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Abstract
This study focused on women higher education administrators’ experiences 
related to intersections of gender and work lives, using a narrative analy-
sis research methodology. Women administrators shared stories of the in-
fluence of gender on their work lives. Participants “violated” gender norms 
by pursuing traditionally male-dominated careers, and some shared experi-
ences of sex discrimination and/or witnessed phenomena such as the glass 
ceiling, sexual harassment, and various double binds related to gender ste-
reotypes. Participants’ stories challenge the literature’s focus on barriers 
and gender-related challenges for women higher education administrators. 
Social constructions of gender, contexts, individual personalities, critical 
life events, among other factors inform these administrators’ perceptions 
and responses to workplace experiences and events. Prominent counter 
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narratives and themes emerged, including alternatives to formal mentors, 
substantial support, absence of or mitigating effects of obstacles, and eq-
uitable workplace environments, revealing the ways the participants often 
engage in feminist praxis.

Keywords: gender, leadership, women higher education administrators, 
counter narratives, narrative research, feminist praxis

Introduction and Background

Many studies have focused on the barriers that women higher education 
leaders face (Diehl, 2014; Eagly & Karau, 1991; Ginsberg et al., 2019; 
Moncayo-Orjuela & Zuluaga, 2015; Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). 
Literature suggests that women struggle with work-family balance and 
workload (Dunn et al., 2014; Heilman & Okimoto, 2008; Kersh, 2018; 
Poduval & Poduval, 2009), are marginalized within male-dominated net-
works (Catalyst, 2004; Diehl, 2014; Jones et al., 2015), lack mentorship 
and support in pursuing leadership positions (Catalyst, 2004; Hewlett 
et al., 2010; Ibarra et al., 2010; McDonald & Westphal, 2013), face gen-
der discrimination, and are subject to gender-based or sexual harass-
ment (Diehl, 2014; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Ginsberg et al., 2019; Ibarra et 
al., 2013). Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) discussed 13 distinct types of gen-
der-based leadership barriers. Diehl (2014) suggested, “Although women 
face many barriers in leadership work, existing research gives limited 
insight into how women leaders make meaning of barriers and other 
adversity they may face” (p. 54). Researchers suggested barriers’ posi-
tive and negative outcomes (Johnston, 2003; McMillen, 1999). 

Research on gender and leadership in higher education underscored 
the differences in men’s and women’s leadership experiences and styles, 
discussing job satisfaction, advancement opportunities, and treatment 
in workplace environments (Fields, 2000; Fraser & Hodge, 2007; Hage-
dorn, 1998; Smooth, 2016; Talbert-Hersi, 1994). Vongalis-Macrow 
(2016) challenged stereotypical descriptions of male and female lead-
ership practices, contending that gender stereotypes misleadingly and 
unfairly confine men and women leaders and describing women and 
men’s similar leadership practices.
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Researchers have also argued that women higher education leaders 
find themselves in various double binds. “As women, they are expected 
to be communal, collaborative, and democratic: but as managers, they 
are expected to be agentic and authoritative” (Haveman & Beresford, 
2012, p. 125).  If women display stereotypical feminine characteristics 
such as a “caring, consultative style, they are called weak and indecisive; 
when they adopt traditional authoritarian and directive behaviors, they 
are criticized for being too heavy-handed” (Bornstein, 2008, p. 172). The 
glass-cliff phenomenon is another often-cited double bind. Women are 
more likely to take on leadership positions with higher levels of risk of 
failure than men do, and women leaders who make mistakes are more 
likely not to be given second chances than men who make similar mis-
takes (Brescoll et al., 2010; Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). 

This present study focused on women higher education administra-
tors’ experiences related to intersections of gender and work lives, us-
ing a narrative analysis research methodology. Women administrators 
shared stories of the influence of gender on their work lives. Partici-
pants “violated” gender norms by pursuing traditionally male-domi-
nated careers, and some shared experiences of sex discrimination and/
or witnessed phenomena such as the glass ceiling, sexual harassment, 
and various double binds related to gender stereotypes. Several partic-
ipants’ stories challenge the literature’s focus on barriers and gender-
related challenges for women higher education administrators. Social 
constructions of gender, contexts, individual personalities, critical life 
events, among other factors inform these administrators’ perceptions 
and responses to workplace experiences and events. Prominent themes 
and counter narratives emerged, including alternatives to formal men-
tors, substantial support, absence of or mitigating effects of obstacles, 
and equitable workplace environments, revealing the ways the partici-
pants often engage in feminist praxis.

