Provost, Institution B) is African American, had been with the study 

institution for close to two years, and was in the role of provost and executive vice 

president. She has a doctorate degree. Previously, she held leadership positions of 

provost, dean, vice president for academic affairs, and department chair. Misty had more 

than five years of higher education experience at the time of the study. 

 Phylicia (Assistant Director, Institution B) identified her race as Other, and had 

been with the study institution and in the position of assistant director for seven months. 
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She holds a master’s degree in public administration and is a veteran. She had held a 

position similar to the one she currently had at an institution in California. She was also a 

project manager for the federal government and a module manager for the Social Security 

Administration. Phylicia had more than five years of higher education experience at the 

time of the study. 

 Serena (Director, Institution B) is African American, and had been with the study 

institution a little over a year in the position of director. She has a master’s degree. Prior 

to this position, Serena was the manager for grant and contract accounting and the 

assistant bursar at previous institutions. Serena had more than 10 years of higher 

education experience at the time of the study. 

 Shonda (Dean, Institution B) is African American, and had been with the study 

institution 13 years and in the position of dean for three years. Shonda has a doctorate 

degree and was previously the department chair and program coordinator at the study 

institution. Shonda had more than 13 years of higher education experience at the time of 

the study. 

 Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) is White, and had been with the study 

institution for five months in the position as assistant provost. She holds a doctorate 

degree in Experimental Psychology. Simone had been the registrar and executive director 

for institutional research for four years at a previous institution. Before this position, she 

was the executive director for university for 15 years. Simone had more than 20 years of 

higher education experience at the time of this study. 

 Stacey (Provost, Institution A) is White, and had been with the study institution 

for almost two years as the provost and vice president. She holds a doctorate degree, and 
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has held positions of vice provost, associate dean, and department chair at previous 

institutions. Stacey had 19 years of higher education experience at the time of the study. 

 Tracee (Vice Chancellor, Institution C) is White, and had been with the study 

institution in the position of vice chancellor for more than eight years. She also served as 

the board secretary. Tracee holds a doctorate degree. Previously, she has held positions of 

provost, associate provost, vice provost, and dean. She has also held leadership positions 

with federal agencies. Tracee had more than 17 years of higher education experience at 

the time of the study. 

 Venus (Assistant Director, Institution B) self-disclosed as Other, and had been 

with the study institution for over two years in the position of assistant director. She has a 

master’s degree. This was the first professional leadership role she has held thus far in her 

career. Venus held leadership positions within associated organizations and had five 

years of higher education experience at the time of the study. 

Findings 

Professional Leadership Development Programs 

 Research question one sought to explore women higher education administrators’ 

experiences with and perceptions of leadership professional development programs. The 

four themes that emerged from data analysis were: 1) leadership professional 

development programming is important for women to advance into leadership, 2) women 

have different experiences with leadership professional development programming, 3) 

institutional support for leadership professional development programming varies, and 4) 

opportunities to attend leadership professional development varies. 
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Leadership Professional Development Programming is Important for Women to 

Advance into Leadership 

Most of the participants stated that they perceived leadership development was 

important. Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) shared that she “always enjoyed 

leadership training because institutions did not teach you this [leadership] in most Ph.D. 

programs, unless you go through a higher education program. I went through Psychology, 

so we did not get this kind of training.” She spoke about professional development very 

enthusiastically. She said that her experiences with professional development made her a 

better leader. Simone went on to describe her experience with participating in a Senior 

Leadership Academy as a “powerful experience” that provided opportunities for her to 

gain experience in areas that she had not been exposed to prior, to self-reflect on things 

that she may not have had a clear understanding of, or how she should have approached a 

particular thing: 

It’s (professional development) imperative. Once again, I go back to my 

experience with the senior leadership academy. One of the powerful workshops 

that we had we heard from administrators from different areas of the cabinet, so 

we heard from someone in enrollment, we heard from someone in student affairs, 

a provost, someone in finance and administration, and someone in advancement. 

So, we heard from all of these different areas and one, it gave us perspective of 

what all of those people did at that level, but then also what kinds of experiences 

they had to develop to become the person that they were and what kinds of 

challenges they were facing. In thinking about how their styles approach those 

problems that are being faced.  

 

Oftentimes, as women in higher ed, I think because we have so many things 

pulling at us in so many directions, we are trying to progress in our career, we 

may be seeking additional education, we have families at home, we have parents 

at home. I know at my age I am sandwiched between my parents and my kid, and 

I am divorced. And so, in the middle of all of that, I am trying to find time to 

develop myself. I barely have time to brush my teeth (laughter). So, you know, 

you have to be very intentional about carving out that time to do that [professional 

development] otherwise you can very easily get pigeonholed and stuck…while 
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the men go off and do whatever it is that they do but never quite seem to have as 

much as what we do as women. 

 

Misty (Provost, Institution B), Shonda (Dean, Institution B), Condoleezza (Vice 

President, Institution B), Stacey (Provost, Institution A), and Tracee (Vice Chancellor, 

Institution C) all shared the same enthusiasm as Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) 

when speaking about professional development.  

 Condoleezza (Vice President, Institution B) described her experience with 

leadership development as “very useful” from the following three professional 

development institutes: Thurgood Marshall College Fund Institute funded by the Kresge 

Foundation, Association of Fundraising Professionals (AFP), and Council for the 

Advancement and Support of Education (CASE). As one of the few African Americans 

who worked in Advancement, she was able to attend professional development training 

with the Thurgood Marshall College Fund Institute funded by the Kresge Foundation and 

implemented through the Indiana University School of Philanthropy. She stated that “the 

Kresge Foundation invested significant resources” into the Thurgood Marshall College 

Fund Institute to train those (African Americans) who were in Advancement.  

Shonda (Dean, Institution B) specifically noted the importance of professional 

development opportunities for Women of Color. She said that: 

The institution of academia is just as political as regular politics and because it 

was driven and developed for men by men to educate men. The fight just like the 

fight for the suffrages fight for women to vote and then the Civil Rights fight for 

Black women or women of color to vote. I think we have to be just as aware that 

there is still a fight for women of color to move in the realm, higher ranks, of 

academia and we have to not only kick doors down or push doors down, but we 

collectively need to work together strategically. 
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Phylicia (Assistant Director, Institution B) shared similar sentiments as Shonda. She 

stated: 

I think women in leadership have a long way to go. I especially think women of 

color in leadership have even a longer way to go. I think women of less melanin 

have less pushback because people just assume or the perception is oh, they either 

come from this background or they know this, or they know that, but it is not 

necessarily true. I think women of color have so much more to offer. I think we 

are pathfinders in our own right. I think based off our generations, our cultural 

history, we have so much more to offer. We have so much more to offer, and we 

have not come as far as I would hope.  

 

I know sometimes I feel like I am ancient. I feel like being a half a century, I have 

seen more than I wanted to see. I have seen areas in which women really strive in, 

but then I have seen the cost they had to pay to get to where they are. I can 

reference back to when I was in the military. There were a lot of women who 

became first sergeants and sergeants, but it was at such a cost. I remember 

thinking to myself I want to be promoted. I want to be you, but I do not want to be 

you. I do not want to be so hard that I have to be a man because I am not a man. I 

will never be a man, nor do I want to be. I like the fact that as a woman I can have 

a child if I so choose. I can have that soft side, or I can choose to do this. 

 

Giselle (Director, Institution B) and Halle (Assistant Director Institution B) also shared 

similar views to Shonda’s (Dean, Institution B) about the importance for women of color 

having access to professional development opportunities specifically designed for them.  

Halle (Assistant Director; Institution B) specifically addressed that there should 

be a specific professional development program for Black women: 

I really think for Black women we really need sometimes specialized professional 

development, and I know that there are leadership tracks and things that kind of 

focus on the needs of Black women, and a lot of people say well you don’t really 

need that, you know we’ve come so far and all this, but I really think that 

sometimes our needs are different. What we face sometimes is a lot different. 

There are sometimes the presumption that even though we have you know the 

same degrees, we have done wonderful things in our career, a lot of times we still 

have to prove ourselves over and over and over again, and sometimes you do get 

sick of doing that when you know that a White male is walking in the room and 

just by virtue of him being a White male, he’s getting respect.  
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The room is going to listen to what he has to say just by virtue of that. But I think 

it might be helpful to have that personalized professional development, not for it 

to turn into kind of a whining session, but to really think strategically about what 

you can do to make sure that you are moving forward in your career in a positive 

way – that you have the tools necessary to be successful. 

 

 Misty (Provost, Institution B) had positive things to share about professional 

leadership development. She had not only attended several professional leadership 

development opportunities, but she had also been a mentor and a leader for some of the 

training opportunities for women. She said, “I think that it [professional leadership 

development] is necessary because it gives women an opportunity to network with other 

women in leadership and to be able to ask questions, they could not ask in a different 

setting.” 

 Although most of the participants spoke about the importance of professional 

development positively, Serena (Director, Institution B) was in her first professional 

development program at the time of the study and did not have anything to compare her 

experience to. Lena (Director, Institution B) on the other hand, had not had an 

opportunity to engage in professional development, sharing: 

Even though I have not had it [professional development], I haven’t taken the 

opportunities to go ahead and get further into professional development or 

leadership training -- I think they are very important. I think you do not know 

what to expect until you start to experience it. So, to go and have that training that 

knowledge session before (supervising) to kind of help settle your thinking on it. 

Because for me I have always been worried that I would be a bad manager, I have 

never wanted to do that. But I think it would put my mind at ease if I went 

through these training courses and got more perspective than just the initial, I do 

not want to do that thing. You know? Because I know at some point, I am going 

to have to.  

 

You know we all have to at some point if you keep going, you have got to take 

that role and responsibility. I think those kinds of trainings, those information 

sessions and all that would be very important and definitely something to look 

into if you plan on moving up into higher positions where it will be something 
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you have to do, you have to be in a leadership role or you are moving up into a 

management role just take advantage of every opportunity that you can. 

 

Even though Serena and Lena were both inexperienced with professional development 

training, they did express that they perceived it to be good and needed for women who 

aspire into leadership. Serena stated that professional development was necessary for 

women to be effective leaders. She went on to explain this point: 

I think that it [professional development] is necessary for women to be effective 

leaders, because as I mentioned previously, I’ve had leadership roles without any 

kind of leadership training. I think if I had leadership training while I was in those 

roles or prior to those roles I could have been more effective. So, I think that it is 

very important and necessary. 

 

Ava (Director, Institution B) shared that most of her professional development 

experiences were centered on her work as the assistant director of activities and 

organizations. She had attended professional development workshops through her 

professional associations, but most had been limited to workshop series for women. 

There was one meeting that she attended that had a session for women in higher 

education specifically, and she said that she was surprised and happy to see the session 

offered.  

Most of the participants’ leadership professional development exposure was 

career related, but Venus (Assistant Director, Institution B) had a different path to 

professional development. She indicated that her leadership development experience 

initially began through her sorority, and later she had the opportunity to participate in 

professional development in higher education. Even though Venus (Assistant Director, 

Institution B) had limited experiences with professional development in her career, she 

expressed the importance of having the opportunity for women to have professional 
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development access. She also stated that at her institution, there were several high-

ranking women in leadership positions that used to be held by White men. Venus said 

that it was inspirational to see women in leadership positions and that: 

I think any leadership development is good for us [women], especially if 

professionals in higher education don’t know what’s going to happen next. We do 

not know if, like certain colleges or universities they have done away with 

Student Affairs. You never know if you are in an area that is going to be a value 

in the future. You always want to make sure you’re learning about something, 

whether that be in the field you’re currently working in, or maybe it’s in 

something else that you’re going to be working in, in the future.  

 

Like, with my experience I had student organizations, but I have transfer student 

experience, building what that program looks like, so it is very broad. You want 

to make sure you have professional development that emphasizes what you 

already know, but then learning about things you don’t know. 

 

Misty (Provost, Institution B) shared similar outlooks about seeing women in leadership 

positions as Venus (Assistant Director, Institution B). She said: 

The culture of the institution has to be that there has to be women role models so 

that women who aspire to move to those positions can see that it’s possible. 

There’s no better way to do that than to see someone in that role. 

 

 Tracee (Vice Chancellor, Institution C) voiced the importance of leadership 

professional development for women who aspire to be leaders. She said, “you cannot 

have enough of it.”  She elaborated on this further by sharing that she was fortunate 

enough to be in positions to take part in professional development opportunities that were 

offered to her:  

The word is sometimes I think overused, but I do feel blessed and really fortunate 

that I was in a position where these opportunities were placed in front of me, and I 

had a chance to take advantage of them. My first piece of advice to most women, 

or to anybody actually, would be any professional development opportunity that is 

put in front of you -- take it. Even if it does not look like it fits right now or is part 

of your plan, because you are going to learn so much no matter what context it is 

in.  
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I think the other thing is that what leadership development taught me was that if I 

really understand myself, I could be a good leader. There are many different kinds 

of leaders and what you have to figure out is what is your authentic leader, 

another word over used (laughter), let’s see how many overused words I can do in 

this interview (laughter), but seriously to be an authentic leader. Which is one of 

the things that when I have had the opportunity to talk about leadership as a leader 

or teaching a course, you have got to figure out the right style for yourself. Not 

everybody leads. There isn’t only one way to lead, because then it would only be 

one book. 

 

Tracee also declared that “a good leadership development program is going to put you 

through scenarios and really help you to be honest about yourself and not to skim over 

some of the things that you do not want to talk about.”  

 Condoleezza (Vice President, Institution B) addressed what made good leadership 

development programs: 

I have found it [professional development] to be very useful particularly from the 

three professional development institutes that I have attended within those three 

different organizations. I think that as long as it is not redundant it doesn’t seem 

like you are hearing the same thing over and over again and its fresh and offers an 

opportunity to have innovation in your craft then it’s worthwhile. It is critical for 

up-and-coming leaders to have professional development training and to engage 

with people who are in careers that they hope to be in. For example, if you think 

you want to be a university president than you probably need to be having 

conversations often with university presidents and not just one so that you can have 

a broad view of what that experience is like and then what kinds of training or 

professional development those people took.  

 

Different professionals take different routes for their professional and career 

development. Particularly in higher education, the beauty of it is that it is so 

diverse -- there is such a diverse group of professionals and diverse group of their 

experiences in professional development. So, I think that lends itself to all of the 

different opportunities that one can garner from being in higher education. You 

are not just one square peg trying to fit in a round hole. 
 

