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ABSTRACT

College admissions is a highly-competitive, business-oriented, and collaborative
profession where women continue to be underrepresented in leadership positions. A study
is needed of the barriers that have the potential to hinder the advancement of women in
this unique and challenging field, as well as the opportunities and approaches to
leadership that may lead to their success. The southeast region of the U.S. was chosen for
this study because it is an area where women have been successful in advancing into
leadership roles in admissions. The primary research question was: How do female chief
admissions officers describe their lived leadership experiences? The secondary research
questions delved into the leadership journeys of the women and their current leadership
experiences. A review of the literature identified a number of relevant studies concerning
the career development and obstacles to advancement of female leaders as well as issues
related to the current roles/responsibilities and challenges of chief admissions officers.
The researcher conducted this review and the overall investigation with a critical and
feminist theoretical orientation.

Using the methodical structure outlined by van Manen (1990), the researcher
conducted a phenomenological study. Six participants from public master’s and research
institutions in the southeast U.S. were selected for the study through purposive sampling
and then interviewed at their institutions. The data that was collected from the interviews
was analyzed and coded according to a holistic and line-by-line approach (van Manen,
1990). The following eight themes emerged that described the essence of the leadership

experience of the participants: (1) Entering the Profession, (2) Sucked In, (3) Mentors,



(4) Chipping Away at the Big Issues, (5) Balancing, (6) Like a Roller Coaster, (7)
Leadership as a Social Process, and (8) Creating Positive Outcomes.

The findings reveal that the leadership experience of female chief admissions
officers is characterized by their adaptation to elements of the traditional bureaucratic
organization as well as their development of a relational style of leadership that is built
upon social interaction and positive outcomes. Their experience is also impacted by
relationships with mentors and the complex world of admissions in which they function.
A data display was developed to illustrate the interplay between these components of the
phenomenon. The researcher offered a critical and feminist interpretation of the results
and presented recommendations for practice and further study that may help other women

attain a presence and succeed in the male-dominated world of leadership.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, college admissions has become “a prime-time
preoccupation” (Hoover, May, 2, 2008, p. B3). As competition increased among
institutions to attract the most qualified applicants and meet enrollment goals, chief
admissions officers began to play a more important role on their campuses (Hoover, May,
2, 2008). As a result, the nature of this position also changed. Increasingly, admissions
professionals adopted the practices and language of the corporate world (Donehower,
2003; Kirp, 2003). The image of the chief admissions officer changed from gatekeeper
(Johnson, 2000) to helpful counselor to aggressive marketer (Jump, 2004; Wilson, 1990).
The position also became more standardized and chief admissions officers accepted new
responsibilities (Hawkins & Clinedinst, 2007; Henderson, 1998; Swann, 1998). These
responsibilities included serving as enrollment managers (Penn, 1999), carrying out the
institutional mission (Hilton, 1997), and collaborating with financial aid offices on policy
and budgetary matters (Farrell, 2008). One aspect of the profession that has not changed,
however, is the lack of women in top leadership positions.

Over 20 years ago, Shere (1987) questioned why women held so few leadership
positions in admissions despite having the qualifications needed to succeed.
Demographic data from colleges and universities in the United States confirms that the
typical chief admissions officer is still a white male. In 1995, 70% of chief admissions
officers were men (McDonough & Robertson). In 2008, 60% of senior-level admissions

officers were male (“The Chronicle Survey”). Blair (1997) indicated that differing career



paths may be an issue to women’s advancement. Although female and male chief
admissions directors were similar in educational preparation, women had less admissions
experience and fewer years in their current positions. Women were also more likely to

advance within one institution and more likely to leave admissions within five years.

Background of the Problem

Despite the potential of women to succeed in leadership positions, few women
have attained top administrative positions in higher education. One illustration of this
phenomenon is the dominance of women in the roles of student, faculty, and staff in
relation to their lower visibility in leadership positions. In 2005-2006 in the U.S., 57% of
all undergraduate students were women and 58% of baccalaureate degrees were awarded
to women. That same year, women earned 60% of master’s degrees. \Women were on par
with men in attaining doctoral degrees (49%). In terms of all higher education positions,
51.5% of executive/professional/managerial staff members were women (National Center
for Educational Statistics, 2007).

Despite the representation that women have attained in higher education access,
degree completion, and staff positions, women continue to be underrepresented and have
not received the same opportunities as men when it comes to gaining leadership
positions. Recent data indicated that less than half of full-time faculty at degree granting
institutions were women (41%), and only 25% of those holding full professor positions
were female (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007). Among those who attained
the title of president, 23% were women, but only 13.8% of presidents at doctoral

institutions were female (American Council on Education, 2007). Most women advanced



to the presidency at two-year schools, liberal arts colleges, and institutions that are less
prestigious academically (Lively, 2000). Additional survey data indicated that only 38%
of chief academic officers were women (King & Gomez, 2008).

Some researchers have indicated the limited presence of women in leadership
positions is indicative of a glass ceiling (Bain & Cummings, 2000; Davies-Netzley, 1998;
Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995; Lyness & Thompson, 1997; Stroh, Brett, &
Reilly, 1996). The term was first used over 20 years ago in The Wall Street Journal to
describe unseen barriers preventing women from moving into leadership positions
(Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986). In 1995, the Federal Glass Ceiling Commission
concluded that the glass ceiling was still an appropriate metaphor as few women were in
career paths leading to top management positions. In higher education, large numbers of
women enroll and earn degrees at all levels. Unfortunately, women are still
underrepresented in top leadership positions as well as in positions that form typical
stepping stones to the top and are known as “pipeline” positions (American Council on
Education, 2007; King & Gomez, 2008).

