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Crisis leadership in higher education has received scholarly attention before

COVID-19, yet found itself even more in the focus of global leadership

research since 2020. This article employs the theoretical framework of

Feminist Educational Leadership (FEL) to better understand the crisis

leadership of five women university presidents from three different continents

and five different countries during the COVID-19 pandemic. Through content

analysis, the researchers identified themes related to the four components of

FEL (concerns for social justice and equity for all stakeholders, empowerment

of all stakeholders, establishment of a sentiment of caring, and fighting

existing injustices) in the presidents’ qualitative interviews for a larger project

on university presidential leadership during COVID-19. The findings show that

women university presidents employ FEL in order to successfully lead their

institutions through crises.
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Introduction

“Something might be interesting to look at if there were differences in women
presidents and male presidents. Because I do think we are expected– have different
expectations of the women presidents. But we have a group of women presidents that
are in fact much more held accountable for students’ mental health issues than some
of our male colleagues that keep coming up, right?” (President Mediterranean).

The metaphor of the opportunity within every crisis may be overused at this point,
yet it cannot be denied that COVID-19 has provided and continues to provide a never-
before seen opportunity to examine educational leadership in various national and
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global contexts (Marshall J. et al., 2020). The literary corpus
on university presidents as leaders during COVID-19 is small,
but growing with some studies focusing on specific national
backgrounds (Dumulescu and Muţiu, 2021; Schiffecker et al.,
2022), others on general leadership mechanics (Fernandez
and Shaw, 2020; Strielkowski and Wang, 2020; Antonopoulou
et al., 2021; McNaughtan et al., 2022) or specific areas within
presidential leadership that have become relevant during a
global pandemic. For example, the transition to online learning
(Almaiah et al., 2020; Basilaia et al., 2020; Cheng et al.,
2020; Wrighton and Lawrence, 2020) and crisis communication
(Hussain, 2014; Gigliotti, 2019; McNaughtan and McNaughtan,
2019; Thelen and Robinson, 2019).

COVID-19 has without a doubt affected all areas of modern
life, university leadership being just one example of people
having to adjust to what is often referred to as an ever
changing “new normal” (Raghavan et al., 2021, p. 1). With
most existent literature on university presidents’ leadership
during COVID-19 either focusing on men or remaining gender-
neutral, some of the nuances that occur for women presidents
who engage with leadership in different contexts are missed
(McNaughtan et al., 2022). A novel crisis like this has put the
understanding of what constitutes good leaders under extreme
scrutiny. Political, economic and other world leaders are being
compared against each other and it is the women leaders that
seem to be continuously outperforming their male colleagues
(Taub, 2020). With women still being highly underrepresented,
not only but also, in educational leadership roles, ambivalence
toward women is often reflected in organizational practices, and
also in the underlying structures (Ely and Rhode, 2010). This
ambivalence creates leadership environments where “Women
who conform to traditional feminine stereotypes are often liked
but not respected” and “women who adopt more masculine
traits are often respected but not liked” (p. 385).

Women university presidents, especially women of color,
globally remain underrepresented compared to their white,
male counterparts (Townsend, 2020). Even when in leadership
positions, women HEI leaders still find themselves in what
is a traditionally male-dominated environment (Thompson-
Adams, 2012; Parker, 2015) in which they face a multitude of
challenges. Rather than assigning female or male connotations
to certain leadership traits, women’s leadership needs to be
explored in its entirety through a feminist lens. By employing
the theoretical lens of Feminist Educational Leadership (FEL)
to an examination of the ways in which women university
presidents in different national contexts navigate a global crisis
and successfully lead their institutions, important insights into
the importance and practice of equity, social justice, and
empowerment of all stakeholders can be gained. The research
question guiding this study is hence: How does the crisis
leadership of women university presidents during the COVID-
19 pandemic reflect characteristics of feminist educational
leadership?