Research Questions

This study was guided by the following research questions: (1) What 
critical events related to work and gender do participants describe? 
(2) How do women higher education administrators navigate personal 
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and work-life responsibilities? (3) Do women act to subvert traditional 
workplace and home life hierarchies, inequalities, and gendered power 
dynamics, and if so, how and why?

Participants

After securing Institutional Review Board approval, I interviewed eight 
women higher education administrators who serve in administrative 
positions at the director-level or higher in the United States. Pseud-
onyms and vague identifiers were used to protect confidentiality. Par-
ticipants were recruited using the snowball sampling method, a method 
whereby participants recommend other participants based on rich ex-
amples and narratives they could provide (Creswell, 2007). The eight 
participants represent regions from throughout the United States. Ta-
ble 1 provides demographic data and serves as a reference for partici-
pants in this study.

Methodology

This research was conducted in adherence with human research ethical 
standards and protocols. This research received approval from the re-
searcher’s university’s Institutional Review Board. This study was deter-
mined to be exempt and present minimal risks for participants.

Qualitative research is particularly appropriate for studying women 
higher education administrators’ experiences as interview questions 
give participants opportunities to respond in ways meaningful to them. 
I asked participants questions about their backgrounds, experiences be-
coming leaders, and stories related to gender and their work lives. As a 
qualitative researcher, I am interested in “narrative meanings that in-
clude psychic and social realities,” and I am “dealing with a number of 
different narrative truths” (Squire et al., 2014, p. 8). I used a construc-
tivist approach, as I aimed to explore how participants constructed their 
realities “in relation to available cultural, social and interpersonal re-
sources” (p. 8). Carefully and systematically transcribing and then cod-
ing women administrators’ narratives through first and second order 
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analysis coding (Gioia et al., 2013; Saldaña, 2015), I found intertextual-
ity among narrative texts, and themes emerged from coding. I analyzed 
common patterns of language use, themes, and structures among par-
ticipants’ stories. I noted the selection of critical events and aspects of 
stories that participants emphasized, which in turn, provided insights 
on participants’ lived experiences related to gender and its influence 
on their work lives. Collaborating with participants, I sought to recog-
nize my own agenda while privileging the participants’ analyses of their 
stories and experiences. Acknowledging the participants’ own agency 
and power over their voices, I received “responses that [were] some-
times affirming and sometimes disrupting” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, 
p. 30), which was another opportunity for dialogue and participant con-
tribution to analysis and interpretation. Further, I reflected upon my 
own positionality as a genderqueer, middle-class professional of multi-
ple ethnicities. I used a systematic reflection process, including reflex-
ive journaling, re-coding transcripts to check for consistency, member 
checking, and keeping transcript notes. 

Theoretical Framework

This study claims a feminist theoretical grounding, seeking to destabi-
lize knowledges about women higher education administrators’ work 
and life experiences. These narratives challenged the literature’s ten-
dency to emphasize women’s oppression or experiences of barriers. 

