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The importance of the disciplinary society in leadership skill 

development and advancement  
 

Several opportunities arise in the disciplinary societies or professional organizations for faculty 

to begin to develop leadership skills.  A disciplinary society or professional organization is 

considered to be a cohort that includes academics and working professionals focusing on a 

research or a technical area in a specific field of engineering or science, and has a leadership 

body, such as an executive committee and other sub-committees.  The importance of 

involvement in the disciplinary society not only pertains to skill development but also promotes 

research expertise, can establish national recognition, and provides opportunities for 

collaboration. 

 

The objectives of this work were to gather data, both in qualitative and quantitative forms, 

regarding the importance of disciplinary society involvement. Because this work was supported 

by an NSF ADVANCE grant, focus was given to Science, Technology, Engineering and 

Mathematics (STEM) areas and women in these areas. 

 

Both survey data and focus group data were collected for this research. Survey data were 

collected from female faculty at a research-based institution (R1) located in the Midwest.  

Survey questions addressed levels of involvement in societies, pros and cons of involvement, 

how involvement affected promotion, differences (both positive and negative) between 

leadership in academia and the professional organization.  Additional data were collected 

through focus groups containing faculty in leadership positions.  These participants were either 

in titled roles such as Dean, Assistant/Associate Dean, Chair or Director or were faculty who 

held leadership positions in their disciplinary society or professional organization. Also, gender 

specific questions were asked regarding leadership opportunities, aspirations and mentoring for 

leadership.  

 

Results of the survey on disciplinary involvement indicated that there was no prescribed method 

for success and the time-commitment/reward balance should always be evaluated.  However, the 

female faculty indicated multiple benefits including networking with faculty at other institutions, 

establishing research collaborations, being aware of the latest standards in the field and research 

topics, and providing the opportunity for leadership positions. It was noted that these 

opportunities for leadership were available for multiple individuals including graduate students 

and junior faculty. 

Leadership in the professional organization and disciplinary societies was deemed more 

desirable, particularly by women.  The disciplinary society was perceived as an opportunity to 

try leadership positions. In the society, flexibility was a positive, allowing movement in and out 

of positions as desired, whereas, the titled roles on campus were not associated with this 

flexibility. 

 

In the focus groups, the women agreed that having more women in administrative positions 

might be a positive goal for the institution; everyone agreed that having only male administrators 

was undesirable.  However, performing research (for individuals) and getting grants (for units) 
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were seen as more positive and prestigious than doing administrative work.  In other words, 

some participants challenged the assumption on which many of the focus group questions were 

predicated. Namely, that more women in leadership positions in STEM disciplines is an 

unqualified good. 

 

Overall, the disciplinary society was viewed to have many positive associations, one being the 

ability to become involved in leadership positions and develop leadership skills. Disciplinary 

involvement has the potential to serve many roles throughout academic advancement. 

 

Introduction 

 

It is a well established fact that women are underrepresented in leadership positions in academia 

and their number is further diminished in the traditional science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics fields (STEM).  Several researchers have studied aspects of women and leadership. 

For example, Dworkin
1
, et al. preformed an extensive study with respect to increased mentoring 

of women for leadership roles emulating foreign programs which are more successful in placing 

women in leadership positions.  Bess and Goldman
2
 investigated the reformulation of leadership 

paradigms for the broader area of education as a whole drawing the parallels in K-12 and the 

university.   Chesterman
3
, et al., examined the attitudes of senior women in leadership roles 

(Australian Universities) and what lead to their positions in academia.  In the United States, 

O’Bannon
4
, et al., reported on the results of the Leadership Institute, a 4-day program focused on 

the leadership potential and goals of women faculty. Chesler
5
, et al., brought together tenured 

and non-tenured faculty in engineering to cultivate a peer mentoring network to further promote 

women in engineering and leadership roles in academia.  However, a paucity of work exists on 

how involvement in the disciplinary societies is viewed or related to leadership development for 

women. The main focus of the following work is the fostering of leadership success by first 

working in such positions in professional and discipline societies as well as understanding the 

impacts for early career faculty.   

 

Michigan State University was funded through the NSF ADVANCE program for an Institutional 

Transformation Grant.  One of the components of this ADVANCE grant focused on women’s 

leadership. This leadership project had an overarching goal of understanding what factors 

motivated women faculty to become leaders. Within this overarching goal, the women’s 

leadership team also wanted to better understand the roles their disciplinary/professional 

societies played in leadership development and advancement. 

