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Gender and Department Heads: An Empirically-Inspired
Literature Review

Abstract: Inspired by storytelling circles with female academics, this article examines the
role of department heads vis-a-vis gendered career experiences and women’s persistent
underrepresentation among science and engineering faculty members. It focuses on the level
of power heads are afforded, presents new and understudied perspectives on the department
head literature, and suggests research horizons and policy recommendations. Five gendered
dimensions of department head literature are identified and discussed. Given that department
heads play pivotal roles within the academy, their actions warrant further examination,
specifically as they pertain to gender biases.

Keywords: department heads, discourse, gender, fairness, training
Introduction

We listen as a female faculty member recounts a story about her maternity leave experience.
After giving birth, she was expected to continue teaching four classes. Her department head
brought her work and grading to her home to ‘help’ in this regard. A student complained that
he could not defend his dissertation two days after she gave birth. Eventually, the department
head convinced her to return to work four and a half weeks after giving birth, only to be told
that she was not being a ‘team player’, ‘contributing enough’, ‘committed enough’, or
meeting others’ needs. She did not feel there was anyone in her department she could go to
for help or support. It was not an isolated experience.

This story was told to other female faculty members as part of a series of ‘storytelling
circles,” which were organized in order to gain insight into the careers and experiences of
female faculty members in science and engineering fields. While many stories told during the
group interviews reflected a lack of consideration for family-related responsibilities, the one
above reveals clearly the influence of a department head. It reveals a significant lack of
consideration for the participant immediately after she gave birth to her child.

Time and again, we heard stories detailing the ways in which department heads played
significant roles in academics’ careers, success, and job satisfaction. Some participants
emphasized that significance through a positive story, but more often they told stories of
department heads negatively affecting their careers. In both cases, there was agreement that
the ‘department head is critical’ and ‘makes or breaks’ careers.

The stories thus reflected a common refrain in the literature: the significance of department
heads. Department heads play pivotal roles within the academy'™. It is estimated that
department heads make 80% of the administrative decisions that are made within universities
*3_They have authority over key decisions that affect academics’ lives in significant ways,
including tenure and promotion, course load and scheduling, and hiring new faculty
members. Given the power they have to influence academics’ careers and experiences, their
roles and actions warrant further examination®. Most commonly, studies have explored the
experiences of heads®!?, and ideal characteristics of successful heads>*'"'?. However,
significantly less attention has been paid to gendered dimensions of department heads’
actions. Moreover, the literature about and for department heads has not yet been adequately
examined through a gender lens. This lack of critical examination through a gender lens is
problematic because underrepresentation of female faculty, particularly senior faculty,
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persists in many fields across the United States as well as other countries'*"'* and is even

more pronounced for women of minority racial and ethnic backgrounds'®'®. Furthermore,
foreign female professors can face additional challenges'”.

Gendered dimensions of academic careers, on the other hand, are well documented in a large
body of literature that has repeatedly identified numerous challenges for female academics
(e.g.,”) including lack of professional development and mentoring, gender discrimination
and biases related to behavior and competence, and gendered socialization”' . Various
lenses have been used to explain women’s underrepresentation in academia. For example,
human capital, socialization, culture and privilege, and institutional organization explanations
have all featured prominently in studies of female faculty members***’. Recruitment and
hiring practices have also been identified as contributing factors”*’ Additionally, campus
climate studies have constituted a significant part of efforts to understand
underrepresentation®®'. Of particular significance to this analysis is the large body of
literature on the challenge of balancing work and family®**. While many academics, men
and women alike, struggle with this balance, research has shown that women struggle more
and sacrifice more in the struggle than men do*****°. As Mayer and Tikka (2008) summarize
many of the issues:

...women face greater societal expectation for care giving, yet are penalized
professionally for doing so...Female professors in the US are sacrificing relationships
and childbearing to acquiesce to the male-centred academic tradition...Those who are
in tenure-track positions and have children are less likely to take advantage of
options, such as stopping the tenure clock or long maternity leaves, for fear of being
seen as less serious about their careers than their male peers...Despite a legal right to
a long maternity leave, female graduate students and those in research posts risk
losing an extension of their contract if they take a lengthy leave, or they may be
pressured into returning to work before the end of the allowed leave period... *’(p.
370)

However, within this literature on female academics, the influence of department heads
specifically is often not explicitly addressed. Heads play a key role in many of the issues
discussed, but discussions and recommendations largely do not focus specifically on the
heads, but rather on mentoring programs, family friendly policies, and unconscious bias
training, for instance.

