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Abstract
Transformational leadership, a type of leadership commonly promoted within higher edu-
cation, has been shown to positively affect performance, collaborative behavior, and goal 
accomplishment. Such skills may correlate with the level of job responsibility one has been 
given and the technical, human, and conceptual skills needed for one to be successful. This 
study sought to bridge a research gap by exploring correlations between transformational 
leadership and skills-approach leadership with an exploration of the role of gender within 
perceptions. An unexpected result based on gender was found: As females achieve higher 
roles within the Land-Grant University System, the perception of their transformational 
leadership decreases while that of males increases. Transformational leadership and skills-
approach leadership is discussed within the context of gender.

Keywords Transformational leadership · Higher education · Role types · Skills approach · 
Gender

Introduction

Higher education has always been faced with challenges and opportunities that prompt the 
field to seek progressive, mission-critical ways to move forward. Worldwide, colleges and uni-
versities have faced challenges such as competition for funding and students (Vieira da Motta 
& Bolan, 2008). Recent global events such as the COVID-19 pandemic and demands for 
racial equality and inclusion have required higher education to be more flexible and innovative 
than ever before. Institution closures and re-openings along with heightened reliance on tech-
nology for online instruction and communication require faculty and staff to adapt and “[be] 
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ready for anything” (Major, 2020 p. 266). Challenges that existed prior to recent events, such 
as those related to institutional finances, public scrutiny, and the impact of federal decisions 
and economic issues, have magnified. In a time when vision, direction, and trust is needed, the 
case for strong leadership within higher education administration continues to be vital. In fact, 
“the selection and training of good administrators is widely recognized as one of American 
industry’s most pressing problems” (Katz, 1955 p. 33). Though this observation was made in 
1955, its sentiment still rings true today and for every country.

Leadership is predicted to remain the top human resource challenge through the year 2025 
at minimum (Society for Human Resource Management, 2015). Though there are a plethora 
of individuals working in higher education, administration and leadership challenges exists 
because there is a dearth of individuals who specifically possess enhanced leadership skills 
and competencies that twenty-first century educational institutions demand and need. Trans-
formational leadership is a theory and practice known for helping fill the gap between leader-
ship pipeline issues and well-qualified future leaders (e.g. Lamm et al., 2016). It is a well-
studied, multi-dimensional theory consisting of attitudes and behaviors that inspire followers 
to reach improved levels of determination and commitment for the betterment of the whole, 
leading to overall improved performance (Ayman & Korabik, 2010; Bass & Avolio, 1993). 
Perceived as a bureaucratic and professional organization (Nica, 2013), higher education may 
benefit from having more employees emanate this type of leadership (Lamm et  al., 2016). 
However, not all administrative positions have the same span of control nor expectations asso-
ciated with them. Therefore, a more nuanced approach may be warranted. Specifically, Katz 
(1955) proposed the skills approach model whereby differing levels of leadership responsibil-
ity may require different areas of focus. Leadership development researchers and practition-
ers have an obligation to continue exploring how skill development should be facilitated and 
at what stage in an individual’s career the development of certain competencies should be 
encouraged, which can aid in one’s development of transformational leadership.

Within the higher education leadership literature, the role of gender, and gender experi-
ences has been established (e.g. Dunn et al., 2014), yet, “very little research examines gen-
der differences in [higher education] leadership styles in any systematic way” (Madden, 2011 
p.63). Furthermore, there remains a need to more empirically examine higher educator leader 
perceptions of leadership from a gender-based perspective. For example, Dunn et al. (2014) 
state “Future research is needed to systematically compare the experiences of female lead-
ers in various types of academic institutions to inform how gender impacts leadership experi-
ences” (p. 17).

The study at hand investigates the perception higher education leaders have of their own 
transformational leadership capacity and whether that perception is related to other character-
istics, specifically gender and/or administrative level held at their respective college or univer-
sity. Podsakoff et al. (1990) model of transformational leadership is applied to this topic and 
Katz’s (1955) model of skills-based leadership is used to organize and analyze data to explore 
new leadership insights.