 

As a beginning step to meet these goals, the women’s leadership team needed to first understand 

how women participated in their disciplinary societies and professional organizations, and how 

this involvement was perceived by them, their colleagues and superiors.  Here we are 

considering a disciplinary society or professional organization to be a group that encompasses 

academics and working professionals emphasizing a research or a technical area in a specific 

field of engineering or science, and has a leadership body, such as an executive committee and 

other sub-committees. These societies typically hold conferences in technical areas and oversee 

the publications of Journals in science and technical areas.  Examples of such organizations 

would be the American Society of Mechanical Engineers, American Society of Civil Engineers, 
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American Physical Society, American Sociological Association, and American Society for 

Engineering Education. 

 

To better understand the involvement of faculty in these organizations survey data and focus 

group data were collected. Survey questions addressed levels of involvement in societies, pros 

and cons of involvement, how involvement affected promotion, differences (both positive and 

negative) between leadership in academia and the professional organization.  Additional data 

were collected through focus groups containing faculty in leadership positions.  These 

participants were either in titled roles such as Dean, Assistant/Associate Dean, Chair or Director 

or were faculty who held leadership positions in their disciplinary society or professional 

organization. 

 

Survey Methods/Results 

Survey questionnaire 

 

The leadership team wanted to begin to understand the involvement of women in the disciplinary 

societies and professional organizations. At the start of the grant, a survey was distributed to 

tenure stream women faculty in Engineering, Natural Science and Social Science.  The purpose 

of the questionnaire was 1) to collect data on the levels of disciplinary involvement of female 

faculty who are tenured and compare those to early career faculty, and 2) identify women who 

are leaders in their disciplinary society (elected, appointed roles).  All of the women invited to 

participate were promised a summary of the findings.  Part of the ADVANCE leadership team’s 

goals was to also use the results of the survey as an intervention – specifically for the early career 

faculty. By distributing the results, and the comments, sharing and learning could occur across 

women and colleges.   

 

The number of women surveyed was two hundred and forty-seven (n=247). The survey included 

27 close-ended questions (yes/no), four short-answer questions (women were asked to provide 

the specific titles of elected and/or appointed leadership roles held in disciplinary societies), and 

one open-ended question (women were asked to provide general comments about their 

disciplinary involvement).  

 

Fifty-nine (n=59) women of 247 surveyed responded to the survey (24% response rate). The 

response rates were consistent across the three colleges surveyed. These data were analyzed for 

common themes reported within the open-ended questions.  Further, questions with numerical 

responses were tabulated and reported.    

 

Based on the results of this initial survey of women, focus groups which contained both men and 

women were then conducted.  The addition of the male component to the focus groups 

introduced a comparison control for the perception of participation in disciplinary societies even 

though a similar written survey was not conducted with the male tenure stream faculty.  

Furthermore, the dearth of women in academic leadership roles required the addition of men in 

these positions. Thus, to obtain a perspective on the discipline society’s importance in their 

ascent in academia men were included in the focus group.  
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Survey results 

 

A summary of the type of involvement for early career faculty (non-tenured) and senior (tenured) 

faculty is provided in Table 1.  Tenured faculty indicated what types of activities they were 

involved in prior to obtaining tenure, as well as their current activities in their disciplinary 

societies/professional organizations.  Results indicated that the early career faculty were involved 

in similar levels as their tenured counterparts were pre-tenure for oral/podium presentations 

(95% vs 93%), poster presentations (74% vs. 65%), abstract reviewer (42% vs 50%), and grant 

reviewer (47% vs. 55%).  As expected, the tenured women had a higher level of involvement in 

activities that required a nomination, or large time commitments and might be considered higher 

visibility positions such as conference chair (5% vs. 30%), session organizer (26% vs. 55%), 

committee chair (11% vs. 48%). 

 

Table 1. Activity involvement with disciplinary societies, reported by percentage within 

respondent category. 

Disciplinary Society 

Membership Activity 

Percentage of 

involvement among 

non-tenured 

respondents 

(n=19) 

Percentage of 

involvement among 

tenured respondents—

PRE –TENURE 

(n=40) 

Percentage of 

involvement among 

tenured respondents –

POST-TENURE 

(n=40) 

Oral/Podium 

Presentation 
95% 93% 93% 

Poster Presentation 74% 65% 58% 

Invited Paper 53% 63% 83% 

Panel Member 32% 55% 70% 

Abstract Reviewer 42% 50% 60% 

Committee Member 11% 60% 75% 

Conference Organizer 16% 30% 35% 

Session Organizer 26% 50% 55% 

Conference Chair 5% 18% 30% 

Committee Chair 11% 28% 48% 

Manuscript Reviewer for 

Journals 
100% 83% 90% 

Editorial Position with a 

Journal 
5% 18% 55% 

Grant Reviewer for 

funding agency 
47% 55% 75% 

 

