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This literature review investigates the role of Latina women in higher edu-
cation leadership, concentrating on the factors that determine a woman’s abi-
lity to ascend to leadership positions, the challenges noted by female leaders, 
and the techniques they utilize to overcome these obstacles. In order to ensure 
that the information presented here will help us better understand how women 
lead, this study focuses on the most significant hurdles women encounter in 
leadership. This study offers suggestions for persons who are interested in ac-
quiring additional leadership responsibilities. It can also help those in a career 
transition increase their professional mobility to upper-level jobs, establish the 
essential abilities, and cultivate the qualities required for leadership success.

Introduction 
The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s and the Feminist Movement of the 

1970s both had an instrumental role in the rise of Latinas to positions of leader-
ship in academia (Medina, 2000). These political movements brought attention 
to long-standing disparities between the privileged majority (often defined as 
White, middle-class, heterosexual, and male) and the oppressed minority. The 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Van, 2009) is a fundamental piece of law that laid the 
groundwork for affirmative action policies at universities. Racial discrimination 
in federally financed programs is illegal due to the Civil Rights Act. Affirmati-
ve action regulations require schools to aggressively seek out, interview, and 
admit qualified persons of color for employment and enrollment. For the first 
time in American history, Latina women were able to attend and graduate from 
colleges and universities of their choice because to affirmative action policies. 
The number of Latina women with doctoral degrees increased from 139 in 1976 
to 366 in 1991 when they were granted greater freedom of choice in graduate 
program enrollment (National Center for Education Statistics). These ladies put 
their doctorates to good use by launching successful careers in a wide variety 
of fields. Notwithstanding these improvements, the percentage of educated wo-
men has remained dismally low (Medina, 2000). Historically, men have held the 
majority of administrative positions in the higher education sector (Nakitende, 

ISBN 978-607-59619-4-1 

I Seminario de Investigación Binacional Oaxaca-San Diego: Un espacio intercultural DOI: https://doi.org/10.56643/Editorial.LasalleOaxaca.12.c88



128

I Seminario de Investigación Binacional Oaxaca-San Diego: Un espacio intercultural

2019). Affirmative action, feminism, and a strong female work ethic have all con-
tributed to more women pursuing leadership and administrative roles in higher 
education, according to a study published in 2008 by the American Council on 
Education.

Women are now more visible in the workplace than ever before, and the 
number of women in managerial and executive roles continues to rise. Notwi-
thstanding these improvements, women are still severely underrepresented in 
senior leadership roles. The majority of managers in human resources and so-
cial and community services are women, although men are still stereotyped as 
CEOs. As a result, men are disproportionately represented on the glass ladders 
to promotion (Klenke, 2011). One of the main reasons women are underrepre-
sented in top leadership jobs is because both men and women have a tendency 
to undervalue a woman’s leadership ability, according to a prior study (Valdata, 
2008; Eagly, 2012).

The American Council on Education (2007) found that women headed 23% 
of colleges and universities in the USA. Researchers found that women presided 
over a disproportionately high number of research and community colleges. A 
better understanding of the female experience and insight into the role of both 
intrinsic and extrinsic incentives in women’s decisions to assume leadership 
positions are necessary if we are to help all women who aspire to lead achieve 
their goal.

Maslow (1970) argues that motivation is what drives people to take action. 
According to McKee and Phillips (2001), human beings are driven by an inward 
force known as motivation. To better understand the elements that impact and 
enhance female leadership achievement, Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) re-
viewed data from a survey of 2,297 female university presidents in the United 
States. 6.3 percent of those polled had reached positions of leadership throu-
gh the more conventional means of academic promotion, they found. In other 
words, leadership success requires preparation, fortitude, and effort. Positions 
of authority need preparation, inner motivation, and persistent pursuit of one’s 
goals.
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Women in higher education  
Throughout the past, women have attained positions of power in both go-

vernment and business (Nakitende, 2019). Nonetheless, the significance of wo-
men’s participation in educational institution decision-making has not yet been 
fully acknowledged (American Council on Education, 2012; Madsen, 2007). 
Notwithstanding their efforts and achievements, women continue to be unde-
rrepresented in academic administration. Thus, women are more likely to be 
placed in part-time and non-tenure track positions (Valdata et al., 2008; Eagly & 
Wood, 2012), which may hinder their professional advancement. When too few 
women assume administrative positions, educational institutions lose human 
resources and potential leadership.