Literature review

While first media mentions of a novel and particularly
transmittable virus started circulating around the globe at
the end of 2019 (World Health Organization, 2020; Taylor,
2021), it wasn’t until 2020 that HEIs in Asia, Europe and the
United States started taking measures to protect their campus
communities and “flatten the curve” (Marsicano et al., 2020).
Some of those measures included the cancelation of face-to-
face classes, evacuations of campus buildings and facilities,
as well as a general hold on all in-person events (Spradley,
2020). HEIs and their leadership relied mainly on information
from contagious disease experts and directives from leaders
around the world, as they found themselves faced with an
equally unpreceded and unpredictable crisis (Chronicle of
Higher Education [CHE], 2020; New York Times [NYT], 2020;
International Association of Universities [IAU], 2021; Smalley,
2021). With the world struggling to respond to the surge in
COVID-19 cases, hospitalizations, and COVID-related deaths,
the United States simultaneously found itself amidst a long-
brewing escalation of racial unrests and a call for racial equity.
HEIs around the world, with the presidents as the heads of
the administrative leadership, carried the intellectual and moral
responsibility of responding to these crises (Griggs and Thouin,
2021). In this study, we frame our analyses using the existent
literature focusing on leadership in crisis generally, Women’s
leadership in higher education during crisis, and the Feminist
Educational Leadership Framework.

Leadership during crisis

Competent and efficient leadership constitutes a crucial
element of successful crisis leadership, no matter what crisis
is faced. COVID-19, however, presented leadership around
the globe with never-before-seen challenges and restrictions
of a global pandemic that significantly changed the ways
in which humans act and interact in their personal and
professional environments (Bellis et al., 2022). When a novel
crisis like this shifts leadership priorities, leadership, too, has
to change and adapt to what has been referred to as the
constantly evolving “new normal.” In higher education, this
includes for example a shift from a focus on recruitment
and fundraising efforts to a focus on support and safety
of the campus communities as well as institutional survival
(McNaughtan et al., 2022). The Pulse surveys initiated in
April of 2020 by the U.S. American Council on Education
(ACE) provided monthly overviews of “presidents” insights and
experiences with COVID-19 in the United States and its effects
on their institutions and the larger higher education landscape”
(American Council on Education [ACE], 2020, p.1). The results
painted a highly volatile picture: University presidents had to
switch between priorities and quickly adapt to new conditions.
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The International Association of University Presidents (IAUP)
paints a more international picture in their International
Association of University Presidents (IAUP) (2020). With
representation from HEI leadership from all five continents,
the survey highlights the shifting priorities at the onset of the
pandemic and the reliance on government officials in both
the health and education sectors. Two surveys sent out by the
Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U)
echoed this constant flux of priorities and contexts. The initial
focus on “hunker[ing] down” and “weather[ing] the storm”
by laying off administrative staff, implementing hiring freezes,
and reexamining operational processes to identify efficiencies”
(American Association of Colleges and Universities [AAC&U],
2020, p.3) was later replaced by a “a palpable shift in the national
consciousness with regard to racial discrimination” (American
Association of Colleges and Universities [AAC&U], 2020, p.5).
This consciousness of racial inequities and its repercussions
found itself reflected in the global discourse (Walker et al.,
2021). The need for leaders that possess the traits of sensitivity
and empathy increases in times of complex crises that include
racial and socio-political components (Tevis, 2021). This in
combination with a much needed evolution of both the role
and style of effective crisis leadership (McNaughtan et al.,
2019) paves the way for research to closer examine women’s
leadership during crises.

Women’s leadership in global higher
education

Leadership as a social practice does not exist independently
from socio-economic and cultural environments, sparking a
scholarly interest in the ways leaders around the world guide
their communities in these dynamic contexts (Sperandio,
2010). Scholars have identified leadership and its practices as
embedded in, and specific to cultural contexts (Hofstede, 2001;
Branzei, 2002; Dorfman and House, 2004; Shah, 2021). For
example, “[w]omen in leadership may face multiple barriers in
societies that portray leadership as a male-dominated sphere”
(Shah, 2021, p. 1). Women’s leadership in particular has moved
in the focus of comparative research, as movements of gender
equality remain a goal rather than a lived reality. Women
leaders have often been pointed out to have positive effects
on the organizations they lead (Noland et al., 2016; Zhou,
2020). However, existent scholarly literature is still heavily North
America-centric and fails to include other national contexts
like Asian higher education (Maheshwari et al., 2021). This
“somewhat patchy” (Shepherd, 2017, p. 83) state of the literature
on women’s leadership in the field of higher education is in itself
potentially indicative of a problem that needs to be addressed
(Morley, 2013).

