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Background 

The issue of gender inequity and women’s underrepresentation across all sectors is one that has 

been at the fore of many international and national conversations over the past few decades. 

These gaps in gender parity as Porterfield and Kleiner maintain, exist for a variety of reasons 

not least because of political, economic, or societal restrictions which in particular have kept 

women from advancing in leadership positions.1  Looking at the representation of women in 

the governance and political sector, for example, the global picture highlights a long way to 

go. As of 2022 for instance, there are only 28 countries where 30 women serve as Heads of 

State or government, 21 percent of government ministers are women and only 14 countries 

have achieved 55 percent or more women in cabinets.2 Globally the proverbial ‘glass ceiling’ 

continues to pose as a restriction to women’s advancement.  

The creation and adoption of international frameworks such as the Convention on the 

Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), Beijing Platform for 

Action, or the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) amongst others, point 

to the efforts that have been put in place to address the noticeable gender inequalities seen 

globally. Similarly, at national and regional levels, many policies and frameworks exist to 

address these issues, including for example, the European Union Gender Equality Strategy, the 

African Union’s Protocol on the Rights of Women in Africa, the ASEAN Gender 

Mainstreaming Strategic framework 2021-2025 and so on. As a result, at national, regional, 

and global levels, many gains have been made, including the increased access to education for 

girls, women’s presence in the work force and in terms of their representation and participation 

in leadership roles. This shift in terms of women’s representation in leadership roles across a 

range of sectors has been noted, where, as Porterfield and Kleiner put it, there has been a 

‘dramatic shift of women’s roles in leadership’ overall.3  

 
1 Porterfield Jennifer and Kleiner Brian (2005). A new era: Women and leadership. Equal Opportunities International 

,24(5/6) pp49-56 
2 UNwomen Facts and figures, see at https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-
participation/facts-and-figures 
3 Porterfield and Kleiner (2005), p49 
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Albeit that there has in general, been positive traction, across many areas gender parity has not 

been reached. For example, in the area of higher education leadership, the general global trend 

continues to point to mixed results and in particular an underrepresentation of women in senior 

leadership positions. It has been noted across the literature that women have made significant 

gains in terms of higher education attainment, where according to a 2021 report on Women in 

Higher Education; has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities, there has been 

a rapid increase in higher education attainment globally, which has also been accompanied by 

a reversal in the gender gap in education.4 Moreso, female attainment has been noted to have 

converged and even surpasses than that of males across a few contexts. This resulting pattern 

of women outpacing men in higher education has been coined as the ‘female advantage’.5   

This notwithstanding, the notable success women are experiencing in higher education ‘has not 

translated clearly or consistently into labour market success or higher socioeconomic 

attainment levels’.6 In Europe for example, a report by the European Union Commission 

indicates that while the proportion of female doctoral graduates stands at 40-60 percent, this 

parity does not transfer to the job market, with women holding only 1 out of 3 academic 

positions.7 Moreover, this success has not fully translated into women advancing to hold senior 

positions of leadership in the higher education sector. As Morley notes, the high rates of 

women’s participation based on statistics shared are ‘yet to translate into proportional 

representation in leadership and decision-making positions.8 Maheshwari and Nayak on this, 

maintains that there is ‘arguably less acceptance of women as leaders versus men, further 

arguing that the ‘problem seems to be higher in developing countries compared to developed 

ones.’9 

The importance of achieving gender parity in the context of higher education is not lost. In 

general, women’s participation in leadership roles has been linked to having positive outcomes. 

For one, achieving gender parity in labour force participation is argued to lead to significant 

 
4 UNESCO report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities (2021) p11 
5 Buchmann and DiPrete (2006) in UNESCO report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to 

gender inequalities 2021, p20 
6 UNESCO report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities 2021, p20 
7 Constantinescu Sorana-Alexandra and Pozsar Maris-Henriete (2022) Was this supposed to be on the test? Academic 

Leadership, Gender and the COVID-19 Pandemic in Denmark, Hungary, Romania and United Kingdom. Publications 

10(16)  
8 OECD 2010) cited in Morley Louise (2013) The Rules of the game: women and the leaderist turn in higher education. 

Gender and Education, 25(1), p118 
9 Maheshwari Greeni and Nayak Rajkishore (2020) Women leadership in Vietnamese higher education institutions: An 

exploratory study on barriers and enablers for career enhancement. Educational Management Administration and 

Leadership, 50(5) pp758-775 
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GDP increases for the relevant contexts.10 In the context of higher education, Mousa maintains 

that representation of women faculty for example, is a mechanism through which countries can 

prosper but also eliminate literacy problems, decrease income gaps among social classes and 

fight against poverty.11  Moreover, Cheung argues that the importance of gender parity in 

leadership is not only for fairness but also because it is a ‘crucial requirement in the context of 

changing the higher education landscape’.12 Against this backdrop, the aim of this review is to 

highlight what the existing discourse on women in higher education is, looking at the global 

trends in terms of their representation in leadership positions and the barriers they face towards 

advancing in this sector. It then highlights the discourse on this issue in the broader African 

context and finally ends with a discussion on gender and leadership as a segue into further 

unpacking the concept of leadership. 

Women in Higher Education (the global context) 

Education attainment  

It has been widely noted that more and more females are enrolled and participating in higher 

education, in some instances making up more numbers than their male peers in terms of 

attainment. Olson-Strom and Rao for instance maintain that ‘women today have greater access 

to higher education and degree granting institutions than at any other point in history’.13 

According to a 2020 report from the European Institute for Gender Equality, in 2018 more 

women than men graduated from university in Europe, while some countries had noticeable 

closure of the gender gaps including Estonia, Sweden, Latvia where more women were 

registered as tertiary graduates over men.  Overall, it has also been noted that more women 

than men ages 15-49 have gained tertiary education.14 This trend is similar in the United States 

where more women are noted to be more likely enrolled in college versus men, it has 

additionally been found that of those ages 25 and older, women are more likely to have a four-

year college degree.15 Data from the National Student Clearinghouse indicates that women 

 
10 Madgavkar et al (2020) in Mareque Mercedes et al (2022). Aspiring and inspiring: the role of women in educational 

leadership. Gender in management 37(8), p1010. 
11 Mousa Mohamed (2022) Academia is racist: Barriers women faculty face in academic public contexts. Higher Education 

quarterly, 76(4) p742 
12 Cheung Fanny (2021) The ‘State’ of Women’s Leadership in Higher Education in International Briefs for Higher 

Education Leaders, American Council on Education [online] 
13 Olson-Strom Solveig and Rao Nirmala (2020) higher Education for Women in Asia in Sanger C, Gleason N (eds) 

Diversity and Inclusion in Global Higher Education. Palgrave Macmillan 
14 EIGE 2020 Gender Equality Index 2020: Digitalisation and the future of work [online] 
15 Parker Kim (2021) What’s behind the growing gap between men and women in college completion. Pew Research Centre 

[online] 
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made up 59.5 percent of college students in the 2020-2021 academic year while the proportion 

of enrolled males stood at 40.5 percent.16  

Across other regions including parts of Asia, there are similar trends in terms of this attainment. 