As numerous researchers have focused on the lack of representation of women in
leadership positions, studies have revealed a number of barriers for women seeking to
advance. One obstacle women contend with is the pressure to fit their leadership styles
into accepted models instead of being allowed to develop their own styles (Irby, Brown,
Duffy, & Trautman, 2001; Trinidad & Normore, 2005). Traditionally, leadership studies
have focused on males and the masculine perspective because women were not in

leadership positions. Scholars have criticized leadership theories that fail to take into



account the female experience (Irby et al., 2001; Shakeshaft & Nowell, 1984). New
leadership perspectives call for a more collaborative (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey,
2007) and shared approach to leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003). Approaches such as
postheroic leadership (Fletcher, 2004), connective leadership theory (Lipman-Blumen,
1998), and synergistic leadership theory (Irby et al., 2001) incorporate feminine attributes
and experiences. Despite these new viewpoints, Fletcher (2004) argued that the ideal of
effective leadership is still that of male “heroic individualism” (p.652).

Since the masculine style of leadership is still perceived by many as ideal, women
also have difficulties in gaining and keeping leadership positions because even when they
prove themselves to be competent, their contributions are likely to be devalued (Fletcher,
2004). Studies have shown that perceptions about women in the workplace are slow to
change. Men are still perceived as possessing the characteristics of successful managers
(Duehr & Bono, 2006; Heilman, Block, Simon, & Martell, 1998; Martell, Parker, Emrich,
& Crawford, 1998; Schein, 1973, 1975). Whereas men need only exhibit masculine traits
to be considered effective leaders, women must demonstrate both male and female
behaviors (Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008). Women who violate
stereotypes and exhibit male behaviors are often disliked and perceived negatively
(Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Forsyth, Heiney, & Wright, 1997; Heilman,
Wallen, Fuchs, & Tamkins, 2004; Jago & VVroom, 1982; Rudman & Glick, 1999). Other
researchers have suggested that because so few leadership positions are available to
women, they will undermine their colleagues of the same gender (Kanter, 1977; Sutton &

Moore, 1985; “When Sisters Turn into Saboteurs,” 2008). Finally, without having more



women in leadership positions, there seems no real chance that perceptions about gender
stereotypes will change, thus ensuring the glass ceiling remains in place (Lively, 2000;
Sutton & Moore, 1985).

Although perceptions can be damaging, women also continue to face problems at
colleges and universities brought on by the patriarchal nature of the institutions (Aguire,
2000; Christman, 2003). Researchers have found that administrators, who are
predominantly white males, have subverted hiring practices designed to be inclusive
toward women (Claringboud & Knoppers, 2007; Moss & Daunton, 2006). Biernat and
Fuegen (2001) found that more difficult standards are set for female candidates in the
hiring process. Studies also show that men are more integrated into the types of networks
that lead to promotion and other benefits (Brass, 1985; Forret & Dougherty, 2004, 1berra,
1993). Finally, researchers have found that conflicts between women’s careers and home
responsibilities may serve as barriers to advancement (Armstrong, Riemenschneider,
Allen, & Reid, 2007; Hochschild, 1989; Lewis & Cooper, 1987; Linehan & Walsh, 2000;
Pleck, 1985).

As a result of these practices, women can be isolated and excluded to the point
that they are outsiders at their own institutions (Bronstein & Farnsworth, 1998; Davies,
Lubelska, & Quinn, 1994). Lower salaries indicate their marginalized status. Among full-
time instructional faculty, the average woman earned approximately $13,000 less than the
typical man (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007). The same disparity holds
true for leadership positions such as chief academic officer, where women earned

$11,305 less than men, and chief executive officer, where women earned $25,375 less.



Among women who hold top positions in other administrative areas, there are also
significant differences between the salaries of men and women: chief business officer,
$14,706; chief student affairs officer, $8,710; athletics director, $7,142; and director of
alumni affairs, $10,983, are just a few examples. Among chief admissions officers, the
subject of this study, men earned $11,784 more than women (College and University
Professional Association for Human Resources, 2007).

As a profession, admissions mirrors the academic world in that although many
women find employment, the majority of top administrative positions are still held by
men. In 2008, 62% of the members of the National Association for College Admissions
Counseling (NACAC) were women (C. Johnson, personal communication, April 3,
2008), as were 68% of the members of the American Association of Collegiate Registrars
and Admissions Officers (AACRAOQO) (AACRAO, 2008). Yet, historically, women have
attained leadership positions at rates disproportionately lower than men (Blair, 1997,
“The Chronicle Survey,” 2008; Chapman & Urbach, 1984). There is an indication,
however, that women have gained a strong presence in admissions leadership in at least
one region of the country. Recently, 59% of admissions directors in the Southern
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (SACRAO) were female
(SACRAQO, n.d., “SACRAO member look-up”).

Female chief admissions officers are gaining a more visible presence in a
profession that has reached a new level of popularity and standardization. However, there
is a gap in the literature in terms of what is known about the leadership experience of

women in admissions. To date, there has not been an in-depth study that focused on the



leadership journeys and experiences of these women (Hilton, 1997). Extant research on
female chief admissions officers is dated and has centered on representation, job
satisfaction, and salaries (Rickard & Clement, 1984; Shere, 1987). General scholarship
on admissions professionals is also limited and has delved into roles, career paths, and
job satisfaction (Hilton, 1997; Blair, 1997). As early as the 1970’s, researchers have
called for investigations into the continuing impact and role of women in admissions

(Blair, 1997; Vinson, 1976).

Problem Statement

Higher education is still a place where the glass ceiling constitutes a barrier to the
advancement of women into top leadership positions (Bain & Cummings, 2000; Federal
Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995). Although women dominate in baccalaureate and
master’s degree attainment, they have not gained parity with men in top management
positions among the faculty and administration (American Council on Education, 2007;
National Center for Education Statistics, 2006). Also indicative of and contributing to this
problem is the idea that women still struggle with gaining acceptance as leaders due to
gender-based perceptions about leader competency (Duehr & Bono, 2006; Garcia-
Retamero & Lopez-Zafra, 2006; Heilman, et al., 1998). Women face barriers in the form
of gender-biased hiring practices (Biernat & Fuegen, 2001; Claringboud & Knoppers,
2007; Moss & Daunton, 2006) and exclusion from the types of networks that contribute
to advancement (Brass, 1985; Foret & Dougherty, 2004; Iberra, 1993). In admissions,
where women have attained a presence in leadership in at least one region of the U.S.,

little is known about their leadership experiences or what contributes to their success.



