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Mentorship and the Female College President

Terri Moore Brown'?

Despite the increase in the number of women college presidents, the percentage of female
college presidents is disproportionately low. Results of some studies imply that mentorship
is one factor that facilitates women’s climb up the administrative ladder to the college pres-
idency. This study was designed to examine mentoring relationships among female college
presidents. A sample of 91 female presidents at selected independent colleges was surveyed
about mentor and mentee relationships and demographics. Findings demonstrate that a ma-
jority of the respondents had primary mentors {36%} and also served as mentors {(64.4%) to
others. Mentorship and multiple mentoring relationships are invaluable in advancing women
through the ranks of higher education administration and for increasing the number of female
college presidents.

KEY WORDS: mentoring; administrative ladder; career paths; female college presidents; independent

colleges.

Over the past two decades, the percentage of
female college presidents has increased, yet their
numbers remain disproportionately low (Aisenberg
& Harrington, 1988; Brown, Ummersen, & Sturnick,
2001; Corrigan, 2002; Edson, 1988; Green, 1986; Ross
& Green, 2000; Touchton & Ingram, 1995), Re-
search consistently supports the view that mentor-
ship is a significant contributor to career develop-
ment in higher education (Cullen & Luna, 1993; Nies
& Wolverton, 2000; Queralt, 1982; Ragins & Cotton,
1993; Scanlon, 1997; Shults, 2001). The positive im-
pact of mentorship on career development is further
confirmed by a plethora of studies on mentoring re-
lationships across disciplines, such as business, edu-
cation, and psychology (Wilson, 2001).

One theoretical framework that provides the
foundation for understanding mentoring relation-
ships is the exchange theory. There is a wide con-
sensus among researchers that mentorship is an
exchange of behaviors that are mutually benefi-
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cial to both the mentor and the mentee (Hunt &
Michael, 1983; Kram, 1985). Research suggests that
antecedent factors, such as demographic character-
istics, career factors, relationship factors, and types
of relationships, influence the formation and mainte-
nance of mentoring relationships. Demographic fac-
tors, including gender, age, and education, are likely
to influence the mentoring exchange between men-
tors and mentees (Young, 2000). In relation to ca-
reer development, mentors are the persons who pro-
vide guidance and support to help pave the path for
mentees in achieving their career goals (Anderson &
Ramey, 1990; Braun, 1990; Daloz, 1986; Thompson,
1990).

Mentoring is an invaluable resource for the
recruitment and preparation of women for the
college presidency. Therefore, mentors can have a
critical effect on the career paths of women who
aspire to advance in higher education administra-
tion (Brown et al., 2001; Hansman, 1998; Johnson,
1998; Moore, 1982; Morrison, White, & van Velsor,
1992; Oakes, 1999; Warner & DeFleur, 1993). Even
women with outstanding credentials can find it
difficult to rise to leadership without having been
vouched for by powerful individuals in leadership
positions (Moore, 1982). The college presidency is
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numerically dominated by men and, as a result, men
have more opportunity to know the right people and
have more access to sponsorship and promotions,
whercas women may be excluded from these types
of exposure intentionally or unintentionally. Men-
torship can help women to overcome these obstacles
and to break the glass ceiling.

Sometimes women choose not to pursue top po-
sitions in higher education institutions because they
believe that they must sacrifice their families, so-
cial lives, and sanity in order to be effective col-
lege presidents (Harrow, 1993). Sitting female col-
lege presidents can dispel these beliefs by serving as
role models and by demonstrating how to balance
personal and professional life through mentorship.
Female college presidents can focus on the advan-
tages of serving in leadership positions by discussing
the accomplishments of college presidents and the
roles presidents play in making a difference in higher
education (Lane, 2002) and their local communi-
ties. Gardella and Haynes (2004) researched female
leaders in human service agencies and found that
the women perceived their families as a source of
strength because they viewed their families as sup-
portive and facilitative of their development as lead-
ers. The women reported that they obtained knowl-
edge, skills, and values from their families, and they
pained leadership skills from both their families and
their community roles.

Mentorship can help prepare aspiring female
college presidents to replace those college presidents
who are approaching retirement. Through mentor-
ship, retired female college presidents can guide
aspiring female college presidents (Lane, 2002).
Haynes and Haynes (2004) asserted how crucial it is
that women voice their opinions, help others to un-
derstand obstacles, and show appreciation for each
other by realizing women’s resources, strengths, and
skills. They further emphasized the need for women
to encourage others and move forward by building
on existing successes.

