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Faculty and Staff Members’ Perceptions of Effective
Leadership: Are There Differences Between Women
and Men Leaders?

Vicki J. Rosser

As women begin to break through the midlevel
ranks in academe, the empirical literature is be-
ginning to emerge regarding the perceived dif-

ferences in how women and men perform as leaders.
Within this growing body of literature, researchers have
found that there are important differences in the lead-
ership styles, qualities, and priorities that exist between
women and men as leaders (Astin & Leland, 1991; Cantor
& Bernay, 1992; Eagly, Karau, & Johnson, 1992; Helgesen,
1995; Kezar, 2000; Nickeles & Ashcraft, 1981; Roesner,
1990). There are also a number of studies that contend
that women do not function as leaders in the same way
men do and that they behave differently in similar situa-
tions (Bensimon & Neumann, 1993; Billing & Alvesson,
1994; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Shakeshaft,
1987, 1999; Statham, 1987). These studies come from a
variety of scholarly arenas (for example, sociology, psy-
chology, business, education), and they discuss at length
the similarities and differences between female and
male managers, their leadership styles, and different job
reactions.

Despite the emerging literature on women in leader-
ship, there are few studies that empirically examine the
perceived differences in higher education leadership be-
tween men and women. Much of the prior research on
leadership in academic organizations has focused pri-
marily on analyses that involve the leader’s perception
of their own performance, leadership style, effectiveness,
or the perception of their effectiveness as evaluated by
their superiors. Although superiors’ and subordinates’
evaluations are perceptual and may well be subject to
bias, learning the perceptions of those who work with
and for leaders is vital to understanding their effective-
ness. In addition to these self-assessments, the majority
of leadership studies tend to focus on a few senior-level
positions such as presidents, provosts, and chief aca-
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demic affairs officers (Bensimon, Neuman, & Birnbaum,
1989; Birnbaum, 1989; Bowen & Shapiro, 1998; Martin,
Samels, & Associates, 1997). Few studies exist that specif-
ically examine midlevel academic leadership, such as
deans, through the assessment of subordinate evalua-
tions. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine
faculty and administrative staff members’perceptions in
the way female and male deans lead their academic units.

PERCEPTIONS OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP

The effectiveness of leaders in higher education is,
for the most part, a matter of perception (Fincher, 1996).
There are few shared norms about appropriate outcome
measures for leaders in higher education, unlike the
area of business in which leaders’ performance may be
assessed based on profit and growth. In fact, there is no
commonly accepted definition of effective leadership
in higher education, and even less agreement about
which aspects of a definition may be most important to
leadership effectiveness (Bensimon & Neumann, 1993;
Bensimon, Neumann, & Birnbaum, 1989; Birnbaum,
1992; Dill, 1984; Fincher, 1996; Whetten & Cameron,
1985).

Individual perceptions of effectiveness are based
on what leaders say and do; that is, perceptions are
grounded in the individual’s experience with the leader’s
behavior, either directly or indirectly. From these experi-
ences, individuals determine whether they believe lead-
ers are effective or ineffective. Perceptions then are cru-
cial to the viability of the leader’s position within the
institution. Perceptions may even be collected from a
defined group of individuals in order to “evaluate’’ the
leader’s performance. Such measurement of perceptions
may constitute a “high stakes’’evaluation for the individ-
ual leader (Heck, Johnsrud, & Rosser, 2000), because they
can lead to decisions about promotion and dismissal. In
order to accurately and fairly determine the effectiveness
of those in leadership positions, we must understand

71

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
N
o
r
t
h
 
C
a
r
o
l
i
n
a
 
S
t
a
t
e
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
6
:
1
2
 
6
 
J
a
n
u
a
r
y
 
2
0
1
1



72 VICKI J. ROSSER

how individuals, as well as groups of individuals,
construct their notions of effective leadership within
complex organizations.

DIFFERENCES IN LEADERSHIP BY GENDER
IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Examining the perceived differences in leadership by
gender has been an important issue to investigate in
higher education, though not fully developed. In one
study, Astin and Leland (1991) provide in-depth descrip-
tive accounts of women leaders within the context of edu-
cation. They gathered the personal recollections and sto-
ries of 77 women in leadership positions at colleges and
universities, foundations, and other educational organi-
zations and public service agencies. The study examined
the social and historical context of women in leadership,
their formative influences (for example, family, mentors,
role models), the forces that shaped their commitment
to social justice and involvement in leadership activities,
and their contribution and establishment of educational
initiatives within the academic community (for exam-
ple, publications and journals, legislation and national
policy). In their work, they found that these women pro-
vided a significant illustration of leadership that is non-
hierarchical and collective. These women were most ef-
fective in leading their units and organizations through
empowering others and enabling groups to take action.
Moreover, these women describe important elements of
their leadership effectiveness as: networks (for example,
organization, community), collective action (for exam-
ple, collaborative interaction), and the capacity for self-
analysis (for example, critical reflection). This area of
research supports the widespread notion that women’s
strength in leadership lies in their ability to collaborate
and foster interpersonal relationships.