Gender inequalities in leadership in various professional
fields have been pointed out by scholars in many different

national contexts (Xiang et al., 2017; Burkinshaw et al., 2018;
Maheshwari et al., 2021). While women lead in terms of
degree attainment and educational achievements (Fitzgerald,
2013), this does not translate into equally high percentages in
leadership roles post-graduation. The problem is arguably not
a lack in women’s talent, but rather a failure to acknowledge
and maximize it (Shepherd, 2017). Shepherd (2017) presents a
potential three-fold reason for this shortcoming based on their
study on the appointment of women leaders at United Kingdom
HEIs. Women tend to be less geographically mobile, are faced
with HEIs as conservative and risk-avoidant organizations, and
are disadvantaged by tendencies of homosociability (Northouse,
2021). Traditional gender roles, while slowly changing in some
countries, still tie women closer to the household and family life
in many societies around the world (Farre and Ortega, 2021).
This results in women still being less mobile in their career
choices and range of attainable positions. Additionally, HEIs,
in their attempt to reduce the risk of selecting a non-ideal
candidate, often rely on their past experience, which often is a
white, male leader (Shepherd, 2017). Homosociability, finally,
refers to groups’ tendency to lean toward keeping homogenous
members (and leaders), which results in a disadvantage
for women leaders who diverge from the leadership norm
(Coleman, 2012).

According to an article published by Times Higher
Education based on World University Rankings data collected
in 2021, the percentage of worldwide top-ranked HEIs lead
by women is at an all-time high with 20% (Times Higher
Education, 2020). While this number is promising, the article
also points out that a continuous increase of women in higher
education leadership is far from guaranteed. Rankings editor
at Times Higher Education Ellie Bothwell states that “the pace
of change has to improve” (para. 11). This rings especially true
since higher education’s leadership choices can influence society
as a whole and take important steps toward gender equality
(Teague, 2015).

With research on university presidential leadership
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic still emerging, women
presidents in particular represent a blind spot in the literary
corpus with very few studies specifically looking at the ways
women presidents lead their campus communities through this
global crisis. This is particularly pressing as women tend to be
hit the hardest during times of crises, given their disproportional
childcare and household responsibilities in addition to often
full time work commitments (Northouse, 2021). Reed and
Disbrow (2020) found in their exploratory study of risk
mitigation messages from United States women university
presidents that the women campus leaders showed “a respect
for shared governance and collaboration,” helping “to distribute
responsibility and accountability” (p. 16). Being vulnerable
and authentic, qualities having been identified as crucial in
creating organization trust (Brown, 2005), were displayed by
the women presidents throughout the COVID-19 crisis. Other
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studies examining women’s leadership in times of crisis have
highlighted that women may be better suited to lead through
various crises (Eagly and Heilman, 2016; Gedro et al., 2020).
What this successful female educational leadership during crises
could look like, however, remains vastly unexplored.

Feminist educational leadership
framework

The theoretical framework informing this study is Feminist
Educational Leadership (FEL) which allows for an examination
of leadership in educational contexts through a feminist
lens. Contemporary educational leadership has been examined
through various critical feminist lenses, highlighting the role of
feminist theories to better understand change and the need for
social justice in the field of education (Fuller, 2021; Wilkinson,
2021). Blackmore (2013) talks about the need for “refocusing the
feminist gaze away from numerical representation of women in
leadership to the social relations of gender and power locally,
nationally and internationally” (p. 139). Rather than merely
count the women in leadership positions, critical feminist
perspectives dive deeper in the analysis and understanding of
how women lead, providing valuable insights not only into
women’s leadership, but leadership in general. Assuming or
looking for gender-related traits and styles of leadership is a
slippery slope (Northouse, 2021) and makes research vulnerable
to the pitfalls of bias and stereotypes. Hence, FEL is not
based on a gendered understanding of leadership, but rather
analyses leadership as a social practice through a feminist lens.
Barton (2006) emphasizes that “feminist educational leadership
includes, but goes beyond, being woman centered and embraces
a wider political agenda that is anti-racist as well as anti-sexist”
(para. 11). Seeing how FEL is embedded not only in gender, but
more broadly in issues around social justice, it lends itself as a
useful lens through which to examine the ways in which women
university presidents around the world lead their institutions
through unpreceded crises.