There are thus two distinct bodies of literature (department heads, and gender in academia),
neither of which has yet adequately examined the roles that department heads play in
perpetuating gender biases and persistent underrepresentation. Therefore, this article
identifies and addresses gaps in those two bodies of literature. Inspired by qualitative data
from storytelling circles with female academics, it examines the role of department heads vis-
a-vis gendered career experiences and women’s persistent underrepresentation in most
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics departments. In particular, it focuses on
the level of power heads are afforded, and presents new and understudied perspectives on the
department head literature. Research horizons are identified and policy recommendations put
forth. It should be noted that we use the term ‘head’ to refer to both department heads and
chairs, as those terms are used interchangeably in the literature and vary by institution and
county, and some institutions have both chairs and heads, with the former voted in by the
department and the latter appointed by a dean.
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The paper begins with a description of the path that led us to this analysis, which is important
for understanding the structure of the paper. Next, we identify five gendered dimensions of
the department head literature, explaining why each is problematic. We then discuss the
relationship between our data and the literature, and put forth recommendations.

Background: An empirically-inspired critical literature review

The storytelling circles were one part of a larger research project, and the study’s methods
have been described in detail elsewhere®®*. The circles took place at a large, public,
research-intensive university in the United States, which, like most higher education
institutions in the United States, employs a tenure system in which tenure-track professors are
hired as Assistant Professors and reviewed for tenure and promotion to Associate Professor
after typically five years. Most new department heads at this university receive some kind of
training. Participants were both tenure-track and tenured female faculty members who
represented seven different departments, all in the general classification of science,
engineering and technology fields. While analyzing the data employing open coding™, the
importance of department heads emerged as a leading theme.

Throughout the stories, department heads were portrayed as pivotal actors. Positive stories
recounted instances when a department head had been ‘supportive’ in a way that had
significant career implications. The stories highlighted the fact that department heads
influence not only day-to-day job satisfaction but significant career outcomes such as tenure
and promotion as well. Unfortunately, negative stories were more common than positive
stories. Often the stories featuring department heads centered on how a change in department
head had been significant, thus further highlighting their power. One participant stated, ‘That
previous department head has actually stood in the way of me advancing. It wasn’t until he
actually left that I could advance.” Others reflected on how department heads’ philosophies
can affect the work load of everyone in a department, explaining that when she was first
hired, the head did not believe in protecting new assistant professors from heavy teaching
loads and other non-research duties, but her current head very much believes in that and
expects senior department members to take on more of that work.

The discussion of department heads led to the subject of how they are hired and trained, with
both circles disapproving of the fact that heads are not trained in key areas. One said:

Department heads here have a lot of power and some of them have vey little
experience and they don’t seem to get any particular continuing education about being
department head and learning all this stuff. [My department head] probably couldn’t
imagine why he needs such information, but he is very ineffective in many many
ways, and the sad thing is he is clueless, but in the department, what do you do with
that?

Likewise, in the other circle, a participant commented on the inefficacy of her department
head saying, ‘Not training department heads I think is the other issue that we don’t do at [this
institution]. There’s no leadership training class. They just appoint a department head.” She
went on to say that her head had just been appointed by the Dean without any opportunity for
department members to weigh in or for him to present his vision for the department. She
believed deans needed to take responsibility for that training. In contrast, another participant
spoke highly of her Dean’s ‘strict” and ‘elaborate’ evaluation of department heads every few
years, thus highlighting significant variability across departments. In actuality, this university
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does have some training for department heads. However, as we discuss below, there are
reasons to question the assumption that training is the answer.

