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From We are the Leaders We've Been Waiting For:  

Women and Leadership Development in College 

 

By Julie E. Owen 

 

The following is an excerpt from the unedited manuscript. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

1 

 

WE ARE THE LEADERS WE’VE BEEN WAITING FOR 

 

 

Consider the following scenarios: 

 

You are the only woman on a team working on a group project in class. The teacher suggests 

someone in your group takes notes. Your group members all turn to you and hand you a pen. 

 

You make a worthwhile comment in a group meeting and seemingly everyone ignores your 

contribution. Five minutes later, a man makes a similar comment and everyone remarks on how 

clever and fantastic his idea is. 

 

Your friends encourage you to run for an officer position in student government. You decline 

because you do not want people to think you are bossy. 
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You disagree with a colleague at work and after you voice your objections someone asks if you 

are having your period. 

 

Your teacher pulls you aside and tells you that the clothes you are wearing, while well within the 

school’s dress code, are distracting to the boys in class. 

 

You have always dreamed about being a drummer in a band. When band try-outs occur at 

school, the advisor suggests you take up the flute or clarinet. 

 

You go to use the bathroom and someone questions whether you are in the right place. 

 

You are walking down the street by yourself thinking about a book you are reading, when a man 

stops you and tells you that you should smile more because you have such a pretty face. 

You try on fifteen different outfits for a party you are invited to, then decide not to go because 

you aren’t happy with how you look. 

 

You care deeply about women’s issues. Members of your family refer to you as a femi-Nazi. 

 

Even though you are majoring in conservation science, a man decides to explain global warming 

to you.  

 

If you have experienced one or more of these situations, then you do not need me to make the 

case for why the world needs another book about the challenges women face in schools, work, 
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and leadership. If you have yet to experience these phenomena, then you might take a closer look 

at the dynamics going on around you. While overt sexism is still rampant in our culture, it is also 

now accompanied by much more subtle, even internalized, forms of stereotyping and 

discrimination such as what characterizes some of the above examples. Some discrimination 

even appears benevolent – when people tell you that women are more compassionate, nurturing, 

or better listeners, it may sound like a complement, but consider what is not being said. These 

backwards compliments may actually be used to get you to take on unpaid emotional labor in 

organizations. They also support binary or dualistic thinking about both gender and leadership. If 

women are by nature caring and collaborative, then the opposite must also be true – that men are 

naturally more assertive and decisive, and thus built for leadership. It is the task of this book to 

interrogate these assumptions. For example, you’ll notice the title of this book includes the words 

‘women AND leadership’, rather than ‘women’s leadership’. This is an intentional choice, as all 

women do not lead in the same way.  

The scenarios that open this chapter reflect real life experiences drawn from 

conversations with dozens of college-aged women, men, transgender, and gender non-

conforming individuals who were part of research teams and focus groups contributing to this 

book. You will hear more of these peoples’ personal stories throughout this text. These 

individuals were also essential to selecting the title for this book, We are the Leaders We’ve Been 

Waiting For. You may be familiar with this phrase because Barak Obama used a similar phrase – 

‘we are the ones we have been waiting for’- frequently on the presidential campaign trail in 

2008. Or perhaps you know it from the music of the collective Sweet Honey in the Rock, who 

blend folk, roots, gospel, and world music (and if so, I applaud you on your excellent taste in 

music). Or you may know it from a collection of essays from feminist author Alice Walker. I 
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first became aware of the phrase from the poetry of June Jordan, who presented her “Poem for 

South African Women” to the United Nations on August 9, 1978 in commemoration of a 1956 

event when 40,000 women and children protested against apartheid. Here is the last stanza of her 

poem. 

“…And who will join this standing up 

and the ones who stood without sweet company 

will sing and sing 

back into the mountains and 

if necessary 

even under the sea 

we are the ones we have been waiting for” 

(June Jordan, Passion: New Poems 1977-1980) 

The implication in these words is that change will not come if we wait for someone else to make 

it. Creating more just and equitable systems requires our own deep engagement. This book title 

is an invitation to you to join with others and engage in a critical examination of the ways gender 

and leadership function in our world, and to envision a more inclusive and generative approach 

to leadership. 

 Like many books designed for higher education, this volume’s name includes a subtitle: 

Women and Leadership Development in College. The idea that leadership can and should be 

developed is an essential part of this book. If you think that leadership is strictly an innate quality 

– that you either have it at birth or not – then this volume may not be for you. I can refer you to 

dozens of other women and leadership books which would be more in line with the thinking that 

leadership is restricted to a chosen few people who go on to accomplish history-changing deeds. 