Strachan (1999a) conducted interviews with 13 secondary
school principals in New Zealand, allowing the author to
identify four defining aspects of feminist educational leadership.
The theoretical framework of FEL merging the four aspects will
guide this study’s data analysis. The following Figure 1 illustrates
those four aspects or main components of FEL as identified by
Strachan (1999a,b).

Concerns of social justice and equity for all
stakeholders

This element of FEL is based on the great responsibility
HEIs and their leadership bear when it comes to promoting
democracy, equity, and social justice both in and outside
of the context of crises (Shultz and Viczko, 2016; Harkavy
et al., 2020; Pearson and Reddy, 2021). Presidents as the

FIGURE 1

Feminist educational leadership. Visualized from Strachan
(1999a,b).

heads of institutional leadership are expected to represent the
institution’s values and ideals in their communication, actions,
and overall leadership (Liu et al., 2020; Coates et al., 2021). At
the same time, their leadership spans like an umbrella over the
HEI in its totality, including all stakeholders and their wants and
needs. Crises like the global COVID-19 pandemic and rising
concerns for social justice and equity add responsibility to HEI
leaders’ metaphorical plates, making an understanding of those
concerns an essential aspect of successful leadership.

The focus on social justice and equity echoed in FEL has
been pointed out to “encompass a wider emancipatory agenda,
including issues of race, class, sexuality and differing abilities”
(Strachan, 1999b, p. 121) rather than being limited to the
feminist space. With feminism having been critiqued to have a
blind spot for non-gender related marginalities like for example
economic status and race (Ortega, 2006; Alexander-Floyd, 2010;
Moon and Holling, 2020), FEL takes a conscious step toward
acknowledging the need for social justice and equity for all
stakeholders. The overarching concept of inclusive leadership as
an emphasis on the shared identity of all stakeholders as part of
the organization (Northouse, 2021) is expanded upon in FEL by
adding an emphasized awareness of the different positionalities
of the stakeholders when it comes to issues of access and equity.

Fighting existing injustices
Northouse (2021) describes the transformational approach

to leadership as a form of leadership that focuses on
how “leaders can initiate, develop, and carry out significant
changes in organizations” (p. 201). Inherent to the concept
of transformational leadership is the desire to eliminate
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inequalities in one’s organization and the actions to bring this
desire to practical implementation. Identifying and challenging
any hegemonic practices supporting and sustaining inequalities
is not only on the agenda of feminism (Matthews, 1996;
Strachan, 1999b), but also an important aspect of higher
education leadership (Dorfman, 2005; Marshall C. et al., 2020;
Samier, 2021). Afterall, “counter-hegemonic (i.e., emancipatory)
work is educational work” (Strachan, 1999b, p. 122) and
constitutes an important aspect of educational leadership.
FEL does not limit itself no issues exclusively around gender
and sex related discrimination but rather employs the critical
feminist lens to uncover and fight social injustices in whatever
area they appear.

Empowerment of all stakeholders
The role educational leadership plays in empowering

various stakeholders has been discussed in the literature
(Taysum and Arar, 2018; Longmuir, 2020; Wanjiku et al., 2020)
and rings true for leadership during and outside of crises.
Inclusive empowerment with the goal of achieving equitable
conditions (Doten-Snitker et al., 2021) has moved into the
focus of leadership studies and the call for social justice across
disciplines. Leaders as sources of empowerment and mentorship
not only hold benefits to the stakeholders, but ultimately have
been proven to increase organizational performance (Peyton
and Ross, 2022). The concept of emancipatory leadership as the
stepping back of the leaders in decision-making processes and a
power shift from leaders to the stakeholders has been identified
as useful in the field of education (Corson, 2000; Grundy, 2017).
FEL is inherently emancipatory (Strachan, 1999b), containing
both critical reflection and the enactment of change.

