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The roles of women in society, in higher education, in the workplace, and in the home have changed throughout the decades.  Women are no longer confined to ‘housewife’ and homemaker stereotypes as was customary in the 1950s.  In this paper, gender stereotypes are examined in relation to masculine and feminine leadership roles.  Next, traditionalism and feminism are explored as ways of thinking.  Lastly, gender roles are observed in light of Christian values at faith-based institutions.  While women’s rights and the feminist movement have sought to achieve gender equity in all spheres, research indicates that women have yet to break the ‘glass ceiling.’ 

Leadership: A Masculine or Feminine Domain? 
Historically, leadership has been perceived as a masculine domain due to men’s proficiency in managerial duties (Schein, 2001).  While men have swiftly stepped into leadership roles, women have struggled to make sense of the contradictory messages of femininity and power (Lips, 2000; Eagly, 2007).  It is more difficult for women to gain support as leaders or authoritative figures than it is for men.  Women see themselves as less equipped for a leadership position because of gender stereotypes that suggest women are only effective as nurturers who show gentle affection and consideration (Bosak & Sczesny, 2008). 

 
Recent studies have discovered that males are advised to exemplify leadership traits that were once considered ‘feminine’ in nature (Johanson, 2008).  Consideration behaviors are strongly correlated with feminine leadership qualities, while administrative behaviors are associated with masculine leadership qualities. Not only are leaders expected to demonstrate organization and outline objectives, but also they are to show consideration and concern for their followers.  

The role congruity theory predicts that men are more likely than women to surface as leaders when the leader expectations are unrelated to gender roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Carbonell and Castro (2008) discovered the impact of a leader role model on a woman’s decision to pursue a leadership role.  Of the 190 undergraduate students tested for this research, 60% percent of women flourished in leadership positions under the supervision of a female role model.  A female role model positively influenced aspiring female leaders to take charge in a leadership role when paired with a male partner.  However, when given a male role model, the aspiring female leader was less likely to assume a position of leadership, thus perpetuating the idea that men are more likely to reach leadership positions (Ritter & Yoder, 2004; Carbonell & Castro, 2008). 

Traditionalism versus Feminism 
Despite Hillary Clinton’s candidacy for the Democratic Party and Sarah Palin’s nomination for vice president of the United States, the struggle for gender equity remains.  These women had to portray masculinity in their leadership skills, and still maintain their femininity (Jenen Winquist, Arkkelin, & Schuster, 2008). Although these women received much support, they also faced harsh criticism about their ability to step into male-dominated roles.  Many males and females continue to shun the notion of feminism because of the negative stereotypes coupled with its ideals.  Women, in particular, may agree with feministic thinking, but do not wish to be classified as a feminist (Liss, O’Connor, Morosky & Crawford, 2001).  

Jenen et al. (2008) tested 68 undergraduate students about their implicit feelings toward feminism.  Students were instructed to access a website and pair predetermined positive or negative words with feminist or traditionalist traits as quickly as they could in an allotted amount of time.  The researchers predicted that participants would have faster reaction times to feminist-bad and traditionalist-good pairings than to feminist-good and traditionalist-bad pairings.  The results indicated that participants held negative biases toward feminists and positive biases toward traditionalists.  The implicit negativity bias toward feminism deters women from associating with the feminist identity (Jenen et al., 2008). 

The “Christian” Glass Ceiling

Male and female students at religious institutions are more likely to adhere to traditional values and gender roles when their peer groups hold similar religious beliefs (Bryant, 2003).  Students who claimed to be Roman Catholic, Baptist, or part of another conservative Christian sect indicated that nearly their entire friendship circle belonged to the same denomination, which contributed to a stronger sense of gender-role traditionalism.  Students raised in a Christian home had been most exposed to traditional gender roles and held less egalitarian attitudes (Erchull, Liss, Wilson, Bateman, Peterson, & Sanchez, 2009; Freize, Ferligoj, Kogovsek, Rener, Horvat, & Sarlija, 2003).  Males and females became less traditional and more egalitarian in their thinking if they encountered diversity, received leadership training (Bryant, 2003), and took women’s studies courses (Bargad & Hyde, 1991; Thomsen, Basu, & Reinitz, 1995; Lovejoy, 1998).  

 
Tongg Weiler surveyed nearly 400 students at five CCCU schools throughout the country.  Of the five schools, two schools had recently established a women’s studies program, and only one school had a minor in Women’s Studies, which was also the only CCCU institution with a female president. Students who thought their university esteemed gender and women’s issues possessed more egalitarian views than students at other schools.  CCCU schools in support of women’s issues raise awareness and promote egalitarianism among male and female students (Tongg Weiler, 2003). 