Originally, we set out to write a traditional higher education article based on our findings
from the storytelling circles, focusing on the ways in which heads had shaped the careers of
our participants. While conducting research for the literature review however, the literature
itself emerged as a significant topic that warranted analysis in its own right. The structure of
this paper is therefore non-traditional. In essence, we found that the most significant
contribution of the work lay not in the data from the storytelling circles, but rather in a
critical and novel analysis of the department head literature. Therefore, we have ‘flipped’ the
traditional structure in some sense in order to focus the paper on the research landscape and
the problems we found while attempting to write a literature review for a more traditionally-
structured paper. Because our data emphasizing the significance of department heads led us
to the critical analysis of the literature, we consider it an empirically-inspired literature
review.

Methodology: Content Analysis

The methodology used for this literature review is content analysis. Content analysis is
primarily used for existing data sources, such as institutional documents, articles or books*.
Analysis of existing data sources proceeds by reading all the compiled documents and
identifying themes and patterns across sources, similar to thematic analysis*'. We used a
constant comparative approach® to develop themes as they emerged from the documents.
The results of this analysis are described below.

Gendered Dimensions of Department Head Literature

The role of department head is complex and multi-faceted. They are accountable to multiple
constituencies'>*™*®, but faculty members represent one of the primary constituencies.
Helping faculty members and increasing their satisfaction is cited as a core duty of
department heads ''. For instance, heads should take responsibility for establishing and
maintaining departmental cultures®. They should ‘develop trusting, close, and supportive
relationships with their faculty members’ (%, p. 55), and they should have ‘a genuine concern
for the department and its members...loyalty toward academic colleagues...personal integrity
for maintaining trust and credibility’ (!, p. 42). Effective heads are able to reduce, resolve
and prevent conflict, ‘foster the development of individual faculty members’ talents and
interests’, and ‘maintain faculty morale’ (',p. 581). Successful heads serve as role models and
mentors, and encourage and support their faculty (°, p. 496).

Despite these normative assertions of how things should be, however, the body of literature
on department heads and their training is limited in ways that inhibit heads’ abilities to create
those supportive and trusting relationships with all faculty members and also cause them to
perpetuate challenges for female academics. Through a review of the literature on department
heads, we identified five gendered dimensions that warrant critique: they are summarized in
Table 1.

Table 1. Gendered dimensions of the department head literature

Gendered Dimension Critique
Emphasis almost exclusively on training | Training cannot correct all problems
Most literature gender-blind Perpetuates androcentric norms
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Most gender literature limited or Focuses on sexual harassment and portrays female

problematic academics as a problem

Discourse of fairness Fairness is not a universal or objective concept

Ideology of collective good Disadvantages women because of gendered social
expectations

First, aside from commenting on the fact that department heads must play multiple roles, the
other most noted fact about heads is that they receive little or no training for carrying out
those duties. Article after article laments this dearth of training*****"*¢_ Others critique the
training programs and advice books that do exist for being too general or unrealistic®*****,
While the lack of training is certainly a problem, it must also be recognized that training
alone will not address the biases and personal agendas of heads, including gender biases.
Calls for training should be more reflective and critical about the problems that training can
address, and the ones that it cannot. The issues that emerged in our storytelling circles likely
would not have been ameliorated solely through further training.

Training is typically conceived as having an impact on knowledge, skills, behaviors and
attitudes™>". Of these, only attitude may get at underlying values or beliefs behind biases;
however, attitudes have been repeatedly found to be unstable (and thus not easily amenable
to training) across contexts””. Additionally, training may be systematically devalued within
an organizational culture or by subcultures (e.g., department heads or faculty)™. Perhaps
most crucially, training often cannot override past or outside socialization®*””. While training
focused specifically on diversity*® and empathy’'may come closer to addressing bias and
ingrained beliefs, results on such training are mixed at best’ > and remain unlikely to
override deeply held beliefs.

Second, with a few notable exceptions™®*, the department head literature is gender-blind;
that is, it is written without any mention of differences between male and female academics
that a head should be aware of. Such gender-blindness is a problem because most heads (in
the U.S.) are still white men***, and they may be unaware of, or unsympathetic to, how
gender privileges function in society and academia. Additionally, as discussed in the
Introduction, it is well documented that female academics face many challenges that men do
not face and that men are not always aware of or sympathetic to. As Armenti (2004) explains,
‘Department chairs, who tend to be men, make discretionary decisions about a woman’s
leave time, and women’s requests are not necessarily accommodated. Indeed, due to fear of
reprisal, untenured women seem particularly vulnerable in their ability to seek and receive
parental leave.”®*This means that in practice, ‘gender-blind’ tends to equate to androcentric,
or male-centered.