Establishment of a sentiment of caring within
the institutional culture

For a long time the concept of care and caring has
been associated with a barrier and challenge for women
entering leadership spaces that were perceived to be male
dominated (Acker, 2012; Burkinshaw, 2015). Whether caring
meant increased family responsibilities or a tendency to be more
emotional, women in leadership positions were often forced
to prove their competency as leaders by “not caring as much”
(Grummell et al., 2009). Recently, however, the cultivation of a
culture of care that supports all stakeholders and provides an
environment that encourages growth, well-being, and security
even in turbulent times has been promoted in higher education
(Kezar, 2014; Nugroho et al., 2021).

The FEL framework is especially suitable for the analysis of
women’s presidential leadership during crises because it centers
around beliefs, values, and attitudes of women leaders (Glazer,
1991) without reducing women’s leadership to those abstract
concepts. Critical issues around race, ethnicity, class, sexual
orientation, and many more are encompassed in this theoretical

approach, making it inherently “anti-racist as well as anti-
sexist” (Strachan, 1999a, p. 310). While other feminist theories
often remain “stuck” on the theoretical level, FEL embraces the
practical application as direct reflection in leadership practices
(Blackmore, 1996). Instead of ascribing leadership traits to
specific gender categories, FEL aims at trying to encapsulate how
gendered leadership experiences have been shaped by a variety
of -isms while at the same time striving to effect positive change
(Clover et al., 2017).

Materials and methods

The sample for this study is a subsample of a larger
project focused on an international comparison of presidential
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the larger project
we interviewed presidents to better understand the experiences
of leaders in higher education from across the world as they
engaged in a shared crisis, COVID-19. All presidents were from
a large national university and were one of, if not the main
decision maker for their institution. We employed a purposeful
sampling technique where each member of our research team
identified national universities from one to three countries
resulting in an initial list of 85 university presidents in 15
different countries.

From the initial list 15 presidents accepted the invitation to
be interviewed via Zoom following the advice of McClure and
McNaughtan (2021). Presidents were from 8 different countries
with 1 to 36 years of past experience in the presidency. Of the
15 total respondents, 5 were women and they are the sample for
this study.Table 1 provides an overview of the participants, their
pseudonyms, institutional region as well as the institution type.

Data analysis

The overarching project did not focus on questions related
to gender, so an analytical approach that accounts for that was
needed. We employed a comparative case study method to
allow for “flexibility to incorporate multiple perspectives, data
collection tools, and interpretive strategies” (Blanco Ramírez,

TABLE 1 Participants.

# Pseudonym Sex Region Institution
type

1 President
Atlantic

Female Asia Public

2 President
Southern

Female Europe Public

3 President
Pacific

Female Europe Public

4 President
Arctic

Female North America Private

5 President
Mediterranean

Female North America Public
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2016, p. 19). This approach allowed us to dissect and discern
the perspectives of the presidents beyond their surface meaning
and helped us to have “an in-depth analysis of a case” which was
critical when we employed FEL (Creswell and Creswell, 2017,
p. 14), even when considering different cultural contexts.

We coded the interviews for this study utilizing a content
analysis approach which was selected because of its focus on
understanding respondents’ perspectives in a naturalistic, or
context driven paradigm (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005; Klenke,
2016). Given that some interviews were conducted in the
president’s native tongue and others in English, the research
team each reviewed the transcripts of presidents whose native
language was not English to ensure accuracy of translation. The
coding process employed was Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) three-
step approach to coding qualitative data: open coding, axial
coding, and selective coding. During the open coding phase,
we focused on the larger project centered on the presidents’
role and experience leading during COVID-19. Following the
initial coding, we engaged in axial coding where we sought to
discern how the presidents’ responses were connected to the
FEL framework which resulted in a higher level of thought
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Saturation was reached during the
final phase of coding and the research team identified the most
salient quotes to highlight the experiences of the presidents.