Indeed, much of the existing literature on women in leadership tends focus on charismatic elite 

heroes – or SHE-roes if they also happen to be women. These books glorify strong competent 

women who overcame tough circumstances to lead and make a difference. This intrapersonal 
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storytelling approach to leadership learning can be seductive. Who doesn’t want to be inspired 

by the lives of Susan B. Anthony, Harriet Tubman, Eleanor Roosevelt, or Rosa Parks, or modern 

exemplars like Angela Merkel and Oprah Winfrey? However, if you are like many college 

students today, you may suffer from some level of anxiety about your own talents and abilities. 

As one student told me, “if leadership means I have to be totally put together and know exactly 

who I am and what I want out of life, then I will never be a leader.” One of the side-effects of 

SHE-ro narratives is that, while they may inspire some, they may cause others to drop out. This 

is especially true if you do not identify with the identities or experiences of the person being held 

up as a model.  

Fortunately, the evolving field of leadership studies recognizes that leadership is far more 

than the cultivation of a particular set of traits or innate behaviors. There is monumental evidence 

that leadership is not something you are gifted with at birth; rather, leadership can and must be 

learned. This book does not assume that leadership can only happen when you have got 

everything going for you. Rather, it will acknowledge that we all face challenges in becoming 

our best selves, and that occasionally even the best of intentions results in flawed outcomes. 

Leadership learning involves the complex interplay between leadership capacity, motivation, 

identity, efficacy, and enactment (Dugan, 2017). It also involves aspects of human and 

interpersonal development such as values and identity development (Guthrie & Jenkins, 2018). It 

can refer to the process of expanding people’s abilities to engage effectively in leadership roles 

and processes (Day, 2001). I include all these aspects under the heading of ‘leadership 

development’. This book will look at how concepts of gender and concepts of leadership are 

socially constructed and developed over time. It includes short exercises in each chapter 

designed to support your own personalized leadership development, and narratives from college 



 
 

©Stylus Publishing, LLC.  Chapter 1 6 
 

students about their own experiences navigating gender and leadership. It is not a ‘one-size-fits-

all’ endeavor.  

 

Framing 

I originally had included much of the information in this chapter as a preface to the book until 

my student collaborators informed me that almost no one reads prefaces and that by placing this 

material there I was essentially assuring it would be ignored. I wanted to offer a few pieces of 

framing information that is important for when you read the ensuing chapters, so have included 

them here as an essential component of Chapter 1. 

 

1. This book does not assume that leadership means being at the top of an organization or 

profession. Rather, I suggest that leadership refers to a process between and among people who 

seek to make a positive influence in the world. This approach will be explored much more 

thoroughly in the coming chapters. In fact, one of my reasons for writing this book is that I was 

so disheartened by existing women and leadership books that mainly take a corporate and 

positional approach to leadership. In my experience, while a small handful of college students 

are interested in climbing the corporate ladder in search of C-suite executive positions, most 

have vastly different career aspirations. They want to do policy work, work for not-for profit 

organizations, become social innovators and entrepreneurs, stay home and raise families, or, 

most frequently, a combination of several of these paths. It struck me that the textbooks on 

women and leadership that I was using for my classes did not speak to my students’ aspirations 

or experiences and we need to look beyond executive leadership for examples of everyday 

leadership. 
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2. This book situates intersectional identities, critical consciousness, and student development 

theory as important lenses throughout the text. The vast majority of the women’s leadership 

canon is written by white women, and I would venture to add, for white women. I am also a 

white, middle-class, cis gender, heterosexual woman living in the United States and these 

identities certainly shape the approach and information included, and not included, as part of this 

book. As a tenured professor at a large public research extensive university, I also hold academic 

privilege. I work hard to be critically conscious of the way my privileged identities shape my 

own gender identity and expression, as well as my approach to leadership. I make many mistakes 

in my journey and I also actively seek and learn from those around me. One of my lifetime 

commitments is to work towards creating more just and equitable spaces for all people within 

leadership.  

As someone acutely aware of the lack of representation among leadership authors, I hope 

to use my privileged statuses and positionality to invite more voices into the conversation. I am 

fortunate to work at a university that is one of the most structurally diverse in the world. The 

students at my institution hail from numerous countries, represent numerous ethnicities, cultures 

and religions, and have a variety of experiences I am only beginning to comprehend. I have 

students who are in the U.S. on political asylum, who identify as undocumented, who are first-

generation Americans and first-generation college students, who are paying for college 

themselves, and some who cannot return to their home countries because of recent travel 

restrictions. I continue to learn from and with them and many students’ voices are represented in 

this volume. When teaching, I often find that my required course readings are woefully 

inadequate in addressing anything close to my students’ experiences. Even the most respected 
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books in leadership and gender studies rarely address intersectionality and multiple identities. If 

these concepts are new to you, they will be explained more fully in ensuing chapters. This book 

will attempt to get at the complex and intrapersonal nature of leadership and will begin to 

address the intersection of leadership, multiple intersectional identities, and student development. 