Conceptual framework

Training leaders through leadership development programming has been found to increase 
transformational leadership capacity in faculty within the Land-Grant University System 
(Lamm et  al., 2016). The Land-Grant University System is a group of higher education 
institutions in the United States federally established by law beginning in 1862 to provide 
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education for citizens in each state (Association of Public & Land-Grant Universities, 
2016). Congruent with the goals of this study, exploring how transformational leadership 
aligns with the skills-based approach can aid leadership theory and development efforts for 
the benefit of current and future leaders in higher education.

Transformational leadership

Podsakoff et al.’s (1990) transformational leadership conceptualization is helpful in identi-
fying leaders who, “transform or change the basic values, beliefs, and attitudes of followers 
so that they are willing to perform beyond the minimum levels specified by the organiza-
tion” (p. 108). More specifically, these types of leaders were considered through the lens of 
the Transformational Leadership Inventory (TLI). This multi-dimensional inventory meas-
ures transformational leadership capacity within leadership development program partici-
pants (Lamm et al., 2016) through four dimensions of transformational leadership: (1) core 
transformational leadership behaviors, (2) individualized support, (3) intellectual stimula-
tion, and (4) high performance expectations (Podsakoff et al., 1990).

By acknowledging that each follower is unique (Bass & Riggio, 2006), transformational 
leaders show respect (Podsakoff et al., 1990) by providing individualized support catered 
to each individual’s growth and goals (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Bono & Judge, 2004). Intel-
lectual stimulation fosters creativity and new ideas (Bono & Judge, 2004) when follow-
ers are encouraged to think outside the box and challenge their own assumptions about 
how to accomplish work goals (Podsakoff et al., 1990). Additionally, setting high expecta-
tions raises the standard of excellence and can generate enthusiasm among followers (Bass 
& Riggio, 2006; Bono & Judge, 2004; Podsakoff et al., 1990), which helps them exceed 
beyond what they originally thought could be accomplished.

Skills‑based leadership

In his seminal Harvard Business Review (HBR) article, Katz (1955) proposed that effec-
tive administration rests on three basic skills which vary in importance depending upon 
one’s level of administrative responsibility within an organization. Levels of responsibil-
ity are categorized as low, middle, and top. Due to the popularity and influence of Katz’s 
(1955) work, the article was reprinted in 1974 and 1986 (Peterson & Van Fleet, 2004). 
Katz’s definition of administrator can be akin to that of a leader: “…one who (a) directs 
the activities of other persons and (b) undertakes the responsibility for achieving certain 
objectives through these efforts” (Katz, 1955 p. 34). Thus, for the purposes of this study, 
academic administrators will be referred to synonymously as administrators and leaders. 
The three foundational skills of an administrator, or leader, are categorized as: technical, 
human, and conceptual and are recognized as being simultaneously valuable as independ-
ent and interdependent, as each complements the others (Katz, 1955).

Technical skills relate to specific, field-related work-tasks and an understanding of the 
processes and methods underlying such tasks (Katz, 1955). Due to technical skills being 
necessary for an organized entity, such as a university, to produce the products and services 
it has been created for (Northouse, 2013), these skills are the most concrete and identi-
fiable; they involve, “specialized knowledge, analytical ability within that specialty, and 
facility in the use of the tools and techniques of the specific discipline” (Katz, 1955 p. 34).

Human skills are seen as important for employees on all foundational, middle, and 
top levels of an organization (Katz, 1955; Northouse, 2013) and refer to the ability to 
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communicate and interact with others effectively and cooperatively, which includes resolv-
ing conflict and being a contributing member of a team (Peterson & Van Fleet, 2004). 
Human skill is connected to how an individual interacts with everyone, no matter how the 
person they are interacting with is categorized in the hierarchical structure.

When an individual reaches an administrative role in an organization that requires com-
petencies beyond technical and human skills, “conceptual skill becomes increasingly more 
important with the need for policy decisions and broad-scale action.” (Katz, 1955 p. 37). 
Thus, conceptual skills require one to envision how sub-sets and functions of organizations 
are interdependent and how the organization or institution as a whole fit within larger envi-
ronmental contexts such as an industry, a community, and a society (Katz, 1955).

Benefits of Katz’s (1955) theory are the recognition that anyone can be a leader and that 
taking an inventory of a person’s skills helps with the selection and placement of leaders 
(Katz, 1955). Northouse (2013) notes the alignment of the skills approach with the major-
ity of leadership education curricula and the usefulness of how it frames what is taught in 
leadership development programs.