Purpose of the Study

The field of college admissions is a highly-competitive, business-oriented, and
collaborative profession where women continue to be underrepresented in leadership
positions. What is needed is a study of the leadership experiences of women who have
attained success as chief admissions officers, especially in a region where women hold
the majority of positions. Through this research, women who aspire to similar leadership
positions may gain an understanding of the barriers that have the potential to limit their
advancement as well as the opportunities and approaches to leadership that may lead to
success. The major purpose of this phenomenological study is to capture the essence of
the leadership experience of female chief admissions officers at public institutions in the
southeast region of the U.S. The researcher studied the leadership journeys and current
positions that are significant components of the lived leadership experience of the
women. The investigation into their leadership journeys focused on career development
and obstacles to advancement. The research related to their current positions focused on

roles/responsibilities and challenges.

Definition of Terms
The definitions that follow involve key terms that the reader may not be familiar
with and that will assist in understanding the context of the research study.
Terms Cited in the Literature
e Agentic: “The agentic dimension of gender-stereotypic beliefs about personal
qualities describes primarily an assertive and controlling tendency, and men are

believed to manifest this tendency more strongly than women.” (Eagly, 1987,
p. 16)



Bureaucracy: According to Hall (1963), an organizational structure that is
characterized by six primary dimensions: hierarchical authority, division of labor,
strict rules and procedures, impersonal relations, and technical competence. These
dimensions are found in a continuum that varies by organization.

Carnegie Classification System: System for categorizing higher education
institutions based on factors such as size and types of degrees awarded (The
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2010).

Communal: “The communal dimension of gender-specific beliefs primarily
describes a concern with the welfare of other people, and women are believed to
manifest this concern more strongly than men.” (Eagly, 1987 p. 16).

Critical Theory: A perspective for investigating social relationships that focuses
on the abuse of power and how this abuse leads to the oppression of some
individuals and groups (Jermier, 1998).

Culture: “A system of shared values (that define what is important) and norms
that define appropriate attitudes and behaviors for organizational members (how
to feel and behave).” (O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996, p. 160)

Enrollment Management: A systematic set of activities designed to attract, enroll,
and retain students that is often implemented through the combined efforts of
admissions, financial aid, and retention offices (Penn, 1999).

Feminism: “A movement, and a set of beliefs, that problematize gender
inequality. Feminists believe that women have been subordinated through men’s
greater power variously expressed in different arenas. They value women’s lives
and concerns, and work to improve women’s status.” (DeVault, 1999, p.27)

Gatekeeper: A term used to describe the role of admissions officers charged with
implementing and adhering to more selective entrance requirements in response to
increased applications from students and intense competition between institutions
(Johnson, 2000).

Glass Ceiling: The unseen barriers that prevent women from moving into
leadership positions (Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986).

Homophily: The similarity of individuals in the workplace (Appold, Siengthai, &
Kasarda, 1998).

Master’s College or University: According to the Carnegie Classification System,
this type of institution awards at least 50 master’s degrees but less than 20



doctorates per year (The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching,
2010).

Network: A formal network is an organizational structure characterized by
specific relationships among employees based on their positions or duties in the
organization. An informal network is an underlying framework of more flexible
and open relationships that can be based on professional and/or social affiliation
(Iberra, 1993).

Patriarchy: An organization distinguished by a structure of “power relations in

which women’s interests are subordinated to the interests of men” (Weedon,
1997, pp. 1-2).

Research University: According to the Carnegie Classification System, this type
of institution awards at least 20 doctoral degrees per year (excluding doctoral-
level degrees that qualify recipients for entry into professional practice such as
M.D.) (The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2010).

Terms Relating to the Context of the Study

Admissions: The collection of processes that involve recruiting, accepting, and
enrolling students in order to meet specified enrollment goals at an institution of
higher education, thereby allowing the institution to fulfill its mission.

Career Development: The combination of career patterns, levels of career success,
and influence of mentoring that characterize an individual’s career journey.

Career Pattern: An account of the positions an individual has held in his/her
career, including the method of entry into the profession as well as the positions
through which the individual has advanced to attain the current position.

Career Success: High levels of workplace achievement measured in terms of
income and level in the organization.

Chief Admissions Officer: The individual primarily responsible for providing
leadership and managing the daily operations of a college admissions office that is
charged with attaining enrollment goals congruent with the mission of the
institution. This title will be used interchangeably with the title “admissions
director.”

Female: The biological designation of gender.

10



e Hiring Practices: The combination of formal policies and informal mechanisms
that impact the recruitment and selection of employees in an organizational
setting.

e Leadership Experience: The combination of career development activities and
obstacles that may contribute to and/or hinder an individual’s advancement to a
leadership position.

e Marketer: A term used to describe the role of admissions officers who have
adopted business-oriented practices that revolve around determining the needs of
student consumers and then developing and promoting higher education as a
product to meet these needs.

e Obstacle: A factor that may slow the advancement of an individual into a
leadership position.

e Success: The advancement to and continued competent execution of the position
of chief admissions officer in the field of admissions.
Research Questions

Due to the percentage of women holding chief admissions officer positions, the
southeast region formed an appropriate setting for this study on the lived leadership
experience of female directors. At the time the study was initiated, the southeast was also
the area where the researcher was living and working, thus offering access to potential
participants. This phenomenological study was guided by one primary research question:
How do female chief admissions officers describe their lived leadership experience? In
order to discover the unique perceptions that give meaning to the leadership experiences
for this particular group of women (Patton, 2002), a number of secondary research
questions guided the researcher: How do these women describe their leadership journeys,

including their career development and obstacles to advancement? What is the nature of

11



their current leadership experiences in relation to their roles/responsibilities and

challenges?