 Stacey (Provost, Institution A), as a seasoned professional in higher education, 

was a “big believer in professional development.”  She described her professional 
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development experiences as needing programs that were more specialized for her level of 

leadership:   

It [professional development] was definitely extremely helpful in terms of 

building a professional development network of people outside of the university. 

It was very helpful to see things through a broader lens. So, for example, the 

HERS workshop that I did, I was an associate dean at a university, one of the 

largest research institutions. So, getting to go into an environment where I was 

able to explore the diversity of institutions and diversity of ways that different 

issues are approached.  

 

It was great to get the national landscape so that I could better see how different 

issues could be approached or what the issues are because some of the issues were 

not relevant but highly relevant to others. 

 

Stacey said that she may have received 80% of good information from one program and 

20% from another, so she was of the mindset that she would take what she could out of 

each one. She told a story about being invited to a dinner with colleagues after one of the 

professional association meetings that she attended. The conversation was around how to 

address the professional development needs of provosts. Stacey said that “there are 

programs to help you get to your job but not programs once you are in your job as 

provost.” She indicated that she was supportive of professional development for women 

but stressed that there was a need for specific training in her craft as a provost. Stacey 

indicated that that she had access to an executive coach through her institution, which 

was a different experience that she had when compared to the other participants.  

 On a not so positive note, Carla (Dean, Institution B) shared that her experiences 

with professional development programs in higher education were “disappointing.”  

Before entering higher education, she worked in corporate America and had strong, 

positive experiences with professional development: 
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I had a career in corporate America before becoming an academic, and I was 

really frustrated with the dean department head thing that I went to the first time I 

was a dean with ACBSP (Accreditation Council for Business Schools and 

Programs), because it was supposed to be about strategic planning and I knew 

more than the people teaching the class. So that was a very frustrating experience. 

The fundraising schools were very frustrating because in the dean one 

[fundraising professional development program] there was an assumption that a 

structure [internal infrastructure with resources] existed that does not exist here, 

so it was pretty much a wasted three days. And the elite fundraising school also 

had assumptions about certain structures that were going to be in place that were 

not in place here, and they finally took me aside and said there is no way they can 

help me.  

 

So, sort of aggravating as well. I thought that the MLI [Millennium Leadership 

Institute through American Association of State Colleges and Universities], I 

spent a whole year in that professional development, I thought that it was good 

and that it provided a lot of value, and my basic learning point from the whole 

thing is that I didn’t want to be a provost, which is probably good for everyone 

around me. 

 

Carla also shared:   

I’m really passionate about leadership development and leadership skills and I 

don’t think that academia as a whole or higher education as a whole places much 

importance on leadership. It places far more importance on credentials and or 

political connections than they do leadership skills. So, I think that in over the 25 

years I have been in higher education, I can count the number of true leaders I 

have interacted with on probably one hand. So, I think it [professional 

development] is extremely important.  

 

Certainly, I’m also really passionate about women being allowed to participate in 

certain roles, which higher education has not progressed well in that area so the 

reason I’m choosing my words carefully is I think that it’s really important for 

women, in order to continue to participate, to have good leadership skills, but I 

also think that higher education by and large is afraid of women with good 

leadership skills. 

 

Women have Different Experiences with Leadership Professional Development 

Programming 

Positive perceptions of leadership professional development programs were a 

common thread that connected many of the participants. Gabby (Associate Vice 
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President, Institution A) described her experiences with professional development as 

positive and helpful in providing opportunities to get to know herself better and find the 

“gap” in her management style. She said:  

I always knew I had a gap. I did not realize how big the gap was and then they 

gave me some real-life strategies of how to address those gaps and how to move 

forward and close them and make them smaller.  

 

Gabby went on to describe her perceptions of the professional development programming 

that she had experienced: 

Professional development has to evolve, and it’s done a pretty good job in my 

experience because the demographic of people in executive leadership positions 

has evolved. It used to be very White male dominant and so professional 

development that would work for them does not necessarily work for professional 

development for someone who is a millennial or for someone who is of a different 

race or a different gender.  

 

A man and a woman can have the same work style and same delivery, but the 

perception of it can be different in the way its executed and so how as a woman 

do you assert your knowledge and let people know you’re serious, but not come 

across as abrasive or negative? It’s a fine line for us to really walk. 

 

Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) also shared positive perceptions about 

leadership professional development programming. She said that it is “imperative” for 

women to have opportunities to participate in professional development, and that women 

must be intentional about “carving out time” for leadership development so that they do 

not get “pigeonholed and stuck.”   

 Misty (Provost, Institution B) and Tracee (Vice Chancellor, Institution C) had 

positive perceptions and experiences with professional development just like most of the 

other participants. Misty said that she perceived that the leadership professional 

development opportunities offered for women helped them to network and ask questions 

of other women that they would not have asked in a session with men and women. 
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Similarly, Tracee shared that “these opportunities help you become a better leader. It 

doesn’t mean that if you don’t have them, you’re not going to be a good leader, but you 

will learn about some things the hard way.”   

Ava (Director, Institution B) indicated that she had attended many leadership 

focused professional development conferences over the years, and they had all been 

helpful, but some more than others. She expressed that being active with the 

organizations that sponsored the conferences was important, as they provide 

opportunities to learn more about one’s craft and offer opportunities to connect with 

others. In addition, Condoleezza (Vice President, Institution B) had also found her 

experiences with professional development to be useful: 

I think that as long as it [professional development] is not redundant it does not 

seem like you are hearing the same thing repeatedly and its fresh and offers an 

opportunity to have innovation in your craft, then it’s worthwhile.  

 

Halle (Assistant Director, Institution B) had similar perceptions and experiences as 

Condoleezza, discussing that she was supportive of leadership professional development, 

but that the programming that she had attended was not favorable, describing it as “not 

helpful.” 

 Some negative experiences associated with participating in leadership 

professional development programming were shared by Halle (Assistant Director, 

Institution B) and Giselle (Director, Institution B) who were both professors and 

attorneys. They described their experiences as lacking and that professional development 

was not part of their craft as attorneys. They viewed professional development and 

leadership development as two different things. Halle stated that she had been to only one 

professional development program that was for law students and law professors and said 
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that “I did not feel like it was very helpful. I felt like we were kind of ahead of the 

game…we are already doing that, so I just did not feel like it was really helpful.” Giselle 

had a similar experience as Halle, sharing that most of her experiences with professional 

development had been focused on teaching and research, but not leadership development. 

Institutional Support for Leadership Professional Development Programming Varies 

 The participants viewed institutional support for internal and external professional 

development programs for women in varying ways. Serena (Director, Institution B) 

perceived that her institution should offer a variety of leadership professional 

development opportunities and not just one. The lack of professional development 

programs may come across as a lack of institutional support, but for Simone (Assistant 

Provost, Institution B), who was at a young and growing institution that did not have a lot 

of resources, she saw it as an opportunity for the institution: 

The few years now we’ve been stable, we were filling in those holes to get a 

really good foundation. But honestly, that is a good time to decide that the people 

are important and to carve out and be intentional [about professional 

development]. 

 

Stacey (Provost, Institution A) shared that her institution did not depend on 

leadership development programs to develop leadership skills, but instead focused on 

hiring qualified leaders: 

The actual leadership development itself, we do not have programs that are for 

one gender or another, but we do actively recruit women and persons of color to 

diversify the leadership pool with people that are well trained and suited for 

leadership roles. 

 

 Gabby (Associate Vice President, Institution A) identified that there are other 

ways to develop leadership skills besides participating in leadership development 

programming. It is about “giving you some opportunity and exposure. Sometimes it is 
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just listening, sometimes just watching. You know you don’t know really what goes on 

behind closed doors so sometimes it’s good just to listen and observe.” She went on to 

explain that if there is an opportunity for the “number two” person to see the “number 

one” in meetings and observe the interactions that person could learn about how to handle 

themselves in that type of situation or environment. Tracee (Vice Chancellor, Institution 

C) echoed Gabby’s (Associate Vice President, Institution A) thoughts about giving a 

person the opportunity to lead is important to their career and gives them a chance “to 

learn the process of leadership.” 

 Some of the participants had recommendations for how their institutions could 

improve internal leadership professional development programming for women. Lena 

(Director, Institution B) said that her institution had some Human Resource classes 

around supervision and leadership, and that she would like to see them expand those 

programs and have a group or committee set up to discuss “issues in the workplace 

specifically for women.” In addition, Phylicia (Assistant Director, Institution B) stated 

that her institution should: 

Listen to how they [women] think things should run, not how they are running, 

not assume that a woman is only good for the administrator part, that they’re good 

writers, or they’re good note takers or they’re good professors. Know that they are 

good leaders, they are strong leaders, they are compassionate leaders, they have 

an element of the unknown, but they’re willing to learn. 

 

Misty (Provost, Institution B) also shared her thoughts on what her institution could do to 

provide women opportunities for leadership development through job shadowing: 

This allows potential candidates [aspiring women] to shadow, or work alongside 

an administrator on a small project so they can have some success toward the end, 

to really just give them that opportunity to go elsewhere for training since we are 

not large enough to do that training here. 
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 Shonda (Dean, Institutional B) discussed her prior experiences with leadership 

development. She stated she would have liked her institution to “be intentional not 

separatist but intentional about opportunities and supporting opportunities for leadership 

and growth for women.” She said that her supervisor was supportive and provided her 

with opportunities for professional development but alluded to that this may not be the 

case for other women at the institution. Shonda also mentioned that there were times that 

women may have to seek out opportunities for professional development but should also 

seize the moment if they were provided the opportunity. Tracee (Vice Chancellor, 

Institution C) held similar thoughts as Shonda relative to seizing the opportunities 

provided. She offered that there are times when professional development opportunities 

may not be occurring at an ideal time in one’s career but advised women to take the 

opportunity because they will learn something regardless of the context. Stacey (Provost, 

Institution A) echoed the sentiments of Shonda and Tracee, mentioning that there are 

opportunities to learn something from each professional development program attended 

that may help women along the way. 

Opportunities to Attend Leadership Professional Development Varies 

 Many of the participants discussed that if there were no resources or limited 

resources for leadership professional development offered by the institution, then women 

needed to invest in themselves. Shonda (Dean, Institution B) said that women should 

“seek it [leadership professional development] out. Seek it out. Do it on purpose. Do not 

allow your current circumstances dictate your outcome.” Halle (Assistant Director, 

Institution B) also stressed the importance of being proactive in one’s own professional 

development, regardless of if a supervisor is able to provide support through funding: 

I think again you’ve got to be proactive and it might not come from her 

supervisor. She might not find the support that she needs or wants from her 
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supervisor and that is just the reality of life. There are women that I still call and 

actually men as well who I consider mentors. 

 

Ava (Director, Institution B) had similar thoughts as others as to being proactive 

in one’s professional development. She referred to free videos and books online that 

women could search for but cautioned that women needed to be careful and selective of 

the material they viewed. She also said that people can take a Mass Online Open Course 

(MOOC), which is free, and that there were courses that women could take that were 

focused on leadership skill development. Another suggestion that Ava shared was to 

reach out to someone in the position that one wanted to be in to see if they had time for a 

virtual coffee to discuss the role and leadership skills needed. 

Stacey (Provost, Institution A) and Tracee (Vice Chancellor, Institution C) both 

indicated that institutions do not always have funds to send people to leadership 

professional development programs. They suggested to read books on leadership as a free 

option for development, similar to the advice Shonda gave. Gabby (Associate Vice 

President, Institution A) also supported that webinars and reading were good ways for 

women to invest in their own professional development activities, mentioning that 

women should also connect with their peers to build a support system. 

 Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) specifically addressed the need for 

mentoring for women who want to advance into leadership, saying that seeking out a 

mentor could be an option for those who do not have funding for attending leadership 

professional development programs. She noted that early in her career that she was at a 

different institution and was trying to learn about how the various departments on campus 

worked. She and a few women in other departments were trying to figure out the same 

things. She said that their relationship evolved as they were attempting to figure out the 

operations of the various departments, and they began to rely on each other and guide 
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each other through various situations. As noted by Simone, they were mentoring and 

supporting each other through situations, and learned a variety of ways to approach 

topics. Mentoring was also discussed by Phylicia (Assistant Director, Institution B), who 

suggested that women should find a mentor who is willing to share their authentic selves: 

I want to be able to think that when you [the mentor] wake up in the morning that 

maybe you do cry sometimes or maybe you have a bad hair day or maybe you just 

don’t want to go to work that day or something. I need to know you have a story 

behind you. 

 

Condoleezza (Vice President, Institution B) stressed that women should: 

Persist, prepare, and persevere. I think that they all mean what they mean. If you 

are not persistent in your preparation and investment in yourself, no one else is 

going to be there to do that. Again, the preparation speaks for itself. You have got 

to be prepared for the next step…you invest in it for yourself …no matter what 

the odds are or what obstacles you see in your way. You need to be able to see 

beyond those on to the next thing. 

 

Outside of women mentoring each other and being persistent in their leadership 

development, some of the participants offered advice for how to work with supervisors 

and the institution as a whole to obtain the leadership development opportunities needed. 

Serena (Director, Institution B) suggested that women should talk with their supervisors 

to gain support for access to professional development. Venus (Assistant Director, 

Institution B) offered similar advice as Serena, suggesting that women need to have open 

conversations with their supervisor to let them know what their goals are and that they 

want to grow professionally. Lena (Director, Institution B) shared that she was a “fan” of 

one-on-one meetings with her manager, stating that in the meetings they would “talk 

about you know transactional work that had to be done but then it would also be 

conversations about not just transactional work but like trying to schedule times for 
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knowledge transfer.” Carla (Dean, Institution B) also emphasized that having open 

communication with one’s supervisor was key to open communications.  

Misty (Provost, Institution B) offered a sage piece of advice and that was for 

women to include professional development in their annual performance evaluation plan 

to indicate interest for leadership roles.  

Role of Leadership Development Programs in Leadership Attainment 

 Research question two sought to understand how women higher education 

administrators described the role of leadership professional development programs in 

their attainment of leadership positions. The main theme that emerged from data analysis 

was that leadership professional development programs can help with leadership skill 

development.  

 Venus (Assistant Director, Institution B) shared her perceptions of and 

experiences with leadership development programming at her institution. She stated that 

there was a leadership development training that her department does for their staff, and 

students are invited to participate in the program, too. She raved about how good the 

program, Heart of a Leader, was and said that it does get to those who attend “personally 

and its empowering.” She also stated that she would like to see “a higher education 

[degree] program [offered] here, especially for general administration.” She went on to 

say that it would be good to have representation from some of the diverse women in 

leadership roles, that were once upon a time “…an all-White male dominated field, so it 

helps to see those women in those positions.” Shonda (Dean, Institution B) described her 

experience with internal professional development as institutional based, meaning that it 

was designed to focus on the institution’s mission and systems. She mentioned that she 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

93 

had struggled with the focus of one of the trainings she attended but did not elaborate on 

this situation.  

Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) had not been through any leadership 

professional development programs at her institution, but she did discuss that she had 

attended the Senior Leadership Academy at her previous organization. She said that it 

was the “the most structured and most extensive leadership program” that she had been 

through and went on to say that: 

The Senior Leadership Academy really was a powerful experience for me because 

it was putting it all together. It was taking all of the different things that I have 

learned about myself over the years and saying ok, here is where I’m at, here’s 

where I want to be, here is what I know about myself, and this is the gap. 

 

 Misty (Provost, Institution B) said that she had attended professional development 

programs such as HERS (Higher Education Resource Services), Harvard’s Management 

Development Program, the Millennium Leadership Institute and Project Kaleidoscope 

Institute. The HERS Institute was noted as being “beneficial” to her and she 

recommended the program to other women. Interestingly, she shared her perceptions that 

the leadership development program that one chooses to attend should be “external to the 

campus,” saying that external professional development programs give opportunities to 

share information and discuss situations with peers in an environment away from campus 

in a controlled environment. 

 Shonda (Dean, Institution B) also discussed her experiences with external 

development opportunities. She mentioned that she attended the Millennial Leadership 

Institute through American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU). She 
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described her experience as “overwhelming but like a scared straight experience,” Stating 

that after attending the institute, she no longer desired to be a provost.  

 Gabby (Associate Vice President, Institution A) shared that she had participated 

in the Texas version of the National Association of College and University Business 

Officers (NACUBO). Gabby said that the Texas program allowed her an opportunity to 

meet and work with her peers across the state, learn more about the Texas legislature, 

leadership styles, and communication skills. She referred to the experience as “eye 

opening.”  Tracee (Vice Chancellor, Institution C) spoke about her enlightening 

experience with two yearlong professional development programs that were supported by 

the U.S. government. Her two favorite courses were the Science of Leadership and the 

Art of Gaining Followers. 

 Condoleezza (Vice President, Institution B) said that she had wonderful 

experiences with three major external professional development opportunities: Indiana 

University School of Philanthropy program that was funded by the Kresge Foundation to 

provide training to African Americans in Advancement, the Association of Fundraising 

Professionals (AFP), and the Council for the Advancement and Support of Education 

(CASE). Condoleezza said: 

That was really a big training opportunity [Kresge Foundation] because I worked 

for two Thurgood Marshall College Fund institutions. So, the public historically 

black colleges are Thurgood Marshall College Fund, and the private historically 

black colleges and universities are UNCF, United Negro College Fund. I worked 

for two state public HBCUs which were member institutions of Thurgood 

Marshall. Because there was a shortage of African Americans in advancement and 

because of the lack of training African Americans in advancement had Kresge 

invested significant resources to the Thurgood Marshall College Fund to educate 

all of us who were in advancement and that has been nearly 20 years ago. But that 

was a big eye opener for me. I think second to that, I began getting into the more 

professional organizations that had to do with my craft, which was AFP which is 
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the Association of Fundraising Professionals and CASE, Council for the 

Advancement and Support of Education. 

 

Mentoring and Support Network Influences on Leadership Attainment 

 Research question three sought to understand how women higher education 

administrators perceived mentoring and support networks have influenced their 

opportunities to attain leadership positions. The theme that emerged from analyzing the 

data was mentoring programming and support networks serve a role in career 

advancement. 

 Some of the participants noted that they would not be where they were today 

without the relationships that they had built along the way. The relationships were built 

through mentoring (informal and formal), participating in networking opportunities, and 

support systems. Some of the participants alluded to the fact that their relationships with 

mentors, networks, and support systems taught them how to be professionals in their 

careers and had had an impact on them personally.  

Ava (Director, Institution B) shared that one of her previous vice presidents 

supported her in her career by teaching her things about her department and craft and 

encouraging her to continue her studies. She went on to complete her master’s degree and 

pursued her doctorate degree. Ava went on to reflect on her experiences: 

I got hired at my first job a registrar of a college. A really small institution, like 

200 students. It is a nursing college. I reported to the Vice President of Academic 

Affairs there and she, well we just took to each other. Then she really just helped 

me. She pursued me to get my master’s degree. Then when I was done with that, 

she encouraged me to get my Ph.D., and that is when I left the college and moved 

to Mississippi to do that. She was definitely instrumental. A, she hired me and B, 

if I would not have reported to her, I would not have been able to understand 

accreditation or assessment and see that hey I like the role of the registrar. The 

registrar stuff is good for now, but I see that there is a whole different area of 

higher education that I want to explore.  
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She helped me realize that my ultimate goal is to be a vice president of a college, 

and if I wouldn’t have been able to have those formative experiences with her, I 

wouldn’t have known that’s what I wanted to do. Because when I initially applied 

to that job as the registrar, I never thought about getting my Ph.D. I never thought 

about being a vice president. It was more like, I think I would be good at this, but 

I did not really think of it as a career. I thought of it more as a job I guess, so I 

think that she helped me decide that this is the right career for me, and this is the 

pathway to get to where you want to be. 

 

 Shonda (Dean, Institution B) also shared her perceptions of the importance of 

support systems in her career progression, specifically mentoring. She said that she 

learned life lessons personally and professionally from her mentor of eight years and 

went on to discuss her experiences with mentoring: 

I think it’s [mentoring] imperative. I think it’s imperative because there have been 

histories of men being mentored and trained formally and informally, and my 

experience and my observation are most women in leadership either serve for like 

they were in whatever role they were in for 20 years and they just moved up, 

which is kind of my story is that I moved up just by sheer being at the right place 

at the right time and being here a long time. But there were not purposeful 

strategies. Nobody talked to me when I finished my Ph.D. about now that you 

have got your Ph.D. let us talk about you being a leader in whatever your 

respective role.  

 

I had a mentor but that experience for that person had been so embittered I think 

until they were doing everything to say ‘are you sure that’s the route you want to 

go… don’t necessarily do academia. Broaden your horizons and you might want 

to work in another venue like the family courts or something like that…’ so there 

wasn’t any purposeful strategic direction, and my chair was African American, 

and my mentor was African American, and my mentor probably worked with me 

more than my chair did. After I finished my Ph.D. my chair was MIA. I did not 

even publish with her, which was a bit detrimental to my career. It prolonged 

what I could have been doing along the way but there was nobody to…now I’m 

not the victim so I just continued to move on, but I think I would have been much 

further sooner had I had someone say this is the path walk in it right. 

 

Shonda said that her mentor showed her how to do everything from dressing 

appropriately for the role to working the courtroom. She said that her mentor exposed her 

to “a whole new group of people. I saw Black people playing golf and traveling out of the 
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country together.”  She also said that she would be in the shadows watching her mentor 

work with attorneys and how she handled them in court. Shonda learned from her mentor 

and said that “you need someone to speak life into you…the good, bad, and the 

otherwise.” 

 Stacey (Provost, Institution A) acknowledged that it had been an invaluable 

experience to have “… people who believed in my potential and were willing to invest 

whatever amount of time to help me be totally successful.” She also shared the same 

sentiments as Shonda about mentoring, stated that having someone tell one the truth 

about something and then have them stand by one’s side as they work through issues was 

invaluable.  

 Misty (Provost, Institution B) also discussed the importance of having a mentor to 

her career: 

I wouldn’t be where I am today if I didn’t have mentoring. I have received some 

very good mentoring in my professional career, even as I was an untenured 

faculty member. There were a group of women who were senior academics and 

we met as a part of my disciplinary conference. We would meet and we would sit 

and chat, and they would ask what is going on in your life, and then we could talk 

about whatever we wanted. Then they would ask questions, they would also offer 

advice, on maybe you shouldn’t take that approach, or maybe here’s a different 

approach you might want to consider, and then when I began to progress in my 

career those people stayed with me for a long time.  

 

As I was moving from one position to the next those people served as references 

for me when I was also applying for different positions. I’ve had a lot of 

mentoring along the way, so that’s why I’m trying to pay it back by volunteering 

to mentor other people, especially women, because I had a strong group of 

women who mentored me up to where I am now. 

 

Misty shared that the relationship that she has with this group of women was open and 

that they could discuss anything. They encouraged her to talk about things and would 

advise her on various approaches to the challenges that she was facing.  
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Serena (Director, Institution B) also discussed the importance of mentoring in her career. 

She said that her relationship with her mentor “propelled me into the position that I am in 

right now,” but she noted that if her previous bosses had provided her with leadership 

development, her people and leadership skills would be better.  

Halle also discussed the importance of mentoring, specifically for Black women. 

She posited that there are a few women who paved the way for other women, and that 

women must not forget it. 

 Tracee (Vice Chancellor, Institution C) said that her mentor “changed her life.” 

She also said that she had good mentors throughout her career and that her life is 

completely different because of the relationship that she built with one of her mentors. 

She said that he “allowed me to sort of be on his coattails for a while until I could learn 

how to be.”  She said that she has been very fortunate to have mentors throughout her 

career. 

 Gabby (Associate Vice President, Institution A) also had similar experiences with 

mentoring relationships in her career. She said: 

Oh gosh I wouldn’t be where I am. I’ve had two great mentors and they’re both 

vastly different in terms of communication strategy, leadership style, vastly 

different, but both of them have given me the exposure to individuals that are in 

higher positions than I’m currently in to do work with to show the organization 

that I have the ability to perform in that environment. And not just exposure, but 

the backing of if the choice was wrong, the decision was wrong, they will support 

it and then coach behind closed doors. So, there is that. I have given you this 

exposure. I’ve empowered you to provide this level of service or to work on this 

project and then along the way if it wasn’t the way they would have done it or that 

wasn’t the way that maybe would have been the right approach, they just coach 

behind closed doors.  

 

And it has been – my mentorship I was given exposure to the Board of Regents, 

which then lead me to the position I am in today. People knew I could do the 

work product; they knew I had the technical skills, but when it came to move to 
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that next level of interacting with board members or interacting with presidents or 

interacting with state legislators could I handle the pressure? Could you handle 

the communication strategy? Could you handle a press member as you are 

walking from your car to your door in your face with a microphone asking you 

questions about the latest you know scandal within an office? Can you perform? 

But without that chance nobody gets a preview of it. It is one of those things how 

do you gain experience without having experience? You have to be given it in 

small segments. Very controlled, much defined places, but it gives you the 

exposure that you need for your next role.  

  

 Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) said that she has had supervisors who 

supported her growth and wanted to build a mentoring relationship with her, but that she 

also has had bosses who did not care about investing in mentoring her or nurturing their 

relationship. She shared some advice for women who aspire to pursue a leadership career: 

You really have to be your own advocate, your own motivator, and look out for 

yourself. I also had mentors that leave, and you have come to depend on a person, 

and they leave. Then you may not be in as strong of a position or as effective as 

you were before. So, you cannot become too dependent on any one person or 

relationship. You become crippled if they leave you, so you have to be willing 

and you have to be able to stand on your own two feet regardless.  

 

Venus (Assistant Director, Institution B) shared that she had the opportunity to be 

mentored by some good supervisors. They helped her sharpen her technical skills, but not 

necessarily her leadership skills. She confessed that she may have been a better 

supervisor earlier if she had an opportunity for leadership development.  

Giselle (Director, Institution B) was a trailblazer in her own right and had 

different experiences than the other participants related to mentoring. She was one of the 

very few women who attended law school in the 1970s, first Black female prosecutor in a 

couple of states, and the only Black faculty member in the law school at a well know 

university. She went on to expand on her experiences:  

Unfortunately, I came of an age when mentoring was not formal at all particularly 

in terms of educational administration. I have not been in a circumstance or 
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situation where there has been active, deliberate mentoring. You know oftentimes 

you’re fortunate enough to be in circumstances and situations where just by you 

knowing or participating in activities you see how someone handles something 

and you go oh I like that, or I like that style or I like the way that question got 

answered or that was a great presentation because an awareness of this and boy I 

like that interaction. But in terms of formal advice and mentoring, this is 

unfortunately there has never been anyone and I don’t mean this to sound as 

egotistical as it’s going to sound more senior to me to provide me that 

guide…kind of guidance. 

  

 Some of the participants discussed their support networks and how they supported 

their attainment of their leadership positions. Halle (Assistant Director, Institution B) 

discussed that she has a network of Black women attorneys who she engages with. She 

said that they “really stick together and you can always call on somebody even if you did 

not know them.” Simone (Assistant Provost, Institution B) discussed how she has learned 

something from each of the bosses that she had during her career and it [professional 

development] was more of a formal process. Informally, she had groups of people that 

she worked with and shared knowledge with them and vice versa. This was a support 

system that she learned to build to support one another through things.  

Outside of the theme to address this research question, some of the participants 

discussed the influence that others have had on their careers and the instilled desire to 

help others. Misty (Provost, Institution B) discussed that her experiences of being 

supported by others in her career progression has resulted in her desire to help others. She 

stated that because of the great mentors that she had during her career that she is 

“…trying to pay it back by volunteering to mentor other people, especially women 

because I had a strong group of women who mentored me up to where I am now.” 

 Condoleezza (Vice President, Institution B) also had an instilled expectation to 

pay it forward by offering her support to others. She said that she tried to work with the 
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younger generation and “seeing the successes through failure, seeing the growth and the 

maturity in people in mentees” is rewarding to her. Similar to Condoleezza, Halle 

(Assistant Director, Institution B) also was willing to mentor others, saying: 

It’s very important [supporting others] and I think it’s especially important for 

Black women. There is a lot of publicity about all the Black women that are on 

the bench right now in Houston and in Dallas, which is great. But a lot of women 

need to remember that there are women that came before who have really paved 

the way. 

 

Giselle (Director, Institution B) shared said that she does mentor other people, 

especially women of color to give back. Venus (Assistant Director, Institution B) also 

stated that she mentors her team as much as possible to help them with their career 

aspirations, as well as Lena (Director, Institution B) discussed that though she currently 

did not supervise any staff, that she would mentor them and provide knowledge transfer 

sessions when she does. 

In summation, Carla (Dean, Institution B) seemed to address what many of the 

other participants shared and that was they enjoyed supporting others. She said that she is 

getting to a point in her life where she is more comfortable sharing her experiences with 

others, “there’s a certain satisfaction about taking what you know and trying to pass it on 

and not having it just get lost.” 
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Summary 

 Chapter IV present the findings of the research study to address the three research 

questions. Research question one sought to explore women higher education 

administrators’ experiences with and perceptions of leadership professional development 

programs. The four themes that emerged from data analysis were: 1) leadership 

professional development programming is important for women to advance into 

leadership, 2) women have different experiences with leadership professional 

development programming, 3) institutional support for leadership professional 

development programming varies, 4) opportunities to attend leadership professional 

development varies. 