Table 1. Participants    

Pseudonym Age Group Position Institution Race/ethnicity

Maria 50’s President Community College Black
Rae 50’s Vice President Community College White
Angela 60’s Dean University White
Ashley 40’s Dean Community College White
Sabrina 40’s Dean Community College White
Rita 30’s Director University White
Morgan 30’s Director College White
Jenny 30’s Director Community College White
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The themes that emerged through coding narratives reflect that these 
women administrators define their experiences and multiple identi-
ties through descriptions of empowerment, agency, and support in 
unique social and cultural contexts within patriarchal social institu-
tions. These women’s contexts as higher education directors, deans, a 
vice president, and a president reflected a broad spectrum of experi-
ences and career trajectories; however, the participants share leader-
ship styles focused on social justice, servant leadership, and collabora-
tion. In particular, they often practiced feminist praxis, as educational 
researcher Weiner (1994) described. The participants’ experiences 
were infused with ideals and practices related to equity and resis-
tance to hierarchy. The narratives about work and gender reflected re-
sponsiveness, self-reflexivity, openness to change, adaptability based 
on experience, and feminist organizational practices (Weiner, 1994). 
Although all participants revealed feminist praxis in their leadership 
practices (Channing, 2020a; Channing, 2020b), not all participants re-
ported gender as a major barrier for them as they have pursued their 
careers, and some reported ways that they mitigated the effects of 
gender as a possible obstacle. When necessary, they negotiated patri-
archal power dynamics/structures to achieve goals and to serve their 
constituencies.

Results and Discussion

Alternatives to Formal Mentors

Although there is a paucity of women in administrative positions to 
serve as role models and mentors (McDonald & Westphal, 2013; Me-
drano, 2017), studies have suggested that mentorship plays a signifi-
cant role in women higher education administrators’ careers (Dunn et 
al., 2014; Johnson, 2016; Moreland & Thompson, 2019; Statti & Torres, 
2019). Rather than being assigned mentors or engaging in mentorship 
programs, participants “revised” the experience of mentorship, creat-
ing their own feminist and often times collaborative approaches to de-
veloping alternative support systems and mechanisms, including infor-
mal mentors and networks. 



“OH,  I ’M A  DAMSEL IN  DISTRESS” 7

Morgan described formal mentorship opportunities occurring 
through her institution’s leadership academy where men were in the 
majority as participants and possibly applicants. Men were viewed as 
potential leaders and received “official” support and development, and 
women pursued informal networks of support. Morgan said, “… and so 
we seek each other out and seek mentors,” suggesting collaborative and 
collegial relationships among women at this institution.

Angela described how she self-selected mentors for particular rea-
sons. One mentor supported her research. Another supported her teach-
ing. Others helped her as she took on leadership roles, often the person 
who served in that role previously. This informal system was effec-
tive because she could select mentors based on her own developmen-
tal needs, whereas an assigned a mentor or a mentor through a leader-
ship program, for example, may not be able to meet her specific needs 
at the time. 

Mentoring support also came in the form of women leaders’ net-
works. Angela related, “But I think it helps that we meet. We help to 
give each other sort of energy and support, so I do see women treated 
differently, and I do find that there are different priorities when women 
are at the table.” Researchers have found that women’s networking aids 
them in many aspects of their work, including building organizational 
connections, making new professional associates or friends, socializ-
ing professionally, and even providing moral and psychological support 
(Coleman, 2011; Redmond et al., 2017; Shakeshaft et al., 2007). In ad-
dition to women creating a support system for each other, with more 
women “at the table,” different priorities and issues are brought for-
ward and workplace issues are addressed (Stainback et al., 2016). For 
example, Angela discussed a transformation in organizational culture 
at a university where she worked, becoming more family friendly with 
more women in senior leadership. 

Maria intentionally selected her mentors rather than engaging in for-
mal mentoring. Her narrative suggested that well-chosen, consist men-
tors over time facilitate professional growth and leadership trajectories. 
Maria reflected on her mentor selection approach: 

I think a lot of times women of color and women both have 
a hard time with networking and building relationships and 
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asking for mentors. I’m intentional about making sure my 
mentors don’t look like me. I have some that do, but like hav-
ing a white male mentor really opened my eyes to see that it’s 
about the work that you did.

Maria shifted focus away from gender and race in her narrative. Ma-
ria emphasized that accomplishments are the essential elements for 
success.

Although formal mentoring has its advantages such as institutional 
support and goal setting with a senior administrator-mentor (Baugh & 
Fagenson-Eland, 2007; Matarazzo & Finkelstein, 2015), participants ex-
pressed advantages of informal processes such as gaining encourage-
ment and access to their mentors. In a study of Latino women adminis-
trators’ mentoring, Medrano (2017) contended:

mentoring helps students and professionals overcome vari-
ous barriers. Mentors can help prepare mentees for challeng-
ing situations and build their self-confidence. While formal 
mentoring was experienced by 50% of the participants, in-
formal mentoring was experienced by all mentees and was 
the mentoring method most valued by all participants. (p. iv) 

Informal mentoring is more organic. Mentees tailor mentoring to their 
needs at the time through working with various mentors for special-
ized purposes (Baugh & Fagenson-Eland, 2007; Chao et al., 1992; Ly-
ons & Oppler, 2004; Martin, 2019). However, informal mentors may 
not be consistent throughout a leader’s career or even time in a partic-
ular position.