Participants were also asked to provide general comments with regard to society involvement: 

was their involvement helpful/ not helpful and how so?  If they had any thoughts about how 

involvement affected their tenure decision, they were asked to include that as well.  Overall, 

participants indicated that their disciplinary involvement provided networking opportunities, 

increased exposure to other researchers in their field of work, and made them aware of the 

current level of research expectations.  However, participants indicated that there was a balance 

between time spent and reward, and that needed to be assessed for each individual and in the 

context of each department. Specific quotes are noted below. 
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• “Participating in community leadership (panels, committees, organization) is important in 

visibility, and in meeting potential collaborators or team members. It is clear that tenure 

decisions use participation in these activities as evidence for standing in the scientific 

community.” 

• “My involvement in reviewing and serving on conference program committees helped 

me become known to many leaders in my field, which certainly helped for my 

promotions.”   

• “It affected my Promotion and Tenure decisions by establishing my reputation for 

scholarly excellence nationally.”   

• “There is an optimal level of involvement with regard to time vs. reward.  The value of a 

person’s involvement in their disciplinary society will vary by department.” 

• “All of my involvements were very beneficial to me as far as networking, gaining 

mentors and lay of the land from senior level faculty around the country.” 

• “There is no prescribed method for disciplinary involvement and success.  However, it is 

clear that multiple benefits exist from involvement in a disciplinary society.  Thus, this 

topic should be addressed through mentoring, and annual reviews with early career 

faculty.” 

 

Women were also asked to indicate their preference on workshops. Ten topics for workshops 

were suggested in the questionnaire and the top three preferred workshops included with 

percentage of respondents and tenure status indicated:  

 

How to assume a leadership role  42% early career faculty/25% tenured faculty 

How to self promote    47% early career faculty/35% tenured faculty 

How to say no and still succeed  42% early career faculty/38% tenured faculty  

 

Focus Groups Methods/Results 

Focus group methods 

 

A total of 54 individuals were involved in eight focus groups (24 women participated in the 

female focus groups and 30 in the male focus groups). Four groups were composed of women 

and four composed of men. Each focus group consisted of one category either: Chairs/Directors, 

Assistant/Associate Deans, Deans or disciplinary society leaders.   

  

Five main questions were asked in each focus group. The questions were: 

 

1. What were the factors that led to your decision to take on your current leadership 

position? 

 

2. Did you have a mentor during your leadership role? 

 

3. What are the challenges of being in a leadership role? 
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4. a. Why don’t more women seek administrative positions? (Female group) 

 

b. In your experience, if you have offered a leadership position to a woman, what 

were the reasons she shared about why she did or didn’t take it? (Male group) 

 

5. What are the advantages of being in a leadership role?  

 

Focus group results 

 

Through the inclusion of the Chairs/Directors, Assistant/Associate Deans, and Deans, in focus 

groups, some general information about titled leadership roles and differences between male and 

female leaders was obtained.  Then, through the focus groups containing leaders in their 

disciplinary societies, more specific information about the value of involvement in such 

organizations was gathered.  The following summarizes these data: 

 

What were the factors that led to your decision to take on your current leadership 

position? What are the advantages of being in a leadership role?  

 

Most of what were identified as reasons for taking a leadership position, were also identified as 

advantages of being in a leadership role.  Thus, the results from both questions are presented 

together. 

 

The men and women agreed on the reasons for taking on a leadership position with many talking 

about making a difference in faculty or student lives, seeing some change in the organization and 

thinking their leadership would help with the change, or they were asked to be in the role and 

thought they could do it well. Several concurred with the statement that it was an opportunity for 

creativity and problem-solving and an intellectual challenge of a different kind (compared to 

research). The most common statement made by women in these groups was “I felt I could make 

a difference”. All three titled groups of leaders agreed that being a leader gave them a greater 

understanding of the University, helped them learn things they would not have otherwise known, 

and introduced them to other leaders.  

 

Did you have a mentor during your leadership role? 

 

Focus group results indicated that women in leadership positions had mentors, while men did not 

use the term “mentor”.  The men did say that they would seek advice from colleagues who had 

been in that role or a similar role and referred to these contacts as “networking”. 

 

What are the challenges of being in a leadership role? 