Research Method

The researcher implemented a qualitative, phenomenological study in order to
investigate the leadership experiences of female chief admissions officers. As a method
of inquiry, phenomenology is suited to the proposed study as it seeks to address the
question of “What is this or that kind of experience like?”” (van Manen, 1990, p. 9). The
participants whose experiences the study describes were members of the Southern
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (SACRAO) and were
selected by purposive sampling. They worked at public institutions that hold the Carnegie
Classification of master’s level or research universities. The primary source of data was
in-person interviews with the participants. Data was analyzed according to the activities
outlined by van Manen (1990). As the final product of the study, the researcher produced
this written report with findings that provide a glimpse into what Husserl (1999) calls

the” life-world” of the participants.

Theoretical Orientation
Creswell (2003) noted that theory may be used in qualitative studies as a
perspective “to guide the researchers as to what issues are important to examine and the
people that need to be studied” (p. 131). In this investigation, critical theory provided the
overall framework for the study and a feminist perspective determined the choice of

participants. Critical theorists are concerned with control. They believe that in any
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society, power is held by a small group of elites who benefit from the mistreatment and
subjugation of those with less power (Jermier, 1998). The ruling group is able to maintain
the status quo by quietly convincing the oppressed that their subordinate position is
natural (Brookfield, 2005) and even desired by “clothing the iron fist of power in a velvet
glove” (Jermier, 1998, p.236). Research that is critical, then, attempts to expose injustice
and empower those who have been mistreated (Brookfield, 2005; Kincheloe & McLaren,
2005).

Although critical theory has its roots in Marxist teachings about the mistreatment
of the working class, modern scholars are also concerned with the struggles of other
groups such as women (Jermier, 1998). Whereas women’s concerns have not been
illuminated through traditional empirical research, Kincheloe and McLaren (2005)
described “the movement of feminist theoretical concerns to the center of critical theory”
(p. 314). Gilligan (1982) recognized that women experience and describe their
experiences differently from men—in a different voice (1993). According to Grogan
(2000), listening to this voice and incorporating the feminist perspective offers a means
from which to understand a leadership position in its current state and re-conceptualize
the position for the future. Both are goals which were compatible with the purpose of this
study.

Adopting a feminist perspective ensured that the primary subject of inquiry was
women and that the viewpoint of gender would be incorporated (Lengermann &
Niebrugge-Brantley, 1988). Previous investigations into the experience of chief

admissions officers have presented a male perspective as men have been dominant among
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researchers and practitioners (“The Chronicle Survey,” 2008; Chapman & Urbach, 1984;
Hauser and Lazersfield, 1964; Hilton, 1997; McDonough & Robertson, 1995; Perry,
1964; Whitmire, 1976; Vinson, 1976). However, for this study, only female chief
admissions officers could describe and give voice to the experiences and perceptions that
provide meaning to their unique leadership experiences. The feminist perspective merged
with the critical as both approaches contributed to the researcher’s goal of improving the
status and opportunities of women (Jermier, 1998; Lengermann & Niebrugge-Brantley,
1988). As does critical theory, “Feminist scholarship advocates action that results in a
more equitable distribution of resources and opportunities for those who have been

marginalized” (Grogan, 2000, p. 126).

Researcher’s Perspective

As the researcher, | acknowledge that | am a woman who has worked in the
admissions profession for eleven years and has held a number of leadership positions. My
career in higher education has stretched almost 20 years. In making this disclosure, I
chose to adopt the perspective that “the researcher is an author who writes from the midst
of life experiences” (van Manen, 2002, p. 238). | also chose to adopt a critical and
feminist stance because these approaches allow the investigator to enter into the research
process with preconceived notions and values. In fact, Jermier (1998) called on critical
researchers to answer the question, “Whose side are you on?”” (p. 238).

I am on the side of women. | believe that, historically, women have not had the
same opportunities as men to advance into leadership positions and that they continue to

face obstacles that hinder their effectiveness as leaders. | also believe women possess
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innate and learned capabilities that make them well-suited to adopt the collaborative,
learning-oriented approach to leadership needed in today’s organizations (Fletcher, 2004;
Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007). Unfortunately, the rhetoric of much popular and scholarly
literature continues to be that women can lead while the reality is that men do the
leading. Since these views affected my initial conception of the study and continued to
play a role in the data analysis and presentation of findings, | believed it was important to
state them in the first chapter of this research report. Appendix A offers a more in-depth
glimpse into my own personal and professional background and experience and situates
them as a backdrop for the investigation.

When | initiated this study, | was interested in seeing if other women have made
similar leadership journeys and faced the same types of challenges that have been a part
of my leadership experience. As a woman, | also felt the need to support other women
and seek information about the barriers women face in advancing to leadership positions
and how these barriers can be overcome. | wanted to know specifically about the
experiences of female admissions directors. How did they attain their positions? What
obstacles have they faced as women? What are their days like? What has led to or
hindered their success? Has working in the south impacted their advancement?
Traditionally, leadership studies have focused on the masculine perspective and women
leaders have been judged according to the characteristics of male leaders (Irby, et al.,
2001; Shakeshaft & Nowell, 1984). However, the “iron cage” of the masculine
bureaucracy may be crumbling (Marion, 2002, p. 239) as a more collaborative,

interdependent style of leadership moves to the forefront (Pearce & Conger, 2003;
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Fletcher, 2004; Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007). Within this world, are women still playing by

men’s rules or starting to make their own?

Conceptual Framework
Figure 1.1 on the following page illustrates the conceptual framework for this
study. The framework is organized in relation to the research questions that guided the
investigation. The framework contains two major components: the leadership journey and
nature of the current leadership experience. The leadership journey component contains
the sub-components of career development and obstacles to advancement. The sub-
components for the nature of the current leadership experience component are roles/

responsibilities and challenges.

Limitations

The findings of this study may be limited in a number of ways. Due to the
assumptions that underlie the phenomenological research method, the narrowness of the
scope of the study, and the nature of the admissions profession, the results cannot be
generalized to all women leaders. The adoption of critical theory and feminist theory as
the orienting frameworks also increases the subjective nature of the results. Both
approaches call on the researcher to take the side of the mistreated (Jermier, 1998) and
are political in nature (Morrow, 2005; Weedon, 1997). Although the phenomenological
research method offered a set of steps for use in data analysis, these steps functioned
more as a guide, leaving open the possibility of other interpretations when determining

themes and reporting findings (van Manen, 1990, 2002). Finally, as the researcher
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The Leadership Experience of Female Chief Admissions Officers in the
Southeast Region of the U.S.
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Figure 1.1. Conceptual framework for the study.

functioned as the primary instrument of data collection, there was the possibility of bias.
A number of measures were utilized to ensure the credibility of the study. These

measures are discussed in the “Validation of Findings” section in Chapter Three.