Literature review

Transformational leadership has been promoted for leadership development initiatives spe-
cifically oriented toward higher education leaders (e.g. Turnbull & Edwards, 2005). Addi-
tionally, a more in-depth look at career development needs for different levels of leadership 
and gender-specific experiences have also been promoted as necessary avenues of contin-
ued research (Dopson et al., 2019; Turnbull & Edwards, 2005).

Transformational leadership

The effectiveness of transformational leadership has been specifically studied in the field 
of higher education through topics such as diversity management perception (Brown 
et al., 2019), organizational culture and performance (Hambali & Idris, 2020), workplace 
engagement and spirituality (Arokiasamy & Tat, 2020), academic research (Hung et  al., 
2019), and quality management (Argia & Ismail, 2013). Regarding administrative role 
responsibility in particular, research advises higher education leaders to: establish a vision 
for their units, departments, and/or institutions; treat those who report to them with fairness 
and inclusivity; promote shared leadership and collaboration; and steward organizational 
values (Berson et al., 2016; Gigliotti, 2017; Pearce et al., 2018). Such characteristics relate to  
Podsakoff et  al.’s (1990) description of transformational leadership’s prioritization 
of innovation and relationships. Higher education literature suggests that there is not 
only a shift to this type of leadership, but that leadership development efforts should be 
reconceptualized to include these competencies (Dopson et al., 2019).

Those who demonstrate transformational leadership behavior have been found to 
be rated as the most effective employees by both subordinates and superiors (Burke & 
Collins, 2001). Additionally, transformational leadership has been found to transcend 
different cultures (Carless, 1998) and aid in the transformation of higher education’s 
academic cultures (Thomas et al., 2015). Transformational leaders benefit organizations 
by helping with adaption to change (Kearns et al., 2015) and introducing new ideas and 
improving existing ones (Anthony & Schwartz, 2017). These transformational leaders 
“communicate powerful narratives about the future,” and “develop a road map before 
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disruption takes hold” (Anthony & Schwartz, 2017 para. 25–29). Research shows that 
transformational leaders: have and exercise self-awareness; can work independently and 
across silos; build positive cultures; are willing to collaborate and see situations from 
different perspectives; build trust and can be trusted; are humble and ask for help when 
it is needed; make decisions with timeliness and purpose; and challenge, inspire, and 
empower others (Anthony & Schwartz, 2017; Thompson, 2012). Moreover, “[t]rans-
formational leaders articulate a vision, use lateral or nontraditional thinking, encour-
age individual development, give regular feedback, use participative decision-making, 
and promote a cooperative and trusting work environment” (Carless, 1998 p. 888). It 
has also been found that employees benefit from such characteristics by experienc-
ing enhanced performance, well-being, and motivation (Fernet et al., 2015; Limsila & 
Ogunlana, 2008). While both transactional and transformational leadership have been 
measured in leadership behavior (e.g. Megheirkouni et  al., 2018), “leaders who are 
more satisfying to their followers and who are more effective as leaders are more trans-
formational and less transactional” (Bass, 1999 p. 11). Thus, even in higher education, it 
is suggested that leadership development efforts should be designed to emphasize trans-
formational, rather than transactional, leadership models (Turnbull & Edwards, 2005).

Connecting transformational leadership and skills‑based leadership

Higher education leadership influences every level of a college or university, including 
the strategic direction of the institution, the culture shared by faculty and staff, and the 
academic success of students (Nica, 2013). As highlighted in a higher education leader-
ship development program design literature review by Dopson et al. (2019) found “[institu-
tional] leadership is a contextual, processual, relational, social, political and temporal phe-
nomenon” (p. 225). Therefore, it is also suggested that attention is paid to the unique needs 
leaders experience at different levels of seniority in the higher education hierarchy (Dopson 
et  al., 2019; Turnbull & Edwards, 2005). Furthermore, promotion to a new level based 
on technical skills rather than human and conceptual skills has been observed in higher 
education as faculty are sometimes promoted to administrator levels based solely on their 
teaching or research experience; it is assumed they will be good leaders and will know 
how to self-correct their leadership methods (Vieira da Motta & Bolan, 2008). Promoting 
employees that have yet to acquire certain skills can be costly (Benson et al., 2018), with 
consequences of the leader’s impact possibly not observed until after the transition to the 
new administrative role (Dopson et al., 2019).