 Research question two sought to understand how women higher education 

administrators described the role of leadership professional development programs in 

their attainment of leadership positions. The main theme that emerged from data analysis 

was that leadership professional development programs can help with leadership skill 

development.  

 Research question three sought to understand how women higher education 

administrators perceived mentoring and support networks have influenced their 

opportunities to attain leadership positions. The theme that emerged from analyzing the 

data was mentoring programming and support networks serve a role in career 

advancement. 

 Chapter V will provide a discussion of the findings, implications of the study’s 

findings, and recommendations for higher education practice related to leadership 
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professional development for women. In addition, recommendations for further research 

will be presented. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 Chapter V presents a discussion of the findings of this study. The components in 

this chapter include: 1) overview of the study, 2) discussion of the findings, 3) 

implications for higher education practice, 4) recommendations for higher education 

practice, and 5) recommendations for future research. 

Overview of the Study 

Although there has been an increase in the number of women serving in academic 

and leadership positions in higher education organizations (Gagliardi et al., 2017), there 

is a lack of leadership development opportunities for women, specifically for those 

seeking leadership at the senior levels (Airini et al., 2011; Lafreniere & Longman, 2008). 

This lack of professional development opportunities can directly affect women’s 

opportunities and abilities to advance their careers in leadership. According to Gangone 

(2016), the sharing of experiences of successful women in leadership positions has been 

shown to benefit women aspiring to leadership roles. Oftentimes, these sharing of 

experiences occur through participation in professional development designed 

specifically to address leadership skills, as well as through mentoring and networking 

Gangone (2016). Research has shown that mentoring can be a successful form of 

professional development when the mentor and mentee understand their roles in the 

relationship (e.g., Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Palmer & Jones, 2019; Penny & Gaillard, 

2006; Tareef, 2013). In addition, according to McNae and Vali (2015), support networks, 

whether formal or informal, are helpful personally and professionally to women in 
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leadership positions as they are “important elements of generating agency and enhancing 

women’s access to and opportunities for leadership” (p. 288).  

The purpose of this qualitative collective case study was to explore the 

experiences with and perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding 

their participation in leadership professional development, mentoring programming, and 

support networks; and the influences of this programming on their ability to attain and 

maintain leadership positions. Of specific focus in this study were women who held 

upper-level administrative positions at the director, dean, vice president, provost, or 

chancellor (all levels).  

The following three research questions guided this study: 

1. What are women higher education administrators’ experiences with and 

perceptions of leadership professional development programs? 

2. How do women higher education administrators describe the role of 

leadership professional development programs in the attainment of their 

leadership positions? 

3. How do women higher education administrators describe the influences of 

mentoring and support networks in the attainment of their leadership 

positions? 

 The study settings were three institutions under one public university system in 

Texas. The 15 participants were employed in leadership roles at one of the three 

institutions. A summary of the participants’ profiles is presented in Table 1. 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

106 

Table 1 

 

Participant Profiles 

 

Participant Title Institution Length of time 

with 

Institution 

Length of 

time in 

Higher 

Education 

Ava Director Institution B 9 months Over 5 

years 

Carla Dean Institution B Over 4 years 18 Years 

Condoleezza Vice President  Institution B Over 2 years Over 20 

years 

Gabby Associate Vice 

President 

Institution A 7 months Over 5 

years 

Giselle Director and 

Professor 

Institution B 5 years 13 years 

Halle Assistant 

Director and 

Professor 

Institution B 4 years 5 years 

Lena Director Institution B Over 1 year 5 years 

Misty Provost Institution B 23 months Over 5 

years 

Phylicia Assistant 

Director 

Institution B 7 months Over 5 

years 

Serena Director Institution B 13 months Over 10 

years 

Shonda Dean Institution B 13 years Over 13 

years 

Simone Assistant 

Provost 

Institution B 5 months Over 20 

years 

Stacey Provost Institution A Almost 2 years 19 years 

Tracee Vice Chancellor Institution C Over 8 years Over 17 

years 

Venus Assistant 

Director 

Institution B Over 2 years 5 years 

 

  The conceptual framework for this study is comprised of three concepts 

supported by the literature that are focused on professional development, mentoring, and 

support networks for women in higher education, and how they can be used to support 

women in their career pathway into higher-level leadership positions (e.g., DeFrank-Cole 
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et al., 2016; Lafreniere & Longman, 2008; Tessens et al., 2011). The first concept 

supports that participating in leadership professional development has shown to support 

women’s attainment of leadership roles (Airini et al., 2011). The second concept is that 

mentoring is important for career progression for women who are either in leadership 

roles or seeking leadership roles in higher education (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; 

O’Brien & Jassen, 2005; Tareef, 2013; Tolar, 2012). The third concept is that support 

networks have shown to be beneficial for women transitioning into demanding, 

leadership positions as they provide guidance on maintaining a work–life balance (Baker, 

2020; Baltodano et al., 2012; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Helms et al., 2016; Hill & Wheat, 

2017; Kadushin, 2012; Lin & Erickson, 2008; McNae & Vali, 2015; Tessens et al., 

2011).  

Discussion of the Findings 

Professional Leadership Development Programs 

 Research question one sought to explore women higher education administrators’ 

experiences with and perceptions of leadership professional development programs. The 

four themes that emerged from data analysis were: 1) leadership professional 

development programming is important for women to advance into leadership, 2) women 

have different experiences with leadership professional development programming, 3) 

institutional support for leadership professional development programming varies, 4) 

opportunities to attend leadership professional development varies. 

Many of the participants identified that they perceived that having opportunities 

to participate in leadership professional development was important for their career 

advancement and were critical to their ability to stay up-to-date in the profession of 
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higher education. In addition, a majority of the participants indicated that they had access 

to professional development opportunities within their institutions as well as through 

external organizations. Some of the participants did discuss, though, that even though 

leadership professional development opportunities were available to them, at times the 

professional development was general in nature and did not specifically address the 

leadership skills that are important for women as they advance into upper-level leadership 

roles. They perceived that they need to have access to professional development that is 

targeted at topics that are specific to the needs of women who aspire to become leaders in 

higher education organizations, commenting that general leadership development 

sessions were often not targeted enough to help advance women’s skill sets. The findings 

of the current study are indicative of earlier research that highlighted the need for 

women-specific professional development. For example, Tessens et al.’s (2011) study 

found that of the 204 women in senior-level leadership positions who participated in their 

study, 44% supported the need of having senior-level women only leadership 

development programs at their institution. These women indicated that they did want to 

engage in quality women’s leadership development programming, noting that this 

programming can assist them [women] in feeling more comfortable taking on larger roles 

by increasing their competencies, self-confidence, and networks (Tessens et al., 2011).  

The participants in the current study shared that participating in leadership 

professional development was important to them because it allowed them to improve and 

expand their knowledge base in their respective careers and provided them with insight 

into the scope of leadership in higher education. The social networking opportunities that 

were available to the participants through the professional leadership development 
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programs were referred to as invaluable opportunities. As noted by one of the 

participants, Stacey, “It [professional development] was definitely extremely helpful in 

terms of building a professional development network of people outside of the 

university.”   

Some of the participants shared their advice that it was imperative for women 

early in their careers to engage in professional leadership development and expand their 

network to include other women who perhaps held the leadership position they aspired to 

hold. Though these findings are not unique, they do support the mainstream ideas of how 

valuable mentoring and ongoing professional development are for women. Stacey shared 

that “I just think about how much it [mentoring] has meant to me to have people who 

believed in my potential and were willing to invest whatever amount of time to help me 

be totally successful.” The research conducted by Dunbar and Kinnersley (2011) and 

Helms et al. (2016) specifically described the importance of mentoring in career 

development, and how it provides opportunities for mentees to build support networks, 

have open discussions, seek advice as well as receive feedback. It is important for women 

to have opportunities to discuss with their peers and mentors their successes and 

challenges to obtain guidance and understanding of how to handle situations, or if it is 

time to take the next step in their career. When higher education institutions provide 

access to quality leadership professional development programming and mentoring 

opportunities that are specifically focused on the advancement of women, they 

demonstrate their commitment to diversity in their leadership and that they value women 

and their leadership abilities. Investments in quality leadership development programs for 
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women by their institution have been noted in the literature as a way of showing 

commitment to the advancement of women (e.g., DeFrank-Cole et al., 2016). 

Some of the participants described that the leadership professional development 

opportunities they had experienced at their institutions were not on par with the 

opportunities they had had prior to changing to their careers in academe. They also 

highlighted that their institutions did not invest sufficiently in quality leadership 

professional development programming. An example was shared by Carla who had 

worked in corporate America prior to her move into higher education. She described two 

different experiences she had once moving into the academy. The first she described as 

really frustrating, stating that she knew more about the topic of discussion than the 

individual teaching the session, but then she also had an experience where “it was good 

and that it provided a lot of value.” Another participant, Phylicia, had a military 

background prior to transitioning into higher education. She, too, indicated that her 

professional leadership development experience was very different prior than her 

experience had been in higher education. Phylicia did recognize that in “…higher 

education its [professional development is] geared more towards learning the students, 

how to reach the students…in my other prior positions leadership [development] was 

always meant to be how to direct, how to lead, how to motivate [employees].”  

The experiences with leadership professional development programming of some 

of the participants who had moved into higher education from different career sectors 

such as business and the military were not surprising as the literature supports that 

military and business organizations value leadership development more than academic 

institutions, demonstrated by the amount of resources they allocate to this professional 
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development (e.g., Green & McDade, 1991; McDade, 1987; McDade & Lewis, 1994; 

Ruben, 2004). McDade (1987) suggested that higher education organizations could 

benefit from a more structured approach to professional development as it is an 

underutilized tool and opportunity for higher education to develop its leaders. Business 

organizations and the military embrace professional development and use it to prepare 

leaders for the next level in their career path (McDade,1987), something that higher 

education has not demonstrated much success with – preparing future leaders from within 

the organization. Higher education tends to experiment with leadership professional 

development and not use it as a resourceful tool to prepare faculty or staff for the next 

level of their career (McDade,1987). When institutions coordinate and strategically 

support and promote leadership professional development, it sends a message that they 

value their employees as they are willing to make the investment to provide needed 

programming.  

There are more women in academia and in senior-level leadership positions than 

in prior years (Northouse, 2019; Gagliardi, 2017). Though more women have been able 

to attain senior-level leadership roles, they still have not reached parity in the number of 

women serving in these roles when compared to men. As more women enter higher 

education for jobs and education, and institutions seek to diversify their leadership, they 

need to allocate resources in leadership professional development programming that is 

specific to the leadership development of women in order to support their advancement 

into these upper-level positions. A few of the participants (Gabby, Shonda, and Tracee) 

made reference to how their mentors or a person in leadership provided them with 

opportunities to take on leadership roles with projects to develop their leadership 
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abilities. They discussed that at the time, it had not been blatantly clear to them why they 

had been asked to take on the projects, but it became obvious to them over the years that 

they were provided these opportunities to enhance their leadership skills. The experiences 

described by these participants tie back to the evidence that mentoring and professional 

development enhances management and leadership opportunities and abilities. Access to 

and participation in leadership professional development can provide the tools necessary 

for the women to be successful in their roles (Ekine, 2018; Green, 2019; Mrig et al., 

2014; Pennamon, 2019). 

Several of the participants (Stacey, Condoleezza, Misty, and Tracee) were 

adamant that it was imperative to encourage and support women through professional 

development and mentoring programming. The research conducted by Mrig et al. (2014) 

also confirms the importance of access to professional development and mentoring 

programming for women. Of the 501 higher education professionals who responded to 

their survey, 42% indicated that professional development was mission critical.  

Higher education continues to grapple to find qualified and effective leaders to 

lead institutions and to fill other important positions (Madsen, 2012). Vital roles such as 

provost, vice president, dean, director, and department chair continue to need to be filled 

(Airini et al., 2011; Wilson, 2009). Leadership professional development programming 

for women provides opportunities for institutions to demonstrate they value women as 

organizational resources (Brue et al., 2016). Women are vital to fulfilling impending 

vacancies in higher education leadership. Participation in professional development has 

been shown to support their attainment of these leadership roles (Airini et al., 2011). As 
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noted by Madsen (2012), higher education leadership development programs are at a 

critical level of importance. 

 Some of the participants who were early in their careers identified that there was a 

lack of leadership professional development opportunities, but they indicated that they 

were hopeful that they would eventually have opportunities to participate in leadership 

professional development programming. A reason that access to this programming is 

important early in women’s careers is due to what was stated in the findings from The 

White House Project that women “from the university to the newsroom — serve as 

powerful role models and mentors to young females who are coming up the pipeline 

while normalizing females’ leadership for men and females alike” (Wilson, 2009, p. 7). 

Access to these role models and mentors can occur through these leadership professional 

development opportunities. A common pathway to leadership in higher education is 

through the traditional academic pathway that often begins as a faculty member. A few of 

the participants had faculty appointments and had participated in professional 

development conferences for their teaching discipline, but the programs did not include 

leadership development components. Traditionally, faculty have a different skill set than 

administrators and they need to have training to successfully transition to administrative 

roles (Bertrand, 2019). Gmelch (2013) stated that it takes between seven and 14 years to 

become an expert at a university; therefore, it will take longer than a weekend to develop 

leaders in higher education. The lack of professional leadership development 

opportunities for these participants could hinder their abilities to effectively transition 

from their faculty roles to leadership roles (Chang et al, 2013).  
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 The findings of the current study reveal that the participants saw institutional 

support for internal and external leadership professional development programs for 

women in varying ways, but all supported that women needed to participate in some form 

of professional leadership development whether formal or informal, internal, or external 

to the institution. They also discussed the challenges – both institutional and personal -- 

in the roles that women fill that may prevent them from being able to take advantage of 

professional development opportunities and to advance into leadership roles. As Ava 

stated, “the review of institutional policies in support of gender equity was suggested as a 

step in the right direction for institutions to show support for women.” It was also 

expressed by some of the participants that women typically have responsibilities outside 

of work that could limit or prevent them from attending professional development 

programs, especially if they were held during the evenings or on weekends. The research 

studies conducted by Alex-Assensoh (2012), Hill et al. (2016), Lewis (2012), and 

Santovec (2010) identified child-care, gender biases, and inadequate training as barriers 

that women encounter when aspiring to advance their careers to a senior-level leadership 

position. Institutions that adopt gender-neutral policies and offer varied options for 

professional development opportunities demonstrate a commitment to women in that they 

are eliminating barriers that could hinder or halt their career advancement and leadership 

development. 