Findings from the Women in Higher Education; has the female advantage put an end to gender 

inequalities (2021) report indicate that while women are overrepresented in tertiary education 

enrolment in 74 percent of the countries studied, including at regional level, in Central and 

Southern Asia parity has been achieved whereas in Sub Saharan Africa men remain over-

represented in this area.17 Another evident set of patterns is around the lag in women’s 

attainment of postgraduate degrees (masters, doctorates). These are noted to be at a much lower 

levels than for males. For example, in all regions apart from Central Asia, women represent a 

smaller proportion of doctoral degree students versus bachelors. Similarly in Arab states, East 

Asia, the Pacific and Sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion of women at bachelors’ level is noted 

to be significantly higher than at master’s level.18  

Participation in the academic labour force 

All this notwithstanding, as has been stated, this higher education attainment is not translating 

to women’s representation in particular academic positions or leadership roles within the higher 

education sector. Bark et al highlight how women not only attain higher or equal levels of 

education and make up 50 percent of workforce in most Western contexts but are still 

underrepresented in management positions.19 This is a pattern noticed across other contexts 

where women are also evidently found in lower-level positions or roles. Preeti, for example, 

highlights how in Vietnam, while female labour accounted for 48.4 percent in (2019), their 

representation at the top level is still poor.20  

In the 2021 UNESCO report, it was also found that women are overrepresented at lower 

education levels in terms of teaching and have a low presence in upper secondary and tertiary 

sectors. Similar trends (low representation) are also seen in school management and education 

policymaking and decision-making positions.21 An ACE study from 2017 on ‘An update on 

the status of women in higher education’ indicates that albeit that there are ‘high levels of 

female graduates, (where women are noted to have earned more than 50 percent of doctoral 

 
16 National Student Clearinghouse 2021 
17 UNESCO report (2021). Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities, p11 
18 UNESCO report (2021). Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities, p20 
19 Bark Alina S et al (2016). Who Leads More and Why? A Mediation Model from Gender to Leadership Role Occupancy. 

Journal of Business Ethics, 139(3) 
20 Preeti (2019) in Maheshwari and Nayak (2020) 
21 UNESCO report (2021) Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities  
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degrees since 2006), they are not found to hold associate professor or full professor positions 

at the same rate as males’.22  Sanchez and Thornton (2013) additionally maintain that although 

women in developed countries have made progress due to increased access to education, ‘very 

few hold leadership positions or act as change agents in their professional and social 

environment’.23 In a similar manner, Elsaid and Elsaid note that globally women remain 

underrepresented in academic institutions management positions, with differences noted to be 

more relevant in ‘non occidental developing countries’.24 

Women in academic faculty roles 

Against this background, the review briefly highlights some of the global trends around 

women’s leadership in higher education. Across many of the existing studies on this topic, it is 

evident that women are concentrated more at the lower rungs of the academic ladder, holding 

academic staff (faculty) posts or lower management positions. On this, Airini and Wilson 

maintain that there is a global acknowledgment on the gender imbalance among senior 

university academics.25 According to a UNESCO Women in higher education report (2021), 

there has been an overall increase in women holding academic positions from 41 percent in 

1995’ to 50 percent in 2018.26  In some contexts, these gains are more, Tang and Horta for 

example note that percentage of women in academic posts ‘is slightly higher ‘in China 

(50.32%) than in many other countries globally.27 In Norway, the representation of females 

amongst staff has also had notable increase, from 35%-48% between 2000-2020.28 In the US, 

data from the National Centre for Education indicates that women made up 47.2% of all faculty 

(2019), which demonstrated a huge increase from 1991 where it was (31.8%). 29  However, 

women are found more in lower ranking positions, representing 52.9% of assistant professors, 

and 46.4% of associate professors, making up only 34.3% of professors in 2018.30  

In the United Kingdom from an Advance Higher Education report on staff and students, it was 

found that albeit women comprise of majority of working staff in higher education (54.4%), 

 
22 Higher Ed Spotlight: infographic brief, American Council on Education 2017, p4 
23 Sanchez and Thorton (2013) cited in Mareque Mercedes et al (2022), p1010 
24 Elsaid Abdel M and Elsaid Eahab (2012) Sex stereotyping managerial positions: a cross-cultural comparison between 

Egypt and the USA. Gender in Management, 27(2), p1010 
25 Airini Sunny C and Wilson Cheryl (2011) Learning to Be Leaders in Higher education: What Helps or hinders women’s 

advancement as Leaders in Universities. Educational Management Administration & Leadership 39(1), p44  
26 UNESCO report (2021) Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities  
27 Tang Li and Horta Hugo (2022). Studies on women academics in Chinese academic journals: A review. Higher Education 

Quarterly, 76(4) p829 
28 Klenk Tanja et al (2022). Taking women on boards: a comparative analysis of public policies in higher education. Policy 

Reviews in Higher Education, 6(2), pp128-152 
29 Abraido -Lanza, Ana et al (2022). Latina Women in Academia: Challenges and Opportunities. Frontiers in Public Health, 

10 
30 UNESCO report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities 2021 
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they remain underrepresented among academic staff and in senior management roles (year). 31 

In the Australian context, women are noted to represent more than 50% of the employees in 

Australian universities, where in 2021 they accounted for 48.1% of academic staff. However, 

they are found to hold fewer senior academic positions than men, instead holding more lecturer 

and below lecturer positions, with 46.8% holding senior lecturer faculty position and 54.7% 

holding lecturer positions.32 The statistics in Japan are noted to be worse as only 24.8% of full-

time university teachers are women, while it is equally noted to have the smallest share of 

females teaching at the tertiary level in comparison to other OECD countries.33 Where in Brazil 

women make up a large percentage of educational teaching staff the exception is seen at the 

higher education level.34 Similar patterns are found in the US where women ‘are more likely 

to be found in lower ranking academic positions’, for example they held 57% of instructor 

positions (which is considered as the lowest ranking position), moreover 22.7 % of female 

faculty are in non-tenure track positions versus 17.3% male faculty.35 

Women in Senior leadership roles 

While these are recognisable and commendable gains in many of these contexts, the evident 

absence of women at top management or senior leadership positions cannot be overlooked. 

What is apparent is that there is ‘glass ceiling’ to those positions when looked at against the 

backdrop of female representation in academia.36  Although women are present as academic 

staff, a look at the figures in terms of professorial roles points to stark gaps. It has been noted 

for example that while China can boast of over representation in academic posts, the percentage 

of women as full professors is low and equally poor representation in senior academic ranks 

and positions. In the UK, women are understood to represent less than 25 % of professors. 

Figures from the 2013/14 academic year for instance highlight that women make up 45% 

academic staff but only 22% of professors, 35% of deputy and pro vice-chancellors and 20% 

of vice-chancellors.37 Between 2019-2020, females made up 46.6% of academic staff at UUK 

member institutions, whereas males (in particular white males) were disproportionally leading 

 
31 Jarboe Norma (2019). Women’s Leadership in Higher Education. Advance HE [online] 
32 Det (2018) in UNESCO report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities 

(2021), p26 
33 Government of Japan 2019; OECD 2019 in report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to 

gender inequalities (2021), p26 
34 UNESCO report (2021) Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities  
35 NCE 2018 in report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities (2021), p27 
36 Klenk et al (2022)  
37 ECU 2015 in Shepard Sue (2017) Why are there so few female leaders in higher education: A case of structure or agency? 