These participants’ development of informal support mechanisms 
suggest that women often cannot rely on formal systems of leader-
ship development or mentoring, as inequities and patriarchal social 
structures (i.e. leadership academies) lead to access challenges. Par-
ticipants found advantages in building their own informal mentorship 
networks, developing strong collegial relationships and tailored men-
toring experiences.
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Substantial Support

All the women in this study reported substantial support, largely in 
the form of spouse or partner, and they attributed their success as ad-
ministrators to this support mechanism. Their relationships reflected 
a feminist egalitarian ethic, and several participants had “atypical do-
mestic arrangements” (Linehan et al., 2009, p. 407); their spouses or 
partners provided emotional and domestic support as they pursued 
careers. Studies found that women administrators or managers de-
pended on others, often hired help, to provide support for domestic 
duties (Campbell & Lacost, 2010; Dominici et al., 2009; Gerdes, 2006; 
Linehan et al., 2009).

Research has demonstrated that women tend to be the primary care-
givers for children and families (Bornstein, 2008; Dominici et al., 2009; 
Gerdes, 2006; Haveman & Beresford, 2012; Schnackenberg, 2019). Glob-
ally, researchers have found that women consistently put in substantially 
more hours of work related to household duties and childcare (East-
erly & Ricard, 2011; Gerdes, 2006; Hill et al., 2011; Lepkowski, 2009). 
These participants seem, for the most part, to be exceptions to the rule. 
Rae explained: 

My husband is a stay-at-home dad, and so he has been so 
supportive. … I have this education, and my husband does 
not have a college education, and when we decided to [have 
children], we didn’t want to go the day care route, so we de-
cided that he would be the one that would stay home. … It has 
worked out well for us. … And he has been so supportive of 
me continuing in higher education, getting my degrees. Do-
ing the Ph.D. and having children, it took me a long time to 
do it. At work, I don’t know that it has impacted my work in 
terms of being in leadership. … But I think because I have my 
husband at home, it hasn’t been the same as, as some other 
women have been impacted.

Rae recognized that she is in what might be defined as an “alterna-
tive domestic arrangement.” Though she did not pinpoint the sup-
port’s effects on her leadership, perhaps because she had always had 
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this support, she acknowledged that circumstances were different for 
women without substantial support.

Jenny defined her home as “really egalitarian” and her spouse as sup-
portive. She said that her husband “does 75% of the domestic and chil-
drearing stuff.” She attributed her achievements to her husband’s sup-
port. Jenny made connections between her experiences and the need for 
better policies for families. 

There is a lot of policy that I think that has yet to be designed 
to help to make that a truly equal experience. And support-
ing men, too, those men who are just starting their families, 
making sure that they’re not treated differently. They’re given 
support as well. 

Jenny recognized the importance of policies that support men and 
women in balancing their family and professional responsibilities. Sim-
ilarly, Dominici et al. (2009) suggested “a more family friendly culture” 
at organizations (p. 27).

Angela, who is in a same-sex relationship, admitted outright, “I don’t 
know that I could do the job that I have right now without my partner.” 
Angela’s partner “does a lot,” including taking care of pets, managing 
household repairs, cleaning, and coordinating the smooth operation of 
the household. Angela explained: 

I realize that I have a huge advantage being able to come here 
and focus on my work and then when I go home, you know, 
it’s we have dinner. … She’s done most of the chores around 
the house during the day, and I’ve got chores that I have to 
do. I do try to take up the slack in other areas, but yeah, it’s 
a huge benefit for me. And you know, that’s a partnership 
that we worked out together, you know. We had some bumpy 
times. ‘Well, you’re not doing enough.’ ‘Well, what else can I 
do?’ … But we have been able to work it out over time.