More recently, Rosser, Johnsrud, and Heck (2003) ex-
amined the leadership of deans and directors at a ma-
jor Doctoral/Research-Extensive university. Almost 900
full-time faculty and staff members rated the effective-
ness of 22 deans and directors. When controlling for sex
and race/ethnicity of the respondent, Rosser et al. found
faculty and administrative staff members perceived that,
as a group, female deans were more effective lead-
ers than their male counterparts. Moreover, the seven
hypothesized domains of leadership contributed signif-
icantly to the definition and measurement of deans’ ef-
fectiveness both at the within- (individual) and between-
(group) unit levels in the academic organization. That
is, the perceptions of leadership effectiveness exhibited
an individual, as well as a “collective’’ or group, sim-
ilarity in assessing deans’ leadership. This study was
an initial effort to measure and define deans’ effective
leadership from a subordinate perspective, and to as-
certain if differences exist by sex of the leader. While

the results in Rosser et al.’s study found that perceived
differences in deans’ effective leadership exist by the sex
of leader, this study examines more closely those aspects
of effectiveness that account for the perceived differ-
ences in the way men and women lead their academic
units.

The literature and research on leadership continue
to produce ambiguous and conflicting results regarding
the relationship between gender and leadership. Glazer-
Raymo (1999) points out that when gender becomes part
of the equation, leadership seems to take on a different
meaning. Both gender and leadership are complicated
social phenomena that have been constructed and re-
constructed through history. Thus, by adding gender to
the study of leadership, particularly in higher education,
researchers are provided with an opportunity to capture
the full range of characteristics that comprise effective
leadership in complex organizations.

DIFFERENCES IN LEADERSHIP BY GENDER

The recent literature in other arenas (for example,
business, psychology, sociology) on women’s leadership
describes, in some cases, a very different image of leader-
ship from the traditional image of male leadership. For
example, Helgesen (1995) discusses at length the ways
in which men and women lead. She found many pat-
terns of similarity and dissimilarity between men and
women leaders. Men identified themselves with their
jobs and position, and characterized their days by in-
terruption, discontinuity, and fragmentation. They had
difficulty sharing information, and spared little time for
activities not related to their work. In contrast, women
saw their own identities as complex and multifaceted—
they did not view unscheduled tasks and encounters as
interruptions. Women scheduled time for sharing orga-
nizational information and often made time for activities
not directly related to their work. Their primary empha-
sis was to keep relationships in the organization in good
repair. These differences in the way men and women are
perceived to perform in their role as leaders seem to sug-
gest that differences may exist in their effectiveness.

Eagly et al. (1992) conducted a comprehensive meta-
analysis on the evaluation of leaders by gender. Their
sample included 61 studies that examined 147 units (15
were intact studies and 132 were subdivided parts of
studies). Primary criteria for including studies in the
sample were that: (1) leadership was portrayed or en-
acted, (2) subjects rated or reacted to more than one
leader, (3) at least one of the subjects’ ratings was eval-
uative, and (4) the study included the sex of the target
person in a leadership position. Eagly et al. found that
the empirical literature addressing the issue of whether
women are devalued in leadership roles is substantial
although divergent. In brief, their findings indicated
that women leaders, regardless of the organization or
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PERCEPTIONS OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 73

occupation, were evaluated more negatively than men
when exhibiting autocratic behavior. They also found a
tendency for female leaders to be especially devalued
when they direct male subordinates. Their research sug-
gests that a traditional leadership style (for example, au-
tocratic or directive) is seen as more favorable for male
leaders, while more a participative leadership style (for
example, collaborative or collegial) are perceived to be
more favorable for leaders who are women.

Eagly et al. (1992) suggest that the reason for these
perceptual differences on leader effectiveness may be
the result of traditional management practices and rigid
forms of bureaucratic organizations. That is, they say
that an attitudinal bias may take the form of disapproval
directed specifically toward women. Thus, the appre-
hensiveness that individuals commonly express about
women in leadership roles may be intensified when
women in these positions take charge in an authoritative
or directive manner. Therefore, the perceived effective-
ness of the leader may be influenced by the gender or
role expectations and biases subordinates may possess
about their leaders.

In another study, Statham (1987) collected data from
22 women and 18 men managers and secretaries to
provide insight into gender differences in managerial
styles. In addition to the managers’ self-evaluation of
their leadership, the Statham study is unique in that
it provides a subordinate examination of the perceived
differences that exist between male and female man-
agers in the performance of their role as leaders. The
researcher contends that few studies have considered
the possibility that women may in fact behave differ-
ently as managers in ways that enhance their perfor-
mance. Statham argues that although men and women
may be equally effective as managers, they may not be
perceived as such because of certain differences in their
managerial style and approach. Her basic premise sug-
gests that men and women may arrive at the same end
by different routes. Statham attempts to draw such a pic-
ture by systematically exploring the leadership strategies
used by women managers. Her findings suggest that
sex-differentiated management may exist, that women
may use a more task-engrossed and person-invested
style, while men may use a more image-engrossed and
autonomy-invested style. Women were perceived as fo-
cusing more on the task to be done and the people work-
ing for and with them, paying careful attention to what
is happening in their areas of responsibility and interact-
ing with others a great deal. Men were seen as focusing
on themselves and the need to “back away’’ from those
who work for them, emphasizing the power they have
and the contributions they make in a situation. They felt
the ideal way to manage is to “stay out of it.’’ Such an
examination of subordinate perceptions, in addition to
the leader’s self-assessment, furthers our understanding
of how and why men and women are perceived to dif-

fer as leaders, or in this case, faculty and staff members’
perceptions of their deans’ effective leadership.