Delimitations
The profession, gender, region, institutional affiliation, and experience of
participants served as delimitations to narrow the focus of the investigation (Creswell,

2003). This qualitative, phenomenological study focused on the leadership experiences of
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women in one particular profession within higher education (admissions) in one specific
region of the U.S. (southeast). The study was also limited to women who were chief
admissions officers at public, master’s level or research institutions. No attempt was
made to include men in this study. | also narrowed the scope of the research by selecting
participants who had experienced one phenomenon: attaining success in an admissions
profession where males dominate the top leadership positions. Through the use of the
phenomenological method, | delved into the experiences that are related to attaining and

succeeding in a leadership role, according to the perceptions of these women.

Significance of the Study

This phenomenological study of female admissions directors contributes to the
scholarship on women leaders in higher education. Most recent leadership studies on
women in higher education have focused on top academic officials (presidents, vice
presidents, and deans), faculty, student affairs officers, and minority women. The limited
scholarship that exists on admissions professionals has not focused on women or the
leadership experience of practitioners (Blair, 1997; “The Chronicle Survey,” 2008;
Chapman & Urbach, 1984; Hauser & Lazersfield, 1964; Hilton, 1997; McDonough &
Robertson, 1995; Perry, 1964; Whitmire, 1976; Vinson, 1976). Studies such as this
investigation are important because they offer benchmarks to young female professionals
in terms of what to expect in their leadership journeys as well as a way to gauge future
opportunities for success and advancement.

This study is also significant because it offers insight into what it means to be a

successful female leader in one position in higher education. Success is defined as having

18



risen to and continuing to occupy the role of chief admissions officer. Higher education is
an area where there is a major problem involving the advancement of women. Although
women are represented in large numbers among students, faculty, and lower level
administrative positions, they continue to face barriers in attaining top leadership
positions (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007). This study serves to offer
encouragement not only to female professionals but also to students who are interested in
careers in higher education and are seeking opportunities to advance. Studies have shown
the importance for women of having female mentors and role models (Allen & Eby,
2004; Burke, McKeen, & McKenna, 1990; Koberg, Boss, & Goodman, 1998; Sosik &
Godshalk, 2000). By answering the research questions and describing the lived leadership
experiences of female admissions directors, this study offers a success story for women in
higher education and provides possible role models for those who will follow.

Reducing the barriers that hinder the advancement of women into leadership
positions will take nothing less than rebuilding and rethinking the entire structures of
organizations (Meyerson & Fletcher, 2000). Hogue and Lord (2007) indicated that this
type of change is unlikely because perceptions and organizational structures change
slowly and are complex. Thus, it is difficult to identify activities that could potentially
reduce gender bias or even determine if current policies are working. This research study
reveals the lived leadership experiences of female chief admissions officers by delving
into their leadership journeys as well as their current positions. By studying women who
have succeeded in the position of chief admissions officer, their voices may serve a

purpose in “transforming a patriarchal world” (Gilligan, 1982, p. xvi).
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Organization of the Study

The first chapter contains the introduction, background of the problem, purpose
statement, definition of terms, research questions, theoretical orientation, researcher’s
perspective, conceptual framework, limitations and delimitations, and significance of the
study. Chapter Two presents a review of the literature that is relevant to the areas of
inquiry within this particular investigation of the leadership experience. The main
sections of this chapter review previous studies related to the leadership journeys and
current leadership experiences of female admissions directors. The third chapter provides
detailed information related to the research methodology of the study including the
choice of method, selection of participants, role of the researcher, data collection and
analysis, ethical considerations, and validation of findings. Chapter Four presents
findings from the research study and includes the themes that emerged during the coding
processes. Finally, the last chapter summarizes the findings in relation to the literature,
presents a critical and feminist interpretation of the findings, and discusses

recommendations for practice and future studies.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to present a review of the existing literature relevant
to the research topic: the shared leadership experience of female chief admissions officers
in the southeast region of the U.S. The chapter begins with an overview of critical theory
and feminist theory, which served as a guide for the conception of the study and the
interpretation of results. The remainder of the chapter is divided into two sections which
correspond to the two secondary research questions. The first section delves into the
leadership journeys of the participants and reviews the available literature on career
development and obstacles faced by female leaders. The second section presents
literature related to the nature of the chief admissions officer position. It covers the roles
and responsibilities as well as the leadership challenges these individuals face due to

factors inside and outside their institutions.

Critical Theory and Feminist Theory
This section of the literature review presents a summary of critical theory and
feminist theory. These two orientations provided a framework for the choices and
activities that comprised the investigation. They also served as a lens for interpreting the
data to gain an understanding of the shared leadership experience of women in

admissions (Creswell, 2003).
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Critical theory has been misunderstood as merely a process of criticizing other
research or focusing on an important issue. The approach has also been viewed as
unappealing by some researchers because of its initial and continued association with
Marxism and communism. In actuality, critical theory has the same goal as any theory: it
describes or gives meaning to what we observe (Brookfield, 2005) and does so “in a form
that makes it useful for us as the closest possible description of the facts” (Horkheimer,
1972, p. 188). The facts that concern critical theorists are power and control (Jermier,
1998; Pfeffer, 1997). There are two key ideas that inform their view: in any society,
power is held and abused by a small group of individuals and there is a need to take the
side of the mistreated (Jermier, 1998). Critical research, then, “can be understood best in
the context of the empowerment of individuals. Inquiry that aspires to the name ‘critical’
must be connected to an attempt to confront the injustice of a particular society or public
sphere in the society” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 305).