Angela, as the other participants, acknowledged the advantage of her 
supportive partner, as well as the challenges that come with negotiat-
ing work-life balance with a partner.
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Maria emphasized that her spouse was essential to her success as a 
leader and narrated stories about the arrangements she and her hus-
band made to care for their children. “My husband … only said, ‘What 
do I need to do to help you?’”

[My husband said,] ‘you can take classes, more classes each 
semester … because I got the kids now.’ And so we kind of 
made that decision. … But I didn’t have to worry about get-
ting my kids every day and making sure they had something 
eat, you know. So he has been extremely supportive and has 
allowed me to be able to do the early mornings, late nights, 
the weekends, of course my kids are older now, but I would 
not have been able to do it without him.

Maria’s husband became self-employed, which helped the family with 
childrearing and with Maria furthering her education. 

Rita also discussed her husband’s role in supporting her and her 
work-life. She described herself as “an extremely hard worker” and as 
having “zero work-life balance.” Her husband’s and her views of work 
coincide. 

So also my husband is very career-minded and careeristic. 
So it makes for a good situation for us. … And we’re a good 
team. There are times when I do things and times when he 
does things. We definitely don’t have the traditional male/fe-
male roles in the relationship. 

Rita’s attributed part of her success to an understanding and support-
ive spouse who is also focused on his career. 

These narratives serve as counter narratives to many women lead-
ers’ narratives of lack of support or the expectation of “having to do it 
all.” For instance, a participant in Dunn et al.’s (2014) study reported: 

I sometimes felt a failure as I knew many men in similarly 
demanding roles who seemed to be able to make it all work. 
Careful observation, however, told me there was typically 
a supportive spouse behind the scenes who managed many 
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details in the personal sphere, providing the support that en-
abled them to focus on work. (p. 16) 

Many women leaders report not having substantial support at home. In 
one study, nearly 70% of women reported that family obligations were 
the most significant obstacles in pursuing career goals (Morris, 2002). 
Family duties affect many women’s workplace advancement opportuni-
ties (Bird, 2011; Hill et al., 2011), and duties associated with senior-level 
positions are “difficult to reconcile with family responsibilities” (Ea-
gly & Carli, 2007, p. 140). Women senior-level administrators are less 
likely to be married or to have children, and if they are married, they 
are more likely to divorce (Schnackenberg, 2019). This study’s partic-
ipants’ relationships appear to mirror successful male administrators’ 
relationships as these participants have partners who are often willing 
to take on domestic responsibilities, enabling them to pursue time- and 
mentally-demanding administrative work.  However, their relationships 
may be more egalitarian than many heterosexual male administrators’ 
relationships, as these participants describe their negotiations of work-
sharing with partners.

Absence of or Confronting Obstacles

Participants discussed the few obstacles that they would attribute to 
gender or remarked that they mitigated the effects of obstacles. For 
example, Morgan discussed ways that women leaders’ work was in-
fused with feminist organizational practices and subject to revision and 
change in response to organizational needs. “Though I think there is 
some perception that there may be some bias or discrimination when 
it comes to female leaders, I have seen some very positive change be-
cause the challenges they face. … They put themselves out there.” Mor-
gan believed that these challenges made them better leaders because of 
their proactivity in dealing with challenges. Morgan related, “You have 
to think ahead of time. You have to plan and prepare for what people 
may think of and what they may say. So I think that you have to be more 
responsive.” Not only are these leaders more responsive, but in order 
to stay ahead of challenges, Morgan said that “they are more forward 
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thinking about the people they are going to come into contact with and 
have a better ability to respond to people’s needs.” This responsiveness 
leads, in Morgan’s estimation to a greater amount of effectiveness and 
being “more well-rounded.” They develop “more comprehensive … plans 
of action” and are “more thorough in thinking ahead.” She caveated this 
with, “That doesn’t mean that all male leaders aren’t that way. It just 
means that it is incumbent upon female leaders to be successful.” She 
and her colleagues think not just about their leadership styles but how 
others will react to them and their styles and “how can [they] put coun-
ter measures in place or sustaining measures in place so that [they] can 
have them [their constituents] respond better to proposed changes.” 
Overall, she said that the women leaders she has observed have re-
sponded to challenges in ways that resulted in “thinking about change 
in a more holistic environment and not change that is immediate, right 
in front of them there, but more of a social change aspect.” Stainback et 
al. (2016) argued that women administrators may be well suited to ef-
fect organizational culture change because they have encountered and 
overcome stereotypes to gain their positions and, in the process, devel-
oped knowledge about navigating complex, contradictory, and often op-
pressive social systems and institutions. Morgan described a systematic 
process of feminist praxis (i.e. women leaders serving their constituen-
cies). “The challenges the women face” create the environment where 
women feel compelled to engage in critical reflection, adaptation, and 
action (feminist praxis). 