Third, much of the literature that does address gender is limited and problematic, focusing on
formalistic and individual behaviors rather than larger structural issues. For example, much is
limited to sexual harassment issues and legal issues surrounding discrimination*®. While
undoubtedly important, limiting gender discussions to sexual harassment and legal issues
ignores the more day-to-day, less overt problems female academics face. Furthermore, some
literature is problematic in that it paints women’s presence in a negative light, as an
‘abnormality’(read problem) that heads will need to handle. Hecht (2004), for example, notes
that the increasing numbers of women and people of color in academia can cause ‘challenges
of varying values and assumptions ranging from behavior to pedagogy to the very purposes
of the department’s discipline’ (*/, p. 30). The title of Waerdt’s (1993) chapter is ‘Women in
Academic Departments: Uneasy Roles, Complex Relationships.” These pieces of scholarship
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serve as evidence that women are still an anomaly in an academy that remains androcentric,
and their wording subtly portray women’s presence as a problem. Perhaps most strikingly, in
a chapter published in 1993, Hurtubise wrote that the ‘real challenge for a department is the
pregnancy of an unwed faculty member’ (°, p. 159). Without elaborating on what he means
by this, he directly proceeds to discuss court cases in which it was ruled that unwed mothers
could not be discriminated against because they were ‘per se immoral’ (160). While it might
be tempting to write this off as an historical relic, statements such as these have gone un-
critiqued in the last 20 years. It should also be noted that another kind of study exists: those
that compare and contrast male and female department heads or examine women in academic
leadership positions'>****7"!, While presenting another important approach to studying
relationships between gender and department heads, such studies are not central to the
analysis at hand.

Fourth, a discourse of fairness permeates the literature. As the following quotations
demonstrate, many publications emphasize that the head has an obligation to act ‘fairly’ and
that (s)he will be most successful if (s)he makes ‘fair’ decisions. Several of the numerous
examples include:

* One of the head’s jobs is to delegate the workload in a manner that is ‘fair’ and
‘appropriate’ (%, p. 220).

* Heads are expected to assign ‘teaching schedules fairly’ (', p. 47).

* ‘The safest way for a department chair to avoid a fracas is to establish a sense of fair
play...” (°°, p. 160).

* Heads should review evaluation processes to ensure that they are ‘both non-sexist and
fair’ (%, p. 62).

* The workload should be distributed ‘equitably among all the faculty’ (*',p. 81)

* “Treat everyone fairly” (”, p. 59)

These statements are made without elaboration, as if the notions of fairness and equitability
were universal and objective concepts that do not warrant further exploration. Concepts of
fairness are subjective and often gendered: what is fair for women is often perceived as unfair
for men or the department as a whole’*””. Indeed, data from the larger study of which the
storytelling circles were but one part revealed that parental leave and associated course
release were perceived as unfair by other members of a department’®. While faculty and
heads may openly debate the fairness of different organizational decisions or actions, as a
function of their more powerful position, heads have significantly greater ability and leeway
to define what counts as 'fairness' in the organization, as well as exclude items from the
discourse. Similar arguments have been made about other work place settings (e.g.,"'"). As
a result of power differences and subsequent framing of notions of fairness, faculty members
may be unwilling or unable to change the organizational conceptualization of fairness.