ACADEMIC DEANS AND THEIR
“MIDDLENESS’’

Academic deans have long been viewed as commit-
ted and competent teachers, scholars, colleagues, fac-
ulty leaders, and administrators (Abbott, 1958; McGrath,
1936, 1999; Tucker & Bryan, 1991; Wolverton, Gmelch,
Montez, & Nies, 2001). They serve as academic facilita-
tors between presidential initiatives, faculty governance,
and student needs (Astin & Scherrei, 1980). As such, they
are often referred to as the academic midlevel admin-
istrators in higher education (Matczynski et al., 1989;
Moore, Slaimbene, Marlier, & Bragg, 1983; Morris, 1981;
Roaden, 1970; Rosser et al., 2003; Wolverton, Wolverton,
& Gmelch, 1999). By virtue of their midlevel placement
within the organizational structure, they are in the cen-
ter of controversy, conflict, and debate; they play the role
of coalition builder, negotiator, and facilitator. Dill (1980)
contends that the mid-management position of deans in
most institutions is an amorphous, variegated, and per-
haps ultimately, an indescribable role.

Much of the prior research on deans has been primar-
ily descriptive in nature and refers to specific tasks or
challenges (Gould, 1964; Morris, 1981; Tucker & Bryan,
1991). Often the focus is on specific topics such as deans’
transition from research and teaching to academic man-
agement, their dilemmas in leadership, their manage-
ment skills and mobility, and their role in governance and
decision making (Arter, 1981; Baldridge, 1971; Feltner &
Goodsell, 1972; Gmelch, Wolverton, Wolverton, & Sarros,
1999; Moore et al., 1983; Sagaria & Krotseng, 1986). In one
recent study of deans’ perceptions of their own effective-
ness, Wolverton, Wolverton, and Gmelch (1999) found
that role ambiguity (for example, knowing the job re-
sponsibilities of the position, feeling certain about the
position’s authority, knowing exactly the job’s expecta-
tions, having clearly planned goals that exist for the job)
had a small negative effect on deans’ perceptions of their
job satisfaction, effectiveness, and commitment to the in-
stitution. They contend that the less well articulated the
role is, the less effective deans perceive themselves to be.
Wolverton et al. (1999) suggest that senior administrators
need to articulate clearly the job responsibilities, author-
ity, goals, and expectations that go with the role, in or-
der to assess the individual’s effectiveness in performing
those identified role-related functions. If the dean’s role
is not guided by firmly-established assessment practices
that are systematic, fair, and accurate, then deans would
be deemed effective—or ineffective—by informal and
subjective assessments of their leadership style, individ-
ual traits, or qualities. While these studies are clearly im-
portant and add to the literature, there is little empirical

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
N
o
r
t
h
 
C
a
r
o
l
i
n
a
 
S
t
a
t
e
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
6
:
1
2
 
6
 
J
a
n
u
a
r
y
 
2
0
1
1



74 VICKI J. ROSSER

research that examines deans’ effectiveness as leaders,
least of all, as perceived by their faculty and administra-
tive staff members.

Understanding how deans are evaluated by faculty is
a relatively new and unstudied phenomenon (Heck et al.,
2000; Matczynski, Lasley, & Haberman, 1989). Learning
to work with significant others (that is, faculty and uni-
versity administrators) is one of the essential tasks of
deans (Matczynski et al., 1989). In their study of faculty
members’ perceptions of the qualities that deans should
possess, Matczynski et al. found that education faculty
ranked communication as the most important skill, and
developing and implementing an affirmative action plan
as the least important skills. Faculty members seek a dean
who exhibits a capacity to articulate the unit’s mission
and define the purposes of the unit and the major is-
sues of the profession to various constituencies. Faculty
members also feel that deans should be held account-
able for the academic standards of the unit. They expect
deans to recruit a high quality faculty and ensure that
faculty members maintain high academic standards in
their classrooms. Although it is important for deans to
understand what faculty and staff members perceive as
pertinent criteria to be an effective leader, there must
also be a systematic and well-articulated understanding
of the dean’s role.

A CONCEPTUAL UNDERSTANDING OF
WOMEN AND LEADERSHIP

Numerous frameworks and lenses have been devel-
oped and used to explain the differences in status be-
tween men and women within organizations. Many writ-
ers have pointed out the multitude of theories which
exist in the field of research on the situation of women
(Ayman, 1993; Billing & Alvesson, 1994; Eagly et al., 1992;
Morrison & Von Glinow, 1997). By studying these con-
ceptual frameworks, we are better able to understand
the unique properties that exist within social organiza-
tions, which in this case may offer a promising viewpoint
for the examination of gender and leadership. While the
frameworks presented here are not exhaustive, they do
address the importance of organizational cultures and
perceived gender roles. The aim of this research, there-
fore, is to draw more generally from those frameworks
that help guide our understanding of how women and
men are perceived differently as leaders by those subor-
dinates (faculty and administrative staff members) eval-
uating the effectiveness of their performance.