Management in Education, 31(2) 
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in terms of the number of professorial roles.38 Whereas in Sweden, albeit that they have 

achieved even gender balance to senior lecturer position (46%), they remain a minority in top 

positions for example the position of full professor. This increase has been marginal, where in 

comparison to 2000 when only 18% of full professors were women, this has since increased to 

31%.39 

In Norway, there has also been a notable increase where the percentage of women as full 

professors has risen to 25% (2020) from 8 % (2000) while in Brazil, there is no gender parity, 

and the proportion of female professors was 41% (1999) but has risen only to 46% in 2019.40 

In India only 1 out of 4 professors are women (2018-19) while women held 27% of professor 

positions and made up 36.8% of Reader or associate professor positions.41 Looking at 

universities in the Catalan context, Tomas et al indicate that only 34% of full professors were 

women, while they also only made up 17% of heads of department.42 In New Zealand (2006) 

women represented just over 16.9% of professors and assistant professors.43 Iceland is noted 

as one of the few countries that has met the Lisbon 2000 strategy of women occupying 25% of 

full professor positions by 2010, looking at findings from Heijstra et al’s research, based on 

the participants they interviewed, the males made up 48% full professor position while women 

were mostly in senior lecturer positions (42%).44 In the Saudi Arabia context where tradition 

is still very much the order of the day, the figures also highlight large misrepresentation. In 

terms of terms of directors, compared to 33 male directors there was only 1, from 330 deans 

there were only 61 women, and out of 542 deputy deans only 228 were women as of 2017.45  

Looking at the Vietnamese context, Maheshwari and Nayak find from two prominent social 

science departments; Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences and Vietnam Academy of Science 

and Technology that there were no women represented at director level and 1 in 8 percent as 

vice director level.46 It has also been recorded that in Jordan in all of the 21 universities there 

 
38 See https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/higher-education-facts-and-figures-

2021 
39 Klenk et al (2022) 
40 UNESCO report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities (2021) 
41 MHRD 2019 in UNESCO report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities 

(2021) 
42 Tomas Marina, Lavie Jose M and Guillamon Cristina (2010). Women in Academic Administration at the University. 

Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 38 (4) 
43 Airini and Wilson (2011) 
44 Heijstra Thamar, O’connor Pat and Rafnsdottir Gudbjorg (2013). Explaining gender inequality in Iceland: what makes the 

difference? European Journal of Higher Education, 3(4) 
45 Al-shahrani Mosead (2022).  A Review of Higher Education Leadership in Saudi Arabia. Pegem Journal of Education and 

Instruction, 12(4) 
46 Maheshwari and Nayak (2020) 
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are no female vice-chancellors,47 while in Kuwait only 2% of its university vice chancellors 

are women.48  

Turning to look at senior management, the gaps are even more evident. Cheung notes for 

example, that out of the top 200 global universities, only 39 (19.5%) are led by women.49  A 

2022 study by Silbert et al on elite universities in America also points to underwhelming figures 

and underrepresentation of women in this sector. Of the top 130 research universities, findings 

indicate that only 22% of university Presidents are women.50 The American context also has 

the additional issue of under representation in terms of colour. In the same study, only 5% of 

those Presidents are women of colour.51 Klenk et al similarly note that in 2017 only 22% of 

heads of higher education in Europe were women.52 Moreover, where in Europe, 15 % of 

Rectors in the European Union Association in 48 countries are women, in Latin America, only 

18% of the public universities have women rectors.53 . 

In the US, representation at the level of President of higher education institutes, in 2016, 

showed women still only held 30% of these positions albeit that is noted as an increase from 

1986. Out of the top 200 universities (in the aforementioned research), the US is noted as 

having the highest number of female rectors at 13.54 In Germany, a high male presence as 

rectors and presidents is noted at 77.9% (2020), Similarly in Poland the representation of 

women is low, since 1990 for example, women have made up only 4% of rectors. Whereas in 

Norway, women represented half of all rectors and deans and 55% of vice-rectors in all higher 

education institutions.55  

In terms of governing bodies, glaring gaps also continue to persist where women’s 

representation is concerned. In the UK for example, there has been some marginal gains, (2019) 

Higher Education governing body members boasts of 40% representation of women while 27% 

of the chairs are women. This is in comparison to 5 years prior where only 12% held the 

 
47 Kyhami Horani 2013) in Morley Louise (2014) Lost leaders: women in the global academy. Higher Education Research & 

Development, 33(1), p118 
48 Hayat (2013) in Morley 2014 p119 
49 2020 Time Higher Education report in Cheung (2021) 
50 Silbert Andrea, Punty Magdalena and Brodbine Elizabeth (2022). The Women’s Power Gap at Elite Universities: Scaling 

the Ivory Tower. Women’s Power Gap Study Series 
51 Silbert et al (2022) 
52 European commission 2019 in Klenk et al (2022) 
53 UNESCO report (2021) Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities  
54 UNESCO report (2021) Women in Higher Education has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities, p32 
55 Krono 2021 in Klenk et al (2022), p137 
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position of chair. In the US, in terms of board chair positions, only 26% are women and only 

8% of university boards have achieved gender parity.56 

Barriers to women’s leadership  

Across the literature, there are a number of factors that have been attributed to the gaps found 

in women holding senior leadership positions in higher education. Mareque et al for example 

maintain that socio cultural, economic, and political differences act as barriers for women 

leaders in higher education.57 Al-shahrani speaking to the Saudi Arabian context similarly 

maintains that the barriers to women’s advancement include cultural and organisational 

challenges and lack of empowerment and personal challenges.58 While it has been noted in 

many examples that women make up substantial numbers of academic staff or even assistant 

senior positions as seen in some of the examples above, they are disproportionally absent at the 

more senior levels. Cheung for example argues that the ‘increased enrolment of female 

undergraduates gives a false representation of gender equality achievement’ maintaining that 

the ‘unfortunate reality is that equality remains elusive everywhere in the world, particularly 

when it comes to questions of leadership’.59 Based on available literature, these factors can be 

classified into three broad categories: socio-cultural, organisational, and personal.  

Socio-cultural barriers 

In almost every context, the advancement of women across all sectors has been impacted by 

existing social and cultural structures. Even in countries where much progress around gender 

has been made, the deep-rooted patriarchal structures have and continue to a play a role in 

shaping the extent to which women can and do advance.  In the United States (US) for instance, 

Parker notes that one of the reasons why there were few women in higher education was as a 

result of the perception held toward women in education in general in the early 1900s. In 

response to this gap, the ‘7 sisters’, Women’s only colleges were created, which subsequently 

saw an increase in women in leadership positions.60 In a similar fashion, Schwartz notes that 

as the number of women in higher education increased across the US in the late 19th century, 

the female faculty in many of the colleges were appointed by the Presidents to ‘advise, counsel, 

assist the new ‘minority’ population on campus’.61 The move to do this, highlights some of the 

 
56 Silbert et al (2022) 
57 Mareque et al (2022) 
58 Al-shahrani (2022), p188 
59 Cheung (2021) 
60 Parker Patsy (2015). The historical role of women in higher education. Administrative Issues Journal, 5(1)   
61 Schwartz Robert (1997) Reconceptualizing the Leadership Roles of Women in Higher Education. The Journal of Higher 