Fifth, the literature emphasizes that the head has a responsibility to focus on and promote the
good of the department as a whole, which we will refer to as ‘collective good.” For example,
Hecht et al. (1999) emphasize ‘collective success’ (°, p. 30). They assert that issues such as
course scheduling should begin with ‘collective considerations’ (p. 78), and that heads should
develop a ‘shared culture within the department concerning how work will be distributed and
how individuals will support the mission and goals of the department’ (p. 82). More
specifically, for instance, Hecht et al. (1999) and Buller (2006) in their discussions of course
scheduling, focus on meeting the needs of students and do not mention any issues related to
the challenges of work-family balance for women. This focus on the collective good of the
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department can work to disadvantage women when it is assumed that the collective good is
gender-neutral. If, for example, a woman takes parental leave and gets course release one
semester, she may be perceived as not working toward the collective good, or not being a
team player, because a class either will not be taught (inconveniencing students) or will need
to be taught by someone else (burdening colleagues), on top of the fact that less research or
graduate student progress may be made that semester. In this way, the needs of female
academics, owing to gendered social expectations for family responsibilities, may be
perceived by colleagues to work against the collective good. As Bensimon et al. (2000)
explain, ‘good citizenship’ is subjective and can be used against people who are not liked
because they do not conform to expectations (*, p. 42).‘Collective good” in this context
becomes similar to a discourse of fairness where everyone is held to the same, ostensibly
gender-neutral standard. Yet, the gender-neutrality of academia has been severely
challenged”**. Collective good by one standard does not preclude the possibility of an
alternate view of the collective good that takes into account family responsibilities of men
and women as well as the ongoing barriers women face in academia. Unfortunately, as our
literature review revealed, such an alternative is not easily achieved.

Discussion: New Directions for Research and Policy

As summarized in Table 2, the majority of current literature for and about department heads
and the policy recommendations therein do not adequately address, and in fact perpetuate,
many of the problems highlighted in our storytelling circles.

Table 2. Summary of interviews, discussion, and recommendations

Theme from interviews

Relationship to literature

Recommendation

Heads have significant power

Not problematized in the
literature

Power structure should not
be so concentrated

Heads can act on biases
without accountability

Not problematized in the
literature

Accountability mechanisms

Heads perpetuate gendered
notions of fairness and
collective good

Actively encouraged in the
literature

Scholars and trainers need to
be cognizant of the gendered
facets of their discourses

Heads do not receive
sufficient training

Issue most emphasized in the
literature

The limitations of training
also need to be recognized
and gender training should be
broadened

In light of the problematic relationship between our findings and the literature, we suggest
that greater reflection on the literature and the power afforded heads is needed. Three issues
in particular warrant further discussion. First, the literature paints role-ambiguity and a lack
of training as the key problems related to department heads, but our research suggests that
training may not have helped, and indeed could have made things worse if, like the literature,
it emphasized fairness and collective good in a gender-blind manner. We want to raise
critical questions about the assumption present in the literature that training is inherently
good or helpful. Training will likely be based on the available literature, and training to
emphasize fairness and collective good could be more damaging than helpful. It is worth
noting that most new department heads at our institution do attend some kind of training
when they begin their positions, but that clearly did not prevent them from perpetuating the
gender biases discussed in our storytelling circles.
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In addition to a lack of training, our findings suggest that the amount of power accorded to
department heads is a problem that needs to be addressed. The ability of one person to make
or break a career is a problem, particularly given the significance of outcomes for tenure and
promotion. In fact, as we have reported elsewhere®” department heads readily admit that they
have the power to sway tenure and promotion decisions one way or the other, due to the
ambiguity that surrounds the criteria.

Second, highly related to the amount of power they have, is that their actions are highly
unaccountable, with too much leeway for personal agendas and biases. Given that evaluation
criteria for heads are limited or non-existent (depending on the institution), heads often do
not know how they will be evaluated®'"""***. Thus, the lack of accountability for objectivity
is perhaps not surprising. Participants’ stories revealed that when a head liked them he (they
were all men) helped them and when not, he created difficulties for them.