Findings

The emergent themes from the interviews provided insights
into the ways in which women university leaders employed
elements of FEL in order to successfully guide their institutions
through crises. The presidents’ perspectives aligned with the
four tenets of the FEL, which is why the findings are divided into
four sections, following Strachan’s (1999a,b) framework of FEL.

Concerns of social justice and equity

All five presidents brought up their desire to establish
social justice and an equitable environment on their campuses
and beyond. President Arctic from a North American HEI
put her role into perspective when pointing out the multiple
areas of social responsibility HEI leaders carry: “I have to
think a lot about the triple things. The pandemics, the social
reckoning, and the economic uncertainties of the world.”
President Mediterranean, also from a North American HEI,
specifically mentioned their concern about racist tendencies
toward specifically Chinese international students throughout
COVID-19 as well as the impact the pandemic has on students’
mental health and wellbeing. When asked about particular
struggles they have experienced international students having in
their communities, President Mediterranean stated.

One would be racism. In particular, as international
students, particularly in a closed society like we have right
now where everyone is afraid with COVID-19 and in
particular Chinese students [inaudible]. So access, mental
health, challenges with isolation, I think are issues. And
loneliness, they may not be able to go home or have
gatherings of international students together.

Given that some students and staff had less challenges
than others, the topic of remote learning and work came up
as an issue of equity. President Pacific pointed out that she
was concerned about equitable work and study conditions
that enable every campus member to work in an environment
that they feel safe in and that promotes their professional
success, stating “[t]hat too is a social responsibility we have.”
This sentiment was echoed by President Mediterranean, who
identified the flexible working conditions as “an equalizer”:

I hope we’ll be a lot more accepting of flexible working
condition with a combination of home and in the office.
We’ve realized that this has been an equalizer also. We have
multiple campuses. We have a campus in England, and so
we can have a meeting where nobody has to travel, right?
And everyone is on Zoom. So everyone is an equal player
rather than having some people remote and some people in
the room. We know that we can-- I think there’ll be a lot
more meetings conducted like this as we go forward.

Besides concerns for social justice and equity in their
institutions and beyond, the presidents also showed an active
involvement in and desire to remove existing injustices.

Fighting existing injustices

The fight against existing inequities and injustices in
their institutions was highlighted by all presidents to be an
important part of their leadership and a personal concern.
President Atlantic, for example, stated “We were leading the
changes,” referring to COVID-related measures enabling all
campus members to have access to safe work and study
conditions. Injustices against international students throughout
the pandemic constituted an important area of presidential
concern and involvement. When talking about making sure
internationals have access to all lectures despite regulations
limiting the international students population to in-person only
classes, President Pacific stated:

Previously, all those online lectures would not have been
possible for internationals, but now we see that there was
something that had to be done to support them. We grant
them sort of a preliminary study permit and also trust them
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that they actually study actively. Being there in person has to
take a back seat at the moment, also for internationals.

Ensuring equitable conditions for both domestic and
international students as well as removing barriers standing in
the way of this goal was not only a matter of institutional policy
and lenience for the presidents, it was in fact very personal.
President Southern described in detail how she personally made
sure to alleviate the financial burden for international students
who suffered from the lack of work opportunities and social
networks:

Because many international students need to earn a little
money while they are here. And where can they do that?
Of course, mainly in restaurants in the service industry
basically everything that had to be shut down because of
COVID-19. That of course caused a lot of problems and
worries for international students. I personally started a
project to collect money to be able to help international
students so they can bridge this difficult time where they
cannot make any money.

This personal involvement and sense of responsibility
for making change happen appeared as a defining feature
of the educational leadership as perceived by the presidents
themselves. President Atlantic elaborated on the ways in which
she makes sure to keep herself accountable and on her toes when
it comes to fighting injustices and effecting change:

I think you keep yourself very agile and alert if you wish
to any trivial changes. Because for any new thing, every
little changes sends a signal. Sends a signal either for your
innovative idea to test, which may be the next feasible
decision, or it alerts you to come up with the more sort of
comprehensive precautionary [inaudible] which I learned
from the process.