Education, 68(5), p504 
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commonly held perceptions around women’s leadership styles, where they are noted as being 

softer, welcoming, or as Cubillo and Brown put it transformational or collaborative.62 Linked 

to this, Cheung notes that ‘women are disproportionally likely to lead smaller colleges or 

women’s universities (especially in contexts such as South Asia; India, Pakistan, 

Bangladesh).63 

On a study looking at the dentistry sector, Garcia et al similarly note that the existing gender 

biases are driven by the ‘outdated organisational cultures’ which mirror household scenarios 

where women have been primarily responsible for looking after the homes, which has 

subsequently led to the perception that women ‘were not competent/decisive enough for 

leadership roles’.64 On this Nguyen captures the barriers to women’s leadership in higher 

education as psychological, where this includes negative gender stereotypes based on the 

characteristics often ascribed to women (kind, compassionate..) whereas men are ascribed as 

agentic.65 Similarly, Tomas et al from their findings indicate how there is an assumption ‘that 

women lack the right qualities for leadership and university administration’. 66 

In more traditional contexts, these social and traditional perceptions are even more evident 

especially where women’s roles are seen through a gender stereotyped lens.  Nguyen captures 

this as a macro social political barrier, noting that in traditional societies women are expected 

to take on familial responsibilities.67 In many Asian contexts for instance, Maheshwari and 

Nayak note that the ‘primary responsibility is viewed as taking care of family and house related 

chores’.68 Tang and Horta have noted elsewhere that despite government efforts to create an 

egalitarian society in China, historical and cultural influences make the institutionalised 

landscape of women’s academic lives more complex .69 Speaking further to the Chinese 

context, Gaskell et al note that ‘the role of the Confucian traditions may not be conducive to 

women thriving in academic careers.70  Tang and Horta further note that the ‘expectation is for 

women to be good wives and mothers, a prevalence, which presents a challenge to their career 

ambitions.71 Maheshwari and Nayak similarly note that one of the issues resulting in less 

 
62 Cubillo Leela and Brown Marie (2003). Women into educational leadership and management: international differences. 

Journal of Educational Administration, 41(3), p280 
63 Cheung (2021) 
64 Garcia Nathalia et al (2022) Advancing women, parity and gender equity. Journal of Dental Edcation, 86(9), pp1182-1190 
65 Nguyen Thi Lan (2013) Barriers to and facilitators of female Dean’s career advancement in higher education: an 

exploratory study in Vietnam. Higher Education, 66(1), pp123-138 
66 Tomas, Lavie, and Guillamon (2010) 
67  Nguyen (2013) 
68 Maheshwari and Nayak (2020) 
69 Tang and Horta (2021) p817 
70 Gaskell et al (2004) in Tang and Horta  
71 Tang and Horta p817 
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women represented in senior leadership in Vietnam is because of cultural interventions where 

a woman’s primary responsibility is viewed as taking care of family and house related chores, 

moreover subordinates perception of women leaders (shaped by traditional beliefs and cultural 

ideologies)  also act as barriers.72  

Linked to this, women are often left in a position of having to balance between family and work 

which ends up in many instances being a barrier to their advancement. Tomas et al looking at 

the Catalan context note that the role of timing is key in looking at advancement opportunities, 

especially as it is linked to women having to balance home and family alongside their careers.73 

Similarly, Heijstra et al looking at the Icelandic context also find that in spite of the 

defamilization policy implemented, family responsibilities continue to play a role in women’s 

absence in professorial roles.74 Airini and Wilson also note on women’s personal 

circumstances, that leadership advancement could be hindered by restrictions on hours 

available to work or travel, and issues of work life balance being important.75 Abraidao-Lanza 

et al provide a slightly different argument, maintaining that familial and caregiving 

responsibilities are not inherently barriers to success but can ‘produce differential outcomes 

across gender’ especially if norms and expectations stem from the assumption that all faculty 

have substantial spousal support.76 

The organisational structures 

Another set of barriers as found across the literature are those imposed by the higher institutions 

settings themselves. Kruse’s research on women holding positions as ‘Chairs’ is particularly 

noteworthy. She maintains that the ‘barriers to women’s advancement and success are baked 

into the structure of higher education’.77 That is, the ‘individual and cultural barriers women 

face are further aggravated by the structure of the organizational system itself.78 On this 

Nguyen in what is labelled as meso-organisational barriers, notes that the structures of 

universities which were built to favour men, are barriers to women looking to leadership and 

management roles. Moreover, argues that the ‘balance of power is in favour of men in many 

organisations despite women’s presence and participation in the workforce having increased’.79 

 
72 Maheshwari and Nayak (2020) 
73 Tomas, Lavie, and Guillamon (2010) 
74 Heijstra et al (2013) 
75 Airini and Wilson (2011) 
76 Abraido -Lanza, Ana et al (2022), p3 
77 Kruse Sharon 2022). “I am the Chair”: women and Department Leadership in the Academy. Frontiers in Education, 7 
78 Shepard (2017) 
79 Nguyen (2013) 
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Findings from research undertaken by Tomas et al indicate that women are having to function 

in a man’s world, where performance and worth are judged according to male standards’.80 

In many cases, issues such as pay gaps, inaccessibility to mentorship or support or even being 

included in decision making also play a role as barriers. Nguyen maintains for instance that 

‘female academics often disadvantaged in pay and promotion’.81  Heijstra et al posit that 

women are often left out of academic networks; decision making processes and lack 

departmental support. Moreover, in the Icelandic case provide evidence as to how the academic 

environment has limitations for women’s advancement, in terms of less progress on the ladder 

and gender inequalities in hiring process.82 In a similar manner Huang and Wang highlight how 

women face obstacles to promotion, participation in institutional and research leadership 

positions and access to resources.83 Parker also notes that women face difficulties advancing 

as they have a ‘slower climb up the career ladder’ and are often ladened with heavier teaching 

loads and lower salaries’.84 In her findings, Shepard maintains that women’s missing agency 

‘is not in itself an adequate explanation for continued underrepresentation’ but instead they 

may be disadvantaged by a ‘number of structural factors associated with the recruitment and 

selections process for senior posts’.85  

The personal barriers 

A final set of factors noted to affect women’s ascension in to positions of leadership can be 

understood as the personal or individual factors. These can also be linked to the wider gender 

stereotypes that are held. In this regard, often times this can also be seen as the women 

internalising some of these perceptions. Nguyen explains this as micro level; noting that the 

internalisation of barriers can also explain this underrepresentation.86 Tomaz et al explain this 

as internal related barriers; where there is an internalisation of limitations imposed by gender 

roles.87 Moreover looking the Catalan context note socialisation process as an important 

conditioning factor, female stereotypes, lack of self-confidence as examples of why. On this, 

Garcia et al maintain for example, that one of the reasons why women remain underrepresented 

is because their roles in leadership can be affected by lack of confidence and acceptance by 
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administrators and male peers’.88 In a similar way, Tomas et al looking at Cubillo and Brown 

also not similar perspectives where lack of confidence, competitiveness and fear of failure can 

act as barriers for these women.89 

 

Women and Higher Education in Africa  

While the section above helps to paint the global picture, the objective of this research is to 

understand where and why the gaps to women’s leadership continue to exist on the African 

continent. This next section thus turns to look at the literature on women and higher education 

leadership in the African context.  