A number of studies have been inspired by a cul-
tural framework in studying the different aspects and
meaning of gender and organizational culture. Cultural
theories are described as pointing collectively at shared
patterns of meanings, values, assumptions, and expec-
tations that guide perceptions, cognitions, and emotions

(Alvesson & Berg, 1992; Ayman, 1993; Calas & Smircich,
1992; Keesing, 1974; Mills, 1988; Mumby & Stohl, 1991;
Smircich, 1983; Symons, 1986). Thus, the culture cre-
ates and guides a collective, subjective logic that forms
the unspoken, often unconscious subtext of social life.
These cultural assumptions and values, in this case, are
seen as meaningful in the understanding of how gen-
der and effective leadership can be perceived by faculty
and staff members within a given college or academic
unit.

Role theories have some similarities with culture the-
ory because they both draw attention to expectations and
norms (Billing & Alvesson, 1994). Role theories are con-
cerned with the differences between sexes as expressed
through different expectation and behavioral patterns
and possibly psychological characteristics (Billing &
Alvesson, 1994). In this case, a role is the constellation
of behaviors we expect of a person in a specific position
as a male or female. Roles are normative, and it is a pri-
mary basis of social judgment used to infer an “ideal’’
behavioral pattern (Ayman, 1993). Role theory allows us
to contrast and compare the perceived norms and be-
haviors that men and women exhibit as leaders. When
these differences are explained empirically, the potential
to recognize the gendered role expectations of leadership
within complex organizational cultures becomes more
attainable.

Effective leadership is critical to the future of higher
education, and yet our ability to assess the effectiveness
of leaders through college and university participants
(for example, faculty, staff, students) within academic
organizations is not well-developed. This research will
examine faculty and staff members’ perceptions of effec-
tive leadership that may account for the way men and
women deans lead their academic units.

PROCEDURES

Sample

Faculty and staff members at a major public docto-
ral/research-extensive university were asked to evaluate
the performance of their deans based on several dimen-
sions of their leadership role. In an effort to determine
each dean’s overall effectiveness, surveys were mailed
to all 1,950 faculty (instructors, researchers, specialists, li-
brarians) and staff members (executive/managerial staff,
administrative, professional and technical staff, cleri-
cal/secretarial employees) reporting to 22 deans. The
deans’ units consisted of various colleges, schools, and
programs within the areas of arts and sciences, profes-
sional schools, organized research groups, and service
and support areas. Three mailings yielded 865 usable re-
sponses from deans’ faculty and administrative staff (a
54% return rate). The faculty and administrative staff re-
spondents in this study proportionately represented the
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PERCEPTIONS OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 75

demographic populations of the institution (Faculty and
Staff Report, 1999).

Demographic Characteristics
of the Respondents

Of the faculty and staff respondents, 405 (47.3%) are
female and 451 (52.7%) are male. Their position cate-
gories consisted of 68 (7.9%) instructors, 116 (13.4%) as-
sistant professors, 128 (14.8%) associate professors, 243
(28.1%) full professors, 15 (1.7%) managerial/executives,
150 (17.3%) administrative, professional, and technical
staff, and 89 (10.3%) clerical/secretarial or civil service
employees. Of those faculty and staff members that re-
ported their race/ethnicity, 383 (45.6%) are classified as
ethnic minorities1 and 456 (54.4%) were classified as
white. It should be noted that the number of ethnic mi-
nority faculty and staff members is considerably higher
at this university than in most other doctoral/research-
extensive institutions.

The academic deans and directors who were eval-
uated consisted of 16 males and 6 females. Addition-
ally, six of the deans and directors are ethnic minority
males, and two are ethnic minority females. Overall,
therefore, 36% of the deans are members of ethnic mi-
nority groups and 27% of the deans in this study are
female. The deans managed units of varying sizes and
academic types (for example, units within arts and sci-
ences, professional schools, organized research groups,
and service and support units). In a few cases, support
units were run by directors. Only those directors who
held positions equivalent to deans and who reported di-
rectly to vice-presidents were included in this sample.

Instrumentation and Variables

The instrument was designed to gather information
about deans’ effectiveness in fulfilling their leadership
roles and responsibilities as perceived by their faculty
and staff. In developing the instrument, there was ex-
tensive consultation among all deans and a university-
wide committee (consisting of deans, faculty members,
administrative staff, and senior administrators). Seven
domains of leadership responsibility were agreed upon
by the committee based on the professional literature
on deans and a review of existing evaluation instru-
ments. The centrality of these specific domains has been
generally supported in research on leadership in higher
education administration (Bensimon & Neumann, 1993;
Bensimon et al., 1989; Birnbaum, 1992; Dill, 1984; Fincher,
1996; Whetten & Cameron, 1985), and on the leader-
ship of deans more specifically (Dill, 1980; Feltner &
Goodsell, 1972; Gmelch et al., 1999; Griffiths & McCarty,
1980; Morris, 1981; Sagaria & Krotseng, 1986; Seldin,
1988; Tucker & Bryan, 1991; Wolverton et al., 1999). Thus,

drawing from the empirical research, effective leadership
is broadly defined as the ability to articulate and commu-
nicate the unit’s vision and goals, define the purposes and
the major issues of the profession to various constituen-
cies, enhance the academic standards of the unit, recruit
and support a high quality faculty, ensure the fair distri-
bution and allocation of resources, and garner the respect
and confidence of faculty and staff members within the
unit they oversee.