Critical theorists are concerned with the ways that individuals and organizations
achieve and maintain control. Although critical theorists admit that bureaucracies have
resulted in gains for society, they believe control is the primary goal of those in power
(Horkheimer, 1972; Jermier, 1998; Pfeffer, 1997). Even techniques which seem designed
to empower workers such as teamwork actually result in greater conformity and control
(Covaleski, Dirsmith, Heian, & Samuel, 1998; Ezzamel & Willmott, 1998). As they
investigate the quest for power, critical theorists make choices about methods and the role
of the researcher that inform their research practice. They examine research methods to

ensure they are not imposing the same control as those they seek to expose. Kincheloe
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and McLaren (2005) called on researchers to step back from traditional research methods
and adopt alternatives that will better allow them to understand the views and needs of
those they study. In terms of the role of the researcher, those who adopt a critical stance
are open about their aims to reveal oppression (Jermier, 1998; Kincheloe & McLaren,
2005) and “to give voice to voices never heard before” (LeCompte, 1995, p. 101).

An important underlying assumption about critical theory is that it is continually
changing to reflect new ideas and bring to light new forms of injustice (Kincheloe &
McLaren, 2005). The primary areas of focus for researchers have changed since
Horkheimer (1972) outlined the differences between critical and traditional theory. His
primary concerns at the time were the limits of empirical research and the acceptance of
an oppressive existence as the natural state of affairs for the working class. The role of
the critical theorist was to reveal the truth about this oppression, so men could be
liberated. At no point did Horkheimer mention other groups such as women, who have
now become a central focus of study (Jermier, 1998; Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005)

Although critical theorists are just beginning to study the perspective of women,
the female voice and experience have always been the primary concerns of feminists. The
feminist perspective is a diverse one that encompasses a variety of historical periods or
waves and an assortment of viewpoints on practices and policies (Ramazanoglu &
Holland, 2002). However, what these divergent views share and what indicates their
compatibility with critical theory is the goal of “changing existing power relations

between men and women in society” (Weedon, 1997, p. 1). Feminists bring women and
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gender to the forefront by seeking explanations for why women have less power than
men and how this situation can be transformed (Stacey, 1993).

Although feminist perspectives are united by a common subject and goal, there
are a number of issues that continue to be debated such as whether there is a distinctive
feminist method or methodology. Ramazanoglu & Holland (2003) defined method as the
“techniques and procedures used for exploring social reality and producing evidence” (p.
11). Harding (1987) stated there is no clear feminist method and Reinharz (1992)
indicated there are a range of appropriate methods. Methodology, on the other hand, “is
concerned with procedures for making knowledge valid and authoritative” (Ramazanoglu
& Holland, 2003, p. 9). DeVault (1999) outlined three characteristics of feminist research
practice: a focus on the perspectives of all women, the avoidance of harm and control of
participants, and a goal of improving the lives of women. Within this practice, scholars
are also concerned with how to define truth and validity and what kind of experience
constitutes knowledge (Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2003). These concerns have led many
feminists to reject traditional empirical methods. Instead, feminists prefer qualitative
methods of research because these methods allow for the subjectivity of the researcher

and focus on the experiences of women (DeVault, 1999; Gergen, 1988; Harding, 1987).

Leadership Journey
In order to gain an understanding of the leadership journeys of female chief
admissions officers, two areas of leadership studies were relevant: career development
and obstacles to advancement. These studies formed suitable topics of inquiry because

they involved the process through which female leaders in higher education attained their
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leadership positions. A review of the literature in these areas offered insight into the
career development experiences of female leaders (career patterns, career success, and
mentoring) as well as the obstacles that hindered their advancement (individual beliefs
and unfair hiring practices).
Career Development

There are a number of factors related to the career development of women leaders
and chief admissions officers that have been studied and appear frequently in the
literature. Of particular relevance to this study were those investigations that focused on
gender and career patterns, career success, and mentoring. In relation to chief admissions
officers, previous studies have collected a variety of survey data related to career
development. This data included level of education, career field prior to entering
admissions, number of years in admissions, and future career plans. The studies included
both male and female participants. A review of the literature related to the professional
development of women leaders revealed that the influence of mentoring can also be an
important factor in their advancement (de Vries, Webb, & Eveline, 2006; Mainiero,
Williamson, & Robinson, 1994; Ragins, Townsend, & Mattis, 1998). Although this
research involved a study of female admissions directors in the southeast, comparative
studies of career patterns, career success, or mentoring outcomes according to region
were not located.

Career patterns. Due to the continued underrepresentation of women in
leadership positions, research that delves into how gender may impact career

development has become a “central concern” in career studies (DePater, VVan Vianen, &
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Bechtoldt, 2010, p. 434). One area of particular relevance to this leadership study is
research on career patterns. The metaphor of the corporate ladder characterized the
traditional ideal of career advancement and described a linear ascent up the institutional
hierarchy (Hall, 1987). Research related to gender and career paths indicated that this
vision may not be as applicable to women. A number of researchers found that women’s
career paths were less likely to be linear progressions. Lepine (1992) identified seven
different career patterns for women. Richardson’s (1996) study of male and female
accountants indicated that although some women may be on a linear, fast upward track
similar to that of most men, the majority of women fell into career paths that were linear
(but slow), static, or downward. Huang and Sverke (2007) also found that women had
diverse career patterns that were characterized by upward mobility, stability, or
downward mobility. O’Neil, Bilimoria, and Saatcioglu (2004) indicated that for women,
career pattern and locus of control interacted to define three specific career types that
were either ordered (navigators and achievers) or emergent (accommodators). Finally,
Quesenberry, Trauth, and Morgan (2006) indicated that women’s career decisions were
based on their status as parent or non-parent, resulting in a variety of paths with different
foci and considerations. They called these paths “mommy tracks.”