The contexts in Africa paint a picture similar to the one found at the broader global stage; one 

that is deeply ‘patriarchal’ in nature, which has equally translated into glaring gaps in terms of 

women’s leadership across a range of sectors. In particular, women continue to lag behind in 

the political arena, with very few examples (Rwanda, South Africa, Senegal, Ethiopia -where 

women represent a significant proportion of parliamentary seats) boasting of making notable 

progress at many levels this area. In terms of education, many gains have also been made in 

closing the gaps between male and female attendance at the primary and secondary levels. At 

the tertiary level, this continues to point to a mixed outcome as noted earlier. More so, when it 

comes to the issue of women’s underrepresentation in higher education leadership positions, 

there are glaring gaps across the different regions. There also continues to be limited 

information on addressing this issue. Speaking to the Egyptian context for instance, Mousa 

notes that there is a gap in literature on empirical studies looking at the challenges and 

facilitators for junior and senior female faculty with regards to career pursuits.90 

Where are the women  

In many of these contexts, albeit that frameworks and policies exist to address these gaps both 

at national and institutional level, much is left to be said about their success. Odhiambo for 

instance maintains that despite 15 years of gender activism, Kenya still lags behind with 

women’s ascendance to leadership positions across all sectors.91  Moreover, notes for example 

how despite the efforts made across individual universities in Kenya to incorporate women’s 
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issues in the programmes, ‘these have been ineffective in balancing the gender inequity’.92 

Similarly, Bhana and Pillay note that albeit employment equity policies have been put in place 

and ‘dented the male concentration of academics in South African universities , gender 

inequalities remain apparent’.93 Kabonesa and Kaase-Bwanga speaking to the Ugandan 

context, notes how Makerere university has been promoting gender mainstreaming since 1998 

and how the Gender mainstreaming directorate exists as a unit to institutionalise gender, but 

there has been no improvement in the number of female deans.94 Equally, the move by the 

Federal Government of Nigeria to put in place strategies on women’s employment and reduce 

gender discrimination in public and private sectors – has not done much to reduce this.95 

Muoghalu also remarks on how Obafemi Awolowo university was the first Nigerian university 

to have a gender policy in place, yet this has not ‘resulted in women occupying leadership 

positions in the university’.96 To this, is to take into consideration Ojwala et al’s point that there 

is no positive correlation between the policy and representation in terms of management.97 

A look at the statistics (although sparse), points clearly to these gaps that continue to persist in 

African higher education. According to a UNESCO report Women in Higher Education; has 

the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities (2021) for instance, there has been a 

decrease in women holding teaching positions at the tertiary level from 26% to 24%.98 On this, 

Mousa maintains that women are under-represented in academia and that their ‘status, power 

and sense of equality when pursuing a career is still a struggle’.99  

Participation in education  

In terms of educational attainment, much effort has been put into addressing the gaps between 

males and females, the successes noted more at the lower levels of education. Data from the 

World Bank on enrolment in primary education points to a more upward trend across much of 

the continent where females are concerned. A similar trend is noted too for secondary school.100  
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Further data shows in terms of transition to upper secondary school, many examples 

highlighting parity between males and females. In Benin Republic for example, the transition 

rate for males and females stands at 78% and 76% respectively. In Congo there is a similar 

pattern is where women transition at 74% and males 73%. In Egypt the transition figures are 

slightly higher with females doing so at 93% and males at96%, this similar in Lesotho with 

females having a slightly higher transition rate, 84% versus 82% for males. In Ethiopia this 

transition rate is noted at 100% for females,101. In Namibia where the transition rates are 

slightly lower, there is still a marginal difference in the rates between males (64%) and females 

(63%).  

However, when it comes to the tertiary levels, attendance is noted to be low overall where the 

numbers for both male and females are lower in comparison to other regions. In terms of the 

gaps between men and women the data points to a mixed outcome. According to data from the 

World Inequality Database on Education for instance, the percentage of those 18-22 attending 

higher education,102 shows Algeria as having high numbers yet the disparity between men and 

women is glaring with females (41%) having a higher attendance rate versus men (20). Other 

countries across the continent have lower numbers but highlight marginal differences between 

males and females.  In Kenya for example, attendance for males is 13% while for females this 

is 11%. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, this is 9% for males and 8% for females, similar 

in Zimbabwe it is 6% for males and 3% for females.  In other countries, the percentage for 

females’ attendance is marginally higher that of the males, for example in Eswatini the figures 

stand at 5% for females and 4% for males. In Namibia it is 7% for females and 5% for males, 

while in Cameroon the figures indicate 11% of females versus 8% for males in terms of this 

attendance. In some other examples the figures are noted as being equal, such as in Sudan 

(15%), Egypt (19%), Ghana (4%) and Malawi (2%).103 

Women as academic staff 

While these figures give some hope, as noted with the global trends, these gains have not yet 

translated to women holding particular positions or roles, with the patterns being worse at more 

senior leadership positions. As Mulyampiti et al argue, women’s academic careers remain 

characterised by strong vertical segregation.104  It is to this the next section addresses. 
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Muoghalu has maintained that as university employees, women are mainly found at the lower 

cadre of university positions and in many instances they hold positions as secretaries.105 

Similarly, Omotoso notes from research findings on higher education in Nigeria, that women 

are usually placed in welfare roles such chairing university convocation committees, fund 

raising, or serving as representatives of the Vice-Chancellors at public functions.106 Mama also 

posits that that women are often found in leadership positions that relate to student welfare, 

human resources, and other administrative related roles ‘deemed to benefit from a ‘feminine 

touch’’.107 This low representation of women as staff has also been linked to reenrolment rates, 

where Odhiambo maintains that with fewer women available for upward mobility, ‘they tend 

to be poorly represented in the senior academic and leadership positions in higher education in 

Kenya’.108  The same can be argued in other contexts and as such also explain the gaps. 

Mousa from findings indicates that the ratio of women faculty to male is 1 to 7 or 1 to 8 in 

some faculties in Egypt.109  In the Nigerian context, the figures are not much better, earlier 

statistics point to women being underrepresented even as lecturers across a few universities. 

For example, in University of Ibadan they made up 18% while the proportion of males was 

82%, in University of Calabar this was similar where men represented 82% (460) and women 

18% (102) of the faculty. In Port Harcourt university, the number was noted to be even lower 

with men representing 88% (416) and women 12% (57).110 In South Africa, women are found 

more at the lectures and junior lecture positions making up 53%.111 In the Women in Higher 

Education; has the female advantage put an end to gender inequalities (2021) it highlights how 

South Africa in 2016 only 27.5% of professorial staff were female, and at associate professor 

it was 39.5%. In Makerere university, at the rank of professor, only 7% in the social science 

departments and 3% in science based courses are females.112 

Women in Senior Leadership  

Just as the numbers are stark at the lower academic levels, a look at women’s representation in 

senior leadership positions points to an even bleaker picture. For instance, Mulyampiti et al 
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notes that all public universities are led by men in Uganda.113 Similarly, Shava and Chasokela 

maintain that women make up large proportion university workforce but ‘poorly represented 

in high level leadership positions’.114 In 2007, it was noted that 70% of the universities across 

the 54 commonwealth countries were led by men.115  Looking at the Nigerian context for 

example, Moghalu also notes that out of 100 Federal universities, there are only 4 female Vice 

Chancellors.116 Omotoso similarly notes how in over 70yrs University of Ibadan has employed 

no female Vice-Chancellor and only had 3 female deputy Vice Chancellors.117 Similarly, in 

Kenya between 2002 and 2010 there was no change in terms of women representation in 

leadership, on this, no chancellor in the 7 public universities examined had women in this 

position.118 In Makerere university women represent less than 10% of top management, and 

15% in council.119 In Tanzania similar patterns of women’s underrepresentation are noticed 

where in 60 of the university and non-university colleges, only 2 women are noted to hold the 

position of vice chancellors and 1 as the Principal of a College.  