In their strive for a more just and equitable campus
community, however, the interviewed presidents never lost sight
of the importance of empathy and a general sentiment of care in
their leadership.

Establishment of a sentiment of caring

Leading their institutions and their members through crises
“takes clear leadership, clear statements, and you have to
comfort people, calm people” (President Southern). Besides
taking action and effecting change, the presidents all emphasized
the importance of the care and empathy they all showed for
their communities. President Mediterranean, for example, made
sure to keep up personal lines of communication and a sense
of proximity even when the campuses remained empty during

the height of the pandemic “because I worry about them [the
students]”:

Personally, if I get an email from a parent or student,
I respond. I personally respond because the stories are
heartbreaking. It is so tough for students to be learning
online. And the group that is really struggling in our campus
is our first-year engineering students. They are finding it
really tough. I think just the content and the pedagogy
has been really hard. So I think we’ve done surveys. We
have to pay attention. We have to support them. We
have full responsibility as if they were on campus during
the global crisis.

The importance of personal contact and a connection with
the students was also mentioned by President Southern. She
particularly emphasized the vulnerability of young people and
the responsibility she felt for ensuring they don’t fall through
the metaphorical cracks of a too impersonal crisis management:

So, I was very happy that we managed to at least give them
2 weeks of face-to-face instruction. And it hurt my soul
that we then had to go back to online only. We have to
take care of the young people. Not everyone copes well with
online instruction. And if we don’t pay attention, we will
lose many people. People that under normal circumstances
would have done just fine.

The care the presidents showcased throughout the
pandemic extended into the surrounding communities,
reaffirming the HEIs’ central roles in their communities and the
presidents’ role not only as campus, but community leaders.
President Mediterranean elaborated on the ways in which she
felt connected to and responsible for her communities and
stated:

We cared about them. We were listening to them. We
were getting out to the communities (...). So it was really
important that as the leader, I was visible there. Because
they’re part of the university. And there’s all kinds of
research stations all over the province, which is part, again,
of the university that I had to visit and make sure that
people knew that they were thought of and cared about in
a time of crisis.

The care the presidents showed both their on and off campus
communities also included an active element of involving them
in the decision-making process. President Arctic described how
she cared for and involved various campus members in the crisis
management process:

So whenever I meet someone, whether it be a parent, a
faculty, or a staff or a student, I’m saying, "Tell me your
thoughts on COVID-19. Should we open? Should we close?
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How have you been experiencing it?" I have ways to get to
those conversations. And so it was a lot of informal and
formal mechanisms. We just surveyed to ask students what
they wanted. But I don’t know what your other interviewers
are experiencing, but there are no right answers. There’s
some people who want to be on campus. There’s some
people who think the university should be shut down.

Care and involvement in presidential leadership created
the desire in the campus leaders to empower all stakeholders,
equipping them with the necessary tools and skills to not only
survive during crises but thrive throughout it.

Empowerment of all stakeholders

The formation of empowered crisis management teams
to support the campus leaders throughout the pandemic was
deemed crucial by all presidents. President Southern stated that
she built those teams “with the idea of participation in mind. So,
I wanted there to be students, I wanted there to be employees,
I wanted all stakeholders of the university involved in some
shape or form” and that [t]here also needs to be a certain
level of trust between all the stakeholders and a certain level of
connectedness.”

Empowering the various stakeholders of the campus
community by trusting them to make informed decisions and
remaining connected even during remote work conditions
seemed to be a presidential priority. President Atlantic echoed
this sentiment, stating that one “should be always sensitive
to different stakeholders in this community.” Empowerment
could also be established through positive affirmation and
acknowledgment of good work, as mentioned by President
Mediterranean, who said “that was really important for me,
as a stabilizer and also as a promoter, to keep people positive
and aware of the amazing work they were doing in a time of
crisis.”