The domains of effective leadership were defined by
a total of 58 Likert-type items. A response of “1” in-
dicated that the respondent had an unsatisfactory as-
sessment of the dean’s performance on that item, and
a response of “5” indicated an outstanding level of per-
formance on that item. Choices of NA (not applicable)
and DK (don’t know) were also available as a response
to each item. In addition to the scaled leadership items,
demographic characteristics (sex, race/ethnicity, tenure
status, years worked with the dean, being a department
chair, faculty, or staff role) of the respondents also were
collected.

A confirmatory factor analysis (not reported here) was
conducted to identify the underlying structure in the data
by reducing a larger set of items from the questionnaire
to a smaller set of factors or domains. Each leadership
domain, therefore, was defined by a series of items. All
leadership domains were judged to be highly reliable,
with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (a measure of inter-
nal consistency) above .9. Seven leadership dimensions2

or constructs were confirmed to provide reliable mea-
sures for further analysis: (1) vision and goal setting, (2)
management of the unit, (3) support for institutional di-
versity, (4) interpersonal relationships, (5) the quality of
education in the unit, (6) communication skills, and (7)
research and community/professional endeavors.

After defining the variables through confirmatory fac-
tor analysis, a discriminant analysis was performed to
determine which dimensions best distinguish female
and male deans’ effectiveness as leaders.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Discriminant Analysis

The purpose of discriminant analysis is to find a linear
combination of variables that maximizes the differences
between groups, or in this case to find a minimum num-
ber of variables (leadership domains, respondent charac-
teristics) needed to differentiate or distinguish the effec-
tiveness of leadership between female and male deans.
The direct method of discriminant analysis was used,
and all leadership dimensions and demographics were
entered into the analysis simultaneously. Through pre-
liminary analysis, several nonsignificant demographic
characteristics (predictors) were dropped from the study
(department chair, years worked with the dean, tenure
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76 VICKI J. ROSSER

status, faculty, or staff role). Those demographic char-
acteristics describing the faculty and staff respondents
that were retained in the final analysis and shown to
contribute moderately to the classification of female and
male deans were sex, ethnic minorities,3 and being a full
professor.

Once faculty and staff members’ perceptions of the
two dean groups (females and males) were classified,4

descriptive data of each dean group could be examined.
As shown in Table 1, means and standard deviations are
provided for female and male deans to aid in under-
standing the coefficients. In this study, faculty and staff
members rated female deans higher on all seven leader-
ship dimensions. Female deans were rated most effective
in the dimensions of communication skills (mean= 4.22),
research, community, professional endeavors (mean =
4.15), interpersonal relations (mean= 4.07), and the man-
agement of the unit (mean= 4.06) than male deans (mean
= 3.99, 3.78, 3.87, and 3.74, respectively).

The strength of the structure coefficients also can be
examined. Unlike the descriptive information (means
and standard deviations) provided on each dimension
of leadership, structure coefficients (Table 2) indicate the
correlation between each variable and the discriminant
function in classifying these deans after controlling for
the effects of the other predictors.5 The primary goal of

Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of Variables (N = 865)

Group 1 Group 2

Male deans Female deans

n= 16 n= 6

Variables Mean SD Mean SD

Vision and goal setting 3.77 1.06+ 4.02 .93

Management of the unit 3.74 .99 4.06 .83

Interpersonal relations 3.87 .96 4.07 .91

Quality of education 3.23 .44 3.50 .36

Research/community/ 3.78 .82 4.15 .59

professional endeavors

Communication skills 3.99 .90 4.22 .66

Support for institutional 2.71 .28 2.83 .24+

diversity

Sex of respondent .29 .45 .46∗ .50

(female = 1)

Ethnic minority .34∗ .47 .30 .46

(ethnic minority = 1)

Full professors (full = 1) .47∗ .50 .37 .48

∗These means indicate that more women rated women deans and more
minorities and full professors rated male deans.

+The differences in standard deviations of the subscales (.24 to 1.06) may
suggest that there is more (or less) agreement by the respondents in
their perceptions of leaders’ effectiveness in these domains.

Table 2
Predictors of the Effective Leadership Between
Female and Male Deans

Leadership dimensions Structure coefficients+

Quality of education .68

Research/community/professional .50

endeavors
Support for institutional diversity .47

Management of the unit .35

Communication skills .28

Vision and goal setting .24

Interpersonal relations .22

Demographic variables

Sex of the respondent .36

Full professors −.22∗

Ethnic minorities −.09∗

∗The negative coefficients indicate that more minorities and full profes-
sors rated male deans.