Preparation for higher education administrative
positions usually does not happen serendipitously.
There is limited outreach to a growing pool of female
faculty members with the potential to serve as college
presidents but who may not have considered seek-
ing the CEO position of a higher education institu-
tion. According to the National Center for Education
Statistics {2002), the percentage of female full-time
faculty members in 1992 was 33.2%, by 1998, that
number had grown to 36.3%, an increase of 3%.
Vaughan (2001) contended that leaders of higher ed-
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ucation institutions should consider the selection of
future leaders very seriously, and they should as-
sess the total pool of applicants on campuscs, rather
than limit their options to those who have decided
to pursue the presidency as a career choice. Kanter
(1993) asserted that women often choose occupa-
tions that have short career ladders with limited op-
portunities for progression, which may explain why
some women do not consider pursuing college pres-
idencies. Mentors can help these women by planting
seeds that would empower them to seek college pres-
ident appointments.

Maxwell (1995) emphasized the importance of
leaders developing other potential leaders through
mentorship by arguing there is no success with-
out a successor. Female administrators should seck
and prepare the next generation of female leaders.
Women in leadership positions should take the re-
sponsibility to serve as mentors and to legitimize
mentorship because they have the utmost need and
the stand to gain the most (Johnson, 1998; Merriam,
1983: Moore & Salimbene, 1980). Women should not
wait for mentors to appear and offer to mentor them
but, should take the initiative in seeking their own
mentors (Moore & Salimbene, 1980).

Cross-gender mentoring has been an impor-
tant topic of research. Several studies demonstrate a
prevalence of male administrators mentoring female
administrators in higher education (Cullen & Luna,
1993: Gillett-Karam, Smith, & Simpson, 1997, Moore
& Salimbene, 1980; Smith, Smith, & Markbam, 2000,
Vaughan, 1989). Although men are willing to men-
tor women, Moore and Salimbene (1980) cautioned
that women should not rely on male mentors alone
but should also seek female mentors. Just as it is im-
portant for women to be mentored by both men and
women, women mentors should mentor both female
and male mentees. Vincent and Seymour’s (1995)
findings from a national survey of femaie executive
mentors indicated that women are indeed mentor-
ing both women and men. In contrast, other studies
have shown that women tend to have primarily fe-
male mentees (Ragins & Cotton, 1993), and this find-
ing supports a body of literature wherein researchers
contend mentors tend to select mentees who are
similar to themselves (Johnsrud, 1991; Moore, 1982;
Queralt, 1982; Swoboda & Millar, 1986). The results
of studies indicate that cross-gender mentoring is im-
portant, but the conflicting results indicate a need for
further study.

Queralt’s (1982) study of the mentor’s role in the
career development of academic administrators and
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faculty suggested that multiple mentorships are as-
sociated with career advancement. This contention
is further supported by Scanlon’s (1997) synthesis
of major findings in the literature concerning men-
torship and female administrators in higher educa-
tion; Scanlon reported that having several mentors
can be valuable in facilitating a woman’s climbing
up the career ladder because it increases a woman'’s
visibility among those mentors who are in leader-
ship roles and meets her various needs. Women
should choose not only several mentors but also dif-
ferent types of mentoring relationships (Hansman,
1998; Swoboda & Millar, 1986). Hansman (1998) sug-
gested that diverse mentoring relationships can ad-
dress women's psychosocial, career, and personal de-
velopment needs. Psychosocial mentors can enhance
mentees’ self-confidence and provide emotional sup-
port. Career-related mentors can provide career ad-
vice, recommend mentees for key positions, and give
mentees exposure and visibility, whereas peer men-
tors can offer collegiality, friendship, and emotional
support (Hansman, 1998; Johnson & Huwe. 2003;
Quinlan, 1999),

Ragins and Cotton’s (1993) study of women’s
willingness to mentor showed that some women ex-
perienced drawbacks because they lacked either the
qualifications or sufficient time to serve as men-
tors. Cullen and Luna’s (1993) study of senior fe-
male mentors in higher education similarly showed
that few women were available to serve as men-
tors because there were few senior female admin-
istrators and because many of them played a dual
role of both mother and administrator, which left
them little time to serve as mentors. However, some
female college presidents contend that presidents
have choices, and they choose either to mentor or
not to mentor. It is a matter of maintaining balance
among one’s roles: serving as a college president,
providing mentorship, and devoting time to family
{(Brown et al., 2001). Other senior female adminis-
trators may find that they have so many mentees
that they find themselves stretched and cannot ex-
tend themselves to other women who need mentor-
ship. Persons who do not mentor others may not
know how to provide mentorship. Ragins and Cot-
ton (1993) found that persons with prior experience
in mentoring relationships, either as a mentor or
mentee, are more willing to serve as mentors than are
those who lack such experience.