There is also a noticeable inequity in where women are found when it comes to subject areas. 

It is noted for instance, that women have been more linked to the arts and humanities and lag 

behind in STEM related areas. Similar to this, Ojwala et al note that there are still significant 

gaps in terms of gender with comes to the area of STEM education, there are gender disparities 

especially between private and public universities in Kenya.  Moreover, while it has been noted 

that gains have been made in primary and secondary education (parity and reduction in gap 

respectively) ‘the disparities tend to deep end in higher education, with much lower 

representation of women in sciences, men making up most of students and academic staff’.120 

Looking specifically to ocean policy, Ojwala et al note that while Kenya – is at the forefront 

of international ocean policy (which is now global priority), there is no systematic evaluation 

of the role of women in ocean science in Kenya.121  They highlight the visible absence of 

women in senior management positions, where in terms of Chancellor, Vice-Chancellor, 

university council members and head of department there are only 2 women.122 
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Barriers to women’s advancement 

Turning to the reasons why these gaps exist, similar to the wider literature, issues of tradition, 

culture and gender stereotypes continue to persist on the African continent. More so the 

structures of the universities themselves also highlight why these gaps exist. Linked to this is 

the role of the colonial era in shaping the nature and operation of many African universities. It 

is to this the next section addresses. 

Colonial legacies  

The discourse on higher education and the creation of universities in many African countries 

cannot be understood without their context and environment,123 and are as much shaped by 

their internal process as they are by their national contexts.124 As such, these institutions can 

not be understood without looking at the role of history or indeed the colonial period. The latter 

in particular, has played a role in the ways in which these universities have been structured and 

operate, not least even decades after. Tracing the history of education in the African context, 

Mama highlights how the pre-modern universities and establishments that existed; Islamic 

academic, indigenous, or traditional institutions and the colonial colleges all had one thing in 

common, the absence of women or in some instances, gender segregation.125  

In the colonial era, similar patterns are noticed across the different contexts. There has always 

been a gendered element to higher education in Africa, and the colonial era universities are 

argued to have ‘began as extensions of elitist metropolitan institutions, set up to recruit the 

brightest and best of young men from colonial classes and govern the 2natives”.126 Odhiambo 

notes for instance in Kenya, how during the post-colonial era there was focus on educating 

males to replace colonial civil servants, thus making female enrolment less of a priority by both 

the government and the institutions.127 Moreover, on the colonial colleges that were 

established, notes that they were ‘dedicated to the production of good colonial subjects 

intended to inherit the exclusively masculine mantle of colonial leadership…’ 128 In a similar 

manner, the perspective was that the establishment of universities during the colonial period 
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was part of a ‘masculine scheme dedicated to the production of colonial subjects to inherit the 

exclusive masculine mantle of colonial leadership and further the existing imperial interests’.129 

On her part, Mama argues that the current education models cannot be described solely as 

‘’antecedents’ of African universities as elements of them still exist, within and alongside 

today’s African universities’.130 Speaking to the West African context, Omotoso notes that the 

early universities in Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra Leone, ‘historically had faculties made up 

mostly of males’.131  On this, Tsikata maintains that the University of Ghana’s ‘early 

antecedents and practice marked it as a profoundly male space concerned with the creation of 

modern African masculinities’.132 

Nature of the environment  

Bearing the above in mind, it is clear why some of the patterns that continue to persist today 

exist. Based on this, is the next set of linked barriers which can be understood as the gender 

stereotypes and practices weaved into the cultural and traditional perception toward women. 

Onoride and Perumal maintain that the ‘social and political inequalities are endorsed through 

cultural and traditional practices and thus reflect in all sectors including higher education’.133 

Similarly, Mousa posits that one of the barriers to women occupying leading academic 

positions (in Egypt) is as a result of the negative prejudices and cultural biases that exist.134 

This is not common to Egypt alone. Ukpokolo similarly notes how the socio-cultural landscape 

of the Nigerian university has remained largely patriarchal’.135 Moreover, posits that first 

generation universities are ‘founded and rooted on this gender relationship that is based on 

binary opposition, particularly with regards to decision making, access to and control of space 

as resource for power in the academe’.136 Omotoso, in line with this, maintains that the largely 

patriarchal system in Nigeria ‘influences strongly the leadership patterns that are visible’.137 

Kabonesa and Kaase-Bwanga, further argue that universities ‘have been and continue to be 
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male colonies; institutions are masculine and averse to academic growth of female 

members’.138  

Odhiambo also notes that ‘sex role socialisation and sex stereotyping’ have played key role in 

participation of women in higher education.139 This view is also taken by Elsaid and Elsaid 

who maintain that ‘sex role stereotyping of managerial positions creates negative views about 

the capability of women to occupy such positions’.140In a similar line of argument, Mama, in 

earlier research has noted that ‘anecdotal evidence on the experiences of women faculty 

highlight that the ‘hierarchies of power are sexualised in ways that reflect conservative gender 

ideologies, notably the unequal gender division of labour between the domestic and profession 

spheres’.141 Additionally, Bhana and Pillay maintain that ‘the gendered practices within 

academia environment embed relations of power and gendered division of labour and gendered 

cultures’, for example being piled with lots of work such as marking and lack of support. 142 

Olaogun et al also argue that issues of sex discrimination and subordination, limit women’s 

access to the ‘acquisition of the forces of production as well as opportunities to high status and 

job positions’.143  

Looking closely to the gendered barriers, these are similar to what is noted in the broader global 

context. In this regard, women continue to be viewed through the traditional lens of being 

homemakers and carers. Mama on this, notes that Women in Africa continue to carry the 

burden of familial, social and community development responsibilities.144  Linked to this, is 

the issue of having to balance the duties of the home and career. As Mousa notes in the Egyptian 

context, women face tensions between career responsibility and commitment to familial duties, 

moreover, that long teaching hours and mentoring impact female academics and their 

commitments to their families.145  Kabonesa and Kaase-Bwanga also speak to the issue of 

timing from research on universities in Uganda, noting that the time allocated to leadership 

roles can affect overall research productivity, and is further imbalanced between the genders. 