+Much of the literature on discriminant analysis suggests that the struc-
ture coefficients (rather than standardized coefficients) are better
for interpretation (see Huberty, 1994; Marcoulides & Hershberger,
1997, for further explanations).

a discriminant analysis is to interpret the meaning of the
discriminant function. The positive and negative coef-
ficients can be useful in determining how the variables
discriminate between male and female deans. For exam-
ple, positive coefficients on the variables indicate that
faculty and staff members perceive that male deans are
assumed to be less effective in these domains and have
lower means (as noted in Table 1).

One also can see that the quality of education in the
unit (.68), research, community, and professional en-
deavors (.50), support for institutional diversity (.47),
and management of the unit (.35) are dominant leader-
ship dimensions that clearly discriminate female deans
from male deans. Sex of the respondent (.36), a demo-
graphic characteristic, also contributes moderately to the
classification of female and male deans. Further, negative
coefficients suggest that those faculty and staff members
are more likely to be a full professor (−.21) and an ethnic
minority (−.20). The percent correct measures the accu-
racy of the discriminant function to classify.

Using the linear discriminant function, group mem-
bership also may be predicted. For example, the goal of
the analysis is to correctly classify (or accurately mea-
sure) faculty and staff members’ perceptions of effective
leadership within the two dean groups (females, males).
In this study, the model correctly measures or classifies
74% (against 50% chance using two dean groups) of the
sample of faculty and staff members in the discriminant
function. As Table 3 suggests, the model has better ac-
curacy in predicting the leadership effectiveness of male
deans than that of female deans.

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
N
o
r
t
h
 
C
a
r
o
l
i
n
a
 
S
t
a
t
e
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
6
:
1
2
 
6
 
J
a
n
u
a
r
y
 
2
0
1
1



PERCEPTIONS OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 77

Table 3
Faculty and Staff Correctly Classified by Female and
Male Deans by Variables in the Model

Predicted group membership N = 542∗

Actual group Male deans Female deans

Male deans 306 (81.6%) 69 (18.4%)

Female deans 74 (44.3%) 93 (55.7%)

Correctly Classified = 74%

∗The analysis retains only those cases in which respondents provided
data for all relevant variables.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The results indicate that the combination of deans’
leadership dimensions and demographic characteristics
of the respondents contribute to the group classification
of male and female leaders. Of the demographic vari-
ables, sex, ethnic minority identity of the respondent, and
holding the rank of full professor discriminate faculty
and staff perceptions of effective leadership that exists
between female and male deans. Although these vari-
ables contribute to the group prediction of these deans,
the limitation in this analysis is that we are not able to
determine to what extent these perceptions are positive
or negative. What we do know is that more female re-
spondents rated female deans, and more full professors
and ethnic minority respondents rated male deans. This
does raise the concern that with more females rating fe-
male deans the results could be skewed toward female
deans. Further analysis (not reported here), however, in-
dicated that when controlling for sex and race/ethnicity
of the respondent, there were no differences by sex or
race/ethnicity in the way these faculty and administra-
tive staff members perceived the effectiveness of their
deans (Rosser et al., 2003). While in the previous study
controlling for sex and race/ethnicity of the respondent
was nonsignificant, in this current study demographics
such as sex and race/ethnicity are important to the over-
all group classification of leaders by sex.

Moreover, any effort to eliminate these demographic
characteristics (sex, ethnic minority, full professor) from
the analysis affects the classification of deans by group.
Therefore, retaining the variables in the analysis indi-
cates that faculty and staff members do perceive differ-
ences in the leadership effectiveness of their deans. Other
demographics, however, such as years worked with the
dean, tenure status, department chair, type of adminis-
trative position, and whether the respondents are from
the faculty or administrative staff, do not explain the dif-
ferences in perception of deans’ leadership effectiveness
and were subsequently dropped from the final analysis.

Among the leadership dimensions, this study sug-
gests that faculty members and administrative staff eval-
uating the effectiveness of their deans perceive that

women and men reflect differing patterns in their role as
leaders. More specifically, female deans are perceived to
be more likely than their male colleagues to: enhance the
quality of education in their units; engage in research,
community, and professional endeavors; promote and
support institutional diversity within their units; and
manage personnel and financial resources fairly and ef-
fectively. These four dimensions of effective leadership
contribute significantly to the way faculty and staff mem-
bers’ discriminate between female and male deans. Al-
though less dominant in the group classification of deans
by sex, communication skills, vision and goal setting,
and interpersonal relations also were important indica-
tors that differentiate female from male deans.