Joeckel and Chesnes (2009) found that gender inequities are widespread in Christian higher education.  Of the 1,900 professors surveyed, all belonging to CCCU schools, 1,092 male professors strongly agreed that female students were treated equally to male students, while only 641 female professors strongly agreed with the statement.  These number disparities reveal that male faculty members are in denial that modern sexism exists (Spence & Hahn, 1997; Joeckel & Chesnes, 2009).  

“Gender issues and gender social dynamics more frequently escape the attention of males than females” (Joeckel & Chesnes, 2009, p. 119).  These gender inequities persist at CCCU schools because the theological and political worldviews held by faculty members often align with the institutional values, which tend to be more conservative and traditional concerning gender roles.

Schulze and Tomal (2005) compared students’ gender perceptions of peers and professors from CCCU (Council for Christian Colleges and Universities) schools and non-CCCU schools.  Their research suggested that CCCU male students were less likely than non-CCCU male students to believe that the female voice was equally competent with the male voice in the classroom.  Females at CCCU schools viewed male professors as more knowledgeable than female professors.  Egalitarian values are more prominent among students at Christian colleges that prioritize issues pertaining to gender roles and women (Tongg Weiler, 2003).  

“Historically, Christian colleges have prided themselves on being cultivators of graduates with moral character… Christian colleges have also been criticized for being breeding grounds of sexist views about women’s roles in the family, workplace, community, and church” (Tongg Weiler, 2003, p. 68).  Women still have to overcome stereotypes of incompetence and challenge sexist views, particularly at Christian universities. 
Descriptive Information

 
The purpose of this study was to observe the experiences of female student leaders at a small faith-based institution in Southern California.  All eight students who participated in this assessment were women. Their ages ranged from 18 to 21. Five of the participants were Caucasian and three were Hispanic.  Two participants were sophomores, four were juniors, and two were graduating seniors.  When asked about their religious affiliation, four participants identified with the Baptist denomination, while the other four claimed to be non-denominational Christians.  

The participants for this assessment were selected based on their leadership involvement as a female student.  Seven participants were resident advisors in a women’s residence hall, and one participant was a student leader for an on-campus women’s club.  One resident advisor had previous leadership experience at this institution as an orientation leader, however the remaining seven had never held a student leader position prior to this academic year.  

The interviewer recruited seven resident advisors and one student club advisor to participate in individual interviews and one focus group. The student club advisor was recruited to broaden the interviewer’s assessment of other female student involvement at this university, however the student’s insights neither added nor took away from this assessment project.  The interviewer had previously established relationships with the resident advisor participants because of the interviewer’s position as an assistant resident director in the women’s residence hall.   The relationships between these seven participants and the interviewer may have contributed to a greater disclosure of personal experiences because credibility and trust had already developed through the participants’ shared leadership experience as resident advisors in the same dormitory. 

Bracketing 

 
After beginning my second-year assistantship as an assistant resident director in a women’s dorm at California Baptist University, I thought it would be valuable to assess the experiences of female student leaders at a different faith-based institution than the one I had been accustomed to for the past five years. With a limited understanding of the Baptist stance in regard to female leadership, I hoped to discover how the institutional values impacted female student leaders.  I sought to better understand how the Baptist doctrine influences women’s aspirations to hold leadership positions, given the teachings of the institution regarding the role of women.

According to one of the university’s core values, as determined by the Southern Baptist Convention, women have a “God-given responsibility to respect her husband and to serve as his helper in managing the household and nurturing the next generation” (The Family, Section XVIII, para 3).  Prior to conducting interviews and listening to student’s stories, I anticipated that the outcome of this assessment would reveal limitations for the female voice on campus.  As one who aims to empower women and see them flourish in all leadership roles, I wanted to learn about the experiences of female student leaders at a conservative Baptist institution.  

Analysis of Themes

The interviewer developed five open-ended interview questions for this assessment project (see Appendix).  Follow-up questions varied dependent upon the responses and reactions of the interviewees.  Each individual interview was conducted in person and lasted approximately 20 minutes. The focus group consisted of four participants and was about 40 minutes in length.  All data was recorded, transcribed, and analyzed.  The analysis of transcriptions from four individual interviews and one focus group produced five major themes. Through a process of peer debriefing, two female graduate students and one male graduate student found common themes among the students’ responses.  

Relational Connections

Participants discussed their deep-seated desire to connect relationally with fellow student leaders and their residents.  The potential to positively influence other females served as a primary reason for participants to apply for student leader positions.  The resident advisors expressed their intentions to “pour into” their residents through avenues of friendship and discipleship. One student described her relational challenges as a leader by stating: 

It’s been a struggle for me not to taken on [my residents’] burdens as my own because I want to connect with them. I want to have that emotional level with them… Not only do I take on their burdens sometimes, but I also take on their joys… and [I get to share] in that experience with them.