 Madsen (2011, 2012) stated that it was important to talk with women who are in 

leadership positions to gain insight into what helped them achieve leadership positions 

when developing leadership professional development programming. The participants in 

the current study shared that having a quality professional development program would 
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show institutional support for their success. The findings of Tessens et al.’s (2011) 

research identified core components that were identified as important to have in a 

professional leadership development programming for women, including people 

management skills, personal skills, political skills, and operational skills.  

Some of the participants were not as interested in the idea of attending a 

leadership professional development program at the institution if it would be more of a 

cookie cutter program and not specifically focused on the needs of women who aspire to 

become leaders. Carla said, “I don't think that there’s much thought put into the idea that 

women need to be developed differently than men.” The participants appeared to agree 

that it was important to provide women with opportunities to lead. An example of this 

was shared by Gabby who said that her mentors provided her with opportunities to lead 

projects and interact with people in higher-level positions to show them that she could do 

the job. The participants also agreed that institutional support for professional 

development could be in the form of exposure, opportunity to leadership conversations, 

and tasks. These findings are supported by prior research that indicated that a leader in a 

mentoring or sponsor role would have the ability to provide exposure opportunities for 

women aspiring to be in leadership roles (e.g., Goudie, 2013; Rockquemore, 2015).  

 A strong message that came through from many of the participants was that if 

there were no resources or limited resources for leadership professional development 

provided by the institution, then women needed to invest in themselves. The participants 

suggested that there were a number of free videos and books online that women could 

access to engage in leadership professional development opportunities.  
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Another suggestion offered for seeking leadership professional development 

opportunities was to reach out to women who were in leadership positions that one 

aspired to have to see if there was an opportunity to set up an informal meeting to ask 

questions about the position and to discuss the journey to the position. There is the 

potential for this individual to become a mentor, which is supported by the conceptual 

framework of this study that supports mentoring is important for career progression for 

women who are either in leadership roles or seeking leadership roles in higher education 

(Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; O’Brien & Jassen, 2005; Tareef, 2013; Tolar, 2012). As 

some of the participants implied and as the literature reviewed for this study supports, 

higher education institutions may not see the value of offering leadership professional 

development opportunities to help address not only the need to retain those women who 

aspire to become leaders, but also to ensure they have a pathway for qualified and 

effective leaders to advance in their careers at the institution. Leadership professional 

development programming that is focused on the specific skill set development needed 

by women to advance in their careers has been shown to be effective and beneficial to 

higher education institutions.   

Role of Leadership Development Programs in Leadership Attainment 

 Research question two sought to understand how women higher education 

administrators described the role of leadership professional development programs in 

their attainment of leadership positions. The main theme that emerged from data analysis 

was that leadership professional development programs can help with leadership skill 

development. 
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 The participants shared their perceptions and experiences of how participating in 

leadership professional development programming helped them to attain necessary 

leaderships skills to be effective leaders. Some of the programs that participants 

mentioned were internal, but a majority were external and provided by higher education 

focused organizations or other types of organizations. An example of internal 

professional development offerings was shared by Venus who stated that there was a 

leadership development training that her department did for their staff, and students were 

invited to participate in the program, too. She indicated that the training was good and 

described it as “empowering.” The training overall was broad in scope and department 

specific and was focused more on empowerment than leadership skill development. 

Shonda described her experience with internal professional development as institutional 

based – focused on the institution’s mission and systems. This training also did not focus 

on leadership skill development and had a broad focus. 

A few of the participants indicated that they had not attended any leadership 

professional development programs at their institution at the time of this study but did 

discuss that they had attended various leadership development programs either at their 

prior job or had attended external leadership development programming offered by 

outside organizations. Simone mentioned the Senior Leadership Academy she attended at 

her previous organization, sharing that was “the most structured and most extensive 

leadership program.” This structure has been shown to be effective in leadership 

programming as noted by McDade (1987), who found that higher education benefits from 

these structured programs. Also noted in the literature is that higher education 
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professional development programming tends to be unstructured and unfocused and is 

oftentimes not effective in skill development for women (e.g., Madsen et al, 2012). 

Some of the other participants mentioned they had attended professional 

development programs such as Higher Education Resource Services (HERS), Harvard’s 

Management Development Program, the Millennium Leadership Institute, and Project 

Kaleidoscope Institute. An interesting finding was that some of the participants, Misty 

specifically, commented that they perceived that the leadership development 

programming that one chooses to attend should be “external to the campus,” as it not only 

increases opportunities to develop one’s network, but that there are more opportunities to 

share information and discuss situations with peers in an environment away from campus 

in a controlled environment. The review of the literature for this study does support that 

social network for women can help them with the transition to a full-time demanding 

leadership position as well as help them maintain a work-life balance (Dunbar & 

Kinnersley, 2011; Jones & Credille, 2004). Having this social network outside the 

institution does provide opportunities to be able to seek guidance, and to discuss various 

topics and situations without concern of the influences of institutional politics and 

consideration of personal institutional relationships in the discussion. Another advantage 

of developing a social network outside of the institution is that it can lead to the 

development of mentoring relationships (Penny & Gaillard, 2006). Reis and Grady 

(2020) claim that “Mentorship connected to opportunity is imperative in building the 

administrative careers of women leaders” (p. 31). 
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Mentoring and Support Network Influences on Leadership Attainment 

 Research question three sought to understand how women higher education 

administrators perceived mentoring and support networks have influenced their 

opportunities to attain leadership positions. The theme that emerged from analyzing the 

data was mentoring programming and support networks serve a role in career 

advancement. 

 Relationship building was discussed as important for career advancement into 

leadership by a majority of the participants. Relationship building was referred to as 

informal and formal mentoring and support networks. The participants discussed that it 

was extremely important to have someone who they can trust to discuss work situations, 

seek advice, share ideas, and to discuss career advancement with. This finding is 

supported by the literature reviewed for this study that also identified the value of 

mentoring and professional development for women (e.g., Helms et al., 2016; Hill & 

Wheat, 2017; Selzer et al., 2017).  

In the research conducted by Helms et al. (2016), the authors found that 

successful mentoring relationships were produced by shared values of the mentor and 

mentee, and when the mentor can see parts of his or herself in the mentee. A few of the 

participants in the current study stated that they would not be in their positions if it had 

not been for the mentoring relationships that they had built during their careers. Some of 

them shared specific examples of what their mentors has provided to them. Shonda 

described that her mentor had provided her with professional guidance and advice, but 

that she also showed her how to carry herself personally. Her experiences with her 
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mentor support what the literature states related to how mentoring opportunities enhance 

the leadership skills of women (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Tareef, 2013; Valian, 1998).  

Carla shared her experience as a mentor of a female tenure-track professor and 

said she enjoyed the experience. She discussed that at this stage of her career she did not 

feel as if it was a competition, but rather an opportunity to share her knowledge with a 

junior faculty member who was working to establish her career. The experience that 

Carla shared is supported by the research of Gangone (2016) who found that that the 

sharing of experiences of successful women in leadership positions has been shown to 

benefit women aspiring to leadership roles. If women who are in leadership roles 

continue to offer their time to mentor other women, there is the potential for more women 

to aspire into leadership careers and to attain these roles. As noted by Dunbar and 

Kinnersley (2011) and Tareef (2013), access to mentoring is very important for those 

who are seeking leadership roles in higher education administration.  

 It was interesting to see that some of the participants that expressed the 

importance of their mentoring relationships and support networks also shared that it was 

important to them to give back or pay it forward to the women coming in behind them. 

This commitment was also founded in the study conducted by Helms et al. (2016) that 

focused on the importance of mentoring and sponsorship on a women’s career. The 

findings of that study indicated that women who had been mentored had a strong desire 

to pay it forward to help other women, just as they had received mentoring. Mentoring 

can be formal or informal and through discussions with the participants, it was noted as 

being vital to career advancement. Several of the participants noted that they perceived 

that as women in senior-level leadership positions, they have a responsibility to continue 
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to mentor women and they plan to continue to do so. This is important to highlight due to 

what Moore (1982) found and that is that even though women may have impeccable 

credentials, they may find it challenging to attain a leadership position without having a 

mentor or someone in leadership to advocate for them. 

The findings of the current study support that mentoring and support networks 

had powerful impacts on many of the participants’ careers. The participants spoke 

positively about their mentors and the support networks they had and indicated that these 

resources provided them opportunities to have spaces to have difficult conversations, 

seek advice, and to speak candidly about challenges and successes that they were facing. 

Shonda and Simone both stated that their Ph.D. programs did not teach them about 

leadership, but they learned about it through their mentors and support networks. Support 

networks have a role in an individual’s success. The review of the literature for this study 

revealed that support networks for women are a means of support, can help them with the 

transition to a full-time demanding leadership position, and help them maintain a work-

life balance (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Jones & Credille, 2004). A caution noted by 

Pippins (2008) was that when establishing support networks, it is “important that you 

identify and develop strong relationships with the right people” (p. 29). 

 Implications for Higher Education Practice 

There were three implications that were derived from this study’s findings. The 

first implication of the findings of this study is that the participants identified that access 

to leadership professional development specifically developed and structured for women 

in higher education is imperative to their career advancement, critical to their personal 

growth, and is necessary for women in leadership roles to stay up to date with the higher 
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education profession. This is important to higher education institutions as women are 

currently the gender who holds the most advanced levels of college degrees, are the 

dominant gender in higher education, and they have leadership skills that have been 

shown to be effective in addressing higher education issues.  

The literature reviewed for this study indicates that access to leadership 

professional development, mentoring opportunities, and support networks enhance the 

leadership skills of women (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Tareef, 2013; Valian, 1998). In 

addition, as supported by the conceptual framework of this study, they also aid women in 

their journey to seek higher-level leadership positions (DeFrank-Cole et al., 2016; 

Lafreniere & Longman, 2008; Tessens et al., 2011). Without specific professional 

development programming that is structured to address the skill set needs of women who 

aspire to careers in leadership, institutions will continue to struggle to meet their 

leadership needs (Madsen et al., 2012). McDade (1987) identified over three decades ago 

that institutions of higher education were facing difficult times, and that there was a 

strong need for leaders who could run an institution of higher education. The difficult 

times and the need for strong leaders still exist in the 21st century. McDade (1987) 

emphasized the need for professional development for all managers and leaders in higher 

education so that they could learn the necessary skills to lead an institution. 

Conversations continue about how to best prepare college and university administrators 

for their leadership roles, and more specifically how to prepare women to take on 

leadership roles. Madsen (2012) stated that professional development programs have 

advanced, but there continues to be a lack of professional development programs 
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specifically created for women. Without this specific programming, institutions will 

continue to struggle to diversify their leadership. 

The second implication of the study’s findings is that the quality and design of the 

leadership professional leadership development programming offered by institutions 

could affect their ability to diversify their leadership. The review of the literature for this 

study supports that there has been little progress in the diversification of leadership in 

higher education, and that the key to effective change management is leadership (e.g., 

Rowley & Sherman, 2001). There are multiple reasons why a diverse leadership is 

imperative to the success of higher education organizations. Research supports that when 

there is a significant presence of women in leadership positions, not only is there 

diversity in leadership but there is also improvement in the financial bottom line (Wilson, 

2009). In addition, Wilson (2009) also stated that women are powerful role models and 

mentors to young women coming up the ranks and normalizes women as leaders for men 

and women. 

The need for quality leadership professional development programming to help 

advance the number of women in upper-level leadership roles is highlighted in the 

conceptual framework for this study, that supports opportunities to participate in 

professional development to develop leadership skills has shown to support women’s 

attainment of leadership roles (Airini et al., 2011). An example of leadership 

development programming that has shown some success is from the Minnesota State 

System that has been intentional in developing a leadership professional development 

program for the universities within the system (Green, 2019). Green (2019) stated that the 

system works closely with search firms to recruit women and people of color to fill 
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positions. The leadership program is 18-months in length and has shown success. As of 

2019, the system had 33 women presidents leading their universities, which is more than 

the national average (Green, 2019). Green (2019) indicated that the Minnesota State 

System took charge and understood that if they were to meet their goals to diversify their 

staff and to provide leadership development to women at their institutions, they were 

going to have to be very deliberate in providing quality programming. In addition, 

Tessens et al. (2011) posited that senior-level women’s leadership program should be 

offered at universities and should provide programming on leadership roles, encourage 

shared learning, and career planning. 

The third implication based on the findings of this study is that higher education 

institutions need to provide intentional opportunities for women who aspire to be leaders 

to participate in leadership professional development, mentoring, and support networks. 

Many of the participants in the current study indicated that they would not be where they 

were in their careers if it had not been for the relationships that they built from 

participating in leadership professional development programming, mentoring, and from 

engaging in their support networks, all of which have shown to support the advancement 

of women’s careers (Ballenger 2010; Chin, 2011; Hill et al., 2016; Santovec, 2010). 

Higher education institutions that do not offer leadership professional development 

programming may find that they have difficulties in diversifying their leadership. Of the 

leaders in U.S. colleges and universities in 2016, only 30% were women and an even 

smaller percentage were minority women (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  

The research shows that higher education institutions have not demonstrated a 

commitment to developing effective leadership development programs even though they 
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are experiencing challenges in filling vacant senior-level leadership roles with qualified 

leaders (Madsen et al., 2012; McDade, 1987). In research conducted by Mrig et al. 

(2014), less than half of those who participated in the study perceived professional 

development of employees as mission critical. Consideration needs to be given to 

allocating resources to support leadership development specifically of women who aspire 

into leadership roles. By intentionally providing leadership skill set development, higher 

education institutions can show they value their women employees by providing 

resources to help them expand their opportunities for career growth, as well as they can 

help ensure they have a cadre of qualified leaders to fulfill future leadership roles.  

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

The following recommendations are offered to improve higher education practice 

relative to the advancement of women into leadership roles through the improvement of 

leadership professional leadership programming, mentoring programming, and 

developing of support networks to support and affect their leadership attainment. The 

first recommendation for higher education practice is for institutions to develop 

structured and focused women’s leadership professional development programming. The 

establishment of this programming is vital to the success of higher education institutions, 

but also in demonstrating the value that these institutions place on diversifying their 

leadership as well as support their women professionals.  