Despite the recent literature that describes differences
in the way females and males lead their organizations
(Billing & Alvesson, 1994; Eagly et al., 1992; Kezar, 2000;
Powell, 1988; Statham, 1987), the results from this study
suggest that not just some dimensions (for example, in-
terpersonal skills, communication) of leadership are per-
ceived by subordinates to be enacted better by women;
rather these results indicate that all the leadership di-
mensions are perceived by this group to be more effec-
tively practiced by this group of women deans. They
are perceived to be, in this study, more effective leaders.
The strong overall performance of these female deans
provides empirical evidence that women are far more
reaching in their leadership abilities than previously por-
trayed. Once perceived to be skilled primarily in the
areas of collaboration (for example, participation, rela-
tional) and interpersonal communication, these results
indicate that female deans are also perceived as effective
leaders in quality and diversity issues within the unit,
research and community endeavors, vision and goal set-
ting, as well as the fair allocation of financial and hu-
man resources (overall management) to the unit. While
the Rosser et al. (2003) study indicates that female deans
were rated higher in their leadership roles, and thus per-
ceived to be more effective leaders, this study extends
that work by examining more closely what dimensions
of deans’leadership account for the perceived differences
in effectiveness between female and male deans. The an-
swer is to look at not which dimension, but rather to what
extent women exceed their male counterparts in all di-
mensions of effective leadership.

Cultural assumptions about the way men and women
are perceived to lead their units and organizations con-
tinue to be powerful barriers to effective leadership.
These cultural assumptions may ultimately affect the
study of leadership or rather, the opportunity for women
to move into or obtain leadership positions. In this case,
understanding the cultural assumptions between men
and women can enhance work relationships, effective-
ness, and the organization’s ability to reach common
goals (Cox, 1993). The findings in this study provide em-
pirical evidence that will test those cultural assumptions
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that continue to categorize leaders only by their sex
rather than by their effectiveness as leaders within orga-
nizations. Studies, such as the one presented here, em-
phasize that women do indeed possess a broad range
of qualities that represent an effective leader. While the
style of the leader to accomplish the goals and mission
of the organization may differ (Astin & Leland, 1991;
Roesner, 1990; Statham, 1987), the effectiveness of their
overall leadership behavior may not. Leadership is a so-
cial interaction, and similar to all social interactions, per-
ception and interpretation are critical to understanding
the leadership process (Martinko & Gardner, 1987). Sub-
ordinate reports in this case are a measure or snapshot
of that social perception. These results provide a broader
understanding of those perceptions of effective leader-
ship in organizations.

The findings in this study provide empirical evidence
that in part explains the perceived differences in effec-
tiveness by sex. The results in this study indicate that fe-
male deans were rated as more effective leaders in every
dimension of leadership (as defined by deans, faculty
members, administrative staff, and senior administra-
tors). Therefore, the speculation and myths about women
rating supervisors more favorably than men, or women
tending to rate women more severely, are not supported
in this study. Similarly, the commonly held view that men
rate their supervisors and, specifically, women supervi-
sors more critically, is not supported. Contrary to previ-
ous research on women and leadership (Astin & Leland,
1991; Eagly et al., 1992; Helgesen, 1995; Statham, 1987),
these findings call into question the extent to which social
constructions of leadership are gendered. This finding,
however, parallels previous research conducted on the
effectiveness of school principals — suggesting that fe-
male principals are rated as more effective leaders than
their male counterparts (Eagly et al., 1992; Heck, 1995;
Heck & Marcoulides, 1996). While women and men of-
ten bring different qualities to their professional roles as
leaders, their ability to achieve organizational goals effec-
tively may not be so different. For example, the women
deans in this study were perceived as more effective in
all aspects of their role as leaders than their male coun-
terparts, however, neither the men nor the women, as a
group, were perceived by their faculty and staff mem-
bers’ as ineffective. Therefore, it is important not to over-
state the perceived differences in effectiveness that may
exist between gender and leadership.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

This study has moved beyond the anecdotal and
descriptive accounts of individual-level assessments to
more explanatory measures of individual perceptions of
leadership within academic organizations. In these times
of fiscal austerity and external accountability, the pub-

lic is not content with simply understanding the role
and function of academic leaders, but rather, they are
concerned with how effectively and efficiently leaders,
such as deans, manage and operate their units. In this
research, the effective leadership of deans has been ex-
amined through the perceptions of their unit’s faculty
and staff members. Although more research is needed,
this is a critical first step in evaluating and assessing the
performance of academic leaders in higher education.

The evaluation of administrators in higher educa-
tional organizations is a relatively new area of study in
the policy arena. Policy makers are just now beginning to
understand institutional outcome measures for student
and faculty performance (for example, graduation rates,
career placement, national research recognition, refereed
publications), but few norms have emerged on the mea-
sures that define the effectiveness of leaders in academic
organizations. Effective leadership could be examined
through a series of evaluations and assessment profiles
administered over a period of time. This would allow
the development of a useful and dependable procedure
to utilize in the supervision of administrators for possi-
ble decisions about their retention and promotion (Heck,
Johnsrud, & Rosser, 2000). Moreover, implementing a fair
and accurate evaluation system would reassure policy
makers that higher education is meeting acceptable stan-
dards of effective leadership.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The goal of this study was to examine faculty and staff
members’perceptions of the effectiveness with which fe-
male and male deans lead their academic units. Much
of the literature in higher education focuses on the “cli-
mate’’ that female faculty and administrative members
experience within the academy (for example, Deats &
Lenker, 1994; Glazer-Raymo, 1999; Johnsrud & Sadao,
1998). The finding in this study that female deans are
more positively perceived as effective leaders adds sub-
stantively to the empirical literature on women in higher
education.