Though the Katz’s (1955) skills-based leadership theory has been used to study spe-
cific skills of ground-level leaders in manufacturing companies (Petkevičiūtė & Giedraitis, 
2013) and the adequate preparation of on-line learning instructors (Muldrow, 2014), lim-
ited empirical efforts have been made to directly connect Katz’s (1955) theory with trans-
formational leadership. Based on Podsakoff et al.’s (1990) description of transformational 
leadership, the present study conceptually links transformational leadership with the 
human and conceptual components of skills-based leadership. In the Chronicle of Higher 
Education, Maimon (2018) highlights this notion by explaining that:

Transformative leadership is more focused on relationships, open to multiple inter-
pretations, adaptable to new situations, and more flexible in adjusting to new envi-
ronments. The transformative leader is readier to multitask and capable of paying 
attention both to goals and to the process for achieving them. (para. 3)
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Katz (1955) highlights the importance of human and conceptual components on the 
middle and top management leadership levels. The study at hand answers the call for 
leadership research within higher education and the Land-Grant University System 
to focus more on human and conceptual components rather than just technical skills 
(Lamm et al., 2016).

Leadership and gender

In addition to requiring specific competencies, transformational leaders must understand 
the value of diversity and how, in “promot[ing] diversity in academic leadership, the 
college or university should be a microcosm of the total society” (Nica, 2013 p. 192). 
The relationship between the diversity aspect of gender and leadership has received con-
siderable analysis (e.g. Anim & Shotte, 2020; Bass, 2008). Leadership styles and experi-
ences of women as well as development programs specifically designed for women have 
been studied in the context of higher education (see Dopson et al., 2019). Additionally, 
in the U.S. alone, it was observed that in 1972 only 17% of leadership positions were 
held by women (Bass, 2008) and in 2015 39.2% of such positions were held by women, 
including 65.7% of education administrators (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016). 
Despite observable shifts of gender representation within the workforce, recent research 
still indicates persistent differences between genders (Badura et  al., 2018). In higher 
education, women remain underrepresented in leadership roles (Anim & Shotte, 2020; 
Nica, 2013) despite making up nearly half of all faculty roles and obtaining more than 
half of the undergraduate degrees earned in the U.S. (Judson et al., 2019). These trends 
are represented in countries outside the U.S. as well (e.g. Anim & Shotte, 2020). More-
over, though the significance was small, Baker et al. (2019) found that women were less 
likely to seek department chair roles, positions that are springboards into higher level 
administrative positions within higher education.

In a recent meta-analysis of predictors and moderators of motivation to lead, the rela-
tionship between gender and leadership outcomes was again observed (Badura et  al., 
2019). The authors suggested, “[p]art of succession planning is being able to identify 
future leaders so that they can receive additional training and experiences before they 
are called upon to fill leadership vacancies” (Badura et  al., 2019 p. 17). It has been 
documented that for females in higher education there may exist barriers limiting access 
to networking, developmental opportunities, and subsequent recruitment for high level 
administrative positions (Bagilhole & White, 2008). There remains a gap in the litera-
ture specifically identifying what characteristics are valued within perceptions of leader-
ship emergence therefore providing an entry into further developmental opportunities 
(Badura et al., 2018).

Katz’s (1955) skills-based approach has been applied to gender in a number of 
empirical studies with many using the Style Inventory Survey (Northouse, 2010) to 
measure technical, human, and conceptual skill. Research findings of such studies found 
that samples of female leaders in India scored very high on technical and human skill 
while their male counterparts scored high on conceptual skills (Kaifi & Mujtaba, 2010). 
A similar study involving Afghan leaders showed opposite results; males had high tech-
nical and human skills while females had higher conceptual skills (Mujtaba & Kaifi, 
2011). Despite conflicting findings, a mixture of all three skills are needed at each level 
of administrative responsibility (Katz, 1955; Peterson & Fleet, 2004).
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Research objectives

The purpose of this study was to explore relationships between academic leaders’ per-
ceived transformational leadership capacity, corresponding administrative level, and self-
reported gender. The study was guided by the following objectives:

(1) Describe the self-perceived transformational leadership capacity of faculty members 
and administrators participating in a leadership development program for higher educa-
tion.