This is particularly in the instances where women have the tasks of domestic roles to address, 
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such as caring for family, doing chores, or playing community roles.146 Toni and Moodly note 

this as ‘hampered progress’ because of their choice to prioritise family. p186  

Similarly, Bhana and Pillay, through their research findings highlight how ‘inequitable gender 

relations fuel women’s marginalized positions in higher education’, they further highlight how 

being a mother and an academic is ‘regulated by restrictive understandings of gender at home, 

work and through which women’s gender roles and identities are reproduced’, on this, they 

additionally find that the care of children falls into the hands of women in a similar manner is 

the care or burden of domestic chores.147 On this, Tsikata on this argues that there is ‘no space 

to assist women in balancing family obligations’.148 

Organisational barriers  

Similar to what is noted in the wider literature, the structures of the university institutions 

themselves end up being obstacles to women’s representation in leadership roles. For instance, 

Moodly and Toni note how structural issues such as hiring patterns and gendered organisational 

cultures are contributors to the underrepresentation.149 In a similar manner, Mousa explains 

this around issues of quota schemes, work-life initiatives or mentoring not being priorities in 

the Egyptian context.150 Amondi similarly speaks to the entrenched cultures and norms, looking 

at how power is defined and exercised, the selection procedures, unavailability of mentoring 

schemes, or access to informal networks as some of these barriers. In the South African context, 

Moodly and Toni also note the absence of formal mentoring structures and issues of exclusion 

which they link to what they call the ‘old boys club’.151 Muoghalu on her part maintains that 

when a woman manages to get to the top in Nigeria, she faces challenges, as university 

managers in particular they are expected to work harder, while they also face problems of 

insubordination from men and imitate male behaviours.152  Moodly and Toni also note this, 

maintaining that there is a ‘culture of exclusion for those who have reached leadership 

positions’.153  With this in mind, is Mousa’s point that the scarcity of female university 
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presidents contributes to under representation of women at junior and senior academic levels 

but also ‘encourages negative prejudice /discrimination against female academics’.154   

Another set of issues is around the microaggressions embed in many of these institutions. The 

structure and embedded gendered perceptions in many of these universities, often means that 

women end up facing issues of harassment. On this, Oti maintains that the culture of academics 

is still very much dictated by male hegemony.155 Moreover, it has been argued that women in 

male dominated careers suffer isolation, rejection, and opposition.156  In addition they face 

issues of overt and covert discriminatory practices and micro-politics in the university 

system.157 The issue of sexual harassment also continues to pose a threat to women in higher 

education. It has been argued that sexual harassment in Africa and sexual violence are endemic 

at all educational levels.158 In the report Women in Higher Education has the female advantage 

put an end to gender inequalities (2021) it was noted for instance that in 2015 70% of female 

students at Cairo university experienced sexual harassment with similarly high numbers also 

found to exist in Bangladesh 76%.159 

Personal barriers  

Similar to the wider literature, issues at the personal level are also noted as barriers for women 

in the African context. Amondi for instance captures them as individual barriers, with the 

argument that women themselves are understood as the reason why they are not represented. 

This is often linked to them not being assertive enough, lacking self-confidence or even not 

applying for the roles.160  Dorsey (1989) on this also notes that women develop lower self-

esteem which may suppress these achievements. A study in Zimbabwe by Mugweni et al, 

highlights how gender stereotypes were found to manifest in the form of lower self-esteem 

among women.161 In research on Egypt looking at the attitudes toward women managers, Elsaid 

and Elsaid found that women rated themselves harsher, maintaining that this may be because 
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of the ‘inherent culture and upbringing that teaches females that males are more capable to be 

successful’.162 

The sections above have helped with an understanding of where women are in higher 

education, what is evident is the need to further understand the concept of leadership. It has 

been noted a few times and across literature that there is a common perception around the 

different styles through which women and men lead. The next section attempts to address 

gender and leadership and then offers a discussion on leadership itself, looking at the different 

theories.  

The Leadership discourse 

Leadership is one of the most complex and ‘written about social phenomenon of all time’.163 

The interdisciplinary nature of leadership has been subject to constant dialogue in which the 

multifaceted dimensions of the concept cannot be ignored. In order to understand the 

interactions between leadership, women and higher education, the main theories, debates and 

literature surrounding the leadership phenomenon must first be explored. The following section 

will focus on the interaction between gender and leadership and then offers a discussion on the 

traditional understandings of leadership, leadership as a process, and finally transformational 

leadership. 

Gender and Leadership  

As acknowledged by Snaebjornsson and Edvardsson in relation to leadership and the term 

gender ‘there is considerable confusion in the literature regarding the terminology used: 

concepts like “gender”, “sex”, “women”, “men”, “feminine”, and “masculine”’.164 As such 

Duerst-Lahti and Kelly note that gender can be acknowledged as an umbrella terms which is 

‘not limited to femaleness and maleness, but includes men, masculinity, and manliness as well 

as women, femininity, and womanliness’.165 Literature focusing on the interaction between 

gender and leadership can be categorised into three main debates. The first debate focuses on 

the difference between women and men in terms of leadership styles. One of the main 
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contributions to this debate can be seen by Eagly and Johnson whose meta-analysis in relation 

to gender and leadership style found that ‘women tended to adopt a more democratic or 

participative style and a less autocratic or directive style than did men’.166 While the study 

found that men and women did not differ in terms of interpersonally oriented or ask-oriented 

styles of leadership it did highlight the small differences in style. This idea that men and women 

differ in leadership style is also noted by Rosener who noted that women tend to be more 

transformational leaders while men tend to be more transactional in nature.167 However studies 

by Bartol and also Powell have reinforced that there is very little difference in the leadership 

styles of men and women.168 The second set of literature places emphasise on gender in relation 

to leadership effectiveness. A number of studies have assessed the effectiveness of male and 

female leaders.  Jacobson and Effertz note that ‘if the concept of leadership is masculine, it is 

probably because most leaders are and have been men’.169  For Jacobson and Effertz there is 

no difference between women and men when it comes to task performance, with them stating 

that ‘as women occupy leadership positions in greater numbers and as traditional sex roles 

undergo modification, there will not be differential expectancies in performance for the sexes, 

and men and women will be evaluated similarly for similar performances’.170 This discussion 

in terms of gender and performance is also noted by Tsui and Gutek who in their study note 

that there was no pro- male bias in relation to performance effectiveness.171 Eagly et al. also 

contribute to discussions of gender and leadership effectiveness. In the meta-analysis 

conducted by Eagly et al. they found that in terms of leadership roles men and women were 

equally as effective but that ‘women and men were more effective in leadership roles that were 

congruent with their gender’.172 The final category in relation to literature focusing on gender 
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and leadership, is literature pertaining to the glass ceiling debate. Snaebjornsson and 

Edvardsson maintain that the ‘existence of this invisible barrier which prevents women from 

attaining leader positions is explained by lack of human capital, as well as by gender differences 

and prejudice’.173 Scholars such as Maume and Williams have discussed the nature of the glass 

ceiling highlighting that even in occupations dominated by women face a glass ceiling while 

their male counterparts flourish and occupy the top leadership positions.174 Power notes that in 

relation to workplace the lack of women in leadership positions it is more to do with the 

gendered nature of the workplace than the ability and overarching nature of women.175 This is 

as women face ‘a range of gendered assumptions and stereotypes about their fitness for 

leadership, which are then translated into discriminatory norms and organisational 

practices’.176 However Eagly and Carli who argue that the glass ceiling metaphor no longer fits 

as it ‘conveys a rigid, impenetrable barrier, but barriers to women’s advancement are now more 

permeable’.177  

Traditional Understandings of Leadership 

Literature focusing on the principles of leadership ‘go back nearly as far as the emergence of 

civilisation, which shaped its leaders as much as it was shaped by them’.178 These early pieces 

of leadership literature can be documented as early as the 2300 B.C.E  Egypt and the Chinese 

classics of sixth century B.C.E, all the way through to the Greek and Renaissance period. These 

traditional understandings of leadership by the philosophers of these periods including 