Although there is now a well-developed body
of research on mentorship across many disciplines,
mentorship and the female college presidency re-
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mains relatively unexplored. Few studies exist partly
because over previous decades there were too few
female college presidents to study. Ross and Green
(2000) reported that in 1986 women had a greater
share of college presidencies of independent 2-year
and 4-year institutions than of public institutions. By
1998, women accounted for one-fifth or more of all
college presidents of independent master’s, baccalau-
reate, and 2-year institutions. As the percentage of
female college presidents increases, it is now the ap-
propriate time to contribute to the emerging body
of literature on the female college presidency be-
cause researchers have shown that advancement to
the college presidency is more likely if candidates re-
ceive mentorship (Brown et al., 2001). The present
study extends the literature on female administrators
in higher education by addressing mentoring rela-
tionships of female college presidents in independent
colieges.

Research Questions

Existing literature suggests that mentoring and
being mentored are critical career development ac-
tivities that help women to advance up the aca-
demic administrative ladder (Brown et al., 2001).
The intent of the present study was to describe
the mentoring relationships of female college pres-
idents. The research questions were derived in part
from two prior studies of female college presidents
(Buddemeier, 1998; Touchton, Shavlik, & Davis,
1993). The following research questions were ad-
dressed: {(a) Are female presidents at indepen-
dent colleges engaged in mentoring relationships?
(b) How many female presidents had mentors to
assist their move up the administrative ladder?
(c}) How many presidents had more than one men-
tor? (d) Did female presidents actively seek their
mentors or did their mentors actively seek them?
(e) How many female presidents sought to be men-
tors to other women who desire to move up the
administrative ladder? and (f) What were the rela-
tionships between demographic variables {(age, to-
tal years as college president, and whether they
were mentors) and female presidents who had men-
tors? The data collected from this study can serve
as the first step in defining mentoring relation-
ship of female presidents in independent colleges
and in identifying how mentoring relationships may
be used to increase the number of female college
presidents.
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METHOD
Sample

The data on mentoring were drawn from a sur-
vey of female college presidents that examined ca-
reer paths, mentorship, professional development,
hindrances that affected their ascent to the presi-
dency, and professional backgrounds of 91 female
presidents at independent colleges. The sample was
derived from the database of American Council
on Education’s {ACE) (1998) Office of Women in
Higher Education’s database. There were 129 female
college presidents of 4-year independent colleges
with student enrollments of 3,000 or less, Each presi-
dent was mailed a cover letter, survey, self-addressed
stamped envelope and coded self-addressed stamped
posteard. Coded postcards, which were mailed sep-
arately from the survey, maintained respondents’
anonymity and served 1o inform the researcher that
the respondents did not need reminders. Seventy
percent responded to the survey, yielding a final sam-
ple size of 91.

Instrument

A 49-item questionnaire, made up of close-
ended questions that required multiple choice re-
sponses, was utilized to obtain a descriptive profile
of female presidents of independent colleges and to
gather data about their career paths, mentorship,
professional backgrounds, and demographics. The
questionnaire included portions of a research instru-
ment used in Buddemeier’s {1998) study that was de-
rived primarily from studies by Vaughan (1989) and
Vaughan and Weisman (1997). Additional content
was based on the work of Faulconer (1995).

RESULTS
Demographic Characteristics

Data regarding respondents’ demographic char-
acteristics are presented in Table 1. The presidents
ranged in age from 40 to 73 years (M = 55.6, §D =
5.9). In regards to racc/ethnicity, only Blacks and
Whites responded to the survey; therefore they were
the focus of this article. Whites comprised the ma-
jority (95.6%) of the sample and, Blacks comprised
the remainder (4.4%). A majority of the presidents
were married (62.6%) and had children (70.4%). The
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Table I. Demographic Characteristics of Female College

