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Abstract: Transformation of higher education in South Africgluded among others, forcing
institutions of higher learning to implement padisi aimed at elevating women to managerial
positions. Although the challenges to get to theirdd government objectives are still there,
universities have not been making a fast progrésgusing on women already occupying
managerial positions, this paper explored theediexperiences, views and attitudes about their
roles in higher education leadership.

A random sample of eight female managers at amuriaaitional university in South Africa was

interviewed about their personal experiences asagens in higher education and difficulties
associated with being a woman in management. Thmplsaincluded Deputy Vice Chancellors,

Deans of faculties, Heads of Departments and Ekexlirectors. The results were transcribed
and analysed with the aid of computer assistedtqtiaé data analysis software, Atlas.ti.

The results suggested that, women are not afraidaice unpopular decisions. Women are also
more considerate of others (peers) when takingstetws, especially in delicate situations where
politics play a greater role. Additionally, it erged from the study that empowerment of other
people by not silencing or oppressing them is retahd important among women managers.
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istory has shown that, females, regardless of trege, have been underrepresented in leadership

positions in South African higher education ingtdos for quite some time. However, some

institutions are making progress and there aremaben of women who are steadily rising to the top
structures of executive management. Although 2¥arsities in South Africa have had a slight incee@s
women on an executive level, the ratio between areh women on this level is still disproportionaiée
underrepresentation of women in management positioeducational institutions, therefore, continteebe a
matter of concern (Priola, 2007).

Additionally, despite their lesser presence in adstiative and managerial posts, some researchsshah
levels of satisfaction among employees where woarerleaders in organisations (Yafiez & Moreno. 2008)
Despite these positive research findings in otbbentries, there is still an overrepresentation bitevmales in
senior managerial positions in certain universitiesSouth Africa. This trend is still continuing gfste
legislative frameworks aimed at redressing thedgalances in the country. As Kerfoot and Knights98)9
found out, like any other sector, the higher edocasector finds itself struggling to eliminate ary
traditional and masculine culture and implementstguctural changes for universities to still catheir
scholarly role with integrity. The Higher Educati@outh Africa found out in 2007 that only three &#4c
Chancellors out of 23 universities in South Afriware women and five out of 23 registrars were women
(HER-SA, 2007). Since then, the picture has nohgkd much and these inequalities are still in place

At the centre of this paper are the questions #lutliors pursue to explore in examining the expedeof
women managers in higher education institutionghat period when universities are transforming. The
guestions were:
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o what were the greatest challenges they ever fagexk gheir appointments and how were solutions
accomplished?

0 are these women strategic thinkers and decisioreraak

o whether they involve staff in key decision makirasipions?

Researchers chose these questions since the gdintamsion of universities in South Africa since gers and
restructuring has not yet received enough reseatention. To elicit these critical factors thantrbute to many
leaders’ success stories, this paper approachegdkarch from the qualitative research desigrgtean

Literature Background

After the announcement of mergers, South Africainersities have undergone serious transformatiohahges in
line with legislative requirements and policies. émg others, the changes insisted on the need wrdppore
women in positions of authority. The kind of leagtép that is depicted in organisations from diffeérgectors and
industries has been the focal point for many reteas. Thus, the ascending of women to manager&tipns
could be used to test if indeed this doctrine h¢¥ffiez & Moreno. 2008). Good leaders are knowpetoole
models in their organisations and foster a culbireust and confidence among their subordinates.

In South Africa, women have always been in the séatratum of society, regardless of their racetfidaHelm,
2005). To counter this unfair practice, the govegntrenacted the affirmative action legislation ag pf the
national strategy to redress the imbalances op#is& Thus, women concerns came to fore both wigbirernment
departments and corporate sector. Matters likelgguauman rights, empowerment and welfare got ense
attention. With the help from the Gender Policyrreavork (GPF), policies aimed at addressing imbasamt the
past were drafted and signed into laws. Includatiitoprocess was the drafting of procedures aadtiges aimed
at ensuring that women are afforded equal oppdrésnin all sectors of the South African economyaf{Mur-Helm,
2005).

The figures below depict the recent (2012) pergmdaf female managers relative to male managéraditional
and universities of technology in South Africa. &lg, there is still a huge difference in perceetagf females in
management positions occupying senior positiotsgher education institutions relative to their mabunterparts.
These statistics does not include race as a variabl
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Figure 1. Male v/s Female managers in South African tradétiamiversities
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Figure2: Male v/s Female managers in South African unitiesibf universities

As Schmuck (1996) explained, women who have acHigedting into positions which are predominantlydhiey

men have realized that, consciously or unconsgypubkht there are social roles and expectationsmging the
manner in which females should carry themselvedottlmately, these expectations do not coincideh vifite

manner in which they should act in their work eariments. To make a success in their workplace,aheyeferred
to as ‘abnormal’ women and must rise above theas@sipectations of femaleness in order to aspitbdcsocially
prescribed role of leader. Also, even in lower audstrative positions, women still possess the ‘abmad’ status
should they be good at what they do (Coleman, 2003)e extreme could be the labels of being bitchgragon
ladies (Chin, 2004).

M ethodology

To elicit factors that might may be contributingtbeir challenges at work and leadership, this paguks at some
critical points that define a leader at a universit

As mentioned earlier, the study adopted a qual#gatesearch design. A total of six interviews wWéhmale managers
in one urban South African traditional universitgne conducted.

The central questions posed were:
0 To what extent do participants involve staff in id&@mn making?
0 To what extent do participants integrate strateganagement in their departments?