  

3. This book is multi-vocal in that it is a product of multiple collaborations. A diverse group of 

undergraduate and graduate wise women provided research support, critical readings, and widely 

varying narratives that will be included throughout the book. Rather than trying to summarize the 

powerful stories and experiences of college women, we undertook a shared auto-ethnographic 

process where students got to name their own experiences and write their own stories. These 

narratives are included at the end of each chapter, not as an ideal for readers to aspire to (though 

many are worthy of emulation), but as an authentic expression of the lived experiences of unique 

individual college women and gender non-conforming people. Some of the stories are difficult to 

read as they describe incidents of sexual violence, harassment, and other challenges. Others are 

uplifting and life-affirming. Where possible, I add a note warning reader of possible triggering 

content. Though, I tend to agree with feminist author Roxane Gay who describes the failure of 

trigger warnings to adequately protect people and their potential to limit civil discourse. Gay 

concludes “This is the truth of my trouble with trigger warnings: there is nothing words on the 

screen can do that has not already been done. A visceral reaction to a trigger is nothing compared 

to the actual experience that created the trigger.” (2014, p. 152). 

 

4. Throughout this book, you will likely encounter research and ideas that contradict your own 

life experience, values, and views. My hope is that you will see yourself in the ideas and theories 
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I am describing, but I also know there will be times when what I present will contradict your 

views and values. Feel free to yell at the book, or perhaps more productively, email me and point 

out where I have been myopic, mis-guided, or just plain wrong. I will also present research 

studies that contradict each other, or that represent specific disciplinary or political perspectives, 

or that do not match your own experiences. One example is when I summarize existing studies 

about the gender wage gap, as there are thoughtful empirical studies that attempt to explain why 

the gap is bigger or smaller than conventional wisdom.  

When I teach class and ask for feedback from students, I often get responses that say my 

personal political beliefs and situatedness come through too strongly in my teaching. These are 

balanced by an equal number of student responses saying that I am too neutral in my views and 

they wish they knew more about where I stand on particular issues. I am comfortable welcoming 

both pieces of feedback. I invite you to consider the tensions inherent in navigating multiple 

views and perspectives. What would it look like to invite many possible perceptions about an 

issue and see where there are overlaps and discrepancies? What if we first sought commonalities 

across differing views before arguing about points of divergence? What if, instead of agreeing to 

disagree, we spent more time learning about others’ perspectives and working to establish 

common ground? 

 

5. This book acknowledges the social construction of ideas. Anyone who has started to think 

about concepts of gender and leadership may realize that these are socially-constructed ideas. 

That is to say, there is no concrete single manifestation of leadership or gender in the world. 

Rather, society and culture interact to create a host of meanings and associations about what is 

meant by the words ‘gender’ and ‘leadership’. The difficulty comes when certain views of what 
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is deemed ideal (as in ideal performance of gender, or ideal enactment of leadership) come to be 

taken as the only truth. Much of the injustice in world is created when socially constructed ideas 

came to be socially mandated. This happens because socially constructed ideas are embedded 

within larger social systems of power and inequality such as gender, race, ability, and social 

class, among others. The good news is that if ideas are socially constructed, then they are also 

subject to deconstruction and reconstruction. This text will offer some strategies for critically 

analyzing our understanding of both gender and leadership within broader social systems and 

contexts. 

One example of how context matters is to consider the popular advice to women in 

leadership that they should ‘lean in’ and work harder to earn a seat at the table and achieve goals 

(Sandberg, 2013). One might question how the larger social system functions to give people with 

privileged identities and backgrounds more opportunities and resources to ‘lean in’ and that there 

are bigger systemic issues that need to be addressed in order to create equity in the workplace. 

Chapter Seven explores this debate further. My wish for you is that you consider who is served 

by these different perspectives. Which ones resonate most with our own lived experience? How 

might someone’s experience of the same phenomenon be different that your own? Where is more 

research needed? I encourage you to seek and name your own positionality while acknowledging 

the myriad of views and perspectives. I invite the reader to form their own opinions and working 

philosophies of women and leadership and address the role of cognitive dissonance in learning.  