Discussion

The results of this study illustrate how the FEL framework
can be found in the ways women HEI presidents around
the world lead their institutions through crises. All four
elements of FEL were reflected in the interviews with the
individual presidents, bringing attention to the importance of
social justice for all stakeholders throughout crises, an active
attempt to increase said justice and equity in the campus
communities, establishing a sentiment of caring, and the
continued empowerment of the stakeholders. The presidents
acknowledged the value of and need for creating a socially
just campus environment for all stakeholders throughout
the COVID-19 pandemic and were often “motivated by

equity” (Strachan, 1999a, p. 310) in their crisis leadership.
This motivation, however, did not remain a purely idealistic
longing for more equitable conditions, but was realized in
concrete actions by the campus leaders in order to “experience
how things might be different” (Strachan, 1999b, p. 122).
The presidents showed that they truly cared about and for
their campus communities and all stakeholders involved.
Following Strachan’s (1999b) understanding of caring as
a means “to address the needs that arose out of being
oppressed and repressed; so caring could be liberatory”
(p. 123), the presidents who cared also made it a point
to empower their stakeholders and “eliminate institutional
domination” (p. 123).

While leadership and its’ practice is always embedded in and
influenced by specific social and cultural contexts (Hofstede,
2001; Branzei, 2002; Dorfman and House, 2004; Shah, 2021),
the results indicated that despite their different environments,
the women presidents all incorporated elements of FEL in
their leadership throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Complex
and novel crises like the one caused by COVID-19 demand
increased sensitivity and empathy from leaders (Tevis, 2021),
making FEL as the combination of sentiments of caring,
empowerment, and applied social justice particularly suitable
for these types of crises. Although the sample size of five
interviewed women presidents may seem small, the strength
of the findings is amplified by the fact that the interviews
were not initially structured to produce elements of FEL in
the respective presidents’ responses. Being a subsample of a
bigger sample for studies around presidential leadership during
COVID-19, the five women presidents showcased FEL in
the way they guided their institutions. A number of policy
implications and opportunities for future research can be tied
to these insights.

Policy implications and future
research

Employing FEL to understand how women university
presidents lead during crises provides valuable insights into
the ways in which women in leadership positions leverage
their power and impact to improve the conditions for all
stakeholders of their institutions. Women leaders don’t need to
emphasize or hide their gender identities, instead they excel in
the ways in which their leadership benefits the greater good and
effects positive change that encompasses institutional as well as
national borders.

Seeing how women HEI leaders in this study employed FEL
to successfully lead their institutions through crises emphasizes
the importance of equity-oriented leadership, both in and
outside of crises. Educational leadership needs to be focused on
equity among its stakeholders (Ishimaru and Galloway, 2014)
in order to fulfill its call for social justice in the realm of
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education and beyond. Additionally, this study supports the call
for purposeful inclusion of women in all senior teams to provide
perspective. In order to respond to the growing demands
for more equitable, empowering, and socially just forms of
leadership, women need to be included not as mere gender
statistics, but rather as capable leaders that bring potentially
different lenses to the metaphorical or actual round tables of
leadership teams.

Future research in the area of crisis leadership should deepen
our understanding of how women can increase their access
to high-level leadership positions within higher education as
well as investigate further the specific leadership dynamics that
render them successful in their roles. The focus needs to be
placed on women at all levels of higher education in order to
get a better understanding of the leadership dynamics within
and between those levels. Another potential avenue for future
research is the development of more focused studies on specific
decisions HEI presidents make in relation to FEL as well as
the inclusion of non-4 year institutions like United States
community colleges.

Conclusion

The positive effect of women’s leadership (Noland et al.,
2016; Zhou, 2020) and their arguable better suitedness
compared to their male counterparts as leaders through crises
(Eagly and Heilman, 2016; Gedro et al., 2020) could potentially
be partly due to FEL as a component of women’s leadership
styles. Overall, this study’s results echo the strengths identified
in the scarce existent research on women presidents in times
of crises, such as collaboration, mutual empowerment, and
responsibility for the wellbeing of the campus community
(Shepherd, 2017; Reed and Disbrow, 2020). Given the need for
new ways to think about and conceptualize crisis leadership
(McNaughtan et al., 2019), FEL provides a useful lens through
which both women and men in leadership roles can evaluate
their leadership practices and priorities.
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