 

Men noted that budget cuts and doing more with less was one of the common challenges.  Also, 

managing people was seen as a challenge; with some saying that usually it was only one or two 

difficult people that caused issues. 

 

P
age 23.1214.7



While it was generally acknowledged that family issues are primarily women’s issues, there was 

also consensus that men generally had a built-in support system and women just had two jobs.  

For the women leaders, the style of leadership was also considered a challenge; other people 

expected typical sympathetic female behavior.  Therefore, women administrators were asked to 

make accommodations that men would not be asked to make.  Furthermore, in departments with 

multi-cultural staff, men from some cultures have difficulty taking direction from women 

administrators. 

 

Why don’t more women seek administrative positions? (Female group) 

 

In one group, women said they had women in their college who were in charge of large multi-

million dollar research grants and they would not think of asking them to give these up for an 

administrative position.  It was noted that administrative positions are not glamorous. 

Participants indicated that individuals who assume them have to like paperwork and managing 

details.  Also, there was some debate with regard to the role family obligations played for 

women. Some women said straight out, “I couldn’t do this if I still had kids at home and was 

married.”  Another said she thought having a family was the best preparation for her job (just 

like being an air traffic controller) and said she looked forward to coming home and having some 

“comic relief” after her day at the office.  Many said this was of concern to young women and 

new faculty. 

 

In your experience, if you have offered a leadership position to a woman, what were the 

reasons she shared about why she did or didn’t take it? (Male group) 
  

One male leader said he never had a woman turn down a position he offered; in the Chairs group 

one said he offered an administrative position to a woman and she took it because it was a clear 

interest of hers.  Men noted the following examples or statements women used to decline a 

leadership role: 

 

• Was a “star in her field” or had a 9-month endowed chair and didn’t want to exchange 

that status for a 12-month administrative position. 

• Had young children.  

• Had a woman who did not go through the five year chair review because the position was 

not what she wanted to do with her life. 

• One of the Associate/Assistant Deans said there were so few women in his (science) field 

and administration was seen as less desirable than research and teaching.  

 

Specifically with regard to the focus groups that contained leaders in the disciplinary 

societies, the following points were noted.  

 

The male focus groups, which were generally senior individuals as they held leadership positions 

in their societies, suggested that although involvement is important, they felt that the University 

needed to reconsider what role professional or disciplinary society leadership plays in the life of 

faculty.  If this voluntary service is viewed as extraneous by titled administrators (such as in 

P
age 23.1214.8



annual reviews and promotion evaluation) and its value not conveyed, fewer faculty will 

participate.  The male focus groups did indicate that involvement in the disciplinary societies 

provided opportunities to connect with other researchers, who could then be named when going 

through the promotion process.   

 

The majority of the women commented that involvement in the disciplinary society provided 

personal and organizational benefits with some noting involvement was critical, “this is a 

criterion I’m judged on for promotion and tenure”.  Also, women viewed University 

administration as entirely different than leadership in a professional society.  For example, 

university administrative positions are generally longer term and leadership in a professional 

society shorter term.  The risks associated with titled university roles have more to do with 

having to eventually return to the group (e.g. having to make unfavorable decisions while in 

administration) while the rewards for leadership in professional societies had to do with 

collegiality.  Women did consistently indicate that they thought men were more willing to put 

themselves forward for a leadership position in the society than women. 

 

Conclusions and Implications 
 

Involvement in the disciplinary society/professional organization is perceived by women to have 

many advantages.  These included networking, establishing themselves as a leader in their field, 

and making connections with potential reviewers of proposals and publications.  Additionally, 

when involved in a leadership position in the society, skill development occurred.  Also, women 

liked the idea of leadership in a disciplinary society over a titled role. 

 

The society offers opportunities that may not be available in a title role on campus, particularly 

in fields with small numbers of women.  The appealing aspects of leadership in a society include 

flexibility in the sense that individuals are not committed to a 3 or 5 year appointment, also, 

societies usually have a higher percentage of females and a sense of belonging may exist because 

of the higher number of women, and a different climate. Finally, leadership in a society might be 

considered easier to “try out” as they can participate in a position, and move to another role if the 

original position is not meeting their needs.   

 

In some positions, specifically the executive and the conference chair positions, several 

organizational and political skill development opportunities can arise.  These skills include the 

management of activities, management of people and development of budgets which provide the 

necessary preparation for individuals to serve in titled roles later in their careers. 

 

Thus, involvement in the disciplinary organization can have several advantages, however, as 

noted by the faculty, the involvement level and the reward as viewed by superiors must be 

considered, particularly for early career faculty so that an optimal balance is achieved. 
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