 Student leaders spoke of their accessibility to meet and befriend a wide array of different people.  They perceived their positions on campus as purely relationship-driven, affording them many opportunities to connect beyond the surface. Another student reported an increase in her ability to communicate as a result of being a student leader: 

I’ve learned a lot of different ways to reach out to people who are completely different than me because I’ve noticed that there are just some people who I would probably never be friends with… but [I am in a position] where I want to intentionally reach out to [residents] and get to know them.  

Role models, such as former resident advisors or orientation leaders, shaped the participants’ perspectives to become student leaders, who, in turn, hope to have a significant impact in the lives of their current residents.  

Faith Impact 

Students must profess a faith in Jesus Christ in order to be considered for a student leadership position at this institution.  All interviewees emphasized the value of making spiritual investments in their residents’ lives.  Participants stated their responsibility to minister to and serve the females in the residence hall.  The resident advisor participants articulated the urgency to make disciples and share the Gospel through humble acts of service to their residents.  One student said her belief in a greater purpose spurred her to consider student leadership: 

I wanted to be used by God to be able to reach out to other students because God is a god of comfort in our sufferings… Now, it’s our turn. We go on and we comfort [our residents] and in turn, turn people to Christ. 

Most of the participants acknowledged God’s plan for their life as a primary reason to pursue a leadership role on campus.  

Female Authority 
Participants were asked to discuss their observations of female leadership or female authority within the campus culture.  Students were unable to identify or name women leaders at the institution, with the exception of female professors.  These professors act as both academic and spiritual role models.  While these women are revered for the compassion and wisdom they impart to their students, the language used to describe female professors was maternal in nature.  One student explained her interactions with a professor: 

She’s just a mom who wants to help you… her maternal attributes come out, like the nurturing side of helping us through it but she’s not doing the work for us.   That’s what I love about my degree [program]… we have a family environment because [the professor] has been like a mom to us.  

Two participants spoke about their experience abroad on short-term mission trips.  A female director in the Office of Mobilization organizes these trips.  This was the only female authority in an influential role referenced outside the classroom setting: 

Especially with Baptists, there’s a lot of traditional thinking that men are supposed to have all the top roles as far as ministry.  I feel that she’s [the Director of Mobilization] a good person to look at… in this day and age, [women] are able to take on those [ministry] roles and be leaders in whatever the Lord has gifted us in.  

While half the participants noted that society’s progression has allowed more women to hold higher leadership positions in the corporate world, none of the participants had seen women in higher positions of authority within this campus culture.  The concept of female submission within gender roles surfaced as its own theme, which will be discussed in the next section.  

Gender Roles and Female Submission

Students were asked if they aspired to hold any leadership roles that seemed inappropriate because of their gender.  Seven of the eight participants mentioned that they had no ambitions to replace the role of a man or work in a male-dominated field.  One student communicated her belief about female submission: 

I do think that God intended for man to be in authority over women, yet, at the same time to be gentle and kind and not be this domineering, oppressive person… Pastors should be male and women can serve and women can minister… but I do think the way God intended it is for men to be at the very top. 

Some students claimed they had adopted their parents’ traditional perspectives of gender roles, while others noted that the institution had fostered these values in them.  These results were consistent with research by Erchull et al. (2009) and Freize et al. (2003) which indicated that students raised by Christian parents had been most exposed to traditional gender roles.  

Most of the participants reiterated that men are appointed to be in senior leadership in the household and in the church.  One student said that her beliefs about this topic were affirmed by the university’s admittance of primarily males to the Bachelor of Applied Theology [BAT] program.  The BAT program trains future pastors and church leaders for ministry within the Baptist denomination.   Another participant told a story about her female friend in the BAT program who had been given a different senior project because she would not be able to hold a pastoral role in the same way a man could.  Additionally, one participant said that she felt the need to work harder than the male applicants when she applied to be a resident advisor:

I felt like I had to put a lot more of effort in than [the male applicants]… I sound super competitive right now and I promise I’m not that competitive.  My reason for working harder was so that I would get [the RA position and] get on a fair playing field with the guys.  

These findings supported previous research that identified the prominence of gender inequities in Christian higher education due to theological worldviews held by the institution (Joeckel & Chesnes, 2009).  Only one student discussed her internal struggles to align with the Baptist doctrine because one of her spiritual gifts is pastoral leadership.  She summed up her experience by saying: 


God can use a man like He can use a woman, but the Bible does say that women should 

be under the instruction of men… It’s hard because [women] are supposed to have the role of being a submissive wife, but at the same time feminism says not to do that.  It’s hard to be the biblical woman and also fit into society.  