Sabrina subverted patriarchal storylines to overcome obstacles. She 
narrated about her supervisor: “He has some male chauvinist type of 
behavior sometimes. But it has never been a problem between us be-
cause my personality has no problem confronting him.” Sabrina directly 
“confronts” her supervisor when he displays chauvinist behavior, but 
she found that this strategy does not work with all personality types, 
so she has used multiple strategies when confronted with sexist behav-
ior in different men. She attributed her abilities to negotiate sexist be-
havior to her upbringing. 

I came from a family where there was sort of this under-
standing that men and women weren’t the same and wouldn’t 
be treated the same, and so it doesn’t bother me when I 
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encounter that. And I know for other women that’s not the 
case. It really does bother them. But I’ll be honest. I just turn 
it against them. I just turn it around and use their personal-
ity and their women issues to my advantage.

Specifically, she performed gender in a particular way to persuade the 
facilities director who has displayed explicit sexist attitudes in the past 
to complete her maintenance work orders. She said that she acts as 
“oh I’m a damsel in distress” in order to “get him to do work that he 
wouldn’t normally do.” The result of this “act” benefited her division 
as they have superior facilities at the institution. She related, “As a re-
sult, I actually have people all over campus who are very jealous of the 
work I can get done in my building that they can’t ever get done, and 
it is because I use his personality, his character flaw to my advantage.” 
Sabrina recognized that some might interpret her behavior as manipu-
lative; however, she narrated, “I’m really just using what they’re giving 
me to work with.” Sabrina’s behavior evoked Butler’s (2009) theories 
on performing gender. According to Butler (2009), gender is performed 
according to socially constructed and reproduced binary frameworks. 
These reproductions of gender occur within negotiations of power, sug-
gesting possibilities for “undoing or redoing the norm in unexpected 
ways, thus opening up the possibility of a remaking of gendered re-
ality along new lines” (i). Sabrina’s performance of gender (being a 
damsel in distress) in some ways reifies male dominance in decision 
making and action. After all, this story reflects that women need sav-
ing, and men are in positions of being able to save women. However, 
Sabrina subverted this power dynamic by using it to her and her divi-
sion’s advantage. Her performance negotiated power without the man 
in power (the facility director) ever knowing it. Gender is remade along 
new lines because Sabrina navigated and covertly subverted patriar-
chal power dynamics.

Themes of gender not being a “limiting factor” ran through Ma-
ria’s narrative. She stated, “I don’t think my gender has prevented me 
from being an administrator or has gotten in my way.” Maria did not 
emphasize the substantial barrier phenomenon, which other research-
ers associated with black women administrators’ experiences (Barks-
dale, 2007; Candia-Bailey, 2016; Logan & Dudley, 2019). Candia-Bailey 
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(2016) asserted, “There is a burden for African-American women de-
scribed as the ‘double whammy’ of race/ethnicity and gender” (p. 3). 
Marie shared:

So I do want to be clear. It’s not that I don’t feel like there 
were things that because of my race and gender … hindered 
me. I just don’t feel like that was the limiting factor. Like 
you’ll never be a president because you’re a black female. 
I never had that attitude. [It was] like I’m going to be one. 
It’s just a matter of when. So it could be the way I approach 
things that I don’t see the subtle … little things that hinder 
people. Again, I will say that I think the role of mother when 
you have the children to consider, and it is more acceptable 
for the mother to stay with them when they get sick. Then 
some other times to take them to places. … That hinders your 
ability to stay late or come in early.