Data does exist for admissions personnel in relation to career patterns. The
earliest studies on the chief admissions officer were published in the 1960’s at a time
when the position bore little resemblance to today’s admissions director (Hauser &
Lazersfield, 1964; Perry, 1964). At the time, admissions was emerging as a profession

and as a specialty area within higher education. These studies provided a means to
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benchmark further developments in the profession by reporting on the role, status, and
career patterns of admissions directors. However, the majority of survey respondents
have been and continue to be overwhelmingly male (Chapman & Urbach, 1984; “The
Chronicle Survey,” 2008). The first comprehensive studies to include representative
samples of women were dissertations by Blair (1997) and Hilton (1997). Although over
60% of respondents in both studies were male, Blair’s (1997) sample included 91 women
and Hilton (1997) surveyed 107 women. Blair’s (1997) study is also noteworthy as it is
the only research study located that compared women with men in all areas surveyed.

In relation to career paths, the data indicated significant change over the past fifty
years. In terms of entry into the director position, in 1964, over 75% of the respondents
held previous positions outside the field. Ten years later, the field was becoming more
specialized as 43% of admissions specialists held a previous position in admissions
(Vinson, 1976). Data from the first study to focus on women and minorities in the
profession indicated that although white men attained positions of admissions director
equally from inside and outside their institutions, women and minority men were much
more likely to be promoted from within (Rickard & Clement, 1984). Recent studies
indicated that admissions continues to be a field where the attainment of one position is
the most common means to advance to another (Blair, 1997; Hilton, 1997). The most
common career track to the chief admissions officer position was from an assistant or
associate director position (Hilton, 1997). Although few individuals attained director

positions from outside the field, men were more likely to do so than women (Blair, 1997).
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In terms of future career plans, the percentage of chief admissions officers
planning to remain in the profession over the next five years actually decreased beginning
in the 1960’s, rising again to 70% in 1997 (Hauser & Lazersfeld, 1964; Blair, 1997). One
explanation for this change is the long hours, travel, and other demands that often result
in high turnover (Farrell & Hoover, 2008; King & Gomez, 2008). Some researchers have
argued that it may be especially difficult for women in admissions to manage career and
family responsibilities (Blair, 1997; Shere, 1990). Blair (1997) found that 30% of both
male and female chief admissions officers indicated they were likely or very likely to
leave the field within five years.

Career success. Another topic in career development research that has been
prevalent in recent years and is relevant to the research questions investigated in this
study concerns the role of gender in career success. Kirchmeyer (1998) identified four
variables that were predictors of career success: human capitol, individual characteristics,
interpersonal variables, and family determinants. These variables have been considered in
a number of studies and are useful in understanding how men and women differ in terms
of career success, which is typically measured in income and managerial level.

Human capitol relates to an individual’s experience, education, and other personal
investments such as hours worked and involvement (centrality) in the workplace
(Kirchmeyer, 1998; Ng, Eby, Sorenson, & Feldman, 2005). A number of studies
indicated that these personal investments influenced career outcomes (Eddleston,
Baldridge, & Veiga, 2004; Kirchmeyer, 1998; Lyness & Thompson, 2000; Melamed,

1995, 1996; Ng et al., 2005; White, 1995), especially for women, whose success
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appeared to be more dependent on formal, objective factors for judging performance
(Daley, 1996). Ng et al. (2005) indicated that women had to do more to succeed, and this
effort often entailed working longer hours and pursuing additional education. Other
research indicated that successful women worked more hours (Daley, 1996; Ng et al.,
2005), had a breadth of experience (Bradley, Brown, & Dower, 2009; Lyness &
Thompson, 2000; Melamed, 1995, 1996), and were well-educated (Melamed, 1995,
1996; Ng et al., 2005). Receiving developmental assignments also contributed to the
success of women (Lyness & Thompson, 2000), yet women received fewer challenging
assignments with high levels of responsibility than their male colleagues (De Pater, et al.,
2010; Ohlott, Ruderman, & McCauley, 1994).

Another aspect of human capitol that appears to play a role in how gender impacts
success in the corporate world is centrality, which White (1995) defined as “the extent to
which the individual sees involvement in a career as central to their adult life” (p. 12).
Successful women had higher levels of work centrality (White, 1995). There was a strong
negative relationship between having a family and work centrality. Individuals with
family responsibilities worked fewer hours, which tended to impact women, who
shouldered most responsibilities in the home (Mayrhofer, Meyer, Schiffinger, & Schmidt,
2008).

Two recent studies offered additional findings in relation to which gender benefits
the most from investments in human capitol. Tharanou, Lattimer, and Conroy (1994)
found that human capitol had a more positive impact on men's advancement than on

women's. Kirchmeyer (1998) concluded that women were less likely to benefit
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financially from increased work experience and company tenure. However, she offered a
possible explanation that needs to be clarified by future research: “What remains
unknown is whether women actually gained less knowledge and skills from the
experience than did men, or simply were rewarded less for the same gains” (p. 688).
Career success can also be impacted by individual determinants such as the
adoption of masculine and feminine gender roles. Although studies in this area are not as
prevalent, Kirchmeyer (1998) indicated that femininity had a negative effect on women’s
advancement and masculinity but had a positive effect on women’s perceptions of
success. O’Neill and O’Reilly (2010) studied the cultural preferences and income levels
of MBA graduates. They found that women who preferred a masculine environment at
work had higher income levels than males in the early stages of their careers. Over time,
however, this effect diminished and women were less successful at higher levels, perhaps
because the women were working fewer hours by this time in their careers. One
additional study relevant in this area is Iberra and Obodaru’s (2009) research on
successful executive women. By studying 360-degree assessments, they found that the
women in the study outperformed men in all areas but one that may have significantly
impacted their ability to move into the highest echelons of leadership: they lacked vision.
The career success of women can also be impacted by their supportive
relationships, including mentoring (Kirchmeyer, 1998). Although the next section
considers the role and impact of mentoring at length, a few recent studies are insightful in
this area. Daley (1996) indicated that even though women received career advice and

mentoring, this support did not initiate them into the internal networks so crucial in the
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hiring and promotion processes. In fact, he found that having a female supervisor actually
hindered advancement. Lyness and Thompson (2000) also found that mentoring was less
helpful to successful executive women. Kichmeyer (1998) reported similar findings in a
study of MBA graduates at mid-career. Males and females in the study had the same
levels of mentoring and inclusion in networks, but mentoring had a positive effect for
men only and the effect of networks was also much stronger for men. Tharanou et al.
(1994) found that career encouragement had a positive impact on the career success of
women because it led to additional training and development.