Presidents
Presidents
Variable (%) N
Age
Under 50 14.4 13
50-39 589 53
60 and over 26.7 24
Race/ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 95.6 87
Black 4.4 4
Marital status
Married 62.6 57
Divorced/separated 1.0 10
Widowed—not remarried 22 2
Single—never married 242 22
Number of children
0 29.6 24
1 12.3 10
2 34.6 28
3 18.5 15
4 1.2 1
5 1.2 1
6 _ _
7 2.5 2
Highest educational level
Ph.D. 66.7 60
Ed.D. 17.8 16
Professional (M.I>., 1.D., D.D.S.) 6.7 6
Other doctorate 2.2 2
Master’s 5.6 5
Bachelor’s 1.1 1
Major field of study
Humanities/fine arts 300 27
Religion/theology 33 3
Social sciences 16.7 15
Law 22 2
Other 14.4 13

Note. N = 91; 1 non-response for age, 10 non-responses for num-
ber of children, and 1 non-response for education,

number of children for the presidents ranged from 1
to7 (M =178D=15).

Career Development

Of the 91 presidents, 20.9% indicated that their
mentor encouraged them to prepare and consider
seeking a college president appointment. The ma-
jority (72.5%) of presidents attended one or more
professional development programs that were de-
signed to develop or enhance skills in college ad-
ministration. Of the professional development pro-
grams attended by those presidents were Harvard
Educational Management {37.4%); American Coun-
cil on National Identification Program (21.2%);
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American Council on Education Fellows (8.1%);
Bryn-Mawr College HERS (6.1%); 8.1% attended
state sponsored programs. Presidents reported that
participation in these professional development pro-
grams enhanced professional skills, provided net-
working opportunities, enhanced self-¢steem, and
increased desire to seek college president appoint-
ments. Many (63.8%) of the presidents indicated that
they were nominated as candidates for their current
positions or contacted by a search firm.

Presidents’ Relationships with Mentors

Findings indicated that most female college
presidents had a primary mentor who assisted their
move up the administrative ladder. Of those who had
mentors, the percentages were almost equal for men-
tors who had assisted the presidents directly (53.1%)
and those who had assisted the president indirectly
(46.9%). Of the 51 presidents who had primary men-
tors, more than one-half of the mentors were college
presidents, and 43.1% were senior college adminis-
trators. More than two-thirds of the respondents’ pri-
mary mentors were male (68.6%).

More than onec-half (54.1%) of the presidents
with primary mentors were in their first presidency;
57.9% of them were married, and 62.5% did not have
children. Cross tabulations were conducted using the
total number of presidencies held, marital status, and
number of children as the independent variables and
serving or not serving as a mentor as the dependent
variable. A chi-square analysis showed no statisti-
cally significant relationships.

The descriptive analyses examined how college
presidents’ relationships were formed with their pri-
mary mentors. A majority of the presidents (71.4%)
reported that their mentors had actively sought them,
whereas 28.6% of presidents had actively sought
their mentors. Less than one-fourth of the respon-
dents (21.4%) had no mentors; the majority (63.1%)
had one to three mentors, and 15.5% had four or
more mentors,

FPresidents’ Mentoring of Others

Of the presidents who had served as mentors,
61.9% indicated that they were in their first presi-
dency, 69.6% reported that they were married, and
75% indicated that they had children. Additional
cross tabulations were conducted using the presi-
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dents’ total number of presidencies held, marital sta-
tus, and number of children as the independent vari-
ables and serving or not serving as a mentor as the
dependent variable. A chi-square analysis showed no
statistically significant relationships.

The data showed that the majority of respon-
dents (64.4%, n = 57) served as mentors, Of the re-
spondents who were mentors, 50.8% had mentored
both men and women, and 42.4% had mentored
only women. Chi-square analysis indicated a signif-
icant difference between the respondent’s age and
whether she was mentoring others, x*(2, N = 89) =
11.21, p < .001. Older respondents were more likely
than younger respondents to have served as mentors.
For example, respondents between 50 and 59 years
old (73.6%, n = 39) had the highest rate of having
served as mentors, whereas the respondents under
50 years old (76.9%, n = 10) had the highest rate of
not having served as mentors.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to assess mentor-
ing relationships among female college presidents of
sclected independent colleges. The finding that a ma-
jority of college presidents in this study had received
mentoring suggests that mentorship plays a critical
role in advancing female college presidents up the
administrative ladder. That so many of these women
had been involved in mentoring relationships, either
having been mentored, having served as a mentor, or
both, also suggests that aspiring female college pres-
idents recognize the value of mentorship in adminis-
trative advancement.