(2) Determine whether administrative role categories were statistically significantly related 
to self-perceived transformational leadership capacity.

(3) Determine whether self-reported gender categories were statistically significantly 
related to self-perceived transformational leadership capacity.

(4) Determine whether administrative role categories, by gender, were statistically signifi-
cantly related to self-perceived transformational leadership capacity.

Methods

The following information expounds upon this study’s sample and data analysis process.

Sample

The sample for this study were participants in the LEAD21 leadership development pro-
gram, which focuses on capacity-building in the areas of communication, conflict manage-
ment, collaboration, and leading change (LEAD21, n.d.). Participants are associated with 
the Land-Grant University System and its affiliated organizations such as the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) or Non-Land-Grant Agricultural and Renewable Resources 
Universities, as well as strategic partners who work alongside institutions to connect aca-
demic research with outreach efforts and the needs of the general public (LEAD21, n.d.). 
Representing various U.S. states and territories, participants were nominated for the pro-
gram by their institution based on their leadership potential within the Land-Grant Uni-
versity System, with role titles ranging from assistant professor to dean. LEAD21 caters 
to emerging and top Land-Grant University System administrators and uses adult learning 
theory to help participants connect program content to their past work experience, which 
also aligns with what Katz (1955) believed was necessary for effective skill development. 
The program consisted of three seminars, ranging from four to six days, conducted over 
the course of nine months. LEAD21 participants also participate in periodic check-in calls 
and activities between seminars. All data were collected prior to the start of the program to 
serve as a pre-program baseline value.

The study at hand expounds upon Lamm et  al.’s (2016) finding that LEAD21 devel-
ops self-assessed transformational leadership capacity within participants by an average 
of 7%. It further analyzes transformational leadership by answering the call to study mul-
tiple classes of LEAD21 participants rather than just one class (Lamm et al., 2016). Four 
classes of LEAD21 participants were included, creating an overall convenience sample of 
340 respondents. The sample consisted of 84 members from the 2015 to 2016 cohort, 85 
members from the 2016 to 2017 cohort, 80 members from the 2017 to 2018 cohort, and 91 

303Tertiary Education and Management (2021) 27:297–312



1 3

members from the 2018 to 2019 cohort. Individuals were asked to self-report their gender; 
195 individuals identified as male, 143 individuals identified as female, and two individu-
als did not provide a response.

Data analysis

Respondents were also asked to provide their professional appointment percentages 
amongst the following categories: academic (teaching), research, Extension (outreach), 
and administration. For the purposes of this study administrative appointment percentage 
served as a proxy for Katz’s (1955) role typologies. There were 11 participants that did not 
respond to the administrative appointment question, therefore these individuals were not 
included in subsequent analysis. Of the remaining 329 respondents, administrative appoint-
ments ranged from 0 to 100% with a mean of 41.4% (SD = 36.2). To establish administra-
tive categories, z-scores were calculated where the score represented the number of stand-
ard deviations away from the observed mean score (Lewis-Beck et al., 2003). A negative 
z-score was associated with the low category (low) (n = 45), a z-score of zero was associ-
ated with the middle category (middle) (n = 189), and a positive z-score was associated 
with the top category (top) (n = 76). Additional details are presented in Table 1.

Transformational leadership scores were calculated using the scoring key related to the 
TLI, which consists of 14 Likert-type items using a five point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 
2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree). The scale had 
an observed Cronbach Alpha of 0.77 (Podsakoff et al., 1990). Statistical analysis was con-
ducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25.

Results

According to the first study objective, overall TLI descriptive statistics were calculated. 
The observed data resulted in a minimum transformational leadership score of 2.79 and 
a maximum score of 5.00 (M = 3.78, SD = 0.38). Next, an ANOVA test between cohort 
groups was conducted, no statistically significant differences were observed when trans-
formational leadership was analyzed by cohort group [F(3, 294) = 1.22, p = 0.30]. As no 
statistically significant relationships between classes were observed, data were considered 
to be statistically equivalent for subsequent analysis and considered as a single group to 
improve analytical power.