Finally, researchers have considered how family determinants (marriage and
children) can impact career success (Kirchmeyer, 1998). Overall, having children
negatively affected the potential for women to attain leadership positions and had no
impact on men’s career success (Eddleston et al., 2004; Melamed, 1995; Tharanou et al.,
1994). Family responsibilities made women less likely to be successful because these
responsibilities caused career interruptions, which had a negative effect on advancement
(Reitman & Schneer, 2005). Family responsibilities also meant women worked fewer
hours and had lower degrees of work centrality, which, as was indicated, can be a key
factor in the career success of women (Daley, 1996; Mayrhofer et al., 2008; Ng at al.,
2005; Tharanou et al., 1994; White, 1995).

Survey data for men and women in admissions indicated that there are differences
in career success related to gender. In terms of experience, Blair (1997) found that 50%
of admissions directors had over 15 years of experience. Men averaged about five more

years in the profession than women. The average number of years in the current position
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was six, but 75% of women had been in their current positions five years or less
compared to 54% of men (Blair, 1997). Educational attainment levels remained
consistent over the years. The master’s degree was the most common degree for chief
admissions officers, although more individuals began to earn the degree in a field related
to education. Less than 20% of individuals had attained a doctoral degree (Blair, 1997;
Chapman & Urbach, 1984; Hauser & Lazersfeld’s, 1964; Hilton, 1997; Vinson, 1976).
More recently, the percentages of men and women earning all levels of degrees were
similar (Blair, 1997; Hilton, 1997).

Data related to the career patterns and levels of educational attainment of
admissions directors is dated. There is also a general lack of research on admissions
personnel and especially on women leaders in the profession. The most recent survey of
chief admissions officers was published in 2008 by The Chronicle of Higher Education.
Women formed 38.8% of respondents (179 individuals); there was no comparison data
for men and women. However, this survey did not ask for information on educational
attainment and future career plans. The survey indicated that current admissions directors
are the most experienced they have ever been. Over 70% of the respondents had at least
10 years of admissions experience; 27% had 20 or more years of experience. In terms of
the years of experience in their current positions, over half had less than five years in
their current jobs; 84.1% had been in their positions less than 10 years (“The Chronicle
Survey,” 2008).

One caveat to presenting data and drawing conclusions related to career success is

the difficulty of gathering regional and national data on the percentages of women who
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are chief admissions officers. Available survey data revealed an underrepresentation of
women (Blair, 1997; Chapman & Urbach, 1984; Hilton, 1997; McDonough & Robertson,
1995; “The Chronicle Survey,” 2008). However, one cannot determine if the response
rates are accurate indicators of the prevalence of women in director positions or simply if
more males responded to the surveys.

Attempts at gathering national and regional data related to the percentages of
women in director positions for this study proved to be problematic. The national
professional organizations were able to provide data on the number of female members.
Overall, in 2008, 62% of the members of the National Association of College Admissions
Counselors (NACAC) were women (C. Johnson, personal communication, April 3,
2008), and 68% of the members of the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and
Admissions Officers (AACRAO) were female (AACRAO, 2008). However, data was not
readily available on the numbers and percentages of chief admissions officers in the
national organizations who are women.

Although AACRAO would not release data for all members, a researcher sorted
membership data, searching for selected titles. This process indicated that 60% of
AACRAO members who are admissions directors were female (609 of 1,027 directors)
(J. Montgomery, personal communication, September 14, 2010). One explanation for the
prevalence of female admissions directors in AACRAO may be that women tend to join
the organization at a higher frequency than their male colleagues. However, | doubted
this explanation and the accuracy of the data due to my personal experience working in

the field and attending professional meetings and conferences. At these events, it is
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typical to see a plethora of women in lower and mid-level positions with mostly male
directors. It seems unlikely that women could have attained a majority of director
positions so quickly given their history of underrepresentation. | also had concerns about
the validity of the AACRAO data as a result of the process used to determine the
percentage of female directors in the southeast for this study. The membership data from
the regional association was hand-sorted data to determine the number and percentage of
female admissions directors. This process was necessary because of the multitude,
combinations, and abbreviations of titles. Thus, it would only be possible to obtain
accurate data for the national organization as well by hand-sorting or being able to review
all member data to select relevant titles for inclusion, neither of which was possible.

It also proved difficult to obtain data for other regions aside from the southeast
due to the number, fragmentation, and membership policies of the regional organizations.
There are 37 regional professional organizations that fall under the umbrella of
AACRAO (2008) and 23 chartered organizations that are affiliated with NACAC (n.d.).
Regional associations may be composed of individuals from one or more than a dozen
states; in some areas, there is overlap. These organizations maintain their records
independently, and one must be a member, paying yearly membership fees, to access
member data and contact information.

Mentoring. Women who have succeeded and advanced into leadership positions
often speak of mentors who were important to their development (Madsen, 2008).
Researchers have found that there are a number of benefits for individuals engaged in a

mentoring relationship. These benefits included increased self-esteem and engagement in
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the workplace (Koberg, et al., 1998), increased job satisfaction (Fagenson, 1989; Koberg,
Boss, Chappell, & Ringer, 1994), higher levels of career mobility and advancement
(Fagenson, 1989; Scandura, 1992), increased compensation (Dreher & Cox, 1996), and
reduced turnover (Koberg, et al., 1998). In light of the continued lack of representation of
women in leadership positions, mentoring is especially essential for women seeking
opportunities for advancement (de Vries, et al., 2006; Mainiero, et al., 1994; Ragins, et
al., 1998). Unfortunately, due to a lack of women in leadership positions, many women
will not experience the benefits attributed to same-sex role models in leadership positions
(Lively, 2000; Ragins & Scandura, 1994).

Research related to mentoring working professionals that included gender as an
independent variable falls into two groups: affects on mentor preference and affects on
psychosocial and career outcomes. In terms of mentor preference, two studies that were
located provided conflicting results. Burke and McKeen (1997) investigated preferences
among 280 managerial women and found there wer