 

6. This book is a product of the author’s own lenses and positionality. I discussed some of my 

identities earlier in this section, but it may help to know a bit more about the origins for this 

book. As a professor of leadership studies, it was never my intention to author a book on college 
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women and leadership development. After all, my own college experience was fraught with 

mistakes and missteps I would much sooner forget, rather than revisit searching for clues about 

women and leadership development. Suddenly I found myself assigned to teach a class on 

women and leadership and struggling mightily to update the lessons I learned back in the early 

1990s from the women’s studies courses I took in college. I had been studying collegiate 

leadership development for more than twenty years but had not paid enough attention to the 

ways identities intersected with leadership research. Others have been doing this work in serious 

and thoughtful ways.  

How the terminology and language had evolved! My first day of teaching the women and 

leadership class a decade ago, I invited students to introduce themselves. One student identified 

herself as “queer, gender non-conforming, omni-sexual but with hetero-romantic tendencies” and 

I knew I was way out of my depth. I learned early on in my teaching career that the absolute 

worst thing a professor can do is to pretend knowledge where none exists. I pride myself on 

being authentic in the classroom and learning as much from my students as they may learn from 

me. I took a big bite of humble pie and shared my predicament with the class by asking “what do 

those terms mean?”. And then we all got on with the business of educating ourselves about 

gender identity and expression, fourth wave feminism, critical theory, and modern forms of 

leadership. I have now taught this class more than twenty times, and I am still learning from my 

students. Throughout this decade of teaching, I was unable to find any single book that 

introduced concepts of gender and leadership to students in developmental, intersectional, and 

critically conscious ways. My students were inundated with articles and chapters from dozens of 

books and struggled to craft a coherent narrative about terms and concepts. One day, a class that 
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was fed up with all the PDFs said, “why don’t you write a textbook for this class professor?”. 

This book is my attempt to answer that call. 

I have come to think of myself as a critical feminist and critical leadership scholar. 

Critical scholarship refers to people who do not try and distance themselves from the phenomena 

they are studying (in this case, gender and leadership). Instead, critical scholars accept that 

knowledge is embedded in the larger social and political world and think it is dangerous to deny 

or ignore that embeddedness. There is usually a tension in critical scholarship between 

describing the larger forces at work while also working to make change. Critical scholarship is 

by definition connected to critical practice. What does this mean for you the reader? It means 

that I have a penchant for using fancy philosophical words, but also remain strongly committed 

to making things understandable to anyone. It means I spend a lot of time examining and 

questioning the status quo and thinking about how power shapes the world and how to challenge 

dominant approaches which only serve narrow interests. It means self-reflection and reflective 

practice are essential to learning and growth. It means I value dialogue and deliberation. I say all 

of this as this textbook may not read like other textbooks with which you are familiar. Chapters 

include weighty peer-reviewed scholarship side-by-side with personal narratives, reflective 

exercises, poetry, and occasionally a bit of humor. Where possible, I directly quote a lot of 

original sources so that readers can experience the brilliance of pioneers in leadership and gender 

studies. These are intentional choices to allow the reader to access a wide variety of ways of 

knowing.  
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A Look Ahead 

The following is a brief description of what to expect in the coming pages. Each chapter includes 

one or more autobiographical narratives from a college student. At the end of the book you will 

find a glossary of key terms used across the chapters which may be helpful to your reading. 

Throughout the text, provocative propositions are presented for readers to keep in mind as they 

read. These over-arching themes include: challenging binary conceptualizations of gender and 

complicating notions of difference; de-gendering leadership and moving from feminine to 

feminist approaches (Shea & Renn, 2017); addressing the intertwining nature of leadership 

efficacy, capacity, and enactment; and offering concrete strategies and tactics for enacting 

leadership in just, equitable, and humane ways. 

Chapter 2, A Critical Moment for Women and Leadership, offers a brief review of the 

social and historical contexts for women and leadership. This includes a review of the three 

waves of feminism and suggest the emergence of a fourth wave founded on intersectional 

approaches and global consciousness. Connections are made between waves and feminism and 

waves of thinking about leadership. The effects of systems of privilege and oppression on how 

people experience both feminism and leadership are explored, with an introduction to 

Womanism and other reactions to white feminism, including post-structural and transnational 

feminism. Terminology related to gender and leadership is introduced, and the chapter reflects 

on Preskill and Brookfield’s (2009) learning tasks of leadership. 