Such subjectivity is problematic because empirical research from social and organizational
psychology fields, among others, reveals that women are expected to be nice, communal, and
non-self-interested, while men are expected and perceived to be competent, agentic,
dominant, and influential®*®’. These associations are descriptive (relating to how men and
women actually do behave), prescriptive (influencing how we believe men and women
should behave), and injunctive (carrying social sanctions for those who transgress them)
Gender roles prescribing that men are more competent and that women need to be nice mean
that women and their work products are evaluated less favorably, particularly when they do
not conform to roles, e.g., if they are too assertive. Contrary to popular myth, academia is not
immune from gender-biased evaluations and assumptions about incompetency based on race
or gender®'****. However, gender biases of this sort are difficult to detect and prove because
they are subtle, indirect, and implicit. Often people are not aware of how their judgments are
shaped by gender roles and consider themselves unbiased***”*°. Therefore, “Although
women may suspect that they’ve been the victims of negative attitudes toward women, they
can rarely prove it and often have no recourse” (84, p.- 94). The current systems and processes
for evaluating faculty, including for tenure and promotion, are set up in ways that promote
the operation of often subtle and unconscious gender biases™>**”*, and the amount of power
coupled with a lack for accountability afforded department heads contributes to that gendered
system.

87,88

Therefore, in positions of power with limited oversight and accountability measures, we find
gender biased behavior in the promotion and tenure process, policy uptake, and day-to-day
academic life. To counter this, we suggest that there is a need for mandatory training that
covers a wide range of gendered facets of academic careers and unconscious bias. Such
training should emphatically not be optional. Traditional training, such as didactic methods,
are likely to be ineffective here. Instead, while no guarantee can be made that they will
change deeply held beliefs, methods such as scenario based discussions’' and critical incident
analysis’“could expose department heads to the intertwined complexities and critical (read
deeply influential) but often unseen biases experienced by women faculty. Given that most
department heads are still white males*®*, novel training methods are needed to reveal gender
biases that are institutionally-normalized. Importantly, training methods are likely to have
more impact if they are continuing discussions and exposure, rather than one-time
sessions’>*. Finally, to further promote accountability and reduce one-sided power,
universities could designate or establish an office where faculty members could
confidentially seek redress—thereby reducing heads’ power and increasing accountability.
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Third, the discourse of fairness and the ideology of collective good are gendered in that they
are more likely to disadvantage women than men, as highlighted by the participant who was
expected to keep teaching a heavy load during the semester she had a child. Notions of
fairness and collective good can be biased against women through the expectation to keep
working through parental leave and the stigma of being seen as not committed or serious
enough if you have children. Our storytelling circles revealed that heads can directly
perpetuate that expectation and stigma. Clearly, then, simply instructing heads to act fairly is
both simplistic and problematic, because people have different notions of what is fair, and,
given that STEM departments remain male-dominated, those notions are more likely to
disadvantage women than men. Indeed, our prior analyses have revealed that colleagues
perceive course-releases associated with parental leave as unfair, and can create expectations
that the leave-taker will ‘make up’ her teaching load in subsequent semester, in order to be
“fair’ to others’®.

Therefore, recommendations and advice books (such as those cited throughout this analysis),
as well as training for department heads should pay attention to the gendered dimensions of
academic careers. Department heads need to be aware of the many ways in which the
‘playing field’ remains uneven for men and women, and accountability to gender equity
should be considered. In particular, the problems with the discourse of fairness and collective
good need to be understood. Going forward, scholars who write that department heads should
act fairly, should then elaborate on what they think that means and what acting fairly looks
like, with consideration for women and other minorities. Reviewers of journal articles and
books should take a more critical stance on simplistic instructions to act fairly, and raise
questions about gender-blind articles. Finally, it would be valuable for future research to
further explore the ways in which notions of fairness and collective good are gendered and
affect the careers of female academics.

In summary, while several other scholars have made recommendations on how heads can
create more equitable departments®"** with varying degrees of specificity or utility, our
research raises more fundamental questions about the nature of the position and current
literature. It highlights important policy and scholarship changes that should be considered in
order to mitigate the ways in which department heads perpetuate unjust practices. Because
they are more fundamental questions about the nature of the position, they likely cannot
quickly or easily be addressed, but they nonetheless warrant further questioning. We also
recognize that not all institutions are the same. There is a growing number of non-tenure
track, fixed term academics in the United States’”, and while the tenure system has been
adopted outside of the United States’®”’, many faculty members are still on fixed term
contracts’®. Nonetheless, inequality from a concentrated position of power remains an issue
for those on fixed terms as well, and we contend that the questions raised herein have
significance for all members of a department.
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