Respect of Women 

Students talked about the treatment of women on campus as a positive experience.  The participants used word choices such as cherish, honor, and pamper to define respect.  They reported that the campus environment was unlike anything they had experienced elsewhere – men hold open doors for women, allow women to get their food first, and aim to protect women.  Respect given by males was equated with the acts of cherishing and treasuring females.  One participant explained her perception of respect as follows:

This campus is very sensitive to women and respectful of women. It’s frowned upon if a man is disrespectful to a woman… A true Christian man is someone who is gentle and caring and takes after those characteristics of Christ by loving their sisters in Christ. 

Although female students feel respected by male students, the definitions of respect may require reexamination when these participants are no longer immersed in this campus culture.  

Suggestions for Practice 

The participants in this assessment reported high levels of satisfaction with their overall leadership experiences, which was mostly attributed to the relationships formed between participants and their residents.  The student leaders described their roles in terms of friendship and discipleship, rather than in terms of leadership.  The participants’ stories indicated some of the pressures they face to connect emotionally and spiritually with every resident.  While it is of value for student leaders to personally invest in the lives of their residents, student leaders must understand the significance of self-care prior to taking on their residents’ burdens.  Furthermore, participants alluded to the fact that their leadership roles permitted them to interact with individuals from a diversity of ethnic, socioeconomic, and spiritual backgrounds.  This can be a demanding task for student leaders if they are culturally unaware or untrained.  

Student affairs professionals, such as resident directors, ought to equip their student leaders with the necessary training to carve time into their busy schedules for personal reflection and solitude.  Not only will the student leader suffer without proper self-care, but also the residents will suffer because their needs will be neglected.  In addition, all student leaders must be comfortable when approaching students different from themselves, which places a responsibility on student affairs professionals to be competent to educate student leaders about issues of diversity.  Self-care and diversity, both deserving of special attention, must be implemented into leadership training to a foster a more holistic learning environment.  

At the institutional level, the perception of female authority could be revolutionized if female student affairs professionals and professors were asked to refrain from assuming maternal roles with their students.  The administration might provide training for all professionals and educators in order to dispel misconceptions about traditional gender roles.  In doing this, students may gain a greater respect for female authorities on campus and value their leadership skills as an individual, regardless of their gender (Tongg Weiler, 2003).  

It may be a challenge for the institution to promote egalitarian values because of its affiliation with the Baptist denomination, however if women continue to believe that submission to male authority is honorable, then gender equity will remain out of reach for CCCU schools. Due to the nature of this controversial topic, it may be necessary for the institution to publicly acknowledge that modern sexism exists in Christian higher education (Joeckel & Chesnes, 2009).  One suggestion is for the institution to host a forum in which gender roles are reconsidered and redefined.  An event such as this one would bring faculty, staff, and students together to participate in a shared learning experience.  To create a common ground for all student leaders, an intentional day of training about egalitarianism would help to raise awareness about gender inequities on campus.  This training could incorporate sessions to bring about change to redefine respect, level the ‘playing field’ for males and females in student leadership positions, and reconsider women in church leadership.  Student affairs professionals have a responsibility to challenge their students to think critically, and to support them throughout their development.  

This assessment was limited because only female student leaders were asked to participate in the interviews.  In the future, assessment could include male student leaders to better understand their perspective of female leadership at a conservative faith-based institution.  

Executive Summary


Female student leaders at a small faith-based institution in Southern California participated in a qualitative assessment project.  The purpose of the assessment was to observe the experiences of female student leaders and better understand their perspectives of female leadership and gender roles at a conservative university.  One focus group and four qualitative interviews were conducted with eight women in student leadership roles.  


The following themes were identified: (1) relational connections, (2) faith impact, (3) female authority, (4) gender roles and female submission, and (5) respect for women.  Participants considered student leadership positions because they wanted to invest relationally and spiritually into students’ lives.  Participants had difficulty identifying female authorities at this institution.  Their faith backgrounds and the institutional values indicated that students were accustomed to traditional gender roles.  


The results of this assessment suggest that, while female student leaders are relationally equipped to make connection with students, there is a need for institutional change to reassess traditionalist views and the perceptions of women in leadership roles.  

Appendix: Interview Questions

1. Tell me about your experience as a female student leader at CBU. 

2. What kinds of things made you want to be a leader or have shaped your perspective?

3. In what ways have you observed female leadership and/or female authority in CBU culture?

4. Are there leadership roles that you aspire to have but that seem inappropriate because you’re a woman?

5. How do you think your gender influences the way people treat you here? 
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