Northouse: Leadership 5e


Chapter 13 – Women and Leadership

Elliot, C. and Stead, V. (2008).  Learning from leading women’s experience:  Towards a sociological understanding.  Leadership, 4 (2), 159-180.
Abstract: Conceptions of leadership draw largely on the leadership experiences of a limited population, and of those in a restricted range of organizational settings. This article begins to address some of these biases by examining the experiences of six leading women in differing sectors. In researching the ‘how’ of leadership there emerges a web of four inter-related factors that connects these leaders to their community and that plays a foundational role in their lives: upbringing, environment, focus and networks and alliances. The ways in which leadership is experienced and constructed by women, the article therefore argues, can be made more sense of through a sociological lens, and raises questions about how tendencies in research sites lead to gendered and individualistic understandings of leadership. In illuminating the need to make the distinction between representations of leadership and

our experience of leadership, the article concludes that leadership is not just about

leading people, but is often pioneering and can include the leadership of ideas, communities, and the representation of issues.
Discussion Questions:
1. According to the authors, leadership is about more than leading people.  What other kinds of leadership do they identify?  Can you give some examples of these from your own experience?  

2. What is an archetype?  What has become a dominant archetype in leadership research?  Why do you think this is?  

3. What does a sociological understanding of leadership contribute to our knowledge of leadership?  

4. The authors claim that U.S. and U.K research on leadership adopts masculinity as the norm.  Identify at least four arguments that support this claim.  

5. “Gender cannot be regarded as an isolated feature of identity, but interacts with the broader structural, social, political, historical, cultural and institutional context” (p. 163).  What does this mean?  Put it in your own words.

6. What is the gender trap regarding women’s perceived capabilities as leaders?

7. Describe post-heroic models of leadership.

8. What are two main challenges to enacting post-heroic leadership?

9. How does a post-heroic model of leadership fit with Northouse’s four components of leadership?

10. Look up the term “reify”.  Give an example of how depicting women leaders as following “women’s natural way of behaving” reifies power relationships. (p. 165) 

11. How does this study fit with the authors’ other research?

12. How do the women’s stories create “a web” (p. 170)?

13. The authors claim that women’s leadership “is embedded within a particular context, which in turn shapes their enactment of leadership.”  Isn’t this also true of male leaders?  Does the influence of upbringing differ for male and female leaders?

14. Regarding environmental influences, how does a female’s lesser status create leadership opportunities (p. 172)?

15. Outline the authors’ argument for shifting from individualistic conceptions of leadership toward community based leadership.  How can you use this perspective?

16. What are the limitations of a narrative approach to data collection?  Are narrative data more or less trustworthy than survey data?

17. What would be a good next step for a study?