Including more women into the labor force helps reform and strengthen 
educational institutions. If women are excluded from decision-making roles, 
the institution might not grow or endure. To encourage the next generation 
to follow in their footsteps, we must recognize the achievements of women in 
leadership positions.

Women’s leadership motivation 
More women than men are working in part-time and nontenure-track po-

sitions in higher education (West & Curtis, 2006), which creates barriers for 
women to acquire administrative positions such as dean, vice president, and 
president. Some may consider that women’s demands can be adequately sa-
tisfied in inferior positions (i.e., part-time or non-tenured) or that they must 
be prepared to give all of their efforts to their institutions. Despite these mi-
sunderstandings, we must recognize the efforts and achievements of women in 
education leadership.

Numerous reasons encourage women to assume positions of leadership. Na-
kitende (2019) observed that career planning plays a significant effect in the 
promotion of women to leadership positions. In Nakitende’s research popula-
tion, women stated that they had followed a standard academic career route, 
completing kindergarten through high school and then earning a bachelor’s de-
gree. Some attended graduate school later on. Oakley (2000) emphasized that 
career planning is necessary for achieving ambitious objectives. To gain acade-
mic positions at a higher level, it is necessary to prepare for and define precise 
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goals. Goal-setting can be a key motivator that propels individuals to achieve 
their aims. According to the findings of Nakitende’s study, women interested 
in advancing their careers must remain determined and dedicated. It also de-
monstrates that women in higher education leadership positions were driven 
by a strong desire to have a positive impact on others, to accomplish personal 
growth and development, and to construct and support the institution’s goals 
and vision. 

Defining motivation in a single sentence is not always possible because it is 
a complex force. This article summarizes research on the internal and external 
factors that encourage or discourage the advancement of women to leadership 
positions in educational institutions. Understanding how to empower future 
female leaders will depend on our ability to identify and capitalize on people’s 
unique motivations.

Knowing how people’s motivations are influenced by their interests, objec-
tives, goals, values, beliefs, attitudes, and decisions is essential for building lea-
dership success. Individuals are motivated, according to Maslow’s (1970) theory, 
by the desire to satisfy their unmet needs, including physiological requirements, 
social needs, growth, and self-actualization, among other self-related interests 
or demands. Suppose, however, that a faculty-level lecturer or staff person is 
dissatisfied with his or her situation. Thus, it may be difficult to convince him or 
her to undertake new tasks. To increase and maintain an employee’s motivation 
at work, Herzberg (1966) suggests that the office atmosphere or the activity 
must be appealing and rewarding to a certain degree.

Nakitende (2019) defines intrinsic motivation as the act of completing so-
mething for the joy of it rather than the value of the outcome. Ryan and Deci 
(2000) report that intrinsic motivation is a force produced from the activity 
itself because the task is inherently engaging or provides the individual with 
a specific amount of fulfillment and satisfaction. Intrinsic motivators—such as 
passion, competence, achievement, affiliation, values, self-efficacy, self-actuali-
zation, and esteem fulfillment—are the internal motivators that feed your va-
lues, goals, and needs. 
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Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, is derived from external stimulation 
or feedback such as reaching objectives and obtaining incentives. Several extrin-
sic motivating elements were described by McKee and Phillips (2001), including 
academic training and credentials, mentors, role models, affiliations, progress, 
feedback, recognition, and family support. To be extrinsically motivated, an in-
dividual must believe that his or her efforts will lead to the accomplishment of 
goals, as shown in Figure 1. Goals, salaries, networking, rewards, role models, 
promotions, status, the work itself, relationships, and mentors are physical or 
outside factors that may also stimulate one’s motivation extrinsically. These 
motivating factors listed above may come from within or through outside sour-
ces but are necessary in order to reach our goals. 

Figure 1: Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivators 

Leadership success strategies 
Barsh et al. (2011) demonstrate five resources that may be leveraged to ac-

quire high-level positions and succeed in leadership roles, including: a) having 
a strong sense of significance—such as doing something you enjoy—may encou-
rage and influence others (namely women) to attain lofty objectives; b) ener-
gy management, which involves understanding where personal energy comes 
from, where it goes, and how to maintain motivation; c) positive framing, which 
is maintaining a positive outlook and being receptive to various points of view, 
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or in other words, the need for one to develop a constructive outlook on life 
and the world in order to be effective in leadership roles; d)relationship buil-
ding—which is essential for professional development—illustrates the impor-
tance of networking in leadership through the recognition of key individuals 
who can advise and support us in various scenarios, as the results of this study 
demonstrate how women may improve and progress in their professions via 
networking; e) engagement in other activities, which refers to participation in 
a variety of activities that may help those interested in career growth obtain 
fundamental knowledge and skills to grow professionally. As this list suggest, 
one must be resolute, hopeful, and internally motivated in order to reach his or 
her goals (Ryan, 2000). 