Maria focused on challenges of motherhood rather than those of race. 
Maria highlighted the importance of success and told her mentees 

that leadership success is not about being “well dressed” or having a 
degree but about having accomplishments. She counseled other black 
women not offered promotions or positions. Their responses were “Well, 
that’s because I’m black,” and Maria’s response was, “No, that’s because 
you haven’t done anything.” She said, “It isn’t always the perception of 
the person, and that’s different from the reality that I see.” Maria de-
scribed substantial social and cultural changes in the United States in 
the last decade. She did not perceive her gender and her race as sub-
stantial obstacles in obtaining leadership positions.

Rita also described a lack of obstacles in her leadership trajectory. Al-
though she related that gender may influence her leadership style, Rita 
said that she did not face work-related challenges or obstacles associ-
ated with gender. She said, “I do not feel that my gender has influenced 
my opportunities for advancement or anything like that.” Rita was in a 
particularly male-dominated field in higher education leadership, but 
from her perspective, her gender has been a non-issue.  At several places 
of employment, she was promoted quickly. She shared:
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I feel that my competency in the area has really paved the way 
for me and my experiences. I have never felt that my gen-
der played a factor, honestly. I feel like my youth sometimes 
played a factor, but I never felt like my gender did.

Rita described herself as extremely dedicated to her work, which, she 
described as opening doors for her. Rita is of the Millennial Generation, 
characterized by Taylor and Stein (2014) as a generation that feels par-
ticular pressure to perform to prove themselves at work. “I am an ex-
tremely hard worker. I have zero work-life balance, and I am currently 
trying to work on that with myself, but my education and my career 
have been my life, and I take a lot of pride in my work and being an ex-
pert in my field.” Rita’s competency in a high-demand field, work ethic, 
and exceptional communication skills, which Rita reported many of her 
male counterparts lack, led to success and promotions at a young age. 
Rita admitted that this may have created a “political situation that was 
definitely at least acknowledged and maybe addressed in some way by 
my administrators.” Rita mentioned that her experience in higher edu-
cation may be much different than a women from a different historical, 
social, or cultural context. She emphasized societal change in the last 
century, leading to workplace opportunities.

Equitable Workplace Environments

Research on women’s experiences at work revealed issues of not being 
heard (Gonyea, 2019), being negatively stereotyped as less competent 
or able (Eagly & Karau, 2002), and facing numerous organizational cul-
ture barriers and challenges (Eddy 2010). Although some of the partici-
pants in this study expressed similar concerns or challenges, others did 
not report that they experienced these types of attitudes or encountered 
workplace environments or cultures where they perceived sexism as a 
major issue. Several participants described equitable workplace envi-
ronments where women’s as well as others’ voices are heard, validated, 
and respected. 

Rita viewed her workplace as fostering equity and offering oppor-
tunity. Although “there are folks at this institution that believe that 
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women don’t have the opportunities that men do for advancement, that 
has not been my experience at all.” Rita witnessed multiple women ad-
vance, and approximately half of the senior leadership at her institu-
tion were women. 

And as far as being in meetings, I feel everyone should be 
equal regardless of gender, and everyone’s voices are heard 
regardless of gender. So from my experiences interacting with 
that level of leadership, no one is degraded by their gender. 
No one is taken less seriously. Everyone has value based on 
their expertise in their own area. 

Moreover, Rita viewed having competency in one’s field as a prime fac-
tor in interactions and in respecting each other’s opinions. 

Ashley described a leadership team that, through their words and ac-
tions, created an equitable workplace and learning environment. She de-
scribed an environment of mutual respect even in the face of disagree-
ments. She attributed environment to leaders who have “experienced 
bias and want to ensure that they’re not applying it with anybody that 
they’re leading or working directly with.” Although Ashley acknowledged 
the divisiveness in contemporary American culture, from her perspec-
tive, much has changed for the better. 