As noted in the framing of the conceptual framework for this study, although 

there has been an increase in the number of women in academic and leadership positions 

over the past decades, there is still a lack of leadership development opportunities for 

women in general, and especially those designed to support skill development to advance 
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into upper-level leadership positions (Airini et al., 2011; Lafreniere & Longman, 2008). 

Human resource development practitioners have identified leadership development for 

women as a foundational area of study because of the need to have more individuals 

ready to move into leadership roles (Madsen, 2012). Institutions need to review and 

assess any existing internal policies that could hinder or limit women from participating 

in leadership development opportunities. If there are no policies in place that support the 

leadership development of women, then these policies need to be established. As posited 

by the research conducted by Morris and Laipple (2015), higher education benefits from 

structured leadership professional leadership development programs as leadership 

development is vital to the success of an organization (Stone & Major, 2014). 

 The second recommendation for higher education practice is that the quality and 

design of leadership professional development programming needs to be focused on the 

specific skills sets of women and people of color in order to help diversify higher 

education leadership. As identified by Madsen et al. (2012), institutions of higher 

education offer professional development programs, but there is a lack of specific 

professional development programming specifically focused on the needs of women. 

Those responsible for developing leadership professional development programs in 

higher education institutions need to ensure they are knowledgeable on the topics that 

need to be addressed in the development sessions offered, and that there is specific focus 

on the needs of women and people of color. A one-size-fits-all approach to leadership 

development does not meet the needs of all individuals. In this programming, 

opportunities for mentoring and support network creation need to be integrated as they 

have been shown to have positive outcomes for women who aspire into leadership roles.  
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The third recommendation for higher education practice is that higher education 

institutions need to provide intentional opportunities – both internally and externally -- 

for women and people of color who aspire to be leaders to participate in leadership 

professional development, mentoring, and support networking opportunities. The 

findings of the current study indicated that some of the participants perceived that they 

would not be where they were in their careers if they had not had opportunities to build 

relationships through their participation in leadership professional development 

programming, mentoring, and from engaging in their support networks. These positive 

findings were also found by Ballenger (2010), Chin (2011), Hill et al. (2016), and 

Santovec (2010). The conceptual framework for this study also supports the benefits of 

these. According to McNae and Vali (2015), “The formal and informal networks that 

women develop and maintain are important elements of generating agency and enhancing 

women’s access to and opportunities for leadership” (p. 288). As well, McNae and Vali 

(2015) claimed that support networks, whether formal or informal, are helpful personally 

and professionally to women in leadership positions. By intentionally providing 

leadership skill set development that is specifically focused on the needs of women, 

higher education institutions can show they not only value their employees by providing 

resources to help them expand their opportunities for career growth, but they can help 

ensure they have a supply of qualified leaders to fill future leadership roles. Creating 

mentoring programs and networking opportunities could benefit women in junior-level 

positions aspiring to be in leadership positions. Mentoring and access to support networks 

are crucial for women leaders (Green, 2019; Mrig et al., 2014; Pennamon, 2019).   
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 Several future research recommendations have been identified from the findings 

of this study. The first future research recommendation is the continuation of a qualitative 

study to explore the experiences and perceptions of women higher education 

administrators regarding their participation in professional leadership development, 

mentoring programs, support networks and how these influenced their ability to attain 

and maintain leadership positions. The recommended study could expand to explore the 

experiences and perceptions of professional leadership development of minority women 

and non-minority women to gain a better understanding of the professional leadership 

development needs of both populations.  

 The second future research recommendation is to conduct a qualitative and 

quantitative study to identify institutional and external professional leadership 

development programs for women. There was a gap in the literature that discussed 

institutional professional leadership development programs for women. A survey could 

be administered to gather data to identify institutional professional leadership 

development programs and the content areas of the program, effectiveness of the 

program, and the impact on career advancement. The survey could also include questions 

about external professional leadership development programs to add to the current 

literature about existing professional leadership development programs.  

 The third future research recommendation to continue conducting qualitative 

studies to determine the impact of women participating in professional leadership 

development programs on career advancement. More research is needed to further 

investigate the types of quality professional leadership development programs that 
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women seek and would consider beneficial. Participants were consistent with stating that 

the professional development programs need to be engaging, beneficial, and specific to 

the needs of women. Some participants referred to the unique challenges that women and 

women of color face in advancing their careers in higher education. Further research is 

needed to continue working to identify ways to best support, provide tools, and resources 

to non-minority and minority-women in higher education. Research studies are 

recommended to further investigate the unique challenges that non-minority and minority 

women face in leadership attainment to identify ways to minimize those challenges.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences and perceptions of 

women higher education administrators regarding their participation in professional 

leadership development and mentoring programming, and the influences of this 

programming on their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions. Of specific 

focus in this study will be women who hold upper-level administrative positions at the 

director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor (all levels). The study utilized a 

qualitative collective case study research design and will be conducted through the lens 

of the interpretivist paradigm. The study was conducted at a public university system 

located in Texas. There were 15 participants at the study institution who were (a) women 

who hold a position with the title of director, dean, vice president, provost, or chancellor 

all levels; (b) women who have at least five years of higher education experience at the 

time of the study; and (c) women who have been in their current position at least one 

month at the time of the study. The data collection tools that were used for this research 

study were: (a) the lens of the researcher, (b) semi-structured interviews, (c) field notes, 
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and (d) researcher’s reflective journal. Data analysis included the constant comparative 

method, as well as open and axial coding. Triangulation, peer debriefer, member 

checking, thick, rich descriptions of the participants’ voices as well as the conduction of 

the study were used in the study to ensure trustworthiness. 

The first research question analyzed the experiences with and the perceptions of 

professional development programs of women higher education administrators. The 

research revealed that most women higher education administrators had positive 

experiences and perceptions of professional development programs.  

The second research question analyzed the descriptions of professional 

development programs, both internal and external, of women higher education 

administrators. The findings showed that the participants knew more about external 

professional development programs than internal professional development programs. 

The data also uncovered the names of some existing internal professional development 

programs. 

The third research question analyzed the influence that professional development 

programs and mentoring has on job placement job obtainment for women higher 

education administrators. The findings showed that 8 out of 10 participants perceived that 

their relationships through mentoring and networking help them get to where they are 

now. 

The findings of the study suggest several implications and recommendations for 

higher education practice. Implications for higher education practice include creating 

quality professional development programs. The findings of the study revealed that 

professional development is important for continued success. Support for professional 
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development should be made a priority. Another implication from the findings of this 

study was that professional development programs should be developed and offered that 

support people who are at various levels or stages of their career. The final  implication 

was that policies for faculty and staff should be developed that specifically address the 

ways to support women and their career progression.  

The recommendations that are made as a result of the findings of this study are 

that higher education institutions need to assess their internal professional development 

programming (if any) and institutional policies to ensure they are supportive to women 

and do not penalize them for taking non-traditional routes to obtaining leadership 

positions. It is also recommended that higher education institutions be intentional about 

how they group individuals in professional development programs. It is important to have 

a panel of senior-level faculty and staff speak with and work with junior-level faculty and 

staff, and vice versa, but it is important to create opportunities for targeted and specific 

foci of programming that addresses specific career interests. All professional 

development needs are not the same nor is everyone looking for the same type of support. 

The professional development programs should incorporate workshops for faculty whose 

first craft was not teaching, and workshops that support junior faculty. Lastly, it is 

recommended that higher education institutions explore the possibility of designing an 

internal professional development program and involve senior-level women to aid in the 

design or allow them to participate and share their knowledge with the next generation of 

women leaders. 

Finally, further research is needed to continue examining the experiences and 

perceptions of women administrator’s professional development needs to design a variety 
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of effective professional development programs that include leadership development. 

Further research is also recommended to identify leadership development programs to 

support minority women with preparation to obtain and maintain senior-level leadership 

positions in higher education. 

 

  



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

133 

REFERENCES 

 

Abbasi, S. M., Hollman, K. W., & Hayes, R. D. (2008). Bad bosses and how not to be 

one. Information Management Journal, 42(1), 52–56. 

 

Acker, J. (1990). Hierarchies, jobs, bodies: A theory of gendered organizations. Gender 

and Society, 4(2), 139–158. 

 

Acker, J. (1992b). Gendering organizational theory. In A. J. Mills & P. Tancred (Eds.), 

Gendering organizational analysis (pp. 248–260). SAGE. 

 

Adler, P. S., & Kwon, S.W. (2002). Social capital: Prospects for a new concept. 

Academy of Management Review, 27(1), 17-40. 

doi:10.5465/AMR.2002.5922314 

 

Airini, Collings, S., Conner, L., McPherson, K., Midson, B., & Wilson, C. (2011). 

Learning to be leaders in higher education: What helps or hinders women’s 

advancement as leaders in universities. Educational Management Administration 

& Leadership, 39(I), 44–62.  

 

Alcalde, C., & Subramaniam, M. (2020, July 17). Women in leadership in academe still 

face challenges in structures, systems and mind-sets (opinion) | Inside Higher Ed. 

Inside Higher Ed. https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/07/17/women-

leadership-academe-still-face-challenges-structures-systems-and-mind-sets 

 

Alex-Assensoh, Y. M. (2012, June 18). 40 years of Title IX: Leadership matters for 

women in academe. The Chronicle of Higher Education. 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/40-Years-of-Title-IX-/132311 

 

Alexander, T. (2010). Roots of leadership: Analysis of the narratives from African 

American women leaders in higher education. International Journal of Learning, 

17(4), 193–204. 

 

Amey, M. J. (2006). Leadership in higher education. Change: The Magazine of Higher 

Learning, 38(6), 55–58. 

 

Antonaros, M. (2010). Gendered Leadership Styles and the Climate for Women Leaders 

in Higher Education. On Campus With Women, 39(2), 7–7. 

 

Asgari, S., Dasgupta, N., & Stout, J. G. (2012). When do counterstereotypic ingroup 

members inspire versus deflate? The effect of successful professional women on 

young women’s leadership self-concept. Personality and Social Psychology 

Bulletin, 38(3), 370–383. 

 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

134 

Baker, K. (2021, January 10). Working mothers still aren’t okay. Women In Higher 

Education. https://www.wihe.com/article-details/169/working-mothers-still-aren-

t-okay/ 

 

Ballenger, J. (2010). Women’s access to higher education leadership: Cultural and 

structural barriers. Forum on Public Policy Online, 2010(5). 

 

Baltodano, J. C., Carlson, S., Jackson, L. W., & Mitchell, W. (2012). Networking to 

leadership in higher education: National and state-based programs and networks 

for developing women. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 14(1), 62–78. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422311428926 

 

Bennis, W., & Goldsmith, J. (2010). Learning to lead: A workbook on becoming a leader 

(4th ed.). Basic Books. 

 

Bornstein, R. (2007). Why women make good college presidents. Presidency, 10(2), 20–

23. 

 

Broughton, A., & Miller, L. (2009). Women in senior management: Is the glass ceiling 

still intact? Is, Guc: The Journal of Industrial Relations & Human Resources, 

11(4), 7–23. https://doi.org/10.4026/1303-2860.2009.0122.x 

 

Brown, V. (2016, March 4). Needed: Business-minded college presidents. The James G. 

Martin Center for Academic Renewal. 

https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2016/03/needed-business-minded-college-

presidents/ 

 

Brue, K. L., & Brue, S. A. (2016). Experiences and outcomes of a women’s leadership 

development program: A phenomenological investigation. Journal of Leadership 

Education, 15(3), 75–97. 

 

Bush, E. (2005). Gender: A actor in leadership development programs. Corrections 

Today, 67(6), 118–119. 

 

Cano, A., & Whitfield, K. (2019, November 22). The importance of cultivating 

leadership skills among faculty and academic staff members (opinion) | Inside 

Higher Ed. https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/11/22/importance-

cultivating-leadership-skills-among-faculty-and-academic-staff-members 

 

Cherwin, K. (2019, December 20). Taking Initiative: Professional development tools for 

women in higher education. HigherEdJobs. 

https://www.higheredjobs.com/HigherEdCareers/interviews.cfm?ID=2110 

 

Cherryholmes, C. H. (1992). Notes on pragmatism and scientific realism. Educational 

Researcher, August-September, 13–17. 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

135 

 

Chin, J. L. (2011). Women and leadership: Transforming visions and current contexts. 

Forum on Public Policy Online, 2011(2). 

 

Chisholm-Burns, M. A., Spivey, C. A., Hagemann, T., & Josephson, M. A. (2017). 

Women in leadership and the bewildering glass ceiling. American Journal of 

Health-System Pharmacy, ajhp160930. https://doi.org/10.2146/ajhp160930 

 

Christman, D. E., & McClellan, R. L. (2012). Discovering middle space: Distinctions of 

sex and gender in resilient leadership. Journal of Higher Education, 83(5), 648–

670. 

 

Clark, C. (2017, April 18). Pathways to the university presidency. Deloitte Insights. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/public-sector/college-

presidency-higher-education-leadership.html 

 

Cohen, A. M. (2010). The shaping of American higher education: Emergence and growth 

of the contemporary system (2nd ed). Jossey-Bass. 

 

College Graduation Statistics [2021]: Total Graduates per Year. (n.d.). EducationData. 

Retrieved March 1, 2021, from https://educationdata.org/number-of-college-

graduates 

 

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American Journal 

of Sociology, 94(Supplement), S95-S120.  

 

Cook, A., & Glass, C. (2014). Women and top leadership positions: Towards an 

institutional analysis. Gender, Work & Organization, 21(1), 91–103. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12018 

 

Cook, B. J. (2012). The American college president study: Key findings and takeaways. 

http://www.acenet.edu/the-presidency/columns-and-features/Pages/The-

American-College-President-Study.aspx 

 

Comprehensive demographic profile of American college presidents shows slow progress 

in diversifying leadership ranks, concerns about funding. (n.d.). Retrieved 

December 20, 2017, from http://www.acenet.edu/news-

room/Pages/Comprehensive-Demographic-Profile-of-American-College-

Presidents-Shows-Slow-Progress-in-Diversifying-Leadership-Ranks.aspx 

 

Cotter, D. A., Hermsen, J. M., Ovadia, S., & Vanneman, R. (2001). The glass ceiling 

effect*. Social Forces, 80(2), 655–681. https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2001.0091 

 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (4th ed). SAGE Publications. 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

136 

 

Creswell, J. W., & Miller, D. L. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. 

Theory Into Practice, 39(3), 124–130. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s15430421tip3903_2 

 

Creswell, J. W. C., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry & research design: 

Choosing among five approaches (Fourth edition). Sage. 