In Chapter 3, Who am I to Lead? The Role of Identity, Intersectionality, and Efficacy in 

Leadership Development, concepts of identity and intersectionality are introduced (Crenshaw 

1989, 1991). Students are asked to explore both their personal (roles and responsibilities) and 

social (racial, cultural, religious, sexual, ableist, etc.) identities. Readers are invited to consider 
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the effects of interlocking systems of power, privilege, and oppression and how these forces 

shape their lives and multiple social identities. The Leadership Identity Development Model 

(Komives et al., 2005) is reviewed, and readers are invited to think about their own motivations, 

capacities, efficacy, and enactment of leadership (Dugan, 2017).  

Chapter Four, How Did We Get Here? How Gender Socialization Shapes Women in 

Leadership, explores the way social, cultural, political, individual, and organizational dynamics 

shape the developmental experiences of girls and women. Concepts such as the Ophelia complex 

of post-pubescent girls (Pipher, 1994), chilly classroom climates, queen bees and wannabees 

(Wiseman, 2009), crises of confidence and leadership biases are presented. Issues of sexuality, 

appearance, and media influence are broadly addressed. Readers are introduced to Harro’s Cycle 

of Socialization (Harro, 2013). 

Chapter Five, Feminine or Feminist Approaches? Leading Across Campus and 

Communities invites readers to consider their own contexts and communities for leadership. It 

includes examples and narratives about campus-based leadership, including efforts related to 

women’s health and reproductive rights, body image and appearance, student debt, sexual 

violence and rape culture, Title IX, and more. This chapter reviews women-centric organizations 

such as women’s centers and feminist organizations, women in cultural organizations, women in 

pride centers, sororities, student government and sports. It also addresses how national 

organizations support women on campuses. The chapter concludes with advice about how to 

move from feminine to feminist approaches to campus and community leadership (Shea & Renn, 

2017). 

Switching gears, Chapter Six, What Difference Does Difference Make? The Effects of 

Stereotypes, Prejudice, and Discrimination on Representation and Leadership, examines the 
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empirical literature about women and leadership. It draws heavily on the leadership scholarship 

of Linda Carli, Alice Eagly, Crystal Hoyt, Barbara Kellerman, Deborah Rhode, and Janice 

Sanchez-Hucles, among others. It presents current research on gender and leadership traits, 

behaviors, and effectiveness, as well as on the effects of stereotypes, prejudice, and 

discrimination on women’s under-representation in leadership. Research on wages and 

promotion are presented. The psychology of prejudice is briefly reviewed and readers are 

introduced to the idea of implicit bias.  

Chapter Seven, Navigating Organizations and Systems: Metaphors for Women in 

Leadership, reviews the evolution of metaphors for women’s leadership journeys, including 

concrete walls, glass ceilings, sticky floors, leaky pipelines, and labyrinths. The frequency of 

non-linear career paths for women is discussed, as are the challenging nature of off-ramps and 

on-ramps to career development (Hewlett, 2007). This chapter briefly reviews and critiques Lean 

In ideology (Sandberg, 2013) and concludes with personal, organizational, and policy-oriented 

strategies for successfully closing the leadership gap (AAUW, 2016a). 

Chapter Eight, Beware of Precarious Pedestals: De-Gendering Leadership, troubles the 

notion that women tend to lead in a more participatory or democratic styles, whereas men tend 

toward autocratic or directive styles. Figure 8.2 summaries findings from research about sex 

differences in leadership. This chapter explores the nature and sources of power, and related 

concepts such as influence and empowerment. Concepts of the double-bind, positive marginality, 

and stereotype threat are introduced. The theory of Culturally Relevant Leadership Learning 

(Guthrie, Bertrand Jones, & Osteen, 2016) is presented.  

Chapter Nine, Reimagining Women and Leadership: Strategies, Allies and Critical Hope, 

examines the linkages between women’s liberation and other social change movements. Diverse 
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levers for social change are explored – including a taxonomy of civic action which describes 

differences among direct action, community organizing, policy levers, boycotting and 

buycotting, and socially responsible personal behavior, among others (Owen & Wagner, 2010). 

It also addresses skills such as ally development, how to deal with non-feminist others, how to 

avoid activist burnout, and how to maintain critical hope. The role of men and gender-

nonconforming individuals in feminist leadership is discussed. The text ends with Love’s (2013) 

idea of liberatory consciousness to encourage students to: live their lives in oppressive systems 

and institutions with intentionality and awareness; maintain an awareness of the dynamics of 

oppression without giving in to despair and hopelessness; maintain awareness of roles played by 

those in system without blame; practice intentionality about changing systems of oppression.  