Confucius, Lao-tzu, Aristotle, Plato and Machiavelli all reiterate a traditional understanding of 

leadership in the form of a “leader”. This understanding of “person-based” leadership is most 

famously noted in Thomas Carlyle “Great Man theory”. Carlyle advocates that leaders (great 

men) are born and not made, with leaders having inherent qualities which make them great 
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leader.179 Not only did this text provide the foundation for understanding leadership in terms 

of traits but also the understanding of leadership as a male concept in which ‘the history of 

what man has accomplished in this world, is at the bottom the History of the Great Men who 

have worked here’.180 The traits approaches of the twentieth century steered away from early 

conceptions of leadership by acknowledging the universality of traits. For Bernard Bass and 

Ruth Bass the traits approach is situated around two key questions (1) What traits distinguish 

leaders from other people? (2) What is the extent of these differences?181 The works of Mann 

as well as Lord Devader and Alliger have both highlighted “intelligence”, “masculinity” and 

“dominance” as traits which distinguish leaders from followers.182  More contemporary works 

such as Judge et al. and Zaccaro have also reinforced a notion that traits produce consistent 

patterns of behaviour which make leaders effective. In Judge et al. combined qualitative review 

and meta-analysis they advocated strong support for the traits perspective ‘when traits are 

organized according to the five-factor model [e.g. Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to 

Experience, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness]’.183 Furthermore Zaccaro reinforced the 

significance of the traits approach in terms of the link between intelligence and leadership, 

arguing that ‘general intelligence continues to exhibit a strong connection to various indices of 

leadership and leader effectiveness’.184 However the works of Stogdill has emphasised that 

traits need to be relevant to situation in which leaders function.185 Thus leading to a discussion 

of a more situational approach to leadership and understanding leadership as a process.  

Leadership as a Process  

In opposition to the traits approach which views leadership from a psychological phenomenon 

in terms of leadership stemming from traits held by an “individual”, process based leadership 

views leadership from a sociological perspective. Murphy notes that the most common mistake 
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in leadership studies is the emphasis placed ‘upon the “individual” rather than upon the 

individual as a factor in a social situation’.186 For Murphy process based leadership is 

characterised as a function of a situation as a whole. In this sense leadership is not a static entity 

but ‘comes into being when an individual meets certain social needs, when he releases in the 

social situation of which he is a part certain ideas and tendencies which are accepted by the 

group because they indicate solutions of needs which are dimly sensed’.187 Murphy’s 

understanding of leadership as a social process is supported by Smircich and Morgan who 

understand leadership as the interaction between leader, follower and their mutual situation, 

whereby leadership is ‘realized in the process whereby one or more individuals succeeds in 

attempting to frame and define the reality of others’.188  The work of Pierce and Newstrom also 

highlights the importance of understanding leadership as a process whereby leadership is 

viewed as an interactive and dynamic interaction between leaders and followers within a 

specific context. For Pierce and Newstrom leadership is characterised by the ‘interplay and 

relationship between the situation, the needs that it creates for people, and the individual is 

defined as the leadership process....[and].... it is this process that serves to define who is the 

leader, group effectiveness, future group (social) needs, and once again who serves as the 

group’s next leader’.189  This is further expanded upon by Hollander and Julian who attempt to 

rectify traditional notion of leadership by pointing towards ‘the increasing signs of movement 

toward a fuller analysis of leadership as a social influence process, and not as a fixed state of 

being’.190 Hollander and Julian recognise leadership as a resource within a situation in which 

leadership is developed over time through the exchange between a leader and follower. By 

providing a deeper comprehension of leadership and understanding leadership as an influence 

process, Hollander and Julian are able to emphasise significant features within leadership 

including how the social exchange between leaders and followers impacts how a leader attains 

and sustains legitimacy.191 This understanding of leadership as an influence process is also 

acknowledged by French and Raven. For French and Raven part of the leadership process is 
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the ability of a leader to exercise influence over their followers, with this ability stemming from 

the exercise of referent, legitimate, expert, coercive, and/or reward power.192 It is these key 

pieces of literature which highlight the significance of leadership as working relationship 

between leaders and followers within a specific context. 

Transformational Leadership  

Khan et al. notes that you can distinguish transformational leadership from other classical and 

contemporary understandings of leadership ‘on the basis of its alignment to a greater good as 

it entails involvement of the followers in processes or activities related to personal factor 

towards the organization and a course that will yield certain superior social dividend’.193  

Although transformational leadership was first coined by Downton in his 1973 work which 

highlights the ability to inspire people as essential to leadership, it was not until the works of 

Burns that this form of leadership really emerged.194 Burns assets that where as transactional 

leadership is built on ideas of social exchange and “modal value” (e.g. honesty, responsibility, 

fairness etc..), transformational leadership is based on motivating followers to reach their full 

potential. For Burns transformational leadership is about the “end values” in terms of equality, 

liberty and justice. Transformative leadership is thus based on the idea that transformative 

leaders ‘raise their followers up through levels of morality, though insufficient attention to 

means can corrupt ends’.195  Bass expanded on Burns understanding of transformational 

leadership. Bass highlights that transformational leaders have the ability to intellectually 

stimulate their followers as well as ‘excite, arouse, and inspire their subordinates, imparting to 

them vision of what they might be able to accomplish with extra effort’.196 For Bass 

transformational leadership includes four key components; idealized influence (charisma), 

inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individual consideration. These 

transformational attributes for Judge and Piccolo are fundamental as they motivate followers 

to go beyond their perceived abilities for exceptional results.197 Personality for Bass is a key 
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determining factor as to whether a leader is transformational or not, maintaining charismatic 

leadership as a central feature of transformational leadership. It is the power and influence held 

by charismatic leaders which becomes essential in transformational leadership as followers 

‘want  to identify with them, to develop intense feelings about them, and above all to have trust 

and confidence in them’.198 However Barbuto advocates for a reconsideration of the importance 

of charisma in transformational leadership, as although charismatic leadership focuses ‘on 

interpersonal connectedness and leader emulation, [it] contrasts with an inspirational or 

transformational leadership style, where the emphasis is not on the leader but on the articulated 

mission at hand’.199 Nonetheless Antonakis stress the importance of the transformational and 

charismatic form of leadership declaring that we ‘must better understand the processes that 

produce these [kinds of] leaders because history will, again and again, toss up leaders who will 

wield charismatic power’.200 Especially in relation to higher education literature 

transformational leadership and its underpinning principles have been identified as key in terms 

of innovation and knowledge production and sharing, both in an administrative and teaching 

capacity.201 Overall at the foundation of transformational leadership literature is the notion of 

change and placement of followers needs and input at the centre of leadership.  

It is this understanding of leadership literature as a whole which provides a basis for leadership 

as a tool for understanding the role of women in higher education. With leadership providing 

a theoretical lens to intersect the gendered interactions in higher education institutions. It is the 

understanding of process and transformational leadership in particular which provides a 

framework for examining how women emerge and transform spaces in higher education in 

Africa, as well as the deeper exchanges of influence in terms of the social powers which 

underpin gendered interactions in these institutions.  
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