Biological arguments that naturalize ethnicity and gender  
Biological determinist theories that naturalize gender and race/ethnicity and 

suggest that some groups are intrinsically more mature, disciplined, or intelli-
gent than others are highly problematic (Ochoa 2013) and promote unequal 
treatment. West and Curtis (2006) explain that as the level of academic rank 
increases, the representation of women in higher education administration de-
clines. Men tend to be viewed as more aggressive while women tend to be 
viewed as more nurturing. These observations in no way determine that women 
are not capable in high-level positions. Rather, women are more often hired as 
instructors/lecturers with less chance of being hired or promoted to higher ad-
ministrative positions. Oakley (2000) analyzed women’s career pathways and 
concluded that gender prejudice in recruiting, selection, assessment, and pro-
motion significantly prevents women’s advancement to executive roles. Survey 
results in Oakley’s study indicated that making a difference, assisting others, 
serving, and having the liberty to make decisions and solve problems are the 
primary factors influencing women to pursue leadership roles. These factors are 
crucial to the endurance of women in leadership positions. 

Despite this, women in leadership positions who did not set goals for them-
selves displayed significant self-efficacy. A person’s confidence in his or her ca-
pacity to perform a task is referred to as efficacy. Efficacy increases a person’s 
motivation, level of effort, and perseverance in the face of hardship. Bandur and 
Locke (2003) found that those with a strong believe in their own abilities per-
ceive obstacles as opportunities to learn and grow, but those who lack confiden-
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ce in their capacity to finish tasks view obstacles as a source of risk. Self-efficacy 
is essential for professional advancement and leadership achievement.

Looking to the future  
Institutions should create a welcoming, supportive, and learning-focused en-

vironment for women to help them overcome the obstacles they still encounter. 
When it comes to leadership in academia, it’s important to close the gender 
gap and increase representation from underrepresented groups, both of which 
can be aided by increased support for women’s advancement. Institutions of 
higher learning need to provide students with more opportunity to develop 
their leadership skills through practice and training. New leaders might benefit 
from leadership training in order to acquire the knowledge and abilities neces-
sary to effectively traverse organizational structures. Mentorship and networ-
king are important for professional development, but early career planning and 
education are equally crucial. Leadership growth can also be aided by reading 
leadership literature, performing research, and engaging in self-reflection and 
evaluation. Finally, organizations should expand and equalize development pos-
sibilities for workers.

Conclusion  
Women in leadership positions are beneficial to universities for the same 

reasons they are to other types of corporations. It is deplorable that many wo-
men in academia are appointed to part-time or temporary jobs, which creates 
barriers for women to reach high administrative positions such as deans, vice 
presidents, and presidents. Biological determinist perspectives can promote 
discrimination, such as the idea that males are more committed to higher ad-
ministrative posts because they are better able to compartmentalize their time 
between work and family. Women who have children may be viewed as “dis-
tracted” or “less dedicated” because of the time and energy required to raise a 
family. If women are not given opportunities for progression in their careers, it 
may be difficult for them to attain the highest levels of leadership. In addition, 
because women are capable of providing dedicated and great leadership, the 
absence of women in leadership positions is harmful to academic institutions. 

Younger, more ambitious women may misinterpret the lack of female role 
models in educational institutions’ top positions as a sign that leadership roles 



134

I Seminario de Investigación Binacional Oaxaca-San Diego: Un espacio intercultural

are reserved for men, discouraging them from pursuing those careers. A power-
ful motivator, representation is. A strong woman’s motivation might come from 
within, from her own potential, or from the external elements that surround her 
when she sees herself reflected in another strong woman’s position of leaders-
hip. Providing women the opportunities to take on leadership roles is crucial to 
their continued professional success. This means that schools need to examine 
their own procedures, policies, and laws to see if they help or hinder the rise of 
women to administrative roles in the classroom.
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