 

Cullen-Lester, K. L., Woehler, M. L., & Willburn, P. (2016). Network-based leadership 

development: A guiding framework and resources for management educators. 

Journal of Management Education, 40(3), 321–358. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1052562915624124 

 

Davidson, S. (2018). Beyond colleagues: Women leaders and work relationships. 

Advancing Women in Leadership Journal, 38, 1–13. 

https://doi.org/10.18738/awl.v38i0.339 

 

DeFrank-Cole, L., Latimer, M., Neidermeyer, P. E., & Wheatly, M. G. (2016). 

Understanding “why” one university’s women’s leadership development 

strategies are so effective. Advancing Women in Leadership Journal, 36, 26–35. 

 

Dindoffer, T., Reid, B., & Freed, S. (2011). Women administrators in Christian 

universities: Making family and career co-central. Journal of Research on 

Christian Education, 20(3), 281–308. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10656219.2011.624447 

 

Dominici, F., Fried, L., & Zeger, S. (2009, August). So few women leaders | AAUP. 

AAUP. https://www.aaup.org/article/so-few-women-leaders#.YD7_QGhKhPY 

 

Dunbar, D. R., & Kinnersley, R. T. (2011). Mentoring female administrators toward 

leadership success. Models of Leadership, 77(3), 17–24. 

 

Eagly, A. H., & Carli, L. L. (2007, September 1). Women and the labyrinth of leadership. 

Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2007/09/women-and-the-labyrinth-of-

leadership 

 

Ekine, A. O. (2018). Women in academic arena: Struggles, strategies and personal 

choices. Gender Issues, 35, 318–329. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12147-018-9212-6 

 

Elmuti, D., Jia, H., & Davis, H. H. (2009). Challenges women face in leadership 

positions and organizational effectiveness: An Investigation. Journal of 

Leadership Education, 8(2), 167–187. 

 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

137 

Fast facts: Women working in academia. (n.d.). AAUW: Empowering Women Since 

1881. Retrieved July 16, 2020, from https://www.aauw.org/resources/article/fast-

facts-academia/ 

 

Flaherty, C. (2018, January 10). Study finds female professors experience more work 

demands and special favor requests, particularly from academically entitled 

students. https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/01/10/study-finds-female-

professors-experience-more-work-demands-and-special-favor 

 

Frances, C. (2018). The status of women in American higher education. Sociology and 

Anthropology, 6(9), 695–708. https://doi.org/10.13189/sa.2018.060902 

 

Francese, P. (n.d.). When it comes to education, men are getting schooled. Retrieved 

October 7, 2012, from http://adage.com/article/adagestat/women-earning-college-

graduate-degrees-men/148888/ 

 

Gagliardi, J. S., Espinosa, L. L., Turk, J. M., & Taylor, M. (2017). American college 

president study: 2017. American Council on Education. Washington, DC. 

 

Gangone, L. M. (2016). Is it really my fault? Liberal Education, 102(3), 22. 

 

Garcia, M. (2008, January 2). Women building new leadership models: Healthy, diverse, 

and inclusive. Presidency, 4–5. 

 

Gladwell, M. (2008). Outliers: The story of success (1st ed). Little, Brown and Co. 

 

Glesne, C. (2011). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction (4th ed). Pearson. 

 

Grant, C. M. (2012). Advancing our legacy: A Black feminist perspective on the 

significance of mentoring for African-American women in educational leadership. 

International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 25(1), 101–117. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2011.647719 

 

Gmelch, W. H. (2013). The development of campus academic leaders. International 

Journal of Leadership and Change, 1(1). 

http://digitalcommons.wku.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1006&context=ijlc 

 

Green, M. F., & McDade, S. A. (1991). Investing in higher education: A handbook of 

leadership development. MacMillan Publishing Company. 

 

Guba, E. G. (Ed.). (1990). The paradigm dialog. Sage Publications. 

 

Hammond, R. (2015). The Chronicle of Higher Education—Almanac—2015. LXI(43). 

http://www.icuf.org/newdevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/Chronicle-

Almanac-2015-16.pdf 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

138 

 

Hannum, K. M., Muhly, S. M., Shockley-Zalabak, P. S., & White, J. S. (2015). Women 

leaders within higher education in the United States: Supports, barriers, and 

experiences of being a senior leader. Advancing Women in Leadership Journal, 

35, 65–75. https://doi.org/10.18738/awl.v35i0.129 

 

Heilman, M. E., & Okimoto, T. G. (2008). Motherhood: A potential source of bias in 

employment decisions. Journal of Applied Psychology, 93(1), 189–198. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.1.189 

  

Helms, M. M., Arfken, D. E., & Bellar, S. (2016). The importance of mentoring and 

sponsorship in women’s career development—ProQuest. S.A.M. Advanced 

Management Journal, 81(3), 4–16. 

 

Hewlett, S. A., & Sumberg, K. (2010). The sponsor effect: Breaking through the last 

glass ceiling. Harvard Business Review Research Report, 85. 

 

Hill, C., Miller, K., Benson, K., & Handley, G. (2016). Barriers and bias the status of 

women in leadership. American Association of University Women. 

 

Hill, L. H., & Wheat, C. A. (2017). The influence of mentorship and role models on 

university women leaders’ career paths to university residency. The Qualitative 

Report, 22(8), 2090–2111. 

 

Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities—HSI Definition. (n.d.). Retrieved 

September 23, 2017, from http://www.hacu.net/hacu/HSI_Definition.asp 

 

Hymowitz, C., & Schellhardt, T. D. (1986, March 24). The glass ceiling: why women 

can’t break the invisible barrier that blocks them from top jobs.  The Wall Street 

Journal, 1, 5D.  

 

Jo, V. H. (2008). Voluntary turnover and women administrators in higher education. 

Higher Education: The International Journal of Higher Education and 

Educational Planning, 56(5), 565–582. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-008-9111-

y 

 

Johnson, H., L. (2017). Pipelines, pathways, and institutional leadership: An update on 

the status of women in higher education. Washington, DC:  American Council on 

Education. 

 

Jones, Barbara R., & Credille, R. O. (2004, April). The changing face of higher 

education—why more administrators are wearing lipstick.pdf. Journal of Women 

in Educational Leadership, 2(2). 

 

Jones, J. (2014). Clogged pipelines. Chronicle of Higher Education, 45–48. 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

139 

Kadushin, C. (2012). Understanding social networks: theories, concepts, and findings. 

Oxford University Press. 

 

Kanter, R. M. (2010). Men and women of the corporation (Nachdr.). Basic Books. 

 

King, E. B., Hebl, M. R., George, J. M., & Matusik, S. F. (2010). Understanding 

tokenism: Antecedents and consequences of a psychological climate of gender 

inequity. Journal of Management, 36(2), 482–510. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206308328508 

 

Lafreniere, S. L., & Longman, K. A. (2008). Gendered realities and women’s leadership 

development: Participant voices from faith-based higher education. Christian 

Higher Education, 7(5), 388–404. https://doi.org/10.1080/15363750802171081 

 

Laws, J. L. (1975). The psychology of tokenism: An analysis. Sex Roles. 1, 51–67. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00287213 

 

Lee, F. (2019). Asian American and Pacific Islander faculty and the bamboo ceiling: 

Barriers to leadership and implications for leadership development. New 

Directions for Higher Education, 2019(186), 93–102. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20326 

 

Lennon, T. (2013). University of Denver Colorado Women’s College—benchmarking 

women’s leadership in the United States. 

http://www.womenscollege.du.edu/media/documents/BenchmarkingWomensLea

dershipintheUS.pdf 

 

Lewis, H. H. (2012). Barriers to women in roles of leadership in higher education: An 

examination of leadership texts. ProQuest LLC. 

http://www.oasfaaonline.org/docs/conferences/conference_13/presentations/7a_H

eatherHallLewissDissertation.pdf 

 

Lin, N. (2001a). Building a network theory of social capital. In Nan Lin, Karen Cook, & 

Ronald S. Burt (Eds.), Social capital: theory and research (pp 3-29). Aldine de 

Gruyter. 

 

Lin, N. (2001b). Social capital: A theory of social structure and action. Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

Lin, N., & Erickson, B. H. (2008). Theory, measurement, and the research enterprise on 

social capital. In Nan Lin & Bonnie H. Erickson (Eds.), Social capital: An 

international research program. Oxford University Press.  

 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage Publications. 

 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

140 

Liu, Z. (2014). Women in leadership: goldilocks syndrome [Perspectives on Graduate 

Life]. IEEE Pulse, 5(1), 8–9. https://doi.org/10.1109/MPUL.2013.2289453 

 

Llopis, G. (2013, May 28). 6 Reasons leaders make bad decisions. Forbes. 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/glennllopis/2013/05/28/6-reasons-leaders-make-bad-

decisions/ 

 

Madsen, S. R. (2012). Women and leadership in higher education: Learning and 

advancement in leadership programs. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 

14(1), 3–10. https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422311429668 

 

Madsen, S. R., Longman, K. A., & Daniels, J. R. (2012). Women’s leadership 

development in higher education: Conclusion and implications for HRD. 

Advances in Developing Human Resources, 14(1), 113–128. 

 

Madsen, S. R. (Ed.). (2015). Women and leadership around the world. Information Age 

Publishing, Inc. 

 

Martin, L. (1991). The glass ceiling initiative. A Report. (p. 30) [Descriptive]. U. S. 

Department of Labor. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED340653.pdf 

 

Matias, A., Gonzalez, Y., Vargas, C., Rivera-Wilson, J., Muller, D., Rios, A., & Torres, 

A. (2021, February 4). Five roles that presidents, chancellors and other leaders 

should play to manage crises effectively (opinion) | Inside Higher Ed. 

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2021/02/04/five-roles-presidents-

chancellors-and-other-leaders-should-play-manage-crises 

 

McDade, S. A. (1987). Higher education leadership: Enhancing skills through 

professional development programs. Association for the Study of Higher 

Education. 

 

McDade, S. A., & Lewis, P. H. (1994). Editors’ notes. New Directions for Higher 

Education, 1994(87), 1–3. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.36919948702 

 

Mcdonald, M. L., & Westphal, J. D. (2013). Access Denied: Low mentoring of women 

and minority first-time directors and its negative effects on appointments to 

additional boards. Academy of Management Journal, 56(4), 1169–1198. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2011.0230 

 

McNae, R., & Vali, K. (2015). Diverse experiences of women leading in higher 

education: Locating networks and agency for leadership within a university 

context in Papua New Guinea. Gender & Education, 27(3), 288–303. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2015.1027669 

 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

141 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. 

Jossey-Bass. 

 

Merriam, S. B., & Grenier, R. S. (2019). Qualitative research in practice: Examples for 

discussion and analysis. John Wiley & Sons. 

 

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 

implementation, 4th Edition (4 edition). John Wiley & Sons. 

 

Mertens, D. M. (2010). Research and evaluation in education and psychology: 

Integrating diversity with quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods (3rd ed.). 

SAGE. 

 

Moore, K. M., & Pennsylvania State Univ., U. Park. C. for the S. of H. Education. 

(1982). What to do until the mentor arrives? Professional advancement kit. 

(National Association for Women Deans, Administrators, and Counselors, 1625 I 

Street, N.W., Suite 624-A, Washington, DC 20006).  

 

Morgan, D. (2007). Paradigm lost and pragmatism regained: Methodological implications 

of combining qualitative and quantitative methods. Journal of Mixed Methods 

Research, 1(1), 48–76. 

 

Morris, T. L., & Laipple, J. S. (2015). How prepared are academic administrators? 

Leadership and job satisfaction within US research universities. Journal of Higher 

Education Policy and Management, 37(2), 241–251. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2015.1019125 

 

Morrison, A. M., White, R. P., & Van Velsor, E. (1992). Breaking the glass ceiling: Can 

women reach the top of America’s largest corporations? (Updated ed). Addison-

Wesley. 

 

Mosley, M. H. (1980). Black women administrators in higher education: An endangered 

species. Journal of Black Studies, 10(3), 295–310. 

 

Mrig, A., Fusch, D., & Cook, P. (2014). The state of professional development in higher 

education diagnostic. http://www.academicimpressions.com/PDF/1114-

professional-development-md.pdf 

 
Myers, S. & Ginsberg, R. (1994). Gender, marital status and support systems of public school 

principals. The Urban Review, 26(3), 209-223. 

 

Nica, E. (2013). The importance of leadership development within higher education. 

Contemporary Readings in Law & Social Justice, 5(2), 189–194. 

 

Nidiffer, J. (2010). Overview: Women as leaders in academia. In K. O’Connor Gender 

and women’s leadership: A reference handbook (Vol. 2). SAGE Publications, Inc. 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

142 

 

Northouse, P. G. (2019). Leadership: Theory and practice (Eighth Edition). SAGE 

Publications. 

 

Noy, C. (2008). Sampling knowledge: The hermeneutics of snowball sampling in 

qualitative research. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 

11(4), 327–344. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645570701401305 

 

O’Brien, S. P., & Janssen, K. N. (2005). Internships for women in higher education 

administration: Springboards for success? Work: A Journal of Prevention, 

Assessment and Rehabilitation, 24(4), 353–359. 

 

Orcher, L. T. (2005). Conducting research: Social and behavioral science methods. 

Pyrczak Pub. 

 

Oguntoyinbo, L. (2014). Study: female leaders in higher ed face different expectations 

than males. Diverse Issues in Higher Education, 31(8), 6. 

 

Pal, T. R., & Jones, S. (2020). Effects of the culture and climate of doctoral-granting 

institutions on the career aspirations of women midlevel student affairs 

professionals. Journal of Women and Gender in Higher Education, 13(1), 16-26.  

 

Palmer, E. M., & Jones, S. J. (2019). Woman-woman mentoring relationships and their 

roles in tenure attainment. Journal of Women and Gender in Higher Education, 

12(1), 1-17.  

 

Parker, P. (2015). The historical role of women in higher education. Administrative Issues 

Journal Education Practice and Research, 5(1). 

https://doi.org/10.5929/2015.5.1.1 

 

Paterson, W. A., & Chicola, N. A. (2017). Wine and whine: A case study on mentoring 

support for women in higher education administration. College & University, 

92(3), 33–38. 

 

Patton, M. Q., & Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3 

ed). Sage Publications. 

 

Pennamon, T. (2019, July 11). Sisters of the academy: A ‘hidden gem’ for Black women 

in Higher Education. Diverse. https://diverseeducation.com/article/149591/ 

 

Penny, J., & Gaillard, L. (2006). Mentoring African American women in higher 

education Administration. Race, Gender & Class, 13(1/2), 191–200. 