Data collection and target Sample

For this study, a purposive sample of eight womeoupying executive positions at the urban SouthicAfr

university were interviewed. The sample includeg ity Vice Chancellors, Executive Deans, Executiwe®ors

and heads of department. The purposive samplingnigge is a non-probability method in identifyingrpary

participants (Welman & Kruger. 1999). Researchesasdutheir own judgment to select the sample baseth®
purpose of the research (Littrell & Nkomo, 2008}ohvenience sampling is used in some case studmsibe the
purpose of the study is not to estimate some ptipanlaalue, but to select cases from which oneleam most"
(Thomas & Nelson, 2001:281). Thus, a selectiomvofnen occupying management positions in a chosgmehi
education institution was selected. The researcls®d internet searches to identify appropriate omdents.
Interviews were arranged with the participants sigtoe-mails and telephonic enquiries.

Participants were subjected to open-ended intesvithwiough a pre-prepared semi-structured questi@nmdich
was used to guide researchers. Personal intergeisimne of the most used types of data collectEmory &
Cooper. 1995). Research suggests that interviewsaasociated with both positivist and phenomeno#igi
methodologies (Collis & Hussey, 2003) as employéthiv the ambit of this study. All the interviewseve held in
the interviewees' chosen places either duringter &forking hours. Interviews were all roughly dmeur each. As
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Bennett, Glatter and Le Vacic (1994:36) advised,thspending an equal amount of interview time wéidich
interviewee ensures consistency which leads téviarthiness of the study”.

All interviews were tape recorded and transcribed dnalysis (Deem, 2002). Furthermore, researcherde
personal notes during the interviews to assist thélim coding during the analysis. Data analysis dase with the
aid of Atlas.ti qualitative analysis software aftenich the data was grouped according to theme<ades.

Resear ch Results

Women seemed not to be afraid of making tough mamagt decisions and standing by them no matter the
situation. As this female manager commented: ‘Yeah,ve said, leadership for me is also aboutstigtainability
and the good of the collective in the long-term afgb making the painful decision to say No’. Th@anment
corroborates with the research findings that wormencompetent leaders (Reinhold, 2005). Also, ardiégmale
manager commented about her style: ‘Then | wiletéke power to make the executive decision in tiberést of
everybody at heart’

Additionally, women were found to be strategic Kars, as this manager comments: ‘And for the sthaé,changes
that I'd suggested were new things for them - thitigat they didn’t think about before and kind @fked the boat'.
Also, women in this institution believed in the Gtyaof leadership their institution have, as thisspondent
comments: ‘I think in our own institution we arerydlessed with the quality of the leadership aerecutive level,
but then also on a peer level'. A testimony thatalbinstitutions do have stereotyped managersialxomen, but
progression to managerial positions takes time.therorespondent commented: ‘We have a strong lshieeteam
- good solid people that really can get things done

Another key determinant in successful leadershipni®lving or consulting with subordinates beforeakimg
decisions so that a manager could find a buy-irmthds lady comment: ‘Yes, | always consult befareh | was,
one of the courses that made an impact on me weasoticept of situational leadership where you, ddjpg on the
context, adapt your style’. Training and developtrememed to have played a positive role in shatirsglady for
management. Thus, customised short-learning pragesrorganised by universities are essential andldhme
broadened.

Furthermore, another female manager touched oweheimportant part of leadership, cultural intgdihce (Ng,
Van Dyne & Ang, 2009). As the responded in thidgtalluded, “it could be challenging when one opesan a
cultural environment that differs from your own tliis seldom that all good decisions would comerf the leader
alone, it is usually a team work with people froifiedtent backgrounds”. Pityana (2003:4) also ass#rat cultural
diversity should really be regarded as an “oppdtyuior intellectual dialogue”. In other words, @itsity could be
seen as varied perspectives and approaches tfeedifidentity groups offer (Thomas & Ely, 2001);.3&oen and
Bitzer (2010:12) believe that a team approach cesmamme critical barriers and transform diversitoi unity that
brings fruitful results for the organisations.

According to Gregory, Lumpkin and Taylor (2005)adiers must fully understand the dynamic interastioh
internal and external forces impacting on the oiggtion. Deducing from another female manager, “Wharrived
in this University, there was no strategic thinkiagund teaching, nothing at all. But | think notgée-handedly,
but with many other people, we've been able toynaergraduate teaching and learning within thedepatrategy
of the University”. This indicates that a “strategdecision” was made to change internal operatibps
implementing the strategy that would better thehe®y at the university.

Conclusions

The results of this study are very disturbing ahdutd be tackled as a matter of urgency. Highercation
institutions in South Africa are still unconsciouglender biased, regardless of how much women pgwiaven
themselves. Recognition should be realised by wsityecouncils that women are consensus makershanthg
them in senior management positions could assistl@viating some problems. University councils @wdoforce
their executive managers to implement equity plamsi comply with government policies about women
empowerment.

Research (Buller, 2006) argues that leadership esnatruct is a concrete and observable phenomgmbtmo
consensus has been reached on the exact chatizgesfsa successful leader in higher educatiore fidsearchers
are of the opinion that the characteristic of tfarmational leadership with sound management sé#isne a good
female leader in higher education.
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In some instances the women experienced gendeosipes and misconceptions about their ability whiecame
barriers to the progression of their careers. Othetlenges faced by the participants relate totheagement of
processes, human resources and organisationatgolihe latter being factors that research (C&lé&iner, 1999)
suggested to be perceived attributes necessamydnagement positions but lacking in women.

The gender dimension of universities is very fundatal and its activities should be planned in atjobnsultative
process. Universities should come to the realipati@mt healthy and progressive relations are shhgeddclusive
practices at all levels of any organisation. Thibécause innovative ideas are not essentiallgribduct of a single
gender or sector of society. South African goveminséould also fast track the implementation ofeditylaws as
things have not really progressed as expected. s to also be a huge problem and this is \ampdhlizing to
people with capabilities but having to break thiotige race glass ceiling.
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