In so many different ways, whether it be, gender or race or 
sexual orientation or, you know, all of the things that have 
been really so much on the forefront over the last couple of 
years and gotten a lot more attention, and I think in some 
ways that’s been very positive and has made people, you 
know, think about things a little bit differently. 

Ashley described overall social change having positive effects because 
of the awareness of equity issues, as well as efforts to reduce bias and 
discrimination.

Sabrina described her college’s history as lending itself to an equita-
ble environment. She narrated:
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And that’s the reason I can say that I don’t feel a lot of mi-
croaggression here because the majority of our leadership 
is female, and for 17 years or so, our president was female, 
and our founding president was female. So we have had 
a long history of females in leadership. I will say to you, 
our last female president brought a lot of change here on 
campus.

Leaders, regardless of gender, often face challenges when introduc-
ing change; however, according to Sabrina, the former president en-
countered little “pushback.” “Everyone honored whatever decision she 
made.” After the president retired, the college continued to employ 
many women leaders. Although Sabrina recognized sexism as an exist-
ing workplace problem, she acknowledged a significant and long-stand-
ing tradition of valuing women’s leadership at her college.

Maria facilitated the creation of a more equitable and supportive 
culture at her college. Maria’s leadership style was a sharp contrast to 
the college’s previous leader. “I want everybody’s take. Who’s missing? 
Go get them, you know, so it’s just a different style and leadership.” 
The culture Maria wished to create derived from her desire “to place 
the resources and provide more services that support not just students 
but faculty and staff so we could do a better job.” Through her leader-
ship, she intentionally created a culture that brought people together, 
focused on the college’s mission, and reflected equity. “I think my per-
sonal style is very collaborative, and I worked very hard that no mat-
ter if you’re staff, custodian, whoever you are, let’s drop titles and let’s 
just talk about what we need to do to improve student success.” Stain-
back et al. (2016) found when women are given opportunities in lead-
ership, they are more apt to be change agents, creating more equitable 
workplace environments and engaging in feminist praxis. The partic-
ipants who described their workplaces as equitable worked at institu-
tions where the majority of administrators were women, supporting 
Stainback et al.’s findings that women leaders are mindful of equity in 
their leadership practices.
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Conclusions, Limitations, and Implications for Further Research

Studies within the qualitative research traditions are often not transfer-
able to all contexts and to all similar groups of people (Creswell, 2007); 
however, these participants’ insights may provide applicable insights 
and fodder for future studies that include more diverse participants in 
terms of gender identities, ethnicities, generations, institutional type, 
and sexual orientations and analyze the intersections among identities 
and work experiences. This study did not analyze intersections among 
all aspects of participants’ identities and their work lives. Moreover, 
this study was limited to the United States. Future studies could inves-
tigate intersectionality in women’s work lives outside the U.S. as well 
as further study women’s development of informal mentorship and net-
working relationships, the roles support systems and partners play in 
women administrators’ career advancement, and the factors influenc-
ing equity at institutions. 

These narratives challenged much of the literature focused exclu-
sively on barriers women administrators face. The participants were not 
unaware of or oblivious to the sexism in their environments and in so-
ciety. They frequently acknowledged that sexism exists, that they have 
experienced it at some points in their lives or careers, or that other peo-
ple perceive sexism as a substantial barrier for women leaders. They 
acknowledged the power of their own competence, accomplishments, 
and strengths in their work lives, and when they encountered sexism, 
they did not view this as an obstacle, but as in the case of at least one 
participant, something that can be used to her and her administrative 
unit’s advantage. These participants recognized their own agency in 
becoming and in constructing their own identities although they were 
constrained by social and personal constructions of identities such as 
wife or mother. For example, one participant was challenged by hav-
ing to come in early and stay late due to family responsibilities. All par-
ticipants described themselves as people who strategize to persevere. 
They intentionally sought out mentors and relied on them for specific 
purposes. These women reported having substantial support both at 
home and in their workplaces, something not often reflected in the lit-
erature about women higher education leaders. They did not wait for 
opportunities but recognized their own power in finding and securing 
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opportunities for advancement. Significantly, through their leadership, 
the participants engaged in feminist praxis as they thoughtfully, ethi-
cally, and responsively served others.
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