A next step is to assess leaders’ impact on the orga-
nization’s effectiveness through a set of definable and
measurable institutional outcomes (for example, attain-
ing external dollars, fostering legislative relationships,
students’ time to degree, career placement of gradu-
ates). To associate institutional outcomes with leader-
ship effectiveness would make a substantive contribu-
tion to the evaluation and assessment of leadership in
higher education organizations. More than ever, the pub-
lic wants to know how their monies are being continually
spent on higher education. Such assessments would re-
assure the public’s support of higher education, and that
their concerns for standards and accountability are being
met.
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CONCLUSION

Leadership, with its multiple theoretical approaches
and applications, remains a powerful phenomenon, and
our understanding of leadership within the complexi-
ties of social organizations continues to evolve. Most
of the theoretical work to date suggests that effective
leadership is best conceived as a multidimensional con-
cept. It is important, therefore, to study how both men
and women, through their social interactions and behav-
iors as leaders, influence individuals within the units
they oversee. Throughout this study, a primary con-
cern has been to further the understanding of how fac-
ulty and staff members’ perceive the social behaviors
and processes of their leaders. In pursuit of effective-
ness, the academic leader needs to attend to the per-
ceptions that individuals form as assessments regarding
their performance. Such perceptual assessments are cru-
cial to the viability of the leader’s position within the
institution.

Glazer-Raymo (1999) contends that the deanship af-
fords incumbents a privileged position for gaining visi-
bility and recognition en route to senior administrative
positions, and therefore, the selection of women as deans
is an important step toward their upward mobility in
academic organizations. Deans serve a critical role in the
academic organization. They have the ability to control
information, accumulate and allocate resources, and as-
sess the performance and productivity of their faculty
and staff members (Rosser et al., 2003). The finding in this
study that female deans are more positively perceived as
leaders in all dimensions of deans’ effectiveness adds to
the empirical literature on women in higher education.
Thus, it is in the best interest of institutions to understand
how organizational cultures and gendered role expecta-
tions continue to exist as subtle or overt barriers that limit
leadership opportunities for women. Further research is
suggested in this area — researchers should strive to em-
pirically define and measure those dimensions that con-
tinually make a difference (or do not make a difference)
in the way women, as well as men, lead their academic
units.

NOTES

1. The ethnic minorities in this population consisted of 307
Asians (Chinese, Korean, Japanese), 23 Filipinos, 18 Pacific Is-
landers, 15 Mixed/Other, 11 from India, 7 Hispanics, and 2
African Americans.

2. Vision and goal setting includes issues of vision, goal set-
ting, faculty performance and development, teaching and cur-
riculum, research, service, and resources for the unit. Man-
agement of the unit ensures fair and effective administrative
procedures, exercises fair and reasonable judgment allocating
resources, maintains an effective and efficient administrative
staff, implements policies and procedures in a timely manner,
and manages change constructively. Support for institutional di-

versity includes supporting equal opportunities, demonstrat-
ing a commitment to mentoring of women and faculty from
underrepresented groups, and ensuring staff are educated in
EEO/AA concerns. Interpersonal relationships concern the re-
spect for faculty, staff, and administrators, accessibility, sensi-
tivity to career and mentoring, and maintenance of productive
and positive relationships. Quality of the unit’s education is com-
prised of advancing undergraduate and graduate programs,
advocating appropriate curriculum changes, handling inter-
nal/external accreditation, demonstrating a commitment to a
fair tenure and promotion process, and recruiting new person-
nel skillfully. Communication skills include listening and effec-
tively communicating with unit members, external constituen-
cies, and senior administration. Research/professional/community
endeavors consist of maintaining an active research/scholarly
agenda, pursuing professional growth, and contributing ser-
vices to professional, community, and campus projects.

3. To more closely examine ethnic minority populations,
Asians (Chinese, Korean, Japanese) as a group were combined
into a dummy variable and placed in the model for analysis. In
this study, Asians did not contribute to the group classification
of male and female leaders. Thus, all ethnic minorities were
then collapsed into a single demographic variable called ethnic
minorities in order to retain them in the analysis.

4. Evaluation of the homogeneity of the variance-
covariance matrices between groups (using Box’s M test) indi-
cated no threat to the multivariate analysis. The a priori classi-
fication was examined first to identify the underlying structure
of the data. One discriminant function was calculated with chi
square (10 df) = 100.14 (p < .000). The canonical correlation
of .41 indicated the discriminant function provided a moder-
ate (and acceptable) degree of association. The group centroids
(means) of −.30 and .68 suggest that the discriminant func-
tion separates the leadership effectiveness of female and male
deans.

5. Huberty (1994) argued in favor of using the structure co-
efficients for two reasons: First, the assumed greater stability of
the correlations in small- or medium-sized samples, especially
when there are high or fairly high intercorrelations among the
variables; second, the correlations give a direct indication of
which variables are most closely associated with the latent vari-
able the discriminant function represents, in this case, male and
female deans.
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