 

Pippins, S. (2008). Where all the real women in higher education? (Cover story). 

Presidency, 11(3), 27–29. 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

143 

 

Poduval, J., & Poduval, M. (2009). Working mothers: how much working, how much 

mothers, and where is the womanhood? In: some issues in women’s studies, and 

other essays, 63–79. 

 

Powell, G. N., Graves, L. M., & Powell, G. N. (2003). Women and men in management 

(3rd ed). Sage Publications. 

 

Professional Development Definition. (2013, May 15). The Glossary of Education 

Reform. https://www.edglossary.org/professional-development/ 

 

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling Alone:  The collapse and revival of American community.  

Simon & Schuster. 

 

Redmond, P., Gutke, H., Galligan, L., Howard, A., & Newman, T. (2017). Becoming a 

female leader in higher education: Investigations from a regional university. 

Gender & Education, 29(3), 332–351. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2016.1156063 

 

Reid, P. (2012). Black and female in academia. http://www.acenet.edu/the-

presidency/columns-and-features/Pages/Black-and-Female-in-Academia.aspx 

 

Reis, T. C., & Grady, M. L. (2020). Moving mentorship to opportunity for women 

university presidents. International Journal of Evidence Based Coaching and 

Mentoring, 18(1), 31–42. https://doi.org/10.24384/3txj-jw75 

 

Riessman, C. K. (2008). Narrative methods for the human sciences. SAGE. 

 

Rowley, D. J., & Sherman, H. (2001). From strategy to change: Implementing the plan in 

higher education (1st ed). Jossey-Bass. 

 

Ruben, B., D. (2004). Wiley: Pursuing excellence in higher education: Eight fundamental 

challenges - Brent D. Ruben. 

http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-078796204X.html 

 

Sandberg, S. (2013). Lean in: Women, work, and the will to lead (First edition). Alfred A. 

Knopf. 

 

Santovec, M. L. (2010). How to unstall the campus revolution in work-life.pdf. Women in 

Higher Education, 19(10), 1–2. 

 

Santovec, M. L. (2011). Women’s ambition: From ‘voodoo‘ to the presidency. Women in 

Higher Education, 20(1), 1–2. https://doi.org/10.1002/whe.10135 

 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

144 

Sapiro, V. (2008). Women’s challenges in university leadership: Encompassed by our 

gender. On Campus with Women, 37(1). 

https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?p=AONE&sw=w&issn=07340141&v=2.1&it=r&id=

GALE%7CA180970103&sid=googleScholar&linkaccess=abs 

 

Selingo, J. J. (2010, July 30). Careers and babies.pdf. The Chronicle of Higher 

Education, A14. 

 

Selzer, R., Howton, A., & Wallace, F. (2017). Rethinking women’s leadership 

development: Voices from the trenches. Administrative Sciences, 7(2), 18. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci7020018 

 

Smarr, D. L. (2011). Breaking the glass ceiling in Oklahoma higher education: A case 

study of Kate Galt Zaneis, the first woman president of a public four-year college 

or university in the United States [Capella University]. 

http://gradworks.umi.com/34/39/3439531.html 

 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications, Inc. 

 

Stake, R. E. (2000). Case studies. In N. K. Denzin, & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of 

Qualitative Research (2nd ed.). Sage. 

 

Stone, G. L., & Major, C. H. (2014). Perceived value of university-based continuing 

education leadership development programs for administrators. Journal of 

Continuing Higher Education, 62(1), 3–16. 

 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (2000).  Grounded theory methodology. In N. K. Denzin & Y. 

S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed.). (pp. 237-285). 

Sage Publications. 

 

Supiano, B. (2015, November 10). Racial disparities in higher education: An overview—

The Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved from 

http://www.chronicle.com/article/Racial-Disparities-in-Higher/234129 

 

Surna, A. (2018, Summer). Equitable representation among people of color and women 

in Higher Ed. Retrieved from 

http://read.nxtbook.com/nacac/the_journal_of_college_admiss/summer_2018/inde

x.html 

 

Tareef, A. B. (2013). The relationship between mentoring and career development of 

higher education faculty members. College Student Journal, 47(4), 703. 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

145 

Tessens, L., White, K., & Web, C. (2011). Senior women in higher education institutions: 

Perceived development needs and support. Journal of Higher Education Policy 

and Management, 33(6), 653–665. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2011.621191 

 

THECB Online Resume for Legislators and Other Policy (n.d.). Retrieved from 

https://www.highered.texas.gov/apps/resumes/ 

 

Tolar, M. H. (2012). Mentoring experiences of high-achieving women. Advances in 

Developing Human Resources, 14(2), 172–187. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422312436415 

 

Townsend, C. V. (2020). Identity politics: Why African American women are missing in 

administrative leadership in public higher education. Educational Management 

Administration & Leadership. https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143220935455 

 

U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2019 Annual Social and Economic 

Supplement 

 

U.S. Department of Education The NCES fast facts tool provides quick answers to many 

education questions (National Center for Education Statistics). (n.d.). National 

Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved December 18, 2020, from 

https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=61 

 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2020). The 

Condition of Education 2020 (NCES 2020-144), Characteristics of Postsecondary 

Faculty, from https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=61 

 

Valian, V. (1998). Why so slow?: The advancement of women. MIT Press. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=n

labk&AN=9316 

 

Violanti, M. T., & Jurczak, L. P. (2011). The effect of sex and gender on perceptions of 

leaders: Does situation make a difference? 31, 12. 

 

Ward, K., & Eddy, P. L. (2013, December 9). Women and academic leadership: leaning 

out. The Chronicle of Higher Education. 

http://chronicle.com/article/WomenAcademic-Leadership-/143503/ 

 

Why leadership development is increasingly critical in higher education. (2020, 

December 7). CUPA-HR. https://www.cupahr.org/blog/why-leadership-

development-is-increasingly-critical-in-higher-education/ 

 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_csc.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_csc.asp


Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

146 

Williams, C. L. (1992). The glass escalator: Hidden advantages for men in the “female” 

professions. Social Problems, 39(3), 253–267. 

https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.1992.39.3.03x0034h 

 

Williams, C. L. (1995). Still a man’s world: Men who do “women’s work.” University of 

California Press. 

 

Wilson, M. (2009). The White House project report: Benchmarking women’s leadership. 

https://www.in.gov/icw/files/benchmark_wom_leadership.pdf 

 

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods (4th ed). Sage Publications. 

 

Yin, R. K. (2012). Applications of case study research (3rd ed). SagePublications. 

 

  



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

147 

Appendices 

Appendix A 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the Texas Tech University Human 

Research Protection Program  

 

 
 

Nov 29, 2018 2:25 PM CST 

 

Stephanie Jones 

Educational Psychology Leaders 

 

Re: IRB2018-928 Professional Leadership Development and their Influence on 

Leadership Attainment: Perceptions and Experiences of Women Higher Education 

Leaders 

 

Findings: Approved.  For clarity, it is the HRPP position that both investigators on this 

proposal fall under the FWA of Texas Tech University.  The research is not being 

conducted with anyone outside of the Texas Tech coverage and it is not being conducted 

in a place/setting that would specifically require approval or permission.  It is not 

necessary to seek a second IRB review from another institution.  However, if you choose 

to seek a second review/approval, and that review results in any changes to the consent 

form or other documents (i.e. contact information), you will need to submit a 

modification.   

Expiration Date:   October 31, 2019 

 

Dear Dr. Stephanie Jones, Alicia Brossette: 

 

A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above 

within the expedited category of: 

6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research 

purposes. 

7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited 

to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, 

cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, 

interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or 

quality assurance methodologies. 

 

The approval is effective from November 29, 2018 to October 31, 2019. The expiration 

date must appear on your consent document(s). 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

148 

 

Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email 

approximately 30 days before October 31, 2019. At this time, should you wish to 

continue your protocol, a Renewal Submission will be necessary.  Any change to your 

protocol requires a Modification Submission for review and 

approval before implementation. 

 

Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may 

contact you to observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. 

You will be notified if your study has been chosen for a PAR. 

 

Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or 

federal regulations (45 CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form. 

 

When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 

Submission to terminate this protocol. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

ORIGINAL SIGNATURE  

AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST 

 

Scott Burris, Ph.D. 

Chair Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board Professor, 

Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 

 

Human Research Protection Program 

357 Administration Building 

Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075 

T 806.742.2064 

www.hrpp.ttu.edu  

 

 

Appendix B 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the Study Site 

 

IRB Project #:  XXXX-XXX        

Project has received approval through:  December 18, 2019 

Informed Consent(s) approved as submitted on: December 18, 2018 



Texas Tech University, Alicia A. Brossette, December 2021 

149 

Principal Investigator:  Alicia Brossette (with Stephanie Jones at Texas Tech Univ) 

 

Project Title:  Professional Leadership Development and their Influence on Leadership 

Attainment: Perceptions and Experiences of Women Higher Education Leaders 

 

Project has received approval through:  December 18, 2019 

 

Protocol Synopsis approved as submitted on: December 18, 2018 

 

The study site IRB has acknowledged that the activity is conducted under the oversight of 

Texas Tech University IRB (Protocol # IRB2018-928). Dr. Stephanie Jones (TTU) serves 

as Ms. Brossette’s faculty contact for this project. 

 

Chair/Vice Chair Institutional Review Board 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix C 

Introductory Email and Request for Participation 

Dear _________________: 

 

My name is Alicia Brossette and I am a current higher education administration doctoral 

student at Texas Tech University. I am conducting a research study to explore the 

experiences and perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding their 

participation in professional leadership development programs, and how these influenced 
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their ability to attain and maintain leadership positions. More specifically my research is 

targeted to women who hold a position with the title of director, dean, vice president, 

provost, or chancellor (all levels). 

I am contacting you to see if you would be interested in participating in this research 

study. There will be one interview session conducted that will last about 60 minutes. A 

follow up call will be initiated to the participant if clarification is needed with answers to 

the interview questions.  

If you are interested in participating in this research study, please contact me at 

alicia.brossette@ttu.edu or 214-729-7665 and I will provide you with additional details of 

the study. 

This study is being supervised by Dr. Stephanie Jones who will be glad to answer any 

questions you may have. She can be reached at (806) 834-1380 or via email at 

stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 

Thank you in advance for your participation in this research study. 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Alicia Brossette 

Texas Tech University 

Doctoral Student 

May 2019 

 

 

 

 

Appendix D 

Informed Consent Form 

What is this project studying?  

This study is titled, Professional Leadership Development and Mentoring Programming 

and their Influence on Leadership Attainment: Perceptions and Experiences of Women 

Higher Education Leaders. The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences and 

perceptions of women higher education administrators regarding their participation in 

professional leadership development programs, and how these influenced their ability to 

attain and maintain leadership positions.  
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What would I do if I participate?  

You will be asked to participate in a face-to-face, phone, or video-conference interview 

where you will be asked a series of questions about your perceptions and experiences. In 

addition, you will be asked to review your interview transcript for accuracy, and to 

participate in a second interview by phone to discuss your interview responses after the 

data has been analyzed. With your permission, the interviews will be audio-recorded. 

 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  

Yes, absolutely. Your decision to take part in this research study is entirely voluntary. 

The researchers and Texas Tech University’s Human Subjects Protection Program have 

reviewed the interview questions and think you can answer them comfortably. You can 

skip any question you do not feel comfortable answer. You can also stop answering 

questions at any time. You may also withdraw from the study at any time without any 

penalty or loss of benefits to which you are normally entitled, by informing either of the 

researchers verbally or through email. Participating in this study is your choice. However, 

we do appreciate any help you are able to provide. 

 

How long will participation take?  

We are asking for approximately 60 minutes for the initial interview, 15 minutes to 

review your interview transcript, and 15-30 minutes for the second phone interview. 

 

How is my privacy protected?  

Pseudonyms will be used to identify participants and their university in the study. None 

of your personal identifying information will be associated with any data collected or 

reported. All data collected in this study, including consent forms will be stored in a 

locked file cabinet in a locked office. All electronic files will be stored on a password 

protected computer. 

 

How will I benefit from participating in the study?  

There may be no direct benefit to you to participate in this study, but we hope to learn 

more about the experiences and perceptions of women in leadership positions and those 

who aspire to be in leadership positions. The study may benefit current or future women 

in leadership or seeking leadership positions. There is no compensation to you for 

participating in this study. 

 

Are there any risks in participating in this study? 

There are no risks to you in participating in this study that are any greater than those in 

daily life.  

 

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 

If you have any questions or concerns about your participation in this study, you may 

contact Alicia Brossette at alicia.brossette@ttu.edu or call her at 214-729-7665. You may 

also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones at 806-834-1380 or at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu, who 

is supervising this study. Texas Tech University has a Human Research Protection Board 
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that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You may also contact the 

Board at 806-742-2064 if you have questions or mail your questions to the Human 

Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech 

University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or by email to hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 

Your signature below indicates that you have read this consent form and are volunteering 

to participate in this study.  

 

Participant’s signature_______________________________  Date:_________________ 

 

Printed name ______________________________________ 

 

Consent form valid date:  XX-XX-XXXX 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix E 

Interview Questions 

1.  What is your exact title and how long have you been with the University? 

2.  What leadership positions have you held with the University or previous institutions? 

3.  What internal or external professional development programs have you participated 

in? 
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4. Have you participated in a professional development program that you felt was 

beneficial to you? If so, what is the name of the professional development program and 

why do you feel that it was beneficial to you? 

5.  What has been your experience with leadership training? 

6.  Do you have experience mentoring future women administrators? If so, was it formal 

or informal mentoring? Please explain. If not, why? 

7.  What type of leadership style is best in supporting future women administrators? What 

leads you to believe that this the best leadership style? 

8.  What role do you perceive professional development having in leadership 

opportunities for future women administrators? 

9.  What is the significance of mentoring for you? 

10.  What are the top three pieces of advice would you provide to future women 

administrators that have no opportunities for professional development or mentoring? 

11.  What can your institution do to help prepare future women administrators? 

12.  What defines career success for you?  

13.  What guidance or advice would you provide to a future woman administrator on how 

to obtain support from her supervisor for professional development, mentoring, or 

training? 

14.  What guidance or advice would you provide to future women administrators if she is 

not receiving support for professional development, mentoring, or training? 

15.  What advice or guidance do you have for future women administrators about 

professional development or mentoring programs? 

16.  Have you ever worked at an institution that provided customized professional 

development for you? If so, what did it entail? 

17.  Do you believe that the culture and institution play a specific role in the leadership 

development of the women employees? If so, how? 