Next, to address the second research objective TLI scores were analyzed relative to 
administrative groupings. The low group had an observed mean score of 3.73 (SD = 0.35), 
the middle group had an observed mean score of 3.79 (SD = 0.40), and the top group had an 
observed mean score of 3.78 (SD = 0.33). An ANOVA test between administrative groups 

Table 1  Administrative 
appointment groupings

Item Frequency %

Low 45 14.5
Middle 189 61.0
Top 76 24.5
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was conducted, no statistically significant differences were observed when transformational 
leadership was analyzed by administrative group [F(2, 288) = 0.55, p = 0.58].

To analyze research objective three, TLI scores were then analyzed based on self-
reported gender. Overall females reported a higher self-reported level of transformational 
leadership (M = 3.82, SD = 0.40) than did men (M = 3.76, SD = 0.37). However, when the 
observed differences were analyzed using an ANOVA test, no statistically significant dif-
ferences between groups were observed [F(1, 295) = 1.74, p = 0.19].

For the fourth and final research objective, TLI observations were compared between 
gender groups at each of the three administrative levels. At the low and middle admin-
istrative levels females reported a higher mean TLI score than did men; however, at the 
top administrative level men reported a higher mean TLI score. Additional details are pre-
sented in Table 2. The three pairs of data were further analyzed using an ANOVA test. For 
the low administrative level, a statistically significant 0.25-point difference between gender 
mean TLI scores was observed [F(1, 38) = 5.89, p = 0.02]. At the middle administrative 
level, the 0.06-point difference was not found to be statistically significantly different [F(1, 
174) = 0.98, p = 0.32]. Finally, at the top administrative level, the 0.06-point difference was 
not found to be statistically significantly different [F(1, 72) = 0.54, p = 0.47]. A graphical 
representation of the data is provided in Fig. 1 to visually represent the trends observed.

Discussion

Gender differences were the main findings among males and females who perceive 
themselves differently depending on the level of administrative responsibility they have 
achieved. The study contributes to literature on gender and leadership by showing that pro-
gressions of increased or decreased transformational leadership perception may occur as 
leaders are promoted. Findings not only align with past studies where females rated them-
selves higher than males on the use of transformational leadership (e.g. Burke & Collins, 
2001; Carless, 1998), but the data also expands the discourse by illuminating how per-
ceptions can shift over time based on administrative responsibility and leadership status. 
The acknowledgement of possible perception changes, based on time passed and position 
acquired, adds to the process of learning the idiosyncrasies of higher education leadership 
in general and gendered transformational leadership factors in particular.

Despite the novel nature of the findings, there are a number of limitations which should 
be acknowledged. First, though personal perceptions and self-reported data can be impact-
ful in guiding researcher understanding of a phenomenon, it is important to note that it 
does not reflect actual leadership behavior and that responses may potentially be inflated 

Table 2  Transformational 
leadership by administrative 
group by gender

Administra-
tive group

Gender n Mean SD Min Max

Low Female 21 3.86 0.22 3.50 4.43
Male 24 3.61 0.40 2.86 4.57

Middle Female 84 3.83 0.45 2.79 5.00
Male 104 3.77 0.36 2.86 4.79

Top Female 30 3.75 0.39 2.93 4.57
Male 46 3.81 0.28 3.21 4.43
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by participants (Burke & Collins, 2001). Therefore, the use and interpretation of the data 
should be done with care. Specifically, self-reported transformational leadership data were 
used in the study. A recommendation would be to replicate the present study using a more 
objective measure of transformational leadership, such as external reviewer (subordinate, 
peer, supervisor) data. A second limitation is the context in which the study was conducted. 
As participants in a leadership development program, it is likely the individuals involved 
are not necessarily representative of all higher education faculty or administrators. The 
individuals participating in the program were generally identified based on their leadership 
potential. Therefore, a second recommendation would be replicate the study with a random 
sample of faculty within higher education more generally. Nevertheless, the current study 
is intended to provide a foundation upon which future research may benchmark and expand 
upon present findings.

Although participants of leadership development programs are generally already com-
petent and successful in their respective job functions, leadership educators can help them 
move from mastering technical skills to developing human and conceptual competencies 
(Lamm et al., 2016). While the purpose of this study was not to assess whether LEAD21 
helped participants develop human and conceptual skills, participants did perceive them-
selves to have these competencies in some capacity. In addition, participation in the pro-
gram is based on nomination procedures, indicating that participants’ supervisors believed 
in the leadership capacity of the participant. Such information indicates that one’s percep-
tion of their own capacity to be a transformational leader can shift even if they, and others, 
initially believe their level of capacity is already high.