This study’s findings regarding antecedent fac-
tors, particularly demographic factors such as age
and gender, support Young’s (2000} contention that
demographic factors are likely to influence the men-
toring exchange between mentors and mentees. For
example, congruent with Vincent and Seymour’s
{1995) finding that female mentors were older and
had more work experience than non-mentors, the
older female college presidents in this study were
more likely than were the younger presidents to have
served as mentors.

More than half the presidents reported having
one to three mentors and, in some cases, four or more
mentors. These findings are consistent with those re-
ported by Hansman (1998), Queralt (1982), Scanlon
(1997), and Swoboda and Millar (1986). Consis-
tent with Martin’s (2000) suggestion that college
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presidents, especially first timers, should seek for-
mer or current sitting presidents as their mentors,
more than one-half of the presidents’ mentors were
other college presidents. Women may be encoun-
tering fewer barriers in gaining access to mentors
because nearly three-quarters of the female college
presidents in this study reported that their primary
mentors had actively sought them. The majority of
the presidents’ mentors were male, which may indi-
cate that men are beginning to recognize the value of
women in higher education administration. This find-
ing may provide support for an issue raised by Burke
and McKeen (1996) about whether women in admin-
istration can derive critical benefits from female men-
tors if women lack resources and influence. Could it
be that male mentors who are viewed as having influ-
ence and credibility are likely to be associated with a
successful climb to the college presidency?

Despite having multiple roles, such as marriage,
children, and careers, female college presidents are
mentering both men and women. This finding is
also noteworthy because, unlike findings from some
studies (Johnsrud, 1991; Moore, 1982) that showed
women primarily mentor women, the presidents in
this study mentored nearly equal numbers of both
men and women. After experiencing the positive
benefits mentoring has had in their own career ad-
vancement, perhaps these female college presidents
have come to view mentorship as an important pro-
fessional responsibility. Being mentored served as an
impetus for them to serve as mentors to the next
generation of aspiring college presidents. In addi-
tion, this finding may indicate that female presidents
make choices and blend multiple roles in a manner
that promotes the professional responsibility to seek
mentees and to provide mentorship.

CONCLUSIONS

The number of female college presidents is in-
creasing. The results of the present study demon-
strate the availability of female college presidents
willing to serve as mentors to other women who
seek the college presidency. Through mentoring, fe-
male college presidents can facilitate potential fe-
male presidents’ understanding of the college pres-
idency and empower them to attain the necessary
knowledge and skills required for the position. Fur-
thermore, as this study showed that only a small
fraction of the female presidents had actively sought
their mentors, female presidents may strongly en-
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courage aspiring female presidents to become more
proactive and strategic in their career planning and
pursuit of multiple mentors.

There are a few professional development pro-
grams, formal mentoring programs, and professional
networks that would help women climb the career
ladder. Innovative initiatives, such as list serves and
e-mail relationships, may prove beneficial to aspiring
female college presidents. Such electronic mentoring
options, including MentorNet ACE, which offers on-
line mentoring programs, and E-mentoring and tele-
mentoring, could possibly alleviate geographical and
time constraints (Mueller, 2004).

Potential female college presidents must identify
their own mentoring needs and strategize about how
to provide and receive mentoring. Further study is
needed on the different types of mentoring relation-
ships that exist among female college presidents. Ad-
ditional research is also needed to determine what
types of mentoring relationships are most effective.
Obstacles that women encounter in their mentoring
relationships need identification.

Finally, there is a paucity of female college pres-
idents who are Women of Color. Academic leaders
should reflect the diversity of the students, faculty,
staff, and administrators in the higher education in-
stitutions that they serve. Higher education lead-
ers must demonstrate a concerted effort to increase
the number of female college presidents through
mentorship and counteract forms of inequality. Fur-
thermore, to promote equity in higher education
institutions, exploration is needed to determine how
to support Women of Color through mentoring.
Obstacles and inequities continue to affect Women
of Color and prevent them from breaking the glass
ceiling. The paucity of Women of Color in top lead-
ership positions confirms this finding. There are few
Women of Color to serve as mentors, and there is
limited mentoring outreach to those who demon-
strate the potential to serve as college presidents. Re-
search is needed to determine if the mentoring needs
of Women of Color are different from those of White
women. Further research is also needed to explore
what type of mentoring relationships, if any, Women
of Color who are serving as faculty members and in
managerial positions already have.
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