Results indicating that a decrease can occur in females’ confidence of their transforma-
tional leadership capacity are also interesting given that feminine leadership qualities (e.g. 

Fig. 1  Gender, administrative appointment, & transformational leadership
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collaboration) have been associated with transformational leadership, leading scholars to 
posit that, “females and males may differ in their use of certain transformational leadership 
behaviors” (Carless, 1998 p. 890). A synthesis of research indicates the following female 
leadership attributes are more closely aligned with transformational leadership: a focus on 
interpersonal versus task success, empathy (rather than sole evaluation) while helping oth-
ers, and group dynamics and harmony (as compared to solely reviewing individual perfor-
mance) (Bass, 2008). Such sentiments referring to effective female leadership attributes 
have been noted in higher education-specific literature and dialogues (e.g. Nica, 2013). 
Transformational leadership has been “associated with a pattern of personality including 
high levels of pragmatism, nurturance, feminine attributes, and self-confidence, and low 
levels of criticalness and aggressiveness” (Bass, 1999 p. 28).

Previous research indicates women are perceived as more transformational leaders and 
men are perceived as more transactional leaders; even in women’s transactional leadership 
style, there is more compassion in situational and corrective circumstances (Bass, 2008). 
Bass (1999) points out that findings on gender differences could be attributed to the com-
petencies females have to show more of to reach the same levels of leadership as men. 
For example, the glass ceiling concept, indicating barriers to advancement for females, 
does not only occur in corporate settings, but in higher education as well (Gunluk-Senesen, 
2009). Bagilhole and White (2008) acknowledge that females remain excluded from top 
leadership positions at colleges and universities due to issues relating to “career mobil-
ity, experience outside academia, selection processes, and gender stereotyping” (abstract). 
This is a global phenomenon and higher education institutions are aware of such barriers, 
but have yet to fully address systematic structures and organizational cultures that con-
tinue this trend (Özkanlı et al., 2009). Although prior research has indicated females may 
receive more direct leadership development assistance than males (Burke & Collins, 2001), 
results from this study imply that higher education can do more (e.g. mentoring, promotion 
of educational associations, gender-specific leadership development initiatives) to provide 
specific support in helping females maintain their perception of their own transformational 
leadership effectiveness once they reach top administrative levels at their institution. With 
awareness and continued study, leadership development efforts can assist with this task. 
For example, in their review of leadership development literature, Dopson et  al. (2019) 
point to the potential effectiveness of leadership development programming regarding pro-
motion challenges faced by women by noting: “formalised leadership and skill‐based pro-
grammes may be more helpful in unblocking…unconscious gendered views rather than 
experiential methods which do not shift these gendered notions” (p. 223).

Factors such as socialized gender roles, gendered tasks, societal expectations, and chal-
lenges females face in leadership and promotion processes (Ayman & Korabik, 2010; 
Badura et al., 2018; Baker et al., 2019; Bass, 1999; Eagly & Karau, 1991; Judson et al., 
2019; Nica, 2013) could possibly affect the decrease in female perceptions of their trans-
formational leadership capacity, but more research should be done to gain a better under-
standing of the source of change and should include other factors such as organizational 
aspects. Also in future studies, inviting subordinate and/or superiors to rate their percep-
tion of leaders’ behavior could offset the biases and limitations self-reporting can create. 
Furthermore, the study at hand only looks at relationships between Katz’s (1955) admin-
istration levels (low, middle, and high) and the perception of transformational leadership 
skills; past studies review Katz’s (1955) technical, human, and conceptual skill levels as 
they relate to gender. Future research is recommended to study the perception of trans-
formational leadership skills against Katz’s (1955) skill categories. Although the litera-
ture would indicate the human skill component of Katz’s (1955) theory best aligns with 
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transformational leadership, future research could further examine the relationship com-
bining the three administration levels, the three skills, transformational leadership, and/or 
gender factors into a single study. Also, due to there being a dearth of studies connecting 
Katz’s (1955) theory and gender future research may provide additional societal and cul-
tural context (as they relate to gender) to complement the findings in the study at hand, 
particularly as it relates to leadership and administration within higher education around 
the globe. Lastly, few studies explore the long-term impact and outcomes of higher educa-
tion leadership development programs (Dopson et  al., 2019). Therefore, specific leader-
ship development factors possibly contributing to any observed changes is a worthwhile 
response to a call in the literature for more outcome- and longitudinal-based empirical 
research (Dopson et al., 2019).

Contributions to the literature

The results of the study and subsequent discussion provide an overview of the study and 
the relationship to the previous research. Nevertheless, from a tactical perspective, the cur-
rent study provides a series of contributions to the higher education leadership literature. 
First, the study provides a framework for considering different higher education role types 
based on administrative appointment.

Second, from an application perspective the preliminary results, before applying the 
role level and gender variables, are representatives of the risk associated with aggregating 
groups without appreciating the nuance and unique characteristics associated with differ-
ent role types and individuals within the roles. Although the transformational leadership 
results provide a baseline and set of average scores among a sample of higher education 
leaders, the utility and practical value of the results is somewhat limited. Perhaps the use of 
better attuned models appears warranted.

Third, the results of the study indicate the role of gender within higher education leader-
ship may not be limited to simply demographic identification. Instead, the results imply the 
need to consider interaction effects between demographics variables, such as gender, and 
less proximal role related variables, such as level of leadership role. These contributions 
specifically address the need for systemic analysis of the role of gender within higher edu-
cation leadership.

Contributions to practice

The results also contribute to practice and discourse related to higher education leader-
ship. Specifically, the results of the transformational leadership analysis are simultaneously 
expected and unexpected from a gender and role perspective. From a gender point of view 
the higher mean scores associated with individuals who self-identified as female is consist-
ent with expectations. Similarly, the increase in mean scores moving from the low admin-
istrative group to the middle and top groups is also expected. However, the divergence in 
observations when overlaying gender and role administrative group is where specific impli-
cations for practice may emerge. Specifically, within the low administrative group, self-
reported females had statistically significantly higher levels of transformational leadership 
than their male counterparts.
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The results may indicate that initial leadership emergence identification may be asso-
ciated with individuals fulfilling expected gender roles. However, when transitioning to 
higher levels of administrative responsibility, the gap between males and females narrows 
considerably at the middle levels of administrative responsibility as males take on the char-
acteristics of transformational leaders. Concurrently, females appear to adapt their transfor-
mational leadership style to match expectations of top-level administrators by modulating 
aspects of transformational leadership.

Based on these findings, the potential for gender role expectations to influence percep-
tions of leadership capacity should be noted during the initial stages of leadership iden-
tification. Previous researchers have identified that, “women and men who are effective 
leaders are expected to demonstrate different behaviors and leadership styles” (Dunn et al., 
2014, p. 10). Therefore, leadership potential across a range of criteria, both observed and 
potentially developed, should be considered to ensure individuals are provided opportuni-
ties to develop accordingly.

Second, throughout the leadership development process, it is important to acknowledge 
the role of context and to provide a variety of examples of successful leadership from both 
males and females, with varying levels of transformational leadership. As previous schol-
ars have found, “The underrepresentation of women in academic administration suggests 
that masculine practices and leadership norms function to exclude women” (Dunn et al., 
2014, p. 9). Finding opportunities and exemplars of success across genders and leadership 
styles has the potential to inspire more individuals, of both genders, to pursue higher edu-
cation leadership roles.

Conclusion

The development of leadership skills continues to be one of the most important invest-
ments an organization, including higher education, can make in its employees (Badura 
et al., 2019). Transformational leadership, in particular, has been shown to be an effective 
and necessary response to meet present and future challenges (Kezar et al., 2019). There-
fore, studying the transformational capacity of leaders at varying levels of leadership in 
higher education domains is a worthwhile venture. The study at hand sought to explore 
transformational leadership as it relates to administrative roles, possibly being the first to 
do so and to also connect gender to both topics in the same study. The TLI, an instrument 
not typically applied to skills-based studies, was used and the use of four LEAD21 leader-
ship development classes gives the study the benefit of comparing multi-year information 
as well as improved statistical power within which to analyze trends. Also, the study itself 
provides updated information that can influence the direction of future research surround-
ing leadership in general and gendered transformational leadership in particular within 
higher education contexts. Leaders must be educated on how to lead effectively within the 
sphere of higher education (Dopson et al., 2019; Pearce et  al., 2018); findings from this 
study can be included in such critical development efforts.
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